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   This book is dedicated to my amazingly understanding wife.  Even though she is not a science fiction fan, she still listens to my crazy stories.  Thank you!
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   This is a work of fiction.
 
   Please check out all ten books in the completed Colony Ship Eschaton series.  Also there are eight books in the completed Colony Ship Vanguard series, and four in the newest series, the Colony Ship Conestoga.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   If you like this book, consider buying a copy and donating it to your local library!  Support libraries!
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   1 Back from the dust
 
    
 
    
 
   The dirt crumbling into the dust-filled wind was the color of Michael’s attitude.  It was tan, dry and lifeless.  He stomped his shoes again and columns of dust swirled away into the barren landscape.  He took one more dry-eyed look at the tan nothingness, for, even under the heavy goggles, his eyes felt dried out.  There was only so much tan a person’s eyes could tolerate.  Michael had seen more tan than he cared to remember.  The light was diluted and dirty as well.  The barren, tan, ground was only slightly darker than the tan air which made up the sky.  At night, the light was just sucked away into a sick brown color of unending sameness.  Even the fusion truck, which he had just parked in the exterior garage, was tan.  Nothing escaped being tainted by tan.  Tan was the lifeless dead color that surround him.
 
    
 
   He turned back toward the entryway, only giving the briefest glimpse upward toward the dome, which arched away into the tan sky.  Wind whipped dry particles of dust and grit past him, swirling around the dome.  Reaching to the sidewall, he popped open the control box, punched in his command codes and started the process to enter into the dome.
 
    
 
   The entryway dilated.  He stomped a few more times for all the good it would do, then he entered the small outer lock.  A gush of air pushed past him.  The pressurized decontamination system had started.  He would follow it step by step.  Doing so would allow him to continue his entry into the dome.   The airlocks were not designed to equalize pressure, they were built to produce pressure gradients which kept things out of the dome.   The outer entry closed together with a snap.  The next door dilated open and he stepped forward.  The illumination came on, and a storage bin slid open.
 
    
 
   Taking the data stick out from his belt, he inserted the narrow information storage and processing device it into the slot where its information would be transferred to the appropriate people.  “I know you gathered what I saw, but it was not good.”  Michael stated as the data stick flashed a bit.  Not as powerful or as interactive as an artificial intelligence, data sticks were used in many aspects of dome life.  Those transferred facts would then be incorporated into his personal report.  The physical data stick would not go any further than this slot in decontamination.  It would never be used again.  
 
    
 
   Michael dropped his hat, pulled the goggles off, and stripped off his hooded coveralls, socks, underwear and shoes.  The coveralls were soft and pliable, even though they contained radiation absorbing materials which had been standard issue for as long as he could remember.  Old timers spoke of enclosed suits and isolated air supplies, but that was before the RAM fabric was developed.   Taking up the goggles and the hat he looked at them and shook his head.  They were coated in tan.  He knew he would never see them again, they were radioactive and toxic, but regretted the waste of technology. He placed all his belonging into the storage bin.  Pushing the lighted button over the bin, it snapped shut.  The bin led to an incinerator where all his gear would be eliminated.
 
    
 
   The next entryway dilated, and he again felt the rush of air come past his now naked body.  The air always flowed from the interior toward the exterior.  The next chamber was smaller than the last, and he stepped in and stood on the expanded metal of the floor.  As soon as he stepped into that chamber, the floor recognized his presence and signaled the door to close.   ‘Here it comes,’ he thought.  He felt the rinse begin.  He knew it was not water, that was far too precious for decontamination procedures, but he still felt wet as the mist enveloped him.
 
    
 
   He then felt the warmth of the broad-spectrum lighting come on.  At first it was pleasant enough, but like all things, that did not last very long.  Soon the heat was uncomfortable; not long after that, it became painful.  The pain intensified steadily.  Michael stoically remained expressionless.  The lights extinguished themselves just before the point of blistering skin, exploding eye balls, or scalded bones.  He knew he would have diarrhea later as a result of the internal cleansing that just took place, probably blood in his urine as well.  Just another typical mission.  Only this time he was alone in passing through decontamination.    
 
    
 
   A new bin opened, and his neatly folded dome clothing was inside.  He pulled on a shirt, underwear and pants, placed his feet into his shoes and stood still.  Only then did the last dilation happen.  Again he was hit with gushing air as he stepped out of the entry portal and into the dome itself.  The dilation sealed itself behind him.  Marked only by the “Decontamination: Restricted Access” sign, the entry portal was hardly noticeable.   
 
    
 
   Michael Jacobs was back inside Dome 17.   He was home again.  Just one of the 1483 people who lived in this pimple of life on the cadaver of a planet, once known as Earth.   
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   2 Home sweet dome
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Michael made his way through the sterile hallways of Dome 17 toward his own apartment.  On the way he encountered an associate.
 
    
 
   “Hello Michael.  How was the journey to Dome 11?” A slender woman asked as she bounced up to him.  Her short hair was reddish, and her face covered in freckles.  A playful smile was on her lips.  Jamie was in the same occupation as Michael.  They were called adventurers by the Committee, and their numbers were down to only twenty.  There were currently six adventurers out on missions to other domes.  The adventurers were the only people who ever left the dome.
 
    
 
   “Hi Jamie.  Outside was beautiful.  Clear blue sky, robins singing, and many dandelions chasing sweet little bunnies.”
 
    
 
   “At least get your sarcasm accurate.  You are aware that dandelions were not carnivorous, but some type of flowering plant, right?” Jamie smiled again at Michael.
 
    
 
   “Well, Dome 11 was as dead as the others were.  I did copy their records on my data stick, but it looks like they have been dead for at least a few years.  The outside wall was breached, and there were indications of explosions inside the dome.  Looked like a civil war again,” Michael reported in a detached manner.
 
    
 
   They walked quietly for a while, Jamie’s muscular, lithe body smoothly in stride with Michael’s larger frame.
 
    
 
   “So there are no other operating domes that we know about? What about the rumors of underground bunkers and whatnot?” Jamie finally asked.  She wanted to know about how Michael’s going alone on the mission had been, but she hesitated to ask.  
 
    
 
   “Rumors like that are about as real as life outside the dome.  In Dome 11, even the biologicals in their sealed units were dead.  Some of those tech units looked nearly as good as ours, but who knows what killed them?  I did not see any evidence of radiation absorption material technology.” Michael continued as they walked.
 
    
 
   “So when their dome was breached, they basically cooked inside?”
 
    
 
   Michael’s lips grew taunt.  “Well maybe?   Some might have been dead before the breach, it was unclear.  I could not find out what started their whole demise.  Mass suicide? The forensics on the breech were inconclusive.  Who knows?  The bodies were all well into being so dried out it was hard to tell.  Dust inside that place was almost as bad as outside.  Tan everywhere.”
 
    
 
   “So it was not as ghastly as Done 3?”  Jamie sighed out.  She had been on the three person team to investigate Dome 3, and the memories, obviously, still haunted her.  Only two adventurers came back from that mission.
 
    
 
   “Nothing is as bad as Dome 3, and I only saw the videos,” he replied.  No one spoke publicly too much about that Dome 3 incident, not Jamie, nor the other survivor of that mission, even though it was what every survey team dreaded when they went to a different dome.  Michael knew Jamie had been forced to see Doctor Larson for ‘counseling’ to discuss the Dome 3 incident, but he knew Doctor Larson was as worthless as the dried out dead bodies he had seen in Dome 11.
 
    
 
   They entered their apartment.  As soon as the door slid shut, Jamie took Michael in a loving embrace, “I am so glad you are back!”  Michael returned the hug eagerly.  His mind was grateful he had her in his arms again.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   3 who called this meeting
 
    
 
   The next morning Jamie and Michael awoke and prepared for the day.  The Committee had called a meeting, and all the adventurers were required to attend.  Jamie climbed out of bed and bounced toward the toilet which sat in the corner of the room.  A bed, a few cubby shelves on the wall, and the toilet.  That was the apartment.
 
    
 
   Michael sat and contemplated what he had seen on his solo mission.  He was expected to make his report on Dome 11, and he had nothing positive to say.  It had been dead for a long while.  All the other domes which any of the adventurers had ever been visited were dead.  Looking around his sterile room, he wondered if he, too, was already virtually dead.  But then he saw Jamie and knew some life still existed.  Only Jamie could look good while using a toilet.   He heard the air compress as she flushed the waste on its way to reclamation.   Jamie finished and smiled at Michael.   
 
    
 
   Jamie's personal artificial intelligence system, Sequoia, interrupted with an urgent proclamation:  "Jamie, there is a message from the Committee, which they advise all adventurers to review.   Shall I display that message?" 
 
    
 
   "Yes, thank you," Jamie replied.   
 
    
 
   Moments later Michael's personal artificial intelligence system, Burke, stated, "I have the same message as Sequoia for Michael."
 
    
 
   Michael answered, "Yes, display that.   We will watch it together.   Thank you."  
 
    
 
   A three dimensional display with images and videos began to play in the middle of their apartment.   From whatever angle in the room, the display looked the same.   It was quite detailed.   
 
    
 
   "Dome 17 Committee Only Memorandum on Colony Ship Recovery.
 
    
 
   In light of the success of faster-than-light communications over the last 5 years, and the newest breakthrough which has allowed development of the Piloted Faster-Than-Light (PFTL) scout ships,  information is now being shared about the Old World colony ship program.  Research and Development still has not been able to get past the weight and mass restrictions, so PFTL missions will only be able to accommodate two human pilots.
 
    
 
   As you are aware, information released to our dome’s general public - regarding the colony ship program - has been minimal.   The surprising lack of interest in the colony ship program by the general public has been expected.
 
    
 
   Generally speaking, the view is that the Old World’s colony ship program was a total failure.  This memorandum is to inform you about the newest finding of our reassessment of the colony ship program.  The public is unaware of these issues, and will remain so for the foreseeable future.  The PFTL missions have the real potential to directly assess what remains of the colony ships.  What the general public needs to know will be reassessed after the PFTL missions are completed.  Robotic FTL probes are ready to be dispatched to those colony ships deemed best available to re-contact.  PFLT scouts could be ready in the near future.
 
