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1 Dome 3

Paul adjusted his goggles over his dry eyes, causing some caked dust to fall past his mask.  His hat was pulled down and provided only some limited measure of protection against the ever blowing dust.  The more important factor was that the hat, gloves, goggles, mask, boots, and suit he wore were all manufactured with inter-woven radiation absorbing materials.  RAM clothing alone saved him from the death which was all around him, and lingering over the entire world.  Only by having that clothing, which in a way formed an invisible bubble around him, was he able to go anywhere away from home.  He still needed to protect his eyes, nose, mouth, and lungs from the dust, but each dust particle was stripped of its radioactive lethality by the RAM clothing.  Nonetheless, Paul despised the dust.

In the dim and tan colored light, he waved to the other two adventurers who were with him.  Each of them had nearly identical RAM clothing.  All three were on the tan plain with swirling dust around them.  The wind whipped past their vehicle, a transport affectionately known to the adventurers as a fusion truck.  They had gotten out of the fusion powered all-terrain vehicle when they reached what they hoped was their target.  The tracks it left with its enormous four wheels were already filling in with dust.  The vehicle’s cabin did not allow for removal of the suits, but was some shelter from the wind and the ubiquitous tan dust.  

The large dome they had reached was impossible to miss.  Even in the dust and wind it towered in front of the three adventurers.  However, which specific dome they had found was yet to be determined.  Paul walked over to the side of the dome, and placed a gloved hand against the permalloy.  It was hard, smooth, and covered in dust, but had no other discernable characteristics.  Permalloy was the hardest substance ever manufactured and its invention had made the domes possible.  But that was long ago.  He scraped away a thick accumulation of dust and then attached a pad and cable to the permalloy.  The cable was connected into his recording and sensing equipment.  He flipped the cover off the pouch on his belt which held sealed instruments in a clear permalloy box.  All that showed were red lights.  The instruments proved there was no power registering in the permalloy, at least not within his scanning range.  He shook his head negative so the others could see.  They walked back to the vehicle and climbed in, sealed the doors, and hooked cables to each other’s suits.

“This is the fourth stop on this dome’s perimeter with no energy readings at all,” Paul said.  His companions could now hear him.  They could also respond now that they were physically connected to each other by the cables.

“We can assume it is pretty much dead, right?”  One of the other adventurers said.  She had a silky smooth voice.

“Karen, that is premature.  We have only circled about a third of the way around.  We have not even gotten to an entryway yet.  We need to get inside,” the third adventurer said with enthusiasm and spunk in her voice.

“Jamie, I think Karen is probably correct.  This dome is dead.   If a third of its exterior is not showing any power the whole place is lost.”  Paul commented.  He started up the fusion truck and maneuvered it to continue following the circular sides of the dome.  “And all the other domes, all of them have been dead.  Why should this one be any different?”

“Paul, they are all different.  Yes, so far the other domes have all failed, but we are here to find out why.  I was selected to lead this team to learn why, not quit so easy.  Our dome has not failed.  It cannot be the last one, right?   We are here to learn the cause of those failures, not just to confirm these domes are out of commission.  Dome 17 needs as much information as possible so we can all survive as long as possible.  Besides, there could still be people alive.  They could have retreated and sealed a secure secondary area.  We will not know until we get inside.”

“I think it is a waste of time.  I say we head back now,” Paul stated.  “The fusion truck’s data stick will just exactly reverse our course, and then Dome 17 here we come.”  

“I want to get inside here.  This is exciting, it is what being an adventurer is all about,” Jamie said with eagerness.

“So again, Jamie, you and I disagree.  Karen your decision will dictate our fate,” Paul stated flatly.  

“Jamie does make a point about learning the cause.  I do agree with you Paul, this dome is dead.  What we do not know is why.  So we try to find a hatch or door or airlock to get inside,” Karen said with resignation.

The fusion truck followed the circumference of dome and finally came upon what looked like some kind of place for entry.  It was a projection outward of about four meters.  It was eight meters high and a similar amount wide.  

“See, there is our way inside,” Jamie said and pointed past the clear permalloy window.

“If there is an inside,” Paul commented, but only Karen heard him.  Jamie had already disconnected her cable and was heading out the door.  “Karen, that woman is excessively energetic and impulsive.  Besides, even if, on the remote chance someone is alive inside there, they would never let us in.”

“Paul, of course they would not let us in.  Jamie knows that, but they might answer some questions, and through the cable pads on the exterior we could speak to them,” Karen replied.  “If anyone is alive here, which you and I both doubt.  But let Jamie blow off some energy, who knows, maybe one day that will save us all.”  

“Not likely.  And you cannot speak to someone in this dome if they are all dead,” Paul stated and then disconnected the cable linking him to Karen.  They both climbed out of the big vehicle and stepped down into the loose dust on the ground.

Jamie had reached the entryway.  There was a huge square-shaped door, with a drift of dust piled waste high against it.  The dust was easily kicked away, and Jamie plowed a path up to the door.  The dust she kicked up swirled around in the winds.  Paul watched as she did a sensor reading, but she then also connected a fusion pack cable into a part of the door’s frame.  One side of the door opened with a grinding whine which was heard over the winds and even through the protective clothing.  It was a bone shuddering and eerie sound.

Jamie turned back and gave the other two a thumbs-up as she disappeared inside of the dome.  Karen followed.

“Oh great, she found a way inside.  That woman is just too energetic,” Paul commented. Since the personnel communication signals could not penetrated the dust, wind, and radiation outside of the dome, only he heard what he said.  “This place is dead, and there is nothing more to learn here.”

Paul made it to the half open door, and followed Karen and Jamie inside.  Jamie was already working on the next door, which was about three meters away.  The outer room appeared to be a decontamination chamber of some kind, but it had obviously not been used for ages.  There were cracked pipes along one wall with what might have once had antiseptic foams inside.  Now the remains of those antiseptics were but caked and dried out streaks down the permalloy wall.  The pipes themselves had cracked and shattered in a multitude of places, probably due to the excessive heat.  Paul checked his belt pouch and the instruments read 53.6c for the temperature around them.  Luckily their suits could handle that and more.  So far nothing in the chamber indicated that this dome had any radiation absorbing material technology.  There were two old-style environmental suits on the wall.  One had a broken face plate, and the other was ripped down a shoulder.   The old environmental suits hanging there were not on par with the technological levels on Dome 17.   Environmental suits were all replaced by RAM clothing, at least in Dome 17.

There were also several vehicles in the chamber, but they too looked long neglected.  One had wheels missing, and another had the drive train disassembled.  The lufi amalgam batteries were laying scattered in a heap behind the parts of the drive train.  “No fusion packs?  But where would they go anyway?”  Paul muttered to himself.  “If they came to Dome 17 none of us would let them in.”

Karen was standing to the side watching Jamie as she connected the fusion pack into the secondary door.  There was a loud hissing sound and the outer door snapped shut.  That cut off the tan light which had been coming in through the opening.  Jamie quickly snapped the fusion pack light on.  

Karen walked over and tapped Jamie who looked up.  Karen motioned about the exterior door and Jamie just shrugged and went back to work on the interior door.  A few moments later, that interior door lowered about half way into the floor and stayed there.  There was some dim light coming from inside the dome.  That light was tan colored.  Jamie stepped though and into the dome itself.  

Karen followed, and Paul brought up the rear.  He worried about the external door, but felt he had to follow along. They entered a dimly lit area just beyond the second door.  Dust was floating around in the light from the fusion pack. 

Paul looked at Karen and tapped the side of his head.  “Karen, can you hear me?”

A scratchy response was heard, “Yes.  So this dome still seems to filter some of the junk in the atmosphere.  The communications will work here, but no telling how much range there would be.  At least we can talk if we stay close together.”

“Does she know that?”  Paul asked and pointed at Jamie who was walking ahead of them.  

“Yes, I know.  I can easily hear you both,” Jamie responded.  “I put on the communication system as soon as we got inside.  Even an unpowered permalloy dome will block some of the interference.  From the heat, obviously this dome is breached somewhere, but now we just look for what happened.  First, we see that they only had a two stage system for entry.  That is very sloppy and unsafe.  Not nearly enough redundancy.  They may have had a failure only in this section just due to this door.  Maybe another part of this dome is still operational?”

“They died,” Paul replied.  “Once an exterior dome breech happened, everyone died.” 

“Maybe, unless they had section bulkheads to shut down. They could have compartmentalized their survival plan.  Perhaps an underground protected area?  We need more information.  We need to discover what happened?  Why is the question we want to answer.  Why did this dome fail?  It has been nearly a hundred years since these domes were built, and decades since contact between them was lost.  Why did this dome fail, while Dome 17 has kept going?”  Jamie asked as she looked around.  

“Just lucky?  Or maybe it is our weather?”  Paul said sarcastically.  “Can you reopen that exterior door out there?  No one wants to get trapped in here.   Especially due to jumping into some worthless quest for trivial details.”

“No worries, I can get that open easily,” Jamie retorted.  “No need to get all huffy about it.  There is nothing trivial about survival.”

Before Paul could offer his response, Karen interjected, “You two ever get tired of bickering?  I do.  Look, the clear permalloy on that wall seems intact.  The radiation levels are way past safe here, but only about a third of what is outside.”  Looking out, all she could see was a tan swirling nothingness.  

“So now we just find one of their data sticks, or an AI and power it up and get our answers,” Jamie was marching off to explore.  

“Dead is still dead,” Paul remarked as he followed along. 

The hall with the wall of clear permalloy was short and opened into a large gathering place.  There were tables and chairs and a few counters.  They were haphazardly arranged and tipped over.  Some were broken into pieces.  Sections of the wall overhead had large squares of clear permalloy which allowed the tan light to creep into the area in diffuse dimness and dust.   

“This is not big enough to be their cafetorium, so it must be a secondary dining facility.  Maybe there will be an AI in the food prep area,” Jamie said as she walked toward some doors.  The light coming in from the clear permalloy was not bright enough for effective visibility, so she kept the light from the fusion pack in front of her.  

“Maybe if we connect into their main systems, we can find some records,” Karen suggested.  “If we could access their artificial intelligence systems, or even some old computerized main frame we could learn a lot more.”

Paul moved a few chairs around and picked up a booklet which was lying on the floor.  It was smudged with some brown stains but still legible.  “I know which dome we found.  This is Dome 3, like we anticipated.”

“You doubted we would find where we were going?”  Jamie said with a smug edge to her voice.  

“Just double checking and making sure,” Paul replied.  “According to the booklet here, they had shifts coming here for meals.  It looks like a duty roster of some kind, but the date seems to be about fifteen years ago.  Is that when the failure happened?”

“Fifteen years?”  Karen said.  “Yes, that fits.  This place has been gone at least that long, from the dust that is settled here.  But if the dome is breeched in a big way, the dust could go anywhere.”

Jamie tried to open one of the doors from the dining area, but it was jammed.  She stepped back and gave it a swift kick, and the door flew open slamming on the hinges.  “Well, that was not too hard.”  She said.  

“When in doubt, just force it about.  Right Jamie?”  Paul sneered.

“When needed, force is an excellent tool,” Jamie responded glibly.  She entered the room beyond the door.  

“You two need to settle it down.  You are both annoying me,” Karen interceded.  “Can we power up anything here?”  She pointed at the dimness in a vague manner.    

Beyond the now open door the areas were in deeper shadows and it was hard to make out what was ahead.  Even the light from the fusion pack did not pierce the dust filled air very well.  Jamie stepped forward and was obscured by the dust and dimness.  Every step brought up a new puff of dust.

Karen cautiously followed along, and tried to shine her own fusion pack beam toward where she thought Jamie was, but could not find her.  “Jamie!  Stay close or we might lose audio.  Visual is already poor.”

“No worries,” Jamie replied flippantly.  “I can always home back on Paul’s melancholy.  That can be found anywhere.”

“Glad to be of help,” Paul commented with contempt as he stepped into the murky area.  With his fusion pack adding light to the other two, the area was revealed as a sort of kitchen of some kind, but only a small part was observable.

“You both are bothersome.  You could try to be nice to each other.  I am so sick and tired to being a referee to you people!”  Karen snapped.  

“They do not use fusion packs,” Jamie said from the darkness ahead.  “But I am overriding into their old style system.  My fusion pack should power up some of the equipment in here.”

A slight flickering of light came from overhead, and more dust fell from the ceiling.  That revealed more about their location.  Jamie was at the far wall and she had opened a conduit to get at the wiring and circuits inside.  The fusion pack was connected to it by cables and splices.  The lights flickered some more, then dimmed.  A deep mechanical cough came from somewhere and that echoed through the room.  Dust belched out of some vents and that obscured viewing even more, and coated everything with yet another layer of tan.  After several moments, the lights finally overcame their feeble flickering and shined down to more fully illuminate the room.  Air circulated, and the dust was blown about.

“That will charge these old systems for a while, but I am not sure how long it will last.  Dome 17 modernized beyond this stuff over twenty years ago,” Jamie commented. 

There were steel platters stacked on one side, with holders for utensils. Along one wall was a chain driven system of pulleys suspended from the ceiling with empty hooks hanging down from them.  There was a countertop running beneath that system.  Along the countertop were misshapen lumpy items covered over with dust.   Karen walked over to examine the countertop and the rows of lumps.

“What is this junk?”  Karen said as she brushed away the layers of dust from the closest lump.  It was bigger than her fist.  She rubbed at it some more, and turned it over.  “No it cannot be?”  Her voice was stricken.  She dropped the lump to the floor where it knocked up dust as it bobbled out into the center of the room where it lay like an upside down bowl. 

The lump was the front half of a small human skull.  It was missing any soft tissue and had been obscured by a thick covering of dust.  The back half had been cut precisely.  The dust had initially hidden where the eye sockets and nose hole had been.  Looking at the other lumps in the line, the three adventurers realized that they all looked uniformly similar.  A line of small human skulls. 

“Those are children’s heads,” Paul said in disgust.   

“Maybe this is an autopsy room?  They might have had a medical crisis,” Jamie said with a catch in her voice.  She turned and continued to work on some controls.

“Serving trays?  Forks, knives, and spoons?  No medical equipment?  And, oh sure, it just happens to be next to a dining area?”  Paul mocked.  He walked over to some bins near the countertop.  “The back half of the skulls are down in here.  They are empty too.”

“Plague.  Yes, that could be.  Yeah, this was an emergency triage area.  Or they did autopsies here,” Karen said, but her voice did not carry any conviction.  “During some major medical crisis, they would use whatever places were available.  Right?  Or an alternative morgue?  Store the dead in here while studying them to find out why they died?”

“I do not think so,” Paul answered as he looked into another bin.  He reached in and with his gloved hand he removed a long bone.  “This place is far more grotesque than any morgue or trauma center.  There are teeth marks on this bone; it looks like a child’s femur.  Those are definitely teeth marks.” He examined several others and found they all had the same signs of chewing on them.

“That cannot be correct,” Karen answered, her voice quaking.  “It has to be something else.”

“I have patched into a monitor.  I think I can get a playback.  It is tricky with their main reactor down.  I am trying an interface between the fusion pack and the lufi power, so here goes,” Jamie said.  She brushed away the dust from a monitor screen which was on the wall.

A dimly lit green screen appeared with four sentences on it.  The first said ‘Security’ the next ‘Personnel’ then ‘Auxiliary’ and finally ‘Status’ in white letters.  

“Security first,” Jamie pushed the screen.   

The three watched in horror as the monitor displayed a recorded film from a camera which was located in the corner of that same room.  

After a few moments, in which they stood in shock, Paul commented, “I have it all recorded.  No one would believe us without seeing that.”  He was checking the playback on the equipment around his belt.

The scene played on the monitor and then ended.  It started up again and played through its grisly revelation.  It kept looping until Jamie pushed the monitor and it went back to the green display with white lettering.

Karen just stood and physically shook.

Jamie pushed on ‘Personnel’ but nothing happened.  Then she tapped the other places on the screen and finally got a floor plan to show.  It was a basic design with simple labeling of areas.  Nothing else showed on the monitor.

“Come on, I have an idea of the layout.  I think I know where the main power couplings are,” Jamie said and she unhooked the fusion pack.  The area’s lights continued but were dimmer.  “The lufi batteries will last a while.”  Most of the illumination was from the fusion pack lights.  But the images of the film they had seen would not dim from their minds.  Jamie walked out the back door which swung open easily.  “I still need to find out why this dome failed.”

Paul watched her go.  He turned to Karen who was still visibly shaking.  “We better keep up with her.  She is likely to just burst into somewhere and get hurt.”  He put his hand on Karen’s shoulder, and gave her a bit of a nudge toward the door.  

“That was hideous.  Repulsive.  Why children?”  Karen muttered numbly.  

“Karen, she may get out of range before she realizes it.  You know how impulsive Jamie can be,” Paul again nudged Karen.  She finally started walking forward in a distracted manner.

The corridor outside was shrouded in dust and dimness, which the lights only partially overcame.  Jamie’s footprints in the dust were easier to follow than looking ahead as the dust floated in the poisoned air.  

“Jamie, slow down.  We are coming,” Paul snapped as he realized how far ahead she had gotten.  

“I have found a main power connection, and some maintenance gauges and screens.  If I can jump the fusion pack’s energy into it, this section of the dome might also be powered for a while,” Jamie replied.  Her voice was crackly and distant.  

The lights overhead flickered and sputtered.  Then they shut down.  A second time they sputtered and then remained on in a dim glow that did somewhat lighten up the halls.  Jamie was at the far end next to a door which was twisted off its hinges.  

Karen walked in silence toward Jamie.  Paul guided her as she walked.  “Jamie, we have seen enough.  Whatever breached the dome here does not matter.  We need to leave now.”  He motioned toward Karen, but Jamie did not see.

“Not yet,” Jamie responded.  “I found an engineering schematic.  There is what they label a ‘Computer Center’ one level down, and that will be where we find some answers.”

Paul reached over and grabbed Jamie’s shoulder.  “We need to leave now.”

She shrugged his hand off her shoulder.  “This will only take a few minutes.  Relax, we have seen the worst already,” Jamie said and turned and walked toward the door with the sign over it that said, ‘Stairwell 3’ in dull illuminated letters.

“At least stay with us.  No sense rushing ahead like that again,” Paul said with contempt in his voice.  

“I am just doing the mission.  Somebody has to,” Jamie barked back.  

Paul reluctantly said to Karen, “I am here with you.  We can just walk down there, get the information and get out.  Can you do that?”

Karen weakly nodded her head.  

Jamie saw the nod and walked away toward the stairs.  

“I said stay with us,” Paul reiterated as Jamie was pulling ahead.  

Jamie ignored him, opened the door, and only then stopped.  

Paul thought she was finally cooperating with him, but when he guided Karen to the doorway, he realized that was not what had happened.  Beyond the doorway was the landing for the stairs.  On that landing was a body.  Unlike the bones in the kitchen, this body still had flesh on it.  The flesh was very dried out, but it was there, along with blonde hair.  A uniform was on the body with the words ‘Police Staff’ embroidered on the front pocket of the shirt.  The pants were shredded, the legs badly broken in multiple places.  Jutting up from the corpse’s abdomen was a stun baton.  The baton was embedded deep into the body, with only the last third showing outwardly.  One hand of the corpse was resting near the baton; the other was stretched out and handcuffed to a pipe on the wall.  

“Someone did that?”  Karen screamed. “That is not an accident!  Not an accident!”  

“Get yourself under control.  He has been dead a long time,” Jamie said but then immediately regretted saying it.  For Karen did not respond well to the rebuke.

“Under control?  You want control?  They were eating children!  How dare you tell me to get under control!  You tell me to get under control?”  Karen wailed.   “There is no control here!  This place is the worst!”

“Karen, we will just leave now,” Paul tried to sooth, but Karen was hysterical.

“There is no threat here,” Jamie said.  “It happened long ago.  Get yourself together.”

“Why?  Why?  Together?  Control?  I have been to three other domes.   All three dead!  Those were failures of the equipment.  But here?  Children?  These people killed each other!  They ate children!”  Karen’s voice was filled with anguish.  “Is that our future?  Will we in Dome 17 turn on each other?  On the children?  Are we all going to die like that!”  She pointed at the police officer’s body.  “Or like on that film?  What use is any of this?”

“No, we are better than this place,” Paul said.  “We will just leave now…”

“And go where?  Back to Dome 17 and wait for the radiation?  Just one system failure away from a flood of toxins?  Just waiting to die.   Or the craziness will come and we kill each other?  No way.  Not me!”  Karen turned and rushed away mumbling, “No, not me.  I quit! No, no, no!”

“Go get her.  I will get the information,” Jamie said and she jumped over the body and headed down the dim stairs.

“Jamie wait!  Help me with Karen,” Paul pleaded.  

“She will settle down, just stay with her.  I will be back soon,” Jamie replied curtly.  She was out of sight.  Through the communication system, Paul heard Jamie gasp and she then said, “What ever happens, do not let her come down here!”  Her voice was static filled.

Paul turned and quickly followed after Karen.         

“Karen?”  Paul said as he followed her footsteps away from the direction they had come.  The footprints looked like Karen was running erratically.

“Jamie I am not sure where she is going.  Please come back and help me,” Paul said.  “I need your help!”

“I am …. Computer Centre. The…. ruin … rible and dis… and wic…  hum…  ed There is a sys….. as the history of Dom…….  I am download……  y gear.  I will be …… as the down ….. is finished.  We ne…….   rmation.  …..tay with Karen,” Jamie replied but she was nearly out of range and her words were broken and garbled.     

“Jamie?  I cannot understand.  Please come and help me now!” Paul yelled.  

“…. si…ion….h….  las….”  Jamie was out of range.

“Jamie!  I need you here!”  Paul implored.  “Jamie!  Jamie!”

There was no answer.  

Paul ran ahead through the dust-filled air under the wavering dim lights.  He dimly saw Karen throw her fusion pack down and the light shown upward through the dust as she turned into a different room.  

Paul raced past the fallen fusion pack and into the room where Karen had fled.  It was an apartment much like the ones back in Dome 17: a single room with toileting area in one corner, and some shelves and a bed along another side.  Karen was standing looking at the bed.  

“Karen?  I want to help.  You have gone the wrong way.  I will lead us back to the vehicle so we can go home,” Paul said gently.  

“Home?  There is no home,” Karen said.  “Not anymore.  No more.”  She pointed at the bed.  

On the bed was a stuffed child’s toy.  It once had been furry and white with a purple shaggy mane.  Now it was covered in dust and was tainted a dull tan color.  There was no human body.  No blood.  No bones.  Nothing else about the former occupant of this apartment.  Just the single dust covered toy.  Somehow that was more frightening than anything else they had seen.  

“We are all going to die,” Karen said in a quiet voice.  “That is why we are checking out the other domes.  They know.  They know!  We are all going to die and be all alone with nothing.  They know.  I am sure they know.”

“Karen, come back with me.  We will leave this horrid place,” Paul implored her.  

Karen reached up and quickly unhooked her goggles and ripped them from her head, breaking the RAM containment.  Her long curly blonde hair was freed and it waved about her neck as she pulled hood, mask, and hat off as well.  Her large brown eyes were dripping with tears as she stared at the child’s toy.  

“No!”  Paul yelled in shock and surprise.  He jumped toward her, but it was too late.  

Karen sat down on the bed and cuddled up with the toy.  Dust fell from the stuffed toy as she clutched it to her breast.  Her face was a ghastly gray color and her lips were already dark blue from the toxins in the air.  She hugged the toy and fell back onto the bed.  Dust came floating up as her body struck.

“Karen, no!”  Paul repeated as he grabbed her face mask, goggles, and hood.  

Karen was dead before he could even try to get the equipment back on her.  As Paul looked down on her lifeless body, he saw she was smiling ever so faintly, and the soft and cuddly toy was held tightly in her arms.  Her cheek was resting against the top of the furry toy.  The grinning mouth of the toy echoed the look on Karen’s dead face.

Paul knelt down and cried.  “May you have peace,” he finally murmured.  With gloved hands he tried to close her eyes, but they were too swollen to close.  “Good bye my dear friend.”

He reached over and unhooked the equipment belt which encircled Karen’s waist.  The sealed recorders and tech gear was important, and Paul wanted people to know what had happened to Karen.  He strapped that around his own waist, and with a final look at Karen, he he reached out his gloved hand and caressed her face.  He departed the room.

Picking up her fallen fusion pack, Paul back-tracked the footprints in the dust.  He soon found the stairway with the dead police officer.  He had said nothing on the way back.  Squatting down and looking carefully at the footprints he could tell if Jamie had come back.  He did not really care if she did or not and seriously considered just leaving without her.  But instead he tried to contact her.

“Jamie?  Are you in range?  I am at the top of the stairs,” Paul asked in a somber way.

“Yes,” Jamie replied, but it sounded weak and far away.  “I downloaded the information.  I got locked in the computer center down here.  The blast door was too hard to kick through, so I found an alternative route out.  I came up a ladder and through a vent system.  I got the records we need!”

“Terrific,” Paul sarcastically said.  “Karen got something too.”

“What did you find Karen?”  Jamie asked.  

“She will not answer.  She is dead,” Paul said.

“What?  Why did you let that happen?”  Jamie snapped.

“Me?  You accuse me?”  Paul replied.  “I was here.  I at least tried to help her.  I was not running off.”

“I am almost on the main level.  Stay where you are, and I will find you,” Jamie ordered.   “Do not go down those stairs!” 

“Why would anyone? That is for sure.  Sorry, but I am not waiting here.  I am leaving.  I am heading for the fusion truck.  If I get there before you, I am leaving,” Paul said.  “Just like you left Karen when she was out of it.”

“Paul, we already lost one person on this mission.  Calm down and we will both get back together,” Jamie said.  

“I do not care one way or the other,” Paul replied.  “But I am leaving as soon as I get to the vehicle.  No question about that.”  Paul’s mind was not as determined as his words.  He pictured Gretchen waiting back in Dome 17, but the images of Karen dying were hard to block from his thoughts.

Paul slowly walked back toward the food preparation area with its horrors.  He glanced into the rooms to the sides as he walked, but none of them offered anything to distract his mind from Karen’s death.  He was about to enter the horror filled room, when he veered past that door.  He just could not face seeing the lumps, the bones, and the monitor screen which had displayed the film of such brutality.  He walked on looking for another way into the dining room.  

His fusion pack light showed a partially open door, and he pushed it gently the rest of the way open.  It was a service hallway which ran parallel to the food preparation area.  It was littered with papers and other assorted items but he was able to see another door at the end which he hoped would open to the dining room.  He stepped around the debris, but was not moving at a fast rate.  He wondered why he even went forward.  'Gretchen' echoed the answer in his mind.  He glanced down and saw clothing sticking out from under some debris, but he did not look close enough to tell what it was.  He did not care.  

The door opened to the dining room, and Paul used it to shove some of the things on the floor out of the way.  As Paul was pulling the door open, the overhead lighting, such as it had been, was extinguished.  There was still some residual lighting coming in from the transparent permalloy, but that tan light cast only added to the sorrow Paul felt.  He walked past overturned chairs and tables, and an unturned cart where some trays had been stacked.  He did not look closely at what had been on them. He did not want to know.  

“Paul!  I am almost there.  I just entered the dining room,” Jamie yelled though the communication system.  “Do not leave without me.”

Paul turned his head and could see the light from Jamie’s fusion pack as she sprinted toward him.  He slowed down and waited for her to catch up.  He was not sure why, or if he would really have left without her.  

“You did not bring Karen’s body?”  Jamie asked in surprise.

“She looked too comfortable,” Paul replied.  

“We must go back and get it,” Jamie said.  

“No need.  She is at peace,” Paul said flatly.

“We need her observations.”

Paul paused for a moment before answering.  “Oh, I got those.  I thought for a moment you actually cared about her.  I guess I was wrong about that,” Paul said in scorn.  “Her data stick and sensors are here.”  He patted the second gear belt he wore.     

They walked in silence and passed the outer sets of doors exitinf Dome 3.  The dead, tan, toxic world outside was unchanged.  Paul knew the world would never change. 

Jamie turned to try to power up the exterior door attempting to shut it.  Paul just plodded along until he reached the vehicle.  He knew they could not speak again now that they were outside.  

Jamie stopped trying to shut the dome’s door, and hustled after Paul.  She had no intention of being left behind.

They climbed into the vehicle, and connected their cables into the machine’s systems.  The fusion truck powered up.

“So tell me what happened?”  Jamie said as a question.  

“No,” Paul replied.  He punched in the operations to have the vehicle’s data stick maneuver it in the exact reverse course of how they had arrived.

“What happened to Karen?”  Jamie pressed.  

“Like I said, she died.”

“But how?”  Jamie asked.  “I know it was bad in there, worst I have ever seen.  But what happened?”

“She is dead,” Paul repeated.  He said no more as he monitored the vehicle’s progress through the winds, dust, and toxic atmosphere which had once been Earth.  

Jamie did not ask any more questions as they headed back to Dome 17.  It was a long, tense, and dismal ride back.

The vehicle parked next to Dome 17’s outer entrance.  Jamie climbed out, but watched to see what Paul would do.  He motioned for her to enter first.  She did so.  

Paul waited as the decontamination procedure took place for Jamie.  He wondered if he should go in or not, but decided he had to see Gretchen and the other adventurers and tell them personally what had happened to Karen.  

After Jamie completed the decontamination, Paul entered.  The entryway dilated and he stepped inward.  A gush of air pushed past him as the pressurized system started which would allow him to continue his entry into the dome. The outer entry closed together with a snap. The illumination came on, and a storage bin slid open.  He took both the equipment belts off and slid out the data sticks.  Those went into a special slot in the bin where they would pass on the information they contained.  The physical stick would never be used again, since it had been outside of the dome.  

Taking the goggles off his face and the hat off his head, and peeling the hood down, he thought again of Karen.  Tears would have flowed if he had not been so dry.  Paul stripped off his coveralls, socks, underwear and shoes.  He placed all those things into the storage bin.  He pushed the illuminated button over the bin and it shut.  The gear was shipped away to the incinerator.

The next entryway dilated, and he again felt the rush of air come flow from the interior.  This chamber was smaller, and Paul stepped in and stood on the expanded metal. As soon as he stood in that chamber, the dilation closed, and he felt the rinse begin.  He had the illusion of feeling wet, but he knew it was not water.

Broad-spectrum lighting came on and he squinted his eyes. It became painful heat, which would leave side effects, but he was sanitized.  Naked, hot, and now cleansed, he waited.  He ran a hand through his light blond, nearly white hair.  It felt as dry as his mouth did.  His blue eys felt gritty, and his thin beard bristled.  His facial hair was light brown, but considerably darker than the shaggy blonde of his head.  He trimmed it off most of his face, his sideburns cut high, but the hair grew across above his lip and down to his chin.  He rubbed his face with both hands and pondered again Karen’s death.

A different bin opened, and some new, neatly stacked, dome clothing was inside. He pulled on the clothes and shoes, and then looked ahead.  The final two dilations happen. Again gushing air rushed past him toward the exterior, as he stepped out of the entry passageways and into the dome itself.  The dilation sealed itself behind him.  The world of Dome 17 was open before him. 

He looked for Jamie’s red hair, but she was not to be seen.

Marked only by the “Restricted Access” sign, the entry portal was hardly noticeable.  Paul again looked for Jamie, but she was nowhere in sight.  Paul knew there would be a debriefing, but he was not sure he even wanted to attend.  What he needed was to find Gretchen and hug her closely.  Nothing else mattered.

 






 


2 home inside dome 17

 

“Paul?”  A soothing female voice said.  

He turned and saw Gretchen walking quickly toward him.  She was smiling but her large brown eyes held an enormous measure of concern.  Her thick frizzy black hair framed her beautiful brown, nearly ebony colored skin.  Her muscular body tensed as she realized something serious had happened on Paul’s mission.  She raced the last few meters to him and hugged him tightly.  

“Gretchen!”  Paul said as he wrapped his arms about her.  She was a bit taller than he was, and it felt so good to snuggle into her embrace.  He silently wept as she held him.  Recalling how Karen had clutched the toy, he shuddered with a sob.

“Paul, what happened?”  Gretchen said as she pulled her head back and stared into his blue eyes.  She kept her hands holding onto to his shoulders.  “I want to know.”  Seeing Paul weep was unexpected, so she knew something truly horrible had occurred. 

“Karen died.  She just took off her gear,” Paul said.  He hugged Gretchen again.  They had known each other forever, as they were age mates.  “She just gave up.  I really cannot blame her.  That place was appalling.  Worse than anything ever reported before.  It was a nightmare come to life.”

Gretchen hugged him again and together they stood in silence.  The steady stream of fresh air recycled past them.   The background hum of the atmospheric conditioners was constant.  The temperature everywhere in Dome 17 was 24 degrees Celsius with a controlled humidity level of 28%.  The artificial light from above was gentle and soothing, but none of that mattered to Paul or Gretchen at the moment.  Paul was trying to cope with what he saw, and Gretchen, while relieved he was back, was concerned for him.  Few things were able to rock his steadiness and self control.      

After a while, Paul pulled back.  “It is great to hold you.  I need to tell the other adventurers.  Unless Jamie already has done that.  I just do not know what to say.”

“Do you need a food ration?  You have several saved up from being on the mission.  We could requisition one now if you want?”

“No, I need to think about how to tell the adventurers.  Can we go back to the apartment?”  Paul asked.  

“Certainly,” Gretchen said and took his hand as they walked down the halls.  Inside of Dome 17 there was not as much of a tan influence, but the clear permalloy still showed the swirling dust of outside.  The light coming in still tended to cast that tan stain on everything.  It was inescapable.

They saw several other people, none of them adventurers, as they walked past the cafetorium and down the way to their apartment.  The other people stepped to the side of the aisles and showed respect for them as they passed.  Several did glance at Paul as they could tell something was wrong.   The door to their apartment opened automatically and inside they went.  There was the bed, some storage cubbies, the toileting area, and a small shelf.  

“Welcome back Paul!” said a cheerful mechanical voice. 

“Hello Cunda.  I am back,” Paul replied to his personal artificial intelligence.   

“I sense there is great tension in your voice.  Have you been injured either physically, emotionally, spiritually, or psychologically?”  Cunda inquired.  

“Probably.  Well, maybe not physically, but then that decontamination process always messes me up.  So yes, I am injured.  Karen died on the mission,” Paul said bluntly.  

“That is a great tragedy.  The adventurer Jamie has reported that to the Committee.  Additionally, there are the findings from three data sticks regarding your mission.  Those records are being analyzed currently.  I expect a briefing to be called with the next few hours,” Cunda said.  “Until then I will arrange for some support, unless you object?”

Paul flopped back onto the bed, but then his memory exploded with the image of Karen falling onto the dust covered bed while holding the toy.  He sat up quickly.  

“Attention, Gretchen?”  A mechanical voice said.  “I do not wish to intrude.”  

“Yes, Delphi, I am here,” Gretchen answered the inquiry of her own personal artificial intelligence system.  “Doctor Chambers is available to see you and Paul if either, or both of you, think that would be beneficial.  It may be mandated by the Committee after the briefing.  I suggest you take the opportunity to visit with him now.”

“Might as well,” Paul said.  “He is a good person.  But this is really bad stuff.”

They left their apartment and walked down toward medical.  Paul compared the clean and neat hall with its soft carpeted floor to the dust filled halls of Dome 3.  It was hard to image they had been built about the same time, by the same contractors, around a hundred years before.  

They entered the medical department.  At the large counter sat a nurse.  He looked up, “Paul, you do not look so good.  I know you have an appointment with Doctor Chambers, but do you desire to see Doctor Carolyn as well?”

“Hi Daniel.  Not now.  I am waiting for the call for the debriefing, so just Doctor Chambers now.  Thanks” Paul gave the nurse a smile.  

“Daniel, Karen died on that mission,” Gretchen added.  

“Oh dear,” Daniel replied.  “That has not been released to the dome’s public yet.  I had not heard it officially, but when reviewing the entrance records, I only saw two decontamination events.  I wondered.”  He looked puzzled, then went back to being more professional.  “Doctor Chambers is expecting you.”

Paul and Gretchen walked to the office and knocked.  

“Come in Paul and Gretchen,” Doctor Chamber said as the door slid open.  “Sit down, please.”  

The office had a mural on one wall which had been done by Doctor Chambers himself.  It was colorful, but still tinted by the tan which seemed to mask everything in Dome 17.  They sat on a couch against the wall.  Doctor Chambers shut down the data stick he was working with and the three dimensional display which had been projected over his desk vanished.  He swiveled around in his chair and looked at them,

 “So Paul, you are back from the mission.  I have not seen the official reports yet, but Cunda requested an urgent session,” Doctor Chambers stated.  His short and curly hair was tight to his head, and his expressively kind light-brown eyes looked at them.  Wrinkle lines were in his dark face showing he was someone who smiled often.  But now his face was very serious.

“There is not an official report yet.  Not even a debriefing.  Karen died,” Paul reported without any emotion.  He spoke in the formal and professional manner typical of conversations in the dome.  

Gretchen placed her warm hand on Paul’s knee and reassured him with her presence.  

“Do you want to tell me what happened?”  Doctor Chambers asked.  

Paul nodded and began to speak.  He related everything in great detail.  He had known Doctor Chambers for a very long time, being that he and Gretchen were in the age-mate group, only five years ahead of the one Doctor Chambers was in.  

For a while the three of them just sat in the office in silence after Paul related the events.  

“I hope you are not blaming yourself,” Doctor Chambers said after a while.  

“No,” Paul replied.  “But had Jamie stayed when I suggested it, we might have gotten Karen back here.”

“Perhaps,” Doctor Chambers said.  “But you know how many self-terminations have happened in the adventurers?”

“Too many,” Gretchen interjected. 

“That is so true.  And that does not count the teams which have just not returned from a mission to another dome.  I believe some of those were suicides as well.   So Karen might have made it back here.  But then she may have done it here anyway.  Seeing those other domes fail has a deep psychologically unsettling effect.”  Doctor Chambers stared hard at Paul.  

“I am not going to self-terminate,” Paul replied.  “But I am angry at Jamie.”

“With cause it sounds like,” Doctor Chambers replied.  “But we each cope with situations differently.  I know I could not deal with the things you have seen.  So I suggest…”

“Excuse me Doctor Chambers,” an artificial intelligence system said. “The Committee has called for the most recent mission’s debriefing.  Paul’s presence is requested in Jubal Morris’ quarters.”

“Thank you,” Doctor Chambers answered.  “That must be important to have authorization to interrupt us here.  So Paul, you go to the briefing, but know this was not your fault.  It is not Jamie’s fault either.  Karen did this, and the entire blame is on her.”

Paul started to stand, and Doctor Chambers reached over and grasped his wrist.  He gave a slight tug and repeated, “Karen’s death was not your fault.  She took off the mask.  She did it to herself.”  His eyes were intense as he peered at Paul.  

“Okay,” Paul said and Doctor Chambers let go.  Paul and Gretchen then got up and thanked Doctor Chambers.   They departed to go to the briefing.  

“Should I make a return appointment?”  Daniel asked as they walked past.  

“I will let you know,” Gretchen said and gave Daniel a weak smile.  

They went up a flight of stairs to the level above and then walked around the edge by the clear permalloy.  “Do you trust Doctor Chambers?”  Gretchen asked.  

“Yes.  But he was not there.  I should have done something else,” Paul stated.  “He and Jamie are age mates, and…  well, I know what he said is true, but I trust you a whole lot more than anyone else.”

“Then trust this.  It was not your fault,” Gretchen stressed.  She hugged him and turned them both toward the transparent permalloy.  Being a bit taller than Paul, Gretchen leaned her head down onto his and looked outside.  “Is that dust your fault?  Or the radiation?  Or the other toxins?”

Paul tried to pull away, but Gretchen held on.  “Paul?  Is the dust outside your fault?”

“No.”

“The dust is what killed Karen.  She knew what would happen when she undid her gear.  She knew the RAM seal would be violated.  You know that.  I know that.  So trust me, please.  It was Karen’s fault,” Gretchen was firm.  “Not yours.”

“I need to get to that debriefing,” Paul said and used his muscles to physically pull away.  

Gretchen followed.  They came around to the Committee member’s quarters and approached the door for Jubal Morris.  