    
 
   According to the Old World records, a total of seven colony ships were manufactured.  Two major factors led the leaders of the Old World to think the colony ship program possible:  modern permalloy and gravity manipulation.  Major manufacturing was from a spun material called modern permalloy.  Not to be confused with the nickel and iron alloys made about one hundred and seventy years previously, modern permalloy is still the hardest substance known to humanity.  Breakthroughs of technology in the Old World showed that, because of the strength  and other qualities of modern permalloy, the colony ship projects were possible.  Combined with gravity manipulation technology the ships were assembled in orbit over a thirteen year period.  These ships were then inhabited with various ecological zones’ flora and fauna, rescued from preserves on Earth and established in homeostasis in suitable habitats.    
 
    
 
   Each colony ship had eight separate and unique habitats populated by a thousand generational humans.  These people lived in the habitats with the full knowledge that they would spend their entire lives there, Estimates of transit time from Earth to a targeted destination world were from three to eight generations.  Ship operations were overseen by one thousand humans of the ship’s active crew, and various artificial intelligences.  The crew positions were in dynastic successions to the subsequent generations.   An additional 144,000 humans were kept in suspended animation capsules in storage bays, to be awakened upon arrival at target world.
 
    
 
   Ships listed by launch date:
 
    
 
   Vanguard CS 1:
 
   Latest assessment: 23% into voyage, when an incident occurred.  Last known message received stated a mutiny had occurred and the captain of ship had been assassinated by unknown crew members.  Reporting officer was J.  Baldwin, Pilot 3rd class.  No further reports.  Ship considered lost.  Trajectory plotted and potential of robotic FTL contact, 48%.  
 
    
 
   Marathon CS 2:
 
   Latest assessment:19% into voyage when incident occurred.  No human contact, but distress signal sent from secondary Artificial Intelligence, Lenore, reports that ship has been attacked by hostile aliens.  This date is the first contact with any alien race.  AI also reported that counter-attack had begun, but message was garbled and when decrypted also contained contamination from other Artificial Intelligences.  Ship considered lost.  Trajectory plotting attempted repeatedly using all three methods of colony ship tracking.  Marginal success on plotting of course,  Estimated robotic FTL contact at less than 5%.   
 
    
 
   Warren  CS 3:
 
   Latest assessment: 31% into mission when incident occurred.  Unnamed crew member reported some “disaster” onboard the ship.  The ship’s main Artificial Intelligence, Monitor, was put into Command Mode with the only instruction to “protect human life.” One report received from the AI Monitor which stated “biological organisms killing each other.  Request immediate instructions.” Trajectory plotted and estimated robotic contact at 87%.
 
    
 
   Conestoga  CS 4:
 
   Latest assessment: Unknown time of incident.  Report received from unlabeled AI as having made planet fall.  This would be at least a century prior to when ship was scheduled to arrive.  No human messages from Conestoga.  Trajectory plotted and robotic FTL contact estimated at greater than 90%.  Star charts show its location is not a known solar system, nor does there appear to be a solar system at that location.  Report from the AI is suspect, but tracking shows ship has not moved from the reported location.   
 
    
 
   Eschaton CS 5:
 
   Latest assessment:  No reports of any kind from the ship.  FTL communications have not received any reply.  Trajectory plotted and robotic FTL contact estimated at 95%.  The nature of the crew and their religious extremism may explain their failure to report.  Ship and crew considered as probably hostile.
 
    
 
   Trailblazer CS 6:
 
   Latest assessment:14% into voyage, massive systems failures reported by Captain Josey Alberts.   Cause of malfunctions thought to be encounter with micro singularity.  Captain Alberts also reported loss of 62% of sleepers but stated “repairs underway.” 29% of way into voyage, automated distress signal activated.  No further contact.  Trajectory plotted and robotic FTL contact estimated at 71%.   
 
    
 
   Zubalamo  CS 7:
 
   Latest assessment: Still on course as scheduled.  No human responses to FTL transmissions.   AI Kwame reports “situation normal, all systems operational” to every request.  Uncertain if AI is functioning, and uncertain if human crew awake.  Trajectory plotted and robotic contact estimated at 90%.   
 
    
 
   Conclusions:
 
   Each of the seven colony ships in the project have fallen short of design and mission parameters.   Loss of at least three ships is probable.  Loss of human life estimated at over 70% of all sleepers.   Loss of environmental systems also a high probability.  Program review concludes colony ship program a decided failure." 
 
    
 
   "That is very interesting," Jamie stated with a yawn.   
 
    
 
   "But what difference does it all make?"  Michael asked.   
 
    
 
   Michael threw off the covers and dressed.  He used some foam disinfectant on his face and hands.   Jamie returned rubbing her hands in the disinfectant, and she also dressed.  They departed the apartment and headed to the cafetorium.
 
    
 
   The cafetorium was one of the largest rooms under the dome.  Most of the dome was constructed from opaque permalloy, but from the cafetorium one could actually see through transparent permalloy to view the outside.  Outside the dome, the dull tan dust blew and blew.  Nothing ever changed in that tan swirling dead nothingness of outside.   The nontransparent walls around the cafetorium were the same color as most everything else.   
 
    
 
   “Not eating alone today, right?”  Jamie said playfully. Michael smiled in return.
 
    
 
   People were already lined up  for breakfast.  Jamie and Michael joined the queue.  The line moved quickly as people grabbed their ration of water and food package, then sat in the various seats around the room.  Some walked out as Jamie and Michael stood in line.
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael sat down and consumed breakfast.  The ten ounces of water, and the small grey spongy brick of biological sustenance were downed.  Once, long ago, the cafetorium had served real old-fashioned types of food with a variety of offerings.  But only the oldest people under the dome remembered those.  Presently, everyone received a sufficient supply of a food ration and water.  There were no overweight people in Dome 17.
 
    
 
   After consuming their nutrients, they departed.  Talk was subdued in the cafetorium, more so than usual.  Heading to the meeting Jamie and Michael said little.  Michael was somber with the news of yet another dead dome.    
 
    
 
   They entered in the Committee meeting room.   It too was a dusky tan colored.    Michael noted that nothing seemed to hold color in Dome 17.  Everything was covered over by a faded tan, like the way the outside looked through dirty goggles.   Most of the other adventurers were already seated around the room.  At the front was a triangular shaped table.  Michael and Jamie sat down.   The Committee Members Murial Hodgesyn, Jubal Morris, and Lorna Vasquez were each seated at the center seat on each side.  One Committee member per side of the triangular table.  Some of the other adventurers glanced at Michael and Jamie.  Jamie avoid a certain look from one adventurer.  
 
    
 
   “Glad to see you back in one piece,” Member Murial Hodgesyn said to Michael.  “Are you ready with your report from Dome 11?”  
 
    
 
   Murial Hodgesyn was not one to stand on formalities.  A strong woman at age sixty, her hair pulled back in a bun, and her eyes alive with intelligence: Murial was a good leader.  She had been elected to the Committee some years ago.  Her fourth term would expire this year.  Jubal Morris was in the middle of his term on the Committee.  Lorna Vasquez was the one year randomly Selected Member.  As everyone in the dome knew regarding the Committee, “Two elected, one selected.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Member, I am ready.  I have recovered files from Dome 11, and my artificial intelligence Burke has them prepared.  They are filed for review.” Michael replied.
 
    
 
   “AI Mishna, please display files from Dome 11, and put visual images for Michael’s report.”  Murial commanded.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Member, here are the files" the mechanical voice of Mishna responded.  A three dimensional image appeared in the center of the triangular table.  It looked identical from every seat around the table, and even from those seats further back in the room. 
 
    
 
   Michael made his report.  As he did the images showed the breached dome, the dried bodies and schematics showing the various floor plans, building descriptions, and other interior fixtures from Dome 11.  The vast majority of the actual images showed that nearly everything in Dome 11 was coated in tan dust.  Michael finished by saying: “Does anyone have any questions?”
 
    
 
   “Did you have any difficulty in travel to or from that dead dome?” Member Lorna asked.  Lorna was thirty five years old with blond hair and blue eyes.  She was usually not one to speak up easily, so her question rather surprised Michael.
 
    
 
   “No, Member Lorna, I had no difficulty.  The vehicle performed well, even in the dust storms and higher winds than I expected.” Michael stated.
 
    
 
   Several of the adventurers asked some of their own routine questions, mostly about “ghosts” or “monsters,” or other nonsensical matters.  The adventurers were known for their surface level levity, but that was a form of gallows humor, for they had lost many adventurers over the years.  Everyone knew when a mission set out, there was a sizable risk of never seeing that person again.  A few faces of the adventurers were even more sober than usual as they whispered to each other.  The milieu was not of good cheer, but rather of some nebulous, unclear, and unspoken tension.  
 
    
 
   “Well, Michael, thank you for your service.  It looks clear enough that Dome 11 is also dead like the others.  But let us learn the specific cause." Member Jubal stated in a rather superficially nonchalant manner.  “Artificial Intelligence Mishna, please analyze and give us the most probable cause for the demise of Dome 11.”
 
    
 
   “Failure of Dome 11: inevitable.  All dome systems have exceeded best-case life spans, and multiple system failures occurred.”  The AI made the bleak announcement without hesitation.
 
    
 
   The room was silent.  Every other time, during a mission debriefing, the AIs had pointed to an individual specific cause.  Many of those caused were of human origins, like civil strife, or suicides.  Other times it was a certain system, such as ventilation, or sterilization which had failed.  The AI would then go into great detail about the exact nature and whatnot of that specific’s dome failure.  But this evaluation was short and frighteningly brief.
 
    
 
   The room stayed silent for an uncomfortably long time.
 
    
 
   Finally Murial spoke up, “Using the data available, project the application of these known problems to our own dome.”
 
    
 
   Without hesitation, the Artificial Intelligence voice came back.  “Failure of Dome 17 is unavoidable.  Estimated time to failure is no more than one hundred twenty days.”
 
    
 
   Again the room was silent.   
 
    
 
   “Explain your analysis of last statement,” Murial stated finally.
 