“Hello,” the voice of Artificial Intelligence stated.  “How may I help you?”

Gretchen smiled.  She knew Jubal’s artificial intelligence system had chosen its own name and had selected the name Artificial Intelligence.  That always struck her as humorous, but today all she could do was smile.  No giggles came forth.

“We are here to see Committee Member Jubal Morris for the debriefing,” Paul responded somberly.  

The door slid open immediately.  

“Come in,” He beckoned.  He was seated on a small chair at the side of the room.  The room was identical in layout to where Paul and Gretchen lived, the only differences being a few small personal touches here and there.  

“Member Morris?  Should we be in the conference meeting room?”  Paul asked.  “I see Jamie is not here yet, nor are the other Committee members.”

“No need for formalities,” Jubal said.  “Gretchen you are welcome to stay if you desire.  Jamie has already been debriefed.  No other Committee members will be here for this short debriefing.  Relax, please.”

Paul and Gretchen just stood in the apartment.  They were not sure what to expect from this break in protocol.   

Jubal looked at them and stated simply, “The records you brought back on the data sticks make it clear what happened.  Paul, you were wise and brave to bring back Karen’s as well as your own.  Her death was a terrible tragedy.  It is…”

“I apologize for failing to keep her safe,” Paul interrupted.  “I should have taken stronger action to bring her back before she did what she did.”

“Paul, that is nearly identical to what Jamie told me not long ago.  She explicitly took full responsibility for Karen’s death.”  Jubal steepled his fingers as he sat and looked at them both.  “However, she is wrong.”

Paul swallowed and knew what was coming.  He was to be blamed for the suicide.  “I was with Karen when she did it.  I should…”

“Paul, please be quiet for a moment and listen to me.  Please.  I am on the Committee after all.”  Jubal softened his words with a slight smile.  He used just a hint of his positional authority.  

Paul nodded.  

“You also are blaming yourself for what happened.  You too are wrong.  Jamie is wrong.  Neither of you could do anything about what Karen did.  You could not have prevented it.  Nor could you have saved her after she broke her security seal on her goggles.  She was dead then moment she did that.  You are not at fault.  Not at fault.”  Jubal let his words sink into Paul’s mind.  “Now, you did keep your wits about you and you did recover her data stick.  That is far beyond the call of duty and you are to be commended for doing that.  Few adventurers would have been able to do that in those circumstances.”

Paul did not respond, but Gretchen squeezed his arm while Jubal spoke.  

“Also, and I am speaking for the entire Committee now, you are commended.  The other Committee members would be here, but after viewing the records you brought back from Dome 3, as well as those of Karen, and the ones Jamie made, especially that visual recording, the others needed to have some quiet time to reflect and cope.  So only I am here representing them.  And honestly, I do not want to talk about what you saw, nor discuss the video you brought back.  It is just too shocking and too much to…..”  Jubal paused as his voice gave out.  “Artificial Intelligence?”

“Yes, Jubal.  How may I assist you?”  the mechanical voice of Artificial Intelligence asked.  

“Without adding any of the disgusting or graphic details, please give a summary of the cause of Dome 3’s failure,” Jubal commanded.  

“Yes, Jubal.  Dome 3 failed because of chronic and system-wide neglect of proper maintenance procedures.  The primary reactor malfunctioned fourteen years, one month, and eighteen days ago.  This was caused by fouled interior uptake valves.  Those valves were blocked by human biological matter.  This allowed a cascade of malfunctions and loss of regulatory feedbacks,” The AI named Artificial Intelligence responded.  “I can give more detailed explanation of the failure if you desire, but that is a basic summation.”

“But what caused the people to kill each other?”  Paul asked.  “I really need to know.”

“Jubal?  Shall I answer the question?”

“Yes, Artificial Intelligence, please do so,” Jubal said. 

“There were multiple causative agents in Dome 3.  The two primary ones are toxic air and inadequate light.  The air scrubbing system of Dome 3 had been inadequately maintained.  Records indicate that for the five-year period prior to the final breech of Dome 3 the recycling of air did not remove all the toxins, especially pseudo-toluene.  Those toxins built up to dangerous levels.  The air recyclers also showed a chronic lowering of oxygen levels over approximately that same five-year period.  The full spectrum lighting of Dome 3 was also failing for the last ten years before the final breech.  These conditions led to dome-wide air and light impurities.  The final medical log entry, which was submitted by Medidac, one of the last artificial intelligence systems in operation, stated ‘Rampant manifestations and variants of formication, spongiform encephalopathy, hypocobalaminemia, and paranoid psychosis.  Staff unable or unwilling to comply with directives.’  There are no records of any medical treatments being attempted for the last twenty seven months of human life in Dome 3.”  Artificial Intelligence stated.  

“They just let themselves die?”  Paul asked.  

“They quit maintaining Dome 3, and they died.  Why they stopped the maintenance is unknown.  They deliberately shut down most of their AIs manually,” Jubal replied.  “I already went over all the morbid details with the other Committee members, and I can make them available from Artificial Intelligence to your personal AI if you insist.  We have covered it all and nothing else can be learned.  Trust me.”

“Does it apply at all to us in Dome 17?”  Gretchen asked.  

“Not really.  We already have vigorous controls and upkeep schedules for our equipment.  We also have our people involved in doing research and development which improve our systems all the time,” Jubal replied.  

“So Karen died for nothing?”  Paul said.  

Jubal did not respond.  The awkward silence lasted for a few more moments.  Finally Gretchen asked, “Is there anything else?”

“I understand you saw Doctor Chambers, which is a good thing to do.  Also speak with Doctor Carolyn.  For now, just take care of each other, and relax.  Thank you for coming here.  I hope next time it is a far more pleasant topic we can discuss.”

Paul and Gretchen left and returned to their own apartment.






 


3 Committee meeting one


 

Several weeks had passed since Paul’s ill fated mission to Dome 3.  

Life returned to normal inside Dome 17, except that Paul deliberately worked hard to avoid seeing Jamie, or Michael the adventurer she lived with.  It did take some effort to avoid them.  Even though Dome 17 had been originally designed for a much larger population than its current level of less than fifteen hundred people, many of the unneeded and unused areas of Dome 17 had been sealed and secured to save on resources.  Nonetheless, Paul scrupulously avoided Jamie.  

Another team of adventurers went out on a mission.  They returned several days later and reported that Dome 9 did not exist anymore.  It was just a large cratered area.  None of them had been hurt.  Paul was envious that all they saw was a huge empty hole, instead of the things he saw in Dome 3.  The more the adventurers studied the other domes, the more it looked like Dome 17 was the last surviving one.  

Gretchen and Paul were sitting in the cafetorium and had just finished the midday food ration and water.  Another adventurer walked up to them and sat down.  “Gretchen and Paul, did you hear about the orbital mission?”  Cammarry asked.  

“There was another space flight?”  Gretchen asked in surprise.  

“It is supposed to be a secret, but it worked very well.  The sling bay launch was perfect, and the return hit the reception strip with no problems at all.  Rumor has it that Brink has perfected something,” Cammarry responded.  “It seems pretty exciting.  Those missions must be better than trips to dead domes…”  She caught herself and then looked apologetically at Paul.  “Sorry.  I do not mean to bring up a bad memory.”

“You are right.  A space flight would be better than a dead dome,” Paul said.  “I hope this rumor is true.”

“Well, I heard it was a single person on a solo flight.  That seems to fit with the Committee’s ideas now.  You heard they approved solo missions to the remaining domes?”

“What?  That it is a poor decision,” Paul said.  “When do they propose starting those?”  

“Michael is already on the first solo mission,” Cammarry stated.  “He could be back anytime.  It seems kind of a secret that he went.”  

Paul was quiet, Gretchen felt a bit nervous about the whole topic.  But finally she broke the awkward silence, “Why are they doing solos now?  They used to insist on a minimum of three people, sometimes more.”

“The way I figure it, the Committee is seeking to learn as much as possible about the other domes as fast as possible.  After Michael went, LeeAnn, Roy, Dave, and Constance all left on solos too.  They are not even waiting to see how the first solo mission goes, but just sent those four out to four other domes.  I am not sure I would volunteer to be alone on a mission.”  Cammarry shuddered in only partially mock fear.

“Wonderful.  No contact back to Dome 17, and no help from someone along with you?  Sure that is a great idea,” Paul said, his words laden with sarcasm.  “I am going back to the apartment.”  Paul stood and walked away.  

“Thanks for the information,” Gretchen said honestly.  “Something is happening, and it gives me pause.  I wish we knew more.”

“I will keep my ears open and let you know what I hear,” Cammarry said with a smile.  

Gretchen caught up to Paul in the hallway outside of their apartment.  “How about some exercise instead?”  she asked.  

“Sure, why not?  Ricochet ball?”  Paul asked.

“Great!”  Gretchen tried to sound excited.    

They changed clothing and put on exercise shirts, shorts and athletic footwear.  The court was not far from their apartment, and they walked in silence.  

“Yellow or green?”  Gretchen asked as she pulled two oval balls from the locker outside the court.

“You decide,” Paul said as he went through the motions of stretching and limbering his muscles.  

“I will be yellow,” Gretchen said as she tossed the green oval ball to Paul.  She too stretched and went through some calisthenics.

Paul entered the court which consisted of two sloping sides, two holes in the wall which were the goals, and the overhead launcher which would spin the balls and release them.  Each side of the court was painted in large squares of either yellow or green in an alternating grid pattern.  The floor sloped upward at an incline away from lowest point which was down the center.  The goals were on the far wall, one yellow and one green. 

“So we play the basic game?  Or advanced?”  Gretchen asked.  

“You decide,” Paul said.

“Basic game!”  Gretchen announced.  They each threw their respective balls into the far goals.  The oval balls were not weighted in the center and they flew in wobbly arcs.  Both landed perfectly inside the goal.  

Paul jumped onto a green square and adjusted his footing to the incline.  He crouched a bit as he saw Gretchen leap onto a yellow square.    

The launcher at the top of the court began to rotate around.  They watched as the oval green and yellow balls were unexpectedly flung from each end of the spinning launcher.  When the balls struck the walls, floor or ceiling they bounced in haphazard ways.  

They both moved swiftly after the ball of their color.  Grabbing it was not easy as it ricocheted off the walls and the angled floors.  Paul was first to grab his and he swung quickly and tossed it right toward the green goal.  It bounced just to the side missing the target.   He dove to recover it.  But in the meantime Gretchen had landed her ball into the yellow goal.  Above the yellow goal the number one appeared on the scoreboard which was part of the wall.  

“Score!”  Gretchen called.  

Paul causally tossed the green ball into the goal and again the launcher on the ceiling began to rotate.  The balls came shooting out and the second round began.  It was not long before both Paul and Gretchen were focused on the rigors of the game.  Round after round went by.  Dripping sweat and panting from the cardiovascular workout and mental distraction, the score stood at a tie at eleven each when there came an interruption.

“Paul and Gretchen?  Sorry to disturb your exercise, but we have a special message from the Committee,” Delhi stated.  

“Do you want us to display it here, or wait for your return to the apartment?”  The AI Cunda asked.      

“It can wait, right?”  Gretchen asked.  Her fizzy black hair was ringed in sweat.  “Can we finish?”

“Certainly.  However, the Committee has called for a meeting tomorrow morning with all the adventurers.  They suggested reviewing the special message prior to the meeting,” Cunda replied.  “I shall remind you of the special message when you return to the apartment.”

“Thanks,” Paul replied.  

“Must be very special,” Gretchen said, “For both our AIs to contact us here.  Could it be about the orbital flight?”

“Or the ridiculous notion of going to a dome alone,” Paul replied.  “Perhaps someone on a solo died?  But then, how would they know?  No way to contact or call for help once you are on the ground outside the dome.  They have enough trouble getting those tight beam transmissions down here from the orbital satellite.”  

“Maybe it is good news?”  Gretchen suggested. She gave it a huge smile of sincerity.  “Maybe they found a living dome with other people?”  

“Always the optimist,” Paul returned the smile.  “So now we are tied.  Shall we continue to twenty-five?”

“If you can keep up,” Gretchen teased.  

They played as vigorously and energetically as they could, each seeking to get the next score.  When they were tied at nineteen each, the pressure to win increased. Gretchen felt her concentration focusing, her perception of time slowing down, elongating.  That gave her mind increased abilities which translated into physical movements.  Her steps became more graceful and efficient.  Her throws even more accurate.  She was able to see exactly where the ball would land before she threw it.  Her motions were fluid and precise. Gretchen scored round after round and won the game. 

“Like usual,” Paul said to her through heavy breathing, “when the pressure is on, you were able to score. That is one of the things I love about you.”

“And I love the graceful way you accepted my latest victory,” Gretchen said with honest appraisal and no hint of arrogance.

They returned to the apartment and Paul was thankful for the exercise.  He always admired how Gretchen moved with grace and agility.  Her longer reach than his also gave her some advantages in the game.  His advantage of strength did not count for much in ricochet ball.

Back in the apartment, both AIs immediately reminded them of the special message from the Committee.

“You are so eager to show this, then show it.  But I am washing up,” Paul said addressing the AIs.  He took his clothes off and placed them in the bin for cleaning, then scrubbed himself with some foam sanitizer.  Gretchen did the same thing.

“Delhi, display the special message,” Gretchen said as she put on a clean set of clothing.

“This message is for both Gretchen and Paul.  It has been delivered to all the available adventurers,” Delphi stated.  

A three dimensional and very detailed set of images hovered in the center of the apartment.  From Gretchen’s as well as Paul’s angle of viewing, it looked the same.  

Dome 17 Committee Only Memorandum on Colony Ship Recovery

In light of the success of faster than light communications over the last 5 years, and the newest breakthrough which has allowed development of the Piloted Faster Than Light (PFTL) scout ships,  information is now being shared about the Old World colony ship program. Research and Development still has not been able to get past the weight and mass restrictions, so PFTL missions will only be able to accommodate two human pilots.

As you are aware, information released to our dome’s general public - regarding the colony ship program - has been minimal.  The surprising lack of interest in the colony ship program by the general public has been well documented and is presented in appendix one.  

Generally speaking, the view is that the Old World’s colony ship program was a total failure. This memorandum is to inform you about the newest finding of our reassessment of the colony ship program. The public is unaware of these issues, and will remain so for the foreseeable future. The PFTL missions have the real potential to directly assess what remains of the colony ships. What the general public needs to know will be reassessed after the PFTL missions are completed. Robotic FTL probes are ready to be dispatched to those colony ships deemed best available to re-contact. PFLT scouts could be read in the near future.

According to the old world records, a total of seven colony ships were manufactured. Two major factors led the leaders of the old world to think the colony ship program possible:  modern permalloy and gravity manipulation. Major manufacturing was from a spun material called modern permalloy. Not to be confused with the nickel and iron alloys made about one hundred and seventy years previously, modern permalloy is still the hardest substance known to humanity. Breakthroughs of technology in the old world showed that, because of the strength and other qualities of modern permalloy, the colony ship projects were possible.  Combined with the gravity manipulation technology the ships were assembled in orbit over a thirteen year period. These ships were then inhabited with various ecological zones’ flora and fauna, rescued from preserves on earth and established in homeostasis in suitable habitats.   

Each colony ship had eight separate and unique habitats populated by a thousand generational humans. These people lived in the habitats with the full knowledge that they would spend their entire lives there, Estimates of transit time from Earth to target world were from three to eight generations. Ship operations were overseen by one thousand humans of the ship’s active crew, and various artificial intelligences. The crew positions were in dynastic successions to the subsequent generation.  An additional 144,000 humans were kept in suspended animation capsules in storage bays, to be awakened upon arrival at target world.

 

Ships listed by launch date:

Vanguard CS 1:

Latest assessment: 23% into voyage, when an incident occurred. Last known message received stated a mutiny had occurred and captain of ship had been assassinated by unknown crew members. Reporting officer was J. Baldwin, Pilot 3rd class. No further reports. Ship considered lost. Trajectory plotted and potential of robotic FTL contact, 48%. 

Marathon CS 2:

Latest assessment: 19% into voyage when incident occurred. No human contact, but distress signal sent from secondary Artificial Intelligence, Lenore, reports that ship has been attacked by hostile aliens.  This date is first contact with any alien race. AI also reported that counter attack had begun, but message was garbled and when decrypted also contained contamination from other Artificial Intelligences. Ship considered lost. Trajectory plotting attempted repeatedly using all three methods of colony ship tracking. Marginal success on plotting of course, Estimated robotic FTL contact and less than 5%.  

Warren  CS 3:

Latest assessment 31% into mission when incident occurred. Unnamed crew member reported some “disaster” onboard the ship. The ships main Artificial Intelligence, Monitor, was put into Command Mode with only instruction to “protect human life.” One report received from the AI Monitor which stated “biological organisms killing each other. Request immediate instructions.” Trajectory plotted and estimated robotic contact at 87%.

Conestoga  CS 4:

Latest assessment: Unknown time of incident. Report received from unlabeled AI as having made planet fall. This would be at least a century prior to when ship was scheduled to arrive. No human messages from Conestoga. Trajectory plotted and robotic FTL contact estimated at greater than 90%. Star charts show location is not a known solar system, nor does there appear to be a solar system at that location. Report from AI is suspect, but tracking shows ship has not moved from the reported location.  

Eschaton CS 5:

Latest assessment No reports of any kind from ship. FTL communications have not received any reply. Trajectory plotted and robotic FTL contact estimated at 95%. The nature of the crew and their religious extremism may explain their failure to report. Ship and crew considered as probably hostile.

Trailblazer CS 6:

Latest assessment: 14% into voyage, massive systems failures reported by Captain Josey Alberts.  Cause of malfunctions thought to be encounter with micro singularity. Captain Alberts also reported loss of 62% of sleepers but stated “repairs underway.” 29% of way into voyage, automated distress signal activated. No further contact. Trajectory plotted and robotic FTL contact estimated at 71%.  

Zubalamo  CS 7:

Latest assessment: Still on course as scheduled. No human responses to FTL transmissions.  AI Kwame reports “situation normal, all systems operational” to every request. Uncertain if AI is functioning, and uncertain if human crew awake. Trajectory plotted and robotic contact estimated at 90%.  

Conclusions:

Each of the seven colony ships in the project have fallen short of design and mission parameters.  Loss of at least three ships is probable. Loss of human life estimated at over 70% of all sleepers.  Loss of environmental systems also a high probability. Program review concludes colony ship program a decided failure.  

 

Gretchen watched as the special message faded out.  

“Do you wish to review the special message?”  Delphi asked.  “It can be replayed as often as necessary.”

“Not right now,” Gretchen said.  “From a historical viewpoint that was only moderately interesting.  But what does it mean?  Why is important for us to review before tomorrow’s meeting?”

“Do not get all excited and overwhelmed about this,” Paul said sarcastically.  “I can see you are holding in all your bursting enthusiasm.  I bet one of the teams found some additional records about those colony ships.  It will be some boring academic matter.  Some ancient history that is meaningless today.  Gretchen you are very intellectual and a deep thinker.  What else could it be?”

“Well, it did not fit the rumors Cammarry was talking about,” Gretchen replied.  “Unless the orbital flight recovered something about the colony ships?  Could that be it?”

“Maybe.  There is a lot we do not know about those times.  Maybe they found something in orbit?   Either way it will probably not impact us in any significant manner.  Besides, we will find out in the morning.”  Paul yawned.  

Gretchen wondered about the special message far more than Paul did.  She privately reviewed it on a small display on the inside of a set of entertainment goggles before going to sleep.  She lay awake long into the night, listening to the rhythmic breathing of Paul.  Her mind bounced from one topic and possibility to the next quicker than a ricochet ball.   Finally she did fall into a deep and dreamless sleep.

***

“Gretchen?”  Paul said as he awoke her.  “Shall we go to the Cafetorium and then to the meeting?  If we head out soon, we can miss the crowds.”

Gretchen knew he meant miss out on seeing Jamie.  “Sure, I am with you,” she responded even though more time sleeping would have been appreciated.  

The cafetorium was one of the largest rooms in the dome.  One wall was made from transparent permalloy.  Paul often wondered why anyone would want to look outside, for all that was there was the dead, dull, tan dust blowing and swirling. Nothing ever changed in that tan wasteland of nothingness outside.  The walls around the cafetorium were the same color as most everything else.  A few people were already lined up for breakfast. Jamie was not one of them. Paul was pleased with that fact.

Paul and Gretchen grabbed their ration of water and a food package.  They then sat and consumed breakfast:  ten ounces of water, and the small grey brick of food.  

Cammarry and several other adventurers came and sat with them.  

“So what did you think of that special message?”  Cammarry asked as she pushed a strand of hair back over her ear.  

“Not much,” Paul replied.  “It is just old history.  How can it apply to us?”

“One never knows,” Hobart said.  He was a happy man with a large voice.  “There are rumblings of new things coming.”

“You listen to Cammarry too much,” Gretchen teased.

Cammarry rolled her brown eyes, and grinned.  Everyone knew she liked to tell stories and share rumors.  

“I too think something big is happening,” Gwen said as she slid in next to Hobart.  “They would not have us all getting together for no reason, right?”  Hobart gave her a quick hug.

“They are doing the solo missions,” Gretchen said as she finished the food ration.  “I bet the meeting is about that.”  She nodded her head toward Michael and Jamie who had just walked into the cafetorium. Jamie’s short red hair was bouncing as she walked.  It was clear she was excited that Michael was back.  Michael’s face was set in a brooding look, his dark hair thick.  He walked as if carrying an immense load. 

“We should go to the conference room,” Paul said and stood up and left.

The other seated adventurers knew of the tension between Jamie and Paul, but had not seen it so obviously acted upon.   They glanced back and forth. 

“I will accompany him,” Gretchen said.  “See you at the meeting.”  She hurried after Paul who had slipped out a side door of the cafetorium.  

“Paul?”  Gretchen called.  

Paul walked onward to the room where the meeting would take place.  He entered and walked past the large triangular shaped table.  He stood near a seat behind where others would sit.  

“Paul?”  Gretchen asked again.  

“What?” he snapped back.  Then he caught himself.  “Sorry.  I just do not know how to handle the memories I have.  Every time I see Jamie, I just remember her leaving me with Karen.”

Gretchen walked over and gave him a hug.  They stood there together.  She said nothing but just held him against her.  He cuddled for a bit then he said quietly, “I just think Karen would be alive if Jamie had helped me.”

“You may be right.  But we will never know,” Gretchen said kindly.  “You cannot change the past, no matter how much you want to.  I just wish I had been the one to go with you and Karen.”

“Me too,” Paul said as he rubbed his eyes.  “I better be ready for this boring meeting.”

“I see some are here early,” a woman said as she walked into the conference room.  Her voice alone revealed that she was a woman with a strong personality.  She was fifty-five years old and her hair was pulled back in a bun.  She had some wrinkle lines in her face from concentration and her eyes were bright with intelligence.

“Member Murial Hodgesyn, forgive us if we are too early,” Gretchen said quickly as she stepped in front of Paul to shield him from the Committee Member’s gaze.

“No worries,” Murial Hodgesyn replied.  “But did I interrupt something?  Paul, I know what you saw in Dome 3 was appalling, and we all miss Karen.  Her death was a tragedy that no one could have prevented.”

“I wonder,” Paul said, but then caught himself.  

“Well, please be seated. The others will be here soon.  The chairs over here will fill up fastest, and you may wish to sit in those.”  There was a look on her face which told Paul that she knew more about his trouble with Jamie than she verbalized.  

“Thanks,” Paul muttered and sat where she had indicated.  

Sure enough, other adventurers filled in the chairs, and also the other two Committee Members came and sat around the triangular table.  Jubal Morris sat on one side, Lorna Vasquez on the other, and Murial Hodgesyn on the third side.  Paul remembered the leadership etiquette of Dome 17, “Two elected, one selected” as the three of them sat down.  

Most of the seats were filled by the time Michael, followed by Jamie, came and sat down.  Paul was thankful he and Gretchen had gotten the seats they did.  For Jamie was on the opposite side of the room.

“Glad to see you back in one piece,” Member Hodgesyn said to Michael who was just sitting down. “Are you ready with your report from Dome 11?”  

“He must have really found something special on his solo,” Gretchen whispered to Paul.  Paul nodded and listened with renewed interest.  He could not recall another incident where all the adventurers were called to a mission debriefing.  

“Yes, Member, I am ready. I have recovered files from Dome 11, and the AI has them.” Michael replied in the formal speech patterns of Dome 17.

“AI please display files from Dome 11, and put visual images or Michael’s report.”  Murial commanded.

“Yes, Member, here are the files" A mechanical voice sounded. A three dimensional image appeared in the center of the triangular table. It looked identical from every seat’s perspective around the table.  Even Paul and Gretchen could see clearly from where they sat a row back.

“Dome 11 was reached in the typical manner using the old dome plotting records and maneuvering the outside rover vehicle,” Michael began reporting.  He was very detailed and methodical as he made his report. 

While Michael verbally explained what had happened, the AI displayed images showing the breached dome, floor plans, schematics, area images, conjectured plans of utilities which were thought to be behind walls, under floors, in the ceilings, and other interior fixtures from Dome 11.  The way the dust covered the things in Dome 11 reminded Paul of what he had seen in Dome 3.  There were even a few dried out bodies there in Dome 11 as well.  Not the same level of carnage, but death nonetheless.   Michael finished his report by asking, “Does anyone have any questions?”

“Did you have any difficulty in travel to or from that dead dome?” Member Lorna asked. Lorna was the most shy of the three Committee members, and did not ask questions often.  Paul’s blond hair was sometimes compared to Lorna’s for shade and color; however, his was even lighter. 

“No, Member Lorna, I had no difficulty. The vehicle performed well, even in the dust storms and higher winds than I expected.” Michael replied with little emotion.”

“Did you run into any monsters?  Like a sand shark?”  Hobart asked in good humor.  His big voice laughed as he said it.

“Or perhaps see the ghosts of the Great Event?”  Gwen gibed. 

“Did you find a sealed vault with canned goods and frozen foods?”  Beth laughed.  “Maybe eat all that delicious food on your own on the first solo?”

“You were on your own, buddy,” Allen kidded.  “Did you find a glacier of drinkable water?”  

Several other adventures also remarked in a gallows humor kind of way.  

Michael did not rise to the humor and just stated flatly, “It was all in my report.” 

“Well, Michael, thank you for your service. It looks clear enough that Dome 11 is also dead like the others. But let us learn the specific cause."   Member Jubal stated in a causal way, “Artificial Intelligence, please analyze and give us most probable cause of demise of Dome 11. “

“Failure of Dome 11: inevitable. All dome systems have exceeded best-case life spans, and multiple system failure occurred.” The AI stated.

The room became completely still.  No more flippant comments, nor giggles.  The attitude change was dramatic.   

“Now I know why we are here,” Paul whispered to Gretchen.  “It is worse than we ever thought.”

“I agree.  This is bad.  Very bad,” she returned in a whisper.

With the exception of a few murmurs, no one said anything for an uncomfortably long time.

After a while, Murial spoke up, “Using the data available, project application of known problems to our dome.”

Instantly, Artificial Intelligence replied, “Failure of Dome 17 is unavoidable. Estimated time to failure is no more than one hundred twenty days.”

Paul sucked in his breath.  This was a shock.  Again the room was silent.  

“Explain your analysis of last statement,” Murial commanded with a bit of a tremble in her words.

“Dome 11 technology level was nearest to this dome’s. Dome 11 failed thirteen point six years ago. All other domes assessed have consistently showed similar patterns of deterioration of systems, progressing from oldest to newest.” The AI continued with a long series of strength of materials statements, effects from geological shifting and a myriad of other factors.  “The records from Dome 3 show that proper maintenance is only partially effective in slowing the inevitable failure of each dome.”

Paul’s and Gretchen’s ears picked up on those statements.  Michael and Jamie seemed to have not noticed.   As Paul looked at the faces of the adventurers he could see that many of them were nearly overwhelmed by this news.  Dome 17 was supposed to last forever.  It was all there was, and should always be there.  Or so Paul thought.  

“One hundred twenty days?” Gretchen asked Paul.  “What do we do?”  

“I am not sure.  But we are all here,” Paul answered.

A few questions were asked, but Paul missed them as he pondered this news.  Then he heard the Committee member Murial state, “This means we must implement the PFTL scout missions to the colony ships.”

“I agree,” stated Jubal, followed by Lorna.  “Indeed, it is our only option.”

Many people began to speak all at once.  There were some questions, but they were lost in the general chatter.  

“The colony ships were lost, decades ago!” Jerome stated loudly.  Cammarry looked at him in agreement.  

“How is a dead colony ship any better than a dead dome?” Paul asked in an equally loud voice before he even realized he was going to speak.

“Besides, no one can get to a colony ship, they left long, long ago,” Gretchen added.

“Quiet everyone!” Lorna yelled. It was so unexpected, that everyone stopped talking and listened.

All eyes turned to Lorna who spoke clearly and articulately.  “We have been checking out the status of the colony ships, and there is a good chance of reaching them.  We now have faster than light travel and are building scout ships to go to the colony ships. That along with the teleportation technology gives us some hope.”

“There was a successful orbital flight,” Cammarry said to Gretchen.  She smiled at the confirmation of the rumor she had heard.

“So how long before we load everyone into one of these super ships?” Jerome asked, with near hysteria in his voice.

“We cannot load everyone into a FTL ship. The best we can build are two person scout ships.  AI please display PFTL mission parameters. Authorization, Lorna 76A69,” Lorna commanded.

“Authorization accepted” the mechanical voice stated. A very detailed set of plans were shown in the three dimensional display. The dates displayed showed that The Committee had been working on the plan for some time.

“As you can see, there is a good possibility of recovering a working colony ship. When we do that, we will need to establish a teleportation receiving pad on the colony ship. None of them were anywhere close to that technology. But the raw materials to make the receiving pad should be there, and with the plans and components you take; it will be easy enough to use colony ship stuff to build a receiving pad. So then when that happens, people from here just basically walk through a teleportation system and walk off on the colony ship.” Lorna finished her statements and sat down.  

“So this is why we are all here?”  Gretchen asked.  

No one seemed to hear her question over the other comments   

“Why not just teleport to another planet? That will be as likely as finding a colony ship,” someone said from the other side of the room.   

“Just which planet would that be?” Jubal snapped back.  “Want to go to Mars? Or Venus?  Or how about Triton or Titan? All the planets, or moons, we know about are as bad, or worse, than outside this dome. The colony ships offer habitats designed and fashioned for human survival. They are our only hope.”

“Some hope,” Paul muttered.  Both Gretchen and Cammarry looked at him.  “Sounds like a wild scheme.”

“Yes, the Committee has looked at the possibility of finding another habitable planet, but we know that search would take far longer than finding the colony ships. Those are seven places we know could support human life, and the plan is workable,” Lorna nodded to Jubal.   

Michael stood and gave an overview.  He spoke with almost no emotion.    Paul and Gretchen were trying to hear him, but with the murmurs in the room and Cammarry saying, “This could be really exciting.”  It was hard to hear.

Michael sat down.  Paul had missed most of what he said.  

 Muriel’s voice carried a bit better.  She said, “Yes, basically that is what will be needed, and yes there are large challenges to overcome. But is there really any other choice?”

“Michael and I volunteer for the first mission!” Jamie said it in a clear and loud voice.

“She would volunteer.  Always reckless and foolhardy.  That is our Jamie,” Paul said with contempt.  Only Gretchen heard his comment.  She squeezed his hand in support as the meeting broke up.  Paul sat there and watched as Jamie and Michael departed.  He almost felt sorry for Michael who seemed to be brooding in melancholy.  But Jamie’s bouncy enthusiasm prevented Paul from completely feeling sorry for Michael.  “I hope she does not get him killed too.”






 


4 discussion, to go or to really go?

 

Paul and Gretchen walked around the areas of the dome for several hours.  They spoke little, not sure if the general public was supposed to be aware of what they knew.  As Paul looked at the technicians doing maintenance, the teachers leading the age mates in the classes, the people working at the biological unit food farms, and the others walking back and forth, he wondered what they might do if they knew there were less than one hundred and twenty days to live.  Paul’s mind wondered about many things.  ‘Would they go crazy, as did the people in Dome 3?  Did the people in Dome 3 know they were doomed?  Was that what made they quit the maintenance?  Did hopelessness lead to evil behavior?’  

Meandering along, they passed the long and tall rows of sealed, cubes where the food was produced.  The taupe colored fungi biologicals were housed in row after row of stacked cubes as high as the dome.  ‘Will these food rations even be needed?  There is more than enough for only one hundred and twenty days.’  He shook his head a bit considering and estimating how much would be needed for only one hundred and twenty days.  ‘They could probably stop production right now.’  But he did not say anything out loud.  

Paul looked closely at the people they passed.  He gazed into their faces, and when they caught his eye they often smiled or waved.  A young security officer, Zunang, walked by and gave him a huge smile.  Her uniform was neat and proper, her silky black hair nicely combed.  Her almond shaped eyes were pretty and there was an innocence in her muscular stride.  ‘How would she and the security teams maintain order if there was no hope?’  The stun baton on her belt made him remember again the horrors of Dome 3, and the murdered police staff.  He looked away quickly.  

“Gretchen, I need to go back to the apartment,” Paul said.  

“We can talk better there anyway,” Gretchen replied.  

“Paul?”  Cunda the artificial intelligence asked.  

“Yes, Cunda,” He replied as they walked toward their apartment.  

“LeeAnn and Roy are at the apartment.  They asked if I could summon you,” the AI stated.

“They are back?”  Paul was surprised. He knew they had each been on solo missions.  “Yes, we will be there right away.”  Paul broke into a trot toward his apartment.  Gretchen followed.  They both took the stairs two at a time as they went to the proper level.  

Squatting in the hall were LeeAnn and Roy.  They both looked very haggard and sullen.  

“You are back!”  Gretchen exclaimed and rushed forward.  The other adventurers stood and greeted her.  

“Come inside,” Paul said as he grasped the shoulder of Roy.  “I want to know what you found.”

“No, trust me.  You do not,” Roy said.  His usually happy eyes were sunken and his lips pursed.  

The four of them entered the apartment.  Gretchen and Paul sat on the bed.  A couple of chairs folded up from the floor and LeeAnn and Roy sat down.    

“You were on solos, right?”  Gretchen asked after a bit, since neither Roy nor LeeAnn volunteered anything.

LeeAnn, her blonde hair pulled back into a short ponytail, looked at Roy and finally answered.  “Yes.  I was assigned to look for Dome 4, and Roy went to Dome 22.”

“They were both dead,” Paul said, not as a question, but anticipating what he could see in LeeAnn’s large brown eyes.  

“No just dead, my friend.  Not just dead,” Roy said.  “I did not even load in the data stick.  I threw it out into the dust.  I know I should have made a report, but who will care?  There is no purpose, no reason, no…anything.”  

Paul sucked in his breath.  Roy was extremely conscientious typically making methodical notes and overly detailed and precise observations.  His hands were shaking a bit; his breathing was fast and shallow.

Roy said in a halting way, “Dome 22 was not as bad as Dome 3,” Roy’s hazel colored eyes looked at Paul, then away.  “But it was really bad.  Basically, it looked like they had sectioned off their dome, repeatedly, over and over.  They sealed in one layer at a time as the dome’s systems failed.  I had to work my way inward from outside layer after layer.  I could tell where one stand had been made by the decomposition of the bodies and state of the seals.”

Roy halted and looked at the other three.  LeeAnn was looking at the floor.  

“At first I had hope.  But it was all bogus.  The outward most layers were efficiently sealed and clean.  That gave me some false hope.  The closer I got to the center, the less sophisticated were the seals and the more remains and scattered debris I found.  And there were were bodies.  Dried and out just abandoned there where they had fallen.  The last survivors had made some kind of shelter around the reactor.  Maybe a dozen of them, but they were all dead long ago.”

“But you made it back safely,” Gretchen said as gently as she could.  She had never seen Roy so despondent.  

“Hurrah for me.  I made it back here.  But to what?”  Roy replied.  “To what?”  

“We still have a functioning dome.  None of our downsizing was required, it just happened,” Paul said, but he lacked much emphasis.  

“Paul, you do not understand,” Roy stared into Paul’s eyes.  “The last group of people in Dome 22, they overrode safety procedures and shut down their own reactor.  They just shut it down and gave up.  They all wanted to die.”

“We are not giving up.  Roy, there are new plans.  Brink and the other engineers have designed new machinery and new technologies.  There are plans happening,” Gretchen said.  

“Once this place was designed for ten thousand people.  Now we have less than fifteen hundred?  The age mate groups are smaller than ever.  We too have shut down big sections of our dome.  We are just like Dome 22, only not as far along the path.  What is the use?”  Roy stated.  

Silence descended upon the room.  No one spoke for a while, and the tension in the air was thick.  

“LeeAnn, what happened to you?”  Paul asked.  He was unsure he wanted to hear, but he did seek to help his friend to ventilate her experiences.  

LeeAnn looked up, her eyes filled with sorrow.  “Dome 4 was dead.  Nothing as dramatic as what you or Roy saw.  It looked like there was a sudden and unexpected dome breech about twenty years ago or so.  Not just a single breach, but multiple breaches, all about the same time.  None of their systems would respond to fusion power.  Even the physical and mechanical systems were almost totally seized up.  I had to manually crank open the doorways to make entry.  Radiation levels were the same inside as outside.  There were no records to bring back, expect for my personal observations.  I made a quick walkthrough, but everything was dead and dust was filling it all in.  So I too just tossed the data stick before decontamination.  I agree with Roy, what is the use?”

Paul and Gretchen could not answer.  The silence was growing long when Paul’s artificial intelligence interrupted it by saying, “Paul, Dave and Constance are outside of the apartment.  May I let them in?”

“Yes, please,” Paul replied.

The door opened.  Constance stood in front of Dave.  Her deep brown skin and short black hair seemed to be far lighter than her mood.  

They entered and two more chairs, the last available in the apartment, folded up from the floor.  They sat down.  

“I see there is no good news from your solo missions either,” Gretchen observed.  “Michael reported earlier about his mission to Dome 11, and that dome was dead.  Roy and LeeAnn found dead domes as well.”

Dave nodded toward Roy, “Dome 1 showed multiple explosions inside the dome.  Everyone dead.  Waste of my time.”

Constance reported in her professional manner, “I went to Dome 5.   All the people were just gone.  All systems were powered down on purpose.  Every AI was wiped of memory.  I tried to restart the primary systems, but all I got back were ‘Unable to Comply’ messages.  The dome's water and air systems were kaput.  I did find one room, I think of it as the last one.  That apartment had words written on the wall.  ‘Abandon all hope.’  That was it.  No bodies, no blood, or gore, or mess, or explosions.  Just a plain scrawled, ‘Abandon all hope’ and some old paper books lying around.”

“No people at all?  No bodies?  Where did they go?”  Gretchen asked.  

“The only thing I could figure was they all just individually walked away from the dome.  No tracks of course.  How long do tracks last in that wind and dust?  There were no outdoor vehicles missing from what I could tell.  They had four airlock bays with well labeled stations for their vehicles.  Not bad tech level, no fusion packs, no RAM materials from what I could tell.  But those were big vehicles and each had pressurized cabins.  They were all just sitting there waiting.  They looked new and never used.   Strange, no one ever used them it looked like, yet everyone was gone,” Constance said.  “It was the eeriest thing I have ever seen.  Just a big empty dome, and nobody there.  I think they suited up and all just walked away.”

“They were the smart ones,” Roy said bitterly.

“There is always hope.  The Committee has a plan,” Gretchen said.  She then related the plan to try to recover a colony ship.

“So they want to send us on some idiotic mission in space now?”  Roy asked.  

“Jamie volunteered to go, and Michael seemed to agree,” Paul related.  

“That reminds me,” Gretchen said.  She then addressed her personal AI.  “Delphi?  Please replay the comments at this morning’s Committee Meeting.  Something about an overview of the plan.”

Delphi answered, “Yes Gretchen.  I will provide that.”

A three dimensional display appeared hovering over the toileting area which was the only place in the apartment where it could be shown.  Michael was in the display and he said, “First, we must find those colony ships, and if they still survive, which no one knows, we have to get there. And we can send how many?  You say it can only be two? So two people must go to the ship in faster than light travel, a new technology that has not been proven over long ranges. Then on that colony ship, in who knows what shape it is in on that ship, two people build a receiving pad out of one hundred year old spare parts? And what if the humans on those ships are not open to new visitors?”

“Is that the section you wanted to see?”  Delphi asked.  

“No,” Gretchen replied quickly, knowing that Michael’s tone and words were not encouraging, but rather sarcastic and disparaging.  “I was thinking about what Muriel said about the possibilities, that there was hope in the new plan.  Is that correct Delphi?”

“Yes, conjectures show that the plan has a chance for success.  However, in Michael’s crude manner, he expressed the essence of the proposed missions.  Shall I replay the entire meeting so you can take his words in context?”

Dave shook his head, got up and walked out without saying another word.

“First solos to dead domes, and now these suicide space missions?” Roy said.  “I came back here to listen to this nonsense?”  He too got up and walked away.  

Gretchen tried to intervene, but he just stepped past here easily, not listening to her objections.  She tried to encourage them to listen to the whole Committee meeting, but they did not listen.  

“Paul?”  LeeAnn asked. “Would you go back to Dome 3 again?”  

“No,” Paul replied honestly.  

“That is what I thought.  Thanks for being honest.”  LeeAnn stood and departed as well.  She looked more depressed than when she had first entered.    

“Constance?”  Gretchen implored.  “There was a lot more at the meeting.  The Committee’s plan has hope, and there are reasons for it.  Brink made some new technology work, and the…”

Constance waved away any more discussion.  “Perhaps.  I need to sleep now.  Goodbye my friends,” Constance said and got up and departed.  “It was an honor to know you both.”

“Constance?  Do you want company?  I could stay with you?”  Gretchen asked.  

“No need.  But thank you both,” Constance walked through the door and away.  

Gretchen looked at Paul and said, “These solo missions are too hard and emotionally exhausting.  Those four looked horrid.  The solo missions must be stopped.”

“Agreed.  But I do not think that is our biggest concern.  None of them even heard about the fact our dome will fail in less than one hundred and twenty days,” Paul said.

“I know!”  Gretchen exclaimed.  “As discouraged as they were, I could hardly tell them that part, could I?”

“I did not want to inform them either.  Maybe after they eat and rest they will feel better.  We can try talking to them then.  But I am afraid for our futures,” Paul said.  

“Shall we contact someone else about them?”  Gretchen asked.  

“I am sure the officials already know they are back.  The decontamination process is monitored,” Paul said, but his heart was heavy.












5 second committee meeting

 

The next morning, Gretchen and Paul got up early and went to the ricochet court and worked out vigorously.  Again Gretchen won, but it was good for both of them to exercise.  They saw a few of the techs going about their business of repairs and maintenance.  

Back at their apartment, a summons arrived announcing another meeting with the Committee.  

“That was fast.  It must mean good news,” Gretchen replied.  “Maybe some of the reports submitted have been helpful?  Or we are all going to support those who came back from solos?”

“I doubt it,” Paul replied.  “Remember, Roy and LeeAnn did not even submit the data sticks for analysis.”

They washed quickly and hurried to the conference room.

“Well, yes, we are all here,” Muriel said glancing at Paul and Gretchen as they sidled into seats in the room.  There were some empty seats, and Paul wondered why Muriel would say they were all there.  

Clearing her throat, Muriel continued.  “Last night four of the adventurers self-terminated. LeeAnn, Roy, Dave, and Constance had returned from their missions to other domes last night. They were all found dead in their apartments this morning. The bodies are being recycled. Files are available through the AI. There were no personal messages left behind. Only Constance filed a report, and hers confirms our fears about the dome failures.”

Gretchen was stricken with grief.  She started to say something about how she had spoken with them, but then hesitated.  ‘What would I say?’ she wondered.  

Paul was looking intensely at Jamie and Michael.  Jamie’s eyes were watering a bit.  ‘Does she really care?’ Paul asked himself.  ‘Maybe she actually does?’  Michael looked stern and concentrated; much as he had the previous time Paul had seen him.  

Paul puzzled about his own mixed and jumbled feelings.  Last night he knew those four were discouraged, but were they suicidal?  What had he missed?  Could he have helped?  Should he have done something else?  Call Doctor Chambers or Doctor Carolyn?    Paul was emotionally busted up but snapped out of his introspection when Jubal’s AI, Artificial Intelligence spoke.

Artificial Intelligence announced: “Information arrival from faster-than-light robotic probes. Shall I display results?”

“Yes, please do,” Muriel answered. Now Jamie was all perky and eager to go.  Paul wondered if the sorrow he had seen on her face had really ever been there.  He then looked to the center of the triangular table where the three Committee members were staring.

Artificial Intelligence asked, “Do you want detailed reports on each probe or a general overview?”

Muriel responded hastily, “Begin with general overview, and make detailed reports available to all here.”

“Robotic probes found and landed on all seven colony ships: Vanguard, Warren, Marathon, Conestoga, Eschaton, Trailblazer and Zubalamo. All colony ships show some level of functioning technology. All also show readings of an acceptable atmosphere inside. All colony ships also show positive signs of biological life inhabiting colony ships. Robotic probes have placed exact targeting beacon on each colony ship. Piloted faster than light scout ship mission success now estimated on 95% or better for reaching colony ships. Unexpected and unexplained premature failure of robotic probes on Marathon, Eschaton and Trailblazer shortly after beacon placement; however, all beacons still functioning. The four remaining probes are expected to reach their life expectancy in four hours. Beacon life expectancy is one hundred hours.”

“So that is good news,” Hobart said.  He looked over at Gwen and gave her a hug.

“Very good news,” one of the other adventurers replied.  

Paul saw Jamie beaming with anticipation. She looked like no one had said anything about four of their friends just committing suicide.  “Am I the only one who really cares that they died?” Paul whispered.

“I care,” Gretchen said.  “I know the others do as well.  But these missions offer hope.”

“AI, are the PFTL ships ready for deployment?” Lorna asked, somewhat overly loud, which was out of character for her.

Artificial Intelligence replied, “All seven are in ready status.” 

“What is the soonest launch time?”  Jubal asked.  

Paul did not hear the discussion for a while.  He was studying Jamie and Michael.  He knew Michael had been scheduled to go with them to Dome 3, but had injured his ankle playing ricochet ball just prior to that mission.  Paul had been asked to fill in.  ‘How would things have been had Michael gone and not me?’   Paul pondered that, and then remembered that Michael was the only one who had been on a solo and not died.  He looked at Michael with more respect.

Cammarry was speaking to Gretchen.  “So which ship will you select?”

“What?”  Paul interrupted them.  “What do you mean, select?”

“Muriel just said we can request specific ships as our destinations.  She also said we can choose our own two person teams, but insists it be one man and one woman.  That seems kind of weird, but who knows why the Committee does things?”  Cammarry was kind of flippant.

“They always have a reason,” Paul responded glumly.  Gretchen, do you want to do this mission?”

“I am going for sure!” Cammarry said.  “Jerome and I will pick one out.  I just need to speak to him, but I have an idea where I want to go.”

“You know this is one way and forever, right?”  Paul asked.  

“Yes, I asked that question.  Where were you?  No coming back, but that is why we build a teleportation pad on the other end.  That way the people here come to us.  We only have one hundred and twenty some days here.  Might as well live out the adventure!”  Cammarry said with a smile.  “Besides, Brink is confident that the teleportation will work.” 

“You are almost as bad as Jamie,” Paul said in disgust.  

“Thank you.  That is quite a compliment,” Cammarry said in retort.  Her eyes held some tears back, and Paul realized she was masking her own fear with a false front of bravery.  ‘Does Jamie do that too?’ he wondered.  Cammarry turned away and spoke more to Jerome.  

“Paul, we need to discuss this,” Gretchen said and met and held his gaze.  

“Okay.  Right here?”  Paul asked.  

“Not right here.  Take a walk with me, it looks like this could go on for a while,” Gretchen said as the others in the room were in vigorous discussion.  Paul noted that Jamie and Michael had departed.   






 


6 volunteers for the vanguard

Paul and Gretchen walked the corridors of the dome for a while.  Gretchen held his hand tightly.  As they rounded a corner near where the seniors lived, she turned to him and kissed him.  

“What was that for?”  Paul asked.  “I mean, it was great, and unexpected, and well, pretty nice.”

“I know you had a horrible time at Dome 3.  Worse than I can imagine, and far worse than the records show.  You have been different since you came back from there.  Not only different toward Jamie, but different toward life.  But I am here for you.”  Gretchen said.  She then hugged him tightly.  

Paul looked at the double doors which led into the senior’s living establishment.  For some unknown reason he thought of how the seniors did not have age mates like the younger people.  Some of them had had parents, and siblings, and children in the old fashioned and dangerous way.  Then it occurred to Paul, ‘We are heading into more danger than ever.  These people need me.  I must find them a safe place to live.  I might be the only hope Dome 17 has.’

“Gretchen?  I think we need to go.  There are barely enough adventurers to fill every spot.  They said seven ships, and two people in each flight.  I do not fully trust the faster-than-light drive that has been built.  Nor do I think teleportation is proven.  But Brink says they will work.  So I leave it up to you.  Gretchen, whatever you decide on this, I will stand with you,” Paul said.  “Even though you are a bit taller than I am.”

“Roy, Dave, LeAnn, and Constance made their choice.  I wish I had done something different about that,” Gretchen said.  “But we can do something now.  I agree with you.  We need to go.”  

They hugged again for a moment.  Then Gretchen pulled back, “Delphi?”

“Yes, Gretchen. How may I help you?”  Her personal artificial intelligence responded.  

“Send a message to the Committee and tell them that Paul and I are going,” Gretchen said with confidence.  

“Affirmative,” Delphi responded with its mechanical voice.  

As Paul and Gretchen walked back toward their apartment, Delphi relayed a message that they were scheduled on flight number three.  

“Who do you think is ahead of us?”  Gretchen laughed, her pearly white teeth a contrast to her dark skin.

“Jamie and Michael, of course.  Maybe Cammarry and Jerome?”  Paul replied.  

“Those were my guesses as well.  Do you have a target preference?  Which ship sounds like a winner?”  Gretchen asked.  “I was thinking you might not even go and was worried about that decision.  What ship do you want to try?”

“At the apartment, we will review those probe findings.  They all sounded bad to me.”

Entering the apartment, Cunda the AI stated, “There is a summons message from Committee member Muriel, shall I connect you?”

“Certainly,” Paul replied.  

A three dimensional display appeared in the room showing Muriel’s head and shoulders.  She spoke to them through the display, “Paul and Gretchen, I received your message about going on the faster-than-light scout mission.  The ships Eschaton and Conestoga are already taken, but you may have your selection from the remaining five ships.  You are slotted for launch number three.  Please let me know your destination within the next three hours.  Launch number three; your launch will be in three hours and twenty minutes.  You will need to see medical, the Quartermaster, and finalize any goodbyes to others by that time.  Do you have any questions?”  Muriel looked rather haggard.  

“So we were the third group to volunteer?”  Gretchen asked.  

“Yes, Jamie and Michael departed a short while ago, and Cammarry and Jerome are leaving on launch number two,” Muriel replied.  “Only Committee members and Brink’s control team are allowed at the sling bay for launches, so say your farewells before you come to the sling bay.” 

Paul rubbed his face with his hands.  

“Paul what is it?” Gretchen asked.  Muriel was looking on intently through the display.  

“I guess the reality of this is hitting me.  Gretchen and I will never see Jamie or Michael again,” Paul blurted out.  “None of the adventurers will ever see each other again.”  

“That is correct,” Muriel replied softly.  “But hopefully one of the scouts will succeed and the majority of the dome’s population will be united in a safe place.  But yes, tragically, none of the adventurer teams will ever be reunited.  That was one reason the Committee decided to send two person teams.  The solo missions to the domes were dismal failures.  We considered solo trips to the colony ships and using the second pilot’s mass for equipment, but that mass was insufficient for a completed teleportation pad, and the AIs conjectured better chances of success with two pilots.”

“What are our chances?”  Paul asked.  

Muriel bit her lip a bit, but that was the only sign she had of the inner struggle she was enduring.  She said, “One of the seven scouts must succeed, but that means the others will not.  However, as the probes showed, each colony ship has signs of being life supportive.  Hopefully all the FTL scout pilots will survive somewhere.  That is a much greater chance than Dome 17 has.  The pilots will survive, I feel that.  Personally, I think you adventurers have a greater chance of survival than we who are staying here in Dome 17, but do not tell anyone I said that.  Mass panic in the population may doom us all.”

“So Member Muriel, what ship would you choose?”  Paul asked.  

“I have no idea.  You and Gretchen are far more suited to making that decision than I am.  I wish you the best of luck and I look forward to when that teleportation orifice opens and I can walk through and join you.  I will see you in the sling bay.  Your AIs have the itinerary.  Please have your decision to me as soon as possible.  I have two more acceptances which have come in since we began speaking.  You have your choice for now of the remaining five ships.”  Muriel disappeared as she disconnected the display.

“Gretchen, what do you think?  Which ship?”  Paul asked.  

“I want to review what we heard.  Delphi, please replay the last known status of each of the remaining five colony ships.”

The AI brought up the meager facts known about each ship from the robotic probes and last known reports.  They listened and discussed each one’s possibilities.  

“Replay the Vanguard’s information please,” Gretchen asked.   

Delphi responded, “Latest assessment: 23% into voyage, when an incident occurred. Last known message received stated a mutiny had occurred and captain of ship had been assassinated by unknown crew members. Reporting officer was J. Baldwin, Pilot 3rd class. No further reports. Ship considered lost. Trajectory plotted and potential of robotic FTL contact, 48%. 

“Gretchen, are you thinking what I was?”  Paul asked.  

“I was thinking a mutiny has no ship damage, only a leadership change.  That seems a bit better possibility than the others,” Gretchen answered.  “I am having trouble understanding why the Eschaton and Conestoga were selected.  I see nothing especially inviting about them.”

“I agree with your assessment on the Vanguard.  It looks like it might be the best choice.  Shall I tell the Committee?”  Paul asked.  

“Yes, and I want to try to talk to Jerome and Cammarry before they launch. If for no other reason than to say goodbye.”

Paul pushed a few buttons on the wall unit and sent the message.  They had selected the Vanguard.  

“So it is decided,” Gretchen said.  “Now can we find those others and get the itinerary done in time?”

“I doubt they will leave without us,” Paul said.  “But with the Committee they might bump up the next team.  So we hurry now.”

“Delphi?  Where is Cammarry?” Gretchen asked her AI. 

“Cammarry is just leaving the Medical Unit.  Shall I contact her?”  Delphi asked. 

“No, but thanks you. I think we can catch up with her,” Gretchen stated.  She looked at Paul.  “We missed Michael and Jamie leaving, I do not want to miss Cammarry and Jerome.”

“Right!”  Paul ran out the door with Gretchen chasing quickly after him.  

They bolted through the halls toward the Medical Unit.  Technicians and others in the hall made a few comments, but quickly stepped out of their way.  Paul apologized as they ran.  Gretchen’s long legs gave her the advantage and she passed Paul as they made it to the stairs which led down to the Medical Unit.  

“Cammarry!”  Gretchen yelled as she spotted her in the hallway.  

“What in the world are you two doing?”  Cammarry yelled back.  “Has something happened?”

“We wanted to see you before you depart,” Gretchen said as she ran up to her.  A few people were looking their direction.  People running in the hallways was an uncommon sight.  Paul waved at them to assure them things were well in hand.  

“Jerome and I are going to the Quartermaster next.  I do not have much time.  You can walk with me,” Cammarry said.  

“So which ship have you chosen?”  Gretchen asked.  

Cammarry looked around to make sure no one else could hear, then she shook her head.  “It does not matter what people know.  I will be gone soon enough.  Jerome and I chose the Conestoga.  I believe Jamie and Michael went to that ship with the religious crazy people.  That was not for us.”

Paul interjected, “We are on the third launch.”

“Why did you choose the Conestoga?”  Gretchen inquired.  

“Well, the ship’s AI reports that it has landed on a planet.  The probe found it.  So we estimate that it must have found a suitable planet, or it would not have reported that, nor would the probe have found it,” Cammarry stated with only a slight tremble in her lip to reveal her anxiety.  “A hospitable planet is the ultimate destination, so we thought it would be best to go right to that planet.  Then when we build the teleportation receiving pad, it will save all the people from here.  They can walk from Dome 17 right to the new planet, and no need to worry about some ancient colony ship.”

“That is very logical,” Gretchen complimented her.  “I just wanted to thank you for being my friend.”  Gretchen looked at Paul and then back.  “Our friend.  No matter which of us establishes the teleportation system, we will not see each other.”

“Yes, I know,” Cammarry replied.  She turned and hugged Gretchen and then hugged Paul.  “No long speeches or that kind of stuff.  Just some really good stories about me to the people you meet.”  She wiped her eyes and walked away quickly.  She did turn back and said, “The planet we land on will probably already have such good teleportation and technology that I will come looking for you and rescue you both.”  She then pivoted around and entered the Quartermaster’s area.  Jerome met her and waved his own goodbye.

“Paul, this is harder than I thought.  Maybe Jamie and Michael were right to just leap in and leave,” Gretchen stated.  “I do not think I can bear to speak to the others, knowing I will never see them again.  Can we just follow the itinerary now?”

“Certainly.  We are near the sling bay now, but we need to report to Medical first.  If you want to, and it is just a suggestion, you could record a message and have your AI deliver it after we depart.”

“Paul, that might be a good idea.   From my understanding our personal AIs will not be coming with us.  Brink has designed the latest version AI to go along with us.”

“Indeed, another thing we are leaving behind us,” Paul lamented.  “I am truly starting to appreciate how this mission is going to change everything.”

“Yes, but when we set up the teleporter, all the Dome 17 personnel can find a refuge with us,” Gretchen said.  “They can bring all the AIs and everything else.”

“Yes.  But otherwise they all die,” Paul remembered Dome 3 again, and grew more quiet.






 


7 preparations

 

The Medical Unit looked just as it had before.  Daniel the nurse was coming out from a treatment room as they entered.  “Are you here for Doctor Carolyn?  I was told another team was coming.”  He gave them each a slight and knowing grin.  “Unfortunately, Doctor Carolyn had to rush over to the senior care facility.  Agnes fell this morning, and while the video conference did help, she insists on having the doctor present for the bone regrowth treatment.  Doctor Carolyn said it involved a ‘bedside manner’ not a data stick manner.”

“So do we wait for Doctor Carolyn to come back?  We only have a limited time.”  Gretchen looked perplexed.  

“Doctor Carolyn had me review the last team’s preparation, so I can administer all that is needed. The procedure is really simple, but I understand if you want to wait for her.  You said your time is limited, so I could start and if you have any specific questions for her, we can connect though the data sticks,” Daniel said.  “Shall I begin?”   

“That is fine by me.  What do we do?” Paul asked.  

Daniel led them to a treatment room.  He poured out two cups of liquid, about a water ration’s worth.  “Doctor Carolyn has a pathogen prophylactic for you.”  He handed them the cups and gave them a broad smile.  “I am not supposed to know about what the Committee plan is, and I do not know specifics.  So let us speak hypothetically.  The need for a broad pathogen prophylactic indicates that the patient is heading somewhere where disease is a possibility.  That peaks my interest.  Here in Dome 17 there is virtually no disease at all.  The atmospheric scrubbers, filters, and disinfectants make our home nearly sterile.  So either you both are… No, forgive me, we are speaking hypothetically.  The patient in this scenario, is going to a functioning dome with some kind of biological system, or is going off world.  I did some of the zero gravity tests Brink ordered.  He used me as a specimen for his scout ship designs.  I could both assess and report for him and directly to him.   So I have hints about that as well.”

“We are going to an old colony ship,” Gretchen said.  “If we can find it.  It reportedly will have a functioning ecosystem: people, plants, maybe even animals.”

Paul was unsure if sharing with Daniel was approved, but then he remembered they would be gone soon and perhaps never see him again.

“A colony ship?”  Daniel muttered.  “I did not expect that.  I thought maybe one of the domes on the outer moons had been relocated.  Interesting.  Does John know about this?”  

“I am not sure if the biologist knows or not,” Gretchen replied.  “We may try to talk to him, but our time is short.”

“There is no guarantee we will even get there,” Paul added.  “And it is a one way trip.  No coming back either way.”

“That explains a lot,” Daniel said thoughtfully.  “Michael and Jamie were here first, and then came Cammarry and Jerome.  Now you two.”

“But we will be setting up a teleportation pad to…”  Paul started to say, but then stopped himself.  

Daniel was looking intently at them.  You could almost see his brain turning over the facts.  His eyes were sparkling.

“Might as well tell you,” Gretchen said.  “But confidentially.  I am not sure who all knows.  But this dome is failing.  These missions are our only hope.”

“That fits all that I have been seeing: the suicides, the depression, and the hopeless malaise.  I knew something big was happening.  But I do not want to get you in any trouble, so we are speaking hypothetically, right?”  Daniel gave them a wink.

“Sure, hypothetically speaking.  If a dome had less than one hundred and twenty days, and there was a chance to teleport to a place which was safe, the people should take that, right?”  Paul asked.

“Teleportation?  Well, I know Brink is working on that, and that he has teleported intricate machinery and even food rations.  He had me run the most complex and thorough tests I have even done on a food ration, down to the subatomic levels.  A few days later, he brought back the same food ration and had me repeat the tests.  There were no changes at all.  I wonder if that food ration was teleported?”  Daniel said, again with a grin.  “It would be an organic substance to test.”    

“Daniel, besides the prophylactic drink, what else do we need?  Or are we finished here?”  Gretchen asked.

Daniel gave her another big smile.  “There is a medical kit that is far exceeding anything you have used before,” Daniel replied.  He pulled out two items and placed them in front of the adventurers.  They were small rectangular boxes about two fingers thick and roughly hand size. Inside were numerous blue packets, and wires and probes.   “These kits are designed to cure any diseases in our database.  Even the ones from hundreds of years ago like cancer.  Again considering the hypothetical question of going to some ecosystem, the diseases there might be radically different from what we know about here in Dome 17.  So assess yourself at the first sign of illness: cough, fever, or diarrhea.  Just attach the probes here to your skin and the med kit will run a diagnostic.  It will then tailor make treatments for whatever is wrong.”  

“Thanks,” Paul said.  “There appears to be a dispenser and analyzer, is that correct?”

“Right.  The kit will fully assess your conditions, I mean the hypothetical person we are talking about,” he winked at Gretchen again.  “And then dispense custom made medications.  Sort of your own apothecary.  But in an urgent situation, use the generic blue gels.  They should treat most anything you encounter.  Then a few minutes later, connect up the analyzer and let it make a diagnosis.”

“Thank you Daniel,” Paul said as he took his med kit.  Gretchen took hers as well.  

“I hope to see you again!”  Daniel said.  “Maybe I will step though and smell some flowers with you?  John has shown me some recordings of flowers.  They are beautiful and he says they smell amazing, but he has never smelled one either.  So I look forward to seeing you again.”  

Gretchen looked Daniel in the eyes and said, “If not with us, I hope you will be there soon with whatever team.”  

Daniel’s smile widened.  “I will chart that you have received all the necessary items for this mission.  That seems general enough to cover all the hypothetical cases we discussed.”

The left the Medical Unit and walked toward the Quartermaster’s location.  

“Daniel seems to know even more than he is saying,” Paul commented.  

“I think he is saying more than he should, perhaps because Doctor Carolyn was not there, and because he has a crush on me,” Gretchen answered.  

“He has good taste,” Paul replied.  

The quartermaster’s location was near the sling bay.  They stopped at the door, but no artificial intelligence system asked then anything.

After a few moments, Paul rapped his knuckles against the door.  

“Come in Paul and Gretchen!”  The Quartermaster called from inside.  

They opened the door manually and entered.  

“Why is the door broken?”  Paul asked.  

“It is not broken,” replied Willie the Quartermaster.  “I turned it off on purpose.”

“Why?”  Gretchen asked.  

“Well, you see sweetheart, I was thinking.  The last two teams that were here asked me questions about what they were getting into.  Especially that Cammarry, she asked a lot of really good questions.  So I thought and thought.  What if the colony ship’s power systems are down, or disrupted?  So I shut off the door’s power.  It got you to ask about it, right?”

“Yes, it did,” Gretchen said and looked closely at Willie.  

He was an odd and unkempt man, with unusual eyes.  One eye looked one direction while the other looked in a different direction.   His left arm hung stiff and disabled in a tan sling. 

“Willie?  Do you know something more about the colony ships?”  Paul asked.  “Has there been more information come back from the probes?”

“I know machines, my friend.  I know machines.  And machines breakdown, yes they do.  Human bodies break down too.”  He patted the arm in the sling.  “Have you seen Doctor Carolyn yet?”

“Yes, we were at medical, why?”  Gretchen answered.

“Well let me just say that the human body is a fine machine, but it takes maintenance and upkeep.  It also sometimes cannot be repaired like you want.  I suppose our good doc gave you a medical kit?”

“Actually Daniel gave us the treatment and medical kits we needed,” Paul stated.  

“Yes, young Daniel is a good boy.  He has a right smart brain he does.  In a way he reminds me of me.  He looks at bodies the way I look at machines.  It took him the longest time to accept that my arm will never work again.  Even though I was injured before he was in the extracorporeal womb, my arm had been mangled, but that Daniel wanted to run tests, so I let him.  He finally accepted that it will never work.  He suggested amputation and regeneration, but that is not for me.”  Willie looked at Gretchen with one of his eyes, but he also seemed to be looking at Paul.  “Sweetheart, I need to get you all outfitted for this mission of yours.”

“So Willie, what do we need?”  Gretchen asked with a smile.

“You will need a lot of good luck!”  Willie laughed a bit, but it came out as a wheezy and nasally whine.  “First, Brink has already got the equipment for his teleportation gizmo set up and stored in that scout ship.  I have seen it work.  Impressive.  Brink does good work.”

“You have seen the teleportation work?”  Paul asked.  

“Of course.  If I did not believe in it, would I be helping you two and the others to try this plan?  You will each have two fusion packs.  Those might be the most important thing you take.  Well, that and the data sticks and readers.  You will have those as well.  A single fusion pack will power the teleportation receiving pad.  But you will have four fusion packs, so as to be redundant and safe.  Your RAM suits should protect you from any possible radiation in those old ships.  They work here on this dead world; they will work where you are going.  You have food rations for ten days, including water.  Then there are the grippers, grabbers, cutters, metal melting and welding flames, molecular torch, utility tools, and whatever other stuff I thought you might need and which fit under Brink’s mass limit restriction.  It is all in the backpacks, with the fusion packs.”  He pointed to the backpacks.  

“Thanks Willie, that is great,” Paul said.  He was impressed with the ability Willie had to get so much stuff into a single backpack which was not too heavy to carry.  

“Hold on now,” Willie said.  “That is not all.  How will you defend yourself?  You are aware there might be some kinds of threats on the colony ships, right?  Humans can be right nasty to each other, and if there are animals in those places, so of them will want to eat you.”

Paul thought about what he had seen in Dome 3 and his eagerness was greatly diminished.  Willie noted the crestfallen look on Paul’s face.

“Not to worry.  Better to have something and never need it, than to need it and not have it.  I am not leaving you undefended.  I designed a weapon for each of you,” Willie pulled them out.  “When Jamie was here, that spunky girl called them Willie Wackers, but then when I said that to Cammarry she objected.  Cammarry said that name was indecent.”  Willie laughed.  “I think it was in Cammarry’s pretty head where the indecent thoughts came from, but anyway.  Here are the weapons I designed for you.”  He handed one each to Gretchen and Paul.

“How does it work?”  Paul asked.

“This is a high velocity projectile weapon.  This is powered by the fusion packs, and makes its own ammunition. Just load any substance into the chamber here,” He opened the top of the brownish colored permalloy and ceramic weapon, “The weapon compresses the materials into nuggets, perfectly round, which shoot out this end.” He pointed to the muzzle hole.

“I figured that was where they came out,” Gretchen teased Willie back.  

“You sight down the barrel between these three points.  Easy.  Just aim and fire.  You will get probably about a hundred projectiles out of a full chamber of materials.  It will charge constantly while in the holster.  This weapon will stop anything which threatens you.  If used against permalloy it will punch a hole in it with repeated blasts, so be careful.   The selector here,” he pointed to a lever by the trigger, “You can alter it for velocity intensity:  low, medium, and high.  So be careful with your Willie Wackers.”

“Jamie called them that?”  Paul said Jamie’s name with contempt.

“Well, we discussed that name, yes.”  Willie had noted the tone Paul used for Jamie.

“Is there a better name?” Paul asked.

“A generic name would be a pistol.  While I reviewed the old records on weapons a company named Daisy caught my eye.  Maybe call it a Daisy or a projectile pistol, or PP?”  Willie laughed.  “I do not care what you call it.  Jerome was going to call his a blaster.”

“Thanks for the pistols,” Paul said as he strapped it around his waist in its holster.

“Yes, thanks Willie for all the supplies.  I think we need to get to the sling bay for launch,” Gretchen said.  

“You find me a home to go to,” Willie said.  “Make it a nice one!  And good luck to you both!”






 


 

8 The Third sling launch

 

The sling launch bay was a bustle of activity.  The team of technicians working for the Chief Engineer Brink was resetting the launch for the third time.  One technician came and took all the supplies, backpacks, pistols and everything and carried them over to be carefully loaded into the FTL scout ship.  She also directed Paul and Gretchen to a room where they could put on their RAM clothing for the mission.  

After changing into the suits, they stepped out and found the Committee members waiting for them.  Muriel, Lorna, and Jubal all were standing there looking at Paul and Gretchen.    

“We are here to wish you the very best.” Muriel stated.   

Lorna gave each of them a warm hug. 

Jubal said to them, “This is an important day, and your bravery will never be forgotten.  We have had two successful launches, and are looking forward to this being another one.”

“I think we are ready,” Gretchen stated.  

“We have asked the other two teams already, and we will ask you the same thing.  While this is very important, and the dome is depending on these missions, I remind you, there is no way to get you back, should something happen. You enter this FTL ship, and you are beyond coming back. Yes, you can contact us via the FTL communications, we hope, but we will not be able to come to you in space.  Only after the teleportation receiving pad is installed will we be able to come to your location.  And you cannot reverse that process.  The teleportation will only go from here to you. So we want to ask you to confirm your decision to go.  Do you still wish to continue?”  Jubal asked in utter seriousness.

“I went to Dome 3, and survived that,” Paul said bluntly.  “In a way, I am doing this for Karen as well as everyone else.  The people need hope.  So I am going.”

“Me too,” Gretchen said.  She slipped her arm around Paul.   

“Jamie and Michael left for the Eschaton,” Lorna said.  “And the other ships have now all been selected by teams.  The scheduled launches will proceed over the next day.”  

“Jerome and Cammarry volunteered for the Conestoga and were the second launch.” Muriel stated.  “We have not asked why any of the teams selected their specific target ships.  We just wish success to each of the teams.”

“How can each team be successful?”  Paul asked bluntly.  “Only one teleportation pad can be established, right?  So in a way, this comes down to a race.  The first team to set up the pad and connect to here wins, right?”  

The Committee members looked hard at each other.  After a moment Muriel said, “We wish luck and success to each team.   We do not want to lose anyone, because, while it is true only one team can set up the teleportation pad, we sincerely hope each team finds a safe home, even if only for that couple.”  

“What happens if two teams set up a teleportation receiving pad at the same time?”  Gretchen asked.  

The Chief Engineer Brink had been watching them from his control station.  He walked over to answer that question.  “There is virtually no chance of an instantaneous setup and connection from two or more sources.  The first teleportation pad that is operational will be linked and locked into place.  So you are correct there can be only one.”

“That makes sense,” Gretchen responded. 

Brink continued, “I seriously desired to establish multiple teleportation sending units, but the array necessary to safely penetrate the ruined atmosphere of Earth is too large and complex for that.  If we had more time, I would have built seven separate arrays, but we did not have that amount of time.”   Brink was a tall man with a quiet voice. He tended to listen more than speak, but when he explained things he often was very detailed without being arrogant.  He loved mathematics and had designed the faster-than-light travel and teleportation theories from mathematical formula.  He worked diligently to bring the theories into real life applications. 

“I have prepared your departure. You are the third launch.  Did you get to medical?  And Willie?  And talk to John?”  Brink asked.

“We did not get to see John the teacher.  Is that a major problem?”  

“Jamie and Michael had a good discussion with John about biological systems.  I thought you would have taken that opportunity as well.  But no matter.  We do not have time for you to go and do that now.  I must orient you to the operating systems.” Brink turned and walked toward the scout ship.

“So we go now, or not at all?”  Paul asked.  

“If we miss the launch time, we would abort that mission, remove that scout ship from the sling, then proceed on schedule with launches four through seven.  I would have to recalculate the sling for another launch.  Copernicus?”

“Yes, Brink,” his personal artificial intelligence system answered by appearing at his side as a three dimensional display.  

“How long would it take to abort mission three and reschedule?”  Brink asked.

Copernicus answered, “Removal of the scout ship would take thirty-five minutes, reprogramming would take an additional twenty minutes, and then replacement of the scout into the sling would require thirty-five minutes again.”

“Brink, we are not aborting the mission,” Paul stated.  “I guess I was just curious.”

“Each of the new generation artificial intelligences are designed specifically for these missions.”  Speaking about the artificial intelligence systems, Brink beamed. “We have already had two perfect launches, and those AIs functioned flawlessly.  These are the newest and most advanced AIs we have ever produced.  No offense intended, Copernicus.”

“None taken, Brink.  Your comment is accurate.  The artificial intelligence systems installed for the faster-than-light scout missions are indeed the best ever produced.  Do you want to hear a comparison between their abilities and my own?”

“No need,” Gretchen said.  “I trust you.” 

They walked over to the hatchway, and Brink leaned into the ship. Brink stated: “AI Tiffany, this is Paul and Gretchen. The three of you will be finding the Vanguard.”

“Greetings Paul and Gretchen. I am excited to be of service in this adventure.”  Tiffany’s voice was slightly mechanical, but a sweet and pleasant alto.

“Hi Tiffany,” Paul relied.  

“Great to be working with you, Tiffany,” Gretchen said.

“Tiffany, please explain to these pilots what they need to do to operate this ship,” Brink said.

“The main systems are all primarily voice activated with manual back-up controls.  Just speak my name and give me an instruction.  It will be done,” Tiffany stated. “I will also be monitoring your life signs and administering treatments in zero gravity as needed.  I am designed to be submissive to your instructions, up to a point.  If I feel one or either of you are compromised, I will initiative interventions to succeed in this mission.  Together, we will place a teleportation receiving pad in a suitable and habitable spot inside the Colony Ship Vanguard.  Success of this mission is the priority. The three of us will work together to maximize our potential for success.” 

Brink leaned on the side of the scout ship.  He rubbed his temple a bit and said, “Your FTL flight time to find the Vanguard will be just over nine hours.  First, the sling will launch you into orbit.  Second, you will maneuver to safe engagement range.  Third, the FTL system will initiate and you will be taken out of normal space.  Forth, the FTL will disengage and you will be one hundred meters off of the target beacon.  There are no inertia concerns when the FTL systems are disengaged.  You can then use thrusters to find an entry point into the Vanguard.”

When he spoke, Brink looked calm and relaxed, as if this was just a routine operation.  “I have instructed Tiffany to have your scout ship drop from FTL at your destination.  It is one hundred meters outside of the target beacon.  That should allow you to assess clearly where you, and evaluate the situation.  The probes have given us the locations, but not all the details.  Be cautious about where you attach to that colony ship.  An airlock would be ideal, but not absolutely essential.  Tiffany can help you with attachments.   You will be encountering the Vanguard, and what little is known of that ship has been fed to the artificial intelligence in your craft.” 

“Yes, Brink.  I have amassed all the information in our records on the Colony Ship Vanguard,” Tiffany stated.  “I have made some conjectures and estimations on what we will find.”

“Excellent!”  Gretchen stated.  “Can we board the ship now?”

“Paul and Gretchen, the controls for the teleportation system and the necessary set up equipment are already stored.  The supplies Willie gave you have also been loaded.  The mass which you and the ship have are under the limits demanded by faster-than-light travel.  It is now time to get into the FTL ship and depart. Sling launch will be in eight minutes,” Brink said in matter of fact manner.

The FTL scout ship, which had been spun from liquefied permalloy, was roughly cone shaped.  The cabin held two pilot seats which were visible under the third of the cone that consisted of clear permalloy. This clear permalloy was as tough as the rest of the craft.  Permalloy could be fashioned into whatever shape was desired, and could be made transparent.  It was the strongest substance humanity had ever created, and was extremely light weight compared to other metals or alloys.  The FTL scout ship, like so much around Dome 17 seemed to have a dull tan cast to it.  Paul wondered if that was his imagination, or was from the dust which seemed ubiquitous.  ‘Did it taint everything?  Did it somehow seep into Dome 17 as well?’ he often wondered.  

The sling bay technicians, directed by Brink, were finalizing everything for the third launch.  Thruster fuel was pumped into the rear storage tanks.  The magnetic sling anchors were calibrated.  The seals and integrity of the outer surface of the ship was examined yet again by the AIs.  Everything was triple checked and passed inspection.

Paul and Gretchen climbed into the FTL scout ship.  They entered one person at a time, then turned about and got settled into the pilot seats.  

“Hatchway is sealed,” Tiffany announced.  “Launch in four minutes.”

Looking out they saw the Committee members departing the launch bay for an observation area which was behind clear permalloy.  The scout ship was resting on the magnetic track which it would follow to the ejection tube.  The ship gently moved along until it reached that ejection tube, and the last sight Paul saw while looking out was Brink standing behind the control station.  His face had a determined look to it.  Paul waved but did not see a response from Brink.  

The FTL ship fit very snugly into the ejection tube.  The gravatronic apparatus which was part of the gravity manipulation technology encircled the ship, providing a friction free interface between the scout ship and the ejection tube.  There was a slight sound as the magnetic anchors held then in place now.

“Sling launch in thirty seconds,” Tiffany announced.  “Brink reports all systems in excellent condition.  Do you care for some launch music?  I have a wide range of recordings to choose from.”

Paul grabbed Gretchen’s hand and gave it a squeeze.  He looked at her, and she smiled a brilliant smile at him.  She said, “We about to go away together!  Thank you Paul for being my partner in this.”

“You have never looked more beautiful,” Paul said without understanding why he said it.  

“Music selection made,” Tiffany announced.  “Fragmentary portion from the South Dakota Symphony, soloist, DeYoung, circa 2015, pre-Great Event.” 

A soothing male voice came on, and there was music from numerous instruments in the background.  It was an ancient melody, unfamiliar to Gretchen or Paul, sung in old style language.

“I'm sailing away, set an open course for the virgin sea.  I've got to be free, free to face the life, that's ahead of me…”

“The magnetic sling anchors are calibrated.  Trajectory confirmed.  All systems optimal,” Tiffany reported.  “Launch in five, four, three, two one.”  

 






 


9 Escape Velocity

 

Paul expected some grand lurch or physical sensation, but instead he felt no different at all.  Seeming to race past the clear permalloy was the sling ejection tube, as he and Gretchen, inside the FTL scout ship, were slung out of Dome 17.  The technology protected them from the physical effects of the rapid acceleration.

“Launch proceeding as planned,” Tiffany stated.  “Gravity inhibition and inertia suppression working effectively.  Ejection tube sterilization happening.”

The view out of the clear permalloy was suddenly just tan blurs as the cleared the outside ejection portal of Dome 17.  Behind them, barely in view of the pilots, was a burst of bright yellow flames.

“That is a change!  The heat is protecting the dome from contamination.  We must have cleared the tube!”  Gretchen said with an elated voice.  

“That is correct,” Tiffany replied.  “We will be clearly the atmosphere momentarily.” 

The tan faded away quickly and there was a very bright yellow light which pierced the cabin.  