    
 
   “Dome 11 technology level was nearest to this dome’s.  Dome 11 failed thirteen point six years ago.  All other domes assessed have consistently showed similar patterns of deterioration of systems, progressing from oldest to newest.” The AI Mishna continued with a long series of strength of materials statements, effects from geological shifting and a myriad of other factors.  No one in the room really heard the final parts of the AI’s assessment as they were too shocked and fear-stricken from the pronouncement that there were only one hundred and twenty days left of the dome.   
 
    
 
   “This means we must implement the PFTL scout missions to the colony ships.” Murial stated.   “Best to send to every ship.”
 
    
 
   “I agree,” stated Jubal, followed by Lorna who stated, “Indeed, it is our only option.   Yes, every ship should be attempted.”
 
    
 
   Murmurs sounded around the room.  Some questions were asked, but Jamie and Michael did not pay much attention.  They were staring at each other.  The shock of the dome’s coming failure was still sinking in.  None of the adventurers were old enough to remember life before the dome.  The dome was always there, and it would always be there.  Or so was the common assumption.  But some of these people, like Michael and Jamie, had personally visited the dead domes.  Everyone else had at least had seen the reports during the Committee meetings.   They knew death like no one else in Dome 17.
 
    
 
   Michael squeezed Jamie’s hand, saying nothing.  He had suspected this was coming.  Jamie gazed into his deep set grey eyes saying, “I will be there for you, but no more solo trips.”
 
    
 
   The murmurs around the table became more quarrelsome, and soon the room was filled with angry voices, demanding action be taken.  
 
    
 
   “Action will be taken.  Each of you will set off in pairs for one of the seven colony ships.”  Murial tried to make order come back to the meeting.
 
    
 
   “The colony ships were lost, decades ago!” One adventurer stated.
 
    
 
   “How is a dead colony ship any better than a dead dome?” Asked another.
 
    
 
   “Besides, no one can get to a colony ship, they left long, long ago,” a voice came from the back.   
 
    
 
   “Quiet everyone!” Lorna yelled.  It was so unexpected, that everyone stopped talking and listened.
 
    
 
   “We have been checking out the status of the colony ships, and there is a good chance of reaching them.   You should have seen the briefing we sent out,” Lorna continued.  “We now have faster-than-light travel and are building scout ships to go to the colony ships.   We have enough materials to build seven ships.  That along with the teleportation technology gives us some hope.”
 
    
 
   “So how long before we load everyone into one of these super ships?” Someone asked, with near hysteria in his voice.  
 
    
 
   Jamie recognized the voice, but did not turn to look at the man who with her had also survived Dome 3’s ordeal.  She did not want to face those memories on top of the news of the imminent failure of Dome 17.  Her mind focused and she said to herself, ‘I will not let that happen here.’ 
 
    
 
   “We cannot load everyone into a FTL ship.  The best we can build are two person scout ships.   AI, Mishna please display PFTL mission parameters.  Authorization, Lorna 76A69.”
 
    
 
   “Authorization accepted” the mechanical voice stated.  A very detailed set of plans appeared in the center of the table.  The Committee had already reviewed this plan as a long term effort, but now it would need to be rushed.
 
    
 
   “As you can see, there is a good possibility of recovering a working colony ship.  When we do that, we will need to establish a teleportation receiving pad on the colony ship.  None of them were anywhere close to that technology.  But the raw materials to make the receiving pad should be there, and with the plans and components you take, it will be easy enough to use colony ship resources to build a receiving pad.  So then when that happens, people from here just basically walk through a teleportation system and walk off on the colony ship.” Lorna finished her statements and sat down.   
 
    
 
   “Why not just teleport to another planet? That will be as likely as finding a colony ship,” One of the adventurers said sarcastically.  
 
    
 
   “Just which planet would that be?” Jubal countered, with no small amount of sneer in his voice.   “Want to go to Mars? Or Venus? Or how about Triton or Titan? All the planets, or moons, we know about are as bad, or worse, than outside this dome.  The colony ships offer habitats designed and fashioned for human survival.  They are our only hope.”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, the Committee has looked at the possibility of finding another habitable planet, but we know that search would take far longer than finding the colony ships.  Those are seven places we know could support human life, and the plan is workable,” Lorna nodded to Jubal. 
 
    
 
   Murmurs and snickers came from the adventurers who were obviously not pleased with the plan.   
 
    
 
   “That sounds a lot easier than it is.” Michael stated.  “First, we must find those colony ships, and if they still survive, which no one knows, we have to get there.  And we can send how many?  You say it can only be two? So two people must go to the ship in faster-than-light travel, a  new technology that has not been proven over long ranges.  Then on that colony ship, and who knows what shape it is in on that ship, two people build a receiving pad out of one hundred year old spare parts?”
 
    
 
   More murmurs and whispering.  A few were encouraging or excited, but others expressed concerns.  
 
    
 
   “And what if the humans on those ships are not open to new visitors?” Michael finally added to the conversation.
 
    
 
   “Yes, basically that is what will be needed, and yes there are large challenges to overcome.  But is there really any other choice?” Murial added before Lorna or Jubal could reply.
 
    
 
   Michael squeezed Jamie’s hand.
 
    
 
   “Michael and I volunteer for the first mission!” Jamie said it in a clear and loud voice.
 
    
 
   Everyone in the room looked at Michael and Jamie, and not all the looks were admiration, or support.  Most were looks of mortified anguish.
 
    
 
   “Attention AI Mishna.  Make all information on the colony ships available to every adventurer.” Murial stated.   “Do not withhold any information we have on the colony ships.”
 
    
 
   “Affirmative.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   4 talking in circles
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning Michael and Jamie received a summons from the Committee.  They consumed their breakfast, the exact same kind of food ration and water ration as they had at each meal, and headed toward the meeting room.   
 
    
 
   “I am still not sure all this is a good idea,” Michael said.  “After all, the technology is really untested.”
 
    
 
   “But what choice is there?” Jamie said with determination.  “This dome is about to die, and it seems all the other domes are already dead.  We have no choice but to try, and I think by volunteering we will get to pick the mission we want.  Besides, I want to spend a lot of alone time with you!”  She gave him a sly grin.  “I missed you badly when you were on that solo mission.”
 
    
 
   A thin smiled crossed his lips, but his eyes lit up more.  Then he said, “I looked over the materials on the colony ships last night, and none of it looks very good.  Those ships are old.  Antiques.   Really old.  And they have gone through who knows what?  And just getting there is a real risk.”
 
    
 
   “So do you want to stay here? Just turn to dust when the systems fail? You personally saw the other domes.  Do you want to end like that?” Jamie asked.  Her eyes were very intense, and her jaw was set in determination.  
 
    
 
   Michael stopped.  He knew that look on Jamie’s face, so he reached out and gently took her hand.  He looked into her eyes.  His eyes were watering.  “Jamie, I do not want anything to happen to you.” He struggled with emotion.  “I feel totally helpless, and I do not see a way for you to be safe.  So I am really ripped up inside.”
 
    
 
   Jamie wrapped her arms around him, and whispered in his ear.  “If I am with you, I will be okay.  Together we can do anything.” She then gave him a quick kiss on the cheek.  “Come on, let us march to our destiny.”
 
    
 
   Entering the meeting room was different than the day before.  An even more dark mood had settled in on everyone.  The dull tan walls were brighter than the atmosphere in the room.  The only exception was Jamie, who even now seemed to extrude spunkiness.  It was a characteristic Michael loved about her.   
 
    
 
   “I see we are all here,” Murial began.  Michael noticed several empty chairs at the big table and around the room.  It had been full yesterday.  Murial caught his look.
 
    
 
   “Well, yes, we are all here.  Last night four of the adventurers......” Murial caught her breath for a moment and then continued, “...self-terminated.   LeeAnn, Roy, Dave, and Constance had  returned from their missions to other domes last night.  They were all found dead in their apartments this morning.  The bodies are being recycled.  Files are available through the AIs.  There were no personal messages left behind.  Only Constance filed a report, and hers confirms our fears about the dome failures.”
 
    
 
   Jamie’s spunkiness waved for a bit, and her eyes blinked rapidly.  Michael reached over and laid his hand on her arm.  She nodded ever so slightly.
 
    
 
   “So that means we now have eight teams of two each to cover missions to seven colony ships.”  Jubal added.
 
    
 
   Jamie looked back at Michael, her outward spunkiness restored.  Only Michael noticed the look in her eyes. She winked at him in recognition and support.  Her perkiness was now intact again.   
 
    
 
   “The FTL robotic probes have been sent this morning.  We should be receiving FTL messages from them at any moment.  That is why you are here now.  I want you to understand all that is happening the minute we get the information.” Murial continued.   
 
    
 
   “May I ask a question?” One of the adventurers, Cammarry, asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes, please feel free to ask any questions as we await the FTL transmissions,” Murial replied.
 
    
 
   “I was reading about the FTL drives, and we have the sling here to propel the robotic and piloted FTL missions.  But how do they come home?  The test runs to past the old moon base all were short enough for the secondary drives to bring the ships back to the dome.  But how will we get back from a colony ship many light years away?” Cammarry asked.  
 
    
 
   “FTL missions do not come back.” Murial stated flatly.
 
    
 
   “They are one way trips,” Lorna added.
 
    
 
   The room was silent for a long while.  Apparently most of the adventurers had already figured this out.  But hearing it clearly was difficult.  Michael squeezed Jamie’s hand.   
 
    
 
   “There is no way to come back in the FTL scout ship, but when you set up the receiving pad for the teleportation system, we can come to you.” Murial stated.
 
    
 
   There were several other questions, but Michael kept thinking.  This is a big win, or a deadly loss.   And the odds are against winning.   But he also knew that there was no way to stay there in Dome 17 and survive.  Soon the last spot on earth where life survived would collapse into the toxins, winds, dust, and radiation of the outside.  He missed several questions as he pondered what was in store for them.  
 
    
 
   The artificial intelligence Mishna announced: “Information arrival from faster-than-light robotic probes.  Shall I display results?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, please do,” Murial stated.  Everyone looked at the center of the table as the results were displayed.
 
    
 
   “Do you want detailed reports on each probe or a general overview?” The AI asked.
 
    
 
   “Begin with a general overview, and make detailed reports available to all here.”
 