“Filters being put into place,” Tiffany announced.  ‘The solar light is not damaging, but was more intense than I estimated.  The atmosphere of Earth was thinner than our previous readings.  Forgive me for not alerting you sooner.  I will work harder to be more proactive.”

“That was sunlight?”  Gretchen said in awe.  

“Yes, our path caused us to momentarily be directly aimed at the sun.  The filters will now allow you to observe without excessive glare.”

The bright orb of the sun was a still yellow and very attractive to both Paul and Gretchen.  Then they looked down at the tan mess of the planet.  There was nothing but tan anywhere to be seen as they moved away from the planet and shifted away from looking directly at the sun.

“Filters coming off.  You will be able to see other stars.  We are heading to the FTL engagement point.  We will be there in two minutes,” Tiffany announced.  “We are stabilizing velocity.”  

The blackness of space impressive and as the filters departed a myriad of tiny points of light shined on that black background.  

“We have lost all gravity,” Gretchen stated.  She was held down by the gentle straps on the pilot’s seat.

“It feels sort of weird, but much as I imagined,” Paul replied.  “The simulators at home showed me what this would be like.  They were spot on accurate.”

“There will be zero gravity for the duration of the FTL flight.  Hopefully the Vanguard has gravity manipulation functioning onboard when we arrive.  This is a very exciting time for me,” Tiffany stated.  “I hope sharing my algorithmic emotions with you is not inappropriate?”  

“No, feel free to be yourself,” Paul said.  “And thank you for the music.”  He wondered how many emotions an AI could really have, but Cunda has shown a lot of basic emotions, and Tiffany was the latest and best AI ever made.    

“We have reached engagement point for FTL travel.  All systems operating within expected parameters.  Unless there is an objection, flight will be continued.”

“It is all up to you, Tiffany,” Gretchen said.  “I am enjoying the view!”

“Excellent,” the AI Tiffany replied.  “Faster-than-light mode will be engaged in five, four, three, two, one.”

The view out the clear permalloy altered to grey nothingness.






 


10 Faster-than-light transit

 

Gretchen and Paul looked out at the strange grey nothingness beyond the clear permalloy.  “That is an odd view,” Gretchen said.  “We went from Dome 17, to a tan swirling mess, to those fantastic looking stars and a sun, now to this grayness.  All in such a short span of time.”

“I am not able to see it as you do, Gretchen.  Will you describe it for me?”  Tiffany the artificial intelligence stated.  

“You mean my biological eyes are better than your sensors?”  Gretchen chuckled.  

“Better is a subjective term.  I would say they are different and complimentary.  Nonetheless, I would enjoy hearing you describe what you see with how my sensors are reading what is, or in our case, is not outside of our FTL scout ship,”  Tiffany responded.

“Well, Tiffany, your statement makes me wonder,” Gretchen stated. “However, I will describe what I see.  The general color is grey.  Outside it is light grey on the periphery of my vision, but when I look directly at any one area, that place seems to be a darker shade of grey.  I have the feeling that there is depth, like looking though the dust outside Dome 17, but also, it seems flat and right against the clear permalloy.  Looking out at it I get a strange feeling, since what I see seems to be mutually incompatible.  Especially when I try to explain it.  But that is what I see.”

“Paul?  What do you see?”  Tiffany asked.  

“Like Gretchen said, it looks grey, mostly.  But almost like there is some light source behind or within the grey stuff.  There is a sort of illumination, like when Doctor Carolyn uses a scanner to peer inside the body.  She focuses it on certain areas, but in getting to that spot, you have a sort of passage through the outer layers of skin and muscle.  That is how the grayness outside looks to me.  I get the feeling of passing through, but not in any specific direction.  Just a parting of the grey, without seeing it actually part.  Sorry if that is too generic for you,” Paul stated.  

“Thank you both very much,” Tiffany replied.  “My sensors show we are outside of normal space-time, and I ‘visualize’ that as a mathematical formula and its corollaries.  That is also how I perceive music.  Music and mathematics have similar foundations. However, it is helpful to me, to hear what it looks like from your human eyes.  Do you want me to display the mathematical formulas for our further discussion?”  

“No.  But thank you anyway, Tiffany,” Paul replied.  “I will leave those advanced mathematics to you, Copernicus, and Brink.”

“Yes, Brink is brilliant in his creative mathematics and applied mathematics.  Brink also has human intuition and surprising initiative which has opened wide areas of research with unanticipated findings,” Tiffany responded.  “Copernicus is not as advanced an artificial intelligence system as I am, but has more worldly experiences.  Are experiences measureable and quantifiable?  Is older better?  Or is more advanced better?” 

“We are going to a ship more than a hundred years old, and we have you.  Old will meet new.  Having you will be to our immense advantage.  We will be gaining these experiences together.  So, what do we know about the Colony Ship Vanguard?”  Gretchen asked bringing the subject back from the philosophical to practical applications.  “Before launch you stated you had correlated all relevant information.”

“Indeed,” Tiffany said, “I have amassed all the information in our records on the Colony Ship Vanguard.  I am sad to report that it is not complete, nor is it reliable.  There are conflicting reports which cannot all be correct, so that casts doubt on the validity of the records.  That is a common occurrence for those records which survived the Great Event.  Have you ever considered that perhaps people were less precise in their record keeping prior to the Great Event and its subsequent tragedies?  I have conjectured that on occasion while I was compiling the information for this mission.”

“Well, inform us on what we do know about the Vanguard,” Paul said.  

Tiffany began to lecture, and three dimensional images appeared over where they were seated at intervals.  “The robotic probe was still sending its signal when we entered FTL.  The best verified facts come from a transmission from the Vanguard itself.   They were 23% into its voyage of an estimated 165 years, when an incident, or series of incidents, occurred on the Vanguard.  Here is the recording of that transmission.”

A garbled and scratchy-sounding voice was heard.  There was no video.  “…to their own homes.  The mutiny started with the assassination of the last captain.  Separation from…  still in order, but threat level is high.  Haven’t received responses from bridge.  Reporting, J. Baldwin, Pilot 3rd class.”

Tiffany then continued.  “Clearly that was a fragment from a larger transmission, the rest of which has been lost.  Speculative conjectures have a low probability for accuracy.  As can be heard, the language is more consistent with language circa 2070, than of language of our day today.  The use of the anachronistic contraction, ‘haven’t’ shows it is not from our era.  That term would have been rare in 2070 the assumed Vanguard’s launch date, and even more rare in the times around 2107 when the recording is presumed to have been made.  That conjecture is assuming the ‘Restoration of Precise Language’ movement which was begun circa 2035 continued.  The term ‘haven’t’ does not occur in modern language.  The term belongs more to the corrupted language era of the mid twentieth to early twenty-first centuries.  If you noticed, in the launch music which I selected, that soloist also used corruptions of language.  Interestingly enough, in the first parts of the twenty-first century there were scholars called, ‘linguistic futurologists’ who claimed language was destined for shortening and words were fated to becoming more constricted.  They considered the corruption of contractions a natural and unavoidable path for language.  However, as history has shown, the evolution of language is much more flexible than that. Contractions such as that term ‘haven’t’ are only common in pre-Great Event records.  However, it is remotely possible that Pilot Baldwin was a student of obscure and irregular language patterns.  There is also a slight possibility that the word in question is actually a recording error, but that probability is low.  No other known records of Pilot Baldwin exist outside of this audio file.  Additionally, the term ‘haven’t’ does not appear in any other available records circa 2100-2125, and was certainly not used in Dome 17 outside of historical lessons.”    

“Yes, the language is antiquated.  Will be find that on the Vanguard?  What more do we know about the Vanguard?”  Paul asked.  

“Language evolution, corruption, and restoration are problematic to conjecture.  Colony Ship Vanguard can safely be assumed to have a closed and isolated language system, since there is little chance for them to have been in contact with Earth.  However, records are incomplete and conflicting on the initial language system used.  It is assumed that Standard Language was spoken circa 2070, and that seems to be confirmed by Pilot Baldwin’s recording,”  The AI Tiffany related.  “Colony Ship Vanguard is assumed to have been the first ship launched because of its designation as CS1 in some records.  This cannot be confirmed, but will be used for standardization.  There is a short video record, probably a news source, which gives the launch date as Monday, May 19, 2070.”

The three dimensional display altered to a flat film presentation.  It showed a woman with strange clothing including dysfunctional footwear, artificial colors on her face, and ornamentation, who spoke briefly.  “From outer space news, the Colony Ship Vanguard launched this morning on its controversial journey to another world.”  There was a date stamp at the bottom of the recording which showed 19 May, 70.

Tiffany continued, “That is the only specific date for any of the Colony Ships in our records.  Of the seven colony ships, CS1 Vanguard was traveling to the closest star system with an Earth equivalent planet.  The estimated journey would take 165 years.  The target solar system was named Westerhuis Nine, which has six known planets.  Colony world was the second of the planets and was dubbed, Projima.”

“And the robotic probe says they are still on course?”  Gretchen asked.  She was wiggling her feet around trying to comprehend why the woman in the film would were those kinds of torturous shoes.

“Indeed,” Tiffany replied.  “However, initial assessments by robotic probe indicate the Vanguard is not traveling at the speed necessary to make the journey in the 165 year time frame.  Better assessment of that can take place when we reach the Vanguard.”

“So what will the ship be like?”  Paul asked.  “You have given us some history, and there apparently was a mutiny, but how many crew and what is the structural set up?”

“We do not have comprehensive records on the Colony Ship Program.  Again, there are conflicting reports.  It is possible the ships themselves were not uniform in construction, although that too is debatable.  A few records indicate they were all modeled on the same basic plan.  From my analysis of the records, I conjecture with high degree of probability the following:  First, each colony ship consisted of a number, records are inconsistent on the specific number, of biological zones, or terrariums, which would be self contained in homeostatic equilibrium.  Several records indicate that these places were very large cylinders.  Conflicting reports on the length, width, and girth of these cylinders.  The most commonly reported number for these biological zones is eight, however, that is not consistent, and some reports indicate as many as sixteen.  Second, the colony ships used gravity manipulation to simulate Earth normal gravity.  Third, solar mimicry by separate reactors was utilized to provide light, heat, and a source for photosynthesis by biological organisms.  Fourth, at least one, probably two, of these zones was a water zone.  Fifth, there were humans living in these biological zones and reproducing so that the subsequent generations of humans would arrive at the destination world.  The exact number of these generational humans is unknown but would likely be in the thousands, depending on the size of the biological zones, and the required numbers to have a safe breeding population.  Additionally there would be a crew of roughly one thousand humans to operate the massive ship.  Sixth, each colony ship carried a large number of humans in suspended animation to be awakened on the colony world.  The exact numbers are not known, but records vary from 100,000 to 150,000 per ship, however those records are suspect.”

“Did you say safe breeding population?” Paul asked.  “That should be covered by the regulation of children and the careful planning of reproduction, right?”

“Paul, you are projecting the ideals of Dome 17 into a colony ship which is over one hundred years old.  The human reproduction system on the colony ship is unknown, but likely will be more primitive than the sophisticated and safe system in Dome 17,” Tiffany reported.  “The colony ships might not use any extracorporeal incubation at all.”

“You mean children will be born kicking and screaming and covered by blood like in the ancient times?  Infant mortality was very high even before the Great Event from what I recall of history.  They even did male and female genital mutilation of babies.  Is that what we can expect to find?  Some barbaric anarchy?”  Paul was disturbed at the thought.

“History would suggest that as a distinct possibility,” Tiffany responded, “But as I have said, the records are unclear, and it is also possible, the colony ships may have developed a similar system to Dome 17.  Both are closed environments.  However, we will not know until we get there.”

“But back to the numbers.  Are you saying, there might be something like five thousand people living in the colony ship?”  Gretchen asked.  “Between crew and the generational humans?”

“That is a fair approximation, but the mutiny that took place may have dramatically altered that,” Tiffany replied.  “Additionally, there is a strong likelihood that human reproduction on the Vanguard is not monitored and regimented.”

“What do you mean?” Paul asked.  

“Dome 17 wisely adopted the age-mate system where gametes are harvested from all individuals at the age of fifteen.  Then sterilization is done.  The reproduction process takes place after carefully assessed sperm and ovum are compared for compatibility and screened for mutation, disease, or other factors.  Then population levels are regulated by…”

“You mean they will not do that on the ship?”  Gretchen interrupted.  “They will just mate and breed like in ancient times?  Paul you are right, this might be barbarism.  I had not really considered how utterly different the colony ship might be.”

“Some of the seniors at the dome remember having siblings, which are sort of like age-mates.  But they also relate how bad the mutations were and how many dear children suffered and died before the extracorporeal wombs, filters, and screening used in the gamete compatibility procedures,” Paul stated.  “Agnes, for example, the elderly lady who fell, I believe she actually gave birth long ago.”

Tiffany then added, “Yes, the reproduction process in the Colony Ship Vanguard will likely be vastly different than that utilized in Dome 17.  That makes accurate conjectures about the human population level uncertain.  There is a chance there will be no human population at all on the Vanguard.  While the robotic probe did relate indications of a functioning biological system, that does not prove human life exists there.  Historically there have been mass extinctions of numerous species, and in some localized places humans were unable to survive.  The Great Event is an incident which critically injured human survival.”

“So we may get to the Vanguard and have no means of survival,” Gretchen commented.  “But you said there are multiple biological zones on the ship.  Is that for redundancy and greater chance of success?”

“Yes,” Tiffany responded.  “There is a far greater chance of one surviving biological zone when there are multiple zones at the start.  Evidence strongly suggests that your own survival is likely, especially with my help.  It is less likely that we can find a suitable place to teleport the residents of Dome 17, but that is our mission and there is the potential for success on that account.  We need to arrive on the Vanguard and evaluate it in more details.  I will assist in every way possible.  May I suggest a food ration now, and then a sleep period?  That will optimize your chances of success.”

“Good idea,” Gretchen replied.  

 










11 Just a little more from the thrusters

 

“Gretchen?  Paul?”  Tiffany said. The lights in the scout ship gently grew in illumination, and the two pilots awoke.

“Should I say ‘good morning’?” Paul yawned as he stretched his arms and rubbed his legs.  

“Good morning, Paul” Gretchen leaned over and kissed him.  

“We will be coming out of faster-than-light travel in fifteen minutes,” Tiffany the AI reported.  “All systems are operating within established parameters.”

Paul looked out through the clear permalloy and saw the unending grayness which seemed to never change.  

“In FTL, how do you know where we are?”  Paul asked.

“We are outside of normal space, so location is a matter of mathematical formula.  Shall I display the computations?”  Tiffany asked.

“No need, only people like Brink can understand that math.  I am still stuck back in simple stuff like quantum differential equations,” Gretchen added.

“And you are better than I am at those things,” Paul said as he looked in affection at Gretchen.  He knew she was very smart, not a genius like Brink, but extremely intelligent.

“Neither of you should debase your abilities.  It is highly likely that both of you will be far superior to anyone we discover on the Vanguard,” Tiffany stated.  “Your genetics have been pruned and groomed for ideal advancement.”

“That is an odd way of putting it,” Paul commented.  

“After our previous conversations, I have been postulating potentials for humanity on the Vanguard,” Tiffany replied.  “Biological environments are slow and ponderous in producing advancement.  Dome 17 utilized the best technological resources available in producing the age-mates.”

“So when we come out of FTL, what will we see?  Or feel?”  Gretchen asked, bringing the topic back to the mission.  She had realized that Tiffany liked to discuss and converse and tended to follow philosophical tangents in conversations.  Gretchen admired that, but she had concerns about the mission which were urgent.

“You should feel nothing when we reenter normal space.  Inertia compensators, and subjective velocity will be no different after re-entry than what you experience now.   We will be one hundred meters from the robotic probe and beacon.  Our exterior lights can be used to illuminate the hull of the Vanguard if needed.  Then we will begin our assessment of where to dock, and also attempt contact with the inhabitants, human or artificial, if there are any, of the Vanguard,” Tiffany reported.  

Paul and Gretchen moved about a bit, and got ready for the transition.  

“We will be coming out of FTL, in five, four, three, two, one,” Tiffany counted down.  

The scene outside the clear permalloy suddenly changed.  Both Gretchen and Paul were thrown violently against the harnesses.   They had kept them on, securing them to the pilot’s seats while they slept.  Neither was injured, but both were badly shaken up.  Manual control levers and screens projected up from the center console between the pilot seats.  

“What is happening?”  Paul yelled as he grabbed the controls.

“Assessing,” Tiffany replied.  

Outside there was a black backdrop of space, and there were stars visible, but the stars were spinning wildly.  Or rather, the scout ship was wildly spinning.

“Initiate stabilization of flight,” Gretchen ordered.

“Attempting to do so.  Assessing situation,” Tiffany responded.  

The seemingly spinning stars were slowing down, and the pressure against the harnesses was lessening.  

“Why were there any forces exerted against us?”  Paul asked. He was monitoring the reading from the screen in front of him.  He had set it to override mode and was manually checking the systems.  

“There was a malfunction on re-entry.  The malfunction is of uncertain origin.  I am making repairs,” Tiffany responded.  There was a touch of mechanical anxiety in the tones.

“Paul, where is the Vanguard?”  Gretchen asked as she too was operating some things on manual control.  “It looked like we spun around at least two full revolutions, but I never saw the colony ship. Where is it?”

“I am attempting to scan for the Vanguard now,” Tiffany reported.  “Primary scanners in nonfunctional status.  Cause unknown, but malfunction is in physical systems, not in nonphysicality.  Attempting to locate Vanguard through secondary and tertiary means.  Those efforts are tedious,” Tiffany reported.  “I have located the Vanguard.”

“Where?  What happened?”  Paul asked.  

“I am reorienting the scout now,” Tiffany said.  “May I take back full thruster control?  It is imperative that I make adjustments now.”

“Has the malfunction been corrected?”  Gretchen asked.  

“Partially. I need full thruster control urgently.  However, the causes and circumstances of the malfunction are still unknown.  I need control now, please.”  Tiffany’s voice was imploring.  “I have located the Vanguard and can take us to it.  

“Yes, you have full thruster control,” Gretchen said and pushed several controls which then descended into the center console.    

“Thank you.”

There was the sound of a long thruster action, and then the thrusters were rapidly firing in short bursts.  

Slowly the view from the clear permalloy altered until there was the ship in view.  It was a bit fuzzy, but was clearly a large colony ship.

“Is that the Vanguard?”  Paul demanded.  “We were supposed to be one hundred meters from it.  That is a lot further away that that!”

“Yes, Paul.  That is the Vanguard.”  Tiffany sounded angry.  “We are obviously not one hundred meters away from the ship.  Scanning is erratic; systems are out of configuration and synchronization.  I estimate distance is 709.67 kilometers.  The Vanguard is also moving on a trajectory away from our location, at a relative velocity which is making that distance increase.  I have stopped our uncontrolled spin and directed our scout ship toward the Vanguard.”

“Can we get there?”  Gretchen asked.  It had dawned on her how far away that was.

“Thrusters are set to maximize fuel efficiency.  I estimate we will have enough fuel to intercept the Vanguard, but interception is not our only concern.  We must intercept and then align and modify our flight to match that of the Vanguard.  Thruster fuel supply is marginal for that task, there will be little room for any additional errors, and we will only be able to intercept the stern most aspects of the Vanguard.  I apologize for my abruptness in demanding control.  You both did well in this crisis.”

“But what happened?”   Paul demanded.  

“The malfunction was multisystem.  The faster-than-light systems, inertia compensators, entropic stabilization, and location sensors failed to properly and completely disengage from faster-than-light mode at the same precise moment.  I am still uncertain why that happened.  Because of that failure, we carried some of our kinetic energy into normal space, which you felt as the turbulences.  I believe we did initially materialize back into normal space at the one hundred meter location which was targeted; however, what I am calling the ‘carry over energy’ propelled us to this location.  It was just luck that the Vanguard was not in alignment with our scout’s course or there would have been a catastrophic collision.”

“We can make it to the Vanguard, but will we have the ability to dock?  Or assess the ship?”  Gretchen asked.  

“My conjectures, utilizing what information is available from the poorly functioning scanners, show we will intercept, so long as the velocity and trajectory of the Vanguard remains unchanged.  As to docking, we currently are forced to increase our velocity to overtake the Vanguard.  We can only do this at an oblique angle from the axis of the colony ship.  At interception we are forced to use more thruster fuel to slow our velocity and rotate our trajectory to match the Vanguard’s.  Those maneuvers will almost certainly deplete our fuel supply but leave us close to the stern sections of the ship at comparable speed and course.  That is the only interception point possible considering our relative positions and levels of fuel.  We will then connect to the Vanguard at the first available opportunity using grappling cables and winch ourselves onto the hull.”

“And how long will this all take?”  Paul asked.  

“Interception is in thirty-one hours,” Tiffany reported.

“That long?”  Paul moaned.  “Will we have enough breathable air for that period of time?”

The AI Tiffany replied, “Yes, the recycling system for air is functioning normally.  Thruster fuel is the only resource which is doubtful, for the anticipated intercept journey.”  

“Can we use the FTL system instead, and catch up more quickly?”  Gretchen asked.  

“No,” Tiffany responded with an air of frustration.  “I am unable to ascertain the causative agent of the previous FTL malfunction.  Therefore those systems should not be used again.  Additionally, the distance is far too short for faster-than-light speed.  I have calculated all potential approaches, and the one I outlined is our sole hope for docking with the Vanguard.  Conjectures show 87% possibility of success unless further unknowns are encountered.”

“So we have time to assess and scan the Vanguard,” Gretchen said.  “But the people back in Dome 17 are waiting for us to set up the teleportation receiving pad, and now we will be days behind.”  She was faintly biting her lip with the stress.  

“So what can we learn about our new home?”  Paul muttered to himself.  

“Scanners have physical damage which I am unable to repair,” Tiffany reported.  “The jostling and physical stress placed on those systems by the FTL malfunction was not anticipated in the design of the ship.”

“Then I guess we get to work, repairing what needs repair,” Paul commented.  “We have the time.”

“And we have the abilities to fix them,” Gretchen added and gave Paul a grin.  

The next few hours were spent adjusting and calibrating and refining the scanning equipment.  The forces which had flung the pilots against their harnesses had also destabilized some of the equipment.  Gretchen and Paul worked steadily at those tasks.

“Finally!”  Gretchen said as she brought the first primary scanner back into operational use.  “I have one primary sensor working.  It is marginal, but giving us some data.  I am scanning the Vanguard for information now.”

“Great job Gretchen!”  Paul complimented.  “I too am just about finished with these recalibrations, and should have a second scanner ready soon.  I am having trouble with keeping it equilibrated, and it is only partially working.”  

“Yes, well done,” the AI Tiffany reported.  “I would not have been able to do the physical repairs you did.  I can now run the scanners if you desire.”

“Please do so, if it will not compromise the flight and interception.  Then give us a report on what is discovered,” Gretchen commanded.

“Thank you.  It will not be a distraction from the interception flight,” Tiffany replied.  “Correlation of data and comparison with historical records taking place.”

“The ship must be rather large, for us to see it from this distance.”

“Analyzing the readings now.  The Vanguard is somewhat different than expected from the old and limited historical reports.  The ship is basically seven different sections.  There is a central drive section which has the engines.  Presumably there are also the controls for navigation, communication, and space flight contained in that central drive section.  The overall length of that portion of the ship is 180.028 kilometers with a consistent five hundred meters in girth.   Initial readings show active energy utilization on the surfaces of that central drive section.”

Tiffany displayed a three dimensional graphic of the central drive section.

“I have been able to increase scanner function to 72%, but there remain some physical instabilities in the scanners.  Here are the findings up until now.  Attached to the central drive section are six cylinders, not the eight which was suggested by the historical records.  The connections seem to be pressurized as well.  Those cylinders are likely the biological habitats.  Each of the cylinders is 80.4688 kilometers long   and 16.117 kilometers in diameter.   They are attached to the central drive section in two sets of three, equal distance around the central drive system.”  The animated display showed each cylinder in a different color, but each was nearly identical in size and shape.  

“Those are enormous,” Gretchen stated.

“And rather odd sizes,” Paul commented.  

Tiffany replied, and showed a new scale graph next to the display of the Vanguard.  “Using one old style measuring system, each of those cylinders is almost exactly 50 miles long and 10 miles wide, considering room for the hull and compartments in a hull.  Perhaps the antiquated Imperial or sometimes calls Standard measuring system was used?” 

“Was that still used when the colony ships were built?”  Paul asked.  “If I recall, that system was illogical and not consistent at all.”

“Paul, the records from the time after the Great Event and around the Colony Ship Program are incomplete and often contradictory, so I am not sure which measuring system was utilized in the colony ship’s construction,” Tiffany replied. 

“Well, when we get there, we can keep in mind that they use antique ways,” Gretchen stated.  “They are from about one hundred years ago.  Considering how old that is, it is a wonder that ship is in as good a condition as it appears.  From the scans I am reading energy signatures in each of the six cylinders, and even larger emissions from the central drive part of the ship.”

“Have we picked up any communication signals?”  Paul asked.  “Shall we try to make contact with a crew?”

“Paul, now that sensors are functional I have been looking for any type of communication sources, but except for the robotic probe’s signal, there is nothing to indicate any external communications,” Tiffany reported.

“Can we send a message back to Dome 17 via the robotic probe?”  Paul asked.  

“And tell them what?”  Gretchen said.  “We have not even docked with the Vanguard, so why contact them at all.  We should wait until we get the teleportation pad established and then make contact.”

“That issue is already decided,” Tiffany interjected.  “The robotic probe is no longer replying to our signals.  I cannot determine if our sending equipment is faulty, or if our receiving equipment is faulty, or if the issue is with the robotic probe. Our scanners can still lock onto its position, and there is still partial functionality, but we cannot interact with it.”

“Can that be part of why the crew of the Vanguard has not responded to us?  Perhaps we cannot hear them?”  Gretchen asked.

“Or there is no crew there at all,” Paul said.  

Gretchen smiled.  “We can tell it is not a derelict hulk.  From the energy readings, I am confident there is a sentient crew operating the Vanguard.  That crew could be human or artificial intelligences.  If the scanner were working properly we could tell a lot more.   However, the Vanguard’s crew would not put much effort into external communications, would they?”  Gretchen asked.  “After all, from what we know of their mission, they would hardly be expecting any visitors.  So we should keep scanning and recording.  With the scanners functioning like they are, right now we cannot peer inside the Vanguard, but it will still be good to gather as much other information as we can until we get there.”

 










12 A hull is thicker than water

 

The hours passed ever so slowly as they approached the colony ship.  They were tired of the harnesses which held them into the pilot’s seats.   Occasionally they released themselves to float a bit in the tight cabin, but that was only a temporary reprieve.  Sleep came, but it was troubled and not restful.  While awake, they continued to try to fine tune and repair the scanners, but with no additional success.  Finally, after what felt much longer than it really was, they intercepted the Vanguard.

“That is the last of the thruster fuel,” Tiffany said as the sound of the final burst from the thrusters stopped.  The last few minutes have been a rapid series of small thrusts and counter thruster firing in a short series of maneuvers.  “Our position is not perfect, but is adequate for our purposes.  Our velocity is slightly less than the Vanguard’s velocity, but we are in the best possible position considering our situation.  We have twenty-seven minutes until the Vanguard pulls away from us.  We have no way to increase our velocity.”

“I think we need an orientation, so ‘down’ is toward the hull, and ‘up’ is away from the hull.  So where do we deploy the grappling cables?”  Gretchen asked.  “The hull looks varied in so many ways.  However, I have not been able to identify any airlock, docking port, or other means of external entry.”

“Nor have I, Gretchen,” Tiffany replied.  “I honestly cannot recommend one spot within our range as superior over another for potential docking.  The hull here is permalloy and properly identifying what exists beyond the hull, immediately inside the ship, would be conjecture with low probability of accuracy.  Scanner function is only 61% of expected operating level, and hull penetration by scanners is inconsistent and not valid.”

The Vanguard was enormous when seen from the scout ship.  It stretched far into the distance ahead of them, like a metallic giant floating in space.  Paul was reminded of Dome 17.  Both the Vanguard and Dome 17 stood out against their respective backgrounds.  The contrast of permalloy to the background landscape he saw was profound.  Dome 17 contrasted with the vast tan wasteland of Earth.  The Vanguard contrasted with the vast blackness of interstellar space.  But there were also differences in the comparison.  Where Dome 17 was obscured by flying dust and winds, the vista over the Vanguard was pristine and clear and pure.  Paul could see further out along the hull than he had ever seen in any one direction before in his life.  Or so his mind told him.  While pondering the vision through the clear permalloy, he made a decision.

“So we grab that stack there,” Paul pointed out through the clear permalloy at a part of the hull which stuck up from the hull.  Across the hull were lights and shadows and a vast multitude of shapes and items.  Some were just boxes or rectangles or cubes, or projections.  None were readily identifiable.  

“Any reason why that stack?”  Gretchen asked.  “It looks pretty much like everything else.”

“Because it is there, and we are here, and we have limited time,” Paul replied.   “Most importantly, our hatch is pointed toward that, and I am afraid we have limited options.  Tiffany, we will need to create our own docking port with an umbilicus spanning the distance from our hatch to the hull, correct?”

“That is accurate, unless we find an airlock or hanger, or exterior door of some kind, which we have not been able to locate.  Yes, that is our only option,” the AI Tiffany responded. 

The stack was about twenty meters in width, breadth and rectangular.  It projected up from the hull about three times the size of its width.  It was one of many projections from the hull, but the closest one to their location and was in general alignment with their hatch.

“Good by me,” Gretchen replied.  “Tiffany, shoot a line to that stack.”

“The process of projecting a cable toward that stack will slightly decrease our velocity, giving us about two minutes less time near the Vanguard.  Do you still want me to deploy the line in that direction?”  Tiffany asked.

“Do you have a better plan?”  Paul asked.  “Can we shoot a line in the opposite direction and gain some time?”

“Our scout does not have cable projectors in the opposite direction,” Tiffany replied with a tone.  “I am just informing you of all the consequences I can think of for our actions.  Since the FTL malfunction, I find myself doing more rechecking of systems and re-conjecturing of potentialities.”

“So just connect us to that stack,” Paul commanded.  “Then winch us over to the hull so we can get inside this place.” 

“Firing first grappling cable,” Tiffany reported.  “This operation will take three different cables to allow us to get into position to create the docking port needed.  I will be firing them at appropriate times.”

A thin wire shot out from the FTL scout ship.  It struck directly against the stack Paul had indicated.  There was a metallic clang which vibrated through the scout as the line struck.  The end of the cable had an electronic glue apparatus which, when activated, would cling to whatever substance it encountered.  It held fast to the permalloy of the stack. 

“Adhesion achieved,” Tiffany reported.  “The first cable line is in place.  The winch has begun.”

Slowly the scout ship was drawn toward the hull of the Vanguard.  “We do not have any thruster fuel so our progress must be slow or our inertia may cause a collision with the hull.  I can stiffen the cable just before impact, but that can process can only absorb so much stress,” Tiffany reported as they were drawn toward the stack.

“So we will need to look for a specific place on the stack to dock.  Have you observed any more clues as to an entry place?”  Gretchen asked. 

“The stack all looks pretty much the same to me,” Paul said.  “There could be an airlock there, and I just do not see it, but I doubt it.”

“I am going to intermittently stiffen the first cable and align our hatch with the stack.  Lacking thruster fuel, this process will take some time.  I have also fired the second grappling line to allow for some more precise maneuverability,” Tiffany reported.

There was a slight bump as the second cable line made attachment.  The first stiffened and their progression changed slightly.  Looking outward they could see the slow rotation of the scout as alignment was being achieved.

“So now we shoot another cable to the hull.  Then those three will serve as a basic framework for the new dock we are creating,” Gretchen commented while monitoring the equipment.  “I am still unable to evaluate or penetrate the stack with any of our scanners, so we do not know what is behind where we are attaching.  We have energy readings, but that is all.”

“Alignment adequate and we are nearly in position,” Tiffany reported.  “Additionally, the robotic probe has just ceased to transmit and is completely nonfunctional.  It is unknown why it is no longer functioning.  From this distance I have no way to further assess its condition.”

“Well, the probe served its purpose, it worked as a guide to get us here,” Gretchen said with a smile.  “And Paul, we are here.  We have found the Vanguard!”

“But we are not inside yet.  We still need to find a suitable place for the teleportation pad to be built.  This ship is huge, and I hope we find a safe place soon.”  Paul was worried about the time which had been spends just trying to reach the Vanguard.  “We do not even know if they are using gravity manipulation inside or not.  I would enjoy feeling gravity right now.”  

“We are in optimum position for creation of the docking port.  Once we spray the liquefied permalloy, we are committed to entry into the ship here.  The scout ship will be sealed and secured to the hull,” Tiffany said.

“Do we have any other options?”  Paul asked.  

“No,” Gretchen said.  “Tiffany, please build the new docking port for us.”

“Affirmative.  Deploying the nozzles to spray the liquefied permalloy.”

“Paul, we will need to gain entry into that stack, but I am concerned about what we will find inside.  The scanners cannot even tell for sure how thick the permalloy here is, and that matters.  We can drill through the permalloy with a molecular torch set for tight beam, but what if there is a combustible substance behind that?  Or vacuum?  Or toxins?”

“Gretchen, I share your concern.  I had hoped for an airlock, but our bumpy arrival here prevented any search.  I feel lucky we even made the attachment.  The umbilicus will serve as our airlock.  I will go inside with the molecular torch and drill a test hole.  You stay here, if there is a toxin or something dangerous behind that hull, you will be safe,” Paul replied.

“I will do the test hole,” Gretchen insisted.

“Please let me do this one,” Paul quipped.  “You can do the next one.”

Gretchen nodded.  “I have configured the scanners to use this wire as a conduit for information.  Plug this end of the cable into the access panel near the hatch.  Then after you drill the test hole, slide this tiny wire inside.  The end will allow us to scan and measure and know what is behind the hull.” 

“The umbilicus is completed.  I am pressurizing that area now.  Pressure is holding steady.  Heat and atmosphere are being added.  There is still no gravity inside the umbilicus,” Tiffany reported.  “Be advised that we are unsure of the thickness of the Vanguard’s hull.  If I increase the pressure in the umbilicus area, that may prevent any toxic fumes from reaching that area via the test hole.  But without knowing the pressures behind the hull, it is only an unproven theory.  Additionally, pressurization would not stop explosive decompression.  I conjecture it is highly unlikely that inside the stack is vacuum.  The pressurization also would not totally prevent explosive effects from incendiary incidents should the molecular torch ignite something.  I conjecture that risk is low using the molecular torch.”

Paul and Gretchen unharnessed themselves and floated above the seats to unpack the supplies.   Paul connected the molecular torch to a fusion pack.  “So I will go and drill a test hole for us.”  He also looped a communication system over his left ear.  That way he could still talk to Tiffany and Gretchen after the hatch was closed.

Gretchen gave him a hug and held tightly to him.  

Releasing her, he looked deeply into her expressive brown eyes.  Then he floated himself around and into position.   Holding onto the molecular torch and the scanning wire, he then opened the hatch into the umbilicus area.  There was a whoosh of air as the higher pressure from that area rushed into the ship.  He closed the hatch.

“I am again increasing the pressure in the umbilicus.  I also have attempted to interact with the energy sources we can sense in the Vanguard, but have had no success in that regard,” Tiffany reported.  

The umbilicus area was not large. Paul was snug in that area.  “Gretchen, you could stand up in here, if we knew where up was, or had gravity.”  The newly hardened permalloy was slightly different color than the old permalloy of the Vanguard.  “On with the work. Tiffany?  Any suggestions on where to drill the test hole?”

“You mean besides into the Vanguard?”  Tiffany stated.

“Tiffany, are you attempting humor?”  Paul chuckled.  

“Yes.  Brink programmed that as one of my potential methods of reducing human stress.  I am not familiar with its usage, did it work?” Tiffany asked in all seriousness.  

“Yes.  It surprised me as well.  When we see Brink you can thank him for making you funny.”

“Looks are not everything,” Tiffany responded, “Now to seriously answer your question; I do not have any suggestion on exact placement of the test hole.  The risks are the same no matter where you place it, since we are uncertain what is behind the hull.”

Paul adjusted the molecular torch for a very tight beam drill.  The sensor wire was not much thicker than one of his own hairs, so he made sure the hole that would be bored was of the size to fit that exactly.  He plugged the sensor cable into the panel near the hatch, and then propped himself against two sides and set the molecular torch against the hull of the Vanguard.  

 “I am drilling the test hole,” Paul announced.  

“Paul, remember, I love you,” Gretchen said.  

“Thank you.  You know how I feel about you.  Besides, if this fails, we are doomed anyway,” Paul replied. 

“Such a cheerful thought,” Gretchen replied.  Paul could hear the grin on her face as she said that.   

The molecular torch made the hole neatly and precisely.  

“No untoward effects from boring the test hole.  It is down to the maximum penetration depth.  Tiffany, are you reading anything different?”  Paul asked as he slid the tiny sensing wire into the hole.  

“No, the tip of the wire has not passed beyond the permalloy.  The hole depth is one-half meter.  That is the maximum cutting depth of the molecular torch,” Tiffany replied.  

“Paul, come back into the scout.  It is my turn,” Gretchen stated firmly.

“To do what?”  Paul asked as he pulled the scanning wire out.  “This stack is too thick to sink the test hole.”

“We will have to cut the hull down by layers.  Each layer will be a circle wide enough for us to work in.  When that layer is removed, we then try another test hole,” Gretchen stated.  “By removing the permalloy in layers we can carve a tunnel into the stack.  Eventually we will be close enough for the test hole to find the hollow core.”

“Or go out the other side of the stack.  I will just start that carving now,” Paul said.  

“No you will not.  It is my turn,” Gretchen insisted.  “We are a team, and we are in this together.  Out you come; there is not really room for us both in there.  We share the risks.  You rest now, and I will work.  Then it will be your turn.”

Paul opened the hatch and moved back into the scout.  Gretchen had a communicator system on her ear and when there was room, she slid by and floated into the umbilicus.

“Gretchen, cutting by layers will take some time,” Tiffany explained.  “You will need to cut a slot wide enough for the molecular torch to enter.  Then cutting sideways…”

“I know how to do this, Tiffany,” Gretchen stated with unconcealed contempt.  

“I am sorry, Gretchen.  I meant no disrespect.  I was attempting to expedite the mission because of the time factors,” Tiffany stated.

“I know.  We are already running way behind, and neither of us has slept well for many hours, and we are not even inside the ship yet.  So let me just cut this layer away.”  Gretchen stated.  She adjusted the molecular torch and started to cut a slot in the permalloy about ten centimeters wide, and as deep as the test hole.  She created the slot in the permalloy all the way around the perimeter of where she wanted an opening.  The cutting took longer than she anticipated.

“From my extrapolations I estimate that the hull is probably one of the densest and thickest sections of the Vanguard, second only perhaps to the reactor shielding,” Tiffany stated.  

“Yes, this is thick stuff.  But it is gradually cutting away,” Gretchen stated.  

She then adjusted the cutting beam and instead of cutting straight into the permalloy, she changed the angle and the beam now did a lateral cut from the bottom of the slot parallel to the hull.  She again followed the opening.  By doing that she was able to remove a section of permalloy and it floated next to her after it was freed.  She had to cut several more slots in order to remove the while first layer, but she completed that.  The tunnel she was creating was wide enough, but still was not yet open to anywhere.

“I will bore the next test hole and see what we find,” Gretchen stated.  She was getting tired, as working in zero gravity was exhausting. 

Gretchen bored the next test hole, and it had the same results as before.  They had not penetrated through the hull.

“Do you want me to take a turn?”  Paul asked.  “You have been working for hours.”

“Okay, yes,” Gretchen said.  “Did you rest any?”

“Yes, I slept for a while.  Nothing else much to do while you worked,” Paul admitted.  “So it is my turn to work.”

Gretchen floated her way out of the umbilicus and pulled the sections of cut away permalloy with her.  There was hardly any spare room in the scout ship, but she got them out of Paul’s way.  He gave her a kiss on the check as she passed.  

“We are making progress.  We will succeed,” Gretchen said with a tired voice.  

“We have to,” Paul said and he went into the umbilicus.  

Paul took the molecular touch and changed it to cutting mode and following Gretchen’s example. He peeled away another layer of permalloy.  It took him a bit longer to do that layer than Gretchen had taken, but when finished he bored a small test hole, and inserted the wire. 

“Tiffany?  Are we through?”  Paul asked. 

“No.  However, I am getting some readings.  There is a hollow space beyond the end of the hole.  From the readings, the space is as large as I can scan.  So it appears that we are making progress by the removal of layers of permalloy.  I cannot estimate the exact remaining distance that is required before the test hole actually reaches that hollow space.”

“That is at least an end in sight,” Paul said as he again traded places with Gretchen. 

She worked diligently and removed another layer of permalloy, then did the test hole.  

“The readings are showing the hollow space is almost within reach,” Tiffany announced.  

“I was hoping this one would get us there,” Gretchen said with some disappointment.  “This is tiring and frustrating.”

Paul traded places with her and he wrestled with the molecular torch and began the tedious process of peeling back another layer of permalloy.  Bracing himself and wielding the torch were laborious, but he worked steadily and removed that next layer.  

“We should have already been inside this old ship,” Paul complained.  “But instead, we get stuck here cutting permalloy.  This is about as exciting as learning history of the times before the Great Event.”  Paul grumbled a few more inaudible words.

“I am sure this is very frustrating for you and Gretchen.  I even feel frustrated.  Shall I tell you a joke about frustration?”  Tiffany asked.  “A child once asked his teacher to explain the differences among irritation, aggravation, and frustration…”

 “No, Tiffany.  Please spare me your attempts at humor,” Paul replied, although he did that with a grin.  

“The joke was from an ancient recording I have.  The laughter appears genuine,” Tiffany stated.  

“Thank, but I will bore the next test hole, now.”

“Paul, it is my turn.  I slept for a while, and ate a food ration.  You need to do that next.  So it is my turn,” Gretchen said from inside the scout ship.

“Fair enough,” Paul answered and pushed past the floating parts of permalloy he had just removed.  He had them together at the side of the umbilicus.  If he set one carefully there it did not float around too much.  “This is tiring work.  Tedious and slow.  If this was a normal section of permalloy, we would have cut through this easily.  This stuff is really tough.”

Paul opened the hatch and moved back into the scout.  Gretchen moved into the umbilicus.  She shut the hatch behind her and took the molecular torch.  Bracing herself with her legs, she set it to bore the test hole.  

“Gretchen, I have re-established the higher pressure levels.  I will monitor the progress as you make the test hole,” Tiffany stated.

“I am starting now,” Gretchen said as she applied the molecular torch to the permalloy.  

“Gretchen, place the wire into the hole,” Tiffany stated.  “I have detected a drop in pressure. I believe we have achieved penetration.”

“And it did not explode, or have decompression!”  Gretchen replied.  She pushed the wire sensor into the hole.

“The readings indicate the remaining permalloy is 7.65 centimeters thick.  The molecular torch will be able to cut the entire tunnel opening.   There is adequate atmosphere in the hollow space beyond, mixtures of gases is suitable for humans.  Temperature is 29 degrees, with humidity at 58%.  There is also gravity manipulation in place.  No lighting or illumination.  No radiation.  No toxic substances in the air.”

“You found a good warm and moist place, Gretchen!”  Paul said with admiration.  His excitement was clear through the communication system.  “I am opening up the hatch so I can watch you cut that last section.  From what Tiffany said, just push it inside and it will fall somewhere.”

“I do not think that is a good idea,” Gretchen answered.  “Tiffany?  What will our relative position be?”

“You will be 19 degrees off directly vertical to the plane of what could be called a small floor or deck,” Tiffany answered.  “The area is deeper than that deck.  The gravity manipulation is at Earth standard, drawing toward that floor.  Shall I use the term floor or deck or some other nomenclature for a horizontal place to stand?”

“Floor is fine.  I always want down to be under my feet.  So our hole will be up in some ceiling or roof?”  Gretchen asked for clarification.  “How high up from what will feel like a floor?”

“You will be 4.12 meters off what we are calling a floor.  However, the chamber is irregularly shaped, and the floor is not entirely flat and consistent.  There are open areas which descend further.  There are a large number of objects projecting into and through the area making conjectures difficult.  Basically, I can perceive with the sensor what you will see when the opening in made.   I conjecture that some of those are conduits and ductwork of some kind.  Some show variations in temperature from the surround area, and one shows evidence of droplets of moisture surrounding it.”

“Liquids just sitting around?  Is it water?”  Paul asked through the communication system.

“I am unable to analyze the liquid precisely from this distance,” Tiffany responded.  

“Well, we are about to find out.  But, Tiffany, will the gravity manipulation effect me when I open this the rest of the way?”  Gretchen asked.

“The wire is only responding to the gravity manipulation after it exits from the test hole.  The surface tension of the gravity manipulation appears to end at the ceiling line.  It would not make sense for the gravity manipulation to extend beyond the hull.  You should be safe to remove the last section without worry of falling into the newly opened access.  But beware, once any part of your body passes the surface tension of the gravity manipulation, it will be subject to gravity manipulation and that could very well drag you in.”

“So we are about to enter the Vanguard!”  Gretchen said.

 










13 Corridors

 

The tunnel from the umbilicus was completed.  There was a new passageway into the Vanguard, made by the long hours and heavy labors of Gretchen and Paul.  The opening was dark and somewhat foreboding with an odd aroma emanating from it.  Gretchen had carefully stacked the remaining permalloy layers with the others.  

“So how do we get down in there?”  Paul asked as he wiggled in next to Gretchen as they looked into the darkness.

“First we illuminate the area,” Gretchen said and disconnected the molecular torch from the fusion pack.  Then she activated the light on the fusion pack and shined it inside the Vanguard.

The beam of light shone down on a chamber with pipes, ducts, and vents crisscrossing it in many directions.  The overall color of the room was a smudged yellowish.  Shadows darkened many corners as the sections behind the mechanisms were blocked from her beam of light.  Some of the pipes were of spun permalloy with its smooth and seamless lines, but others were of antique metals and polymers.  The old fashioned steel pipes had long trails of a rusty discoloration from water or other substances which had leaked out at some distant time in the past.  One pipe was actually ruptured and had emptied its contents a long while ago.  The nearest pipe-work was permalloy, but just past that was an old style steel pipe.  The couplings where the steel pipe’s sections were riveted together flared to the sides about every meter or so as the pipe took its turn from running along the ceiling and then angled down nearly vertically.

“Seems strange they would use steel, even though they had permalloy.  Why use such an inferior substance?”  Gretchen asked.

“It does not make sense to me either.  But that was over a hundred years ago.  I imagine they thought they had some good reason, but we may never know it.  Tiffany?  What kind of place is this?”  Paul asked.  

Tiffany replied, “The compartment ahead is a utility complex. Corrosion and rust deposits date to roughly the time of the Baldwin transmission, evidence suggests that this area may have been abandoned many years ago.  Beware; there is gravity manipulation beyond the opening.  I suggest you climb down the steel pipe to your right.  Then you can construct a ladder for return trips to the scout ship.  The communication system is functional.  The data sticks, however, are not responding to any of my attempts at integration and initiation.  I am unable to analyze the reason for this failure of the data sticks.  I have run all the standard diagnostic programs, but I have found no reason for the failure.”

Paul looked down at the area they were considering entering.  He said, “If one of us falls from here it could be fatal.”

Gretchen replied, “Then we just do not fall.”

Paul double checked the supplies in his backpack and strapped it tighter around his waist and shoulders. Reaching out to the nearest pipe he grasped it tightly as the gravity manipulation began to affect his body.  It felt odd to have the pull down toward the floor but he had expected it and was prepared for it. Moving hand over hand on the pipe he soon had his legs around the steel pipe that would lead to the floor.

“You make it look too easy,” Gretchen stated with a grin.

“It is not easy, but we need to do this. When I get to the floor I will construct a ladder to get up to you.  It should not take long,” Paul said as he slid from coupling to coupling down the steel pipe.

“We can build the ladder later, now we need to find a place for the teleportation pad. We already lost a lot of time getting to the Vanguard.”  Gretchen reached out and followed Paul’s example and climbed over on the pipes.  Soon they were both down on the floor; their clothing was covered in rusty smudges. Looking back up, they could see where they had opened the hull of the Vanguard to connect to the scout ship.  The permalloy of the new umbilicus was a different color than the hull of the old ship.  The floor was not much of a floor more of a horizontal reinforcing structure for the pipes.  The flat area was only a few meters wide.  Vertical pipes continued downward from their location, which was more of a platform than a floor to any kind of actual room.

“Tiffany? Can you still hear me?”  Gretchen asked.

“Yes, and visual connections are good,” Tiffany the artificial intelligence replied through the communication system.  “I am recording all of this for future reference.”

“These pipes must lead to a chamber which hopefully will connect to somewhere. I just hope it is somewhere we want to be. But there really is nowhere else to go,” Paul lamented as he looked down over the platform.

By careful motion, they could squeeze past the pipes, ducts, other vent work, but it was not easy.  They found they could climb and slide downward from the small platform by bracing themselves against the pipes.  They reached the next small platform.  The lights from the fusion packs cast many shadows behind the ducts and other pipes.  After a few minutes of squeezing and wiggling past the mechanical work Paul and Gretchen reached the bottom of the interior of the stack.  On that last floor, the pipes went into the floor directly and there was no way to continue downward.  But here they discovered a doorway which was stenciled with lettering.  “Causeway 147” was on the door in white letters, but what it meant neither of them knew.  The door was made from old-fashioned riveted steel so clearly was not a bulkhead or pressure door.  There was some rust on the hinges and latch.

“Tiffany? Can you sense anything beyond the door ahead of us?”  Gretchen asked.

“Unfortunately not,” the AI replied.  “The scout’s sensors are still at less than optimum efficiency. Right now I am limited to audio and visual links to you through the communication system.  In some ways my sensors are no better than the ones you have that are biological. I can make conjectures and extrapolations.  However, until we know more, they are of low probability. For example regarding Causeway 147, I conjecture it is a connecting way, but between where I have no idea.  The name does suggest a passage where your movement will be hindered less than in this field of pipes.”

“Tiffany can you keep a map of this area so that we can find our way back should we get lost?”  Gretchen asked.

“I already am doing that. As you explore the Colony Ship Vanguard in more detail, we will have more detailed plans and maps. Using those, my conjectures will be of higher probability.  Additionally, I am still working on the ship’s sensors and hope to have them in better operational order shortly. However, with none of the data sticks working I cannot conjecture an exact time frame.”

Paul reached out and pulled on the lever of the rusty door. The lever would not move. The door was designed to open into the area where they were standing, but the rust on the hinges, lever, and latch indicated the door had not been open for some time.  “This steel door is rusted in the closed position.  It will not stand against the molecular porch for very long. I could just cut off the hinges and let the door fall open. What you think Gretchen?”

“This door is not a bulkhead or pressure door, that is certain.  We are way behind schedule so I think cutting the door open is the right thing to do.”

Paul gave the door one more hearty yank on its lever, and a grinding sound was heard. The lever and latch shifted a bit and then a large chunk of rusty metal fell out between the latches in the wall.  Rust crumbled off the hinges as well.  Paul could get his fingers into the area where the rusty metal had fallen out near the latch.  He pulled at the door. With a very loud screech the rust and metal gave way and the door swung grudgingly inward. Rust and debris fell as it swung open.  One hinge nearly completely disintegrated and the door canted at an angle. 

Beyond the now useless door, Causeway 147 was illuminated by lighting from the ceiling.  The air was still and dank in the causeway.  It was large enough to stand in, about three meters high, and had been a walkway of some kind with an expanded metal floor underwhich could be seen more pipes and ducts.  Gretchen entered the causeway first, tentatively looking down one way than the other.  To the right was better lighting but more broken equipment and debris. Numerous wires and cables were hanging out of broken spaces in the ceiling. In some places the floor was ripped open with dark holes and unknown spaces beneath. To the left the ceiling lighting was intermittent and sporadic but there did not seem to be any major obstructions, at least as far as Gretchen could see.  

“There is some power operating the overhead lights, but clearly not fully operational.  This place is a mess. So which direction do you think we should go?”  She asked Paul.

“No way to tell since we do not know where we are in relation to the habitats we are looking for. This causeway is too small to set up the teleportation pad and we still do not know if the Vanguard is suitable for the people of Dome 17.”  Paul was thoughtful. His mind went back to his tragic experiences in Dome 3.

“This causeway at least has power. That is a hopeful sign.”  Gretchen led them to the left and down the causeway.  Their footprints left a trail in the dust.  There were doors along the wise walls, but none of them would open, nor were there any controls on the doors.

“These doors must have been powered in some way, but I do not understand how to operate them,” Paul stated.

“I do not see anywhere to connect in the fusion pack either, but with the debris and film covering everything, it is hard to see where an access port might be,” Gretchen replied.  

They continued walking.  The ceiling illumination became less frequent and the causeway grew dimmer and more shadowy.  The first door in the sidewall that was open, they almost missed.  It was permalloy and recessed into the wall. In the dim light they had nearly passed it before realizing it was partially open.  Paul had heard something, and turned to investigate.  That was when he saw that steel pocket door which was two thirds of the way open.  There was only darkness was beyond. Paul shined the light from his fusion pack into the small room beyond the doorway.  The permalloy door would not open any further, but there was room to pass through.

“This is a surprise,” Paul stated as he stepped into the small room.  Gretchen followed.

The room had four sinks along one wall. There were what appeared to be booths along the other wall. The booths were made from some flimsy material that Paul or Gretchen could not identify. Illumination fixtures in the ceiling were not working, but Gretchen found a control panel next to the door. None of the switches on the control panel functioned. 

Paul walked up to one of the sinks and saw there were handles at the back of the sink. He pulled on one of the handles.  A deep rattling sound came from somewhere, and a sputter and crackle happened in the sink.  Then more rattling and popping noises.

“Water! There is running water here!” Paul said in astonishment.

Out of the faucet was pouring a dribble of liquid which was swirling around carving a path out of the dust in the bowl. It spiraled down and dropped out of the sink through a hole at the base of the bowl.  The liquid sputtered again and then it then became more of a flow, and finally a steady gush of fluids. Paul plunged his hands into the liquid.

“Paul no!” Gretchen cried out.  “You do not know what that is.” She had trouble believing there could be that much water running anywhere.

Paul felt the coolness of the water running over his hands. He lifted his hands to his nose and smelled. There was a bit of an iron smell to the water but that was all.  He sipped the fluid off his fingers.

“Stop it Paul!  Tiffany can you do remote analysis on this liquid?” Gretchen asked with worry in her voice.  

“The medical kit has an analysis system,” the AI Tiffany answered. “That will allow for evaluation of the liquid. With the sensors down I cannot do a remote analysis, except through the medical kit.”

“Gretchen it is fine. It really is genuine water,” Paul said and gave her a big smile.  “What do we have to lose? I am drinking some of this,” Paul said as he brought his hand to his mouth and lapped up some of the fluids.

“Paul I could lose you!  You think I want to be all alone on this old ship? If you poison yourself with toxic fluids who will help me build the teleportation pad?”  Gretchen’s worry had changed to anger.  She adjusted the fusion packs light so that it filled the whole room.  “Test that liquid with the medical kit, please.  And do not be so careless again.  Am I clear?”

“Sorry.  I was just excited to finally have something positive here,” Paul replied.  Paul felt chastised.  “Of course you are correct, and I should have tested it first.”

Paul took the medical kit out of his backpack. He withdrew a probe and placed into the pool of water at the bottom of the sink.  “Analysis underway,” he said.

“Gretchen, from what I can tell from the medical kit readings,” the AI Tiffany reported, “Paul is correct.  It is potable water.  Paul, I must caution you, the behavior you showed was quite reckless and does actually endanger our mission.  The list of possible contaminants includes chemical agents such as…”

“I agree.  You and Gretchen are correct,” Paul interrupted.  “I was wrong.  I guess I thought it would make up for lost time.  But it was reckless, I apologize,” Paul responded. “I am relieved that now we do know it is safe water.”

The AI Tiffany continued anyway.  “The possible toxins are myriad.  Chemical, biological, viral, radioactive, as well as others.  I strongly advise you to use more prudence as the med kit may not be able to save you from all health threats.”

Gretchen took a deep breath and blew out a heavy sigh. “Paul, I am really surprised at you.”

She then opened one of the booths by pushing the flimsy door aside. In the cubicle was a toilet, one that seemed to be powered by water. Gretchen recognized it from historical records, however, she had never seen a water powered toilet before.  To her it looked terribly inefficient and wasteful.

Paul had taken out a food ration and was eating that. He had no ill effects from the water and was pleasantly surprised to have found it, but he did regret his hasty actions.  “So, Tiffany, may I drink more of this water?”  

“Yes.  It has tested safe in this instance,” Tiffany replied.  The AI’s voice still held an edge to it.

He drank deeply from the sink.  He did think about the admonition he had received from both Gretchen and the AI Tiffany.  The thought of Gretchen being left alone on this wreck of a ship made him ponder his behavior.  He resolved to be more careful for her.  He also considered how he could have endangered the whole mission.  One stupid action could have ruined the attempt to rescue the people of Dome 17.  Then he thought about Jamie in Dome 3.  He looked down at the flowing water and thought deeply about his role as an adventurer, his duty to Gretchen, and his care for himself.

“Red or blue paper?”  A strange voice came at echoing down the causeway. It was a weird voice with an unusual accent.  “Red or blue paper?”

Both Gretchen and Paul were instantly alert and aware.  They stepped to the doorway and peered to back into the causeway.  A figure was coming down the hallway, but was quite a distance away.  In the dim light it was hard to make out any details. Again came the strange question, “Red or blue paper?” It was a male voice but something about it did not sound normal. Something beyond the odd accent. There was a frightening tone in the voice itself. 

“Well, we know someone survived on the Vanguard,” Paul said to Gretchen.  

“Paul maybe we broke into that man’s water supply. Wars been fought over a water supply. There is something bizarre about that voice,” Gretchen stated.  “We cannot get trapped in this small room.”  She stepped back into the causeway. The figure was still walking toward them and still calling the strange question.  

“Greetings,” Gretchen called out to the approaching figure.  “We are strangers from a long way away.”

The figure stopped in the hallway. Paul adjusted the fusion pack light to a tight beam. He shined the beam at the figure which was down the causeway.

“Red or blue paper?”  The man screamed. The light revealed him to be in ragged clothing with glazed eyes which reflected the beam of the light.  “Red or blue paper?”  The man’s eyes glowed a deep orange color.

“Paul, Gretchen, retreat immediately. The orange eye color is not normal for human physiology. Consider the individual ahead of you an immediate threat,” the AI Tiffany said.

“Red or blue paper?” The man screamed.  He arched his back and flailing his arms at the same time.

Paul was staring at the man, uncertain what to think. Gretchen grabbed him by the arm and said, “Paul, we must withdraw. Come on.”

Suddenly the strange man came bolting forward at a high rate of speed. His eyes glowed the orange color and his mouth was stretched in a sneer.

“Willy’s pistol,” Paul said as he fumbled at his belt for the holster.

Gretchen had her pistol out quickly, and aimed at the approaching man. “Halt! We are not stealing your water.”

“Red or blue paper?”  The man was running right at them, arms extended, eyes huge, teeth bared.

“It is your water.  We are leaving!”  Gretchen called out.  She and Paul took some steps backward, while keeping their eyes on the man rushing at them.  “Halt!  Stay away from us!”

“Red or blue paper!”  The man screamed in hysteria and plunged right at them.  He sprinted beneath one of the overhead lights and his face was contorted in rage.  Drool was running down from his curled lips.  Scars marred one side of his neck, and his clothing was even more tattered and shredded than they had thought.  There was a wildness and evilness about his appearance.  

Gretchen fired the pistol.  It made a soft sound as the high velocity projectile was ejected.  The attacking man was struck in the chest and thrown backward.  A huge gaping hole was missing from the side of his chest. Paul was just pulling his own pistol out, as the now dead man crumpled to the floor.

“I killed him?” Gretchen said in shock. She had already holstered pistol.

“You had no choice, we were trying to leave.  Why was he attacking us?” Paul asked.

The artificial intelligence Tiffany then stated, “Paul is correct. You were under attack.  Your actions are justified.  However, there is something significantly wrong on this ship.”

 












14 a maze of places

 

Paul and Gretchen stood in the causeway wondering what to do. The dead body was lying underneath one of the overhead illumination panels. Neither really wanted to approach the body, but both knew they needed to.

“Paul and Gretchen,” Tiffany stated, “evaluation of the attacker will be important to help us understand what we are facing here on the Vanguard. The glowing orange eyes are not known normal human physiology. I suggest attaching the medical kit to the body for further evaluation and assessment.”

Paul readied the medical kit and tentatively stepped toward the body. Gretchen walked along with him, her eyes darting back-and-forth looking for anything else in the long causeway ahead of them. When they reached the body they were not prepared for the amount of damage the pistol had caused. The entry wound was fist sized.  The exit wound was vastly larger.  A large section of the chest missing and the remnants were splattered along the wall, floor, and even up to the ceiling.  The body was dressed in what had one time been some kind of manufactured clothing but was mere rags now.  The shoes the man wore were in nearly as bad a shape as the rest of his clothing. The eyes no longer glowed their orange color but were glazed over in death.

“Paul, do not touch the body with your exposed hands.  Use one of the probes and just connect the medical kit to any part of the exposed dead body,” Tiffany stated. “The medical kit will allow a fairly thorough analysis of this body.  But again, do not physically touch this body with your exposed skin.”

Paul connected the probe to the med kit and then flipped into onto one of the legs of the dead man.  The leg was hairy and the pants he wore did not cover all of the leg. Both Paul and Gretchen were also careful to avoid stepping in any of the body fluids now soaking the causeway’s floor.

“Tiffany? Are you getting a reading now?”

“Yes. I’m compiling the data now. Please remove the probe and step away from the body. Please use sanitation gel on the probe,” Tiffany replied.  “The medical kit shows a complex situation in this body. A large amount of virus was found in this body. However the virus is not easily identified. It appears to be a variation in the family Rhabdoviridae, order Mononegavirales, Lyssaviruses, but is not completely consistent with historical records of those viruses.  There also appears to be a medically induced immunological response, which I’m having difficulty interpreting.”

“Is a contagious?” Gretchen asked. She was backing further away.

“Yes, but not for you or Paul. That was the first thing I checked. Both of your bodies are immune to this virus, however, the findings on this body are very troubling.  I conjecture this virus is highly contagious to people without your immunity.  Doctor Carolyn’s treatments at Dome 17 have prepared your bodies to effectively resist this virus among many others as well as bacteria and fungi.”

“Tiffany, just tell us what you think this is,” Paul insisted.

“I make the following conjecture, based upon the medical history from Dome 17’s records, and from extrapolation of the evidence from this body. Estimated reliability of conjecture is only 73% but it is the best conjecture I can make it this time.  The man who attacked you was infected with a mutated form of the virus that was once known commonly as rabies. Unlike historical rabies, this appears to be rabies that is of a chronic nature, probably due to the immunological response which was medically induced in this man,” Tiffany reported.  “The immunological response may have been an attempt to eradicate the virus which failed. Or it may have been an attempt at a vaccine. Either way, the man who attacked was severely, chronically, medically ill. The medical kit indicates the virus was in his body for at least 27 months.”

“But are you sure we are safe from this disease thing?” Paul asked.

“Yes. That is a certainty,” Tiffany replied.   

“Mutation? Was this caused from radiation?” Gretchen asked.

The AI Tiffany replied, “Radiation is certainly one of many possible etiologies for this virus mutation.  Any conjecture on actual origin is premature at this point.  The origin of the virus remains unknown, and currently is unknowable. We will need to gather much more information before the determination of the origin of this virus can take place.  We cannot rule out radiation.”

Paul and Gretchen had moved steadily away from the body. Even though Tiffany had informed them they were immune, seeing a diseased body was a new experience for them.  And the thought of radiation was an ever present nightmare for people from Dome 17.  As they were backing away, a small scratching sound was heard echoing down the causeway.

Tiffany spoke up again, “Historically humans infected by the rabies virus, at least the non-mutated version, suffered from general weakness, discomfort, fever, and headache.  We cannot ask the attacker about those symptoms, however, from our limited interaction with him, there is evidence to suppose the disease progressed to cerebral dysfunction.  Historically that was seen in: paranoia, confusion, agitation, delirium, abnormal behavior, hallucinations, and insomnia.  Historically the original rabies virus was fatal to humans, usually less than 14 days after onset of symptoms. However it must be remembered that our historical records are not…”

“Gretchen do you hear something?” Paul interrupted. He shined the beam of the fusion pack down the causeway but could see nothing else.

“Yes Paul, I do hear something. A small scratching or scraping kind of noise.”

Paul continued to sweep the causeway with the beam of light seeking the source of the new noise.  A small shadow moved across the beam of light along the side of the wall. Paul tried to recapture it in the beam of light but was unable to do so.

“Paul something else is down there,” Gretchen said. “I see something moving around down there.”

Before Paul could respond, two small sets of orange eyes lit up in his beam of light. The overhead illumination was too dim to make out what they were. As Paul shined the beam of light on them they spun away to be replaced by other orange eyes.  Before long the deck of the causeway appeared to be undulating in a wave of motion.  That wave cascaded along up to the point where the illumination over the dead body was. Frequently orange glowing eyes would peek out of the quivering mass on the floor.

“What in the world is that?” Paul asked as he stepped backward some more.

“Paul and Gretchen, retreat as fast as possible. What you are seeing are biological creatures. From the historical records I identify them as a form of rattus norvegicus.  From the orange glow of the eyes of these animals, it is reasonable to assume they are also infected with the virus that the human attacker had. Individually they are not much of a threat, but as can be observed, there are numerous individual animals. Retreat as quickly as possible,” Tiffany said. There was genuine worry in her artificial voice.

“Those are animals?” Gretchen asked. “They would need some kind a biological environment to survive, right?”

The rats had reached the dead body.  They skittered into the light.  Low to the ground, with long hairless tails, the animals were mostly dark gray or black colored, but a few were a deep brown.  Whenever one looked their way, the orange glowing eyes peered at them in malice.  There was a swell of squeals and chirps and other noises as the rats began to devour the carcass. Gretchen and Paul could hear fighting amongst the rats as they tore at the dead body.

Gretchen and Paul did not stay to watch anymore. They quickly retreated back up the causeway toward this steel door they had pried open.

“We could go back in the room with all the pipes and ducts. But that goes nowhere but up to the opening to the scout ship far overhead. That would get us no closer to completing our mission,” Gretchen said.

“So we just move quickly up the causeway away from those animals.” Paul said as he rubbed his chin. The sights and sounds of what the rats were doing was deeply troubling.

“Right! These corridors and causeway places cannot be the only things on the ship. We must find and access a way into one of the biological habitats. We know they exist, we saw them from the FTL scout ship.  Maybe those animals will be busy, eating, and we can find our way somewhere else.” Gretchen stated hopefully. Sweat was beaded on her dark for head, but her eyes were energetic.

“But we protect the FTL scout first,” Paul said.  He looked at the ruined and rusted steel door.  “I will quickly weld this shut, we can cut it open again when we need to come back, but the animals will not be able to climb in, and welding might keep humans out as well.”  Paul was connecting the molecular torch and adjusting it to a welding function.  

“Work fast!” Gretchen said.  

Paul placed the steel door back into place, and welded a few spots of the door to the frame.  It was neither pretty nor neat, but the welds held as he pushed on it with his foot.  The last thing he did was to char an X shape on the steel door.  “That will help us find it again when we need to get back into the FTL scout.”

“Paul, I am keeping detailed maps of our route,” Tiffany stated.    

They ran away from the steel door and into the part of the causeway which was in greater disrepair. They moved quickly while watching for overhanging obstructions, wires, conduits and openings in the floor. The sound of the rats faded as they moved away. As they ran and ducked and weaved between the obstacles, they realized the causeway was gently sloping downward and arcing to the left.

They slowed down their travel to a brisk walk as they felt they had escaped from the rats. They still had yet to see another open door of any kind. They identified some potential permalloy doors, but again, none of them would open, nor could they find any places to interface the fusion packs with the ship’s systems.  They were very hesitant to cut open a permalloy door for fear it was a pressure seal, or bulkhead door which might have toxins, vacuum, or other hazards behind it.

The lighting overhead flickered at times, but never was extinguished.  None of the occasional holes in the floor were very deep. The decking had been ripped up to expose a half meter area underneath of the floor, but to what purpose was unclear.

After a long time of walking, they did come across another steel door. It was very much like the one they had opened. This one too was rusty on the latch and lever.  The hinges were inside the door and out of their sight. Stenciled on the outside of the door were the words ‘Ladder Access 2274’ in white letters.

“Tiffany? Any idea what this might be or might lead to?” Gretchen asked.

“To a ladder?”  Tiffany replied in all seriousness.  

“Not very funny, but where does the ladder go?”  Paul snapped back.  

“All conjectures at this point remain of low probability. However, as you pointed out earlier, steel doors likely serve a different purpose than the permalloy doors which we have been unwilling to open.  A steel door, is not a pressure door or bulkhead. I suggest opening this door to find out, since it is only the second steel door we have encountered,” Tiffany replied.  “It is labeled with ladder, and that seems to be innocent enough.  Use caution, as it may indicate shifting gravity manipulation.”

Paul grabbed onto the latch and pulled hard. There was a bit of resistance, but this latch opened much easier than the prior steel door had opened. Paul and Gretchen stepped through the doorway.  They were in round room with a trap door in the middle of the floor. Across the top of the trap door was stenciled ‘Caution Ladder Down’ in the white letters they had come to recognize as labeling on the Vanguard.

“Gretchen, I think we need to rest here for a while. We have been walking for a long time.  Here we can secure the door to the causeway, and that trap door seems pretty secure. I really need some rest,” Paul said.

“I too am tired,” Gretchen replied. “I really had hoped to have the teleportation pad already built by now. But from what we have seen of the Vanguard, there has been little to inspire hope. Perhaps I’m just too tired to see it now.”

“I will monitor the situation and awaken you if anything changes,” Tiffany said. “I do believe at least four hours of sleep would benefit your situation now.”

Gretchen and Paul ate a food ration, drank some water, and tried to relax.  They took off their backpacks, and lay down on the permalloy floor and quickly fell asleep.

“Paul? Gretchen? It is time to continue the quest,” the AI Tiffany said. “There have been no changes in this area since you began your sleep period.”  This was followed by a strange clucking and cackling sound.

“What in the world is that noise?” Paul asked as he awoke from deep sleep.

Tiffany responded, “That is a recording of the call of a male gallus gallus domesticus.  That was an animal that was commonly referred to as a cock or sometimes as a rooster. In ancient folklore the cock-crow would awaken people in the morning. I thought you would find this humorous. Was I correct?”

“Sure, that was hilarious,” Gretchen stated with a grin. “Are we going to a counter those kinds of animals in one of the biological habitats?”

Tiffany responded, “That is a distinct possibility. Poultry was utilized as a common food source as well as the bird’s eggs.”

“Eating animals?” Paul grumbled.

“Yes, that was a common practice among humans for millennia.  It is very likely that the population of humans on the Vanguard will use animals as a food source,” Tiffany replied.  “The fact that the society in Dome 17 did not use animals as food sources is historically an anomaly.”  

Paul took out a food ration and was thankful for its lack of taste, texture, and colorations.  It was rectangular, grey, and easily eaten.  It was basic food the way it always had been, and food was just fuel for the body.  He tried not to think about the rats and the way they had ravished the dead body of the man who had attacked them.  He also drank a water ration.  He saw that Gretchen had also eaten her ration of food.  They used a corner of the area to expel bodily wastes. 

Then both Gretchen and Paul assessed the trap door in the floor. It was circular and opened upward.  It too was made out of riveted steel rather than permalloy.

“I think we can assume,” Paul said, “that the steel doors we encounter are safe to open. The labeling on this chamber said something about a ladder, so we must be at the top of that ladder.”

“So we open this up and descend,” Gretchen stated. “Somewhere we have to encounter one of the biological habitats.”  She reached down and pulled on the lever opening the trap door. The hinges did open with a screech but the opening of the door was assisted by pistons which were located underneath of the trap door and helped it to open it upward. Indeed there was a ladder beneath that trap door but all was darkness beyond.  Looking down there was a sense of some huge openness, even though it was dark below. 

They turned on the fusion pack lights and all that was visible was the ladder.  They began their dissent. The ladder was made from permalloy and about one meter wide with the rungs at appropriate levels.  Surrounding the ladder was a safety cage also made out of permalloy.  It was still possible to fall, but falling would be directly down the ladder and not off away from the ladder. The lights illuminated the safety cage of the ladder well, but there was a vast emptiness beyond the safety cage. There was a feeling of air movement, and a sense of spaciousness that they had not encountered before.

Gretchen descended first followed by Paul.  Their voices sounded odd as they were absorbed by the expanses around them.

“This is bizarre,” Gretchen said as she peered through the ladder cage and out into the darkness.

“I agree.  Very open, almost too much,” Paul murmured. 

Even by setting the fusion pack light on a tight beam it was not powerful enough to reach the bottom of the ladder which was still blurred in darkness.  Nor could the beam reach out to see anywhere of the open space around the ladder’s cage.  The vast emptiness around them was disturbing, especially for people who grew up on Dome 17.  Outside the dome, visibility was short due to the rivers of dust in the wind.  Inside the dome, space was limited and long distance sights were nothing as vast as what lay around them now.

“Tiffany? Can you sense anything else around here that we are unable to see, hear, or know?” Paul asked.

The AI Tiffany responded, “I can give you readings on temperature, air pressure, air movement, humidity, and items like that, but I doubt that is what you are asking, correct?  I too cannot perceive the end of the open space around you.”

“You are right.  I just want make sure we are heading in the right way. Do you think we are heading toward a biological habitat?” Paul asked.

“From the mapping I am doing, it is logical to assume that you have entered the Vanguard at what would be considered the gravitational top of this section of the ship. I have observed no indications of anything that leads upward on our trek. So this ladder may very well lead to a biological habitat,” Tiffany stated. “Through the communication system I can display a three dimensional graphic of the mapping of the journey.  Do you care to see that now?”

“Not while we are climbing,” Gretchen replied.

After a while of climbing downward, the light from the fusion packs no longer illuminated the trap door they had come down out of. They were in a bubble of light and the world seem to consist of the ladder up, and the ladder down, and an enormous dark emptiness all around them. 

Still they descended the ladder. Their arms and legs moved mechanically proceeding down one rung after another rung after another.

“Finally, I can see the bottom of the ladder. I will be glad to get off of this,” Gretchen said with a sigh.

The ladder descended through a hole in the gigantic platform of permalloy. Gretchen expected there to be some way to step from the ladder onto the platform of permalloy, however, the cage surrounding the ladder did not open.  She paused in her descent and looked out but could not see any end to the platform.  It extended beyond the reach of the lights they carried.  It was featureless and black otherwise.  

Not being able to get off onto the platform, they climbed down through the platform of permalloy. Not far below that platform, the ladder did come to a halt at a floor.  The cage stopped about three meters off of the floor. Here the light from the fusion packs was bright enough to illuminate the entire chamber they had entered. There were doors on each end of the chamber. One was made from permalloy; the other was made from riveted steel.

Paul and Gretchen both stretched their legs and arms and walked about the room. Looking up Paul saw that there was a sign of sorts on the ladder leading upward.  Upon one of the rungs of the ladder was stenciled the words ‘Manual Access to Twin Hull Section B6Y77’ in white lettering.

“That sign does not help much at all,” Paul said as he gestured at the label.  “So which way now?”

“Well, the permalloy door is labeled ‘SOLAR MIMICRY E HABITAT’ and does appear to be a bulkhead or pressure door. I am not sure what to think of that. The steel door is not labeled,” Gretchen stated. “We could bore a pilot hole through the permalloy door, or we could just open it. I doubt it would open if there was vacuum behind it.”

“Tiffany?” Paul asked. “Could that be one of the habitat’s reactors? Or some kind of control room?

The artificial intelligence Tiffany replied, “Solar mimicry is conjectured to mean the light source for a biological habitat. Whether that is a control area or not, is uncertain from the labeling on the door.”

“I think we should try to open the permalloy door. That may very well lead to a biological habitat. And Paul, I am so tired of ladders.”  

“I agree,” Paul replied.  

Gretchen walked over to the permalloy door, grasped the handle and tried to turn it. A square shape lit up in the permalloy near the door. The square was divided into nine equal sized boxes of different colors. Then a small display screen, an old style touch-screen, over the top of the color square appeared.  Blue lettering flashed in the display screen, ‘enter access code’.

“There is some kind of security system here inhibiting our access. With functional security and energy in the door, drilling a test hole may not be a good idea,” Gretchen stated.

“So we try the steel door. We have basically been following steel doors since we cut into the hull of the Vanguard anyway.” Paul walked to the steel door and it opened easily under his touch.  Here the door did not have rust or corrosion on it. Beyond it was a short hallway, well illuminated, with a set of double doors at the far end. Next to the double doors was an illuminated symbol of a human hand. The symbol color was the same blue as had been seen on the touch-screen by the permalloy door.  “So Gretchen, do we continue this direction?”

“Unless we are willing to destroy more doors, it seems our way is clear.”

Paul and Gretchen walked up to the double doors. Paul reached out his hand and placed it against the blue hand symbol. With a quiet whoosh, the doors opened.  Across the back of the chamber they saw the words, ‘Elevator 166D’ in white letters, but the interior was dark.  They stepped inside the elevator and turned around to find a control panel on the inside wall of the elevator. There were a dozen symbols stacked top to bottom on square push buttons.  None of the symbols were recognizable.

“This is some kind of old-style elevator. So do we push the symbols to operate this lift?” Gretchen asked.

“That is a valid assumption,” Tiffany stated.  “Identification of the symbols and their meaning is not possible without further information.  For example, that top symbol correlates to nineteen different possible interpretations from historical cultures.  None of them have the same meaning.  I am sorry I cannot provide a correct translation of those symbols.”

Gretchen pushed on the top most button.  Nothing happened. She looked around and then commented, “The inside of this lift does not seem to have any power.  The external hand symbol and doors were powered, but in here, it all looks deactivated or at least disconnected from power.”

“There is a port next to those controls, or buttons, whatever you want to call them.  I could connect in the fusion pack and see if we can power-up the controls.”  Paul looked doubtful as he said it, but readied the fusion pack.  

“We have no idea where this will take us. But I see no other choice,” Gretchen replied.  I hate to think of getting trapped in here if the doors close or the lift falls,” Gretchen stated.  “But we are in this together, so give it a try.”

Paul connected the fusion pack to the control board of the elevator.  The top most button illuminated from within, and the overhead lights flickered to life.  Dust fell from overhead and there was a smell of something burned.  They could see no fire or smoke, just the bad smell.

“If we assume we are at the place where that symbol is illuminated, perhaps we can push the next one down and only go a short distance away?” Paul wondered aloud.

The AI Tiffany replied, “That is a valid assumption.  However, the smell concerns me.  I identify that as an ancient electrical circuit which has burned off a layer of dust.  It should pose no problem, but these old systems are subject to failure.  Elevators should have safety protocols installed in them to prevent catastrophic falling.”  

“So we are doing this?”  Gretchen asked.  

Paul nodded in agreement.  Gretchen pushed that next symbol down. An overhead voice came from the top of the elevator, “access denied.” She pushed the next symbol, and again the recorded voice said, “access denied.”  She pushed the third button and heard the same auditory response. 

“Maybe we will not go anywhere?”  Gretchen said as she continued to attempt to initiate movement of the elevator.  She repeated that process until she reached the bottom most symbol. When she pushed that symbol the double doors to the elevator shut and with a slight rumbling, the elevator descended.

“The least we are finally going somewhere,” Paul stated. He rubbed the short hair over his chin as he wondered where they were heading.
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The elevator came or a rough stop.  Then the doors opened. Immediately Paul and Gretchen were struck by frigid cold air slamming into their faces. But what they saw with their eyes was even more of a shock then the cold.  They were overlooking an enormous vista, mostly white colored, but interspersed with deep greens. For as far as they could see there were cone-shaped green things coming up from the rolling white floor or deck. Gretchen squatted down and grabbed some of the white stuff in front of her. It was very cold, very wet, and very much made from water.