    
 
   “Robotic probes found and landed on all seven colony ships: Vanguard, Warren, Marathon, Conestoga, Eschaton, Trailblazer and Zubalamo.  All colony ships show some level of functioning technology.  All show readings of an acceptable atmosphere inside.  All colony ships also show positive signs of biological life inhabiting colony ships.  Robotic probes have placed an exact targeting beacon on each colony ship.  Piloted faster-than-light scout ship mission success now estimated at 95% or better for reaching colony ships.  Unexpected and unexplained premature failure of robotic probes on Marathon, Eschaton and Trailblazer shortly after beacon placement; however, all beacons still functioning.  The four remaining probes are expected to reach their life expectancy in four hours.  Beacon life expectancy is one hundred hours.”
 
    
 
   Excited voices were heard across the room.  Jamie’s face radiated joy as she squeezed Michael’s hand under the table.  It looked like they had a better chance of success as they headed out to one of the colony ships.
 
    
 
   “AI, are the PFTL ships ready for deployment?” Lorna asked.
 
    
 
   “All seven are in ready status,” the AI reported.    
 
    
 
   The discussion continued for a long while.  People were excited, but none had really examined the details of what the probes had found.  The potential for salvation was great.  Had more of them studied the detailed reports with care, perhaps things would have turned out differently or they would not have had such high expectations.
 
    
 
   Before all the discussions were finished, Jamie quickly approached Murial and whispered into her ear.  She nodded.  Jamie then led Michael out of the room.  She had a sly grin on her face.  Michael wondered what had just happened.   
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   5 selection, election, or regression
 
    
 
    
 
   Back in their one room apartment, Jamie pulled Michael into an embrace.  “I told you we would get our choice!” She said with a slight upward twist of her mouth.  Michael knew that was a sign she was very excited and eager to get on with the mission.
 
    
 
   “Murial said we can make requests.  Requests.” Michael reminded her, “She did not guarantee anything.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but she told us we should have our request in within the hour, and departure would be in only ninety minutes.  So where do we go? Which ship do you think is the best to live our lives on?” Now Jamie was being kind of flippant, as she was ready to go to any of the colony ships.  
 
    
 
   Only Michael ever saw her this way.  To everyone else, Jamie was a model of exuberant self-control, seriousness mixed with supreme self-confidence.  To some she even appeared cold and indifferent, especially in a crisis.   Her self-confidence was well warranted, as she was consistently in the top of every mental test and every agility evaluation.   Michael often wondered why she liked him so much.  But he never asked, partly for fear she would see him as he really was and decide someone else would be better.   As age mates they had known each other since birth.
 
    
 
   “Which ship? I honestly do not know.  The AI reported all those details, but most of it seemed to just be confirming the specifications we already know about the old colony ships.  And did you notice how vague it all was? Was that kind of weird or what?” Michael said.  He had read all the reports in great detail.
 
    
 
   “How much can a robotic probe tell us?  Before launch they were stripped of their best sensors to make room for the beacon?  The robotic probes also had to do the assessments from outside the hull of a colony ship?” Jamie sat on the bed as she spoke.     
 
    
 
   “True enough.  So you decide.  I will trust whatever decision you make.” Michael stated.  He had often left matters to Jamie to decide, and she had never let him down.  In addition to excellent competence in physical matters, Jamie had a certain lucky intuition which Michael had seen operate too many times to discount.  He depended on that now more than ever before in his life.   
 
    
 
   “Okay, I say we request our target be the Eschaton.  They may have been religious nuts, but obsessive compulsive people keep good records.  And from what I have studied, cult wackos tend to maintain equipment with devotion.  They do it religiously.” Jamie said in all seriousness.   
 
    
 
   “Agreed.  The Eschaton it is.   I will let the Committee know of our request.  He punched a few buttons on the wall unit.  “Burke, please let the Committee know our destination request is for the Eschaton.”
 
    
 
   “Affirmative,” Burke the AI replied.
 
    
 
   Just a moment later, both the personal artificial intelligences, Burke and Sequoia chimed with a message.  “Urgent message from the Committee.”
 
    
 
   “Well, that was fast,”  Jamie stated.  “What is the message?”
 
    
 
   A three dimensional image of Murial appeared in the room.  She spoke to them.  “Mission to the Colony Ship Eschaton approved.  Yours is the first launch.  Your AIs have the itinerary for necessary prelaunch preparations.  You are set to recover a colony ship.”
 
    
 
   Jamie yelped with joy.  “We are leaving together!  Sequoia, what is needed?”
 
    
 
   The AI read off a list with required times and places.
 
    
 
   Michael turned and looked at Jamie. “Shall we head down to the quartermaster for outfitting?”
 
    
 
   While they walked toward the supply area, they passed some of the general population of the dome.  These people were going through their everyday lives, working, consuming the food bricks and their water rations, talking to their friends and some even hoping for a better tomorrow.  The Committee had not released the information about the dome’s imminent failure, since there really was nothing the general public could do.  If the PFTL missions succeed, and a teleportation pad was established, the people would be told and they could just walk through to a new life.  They could have a new life on a distant colony ship amidst a biological habitat.  It was hard for Michael to imagine what that life would be like, but thinking back to what he saw in Dome 11, it had to be better.     
 
    
 
   Michael looked at the people as he passed them by.  Many deferred to him by stepping aside.  The adventurers were all known to everyone in the dome.  Like folk heroes, they were highly respected, admired and even feared.  But Michael also knew that if the PFTL missions failed, these people had no hope at all.  They would be dead like the corpses in the other domes, just dried up bodies baked in radiation.   They would all turn to tan crusts of death.  Then it occurred to him: Are the colony ships all like the other domes? He actually shook his head to clear that thought.  No, the robotic probes had indicated life in the ships.  But would he be able to save these people? Could Jamie and I find a new home? He set his mental reservations aside.  He knew what he had to do.   
 
    
 
   They walked past the biological unit farms.  Here the clear and sealed cubes contained the greyish taupe colored fungi consisting of super hybridized biologicals.  Those biologicals were grown, housed, and harvested for the food rations.  Over and over the biologicals were re-grown through cloning and other reproduction techniques.  Row after row of the cubes were stacked on both sides of the walkway, as high as the dome.
 
    
 
   Everything in the dome was reclaimed and reused and recycled.  From people who died, to waste products, to the air of each and every breath.  The dome’s technology made use of everything.  Except for the items the adventurers took to other domes, like the gear Michael had disposed of in decontamination, everything was reutilized over and over.  This was especially true for water.  Even the humidity extractors scattered along the outside of the dome still collected some water from the dry atmosphere of the nearly dead world.   It was then rigorously sterilized and purified for use.  When Michael was young, the extractors were still making a significant contribution to the dome.  But the latest reports showed that that source of water was nearly gone.  Now virtually every drink of water had once been someone’s urine.  Michael had even heard the old stories people told of a time when water fell out of the sky, or was pumped up from the ground.  That was a fantasy very hard to conceive, but the history achieves said it was true.    
 
    
 
   As they rounded past the biological farm, Michael thought again about the big picture of the dome. He glanced up. The ceiling was not far overhead, and above that were levels which had been closed off years ago.  Beyond the top most levels, was the outside.  The exterior world was of death.  There the tan air circulated, and the murky sky swirled.  He wondered, as he had many times, about the clear permalloy of the cafetorium, why would anyone ever want to look out at that exterior?
 
    
 
   The quartermaster’s supply room was near the launch sling, and the quartermaster was an unusual man.  He had only one working arm; his left arm hung useless in a dirty tan sling.  He had been injured many years ago when he was accidentally struck by a broken beam during a mechanical repair.  His personal hygiene was not the best.  He seldom used antiseptic foams at all.  The clothes he wore were disheveled and crusty.
 
    
 
   The quartermaster also had a significant strabismus.  One never knew which eye to look at, since the misalignment of his eyes caused one to be looking at you and the other to be angled away.  It was disconcerting, and the quartermaster used this to his every advantage in dealing with people.  He even seemed to be able to watch two people in different places at the same time.
 
    
 
   And he spoke with a bit of a wheezy nasally whine.   Nothing really pronounced, but just enough to set off one’s ears.   
 
    
 
   With all of that, Quartermaster Willie had a very capable brain, and he knew every piece of equipment in the dome.  He also had invented many of the repair and reinforcement systems which kept the dome functioning.   
 
    
 
   “So Willie, did you hear we are leaving on an FTL mission?” Michael asked.  He knew full well that the quartermaster had been informed.
 
    
 
   “Hello Michael.  You know, you are the only one who ever comes to see me.  The rest of the people do not care that I am here so much.  They send down a request, I fill it and have it delivered.  Or they send down a machine and ask old Willie to fix it.  Even Brink usually just sends stuff over.  But they do not come by and talk to old Willie, not like you do." Willie gave Michael a sort of lopsided grin.  “And today you bring Jamie down as well.” One of Willie’s eyes looked Jamie up and down.  “Hey sweetheart, good to see you.”
 
    
 
   “Hello Willie,” Jamie said and shook his one good hand.  She knew he liked to be touched, and she showed him a great kindness by the ancient ritual of a handshake.   
 
    
 
   “So Willie, how can you to help us?” Michael asked.   
 
    
 
   “Yes, I have prepared your necessary materials.” Willie said as his eyes looked at both Michael and Jamie at the same time.  “You cannot take much, but I did make up a few ingenious gadgets for you to take along.”
 
    
 
   Willie stood with the aid of his functional arm, and led them to the back of the supply area, where a table had things sitting on it.
 
    
 
   “First, you will both carry two fusion packs.  Two each.  Energy is essential.  One is sufficient to power the teleportation receiving pad.  So even if you lose three of the four, your mission can be successful.  But do not lose any of these.  Understand me?” Willie gave a wink to Jamie.  She rolled her eyes but gave him a slight grin.  “Well, you get four of them, so take care.”  
 
    
 
   “You will have the standard radiation absorption materials in your suits, which include goggles, hoods, gloves and shoes.  So you will be well protected from radiation.  I figure if it can take the abusive radiation found outside around here, it can take whatever is in those crazy ships you are heading toward.  You will have standard food consumables for ten days, including water.  And everything will fit nicely in these backpacks.  I remember back when people called them satchels, or even a large wallet, but I digress.” 
 