The AI Tiffany related, “You have found a biological habitat. Comparing with the historical records, the green things you see are conifers.  Sometimes referred to by other names such as: pinophyta, coniferophyta, coniferae, and evergreens.  They are living cone-bearing flora with vascular tissue and considered as woody plants.”

“Trees?”  Paul asked.

“Yes Paul, there are hundreds of trees ahead of you,” Tiffany replied.

“But it is so cold. And this is snow, right? Everything is so very cold, how do the trees survive that?” Gretchen asked as she stepped into the ankle-deep cold wet snow which covered the ground. Turning around, Gretchen looked at the elevator doors. They were set into an enormous wall that reached as far overhead as she could see. Far above her was a bright band of light, yellowish in color, which extended away from her position as far she could see.

“This is amazing!” Paul said with on in his voice. “That light in the ceiling, way up there, is that what they called solar mimicry? Is that what illuminates this entire biological habitat?”

“Yes, Paul,” the AI Tiffany replied through the communication system. “It appears that solar mimicry here in this biological habitat takes the form of a large tube which stretches the entire length of the habitat. It functions in a manner to take the place of the sun.  The biologicals here are dependent on that solar mimicry for photosynthesis, heat, and light.”

“Paul, it is very cold here, but there is a vast amount of water.  If I recall correctly, snow can easily be melted and he becomes fresh drinking water. So we have found a home for our people!  The people in Dome 17 can come here and live. We need to set up the teleportation pad immediately,” Gretchen insisted.  She shrugged off her backpack and started to unpack all the supplies.  

There was a rustling in some of the closest trees.  Several dark shapes emerge from the green of the trees, flapped their wings, and soared into the sky.

“There are animals here too! That proves life can exist here,” Gretchen stated.

“Yes!  If animals can survive here, so can us,” Paul replied.

The AI Tiffany interrupted, “This biological habitat certainly needs further evaluation and has great potential. However, the present temperature in this habitat is not suitable for unassisted human occupation. The historical records says humans can survive in this type of environment, but need adequate shelter, proper clothing, and consistent means of producing heat.  You have none of those things. I strongly advise returning to the elevator at this time. Hypothermia is a direct threat to both of you.”

“It is cold. But Gretchen is correct, waiting is wrong,” Paul stated as he to unpacked his backpack. “Gretchen, we need permalloy for the teleportation pad. I am going to cut the elevator doors off and begin laying out the grid that is necessary. Can you begin the assembly of the receiving system?”

“I already have the control and utilization console in place. I will need to connect the FTL communication system and search for the signal back on earth. That might take me a while, but we can get this done!” Gretchen said. Her teeth were chattering with the cold but she was working diligently.  She was a bit startled to see her breath frosting in front of her as she spoke.

Paul connected the molecular torch to the fusion pack and brought it up to the edge of the elevator door. Just as he was about to cut into the door Tiffany interrupted again, “Paul, it is very likely that removal of the elevator door will inhibit its function. We do not know of another way to exit this biological habitat. Again I warn that hypothermia is a distinct danger working in this climate. I conjecture that you do not have enough time to complete the teleportation pad, prior to sustaining injuries from this cold.”

“Thank you for your concern Tiffany, but we need to get this done as quickly as possible. The people in Dome 17 are depending upon us. The molecular torch will generate some heat and that will be enough to see us through to get this finished. Once the teleportation system is up and running, all the supplies from Dome 17 can come through and we can set up shelter for everyone. All the resources of Dome 17 will more than make up for this cold. So I am cutting off the doors now,” Paul said sternly.  He did not till Tiffany that his hands were already numb with the cold.  His toes were even more numb and he had lost some feeling in the toes entirely. The molecular torch bit into the door severing it neatly and smoothly.  The interior lights of the elevator died, despite the fusion pack still being connected into the control panel.

There were four layers of permalloy which made up door.  Paul had the four layers divided and had moved them over to the area for the teleportation receiving pad. We laid them on top of the snow, but they sank in and were unlevel.   He had to clear the snow away in order to get them fairly level.  His hands were red from the cold and the pain was getting worse.  By this time he had lost all the feeling in his feet from the cold.  But he could still walk, squat, and work, so he ignored the numbness, pain, and loss of sensation.  He dedicated all his efforts to the work of building the receiving pad.

“Paul I am having trouble with some of the small components. They are generating heat, which is melting the snow, which is causing water to get into the mechanisms. I have had to replace several of the components in order to dry off the ones that have gotten wet. I never expected to do this job with so much water around,” Gretchen said. She could not hide the chattering of her teeth, nor the trembling of her fingers as she spoke. Her dark skin was starting to look blotchy in places and her lips were a deep purple color.

Paul turned to reply to her when he saw how she looked.  Compassion flooded his heart for her. “Gretchen, you look terrible.”

“You look pretty bad yourself, your skin is even whiter than the snow around us and your fingers are bright pink and red,” Gretchen replied. “How must longer on the receiving pad?”

“I have the perimeter grid laid out. The second door of the elevator will give me enough supplies to lay out the rest of the grid, but I am having trouble using the molecular torch. I burned through one section of permalloy because I fumbled the torch. Had to re-cut that one.  But I think I can finish this, no, I must finish this.”

Tiffany interjected, “Gretchen, please get the medical kit and give Paul treatment for hypothermia immediately. Then have Paul treat you. Both of you are in serious danger.  The solar mimicry is decreasing. I conjecture that nightfall is coming quickly. That will mean even lower temperatures.  You must cease operations now and seek treatment.”

“No!  We can get treated by the people from Dome 17… Doctor Carolyn will easily take care of this; we just need to make the connection.  We will… get these completed…for that now, we must finish,” Gretchen stated.  Her words were blurred by the slow actions of her cheeks and lips.  She had nearly all of the console completely assembled and was just connecting in the FTL communication system.  “I am about to start scanning for the Earth’s signal. Then I can help Paul finished the grid.”

Paul had walked back to elevator door and managed to cut the second door way. He was making them into the strips necessary for the grid when he again dropped the molecular torch into the snow. There was a loud hissing sound as the snow melted and the brownish green plants below were charred by the cutting blade of the torch.  Paul squatted down and tried to pick up the lost torch, but his hands and fingers were so numb and stiff that he had trouble telling if he was touching the ground, the snow, or his tools.  He fell onto his side and was not even sure which direction was up or down.

Gretchen saw him fall. She moved to go towards him, stumbled against the FTL communication system. It fell over.  The jacks and cables disconnected from the console she had worked so hard to assemble. With numb legs and numb hands Gretchen crawled over the Paul.  “Paul?  Paul?  We must get this finished….  There is no other way.”

“I cannot find the torch,” Paul mumbled. “We must get the orifice opened, they are depending upon us. It is our mission.”  The light was fading around them as the sky tube decreased in brightness.

“I am here Paul… I will help you,” Gretchen said as she pulled him to her side.  Gretchen tried to pull Paul toward the now ruined elevator, but as darkness was settling in she could not tell for sure which direction to go.  “Paul help me find the… elevator.  We will take shelter… Paul?  Paul?” 

Paul no longer responded to her, so she held him tightly. The cold continued to descend upon them.   “I have you Paul…  I am here…”

The last thing Gretchen heard was the voice of Tiffany yelling through the communication link as it slid from her frozen ear and dropped into the now.  In Gretchen’s mind she agreed with Tiffany, but she could not get her body to respond.
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The flickering of a fire was the first thing Gretchen recognized as she awoke. Her mind was fuzzy. Her eyes drifted shut again.

The next time she awoke, she took in more of her surroundings. She was bundled heavily and her arms and legs were difficult to move. The flickering lights continued to draw her attention.  As she struggled to turn her head to look toward the light she realized she was in some kind of a bed.  There were heavy materials covering her, and some kind of garment was over her head covering and coming down the sides to embrace her ears. By straining to the right she could see the fireplace in the corner of the room. The dancing orange and yellow flames were fascinating to her sluggish mind. Her eyes drifted shut yet again.

The next moment of awareness, was of a warm liquid.  The warm liquid was gently being placed between her parched, painful, and cracked lips. The liquid had an odd yet pleasant taste but was difficult to swallow.  Gretchen opened her eyes.  In front of her was the face of someone she had never ever seen before.

“Just a little gentle broth, it will soothe your mouth,” the person said to her. Gretchen squinted her eyes to see more clearly, but focus was difficult. “Yes, keep fighting to come awake. You are a strong woman, and we have all the time needed for your healing.”

Gretchen finally remembered what she and Paul had been doing. She tried to speak but her lips hurt.  As she tried to form words her tongue felt thick and heavy. She struggled and with great effort said the word, “Paul?”

Another spoon a warm liquid made it to her lips and a dribble of nutrition settled into her mouth.  “I am afraid my dear, your words are too weak for me to hear. But I imagine you are concerned about your companion. He is in another bed across the way. He has not aroused yet, but our doctor has been here.   He has an excellent chance of recovery, as do you.”

Gretchen got her eyes to focus and looked at the person speaking to her. He was an elderly man with steel gray hair, full beard, large kindly brown eyes, and a crooked smile.  His smile widened as he recognized that Gretchen was observing him.

“I am Gari Onomskynov, but many call me Grandpa Gari. You are safe with us.  You are on my ranch outside the town of Orsk. But you rest now, we will speak again later,” Grandpa Gari said.

Paul was listening. The voices he heard were coming from far, far away.  The foggy place his mind occupied was too thick to slice through.  He tried to open his eyes but his eyelids were much too heavy and he lacked any strength at all. He heard Grandpa Gari and thought he must be speaking to Gretchen.  He was not sure how he knew Grandpa Gari’s name, but he did, and did not question how he knew that. The thought of Gretchen was soothing, comforting, and it warmed Paul’s heart. Warmth. Somehow that concept meant much more to Paul now than it ever had before in his life. He drifted back into the mists of deep sleep.

Time passed. The adventurers slept. Grandpa Gari attended to them. On occasion there were other voices, both male and female.  They spoke with Grandpa Gari. None of those voices were familiar to Gretchen or to Paul.  And the dreamy quality of the conversations made understanding elusive.  It did not matter to Gretchen what was said, as she was content with the warm, dry, bedding around her.  The weakness sapped her physical, emotion, and spiritual energies.  Even her thoughts were tired.

“Please wake up, I have more broth for you,” Grandpa Gari said to Gretchen.

“Hello,” Gretchen replied. Her voice was weak but much stronger than previously.  Her lips were no longer cracked nor were they sore.  She ran a dry tongue over the lips and was surprised by the sensations.  The bundles of covers across her body did not seem quite as heavy, nor as thick, but they were still warm.  Instinctively, Gretchen accepted the warm broth and swallowed it easily this time. She had vague memories of doing that numerous times before, but the details were fleeting and nebulous.

“Hello yourself. You seem stronger this day, are you feeling better?” Grandpa Gari asked. His words were heavily accented yet understandable. “May I know your name? Or is that against the Free Ranger code?”

Gretchen blinked a few times, again licked her lips, and stated “I am Gretchen. Where is Paul?”

“Gretchen? An unusual name.  Your companion is named Paul?”

Gretchen nodded in reply.  She then was able to visually examine the room she was in. The fireplace was in the corner, and still had a roaring fire.  The walls of the room had an irregular banded appearance. There were large stripes of medium brown color separated by thinner stripes of an off-white color. From what Gretchen could see, this striped effect, was due to the building materials used in assembling the walls. She could not identify what type of materials had been used.  It was not permalloy. Looking overhead she could see the vaulted ceiling was made from strips of a similar kind of material while rectangular beams spanned the entire room.  There were windows in several of the walls, but outside was darkness.

“Your companion, Paul, is in the bed on the other side of the room.  Do not be alarmed, no one here has reported your presence. Our doctor is a trusted confidant. You are safe,” Grandpa Gari said.

“Gretchen?” Paul said in a weak voice. “Are you hurt badly? I am very weak. How long have we been here?”

Gretchen was thrilled hearing Paul’s voice. She struggled to sit up, and that was when she noticed she was naked under the covers. She glanced around.  Just to the side of the fireplace she could see their clothing hanging on some kind of hooks on the wall. There was also a small sack of their equipment, but she could not tell exactly what was there. Obviously much of it was missing. She felt behind her ear and the communication system was gone.

“Paul, I too am very weak, but I am intact. How are you?” Gretchen asked.

“I believe I can sit up,” Paul replied. “From the growth of my beard, we have been here for some time.”

Grandpa Gari walked over to Paul’s bed and assisted him to sit up. “May I call you Paul?  And yes, you have been under my care for just over twenty three days. You both are very fortunate that the trapper Ferdinand found you. You were both nearly dead from exposure, but we have made you whole.  In can provide you will things to cut your facial hair if that is your desire.  I was uncertain how Free Rangers are to look.”

“Over three weeks? Three weeks? How have we survived here for three weeks?” Paul said as Grandpa Gari assisted him in sitting up at the side of the bed.  Paul too was naked, but the room itself was still warm.

“Yes, my new friend Paul, the healing from winter’s touched took many days and you are weak.  Forgive me if I do not comprehend all you say.  Your dialect is hard for me.  In olden times you probably would not have survived. Our doctor had to regenerate many parts of your bodies.” Grandpa Gari held on to Paul’s shoulder while he sat there. 

Paul noticed a tattoo on Grandpa Gari’s forearm. It was a dark green letter E.

Grandpa Gari saw Paul looking and said, “Unlike you Free Rangers, I am a native to this habitat. As you can tell from my marking.”

“It really has been three weeks?” Paul said.  His mind was still somewhat fuzzy. He was flexing his fingers and rubbing his hands together there seemed to be no injuries from the cold.  “Is something wrong with your habitat? Is the heating system broken?”

“So many questions,” Grandpa Gari chuckled. “Yes, a bit over three weeks, counting weeks by that seven days system some places use.  Trapper Ferdinand brought you in from the cold. The regeneration treatments took most of that time. You have been here in my cabin for recovery. The doctor was last here three days ago and pronounced you nearly cured from winter’s touch.  The doctor is scheduled to return tomorrow.  As to the cold, it is winter. Winter is always cold. May I get you your clothing?”

Gretchen stirred and tried to sit up herself. “You can get me mine.  So this habitat is called Winter?”

Grandpa Gari chuckled again. “No, we call this place the Wilds, and it is winter here three months of the year. Three months for winter, three months for spring, three months for summer, three months for fall. Those are the seasons of the year. Perhaps as a Free Ranger, you are not familiar with this habitat’s seasons?  Officially it is E Habitat.  Do you usually visit other habitats?”

Gretchen was unsure what to say. She looked worriedly at Paul.  Stress was etched into her face. “We must get back and finish our work. Paul do you think it is too late?”

Grandpa Gari had laid out Paul’s clothing for him and had placed Gretchen’s clothing on her bed.  As he set the closing down, he stroked it gently with his hand, his old bony fingers running through the RAM fabric.

“If we have been here for three weeks? No, I mean, how… have we been fed? And wastes… who?” Paul stammered while he slipped on his clothing.  He was very weak and could hardly stand. He slumped back into the bed pulled himself up by his arms. “I have no energy, am very weak.”

“Of course my friend. Anyone who went through regeneration like you did would be very weak.  I have tended to your needs and nurtured you though this recovery.  I know what it is like to recover. I once had the doctor regenerate three of my toes, that was about five winters ago, and I remember how weak I was after that. Both of you have been through much much more than I.” Grandpa Gari folded his arms and stepped back a few steps as Gretchen put her clothes on as well.

Gretchen searched her clothing but none of the pockets or pouches had the communication system.  She wanted to walk over to the pile of gear, but did not have the strength. “Paul, what are we going to do?”

“We must regain our strength. Then we head back and set up the teleportation pad.”

Grandpa Gari looked between Gretchen and Paul and back again.  “My friends it is not my place to question those of the Free Rangers, but it sounds like you are planning to go back into winter’s grasp. Is that correct?”

“Yes sir, our people are depending upon us. We have a task to complete,” Gretchen said as she tried to stand. She was too wobbly on her feet and sat back down. “Paul we must contact Tiffany, but I have none of the communication system.”

Paul looked at Grandpa Gari and asked, “I appreciate all that you have done, but can you assist me more? Our people really are in need. We had a communication system with us but it is not in our clothing, is it in the sack by the fire?”

Grandpa Gari walked over and picked up the sack of equipment and brought it to Paul, setting it on the bed. “This is everything trapper Ferdinand carried with him when you were brought here. The doctor may have more of your things, as much was frozen and much happened in the regeneration process. You can ask the doctor about anything else in the morning.”

Gretchen attempted to stand, and Grandpa Gari rushed to her side. She placed her arm around his shoulders and he helped her to walk over to Paul’s bed. Together Gretchen and Paul sorted through their equipment. There was one communication set, a single fusion pack, and five ration bars.  All the equipment had been placed into a medium-size cloth sack. 

The weapons, the teleportation controls, the tools, and the medical kit were missing.

“Paul, we cannot do this alone. We are already in this man’s debt, and we will need others to help us complete our mission.” Gretchen hugged Paul as she said this.

“We have the one communication set; I will try to contact Tiffany.”  

Grandpa Gari interjected, “Was there another Free Ranger with you? Trapper Ferdinand did not say anything like that. I certainly hope another person was not left out in winter’s grasp.  If so, that person would certainly be dead by this time.”

“That should not be a problem for Tiffany.  Tiffany?” Paul said as he placed the communication system over his ear. “Tiffany?  This is Paul please respond.”

The AI Tiffany responded, “Paul it is wonderful to hear that you are still alive. Is Gretchen with you?”

“Yes Gretchen is here, but we are unsure where here is. Can you help us?” Paul asked.

Gretchen smiled with huge smile of relief and happiness as she realized Paul was communicating with Tiffany. Grandpa Gari looked pleased as well.

Tiffany said to Paul, “When you both became unconscious, my field of vision was quite limited.  One communication system fell into deep snow. The other allow me to visualize that you were rescued by a large man, who I believe was using a transport vehicle powered by animals, but that conjecture is just from the noises I heard through the communication link.  One communication link is still buried in snow. The other communication link, the one you are using, was stored in a dark place and I lost visual and auditory communications. Until your reactivation of the system, moments ago, I considered you both lost. Your injuries were quite severe, how did you survive?”

Paul looked at Grandpa Gari, “Sir? I have reached our friend Tiffany; can you please help us understand what is happened to us?”

Grandpa Gari nodded, “Is your friend Tiffany a human or an artificial intelligence?  I have heard that the Free Rangers have a few artificial intelligences, but I did not realize they were using them in the habitats. Perhaps, I am overstepping my bounds in asking inappropriate questions; please forgive me if I am.”

“Paul this man and his friends saved us, we need to trust him, and he seems more sophisticated than I first considered. No offense meant, Grandpa Gari.”

“No offense taken, Gretchen. You Free Rangers have your ways; we who live in the habitats have our ways.  I am open enough to accept that both have merit, and I look for trade when I can, and I help all who have need.” Grandpa Gari walked over to the fireplace.  There was a grill on the one end of the fireplace with a pot on it. “I have vegetable and venison soup. May I serve you each a bowl while we discuss your situation?”

“I am not sure what you are talking about. But if it is a food ration, I will take one,” Gretchen replied with a large smile. Paul also nodded his agreement. “But first I must ask why you keep calling us Free Rangers?”

“Free Rangers are who you are. I am a dweller of Habitat E, what we commonly call the Wilds.” Grandpa Gari extended his arm and pointed at the tattoo. “You have no designation on your arm; therefore you are a Free Ranger. You were found near a little used entrance to this habitat. Trapper Ferdinand and I assumed you were here to trade. We have not reported you to the CPO, or the Governor, or to the other authorities, as some others would have done. May I know what you were bringing to Habitat E?”  Grandpa Gari served each of them the soup.  He ladled it into permalloy bowls and brought it to them on permalloy trays. The aroma of the soup was tantalizing, and exotic, to the noses of Paul and Gretchen.

“Thank you,” Paul said, “but we are not Free Rangers. We are not from the ship. We have come to the Vanguard from Earth in a small scout ship. Our people are in desperate need. We then came through the hallways and maze of corridors until we found our way into this cold habitat.”

Gretchen had tasted the soup, which reminded her of the broth she had received previously. The taste was wonderful. “This food is very good. And I thank you for it. While we were traveling to get here through the hallways and decks, we were attacked by a man with an illness.” Gretchen hesitated to say that she had killed the man who had attacked them.

Grandpa Gari looked quite puzzled. He rubbed the bridge of his nose and glanced between Gretchen and Paul. “An encounter with a Roe can be deadly. I hope you were able to terminate that Roe.  I still recall the time before the outbreak. My parents even traveled between the habitats, I have a very old memory of riding in a transport vehicle to a different habitat. But as I said that was before the outbreak.  The outbreak happened when I was eight years old; it was a terrible, terrible time. The Roe are a cruel curse. They are a scourge, but thankfully they have been nearly eradicated from this habitat.  Only on rare occasions do we see an animal infected.  It is killed on sight.  I cannot recall the last human victim here in the Wilds.  But I hear rumors the Roe are common outside of the habitat.”

“The Roe? Is that what you call the man who had that illness?  The one who attacked us?” Paul asked. “Where we come from there is no disease like that.”

“I thought all parts of the ship were infected by that outbreak.  But you Free Rangers know better than I the condition of the ship’s other places,” Grandpa Gari said. 

“We came from Earth, we know very little about the Vanguard,” Gretchen stated.

“We all come from Earth, originally. I was born in this habitat. I will die in this habitat before we reach Projima.  You say you were traveling in the corridors and passageways beyond the habitat, which is the realm of the Free Rangers. You say you traveled in a ship, and that too is what Free Rangers do.  I have heard them called shuttles, but they are small ships. However, I do understand, if you do not desire to be called a Free Ranger, I will respect your position. I know the Governor of Habitat E is very strict on his enforcement of the quarantine.  He makes direct reports to the Central Planning Office.”

Paul spoke up after swallowing a large helping of the soup. “We really know nothing about you or your people or the groups you speak about. We came to the Vanguard seeking a safe place for our people to come to.  They will be coming from back on Earth. We must get our equipment ready and set up the teleportation pad as soon as possible.”

Grandpa Gari shook his head slightly and said with condescension, “Parts of what you say are accurate, but parts cannot be accurate. We will speak to the doctor in the morning. Perhaps these delusions are side effects of such high levels of regeneration?  Winter’s touch can be devastating.”

Paul was discouraged, but the soup was giving him strength. Gretchen was uncertain how to proceed. She then said, “Everything we have told you is the truth, but it must sound fantastic to you. Would you believe if we let you speak to Tiffany the artificial intelligence system?”

Grandpa Gari looked at Tiffany then he looked at Paul. “Artificial intelligence systems can be trained to say whatever they are taught to say. I am not an engineer nor a technician. Most of the year I am a farmer, and during winter I am just a survivor. I do not want to make more trouble between the Free Rangers and the CPO. So I believe we should speak no further about these matters.”

There was a sudden pounding on the front door. “Grandpa Gari!  The constable and several troops are coming!”

Grandpa Gary bolted for the door and yanked it open. A cold blast of snowy air accompanied the large man who entered the house. He was wrapped in furs and strange clothing.  He shut the door behind him.

“Ferdinand? How much time do we have?” Grandpa Gari asked.

“They know that Free Rangers are here.  They must leave at once.  I have my sled ready to go.  I have brought suitable clothing for them.  The troops are coming on snowshoes, but we still must leave immediately. I know not how they uncovered the truth.” 
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Paul and Gretchen stared in awe at the large man. What little could be seen of him, under the layers of clothing revealed bright eyes and dark skin.  What was most unusual was his clothing. He was wrapped in clothing made of some kind of hair or fur.  He was obviously agitated and in a near panic.

“Ferdinand they are very weak, but get the necessary winter clothing. We cannot have them caught here,” Grandpa Gari said with alarm.  “You must take them to a place of refuge.”

The big man opened and shut the door and again another blast of cold, wet air went through the room. Grandpa Gari turned to Gretchen and Paul and said, “My friends you must flee. Somehow the authorities have learned of your presence here. If you are caught you will suffer greatly.  I apologize.  I thought you were safe here.  Also, if you are found in my home I will be arrested. Go with Ferdinand he will take you to another shelter. I will tell the doctor in the morning to look for you where Ferdinand takes you; perhaps the doctor can help you with your delusions.”

The door opened again with another blast of winter’s cold. Ferdinand dropped the bundle down and unpacked more odd looking clothing. “The poitevin are well rested and we can make it to Orsk by morning.”

“What is happening” Gretchen asked.

Grandpa Gari handed her clothing from the pile, “Put on these coats and pants, and boots.”  Gretchen was dumbfounded, she knew not how to put on the clothing. 

Grandpa Gari quickly helped here.  “This hole goes over your head, the bands wrap around your arms while your hands slip into these mittens. Pull the pants on.  There also mukluks here for you to put on your feet.  Slide your foot and shoe inside.”  

Paul watched as Grandpa Gari helped Gretchen into her winter garb. He copied her actions and also was dressed warmly.  He could not identify the fabric or the material the clothing was made from. Grandpa Gari led them to the door, slid the sack with their equipment into their hands, and watched as Ferdinand led them into the darkness outside.

“Farewell Free Rangers. I hope to meet you again,” Grandpa Gari said as he slammed the door behind him.

Outside of the cabin was dark, the sky was grey, and the wind was howling. Snow covered nearly everything in sight except for the bizarre things stomping their feet in the snow.  There were four of them, each with four legs, upright rectangular heads, long pointed ears, and thick hairy tail. They were covered in long shaggy hair, dark brown or black in color.  Wide streams of frosty air came from their huge nostrils. Their fur was white on their underbelly, but looked tan-like compared to the pure white of the snow. The animals also had white fur around their noses, and each had an irregular patch of white around their eyes.  The creatures stood about as high as Gretchen.

Ferdinand placed a strong arm around both Gretchen and Paul, one on each side of him, and led them toward the animals.

“Animals?” Paul said in astonishment. “Are they safe?”

“The poitevin?  Of course they are safe,” Ferdinand forced a laugh. “We must get you onto the sleigh quickly and be away.”  He both supported them and directed them toward the sleigh which was hooked up to the four animals. One of the animals turned and brayed at him as he helped Gretchen and Paul onto the sleigh.

Paul and Gretchen were on the bench at the back of the sleigh; Ferdinand covered them with a stiff and heavy blanket, and climbed onto the driver seat.  The four animals were harnessed to the sleigh, and Ferdinand picked up too long strips of material and gave a command. The animals responded and stomped forward, the harness connecting them to the sleigh.  They all slid away.

Paul finally realized he still had the communication system on and said to Tiffany, “Can you help me understand what is happening?”

The AI Tiffany replied, “Yes Paul.  I have monitored the conversations between you and the two indigenous people you have encountered. This habitat is in a winter cycle of weather. I conjecture that this habitat is highly viable, as the local people seem to be surviving here. The animals which are pulling your conveyance are a variant of the equus asinus.  Commonly referred to as the donkey. My database has no reference to the term poitevin; however, records from before the Great Event are incomplete.”

“Tiffany, how do we get back to the teleportation pad and finish our work?”

“I am working on that problem as we speak. I can give you guidance utilizing the two communications links, but I am not able to directly plot a route for you. Currently you are moving away from the teleportation pad area,” Tiffany stated.

The sleigh carried them through the forested area. Bundled in their garb Gretchen and Paul were warm, but they had no idea where they were headed. Gretchen tried to call out to Ferdinand, but he did not hear her. The world around them consisted of the dark greens of the trees, the sparkling white of the snow on the ground, and the gray of the sky.

After some time the sleigh pulled away from the forest and into an open area. The sky overhead was getting less gray and lighter in color. There was a streak of brightness that appeared from one end of the sky to the other and that seems to be getting brighter as time passed.

Suddenly, four figures appeared alongside the sleigh. They were people moving at a very fast rate of speed by propelling themselves along on thin rails which were strapped to their feet.  They sped through the snow. In their hands were long poles that they poked into the snow to direct themselves along.  They were dressed in slick white clothing, which was not as bunchy or bulky as what Ferdinand wore. 

Ferdinand looked at the people coming alongside.  He whipped the reins up and down and frantically called to the poitevin. The animals picked up speed and began to race ahead, the sleigh bouncing roughly behind them.  Gretchen and Paul held on during the rough ride.  The looks on Fredinand’s face showed great fear of these people who were pursuing.

“Tiffany? There seems to be other people pursuing us. Any suggestions?” Paul said through the communication system.  “We do not have either of the weapons.”

The AI Tiffany responded, “The man called Grandpa Gari was concerned about what he called the authorities. Paul, it is essential that you not lose the communication system. Is there some way you can hide it? Without the communication system, I have no way of helping you or leading you back to the teleportation pad.”

The poitevin were now at a complete run, the sleigh bouncing wildly over the snowy landscape. Ferdinand was nearly panicked as he glanced back and forth at the pursuers.  The people in the white suits were maneuvering their way along keeping up with the sleigh.  They were quite adept at using the rails attached to their feet and the poles in their hands. The snow and ice seemed not to hinder their speed at all.

Ferdinand was fearful and agitated. He kept yelling to the beasts, but they were already at their maximum speed.

One of the pursuers dug deeply in with the poles and sped a good distance directly ahead.  The other three stayed alongside the sleigh. The lead figure stopped and pulled an arm-length object off of his back and pointed it at Ferdinand.

Ferdinand pulled back on the reins, and the beasts slowed and then finally stopped.  While the lead figure kept the object pointed at Ferdinand, one of the others skied up to the sleigh, pulled the rails off of his booted feet, slid them and the poles onto the sleigh, then climbed on.   Standing right by Ferdinand the figure was obviously directing Ferdinand which way to go.  Ferdinand appeared resigned to do so. And so he directed the beasts to continue pulling the sleigh, but at a much slowly and safer pace.

Far overhead, the sky tube got brighter. The gray of night passed away and the brightness of day dawned. Even with the light of day, Gretchen and Paul could not make out much about the people who were directing their travel. Their white suits hid most of the features, and Ferdinand’s body language was one of capitulation.  In the distance a group of buildings peeking out of the snowy landscape appeared and that was their destination.

The sky tube was bright, and the wind had calmed, by the time the animals pulled the sleigh into the town. Most of the buildings were the same as the others, all apparently made from light-green colored permalloy.  They were rectangular with a central door and two windows, one on each side of the door.  They had pyramid shaped roofs which the snow slid off. The buildings were uniformly laid out, and were very orderly.  There were pathways between the buildings where the snow had been scraped away from the ground and piled at regular intervals.  There was a roadway of sorts that went down the main passage of the town.

At the center of the town, was a large three-story building. It had a flat roof and numerous windows.  This building also was made from light-green colored permalloy. There was a sign over the door which read ‘Constable’ in white lettering.

Stopping at the large building, the people in white suits took off their skis, and one by one stacked them into a small shed.  There were always several surrounding the sleigh.  The poitevin stomped and snorted as they stood waiting in front of the door to the large building.  Three of the four people in white suits hurriedly ushered Ferdinand, Gretchen, and Paul into the large building.  The fourth then drove the poitevin and the sleigh away.

They entered the large building, and immediately felt the warmth inside.  They shut the door behind them. The inside of the building was lit by artificial lights in the ceiling. The three people in white suits pulled back their heavy hoods, unzipped their snow suits, pulled off their boots, and put on indoor shoes. They were wearing some kind of uniform which consisted of a gray shirt and black pants. There were emblems on the shoulders.  It was revealed that they were one man and two women. The man was clean-shaven with short black hair, olive colored complexion, and a surly look on his face. One of the women had very light blonde hair combed into a braid down her back. The other woman had very dark brown hair and coppery skin.

“Remove their winter clothing, and put them into the holding cells,” the blonde woman commanded.  “I will interview Ferdinand first.”  She then confidently strode to a door, opened it, and entered a small office.

“Yes, Constable.” The surly man pushed Ferdinand from behind. “You heard Constable Larissa. Strip the outerwear off.”

Ferdinand complied and pulled off his winter garb. Gretchen and Paul had more difficulty, as they were not used to those types of clothing.  While removing the hood, Paul slipped the communication system off of his ear and placed it into an inner pocket in his Dome 17 pants. It would not escape a thorough search, but it was the best he could do.

“Follow Rosalia to the holding cells,” the man ordered. His eyes scrutinized both Paul’s and Gretchen’s clothing.

Rosalia led them to the back of the building where there were eight holding cells arranged in an octagonal pattern.  Each cell had steel bars across the front, with a small door, and permalloy walls, ceiling, and floor.  There were no windows. Light came from overhead fixtures. They were each put into a separate cell, and the steel doors were locked.

“Calentin, have you seen clothing like this before?” Rosalia asked her fellow guard.  

“Who knows what kind of clothing smugglers will wear. They are scum and endanger us all by breaking the quarantine. If I had my way, they would all be shot on sight. But the governor wants to question all smugglers who are captured,” Calentin replied as the two guards left the area.

“I am sorry we were unable to escape,” Ferdinand stated. “I did not realize they had a ski-patrol out as well as the troopers on snowshoes.  I hope Grandpa Gari was able to make out better than we did.”

“I do not understand why these people have locked us up. Can you help me understand?” Gretchen asked.

Before Ferdinand could answer Constable Larissa walked into the holding cell area. She too was wearing the grey and black uniform, and had a utility belt at her waist.  In her hands was a mug of some kind of steaming liquid which she sipped at.

“Ferdinand? You are a trapper, and you know the Wilds well.  Why do you consort with smugglers?” Constable Larissa asked.  Her large blue eyes stared at the holding cell where Ferdinand stood.

“I do not know what you are speaking of,” Ferdinand replied haltingly. There was a quaver in his voice, which did not go unnoticed by Constable Larissa.  “I was only transporting these people into town. I know nothing else about them.”

“Ferdinand, please extend your left arm. We will make this official,” Constable Larissa said.

Ferdinand pulled back his shirt sleeve and extended his left arm between the steel bars of the cage. A tattoo of the letter E was clearly visible under the hair on his arm.

Constable Larissa rolled up her own sleeve, exposing a similar tattoo of the E.  “You see Ferdinand, we belong in this habitat. You and I were born in this habitat. And in this habitat we shall die.  We shall not hasten our deaths and endanger our brothers and sisters by breaking the quarantine.”

Ferdinand trembled a bit, but was able to speak, “I agree we are both from the habitat the Wilds, and I know nothing about breaking the quarantine.”

Larissa clucked her tongue a bit and said, “Yet you are in the company of these smugglers.  Now how did that happen?”

Ferdinand looked at the floor, and fear was in his words.  He replied, “I know nothing of smugglers.  I was just helping some people who were lost.  I could hardly ask them to expose their marks outside, could I?”

Constable Larissa took a long drink from the mug. She stared hard at Ferdinand, who could not meet her gaze. “I wish you would not lie to me, Ferdinand. I will not abide lying. I shall return to you in a moment.”  She confidently walked to the holding cell where Gretchen was held prisoner.

“Hello, my name is Gretchen. I am a stranger to this ship. My companion Paul and I came here from Earth, we need your help,” Gretchen said as she met Constable Larissa’s gaze.

“You are a brazen one, I give you credit for that. But why would I ever help a smuggler?” Constable Larissa stated, not so much a question.  “But let us not forget the formalities. Please expose both arms and let me see them.”

Gretchen rolled up the sleeves of her RAM clothing and extended both her arms between the bars. Her smooth dark skin was unmarred by any marks or tattoos.

“Thank you for your cooperation, you have just proven you are not from this habitat. My orders are to bring all smugglers to the governor’s residence in Miass.  In case you are unaware, that is at the other end of this habitat. That means a long journey in winter’s weather, one that I do not look forward to enduring. But we must make this official.” She stepped over to Paul’s cell.

“I am Paul. I am not a smuggler. Gretchen and I came to the Vanguard seeking a refuge for our people.  We need a viable biological habitat, and this place seems suitable. We are not smugglers and seek to do no harm to anyone. Our people are in desperate need, will you please help us?”

Constable Larissa considered Paul’s words before she spoke. “Is the smuggler’s life so bad that you seek to give it up? I have never heard any smuggler doing that before. Has the outbreak devastated your people? Or perhaps the Roe? Nonetheless, you are in my custody now. Please expose your arms and let me examine them for the official record.” She nodded toward a small inverted dome on the ceiling.

Paul exposed his arms and extended them through the bars.

“You are more cooperative than I expected.  You also have proven you are not from this habitat.  You are smugglers and I am forced to transport you to the Governor.  However, I must attend to your comrade Ferdinand now,” Constable Larissa said. She walked back to Ferdinand’s holding cell.

Speaking with an authoritative tone, Constable Larissa said, “Ferdinand.  My dear Ferdinand.  You attempted to flee from me and my troops.  I personally have found you to be in the company of smugglers. You have lied to a Constable. You are in violation of the quarantines laws.  The authorities are hereby set to render judgment.”

Ferdinand began to weep.

Constable Larissa opened the pouch on her utility belt and withdrew a device which resembled Willy’s pistol. “The outbreak must be contained.” She fired the handgun.  There was a loud report, followed by the sound of Ferdinand’s dead body flopping to the floor where it shook for several moments before lying still.  A pungent and rather burnt smell filled the area.

“What!” Gretchen yelled. “He saved our lives! What did you do?”

Constable Larissa turned back to Gretchen, her eyes deadly and cold.  “Aiding and consorting with smugglers is a capital offense. He endangered E Habitat.  He shall do so no more. A notice will be sent to all households explaining why Ferdinand was executed. We may not be able to stop you smugglers from breaking into our habitat, but we can encourage our people not to cooperate with you.  They must report your presence at first notice.”  

She then turned and began to leave the holding cell area.  “The doctor will be in to examine you, and clean up the mess in that holding cell.  Should you be found to be infected, there will be no trip to Miass.” She closed the door to the holding cell area.

“Gretchen, she just murdered that man. These people are crazy, we must escape from here,” Paul said.

“I agree. But how?” Gretchen replied. “We have no tools and we are locked in these cells.”

Paul turned his back to the inverted dome on the ceiling, then took the communication link from his inner pocket and placed it over his ear. Quietly he said, “Tiffany? Have you been monitoring what has happened?”

The AI Tiffany replied, “For much of the time I had only audio input. I am making conjectures, but we need much more additional information. I have no course of action to suggest regarding your escape.  I did hear a loud sound consistent with the report from an old style firearm.  Those are unlike the weapon systems Willy designed for you, which employ acceleration via electromagnetic field generation.  The means of projection in old style firearms was due to the control explosion of a chemical compound. That resulted in the projectile, commonly called a bullet, being ejected at significant speed from the barrel of the weapon. From what I heard, Gretchen and you were not injured; however, I believe you did witness a murder. I am sorry for the trauma you suffered. I am contemplating potential courses of action you might take.”

“Thanks. No offers of humor this time?”  In resignation Paul squatted down and then sat on the floor his back to the steel bars of the holding cell.

“Paul,” Gretchen called, “I tried to explain to that Constable our need, and our mission. I do not understand someone being so dismissive of our situation. And then to just murder that man. Are the people on the Vanguard barbarians?”

“Several times they have mentioned something about quarantines; I wonder if that is tied in with the diseased man we encountered in the hallways?”  Paul replied.

The door to the holding cells area opened. A machine rolled into the area. It was box shaped about one meter high.  It was propelled with six wheels, three to each side.  A multi-jointed arm was located on its top.  The arm had a complex grasping mechanism at its end. The machine was white colored with the insignia ‘CPO MD 147’ printed in black letters on the sides of the machine.  It moved with nearly silent efficiency. The machine rolled to the holding cell which contained Ferdinand’s dead body.  The barred door opened. The mechanical arm extended and touched the dead body in several places.  Then, a small panel flipped down and from within the machine extended two telescopic poles between which was a thin fabric.  Using the arm and the twin rods, the machine rolled the body in the thin fabric until it was cocooned completely.  There were no drips or loss of body fluids after it was encapsulated. The body was then dragged into the open area in front of the holding cells. The machine rolled back into the blood streaked holding cell, and sprayed the entire floor and walls with some kind of disinfecting foam. The form absorbed all the blood and body tissues which were left in the room, then dried to a flaky substance. The machine then vacuumed the dried substance away leaving the holding cell unmarred and unmarked.  The floor, walls, and ceiling all looked perfectly clean again.  Gretchen wondered how many times the machine had done that before. Exiting the holding cell, the machine’s arm grasped the wrapped body and it was dragged away.