    
 
   “That sounds just like standard dome exploration, except for the fusion packs.  You said something about gadgets?” Jamie was eager to get on with the journey.
 
    
 
   “Just hold on there, sweetie, I am getting to that,” Willie said.  “Is she always so aggressive and domineering?” Willie smiled at Michael.  “I do kind of like spunky women.  You know my first wife, may she rest in peace, was quite a spunky woman.  My mom also was a spunky lady.  She had four sisters, but was the only one who lived to grow up.  That was before we got all the air filters fitted with the radiation absorption materials, and even before the sterilized incubators with all the gamete compatibility tests before a baby is conceived in the extra-corporeal wombs.   Four dead sisters, too bad, that....” Willie paused in deep thought, “I got pictures of her sisters.  They would have been cute kids if not for the mutations.”  Willie used his good hand to wipe a tear from his eye.
 
    
 
   “Okay, so I figured you do not know what is going to be in those ships, so I included some ways for you to defend yourselves.  This is a projectile weapon.  You needed something with more punch than the constables’ stunners.” Willie handed each of them a dark colored metallic mechanism.  “I searched the old records, and I guess we can call this a handgun.  Or call it Willie’s Wacker, I do not care.  This is powered by your fusion packs, and will make its own ammunition.  Unlike the old ways of chemical explosions and metal projected bullets, this weapon is powered by magnetic polarization and depolarization.  You load any substance in to the chamber here.” He opened the top of the weapon, “and just insert whatever is at hand.  The mechanism compresses the materials into tiny nuggets, perfectly round, which are projected at very high velocity.  Did I say very high velocity?  Yes this will smack down whatever you need to hit.”
 
    
 
   “A Willie Smacker?”  Jamie teased a bit with a grin.  
 
    
 
   “Willie Wacker, I like alliterations.  Jerome would understand.  I suppose he will be in later.”  Willie replied. 
 
    
 
   “I have not heard who is on the other teams,” Michael stated.  “At least no one is going alone.”    
 
    
 
   Jamie examined the weapon.  It was very simple in design.  The loading chamber on the back side, and a trigger assembly on the handle.  Along the top were sights which were very easy to see.  It had a lightweight and easy feel to it.  “This is made out of permalloy and ceramics,” she said.  “It seems to have a battery pack in the handle.  How many discharged will it do?”  
 
    
 
   Willie replied, “I made it to be constantly recharging while the weapon is holstered.  It will fire until it is out of ammunition, about one hundred and twenty nuggets, from a full chamber of materials.  You will run out of ammunition and need to feed the chamber, long before the power is gone.  You can place anything in the chamber to be compressed into projectile nuggets: dirt, metal, rock, scraps, whatever.” 
 
    
 
   Michael examined his as well.  It fit his hand nicely.   
 
    
 
   “And it packs a wallop.   I built a selector here,” Willie pointed to a lever by the trigger, “for velocity intensity.  Low, medium, and high.  On high it will easily break through most metals, even permalloy will not stop the nuggets for too long.  Several nuggets hitting permalloy in rapid succession will drill a hole through permalloy.  So do not go around shooting at ship walls or whatnot.  You punch a hole through a hull and you might find yourself sucked through a very small hole, into a very large outside space.  That would be messy.”
 
    
 
   “So it constantly recharges, and has a large supply of projectiles.  That sounds good!”  Jamie stated.  “What else do we need?”
 
    
 
   “Well I tell you sweetheart, you need a whole lot of good luck to find me a new place to live.  So I am helping you out.  You will each also have a basic tool kit with grippers, grabbers, cutters, metal melting and welding flames, molecular torch and various other odds and ends.  It, too, is in the backpack.  You are both smart and can easily use those tools.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you, Willie.  We need to leave now,” Michael said as he loaded the equipment into a cargo bin, set the dial for the sling bay and watched as the cargo bin slid away taking the gear to where the ship would be launched.
 
    
 
   “You just find me a home, you hear?” Willie said, as Michael and Jamie departed from the quartermaster’s area.   “You find me a home!”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   6 Experts are drips under pressure
 
    
 
   Sequoia and Burke instructed the adventurers on their next appointment.  The launch time was coming, so they hustled along.  Michael and Jamie walked to the educational area.  They were scheduled to meet with John, the senior instructor.   
 
    
 
   They passed the nursery where the latest group of age-mate babies were being nurtured.  The policy in Dome 17 was not that age mates were only allowed once every five years.  There was little time, but Michael and Jamie watched the new crop of babies for a moment. These twenty five age mate infants would all grow up together, tenderly cared for by the people of the dome.  They would be lifelong friends.  
 
    
 
   “This is why we are recovering a colony ship,” Michael said as he smiled at the babies.  “They need a safe and new home.”
 
    
 
   “I thought that was only for Willie,” Jamie replied.  “We will do this.”  
 
    
 
   The nannies caring for the babies were from the age mate group who had just turned twenty-five years old.  There was a crew of nanny helpers, older children, learning how to attend to every need of a baby.  Many of the five year olds were rocking babies, others were changing diapers and putting the soiled diapers into the reclamation system.  The twenty five year olds directed and supervised all the five year olds which resulted in a loving and supportive environment for the infants.  One of the many nannies waved at Michael and Jamie as they walked by.
 
    
 
   Next they passed the classrooms where the  ten-year old students were diligently studying.  This group of age mates also consisted of twenty five people.  They were learning all about the way the dome operated, how to make emergency repairs, and what to do to keep the systems running at peak efficiency.  Michael and Jamie stopped momentarily to listen in.
 
    
 
   “.....but why did they have to mess it up so much?” One of the ten year old scholars was asking.
 
    
 
   “The Old World had people who denied what science was telling them about the Earth and the ecology.  They denied, then waited, then argued, and waited too long.  You have heard the history before.  So by the time it was clear that the disaster was coming, there was not much that could have been done.  And it seems many of the same trends were happening a long time before the Great Event.  But had they acted sooner, maybe we would not need domes,” The teacher answered.  “Many factors led to the Great Event and the 90 Hour War, but sadly much of the records from that era have been lost.”  
 
    
 
   “They were just stupid to ignore science,” the student muttered under his breath.   
 
    
 
   “Shall we get back to practical learning? When a patch needs to be made in the energy conduit, what is the first thing to assess?” The teacher asked.   
 
    
 
   A chorus of answers rang back from the eager students.  
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie continued onward.   
 
    
 
   There were only twenty-one people in the fifteen year old’s class.  Four had committed suicide over the past several years.  These students were soon to be entered into society, and they were refining their designated assignments for post-graduation.  Soon they would be fully integrated into the society of the dome. Each person would have a designated function and place in the Dome 17 society.     
 
    
 
   Michael remembered hearing some of the older people talk about when the dome had held thousands of more people, a number not even close to its potential capacity, but now the numbers that could be supported were much lower.  But for a while now the age mate groups had been twenty five to a group.  
 
    
 
   Michael briefly considered looking over the class list, but then realized how futile and stupid that would be, in light of the limited time before launch. 
 
    
 
   “The mission is all that matters now,” Jamie said as she caught his look.  “There will be no more classes, no more babies, no more educational system, unless we succeed.”  
 
    
 
   “Agreed.”  Michael looked at Jamie and grasped her hand.  He reviewed in his mind that mission.  They were about to be slung out of normal space, and then sort of shunted to another part of the galaxy.  There would be only two possible outcomes for Michael and Jamie.  They would successfully build and establish the teleportation receiving pad and rescue the people of Dome 17, or they would not.  If they failed, then everyone would die when the dome failed.  Unless one of the other teams succeeded first.  No what was the outcome, either would mean that Michael himself, and his partner Jamie would not need to worry about coming back to this dome.  This was a one way journey, and honestly, that scared Michael.  Dome 17 was all that Michael had known for all thirty years of his life.   From his beginning in the sterilized incubators, to his life today, Dome 17 was the only home he had ever known.  He and Jamie were about to leave all of that behind forever.  The best case scenario would mean rescuing the people from Dome 17, but the dome itself was doomed.  Worst case, Jamie and Michael would die trying to save the remnant of humanity.  Michael looked hard at the teenagers and tightened his lips.  
 
    
 
   “We will do this!”  Jamie said as she touched his arm.  “Together nothing can stop us.”                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   7 Gone fishing
 
    
 
   As was most always the case, John was in one of the classrooms.  He was still going strong as he had for the last fifty years.  John had been a teacher since he turned fifteen and was assigned as a teaching instructor.  So for fifty years, he had been working with the various classes of students.  He could teach in one class, walk from that classroom to the next and alter his style to meet the needs of those students who were either five years older or five years younger than his previous class.  John even spent some of his free time in the nursery with the babies, telling them stories about animals and exotic aspects of biology.  The babies cooed and smiled at him as he rocked them.
 
    
 
   Every youngster somehow came to know John as “the Smart Guy,” and that informal title seemed to get picked up from class to class.  John always made time for individual questions and treated the students with great admiration and respect.  Even among the other teachers, John was considered the best.  His life partner, Amber, had been a teacher as well, and she too had been admired by all.  Since she had died, John had poured more of his time into reading old texts and dreaming about how the world once was.
 
    
 
   “Come right in, Jamie and Michael.  Come in and sit down.  This is so very exciting!” John was beaming as he smiled and shut the door behind them.  “I know this is a secret, but Murial called and personally explained your mission.  To think, you will actually get to see ecosystems, and real plants, animal and fish! How I long to be a fisherman myself.  I have read so much about that ancient art; it just seems like a perfect pastime.” John’s light blue eyes twinkled as he spoke.  His thin grey hair was receded, but his face showed great animation as he spoke.
 
    
 
   “So, John, what do we need to know?” Jamie cut right to the heart of the matter.
 
    
 
   “Oh yes, yes, you need to know a great deal.  But unfortunately, I can only tell you the little I know.  Biology has not been needed, well at least not a comprehensive biology, in the dome at all.  We teach students about the biological units from which we get food, air and some raw materials for medicines and such.  But those are just basically a hybrid mushroom and not too complex.  But you, my friends, will see ecological systems where thousands of individual organisms interact in a symbiotic manner where the whole thing is self-replicating and sustainable.” John paused for a minute and looked down in thought.  “A functioning biological system.  It will be amazing for you both.”
 