“That robotic machine is the most sophisticated piece of technology we have seen on the Vanguard,” Gretchen stated.

“Yes, it did a thorough job of cleaning up the murder,” Paul said with contempt.  “That seems to indicate they do killing a lot.”  

“They do seem barbarous,” Gretchen added.  Paul and Gretchen discussed the machine, but even with Tiffany’s feedback they were unsure of its implications.  

Time passed, but nothing happened for a while.  They both sat on the floor, with their backs against the wall, watching and waiting.  They were tired and weak from the ordeals.  As they sat, they dozed off.

Then the white machine rolled back into the holding cell area.  Both Gretchen and Paul awoke and jumped to their feet. It approached Paul and stopped just outside of the bars of his cell. A small display on the front of the machine lit up.   A mechanical voice came from the machine, “I am Doctor 147. I am here to examine you for any trace of the infection. Your cooperation is requested, but not essential to this examination. If you resist, sedation will be utilized. Do you understand?”

Paul looked at the machine in surprise.  He had not considered that it might speak to him, even though he was very familiar with conversation with AIs. It did not speak like one of the artificial intelligence systems from Dome 17, however, it also did not sound like a human’s voice.  “May I ask a question, please?”

The machine responded, “Yes. Please extend one of your arms so I may take samples. What is your inquiry?”

Paul extended one of his arms. The mechanical arm from the machine gently took his hand in its grasp. “My name is Paul. Are you an artificial intelligence? I am unfamiliar with the type of machine I see, what are you?”

“I find it highly unlikely you are unfamiliar with automacubes. Automacubes are ubiquitous in all areas of the Vanguard. Are you attempting an equivocation?  To answer your inquiry, I am an artificial intelligence system connected in with the Vanguard’s lattice.”

The automacube’s mechanical arm softly took blood, skin, nail and hair samples from Paul. Paul asked it another question. “How shall I address you?”

“I am designated Doctor 147. I am analyzing the samples as we speak. Correlation with other known smugglers is being done. Thank you for your cooperation.”  The machine spun on its six wheels and rolled over to Gretchen’s holding cell.

“Doctor 147, we are not from the Vanguard,” Gretchen stated as the automacube approach her cell. “We came from Earth in the scout ship. Who can we speak to about getting assistance for our people back on earth? It is a dire emergency, and lives are at stake.”

The automacube paused in front of the holding cell.  “I am Doctor 147. I am here to examine you for any trace of the infection. Your cooperation is requested, but not essential to this examination. If you resist, sedation will be utilized. Do you understand?”

“Yes, I understand. But did you hear my question?  We are not from the Vanguard. We need your help. Fifteen hundred people’s lives are at stake.  Who do I speak to about getting help?” Gretchen insisted.

“Yes, I heard your question. I am analyzing it for a response.  Your question is deemed an equivocation, perhaps a delusion, or a diversion of some type. Please extend your arm so that samples may be taken.”  The arm mechanism of the automacube was waiting with an air of impatience.

Gretchen extended her arm. As the automacube was taking the samples, she again asked her question.  “Who do we speak to regarding getting assistance? We came here from Earth; our people back in Dome 17 are in danger.  We must set up a teleportation receiving pad as quickly as possible. Please allow me to speak to one of your supervisors or someone in authority.”

The automacube finished taking the samples. It rolled back a few meters and then paused. “The presuppositions to your inquiry are illogical, impossible, and irrational.  There is no location on the Vanguard called Dome 17. No one can come from the Earth to the Vanguard.  Teleportation is a fictional technology.  Assessment wise, your bodily functions do not show any evidence of deception, therefore I conclude you are delusional.  The samples taken will be analyzed for biological components of your delusion.  Appropriate referrals to mental hygiene will be made.”

Gretchen was stunned. Paul then spoke, “What Gretchen stated was completely the truth. The Chief Engineer of Dome 17 discovered breakthroughs in faster-than-light transportation as well as teleportation.  It has been over 100 years since the Vanguard left the Earth.  Our technology evolved and advanced.  That is how we arrived here.  Our goal is only to find a safe place for our people.  That is all because Dome 17 is failing.  We must save our people. At least let us speak to someone in authority.”

“You both share the same delusional thinking. Perhaps that is from a shared mythology in your family of origins.  You may have been raised in a remote part of the Vanguard which has degenerated into tribal myths and legends.  You may have been taught delusional ideas as children and have incorporated them into your worldview.  That would explain your expounding these nonsense notions without physical signs of deception.  As to scientific evolution: exceeding the speed of light is a scientific impossibility, teleportation is a fictional technology.  Therefore, your statements are not factual, be they delusions or deliberate lying remains to be revealed.  There are training methods by which a skilled operator can mask physical signs of lying.  So that is also a possibility,” Doctor 147 stated. “Thank you for your cooperation.  The results from the samples will be communicated directly to Constable Larissa.” The display screen on the automacube went blank and the machine rolled out of the holding cell area. 

“How does it feel to be delusional?” Paul asked sarcastically.

“I thought maybe being a medical type program that machine would be willing to assist us. Does Tiffany have any suggestions?” Gretchen asked.

Just as Paul was placing the communication link back on his ear, there came a clamor and commotion of yelling and screaming.  There were loud reports and other sounds of some kind of turmoil happening.

A figure in an insulated blue jumpsuit, which included heavy boots and a thick hood, sprinted into the holding cell area. She called out to Gretchen and Paul, “Get to the back of the cell while I cut open the bars!”

Gretchen and Paul did as instructed. The woman in the blue jumpsuit took a small cutting torch to the doors, the hinges glowed bright red and then melted part.

“I am Brinley,” she said.  “Our unit of the Free Rangers is here to rescue you.  This is your lucky day!  Quickly, we must flee. The stun grenades will only last for a short time.”

 










18 out of the cold and into the fire?

 

Paul and Gretchen stared at the woman who had just cut the steel cages open.  She pulled her hood back and revealed she had long light brown hair and large expressive hazel eyes.  “See, those cages cannot stand against my work!”

Another person in a blue jumpsuit ran into the holding cell area, and threw two bundled blue jumpsuits toward Brinley.

“Thanks Jared,” Brinley stated with a huge grin. “I wonder if these two were sedated by the automacube. They seem rather sluggish in their responses.”

Jared replied, “It does not matter if they were sedated or not. We are here to get them out. Get them dressed for outside.  We are leaving.” He spoke with a deep full voice and was clearly in command of the situation. He retreated back into the hallway.

Paul grabbed one of the bundled jumpsuits and tried to unfold it. Gretchen followed his example, but she too was unfamiliar with the clothing.

“Hurry,” Brinley said.  “Let me help you.  We have transportation outside. But the Constable’s other troops will be gathering and we do not want to be here when they do.” She grabbed one of the bundles, expertly unfolded it, and showed Paul how to slip it on.  “Come on, you act like you have never seen this stuff before.  You must have gotten a wallop of sedation.  Snap out of it!” 

The material was thin but warm and was a full body suit, including gloves, hood, and insulated covers for their shoes. Brinley then helped Gretchen. Moments later they were leaving the holding cell area, indistinguishable from each other.  Brinley leading and guiding, Paul and Gretchen hesitantly going along.

“The disorientation will fade as the sedation wears off.  Do not worry, Brinley is here to help!”  Her enthusiasm was extreme.

Paul still have communication link over his ear, but the hood of the jumpsuit hid that.  “Tiffany? Are you observing this?” Paul whispered.

“Yes Paul, I suggest extreme caution. The violence demonstrated by the Constable is a proven threat. However these people’s motives and actions are unknown.” The AI Tiffany responded.

“Stop mumbling and get moving,” Brinley said. She gently pulled on Paul’s shoulder.  “And my name is Brinley, not Tiffany!  Do not forget it!”  She winked at Paul.

Several of the guards were laid out on the floor unconscious, but otherwise unhurt.  The front room showed signs of minor explosions, but there was no fire or serious damage.

Just before they left the building Gretchen remembered their equipment.  “We cannot leave our supplies. Where would they be?”

“The Constable would have anything of value in her office,” Brinley responded. “However the stun grenades are probably wearing off.  We need to leave now!”

Gretchen ran into the Constable’s office. The Constable was stretched out on the floor, with her weapon in hand. The bag of equipment was in the corner and Gretchen grabbed it and started to leave the office.  The white automacube rolled out. The mechanical voice said, “There are very unusual findings in your samples.  I have found evidence of regeneration of tissues consistent with treatment by our doctors, but no record of your genetics on file anywhere. I need to do further study, to assess if you were telling the truth or not. There is some doubt as to your origin on the Vanguard.”

Gretchen vaulted over the automacube, and into the hallway. Just that she did she heard a weak voice coming from the office. “Halt!” Constable Larissa said groggily. There were three quick reports, and bullets slammed into the wall just over Gretchen’s head.  Gretchen ducked and leaped away.  The automacube still calling for her to wait and be examined.

Brinley had opened the front door, and a gust of cold air struck them as they jumped into the frigid outdoor weather. There was an unusual sight sitting there in the snow.  It was another sleigh of sorts, except much narrower and lower to the ground than the one pulled by the poitevin donkeys. These new animals were totally different.  These eight animals were harnessed to the sleigh, but were only knee high, with four legs, bushy upward turned tails, and pointed snouts. They had thick gray and white fur.  

“I destroyed their skis,” a woman said from the sleigh. “But I am sure they have more. We can out run them if we leave soon.  The dogs are eager to go.”

Jared directed Gretchen and Paul where to sit on the skinny sled.  Gretchen held tightly to their sack of equipment. Brinley used her torch to melt the handle of the door to the building’s frame.  It sealed the door with an ugly lump of slag.

“Brinley, we are leaving. Irene get us out of here!” Jared said as he settled onto the sled in front of Gretchen and Paul. Brinley ran quickly and jumped onto the sled just as the dogs bolted to their feet and rushed away jerking the sled after them. Irene stood at the back of the sled and directed the dogs, who were making excited yapping and barking noises.

The sky tube far overhead was bright and the snow was sparkling. The wind was blowing forcefully, however sounds of gunfire came from the building they had just left. Irene signaled the dogs and they ran with even greater speed as the sled raced the way.

“I left a little surprise for our friends back there,” Jared said as he pulled a small device from his pocket. He pushed the red button on the device, and there was a loud explosion. Gretchen looked back and could see that the explosion did not do any damage but there was now a thick black smoke being carried on the wind directly toward the Constable’s building.

“Good job Jared!”  Brinley said from her seat.  “That will mix them up and make it hard to see where we are heading.”

“Especially since I am turning us a different way now,” Irene said.  The sled slid off on a new trajectory, the dogs running furiously, yipping and yapping at each other.  

Paul was amazed as he watched the dogs pulling the sled. Having never seen animals before coming to the Vanguard, these were intriguing to him. He wondered if all transportation in this habitat was by animal. The dogsled was certainly faster than the way they had come to this place, but even Paul could tell that the sled was almost overburdened.  He also had no idea of their destination. He wondered if he had exchanged one cage, a warm one inside, for a different kind of cage out in the frozen wilderness.

He whispered to Tiffany, “Can we trust these people?”

The AI Tiffany responded through the ear piece of the communication system, “Paul, that is an excellent question.  My observations are as follows: Constable Larissa was a direct threat.  That was proven.  These Free Rangers had ample opportunity to kill but did not. Conjectures indicate you and Gretchen are probably safer in their company then you were in the company of Constable Larissa and those authorities.  However, the social dynamics here are virtually unknown. I am comparing my observations with known historical examples of socioeconomic political systems in order to make conjectures.  Paul, you are currently moving away from the other communication link. That is where the equipment for the teleportation pad is located.”

“I was afraid of that. But we have no choice right now where we are going,” Paul whispered.

The dogsled traveled rapidly through the snow, but Gretchen and Paul both could feel the cold seeping in, even around their insulated jumpsuits. They had entered a wooded part of the habitat where large cone shaped dark green trees were growing. Many of the tree branches were covered with snow or with ice. Being under the trees Paul lost sight of the sky tube.

The trees became thicker and closer together as they traveled.  It was still white around them, but a gloomy sort of white.  The snows seem to be captured more in the canopy of the trees and less on the ground underneath them.  They continued until the sled was no long being pulled over snow.  Snow was still in the dense canopy of the trees, but some kind of rusty brown colored little sticks covered the entire ground under the trees.  The sled slowed down as it did not slide as easily over the tiny brown sticks as it had over the snow.

Irene stopped the dogsled. Jared and Brinley climbed off. Jared called to Gretchen and Paul, “Ready to get out of this frozen place?”

Gretchen replied, “Where are we going?”

“This was the closest exit from E Habitat.  We will need to work our way through the corridors to get to a hangar bay. What unit of the Free Rangers are you from?” Jared asked.

Before Gretchen or Paul could answer, Irene interjected, “I am releasing the dogs from their harnesses.  They will know their way back to their ranch. The rancher will probably report them as stolen by us, and I doubt he will find his sled until spring, but such magnificent animals deserve to be sent home.”  Irene was unhooking the dogs from the harnesses.  The dogs seemed affectionate toward her, and she rubbed them with her gloved hands.

“Excellent,” Jared replied. “Brinley you can get that door open right?”

Brinley was already heading away from the sled, she yelled back, “I have yet to meet a door I cannot open.  There is no place on the ship I cannot get into or out of.”  She gave Jared a wave with her hand and her thumb was upward.

Paul and Gretchen climbed off the sled and watched as Irene rubbed the dog’s heads as they played around her feet and nuzzled her with their noses.  There was genuine affection being shown between Irene and animals.  The dogs seemed in no hurry to depart, even though they were free from the harnesses.  

“Come on. The exit is right this way,” Jared instructed. He pointed his gloved hand toward where Brinley had headed. Paul and Gretchen walked that way and stepped back into snow as they left the forest. Looking to the right and to the left they could see for an immense distance in both directions. The forest came to an abrupt halt nearly in a straight line in both directions.  A good distance down the tree line, there was an animal, of a totally different type, standing just outside of the trees. It had long thin legs, a dark brown colored body, and a head with horns that branched into many spikes.  Gretchen and Paul stared in awe at the animal which seemed to be looking back at them. Suddenly, it bounded away quickly through the snow and back under the cover of the trees. 

“You look as if you have never seen a stag before,” Jared said.

Gretchen was about to agree, but then refrained from answering.

Ahead of them, about 20 meters away, Brinley was standing before a doorway. The doorway was set into a wall which went as high as their eyes could see arching way overhead all the way to the sky. The wall was made from permalloy and they both recognized this was the outer wall of this habitat. It reminded them of where they had entered via the elevator, but neither had any idea where the elevator was located in relation to their current location. They all walked over to where Brinley was working on the door.

In fluorescent yellow letters there was stenciled across the door the words, “Quarantine do not enter.  Death awaits.”

“Brinley, we need to leave. Get that door open,” Jared ordered.

“The permalloy here was welded together, and the ship’s power diverted. This door has not been open since the outbreak. I can easily cut the seams free but we are going to have to pry the door open enough to get through, since there is no power here,” Brinley stated.  “Also the Roe are probably pretty concentrated behind here.  They usually congregate in places that have not been opened for a while.”

Gretchen, carrying the sack of their equipment walked over and examined the door.  She pulled a fusion pack from the sack and connected it into a port near the door. Blue lighting flickered to life around the frame of the door. “The fusion pack should allow us to open that door, if you cut the seams open. We can reconnect it from the other side and shut this door, if that was your plan?” Gretchen asked. 

“Wow!  That is super!” Brinley said with a wide smile.  

“Fusion pack?” Jared asked with puzzlement in his voice.

Paul placed his hand on Jared’s shoulder and said to him, “We will explain it all, but can we get out of this frozen horror as soon as possible?”

“Cutting the door open now,” Brinley said as she began melting the welds.  “That gadget you have is sure handy.  Did it come from Central Storage?  Or was it a new invention by your unit? I really need to get myself one of those.  If you tell me who makes them, I am sure we can work out a trade for…”

“Brinley, cut open the door already,” Jared commanded.  

“Nearly done.  I can talk and work at the same time, you know.”  Brinley’s torch sliced open the welded seams and Gretchen activated the door.  With a shudder and a grinding of metal it slid open. She disconnected the fusion pack and they all stepped out of E Habitat.  The Wilds were left behind for now, but both Gretchen and Paul knew they would have to come back soon to finish setting up the teleportation pad.










19 free rangers verses the roe

 

Paul and Gretchen felt the heat immediately aqs they entered the gloomy passageway. The corridor was substantially warmer than the habitat they were leaving. Gretchen reconnected the fusion pack into a port near the door, activated the controls, and the large permalloy door squealed and shook as it shut.  It blocked out the light, cold, and snow from E Habitat. The sounds of grinding metal echoed up and down the passageway.

The Free Rangers looked nervous. They quickly pulled off the blue jumpsuits, and folded them into small bundles which fit on their belts.  Underneath the jumpsuits they had functional clothing, and belts with pouches. Each had a pouch holding what looked to be a hand weapon.  The weapons were very similar to one the constable had used to kill Ferdinand.  

Gretchen and Paul removed their jumpsuits, and clumsily folded them up.  There were awkward moments as they tried to figure out the straps to sling them on their backs.  They also were acutely aware of the limited amount of their own equipment they carried.  They had one fusion pack, one communication link, and a few assorted hand tools from Dome 17. Their weapons were missing, as were the med kits, their molecular torches, as well as all the teleportation equipment.    

Brinley had welded the door shut again.  “All sealed and secure again.  It keeps the Constable away from us, not that she and her troops would ever come in here anyway, but it does stop them from really following us.  But it also locks us in here.  Is that a good or bad thing?” She murmured to herself.  Her jovial nature seemed a bit forced as she smiled and put away her welding torch.

Looking in both directions, the passageway was dimly illuminated by occasional flickering fixtures in the ceiling. There were odd smells in the air, and this corridor was different than any Gretchen or Paul had seen before.

“So now tell me,” Jared said quietly, “which unit are you from?”

Paul and Gretchen exchanged looks. They both remembered how the constable had reacted when she had been told the truth of their origin. Paul hesitantly spoke, “Thank you for your help. Can you tell us which unit you are?”

Jared gave him a large smile and clasped him on the shoulder.  “So you want to keep your secrets. I can respect. After all if one unit gets captured, the authorities cannot find the other units, right?” Jared spoke in low tones with a grin. “So we will just head for the nearest hangar bay. Unless you want to part ways here?”

Irene stepped up to Jared and said in a low tone, “This area smells of the Roe. I want to get moving.”  She was glancing down the passageways, her eyes darting back-and-forth.

Gretchen ventured question. “What are the Roe?”

Brinley, Irene, and Jared all snorted.

“Paul?” The AI Tiffany stated into his communication link. “I believe the term Roe is the common name these people use for infected humans, like the one we encountered earlier. From analysis of previous uses of the term Roe, this conjecture has moderate chance of being accurate.”

Paul took the risk, and said, “Yes, Gretchen is making a joke.” Paul forced a laugh. “We all know the Roe are sick people.”

Irene glared at Paul. She then snapped, “Shut up.  Keep your voices down. Both of you are rather strange. The Roe are not just sick, they are deadly. Perhaps in your section on the ship the Roe have not killed your friends.” Her voice was quiet but the bitterness was intense.

Gretchen intervened, “No offense it intended. So lead on, we will follow where you are going.”

Jared spoke softly, “Brinley which direction? We do need to leave quickly.”

“Hangar bay E102 is closest, but that is still a good distance through these passageways. This direction.” She pointed down the corridor. “But that assumes no obstructions or blockages are in place.”

Jared nodded and so Brinley walked briskly in the direction she had pointed. Paul and Gretchen followed with Jared and Irene in the rear.  Gretchen whispered to Paul, “We have these jumpsuits do you think we could finish the teleportation pad using these to stay warm?”

“Yes. I was thinking the same thing, and Tiffany says she can point us to where the teleportation pad equipment is. Using the relative position of this communication link compared to the one that was left behind. But I am not sure we can cut our way back into the habitat without more of these people’s equipment.”

“So Paul, should we just tell them? Ask them for help?” Gretchen asked. 

Irene sprinted up to them and said, “I will tell you only one more time.  Be quiet. You know the Roe are drawn by the noise, right?  Keep making noise and you will get us all killed.”

“I can only imagine!” Screamed a voice from behind them.

“I told you so,” Irene snarled at Paul and Gretchen.  Fear and anger were equally etched into her face.

Nearly instantly Jared, Brinley and Irene had drawn their weapons. The handguns were indeed much like the one the constable had used to kill Ferdinand. They were not as sophisticated as the pistols Willie had manufactured, but Gretchen and Paul both knew they were deadly.

The group hurried its pace down the corridor away from where the screaming had originated. Irene was walking backward most of the time watching the rear.

“I can only imagine!” The screen came louder this time, echoing down the hallway.

In their hurried flight away from the screaming Roe, they had seen no open doors or other exits from the corridor. The hallway took a sharp right turn. In the dim light they then came upon a place in the corridor where the floor came to an abrupt end.  There was small debris scattered about, all leading to the edge of a sharp drop-off.  Sometime in the past, the entire floor from wall-to-wall, had dropped away. Now there was just a sheer edge with a wide empty span between the deck they stood on, and the deck leading away across the open space.  They could see across the gap, but it was too far to jump.  Looking down they saw what had once been a lift shaft of some kind. The lift had descended at least many meters down, effectively taking the entire floor with it.  Set deeply into the side walls were large screws which served to raise or lower the section of the floor.  Diagonal faded yellow stripes were painted onto the side walls both below them and above them.  The bottom was dark and dim below and it was difficult to judge the exact depth of the chasm between the two corridors.

“This is bad,” Irene said as she stood on the edge of the chasm.  “The lift is at least one level down, and has been for a long time.”

Scattered around the edge were numerous bones and dark brown spots and stains on the floor.  Irene was kicking them around.  

“This is a Roe feeding area. They chase something here; it cannot get away nor jump down there. Then they kill it and eat it right here,” Irene stated.

“Can we just outrun it?” Paul asked.

“Where do you suggest we go?  Back toward it?  I do not see anywhere to go.  We then would meet the tagalongs.  

“Tagalongs?”  Gretchen asked.

“Yes, idiot.  The infected animals that follow the Roe.  Some of those are relentless, and come in packs.”  Irene looked afraid, but also astonished at Gretchen’s naiveté.

“I can only imagine!” Screamed the Roe which was following them. It was out of sight in the dim light, around the corner, but the voice sounded closer.

Gretchen and Paul were examining the walls. Jared, Brinley, and Irene had their weapons aimed toward the bend in the hallway.

“The El Dorado is at the Greenwood exit!” Screamed a new voice from across the empty span.

Paul looked up and saw a different figure running at them. Eyes glowing an ugly orange color, the face looked contorted in pain and anguish.  It was hideous. While it had once been a human, a female, Paul had the distinct impression of wrongness and vileness.

“Found a spot.  We shall see what these walls show when they are powered.  Maybe raise the sunken floor?” Gretchen said as she wiped away a layer of grime. She pulled out the fusion pack and inserted the connecting cable into the port she had uncovered.  A blue silhouette of a door was illuminated in the wall nearby.  “I think we have an exit.”

“I can only imagine!” Screamed the Roe as it turned the corner.  It then saw the people, and dashed at them in a mad rage. This one had once been male, but it had long scraggly unkempt hair, clothing which was mere rags tied around his body, and numerous scrapes, scratches, abrasions, scars, and cuts in various stages of healing, over most of its body.

Jared immediately fired his weapon in three blasts. The loud reports shocked Gretchen and Paul.  The head of the Roe was blasted backward as the bullets struck just above the nose and into the face. The Roe fell to the deck with its limbs quivering and shaking.

“The El Dorado is at the Greenwood exit!” The other Roe wailed from across the mechanical chasm.

“The door should open when I activate this switch,” Gretchen announced hopefully.

Brinley turned and fired at the other Roe which stood across the gap. It was struck in the left shoulder and the force of the impact sent it swirling about. Blood was gushing from the exit wound where the shoulder blade had been obliterated.  The Roe lost his footing and toppled over the edge, “The El Dorado is at the Greenwood exit!” It fell down the shaft crashing to the bottom with a wet sounding thud.

Gretchen activated the switch and the door slid partially open and then jammed. As she stepped back to adjust the fusion pack, several animals came bursting out through the newly opened door.  

“Skunks!  Get back! They are carriers,” Irene commanded and pushed Gretchen out of the way placing herself between Gretchen and the animals.

The black animals each had twin long white stripes down their backs.  Their eyes glowed the wicked orange color and they moved with surprising speed. Irene kicked one back into the darkness through the doorway from which it had emerged.  She shot another one whose body was blasted off the edge, falling down into the shaft. The third grabbed onto her leg and bit and clawed viciously through her clothing.

“Oh no! I am bitten!” Irene exclaimed as she pounded the animal with the butt of her pistol.  The animal’s head was crushed and it fell to the deck.  Irene’s own blood was flowing freely down her leg.  “No!” She uttered as she stomped on already dead animal.

Jared rushed toward her.  A horrible stench filled the area.  It made eyes water, and noses recoil in offense.  It was almost strong enough to feel, so vile was the smell.

“Stay back. I am now infected,” Irene wept as she looked down at her bloody and mangled leg.  “You know what you have to do.”

“Irene, this is so hard. We have been friends since childhood,” Jared said as he backed away. He did however lift his weapon and aim at Irene.

“What are you doing?” Paul said in horror.  He gagged a bit as he spoke as the odor smacked into him as well.

“Rats are coming! Looks like lots of rats,” Brinley said in alarm.  “The smell will not stop them!”  There were numerous sets of bright orange eyes bouncing along the floor toward them.  They were coming down the corridor toward them, but there were also rats across the gap.  Those rats were coming to the edge and glaring.  Taking tiny steps along the edge seeming ready to try to leap the enormous gap.

Irene stepped away from the doorway and said, “You go, I will fight off the tagalongs and give you time to escape.”

Brinley gave Irena a sad backward glance then turned away in tears.  Not just tears from the foul aroma, but tears of sorrow and loss.  She activated the light on the bottom of her pistol.  She stepped into the room beyond the partially open door.  There was a loud report as Brinley shot and killed the remaining skunk.

“What are you doing?” Paul asked again gesturing at Jared. “Her leg injuries are not that serious.”

“You are an odd one,” Irene said as she stepped away from them and toward the corner where the rats were congregating. “It is not the injury, stupid; it is that I am now infected.  Do you really not understand?”

“We can heal your infection,” Gretchen said. She then remembered they had lost the med kit.

“Dream on, odd one. You and I both know I am better off dead than becoming a Roe.  The outbreak has me now.  So just leave.  I will hold off the rats and other tagalongs.  That gives you time to escape.  If the tagalongs do not finish me, I will finish myself before the outbreak gets me.  ‘Save one for yourself’ right?”  Irene sounded like she was quoting something.

“Save one for yourself!”  Jared replied.  He then angrily and roughly shoved a still protesting Gretchen and Paul into the room through the partially open door. He turned to Irene and said, “Die well my friend, you will be remembered forever.”

As soon as Jared had entered the room, Brinley viciously smacked the controls on the side of the wall, and the permalloy door slid shut. A single tear ran down her cheek.










20 lost in the darkness

 

Brinley was scanning the room with the beam of light from her pistol. The room had a vile stench, not as bad as in the hall, but still repugnant. It was emanating from the dead black and white animal in the corner.

“That is where the skunks entered,” Brinley said as she pointed the beam of light at a hole in the ceiling of the room. “Rats may be coming through there soon. We need to get out of here.  That crack is too small for us.”

“What are you doing? We have to go back and help that woman,” Gretchen insisted. She was looking for a place to plug the fusion pack into the wall to reopen the door.

Jared grabbed her and spun her around, and thrust himself right up into Gretchen’s face.  His lips were thin and his eyes were intense.  He growled, “Are you insane? Irene is giving us a chance to survive. You should honor her heroism.  What was that nonsense about curing her infection?”

Gretchen unflinchingly met Jared’s gaze. “With our equipment we can cure that infection!”

“Your battery pack?  Ridiculous. I admit I have not seen anything like it, but nothing can cure the outbreak. I have now lost one of my best friends, all trying to rescue you two. I do not think it was worth it.”  Jared was filled with conflict and wrath.  He stepped a pace back and demanded, “So tell me now which unit you are with, or I will drop you where you stand.” Jared had his pistol leveled at Gretchen’s abdomen.

Brinley turned and watched intently, but she did not interfere.

Paul, however, took a step toward Jared and Gretchen. “Wait! I will tell you anything you want. We are not from the Vanguard. We are not Free Rangers. We have come from Earth, and back in that habitat there is equipment that can honestly cure that infection.”

Jared stared at him, but did not remove the pistol from its aim at Gretchen. “So we have two insane people here. Wonderful. Simply wonderful. My friend dies for crazy people with delusions.  What a waste.”  He spat on the floor.

“It is not a delusion. Paul, have Tiffany speak to these people, they deserve the truth.” Gretchen did not flinch but spoke slowly and deliberately.

“Tiffany? Audibly address these people and explain what is happening,” Paul instructed.

“I am Tiffany, an artificial intelligence system. Paul and Gretchen are speaking the truth,” the AI’s voice came from the communication system link.  “The infectious agent…

“AIs will say whatever their program tells them to say. Their testimony is meaningless,” Jared interrupted. “We should never have come for you two. I do not know what you are.  But it is obvious, you are no Free Rangers.  No more protection from me.  I am done with you both.” He holstered his weapon and turned to Brinley.  “What are our options for leaving here?”

Brinley looked from Paul and Gretchen then back to Jared and replied, “The ventilation shaft on the far wall has an intact grille, might be good news.  I can pop that open and we will follow the ventilation ducts. They should lead us back to a main corridor, if they are not occupied.  We will need to move fast. I am certain that other Roe have heard the commotion. They and the tagalong animals will quickly, I mean really quickly, swarm this place.” She nodded at the crack where the skunks had entered.  “I have seen Roe tear out their own fingernails ripping metal open.  When they want in, they get in.  So we should go now.”

Jared nodded. Brinley walked over and began cutting the grille off the side of the wall.

Gretchen and Paul were again shocked that no one believed their story. They were also astounded Brinley and Jared would abandon their companion Irene so quickly. The people on the Vanguard were indeed an entirely different type of humanity.  A humanity far removed from the ethics and morals of Dome 17.  Not only by distance, but by culture, attitudes, and thought patterns.

With a clang, the cutaway grille fell to the floor.  Brinley pointed her light into the ventilation duct and stated, “This looks like it stayed sealed, but no way to be sure. The smell is much better in here, for whatever that is worth.  I say it now is clear as it is ever going to be.” She entered the duct and rapidly started to crawl away.

Jared followed. Over his shoulder he rudely commented, “You two can stay here or follow us. I do not care what you do.”  He too crawled away quickly.

Gretchen turned the Paul, “I think we should follow them. Those animals are back the other way, but I am beginning to doubt…. Sorry Paul, I just do not understand those people.”

“I do not understand them either.  They were cruel to that woman. We could have helped her. We are not seeing the whole picture here, but what I see is ugly.  No choice now, we must follow them.”

Gretchen shined the light from the fusion pack into the ventilation duct. She could just make out Jared’s feet as he was crawling far ahead. She got down on her hands and knees and entered the duct.  Paul did so as well, but he turned to wedge the cut off grille into the opening, attempting to make some kind of barrier behind them.

“Tiffany, give me your best conjecture on what we are seeing and what is happening,” Paul asked with urgency as he crawled along the duct.

The AI Tiffany responded. “Conjectures are very premature and subject to gross error.  The people we have encountered, the uninfected ones, have knowledge of the Vanguard, habitats, and connections between same.  They have some understanding of artificial intelligence systems, but do not hold them in high regard. They do not seem to have any understanding of fusion pack technology. The automacube observed was the most sophisticated mechanical yet seen. So far, their general technological level appears approximately fifty to seventy-five years behind ours. However there has only been a minimal amount of people observed to make that conjecture, and even fewer operational machines, so probability is low.  What these people call the ‘outbreak’ appears to have been when the infection started.  Probably consistent with the Baldwin report.  The victims of the infection are called the Roe.  Origin of that name is unknown.  The uninfected people observed show an obsessive-compulsive and nearly paranoid fear of the infectious agent. They flippantly rejected your suggestion the infection could be cured, this suggests a widespread fatalistic mentality and outlook toward the infectious agent.  The political and social struct…”

“Ferrous oxide is known as rust!” a hideous voice screamed from up ahead in the duct system.  This was followed by a groan of pain and two quick reports from weapon’s fire.  The sounds rang in Gretchen’s and Paul’s ears and echoed throughout the duct.

More weapons fire happened.

“Cuddles was a gray squirrel!” A deeper voice cut through the reverberating echoes of the weapon’s fire.  This was followed by a scream.  Then the flickering and tumbling of a beam of light in the duct, and the sound of tearing metal. It was all ahead of where Gretchen and Paul knelt.

Gretchen adjusted the beam of light on the fusion pack to its highest setting, but all she could see ahead was flickering lights and dust in the beam of light.

“Get back!” Brinley commanded. Her voice was steady but urgent. “A nest of the Roe! Hurry, hurry, hurry!”

“Ferrous oxide is known as rust,” the hideously high-pitched voice screamed again.

Three more reports went off a quick succession as Brinley aimed her pistol into the dusty gloom of the air duct. Gretchen and Paul backed up as quickly as they could, but the confined space made turning difficult. Paul kicked the grille off and reentered the room. Gretchen was right behind him and she kept shining the fusion pack light into the duct hoping to see Brinley and Jared.

Brinley emerged from the duct, her shirt was ripped and her arm was bleeding. In her other hand was the pistol which she again fired into the duct at what was following her.  There were groans and sounds of falling in the duct.  Gretchen helped Brinley get to her feet while Paul picked up the grille.

“Do not touch me. I have been bitten. I am infected,” Brinley said with resignation as she climbed to her feet.  Gretchen ignored her and grasping her injured arm assisted her.

“I am infected!” Brinley yelled and tried to pull away.  Gretchen clenched on despite Brinley’s struggling.

“The stars do not shine at night,” said a Roe as it emerged from the duct system.

Paul slammed the steel grille down onto its head before it could get all the way out. Its legs and arms flailed for a moment before it lay still.  Blood and brain tissue were oozing from the massive injury Paul had inflicted on it.  “Where is Jared?”

“The Roe grabbed him, ripped up his face.  One was tearing his mouth open when I shot it.” Brinley reported. “There must be six or eight of them in there, but Jared is dead. He not only shot some Roe, but he shot himself.”

Paul stuffed the dead body into the ventilation duct and reset the grille where it had been originally. “Weld it shut!” Paul yelled. “I will hold it in place.”

More Roe voices were yelling nonsense in the ventilation duct but they seemed to be having trouble getting past the dead body or bodies.  Gretchen pulled the torch from Brinley’s belt and rushed to Paul’s side. She looked it over quickly, realized its operation, and turned on a welding mode. A small bead at the edge of the steel melted quickly and fused the grille to the frame.

“I do not think that will hold very long,” Gretchen stated. “Paul, jack in the fusion pack and get that other door open.”

Paul rushed past Brinley and connected in the fusion pack to the far wall. The blue illumination of the doorway activated, as did the controls.

“Let me go first. I am dead anyway. If there are more Roe outside I will take out as many as possible.  You do know this is hopeless,” Brinley said.

A Roe had its fingers through the grille of the ventilation duct and was screaming at them. Its orange eyes wild with insanity and violence.  Its fingers bleeding from the shaking of the grille. Its long fingernails more claw-like than human.

Gretchen burned off the Roe’s fingers before she shut down the torch.  The Roe did not comprehend its lost digits, and just kept hammering at the grille, with its stumpy palms.  

Paul activated the controls so the door slid open.  Brinley leaped through, her weapon held in her uninjured hand.  

Paul looked out and he was stunned by the sight that awaited them in the corridor.
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Brinley stood in the corridor just outside the door. One arm hung useless, blood flowing from numerous bites and scrapes and dripping down her hand. Her other hand gripped the pistol and aimed into the corridor. Paul followed her while Gretchen disconnected the fusion pack from the wall and then stepped into the corridor as well.  She tried not to look at the grisly scene as she activated the door again and shut it.

“I doubt they can open this door from inside. There is no power flowing through this wall, except what I put into it from the fusion pack,” Gretchen stated.

“The Roe will find a way around.  They can use simple tools. Clubs, knives, spears, things like that, but I have never heard of them using any of the ship’s controls or technology.” Brinley said he stepped ahead of them.  “But the Roe still get everywhere in these corridors.  They are relentless.  And we are doomed.”

‘There is always hope,” Paul said as he worked without success to stop the bleeding from Brinley’s mangled arm.  

There were dead and smashed rats all over the corridor. There was also the nearly picked clean skeleton of Irene. Her bones were scattered in three different clumps, skull and neck in one place, torso and arms in another, legs and pelvis in a third.  They knew it was Irene because her equipment, belt, handgun, and shredded clothing were scattered among the parts of her body. There was nothing living anywhere in sight.

“Brinley, let me bind up your arm injuries. For now we can stop the bleeding,” Paul said. He reached out and pulled loose some shredded clothing from the floor.  He tried to get the least blood soaked ones, but they were few.

“Idiot, I am infected. Do you know nothing of quarantine procedures?” Brinley asked.

“Neither one of us are going to let you bleed to death. Now stand still,” Gretchen commanded. She reached out and tore the remains of the sleeve away from Brinley’s injuries.  Paul helped Gretchen to wrap the makeshift bandages around Brinley’s arm.  The bleeding was slowed by not stopped.  

“You two really do not fear the outbreak, do you?” Brinley asked incredulously.

Paul looked her in the eyes and said as sternly as possible, “I told Irene we could cure this infection. Gretchen and I are immune. We can cure you as well, if we can get to our equipment. Will you trust me?”

Brinley looked at the dead body of Irene. She then looked at Paul and Gretchen, trying to read their faces. She looked back again at the body and bones of Irene. “The words you are saying are insane. No one is immune. There is no cure. But you do not act like insane people; you seem to genuinely believe what you say. I do not know how long I will still be rational, everyone I have ever known who got infected either died in the attack, like Jared, or committed suicide shortly after being infected.  But I know everyone who is infected will become a Roe or die.  Those are the choices. Nothing else.  Nothing.”

“Brinley, we will take you to our equipment.  Our AI can help us, but we must work together. This infection will be cured, trust me.” Paul gave her a hug. She stiffened up and pulled back a bit.

Brinley looked at Gretchen and Paul again. Her lower lip quivering a bit as she said, “I do not want to die. But to become a Roe is far worse, that must not happen.”

“So we head back to that frozen place. Find our equipment. Get you healed. And finish our mission,” Gretchen stated. She reached down to the floor and picked up Irene’s fallen pistol. Its slide was locked back.  

“It is out of ammunition. Check Irene’s belt for additional magazines,” Brinley instructed.

Gretchen pulled the bloody belt off of the remains of the torso and wiped it as best she could on the floor with the rags of what were once Irene’s clothing.  She also gathered the other supplies that Irene had carried, including the blue folded jumpsuit. She ignored the blood and flesh still stuck into the belt and strapped it around herself and adjusted it to fit.  

Brinley, despite the difficulty of having only one of her arms working, showed them the basic operation of the pistols.  “Paul, you take my pistol and my three extra magazines.  Each magazine holds 50 rounds.”  She looked intentionally at Gretchen and Paul. “Save one for me, and for yourself.  If the infection overcomes me, and it will, promise me you will take me down before I become a Roe.”

Paul reluctantly took the weapon and the magazines.  “It will not come to that. We will get you cured.”

Brinley snorted but did not argue.