    
 
   Jamie pressed on.  “Yes, I am sure it will, but what can you tell us to make our mission a success as quickly as possible?”
 
    
 
   He looked at her and paused.  After a moment John continued.  “Well, everything I know comes from data sticks, books, and records from the Old World.  He sat at his desk and opened an electronic screen on his desk.  The picture showed the cover of an ancient book.
 
    
 
   “This book is called ‘Basic Fundamentals of Biology’ and is simply fascinating.  The Old World had many different ecosystems, where a huge variety of diverse plants and animals lived.  Also the insect world was even more abundant and complex.  There were also whole systems that lived in and under water.  Vast pools and areas were completely under water.  Fish are an animal that lived in water.  People would use a fine, thin string with a hook on the end to try catch fish.  It was a trick, you see, for the person would put some type of food on the hook, then drop that string into the water, and the fish would come and bite at the food getting itself caught by the hook.  Then the person would pull the string in and get the fish out of the water.” John was thrilled as he explained about this activity.  “Then the fisherman would prepare and eat the fish, or let it go.  Yes, it sounds wonderfully amazing.”
 
    
 
   John touched the screen, and another picture appeared.  “This book is called ‘The Outdoor Handbook,’ and it describes all kinds of thing to do in the wild ecosystems.  It is hard for me to imagine it all.  In fact, I sometimes wonder if it was just a fantasy, or a novel, but there are other historical records, and videos and photographs which show vast abundances of plants, trees and animals.”
 
    
 
   “We need to know what to do to survive and set up the receiving pad,” Jamie insisted.  
 
    
 
   “Oh yes, sorry.  When I think about biology I often go off on a tangent.  Sometimes that was called ‘running down a rabbit’ or “chasing a wild goose’ but I digress.  Let me get to what you two will need for your adventure.  First, wild ecosystems are incredibly complex.  One part interacts with many others.  Basically, it is all interconnected, but everything all seems to come back to water.  Just like people need water; it seems that all the ecosystems are somehow water driven.  Plants will need water; animals will drink water; even the insects need water.  Oh my, I have not even told you much about the insects! They were sometimes called bugs, but there is some confusion about bugs being organic or some kind of electric thing.  I have wondered if electric bugs, called lightning bugs, were really used to spy on people? The record is confusing, so just looking at insects is too vast to explain in any detail.  Insects are those are small tiny creatures, and they are everywhere in ecosystems.  That reminds me, some of these things, according to the old records, are quite dangerous to people.  Some of the insects, animals, and even some fish in the water, will bite people.  Those bites can deliver toxins, diseases, parasites, or venom to the person and kill that person.  Sometimes the tiniest animal can carry a deadly venom.  One general rule seemed to be that brightly colored animals tended to be venomous, but not always.  I have loaded as much information as I have to the data sticks you will be taking.  Honestly, I did not know exactly what to tell you.  There are huge gaps in our understanding, and some things just do not make sense.  Like fishing.  It sounds like a great chess game of a person against a fish, but then some accounts say the fish are let go to play over again, while other accounts say the fish are consumed.  It is not like ricochet ball where we have set rules and established guidelines.  Biological systems are vastly more complicated than a game of ricochet ball, or even than chess.”
 
    
 
   Jamie looked at Michael, and then turned to John.  “So what do we do when we get there?”
 
    
 
   “That is the great dilemma you are facing.  We do not know.  It will all depend on what ecosystem you encounter.  It could be a frozen wasteland, with frozen water everywhere.  Or it could be a giant area covered in water with fish and all sorts of things in the water.  Or it could be an area where plants grow as high as our dome, and that foliage will all vary in type and age and whatnot.  In that forest place you will find all sorts of animals running, jumping and flying in and about the foliage.  The fauna will be diverse and depend much upon what kind of biological habitat you find.  It is so hard to imagine, but the animals eat each other and some eat the plants, and even some of the plants seem to eat the animals.” John adjusted the screen yet again.  “Let me show you a video film I found of a plant eating a person.  It is very strange.”
 
    
 
   On the screen came the moving images of a man in odd clothing, and he was standing in front of a green thing shaped like a large oval.  It was bigger than the man.  The green oval thing was attached to a flexible green pipe which held it up off the ground, but the pipe seemed to have sheets of green cloth coming off of it.  The oval was swaying back and forth when a woman appeared on the screen.  The oval opened what looked like a deformed mouth and bit down over the woman.  The oval was carrying her away when the film ended.
 
    
 
   “That was horrific!” Michael said, and Jamie nodded.
 
    
 
   “Yes, it was. I am not sure what to make of it.  There are other records of large animals eating people as well.  So, as I told Murial, you will need to be very very careful in any ecosystem.  Plants, insects, and animals are not the only dangers.  From the old records, we also know people also killed each other as well.  The aftermath of the Great Event seems to have been one of those killing times.  Human were the most dangerous and unpredictable animal of all.”
 
    
 
   “So we basically be very careful,” Michael replied.  
 
    
 
   “Sounds about exploring the other domes.  They all held risks and threats as well,” Jamie added.  
 
    
 
   “I would say an ecological system is many orders of magnitude more dangerous than what you have encountered in the other domes.  A dead world, like outside od Dome 17 has a set number of direct threats: radiation, toxins, and accidents being the primary ones I can think of, but none of those actively hunt you down.  On the other hand, an ecological system will have predators which are cunning and ruthless.  A predator could stalk you and strike before you even know you are the prey.”
 
    
 
   “Willie did supply us with some weapons for defense,” Jamie interjected.  
 
    
 
   “I hope you never need to use them.  I have painted a picture of so much danger, but let me also say human beings have evolved in biological systems and can flourish in them.  It is just here in Dome 17 we are out of practice.  You two are smart and will do well.  I envy you being able to see a real ecosystem.”  John looked at them and smiled.  “The wonders you will see!  I know you also need to get down and see my friend Brink in machinery to get the ship ready, and your time is short.  So let me just say briefly, ecosystems and biology are beautiful, helpful and very dangerous.” 
 
    
 
   “Thank you John.  I hope we see you again soon,” Michael stated.  
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael rose and departed.  
 
    
 
   In the hallway, they held onto each other in a comfortable hug and wondered about what those ecosystems would really be like.  Then Michael said: “We also need to report to medical and see Doctor Carolyn before we leave.  Medical is just around the corner, we should hurry over there and get on our way. 
 
    
 
   “The launch time is set, and we are all in on this!”  Jamie replied.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   8 What's up doc?
 
    
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael were quiet as they walked to the medical department.  They each were lost in their own thoughts about what seeing a real ecosystem would be like.  They had heard John’s exuberance about biology, seen the pictures, and watched that odd video of the plant eating a woman.  None of that really answered their questions about what they would truly experience. Neither Jamie nor Michael had any real understanding about living in a biological habitat.  The dome was a structured, sterile and ultra-clean place.  The images of the ecosystems looked messy and chaotic.
 
    
 
   They passed a workshop where several people were repairing some electronic implements.  Those people seemed content enough, but they did not know the dome was about to fail.  They were not adventurers who had traveled to other domes and seen the death those domes held.  Sure, the Committee had sent out news reports, carefully edited, about the other domes, but none of the general population understood the gravity of the situation.  Michael considered telling them, but then restrained himself.  ‘What good will come of scaring these people?’
 
    
 
   They entered the medical department and a nurse who was sitting at the desk greeted them.  “Hello Michael.  Hello Jamie.”
 
    
 
   “Hello Daniel, can we see Doctor Carolyn? I believe she should be expecting us.” Again Jamie took the lead in opening the conversation.   
 
    
 
   “She is just finishing a video conference with the nurses over at the senior center.  They had a senior fall a few minutes ago, Agnes, who fractured her hip.  The nurses are administering a bone stimulant, and Doctor Carolyn should just about be done.” Daniel stated.  The senior center was where the oldest residents of the dome lived.  Agnes was not the very oldest person, but she was at least ninety-five years old.  The records of her birth were unclear as that has been in a prior storage system of the dome, and some information from those years had been lost.  Aiden was the oldest person in the dome, and he was one hundred and fourteen years old.  The very oldest people were not spaced in five year increments, and that was difficult for Michael to comprehend.  He understood it intellectually, but it just felt strange.  Children should be born five years apart, in age mate groups.  That was the normal and regular way.  Aiden and Agnes were from a different era.  A time that was so long ago, when the dome was at a different stage.  Some of those very old people were actually birthed, and not developed in the sterile incubators.  Like Willie’s mother, Agnes, Aiden and the other seniors had lived through a very different time in the dome.       
 
    
 
   Doctor Carolyn opened the door to her office and asked them to enter.  Doctor Carolyn was one of their age mates, therefore the same age they were.  Jamie and Michael had known her since they were infants.  Her shoulder length blond hair and blue eyes were not the most common coloring in the dome, but age mates came in all different shades of skin, hair, and eyes.     
 
    
 
   “Well, Michael and Jamie, it has been hard to keep your secret.  I so wanted to be able to tell the people at the senior center that they may get to see something different than what is under the dome.  In fact, Agnes just said to me: ‘There is nothing new under the dome.’ She was referring to her broken hip.  In my mind I wished to tell her of the possibilities which were coming our way.  I knew what you two were headed for, and I did so want to tell.  Murial insists this be a secret for now.  When you succeed it will be a great day for us all.”
 
    
 
   “Some secret, when the head of every department knows about it,” Jamie said with a bit of an edge to her voice.
 
    
 
   “So Doctor Carolyn, what do we need for our journey?” Michael tried to get them back to the subject.
 
    
 
   “Well, I have been considering that.  I have put together a medical kit for you.  It is programmed for easy use.  It is not quite an artificial intelligence system, but it is enhanced from a mere data stick.  Inside you will find treatments for all the old diseases that were in our database.  I have no idea what you might encounter, but the treatments will consist of illness gels, injections, physical medical manipulations, and trauma stimulants.”  
 