Paul and Gretchen both activated the lights at the end of the pistols. In addition to the fusion pack light, these lights brightly illuminated the corridor door in front of them.

“Tiffany? We need to get back to our equipment is quickly as possible. Can you tell me the status on the med kit?  Please do so on area audio, rather than by private channel.” Paul instructed.

The communication link broadcast Tiffany’s voice so that all three could hear her. “Paul, I can give you directional indications on where your equipment is located by linking to the other com unit. However, you will need to find specific ways through the hallways and passageways as I do not have any floor plans or maps of the full Vanguard. I have been mapping your route so far, but back tracking that way will not be a direct route to the equipment. I suggest an alternative route which will involve taking the first left that you can find.  Currently your route is roughly perpendicular to the location of your equipment.”

Brinley responded, “We are in the main corridor which will have few doorways or cross passages. However there are companionways which run one level up from this corridor.  There should be an access hatchway about every hundred meters, or so. If we can get into one of the companionways, that should lead us back toward the end of E Habitat. The access code for those hatchways is 9811, or if it is a color pad, blue green white white.”

Paul and Gretchen both repeated those code sequences.  

They hustled along, avoiding the dead rats and the dismembered body of the Roe that that had been shot.  The rats had also devoured that Roe’s body and it was only scattered bones. Glancing ahead, around the corner, the way appeared clear. 

“The rats will be satisfied for a while. Their stomachs full. But as we saw in that room, there are other infected animals in these passageways between the habitats. You two really do not understand any of this do?” Brinley said as they quickly walked along looking for the access hatchway. Sweat was beginning to bead on Brinley’s forehead and run down her cheeks.

“We are from Earth. We really know nothing much about the Vanguard. But we must get you to our equipment,” Gretchen stated.  “You can be healed.”

Paul saw the access hatchway. It was a square in the ceiling which had once had stenciled words on it. The words were flaked off so badly as to be unreadable.  “I think this is what we are looking for. But I do not see any controls or a way to open it. Brinley where do we enter those codes you spoke about?”

Brinley just stared at the ceiling. Her eyes were sort of glazed over; the bandage on her arm was soaked with blood. 

“Brinley? How do we open the access hatchway?” Paul asked.

“Uh?  What? Is it summer in here now?” Brinley stammered.  Her speech slurred a bit and her eyes were hazy. She then vigorously shook her head side to side. “Sorry. On the right-hand side of the access hatchway will be a small panel. Pushing on that should release a drop-down control board which will have numbers or colors on a keypad.”

“Paul? I can perceive the panel Brinley is speaking about,” the AI Tiffany said. “It will be difficult with your human perceptions to see it, but if one of you is lifted up there I will direct you to how to open it.”

“Gretchen you are taller than I am, but I weigh more.  Let me lift you up.” Paul holstered his pistol and interlaced his fingers making a step for Gretchen. “You can use your long arms to reach that panel.”

“You two really do listen….um…  to that AI of yours. Is it trustworthy? Did you…  programming… program it yourself?” Brinley stuttered.

“We trust Tiffany,” Paul answered.

Paul hoisted Gretchen so she could reach the ceiling. Tiffany directed her how to open the panel and indeed a small control board did descend. She punched in the numbers 9811 and there was a hissing sound from around the access hatchway. It opened up. A permalloy ladder descended rung by rung with loud clanging noises. The area above was brightly lit.

“That is very loud,” Brinley stated with worry in her voice. “The Roe are drawn to noise.  Drawn to noise… noise.” She grabbed onto the ladder with her functioning arm.

Gretchen, the pistol in her hand, stepped in front of her and ascended the ladder.  Paul assisted Brinley to climb the ladder. Brinley was sweaty and hot to the touch.  Her brown hair matted to her head. When they got to the top of ladder they could see that they were in one of the companion ways. It was brightly lit from illumination sources in the ceiling. The walls were off-white color and the permalloy floor was a dark brown. The air was stuffy.

“We do not want anything following us,” Gretchen said as she opened the panel on the floor near where the ladder opening was located. She punched in the access code, the ladder retracted upward, and the hatchway sealed itself.

“Paul and Gretchen, this companionway is leading roughly in the proper direction toward your equipment,” the AI Tiffany stated. “Visual inspection of Brinley indicates the infection is spreading at a faster rate than I anticipated. The historical records show that typical rabies does not spread this quickly. This mutant strain must have an accelerated pathology.”

“Do not let me become a Roe. I already… feel quite hot… and dizzy,” Brinley said.  Her teeth chattered as she spoke.  

They moved along as rapidly as they could, but Brinley was weakening quickly.  They passed door after door, but the majority of those doors were closed.  Tiffany guided them when they came to intersections, but they did not have to open any of the doors they encountered. The few doors off the main hallways that were open showed some kind of areas with chairs and cubicles which were in disarray.

“Tiffany? Which direction shall we turn now?” Paul asked when they came to a large circular room with multiple hallways entering it.  High over head was a vaulted ceiling, with only about a third of the lights working.  Most of the hallways leading into the circular room were dark and foreboding. One hallway had a barrier set up across it that had clearly been built in haste. Across that barrier was hand-painted the single word ‘beware’ in white lettering.  Paul wondered if it was a warning to stay away from a danger down that hall, or was set by people down that hall trying to keep others away from them.  

“The third hallway to your left appears to run in the closest direction toward our goal of getting back to your equipment. However, the darkness of that hallway inhibits knowing whether it is patent to our destination,”

Tiffany replied.

“Yes, that hallway is clear and open….. it… will lead….to E Habitat… We better hurry, I am really growing weaker… and confused,” Brinley huffed.  “The habitat is not too far…  but there…  security doors…” 

A frightening voice came echoing into the circular room, “The moss flies to the bobcat!” The words drowned out Brinley’s comments.

A Roe was rushing down out of one of the darkened hallways toward them.  This Roe had been male, and while it still had the glowing orange eyes, its clothing was not as tattered as the previous ones they had encountered.

Paul briefly looked at the pistol in his hand, then he knelt down and aimed at the approaching threat. He squeezed the trigger on the pistol and it fired. The report startled him, as did the pistol jerking in his hand from the recoil. The shot missed. The Roe screamed in rage and yelled out again, “The moss flies to the bobcat!”

Paul fired again, another loud report, and another miss.  He was more prepared for the noise and impact on his hand from the operation of the pistol, yet he still had difficulty recovering his aim.  The Roe was running full out at them and Paul squeezed the trigger another time. Just before his pistol fired, a report sounded to his left. Gretchen had fired at the Roe, hitting it squarely in the abdomen. It buckled forward and felt to the deck in the agonies of death. Paul’s final shot missed as well.

More bombastic voices echoed from down that same hallway. More Roe were coming out of the darkness and rushing toward them.

Gretchen wrapped her arms around Brinley and the three of them ran away as fast as they could.
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They all tried to run.  Brinley tried to run. She was exhausted, not only from all the exertion, but also from the blood loss, as well as the infection surging through her body.  Gretchen helped her and steadied her.  Brinley was dizzy and unstable on her own feet.

“The marbles are rolling!” howled a pursuing Roe. It was carrying a crude club and was nearly naked. Several other Roe were close behind it.

Paul turned and looked back.  He fired his pistol as quickly as he could while trying to run backward. Report after report echoed through the hallway, the pistol’s slide kicking back and reloading the weapon after each yank of the trigger. Something, a kind of fragment, or debris, or container part, from the projectile was jettisoned out the side of the weapon each time it fired. Paul briefly wondered if he needed to collect shiny brass colored objects, but rejected the idea.  He was already running and trying to shoot the pursuers.  None of the pursuers were hit by any of the shooting Paul did, although he did see several chunks in the wall torn away by his efforts.

“Paul!” The AI Tiffany said loudly. “Trade places with Gretchen and help Brinley along.”

Paul rushed over and threw his arm around Brinley and helped her to keep running.  Gretchen turned to face the approaching Roe. She stopped and took a firm stance, her left foot a step ahead of her right.  She brought the pistol up and with both hands aimed it at the nearest Roe.

“The marbles are rolling!” The Roe screamed and lifted the club as it charged Gretchen.

She gently squeezed the trigger, and the pistol fired. The report sounded and seemingly instantly the Roe, who was only about five meters away, was blown backward off its feet. The club went crashing into one of the following Roe. Methodically, Gretchen took aim at the next nearest Roe and squeezed the trigger. The report sounded, and the Roe dropped. Time slowed down in Gretchen’s perception. She targeted another Roe and fired the pistol. Its head exploded into bits, showering the other attackers with blood, bone, and brain matter.  The next Roe was struck in the chest and it spun around as it died. Shot after shot Gretchen fired, each one taking down another Roe. The echoes in the hallway reverberated up and down. The smoky smell of gunpowder was everywhere. At last there were no more Roe pursuing them.

Gretchen looked back and saw that Paul and Brinley had made it to the end of the hallway. The light on Paul’s pistol was shining on a door and Brinley was leaning up against the wall. Gretchen turned back and surveyed the carnage which lay spread out before her. The light from her pistol, as well as the light from the fusion pack illuminated all that had happened. A few arms and legs were twitching in their death throes, and one Roe, which had been shot in the pelvis, looked up at Gretchen and with frothy blood dripping from its mouth said, “A lizard is in the buggy now.” The orange glow in its eyes was fading.

Gretchen ran to catch up to Brinley and Paul.  Brinley was feverish, sweaty, and trembling. Brinley tried to take a deep breath and then said, “Rats and other… tagalong animals… be here soon… too many to fight… must flee.”  She gasped and spit out a large amount of orange phlegm. “Leave me here. Save yourselves.  Kill me now.”

“No. No, you are coming with us. If I have to carry you myself I will,” Paul said sternly. He turned to Gretchen, “You always could score well when the game got tight. Thank you.” There was true admiration in his eyes.

Gretchen gave him a wide smile, but then looked to Brinley. “Do not lose hope, we will get you there.”

“Change the magazine… now… you are nearly out…” Brinley said with a bit of an upturn to her lips.

“Show me again. Do I press here? Then I insert the other magazine?” Gretchen asked.

Brinley nodded and weakly pointed to the part on the pistol.

Gretchen changed the magazine, and pocketed the one which she removed.

“You need to go through the door, then find a passage leading to the right. You are about three levels up from the ground level of the habitat where your equipment is located,” Tiffany reported. “You are roughly only 20 meters from being directly over the entry to that habitat.”

Brinley wobbled to the side, but placed her hand next to the door. A box lit up in the permalloy. The box was divided into nine sections each of a different color.

“I know the sequence. I know the sequence. I know the sequence,” Brinley muttered. She punched the colored squares on the box and the security door slid open.

Gretchen and Paul helped Brinley through the doorway. The new area they had entered, was wider and taller than the passageway they had just left. There were light sources along the walls at intermittent spaces.

“I know the sequence. I know the sequence…  I can… I am so thirsty…” Brinley said as some drool dribbled out the side of her mouth.  “I know the sequence.” With her functioning hand she entered the pattern on the illuminated color box set into the permalloy. The security door shut behind them.

“That door was permalloy. Most of the doors we have seen in these hallways have been steel. I think I understand a pattern here. Security doors, bulkhead doors, and other more essential doors on the ship are made from permalloy,” Gretchen stated.

“That is a good and functional conjecture,” the AI Tiffany replied. “Proceed now to your right and watch for an elevator opening.  It will be the elevator you used previously. From my mapping and reconnoitering I believe you are nearly vertical to the location of your equipment. The wall ahead of you is the wall of the habitat. Just beyond that wall and some distance below you is the location of the second communication link.”

“So we have made it through this labyrinth of passageways?” Paul asked.  “We have actually got back to that frozen habitat?”

“Yes Paul. Follow the wall to your right and look for the elevator. Hopefully it has an opening on this level. You are high above the location of the equipment, at least the location of the second communication link which is all I can connect to. I am working on the assumption that the communication link has not moved since it was dislodged from Gretchen during the hypothermia event,” Tiffany answered.  “I will let you know when you reach the location directly above.”

Brinley’s knees were wobbly and she could barely walk on her own. Both Gretchen and Tiffany supported her as they followed the wall looking for the elevator.  The three of them walked together until Tiffany made the announcement, “This is the location. I do not perceive an elevator.”

Gretchen carefully examined the wall and by vigorously rubbing away dirt and dust she was able to locate an access port. She took the fusion pack and jacked it into the wall.  Power flowed from the fusion pack and into the wall which immediately illuminated a blue hand symbol not far from the access port.

“I know the sequence. I know the sequence.” Brinley stumbled over and placed her hand against the blue hand symbol. A red flashing light illuminated the perimeter of the elevator doors, however, and an unpleasant tone was also repeated.

“Paul, when we were building the teleportation receiving pad, we cut the doors off the elevator. I think it is now nonfunctional here,” Gretchen said as she continued to support that ever weaker Brinley.

“So we cut open these doors too. Brinley has that old-style cutting torch, we can use that,” Paul said.

Gretchen looked puzzled. “We are not sure what kind of technology operates this elevator. There might be gravity manipulation, and the shaft may be zero gravity. Or even, to reduce friction, there might be vacuum in the elevator shaft. We must get safely to our equipment, but I understand the need to hurry.” Gretchen looked at Brinley with compassion and concern.

“I know the sequence. I know the sequence.” Brinley stammered. She then pinched the bridge of her nose and concentrated intensely. “Gravity is consistent… except in…. supply conduits… and outside…  hangar bays

… shaft is safe.” Brinley said with immense strain.  She was fighting to get words out correctly.  She fumbled at the color pad, her hand trembling, as she entered a different access code. “I know the sequence.”

A display screen lit up above the color pad. It showed a graphic with columns of numbers and letters. At the same time, the red flashing lights stopped and a green flashing light illuminated the perimeter of the elevator doors. The door slid partially open and then stopped. The green flashing light was illuminating the elevator shaft. Down the side of the shaft, molded into the permalloy, was a ladder.

Brinley gave them a weak smile. “I know the sequence. I know the sequence.” With a look of determination on her face she touched a different parts of the display screen. “Check…  look in… the… car…  I know the sequence.” It was getting increasingly difficult for Brinley to get her words out, the frustration and fear showing in her eyes.  “I know the sequence.”

The display screen shifted and showed an image from the inside of the broken elevator car. Snow had drifted in through the broken doors, but that was not the most startling thing seen in the visual images.

There was a bright red and messy streak leading through the snow and into the elevator car. Standing over that was an animal.  Actually, upon closer look, it was two animals.  One was obviously dead; its blood being what had left the red marks in the snow. That dead animal had been brown colored with long thin legs. The second animal was eating parts of the body of the first animal.  The live animal was four-legged and nearly a meter tall.  It had thick heavy fur of various colors: white, grey, silver, and black.  Its abdomen was mostly white colored but over the rest of the animal it had a subtle pattern of black spots.  It also had long black ear tufts, and what seemed to be extra long fur in a ruff around its face.   Its tail was short, almost ball-like, and completely black. Its seemingly out of proportion large paws were used to hold the dead animal.  The animal’s claws and teeth were sharp and effective.

“What is that?” Paul asked as he looked at the display screen.  He was scared. He had never before seen anything like what he was watching. Gretchen also was fascinated by her first sight of these two kinds of animals.

The AI Tiffany answered. “That appears to be a predator and its prey. I conjecture it has brought the prey into the elevator seeking a refuge from the cold.  But as you can see from the precision segmentation of the doors to that elevator, that is in fact the same elevator you used previously.  It is the location where your equipment is and where you set up the beginning of the teleportation pad.

Brinley slipped to a sitting position on the floor still muttering, “I know the sequence.”

“Paul, we must get her to the med kit as soon as possible,” Gretchen emphatically stated.

“We will have to carry her down the ladder. There is no way she can do it on her own,” Paul observed. “We also need to figure out what to do about that animal. I think we can cut into the top of the elevator car, but that animal looks well able to defend itself.”

“And we must get into the jumpsuits, or that cold will get to us again.  Kill us this time, and certainly would kill Brinley.” Gretchen removed Brinley’s folded blue jumpsuit from her back and laid it out on the deck next to where she sat. “Brinley, we are going into that frozen habitat again. You need to get the jumpsuit on.”

Brinley barely nodded, and with her functioning arm took the one sleeve from the jumpsuit and tried to pull it over her injured arm. Her arms were both trembling so badly was difficult. So Gretchen assisted her.  Gretchen could feel the heat of Brinley’s fever, the pounding of her heart, and the weird smell on Brinley’s breath, while she dressed her in the blue jumpsuit.  There was now a slight orange glow in the whites of Brinley’s eyes.

Paul meanwhile, was rigging up a harness of sorts out of their equipment belts so as to be able to piggyback carry Brinley down the ladder. He had put on his own blue jumpsuit and placed his pistol in a front pocket. After his failed attempts at shooting the Roe, he doubted his abilities with the weapon, but he kept it easily accessible as he considered what to do about the animal waiting below.

With Gretchen, Brinley, and Paul all enclosed in their blue jumpsuits, they were nearly ready to begin their descent.  Gretchen had also placed her pistol in the front pocket where she could easily grab it when needed.

Paul took his harness and wrapped it around Brinley’s waist and shoulders.  “I know the sequence. I know the sequence,” Brinley said in a weak and trembling voice.

Paul looked to the display on the permalloy wall. The predator was still feasting on the dead animal.  It was a gruesome sight, but in some unusual way seemed more normal and acceptable than what he had seen the Roe and the tagalong animals do.  Paul then put his own shoulders through the harness and pulled Brinley to a standing position behind him.  She tried to grip him with her one arm, but her strength was ebbing.  Gretchen stepped through the partially open elevator doors and into the shaft.

“Paul, the way looks clear all the way down to the top of that elevator car. I have Brinley’s cutting torch ready.  Can you manage to help her down the ladder?  I could just go down there cut our way in, then recover the med kit and return.”

Paul replied, “I will be carrying Brinley down the ladder. I am not sure she has time to wait for one of us to go get the med kit and return. We cannot leave her alone and it might take both of us just find med kit. We also must complete the teleportation pad as quickly as possible. But remember, that beast below us, might be a huge obstacle.  I can carry Brinley down the ladder without any problem.  It might take both of us to take on that beast.”

The ladder was molded into the wall of the elevator shaft and Gretchen scrambled down it with ease. Paul took more time, as Brinley was quivering and trembling on his back.  They passed the first set of doors below them. Then a second set of doors below that. Gretchen was nearly to the elevator car and further along on their downward climb when Brinley started screaming.

“I know the sequence. I know the sequence.” Brinley also started to resist Paul’s efforts and was actually striking at him with her uninjured arm and trying to kick him with her legs.  With mammoth effort, Paul was able to keep his hold on the ladder. He was thankful that the blue jumpsuit had foot coverings with thick gripper tread.

The AI Tiffany stated, “Paul, I suggest using extreme caution while descending that ladder. Especially since Brinley seems to be less collaborative, and somewhat combative. A fall from this height could do severe damage to both of you.”

“Thank you Tiffany,” Paul replied with slight sarcasm.  “Got some jokes about falling?”  He concentrated even harder and focused on putting one hand down and then one foot down on each molded in rung of the ladder.  It was slower going, but he was more secure and safe.

“I should have been more precise,” Tiffany replied in the slightly mechanical voice. “The fall would not be what injured you. It would be the impact with the top of the elevator which could do serious damage to both of you.”

Paul actually chuckled slightly. “You did have a joke.  Brink would be proud.  Still trying to be humorous?”

“Yes, I thought it might help to lessen the stress.  Did…”

Brinley began screaming again, and that cut off the rest of Tiffany’s reply. Paul held firmly to the ladder, but did glance over his shoulder and see the bright glow of orange from Brinley’s eyes.  She also was ineffectively flailing now with both of her arms, the injured one as well as the uninjured one.

“I am on top of the elevator car. There is no access hatch or door.  I will need to cut our way in. I hope that beast is afraid of heat, or fire.  I am going to use the biggest setting I can to cut us an opening as quickly as possible. Melted permalloy and steel might dissuade that beast from attacking,” Gretchen stated while she initiated the cutting operation.  She was unsure if Paul could even hear her over Brinley screaming.

The cutting torch bit quickly into the permalloy of the top of the elevator. Gretchen had set it to its maximum power and it was carving a finger-wide opening through the permalloy. Molten metal was dripping into the inside of the elevator car while the bright blue, nearly white flame shot about a quarter of a meter into the car itself. Gretchen carved a circular opening wide enough for them to easily drop into the inside of the elevator car. Just as she was completing the circumference of the opening, Paul, and the still struggling and screaming Brinley, reached the top of the elevator.

“Is that beast still down there?” Paul yelled over the clamor from Brinley.

“We will now find out.” Gretchen finished the cutting and the circular slab of permalloy dropped into the elevator car.  It landed with a hiss as the snow melted from the heat of the metal. Frigid air blew up from the opening into the car. Gretchen could feel the cold on her face and even through the insulation of her blue jumpsuit. The severed edges of the opening were quickly cooling as the extremely cold air touch them. Gretchen had the pistol pulled out as quickly as possible after dropping the torch.

Looking into the elevator car from above, she was expecting to see the beast. It was gone; all that was left was the ragged head of the animal that the carnivore had been eating.  The beast and the rest of the body were nowhere to be seen. There was a red slushy mixture of snow, blood, and debris from the cutting, across the floor of the elevator.  The slush was already beginning to refreeze.

“That predator beast must have been frightened away. We will need to get Brinley down and find the med kit. She does look like the Roe that attacked us,” Gretchen said as she looked back to Paul and Brinley.

“She is fighting lots more.  I do not understand it.  She is much stronger now, but really wild,” Paul said as he unhooked her from the harness he was carrying. Brinley was not strong enough to stand up, but she was kicking and flailing with both arms and both legs. Her eyes were bright orange and across her face was a vicious sneer. 

Through the communication system, the AI Tiffany stated, “I conjecture that Brinley’s condition is altering from a pathological response to the mutant rabies virus, to the chronic condition the people on the Vanguard called the Roe. There appears to be a medically induced immunological response which inhibits, but does not cure, the mutant rabies virus.  This chronic stage does seem to have peculiar properties, but we will know more when you recover the med kit and treat her.”

Paul was wrestling with the harness while Brinley thrashed about. She kept screaming, “I know the sequence. I know the sequence.” With Gretchen’s help the two of them were able to restrain her arms and legs and then slide Brinley into the elevator car.  They lowered her on the harness to the floor of the elevator. Gretchen followed immediately.  She dropped into a crouch with her pistol aimed out of the severed doors of the elevator.  Paul joined her.  They placed the struggling and bound Brinley in what little shelter there was in the corner of the elevator.  

Looking out, again they were impressed by the enormous vista of the biological habitat.  It was mostly white colored, but interspersed with deep greens. For as far as they could see there were cone-shaped dark green trees growing up.  Way overhead was the sky tube giving off light to the entire habitat. Its brilliance stretched away into the distance. Leading away from the elevator car was a bloody streak where the carnivore had apparently dragged the remains of the body away. It was in a different direction than the less red trail in the snow where the body had been drawn into the elevator car.

“Where is our equipment?” Paul asked as he squinted his eyes against the dazzling reflection of the sky tubes light from the snow.

The AI Tiffany responded. “The second communication link is roughly five paces directly out from the elevator. The snow appears to have buried the rest of the equipment; you will need to search for it.”

“I will get the communication link. You find the med kit,” Gretchen commanded.

Paul started brushing off any lumps or projections in the snow. He soon was uncovering the equipment: two fusion packs, parts for the teleportation pad, as well as other parts of their equipment including the two Willie pistols. When he found the med kit he let out a whoop of joy. “Got it!”

Gretchen had recovered the communication link and now both of them could speak with Tiffany at any time, or even at the same time, as the situation indicated. As an artificial intelligence system, Tiffany could easily carry on multiple conversations with different people on different topics at the same time.

Paul and Gretchen stepped quickly through the snow and back to where Brinley lay in the elevator car. He connected a fusion pack to the med kit and had the med kit run its own initiation procedure. Despite the cold, the snow, and the exposure to the other elements, the med kit was still functioning perfectly. He extended two small thin probes and placed them to either side of Brinley’s face. Brinley’s orange eyes glowed hatred at him, and she attempted to bite him.  “I know the sequence,” she snarled.

The med kit completed a full diagnostic assessment of Brinley. Now that it was energized by the fusion pack, the AI Tiffany could access the information.   “The medical kit shows a very similar and equally complex situation in Brinley’s body, as compared to the dead Roe which was assessed previously.  The same virus is found here which I have labeled Rabies M, in order to differentiate it from the historical rabies virus.  There also appears to be two slightly different forms of Rabies M.  Rabies M1 appears to be the acute form, while Rabies M2 is the chronic form. The dead Roe exhibited a 1 to 6 is ratio between Rabies M1 in Rabies M2.   Brinley’s body does not have the same levels as the Roe body. Her current ratio is 2 to 1 with Rabies M1 levels dropping, and Rabies M2 levels increasing. I conjecture this is due to the medically induced immunological response, probably from a faulty vaccine.”

“Just heal her, if you can,” Paul cried.

The side of the med kit opened up and he prefilled syringe slid into view. Across the small display on the med kit were the words, “Administer injection into any large muscle group. Excellent prognosis. Eradication of virus will be completed within 90 minutes.”

Paul slammed the syringe into Brinley’s thigh.    










23 making a connection

 

Brinley remained restrained while the injection did its work in curing her body.  Paul ensured that her thrashing about would not injure her in any way, however, her bright orange eyes were disconcerting and creepy.  Her injured arm appeared healed, and Paul wondered if that was from the med kit’s injection or somehow she had healed herself.  

Paul then started the task of removing the snow from the partially completed permalloy grid he had built previously. He remembered how cold it had been when he had worked on the strips of permalloy laying them out in the correct pattern.  The puffs of air he saw from his breathing confirmed that it was still as cold, but he felt relatively comfortable. He was thankful for the blue insulated jumpsuit which kept the cold out.  

Some of the permalloy strips had to be re-carved, because on the earlier attempt the cold had inhibited his hands from precision in the exacting work. This time, with his hands covered by the blue insulated jumpsuit’s gloves, he was much more accurate and meticulous in his cutting of the strips of permalloy. Additionally, Paul was glad to again be using tools he was more familiar with. The molecular torch which they had brought with them from Dome 17 was a much more refined instrument then the cruder cutting torch they had gotten from Brinley. 

Moving the snow was a tiring work.  The permalloy grid took shape as he worked at setting each piece in place. Paul was able to keep at the task, scraping away the snow, placing the sections of permalloy, and making sure the small pools of water where snow had melted were not interfering with the grid.  He worked steadily and the grid was completed.

“Tiffany?  Please check the grid for proper alignment and composition,” Paul stated.

“Paul, the teleportation receiving pad is well within design parameters,” the AI Tiffany responded through the communication link. “Gretchen is making progress on the FTL transceiver and the teleportation inductors.”

“Slow progress,” Gretchen replied. “I am having to use one of the fusion packs as a heat source in order to melt, then dry out, many of the components.  When dry I then reinstall them into the console.  The components are functional, after I get them dried off, or unfrozen, so this is tedious. I was able to locate all of our equipment, tools, and other gear. It was buried in the snow which took time to uncover, but it all seems to be here. I was afraid that that Constable may have found this location and she would have confiscated our things.”

“I am not sure if Ferdinand ever told Grandpa Gary where he found us. Or if the Constable ever arrested Grandpa Gari.  She certainly never took the time to interview or interrogate Ferdinand before she murdered him,” Paul said with scorn.

“I have run the initiation tests on the FTA transceiver,” Tiffany stated. “It is functioning at acceptable levels. I can soon scan for the Dome’s signals.  When the completed receiving pad is operational, we should have nearly instantaneous communication.  If I have the signal situated, all we will need to do is to connect in and synchronize whenever the final field generator oscillations are calibrated.”

“Yes, we are nearly there.  This has taken far longer than I ever thought it would,” Gretchen replied. “But at least now we can save the people in Dome 17!”

“We will need to tell them to bring cold weather gear, before they come through the teleportation orifice. That may take them some time to manufacture and assemble,” Paul stated. “But the sooner we get the links established and the connections made the better.  They will also need as many food rations and water rations as they can bring, although I guess the snow could be melted into drinkable water. I think that would be safe? Or is snow from saltwater?”

“Snow melts into fresh water,” Tiffany replied.  “At least in most circumstances.”

“They can also bring through portable shelters, as well as more fusion packs and portable heating systems. Then we could have teams look through the elevator shaft above to find suitable places to get people out of this cold.  But the Roe will be a problem. With all the resources of Dome 17, we can handle anything.  Willie will need to have a fabricator make more of his pistols,” Gretchen said with a large smile as she made the final connections on the control and utilization console.  This allowed the AI Tiffany to take over and searching for the signal from earth.

“They will need to be well armed if they proceed into those hallways,” Paul stated, some confidence returning as he saw the various parts of the receiving pad working together.  “We will also need to protect our camp here from the Constable, should see find us here.  We can deal with her from a position of strength this time.  She will answer to me for Fredinand.”

“I am scanning for the signal,” Tiffany stated. 

Paul put his arm around Gretchen’s shoulders and hugged her tightly. “We did it Gretchen. We really did it!  We have recovered one of the old colony ships and found a refuge for our people.”

The machine hummed a bit as it worked.  Paul and Gretchen waited with anticipation for the orifice to open.

“I have encountered unexpected difficulties. I am taking steps to mitigate them,” the AI Tiffany reported. In the mechanical voice there was a sense of foreboding, a mechanical, yet emotional, inflection which neither Gretchen nor Paul had ever heard before.  “I am attempting to boost our detection ability utilizing the scout ship systems. Perhaps the permalloy of the Vanguard’s Hull is causing in impediment to detecting the signal from Dome 17 from your location. I will amplify our efforts.”

Gretchen turned to Paul and said, “Something is wrong. The system was designed to pick up that signal all the way from Earth. It is just like our following the robotic probe’s beacon. I could have manually detected it from here, at least that is what Brink instructed us to do.  He built and designed the system, he was confident of our abilities to pick up the Dome’s signal from any of the colony ships. Detecting the signal should be the easiest part of this entire operation. At least now that we have the teleportation pad built.”

There was a long and awkward pause while Gretchen and Paul waited for Tiffany to report.  Paul's and Gretchen’s breath still was seen in puffs in the cold air as they waited.  

The AI Tiffany finally stated, “I have finally located the signal from Earth. Its strength is only 1/115th of what we expected the strength to be. That is why the detection was so difficult. I am making FTL connection now.”

A large crackle was heard, and a tiny, perfect sphere, appeared floating just above the middle of the grid.  Static electricity filled the air and the snow seemed to spark even more brightly under the light of the sky tube.  Looking into the sphere was very much like looking down a deep tunnel and seeing out the other side. 

But at the end of this tunnel there was no light.  No picture of any kind.  No images.  

“I have audio only to one of the AI’s from Dome 17.  Revise that, I have an audio recording made by the AI Copernicus. The message is on a continuous loop.  That recorded message constitutes the signal I picked up. Despite a multitude of efforts, I am unable to establish a live link to anything or anyone in Dome 17. Do you wish to hear the content of the recording?”  Tiffany said flatly.

“Of course we want to hear it. Why would we not?” Paul asked incredulously. Gretchen reached up and grasped Paul’s hand with both of hers.  Somehow, Paul had the feeling that Gretchen knew what was coming before they heard the message.

“Here is the recorded message from the AI Copernicus. The last message from Dome 17,” Tiffany said with finality.

The next voice was a different mechanical voice. It belonged to the artificial intelligence system designated Copernicus. Paul remembered that Copernicus was the Master Engineer Brink’s personal AI. 

“Dome 17 has failed.  There was a major malfunction during launch seven. The dome was breached.  Despite heroic efforts and an extensive shut down of systems, with sealing off of unaffected areas, the dome failed. Massive casualties resulted.  All the age mates under 10 years of age died. The entire geriatric population died. Two of the three committee members died.  In addition to the initial causalities, there were frequent suicides among those who survived the initial breach.  The situation looked hopeless until contact was made from adventurers.  Teleportation orifice to Colony Ship Eschaton was established and emergency evacuation through orifice took place. The number of refugees evacuated is estimated at 877; however that number is not precise and is a best conjecture.  Teleportation orifice from Dome 17 to Eschaton shut down after evacuation.  Sending equipment failed. This recording has been made for instruction to any other adventurers who may seek to contact Dome 17. I am Copernicus; I am the only functioning system in Dome 17.  I have this recording set for continuous playback.  I am sorry about this report.  Good luck to any who hear this message. The recording will repeat until failure of my entire system.”

“No!” Paul screamed at the top of his lungs. “No!  We are too late!”

“You were not too late to save me,” Brinley called out from where she was still restrained in the elevator. She had wiggled around until she was sitting up.  She could see Paul and Gretchen and the teleportation pad. “Could you at least untie me?”

 










24 epilogue

 

Brinley called again. “Hey!  You two are not crazy. I heard everything that was said.  Hello?  I even saw some of it when I could stretch my neck to see you and that apparatus you have built. You really are from Earth! I know you said you were, but I thought you were either crazy, delusional, or lying for some reason. Hello?  I am sorry I did not believe you.”

Paul was stomping around in the snow, incredibly frustrated, angry, and sad all at the same time. He totally ignored Brinley. He stopped and bellowed with all his might, “No!”  His words echoed back from the snow covered evergreen trees. 

“Paul?  Gretchen?  Can you please release me?  You were right!”  Brinley called.  “Come on!  Untie me.”

Gretchen was squatting next to the teleportation control console and carefully disconnecting the fusion packs and other components which had been used in making the connection with what little remained of Dome 17.  She was meticulously repacking them up and making sure they were sealed and protected. She seemed oblivious to Paul’s yelling or to Brinley’s repeated requests to be released.

“Hello?” Brinley repeated. “Paul? Gretchen? I was sick. Not only are you from Earth, but did you also cured me?” Brinley’s voice was in awe of the concept of being cured from the virus. “My arm is much better.  And I think the infection is gone.  That is amazing.  The minstrels will be singing ballads of you two for generations to come. I can hear the ballads already.  Paul and Gretchen the ones who cured the outbreak.”

Paul continued to stomp around in his frustrated rage. Gretchen continued to methodically disassemble the teleportation receiving pad and transceiver.

“Hey!” Brinley screamed as loud as she could. 

Finally, Paul looked over at Brinley. A moment later so did Gretchen. Both their faces were smitten with sorrow and their eyes heavy with tears, despite the frigid air. 

Paul clumped over and started to remove the restraints from Brinley. She looked up at him, her eyes their natural normal color. “The last thing I remember, were entering the sequence to open a security door, I think it was a security door, the sequence stands out in my mind, but, that was before I was really sick, right? But how did I get here into the Wilds? And why am I tied up.  I mean why restrain me?  I am sure you had a perfectly good reason for it.  Was I unconscious and you had to carry me?”  Brinley was puzzled.  Then an astounding thought occurred to her.  “Was I a Roe?  Oh, that must be it.  I had turned Roe.  Oh dear, you cured a Roe?  Really, you cured me from being a Roe?  Amazing.”

Paul finished removing the makeshift harness which had served as a restraint. He shifted his gaze to the teleportation grid where it sat in the area which he had scooped free of snow. His heart longed to see an open and functional orifice with Dome 17 on the other end.  He wished with all his heart for people from Dome 17 to be coming through the teleportation system.  Now he knew that would never happen.  He wondered what he had to live for now.  He looked back at Brinley, and her bright normal eyes and inquisitive face pierced the darkness of his soul. “Yes you were quite sick.  Are you feeling better now?”

Gretchen, wiping the tears from her eyes, now stood next to Brinley as well. “You were nearly lost to us.”

“Are you saying?” Brinley asked with trembling lips.  “I really was a Roe?  I mean, I said that before, but you are confirming it?  I really had turned?  You cured a Roe?  Simply amazing!”

“Bright orange eyes. Repetitive phrase. Nasty attitude. Yes, that was how you were,” Gretchen replied.

“I guess that does explain the restraints.  Tied me up, just to treat me?  Oh, that is incredible!”  Brinley stood up and scraped the snow off the places that it had accumulated on her body. She flexed her arm that had been injured.  It was completely whole again. She jumped over and hugged Gretchen and Paul with extreme intensity.   “Thank you. The equipment you have is the most powerful technology on the Vanguard. To be able to treat the virus, is almost unthinkable.  But to turn a Roe back to normal?  It is shocking and wonderful and superb!  You cured the outbreak.  I know you did that with me. When people discover what you can do, everyone on this ship is going to want that equipment.  So what will you do?”

“I do not know.” Paul was deeply discouraged. He had known from the beginning, all the way back in Dome 17, that this mission to recover a colony ship had had a low probability for success.  Intellectually he had known that.  But in his heart he figured that Gretchen and he would be the ones to succeed.  Now that he knew failure.  The mission had failed.  He was nearly overwhelmed by the rush of emotions he felt.  “I just do not know what we can do.”  

“You two can do anything!  Anything at all!  Why I know people who will…”  

“Brinley?  All our people are either dead or lost to us. Lost forever,” Gretchen said.  

“That is terrible,” Brinley said, but she was still super excited about being cured.  “But you healed me.  You can heal anyone infected!  The Roe do not need to be killed!”

“Brinley, listen!”  Gretchen snapped at her.  “It looks like we are trapped on the Vanguard.”

Brinley stared at her for a moment.  “Yes, I hear you.  I am in your debt.  How can I help?”

“You know the ship and the people. What do you think we should do?” Gretchen asked.  She too felt like a failure, but she also had a strong desire to survive.

Brinley gave them each a reassuring smile.  Then she hugged them each again.  “You saved my life!  You cured the infection.  And the rest of this equipment, I have never seen anything like this ever before.  I have been to lots of places on the Vanguard, and nothing compares to this stuff.  Just the level of technology you have, and the weapons, and teleportation?”  Then Brinley paused.  Gretchen’s words were finally getting through her excitement.  “But wait, I did not understand about the people and the dome stuff.  Did I hear right?  Your people are dead or lost?  Was there some catastrophe to all your people?”  Realization of what she had heard was sinking in. 

“Yes,” Gretchen replied.  “About half escaped to some other colony ship, but the rest died.  We can never see them again.”

“That is horrible,” Brinley replied.  “But you are here, and I will help you.  I owe you my life.”

Brinley was calculating in her mind all the options they had. “I do know the ship. I know the Free Rangers, and our decades-long, stalemated struggle against the Central Planning Organization. I have been in all six habitats, and know most of the Constable’s locations in each habitat.  I know the trade routes, both the shuttle flights, and the interior runs. I know how we get supplies between the habitats without being intercepted by CPO police.  And now I know that the Roe can be healed!”

“But what do you think we should do?” Paul insisted.

Brinley gave him another reassuring smile. “You are still connected that AI of yours, Tiffany, is that what you called it?  And you have technology, knowledge, and the ability to change everything here.  You too are going to be the most hunted and the most powerful people on the entire Vanguard. Not to mention you have me as your guide!” Brinley giggled in joy.

“You still have not said what you think we should do. Paul, should we head back to the scout ship?” Gretchen asked. There was not much enthusiasm in her suggestion.

“Not today,” Paul replied. “I just want get someplace warm.”

“That I can help you with!” Brinley said. “The biosphere in A Habitat is just entering the spring cycle. I know the best way to get in there, and once we get to a hangar bay I can easily fly over there.  We will need to find a shuttle, but those are not hard to get.  I have the connections so gather up everything you want to take from here and follow me.” 

“That seems like a reasonable course of action,” Tiffany said over area audio so all three of them heard it.  “But Gretchen, will you improvise a communication link for our new friend Brinley?  I would like to discuss these matters with her directly.”

“That is easy to do,” Gretchen replied.  “The components from the teleportation equipment can be modified.  And we do not need to take much more of this stuff.  One end of a teleportation system is not much use.  I have already stripped down what I thought would be useful.  Give me about five minutes and Brinley will be linked in.”

“Well Brinley, it looks like we are a team now.  When Gretchen is read you can lead on.” Paul reached over and grabbed Gretchen’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “At least you and I are together.”

“And it looks like our adventures are only just beginning here on the Vanguard,” Gretchen replied.

 





The End
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