    
 
   She opened a small rectangular box about two fingers thick and roughly the size of her hand.  “Just connect the assessment wires to near the problem place on your body.  The readout will give you a diagnosis, prognosis, and treatment.  The treatments are made internally, and expelled here.”  She pointed to the small compartment on the side of the medical kit.   
 
    
 
   “So what comes out?”  Michael asked.  He had rarely been sick in the dome, and when he was had just come to medical for treatment.  
 
    
 
   Doctor Carolyn answered, “The medical kit will dispense a variety of treatments.  Oral capsules, blue packets of illness gel as well as trauma treatment injections.  If you become ill with fever or nausea, diarrhea, vomiting or coughing run the diagnosis, then follow the instructions.  For example, if it dispenses a gel, just open one of these illness gels and consume that or apply it topically.  The illness gel will work in your body to destroy any pathogen; be it viral, bacterial, fungal, or parasite.  The results will not take long to be seen.  You should feel much improved within a short while.”
 
    
 
   “Sounds easy enough.  How is it powered?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “There is a micro-fusion pack inside.  It should last for far longer than you will need to accomplish your mission,” Doctor Carolyn replied.  “It might need physical resupply of raw materials eventually, and from what the engineers tell me the micro-fusion pack will draw power from your typical fusion packs so long as they are within a two meter radius.  You will not run out of power.  I think injuries might be your biggest risk, although diseases can be a factor.  Now if there is any trauma - for example, you fall and break a bone like Agnes did - the medical kit may dispense out a trauma stimulant capsule or an injection.  Just use that.  The kit will also physically work with your own body to manipulate and realign breaks, or seal injuries or expel foreign objects.  Any of those treatments will cause your own body to regenerate extremely rapidly.  You will heal from most broken bones, severed nerves and other trauma.  In fact, you could regrow an appendage, if need be.  But please do not seek out trauma.”
 
    
 
   Michael gave her a serious look.  
 
    
 
   “I am only giving you full warning.  There are some serious injuries, like the crushed nerves in Willie’s arm, which we just cannot repair.   As you are aware, even though here in the dome we have almost no illness because your bodies are tailored to be disease free, we can fall and break, like Agnes, and we do die, and some even end their own lives.  Most of the suicides are by hanging, and you cannot give yourself a trauma stimulant capsule if you are unconscious.  So watch out for each other.” Doctor Carolyn paused, looking thoughtful.  Her mouth opened as if she were about to say more, but then did not speak.
 
    
 
   “Is there more?” Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “Well, yes there is.  Like I said, I believe injuries will be your greatest danger, however, there is the risk of disease.”
 
    
 
   “You said that the medical kit will treat any of those,” Michael stated.  He had picked up something in her voice.  A hesitation or uncertainty.  
 
    
 
   “What is it?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   Doctor Carolyn bit her lip slightly, then glanced from side to side as if looking for something.  It was uncharacteristic behavior for her.  “I am unsure how to inform you, except to just be blunt about it.  Diseases mutate and evolve.  Those colony ships have been gone for generations.  From what I have read, the microbes and other pathogens will have had lots of time to evolve, alter and change.  I guess I am saying, even with the illness gels and the trauma stimulant capsules, and injections, and even the best medical kit the Dome 17 staff can design, I cannot be completely certain our interventions will work where you are going.  There could be diseases so radically different that our medical systems will not help you.” She looked truly distressed about it all.   Again, she seemed about to explain more, but shifted topics.
 
    
 
   “Nothing is absolute and perfect,” Jamie said.  “We have both seen those other domes, and know death is a possibility.”
 
    
 
   “I have designed a special protection for you.   This gel pack will provide you with the best prophylaxis we can offer.   I suggest… no must I insist that you ingest one now before you depart on this journey.   Hopefully that will prepare you physically for what you will encounter and get your bodies ready for life on that colony ship.”  Doctor Carolyn handed them each a purplish gel pack.   They swallowed them without consideration.
 
    
 
   “Well, here is a medical kit for each of you.   Here is hoping you do not need it at all.” 
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie packed the medical kits up, and started to turn away.  
 
    
 
   “Are you mentally prepared?”  Doctor Carolyn asked.  “I know you, Jamie, have been seeing Doctor Larson.  Do you both want to see Doctor Chambers before you go?”
 
    
 
   “I will not miss seeing Larson, that is for sure,” Jamie said with a sneer.  Her usually perky face was downcast.  
 
    
 
   “We do not have time, according to my AI Burke,” Michael answered as he placed a hand on Jamie’s shoulder.  
 
    
 
   “Well, I wish you the best of luck.  That is my hope for all the teams.”  Doctor Carolyn dismissed them with their supplies.
 
    
 
   In the hallway, Michael murmured: “We really are heading into the unknown.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, isn’t it great!” Jamie reached up and kissed Michael passionately.  Michael knew Jamie was troubled by her visits to Doctor Larson, but he had been somewhat surprised by her openly acknowledging that in front of Doctor Carolyn.  Michael thought about the very few people in the dome that he would not miss, but pushed aside those thoughts.  They held each other for a moment before heading for the sling bay: their final stop before departure.  
 
    
 
   The sling bay was on the far side of the dome.  So they walked along the elevated pathway which encircled the structure.  As they passed the rare clear permalloy windows, they could see the tan wasteland which was just outside of the protection of the dome.  The historical records they had studied as youth said that the area where Dome 17 had been built was not always tan and dusty and dead.  But, for both Michael and Jamie, it certainly had been that way for the span of their lifetimes.   
 
    
 
   Reaching the far side, they went down several flights of stairs to reach the sling bay.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   9 slings and arrows
 
    
 
    
 
   Brink was in the sling bay preparing the ship for departure.  The piloted faster-than-light scout ship carried two people, barely.  The crew space on the FTL scout was tight.  The ship was roughly cone shaped, two-thirds of it was opaque permalloy and the final third was clear.  The cabin’s two seats were visible under the third of the cone that was covered by the clear permalloy.  This clear permalloy was as tough as the rest of the craft.  Permalloy was spun into whatever shape was desired, and, when solidified, it was extremely durable, tough, and light weight.  Like so much in and around the dome, permalloy was usually a dull tan color.  But when spun with special fibers, permalloy could be made transparent.  Parts of the dome itself were that way but were commonly called windows or clear or, even the ancient term, glass.  Despite its looks, clear permalloy was extremely strong and just as strong as its opaque counterpart was.   
 
    
 
   The sling bay crews, working under Brink’s directions, were finalizing what was required for launch.  Thruster fuel was pumped into the rear storage tanks.  The magnetic sling anchors were calibrated.  And the items that Michael and Jamie carried were added to the small pile of equipment they could take along.   
 
    
 
   Brink looked up and gave a tiny nod then stopped what he was doing and came over to talk to the pair.  Brink was a tall and leanly muscular man with a quiet voice.  He listened carefully before he ever gave an opinion.  When Brink spoke, people listened.  He had pioneered the systems which made the way for faster-than-light travel.  Some people in the dome understood the principles used, few were able to do the advanced mathematics, and fewer still were able to target the system.  None matched Brink, for he could do all of that as well as more, like the teleportation system.  Even though Brink was a superior intellect, he was not haughty or arrogant.  He gently explained the concepts and mechanics behind faster-than-light travel to anyone who wanted to learn about them.  Brink was the sort of man never known to show any negative emotion or expression or any kind of weakness.  Solid, strong, smart and serene.  Those were the traits of the master engineer.  
 
    
 
   “I have prepared your departure.  You will leave in only ten minutes.  I was worried that we would have to recalculate.  That would have meant lost time and lots of computation, as all the subsequent launches would have had to be retargeted.  Even with the AIs, like my own Copernicus, which I would have had to re-assign directly to the task, it would have been a major undertaking to reschedule all seven launches.  In fact, we have little time to spare.  No matter, I do have enough time to familiarize you with the operating systems.” Brink turned his head and gave some instructions to his assistants who continued to load the small craft.
 
    
 
   When he turned back, he looked calm and relaxed, as if this was no big deal at all.  “I have set your arrival for one hundred meters outside of the target beacon, away from the mass of the target ship.  That should allow you to assess clearly where you will want to enter or attach to the colony ship.  Be cautious about where you attach: you will be encountering the Eschaton, and what little is known of that ship has been fed to the artificial intelligence in your craft.” At the mention of artificial intelligence, Brink had a slight grin.  Everyone knew he was very fond of the artificial intelligence systems.  His brown eyes were bright with pleasure as he spoke.  For Brink this was his equivalent of a rare emotional outburst.  “The seven AIs I have made for these missions are the most advanced artificial intelligences ever created.  Masterpieces.”   
 
    
 
   They walked over to the hatchway, and Brink leaned into the ship.  Brink stated, “AI Roxanne, this is Jamie and Michael.  You will be taking them to the destination I told you about.”
 
    
 
   “Hello, Michael and Jamie.  I am pleased to be of service in this adventure.” Roxanne’s voice was slightly mechanical, but not at all unpleasant.
 
    
 
   “Hello Roxanne,” Michael replied.   
 
    
 
   “Yes, hello Roxanne,” Jamie added.   “It will be different leaving Sequoia behind.”  
 
    
 
   “Oh that will not be a big issue.   Both AIs Sequoia and Burke are being temporarily reassigned to fifteen year olds as they prepare for their new duties.   In fact, when you are successful, those people will just bring their AIs along and you and Sequoia and Burke can be reunited.   So, Roxanne, just explain to these pilots what they need to do to operate this ship.” Brink said.
 
    
 
   “Michael and Jamie, all you need to do is call my name and give me an instruction, and I will obey it.” Roxanne immediately replied.  “I will also be monitoring your life signs to make sure nothing untoward happens.  I can take limited action on my own initiative should either or both of you become incapacitated.  The mission is recovery of a colony ship.  Our goal is to successfully place a teleportation receiving pad in a habitable spot inside the Colony Ship Eschaton.  Completion of this mission is the highest priority.  All my abilities will be at your disposal.” 
 
    
 
   Brink smiled and patted the side of the ship with pride saying, “FTL flight time will be just over thirteen hours.  The sling will launch you into orbit, then the FTL system will initiate and you will transit from orbit around Earth to one hundred meters off of target beacon.  You will have zero inertia when FTL systems terminate.  The ship will maneuver via thrusters to wherever you think attachment and entry into the Eschaton will be most likely.”
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, what is your opinion about the robotic mission which set the target beacon?” Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “That mission was a success, and all the details are in the data base.  The robotic probe was lost sixteen minutes after the beacon was placed.  All operations were normal until robotic FTL communication was lost.  The robotic probes are limited in their perception abilities.  The beacon is still functioning at 100%.  The cause of the failure of the robotic probe is still unknown.”
 
    
 
   “Curious that it would fail so soon. Any ideas on why did the robotic probe stop working?  Any probable speculations?” Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “All speculations are suspect.  Additional information is needed for accurate evaluation.  My conjectures are as follows, but there may be other factors.  First, an unknown and unexpected environmental stressor could have been detrimental to robotic probe.  Second, a deliberate destruction by hostile action of unknown origin could have terminated probe.  Third, a mechanical failure of probe is possible, but highly unlikely,” Roxanne replied.  “When factored with data from other probes and especially the other two that were also silent after only a short while, deliberate destruction by unknown enemy is conjectured to be the mostly cause, but still not near a certainty.  Other facts may have played a role and they are impossible to estimate until we arrive at that site.” 
 
    
 
   Brink stepped between them.  “Michael and Jamie, it is now time to get into the FTL ship and depart.  All supplies, especially the components for the teleportation pad, are loaded, secured, and ready.   Calculations show that the combined mass of this mission is just under the maximum limits for FTL transmission.  I still cannot figure out why there is a mass/weight restriction on FTL transportation.   That is a puzzle I need to work out.   The answer is there, but eludes me for now.   Maybe when you succeed, I will be able to address that issue far more comprehensively.   But you are ready now.  Your mission and adventure is about to begin.” Brink spoke in his calm and relaxed voice as he helped them enter the FTL ship.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   10 NO time like the present
 
    
 
    
 
   Walking into the sling bay were Murial, Lorna, and Jubal.  They walked with confidence and came over to Michael and Jamie.   
 
    
 
   “We are here to see you off and to thank you for your bravery.” Murial stated in a matter-of-fact manner.  Lorna gave each of them a warm hug and then turned away.  Jubal stood looking at each of them in utter seriousness.   
 
    
 
   “You are not forced by me to go.  Yes, it is very important, and yes, the dome is depending on you, but I must tell you, this may end badly, and there is no way to get you back, should something happen.  You enter this FTL ship, and you are beyond coming back.  Yes, you can contact us via the FTL communications, maybe, but we will not be able to come to you, until the teleportation receiving pad is installed.  So if you wish to stay here, I will understand.” Jubal stared at them each in turn.
 
    
 
   “I am going,” Jamie declared with hardly any hesitation.  She stepped toward the ship.
 
    
 
   “This is your choice," Jubal repeated to Michael.  There eyes met and an exchange happened.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I know.  Where Jamie goes, I go.  When Jamie leaves, I leave.  Jamie’s fate is my fate.” Michael surprisingly reached out and hugged Jubal, then turned to follow Jamie.  
 
    
 
   The hatchway was not roomy, but one person at a time could crawl in, then turn about and get settled into the seats in the ship.  The outward view was impressive.  The magnetic track, which was the first part of the sling, led upward to the ejection tube which would be their exit from the dome into the outer world.  The FTL ship fit so snugly into the ejection tube, that were it not for the gravitonic apparatus which encircled the ship, it would not slide in at all.  As it was, the magnetic anchors held then in place now, but when gravity inhibition and inertia suppression were applied through the apparatus the ship would move very quickly and with extremely exacting precision.  The two occupants would be spared inertial forces due to key mechanisms built into the scout ship’s design.  The residual of such high speed passage scorched the tube into a sterile and very hot area of near vacuum.  Dome air rushed in to fill that vacuum and antiseptic foam was sprayed into the tube to further prohibit anything from the outside entering the dome.  
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael positioned themselves into the seats.  There were a couple of grab bars, but no buttons, levers or hand controls of any kind.  They could see the three Committee members leaving the bay.  The work crews departed shortly thereafter.   
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, we are here,” Michael stated, addressing the ship’s artificial intelligence.
 
    
 
   “I am aware of that Michael.  Launch will commence in thirty-five seconds.  You should feel no change in movement, although the view out of the ship should be impressive.  Please enjoy the view as we are ejected from the dome in stage one of the sling.  We will be in orbit for approximately ninety seconds while stage two of the sling is initiated.  Stage two will propel us away from Earth and then the FTL system will be engaged.”
 
    
 
   Michael saw the room shift quickly as the FTL ship entered the tube.  Feeling no sense of movement, he thought it almost surreal as they were expelled from the dome.  Michael could not look back to see the dome but did see the tan atmosphere in all directions.  There was nothing impressive about all that tan, radioactive, and toxic air.  Michael had seen more of the color tan than he cared to see.  Each mission to other domes was a tan nightmare taken through a tan landscape surrounded by unbreathable tan air.   
 
    
 
   “Good bye tan world,” Michael said with genuine pleasure.   He hated the tan of death and radioactive decay.
 
    
 
   They ploughed up through the tan murk of the atmosphere and erupted out into space.   Upon reaching orbit, the view was phenomenal.   Roxanne had greatly understating the vista which opened up before them.
 
    
 
   Lack of gravity made them feel like they were floating.  Jamie looked out and the planet seemed to be above her, but then she reconsidered.  Perhaps it was below her, and she was hanging upside down.  
 
    
 
   “This is stupendous!”  Jamie declared.
 
    
 
   “It make me pleased you enjoy it,” Roxanne replied.  “We have reached orbital status.  Stand by for the next stage.”  
 
    
 
   The whole tan ball was just one enormous blob of dust and waste.  This was set against a deep black background with the occasional twinkling star.  The sun was shining on the far side, and the line of shadow cut across the Earth.  In the lighted areas, there were only various shades of tan which were altered by the winds and the sunlight reflecting back off the dust, grime and toxins floating in the atmosphere.  The shadowed area was just a dark tan.  The tan ball seemed almost devoid of any other colors or significant contrasts.  It was tan through and through.  A tan globe from side to side and pole to pole.   A gigantic dust ball of death.
 
    
 
   “The planet looks about the same from out here as it did from the dome,” Michael commented.  “But look at space!”   
 
    
 
   To see the blackness of space, the brilliance of stars, and the clear brightness of the sun, that was impressive.   The silvery shine of the moon on the far horizon, part of it sort of hiding behind the planet was also a beautiful contrast to the swirling tan of the dead Earth.   The silver of the moon was only marred by the black streaks from the failed moon cities.   
 
    
 
   “We will remain in orbit for only a short while,” Roxanne’s voice stated.  “Enjoy the view for the next ninety seconds, then stage two will be initiated.”
 
    
 
   “The land all looks just the same, but the stars are amazing,” Jamie stated as she looked out at the Earth they were about to permanently leave behind.  “Can you imagine what that dust ball looked like prior to the Great Event?”
 
    
 
   Ignoring the question, Michael replied.  “It all looks the same to me.  Just like walking to the other domes.  Just tan dust, sand, dirt and more tan dust.  All scattered by the relentless wind.”
 
    
 
   “I can see you miss it already,” Jamie teased.  Michael reached over and squeezed her hand.
 
    
 
   “The stars are beautiful,” Michael did finally say, again looking away from the planet.  
 
    
 
   “Prepare for stage two of the sling.  This will last one minute forty seconds.  Initiating now,” Roxanne stated as the ship was propelled away from Earth and out of the ruined magnetic field of the planet.
 
    
 
   Again the inertia suppression system worked well and Jamie and Michael felt none of those forces.  The outside view of space did not change.  The only alteration was a rapid shrinking of the planet and moon.    
 
    
 
   After the correct amount of time passed, Roxanne announced.  “Faster-than-light transition will begin shortly.”
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie held hands as their journey into the unknown continued.   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   11 into the void
 
    
 
    
 
   “Faster-than-light transition ready on your command,” Roxanne’s artificial intelligence voice announced.  “May I abbreviate it to FTL?”
 
    
 
   “Certainly,” Jamie said.  “Take us to that colony ship!”
 
    
 
   “FTL initiated,” Roxanne replied.
 
    
 
   Again, Michael and Jamie did not feel much of anything change.  However, they saw things happening.  The sight was so very different.
 
    
 
   Through the transparent permalloy, the whole universe shifted.  A dull grey emptiness replaced the star-filled black background.  The grey emptiness seemed to have endless depth, and yet in a way, no depth at all.  It was a totally new sight for both of the pilots of the FTL scout ship.  The darkest grey was straight ahead of them and as they looked about, the grey color lightened as they looked more to the sides of the FTL ship.
 
    
 
   The grey looked like it was just outside of the transparent permalloy, and yet also as if it was as far away as could be imagined.  Somehow neither Jamie’s nor Michael’s brain could fully process what they were seeing.  It was somewhat confusing, perplexing, and disconcerting to look upon.  Yet, also exciting.  They both felt drawn to look.   Their perceptions of depth and texture and even colors were not adequate to explain what they were seeing.   
 
    
 
   “Transition time will be thirteen hours, six minutes.” Roxanne announced.  “Both of you are showing acceptable vital signs.”
 
    
 
   “Where are we?” Michael asked.  He could not keep the awe, and a bit of fear, out of his voice.  He was staring out at the grey emptiness.   
 
    
 
   “We have transitioned into FTL mode.  We are here, outside of normal space,” Roxanne replied.
 
    
 
   “But where is here? And how can we be outside of normal space?” Jamie asked.  She, too, was struck by the views she was seeing.
 
    
 
   The AI paused for a while before answering.
 
    
 
   “We are not anywhere, and we are here, as well.  Human speech does not allow for adequate description of where we are with the exception of saying we are outside of normal space.  Brink has calculated the mathematical formulas.  Do you want to see them?” Roxanne asked.
 
    
 
   “No, I could not follow that any better than seeing that void outside,” Michael answered.  “Do our instruments measure anything from outside the ship?”
 
    
 
   “There is nothing outside to measure,” Roxanne replied.
 
    
 
   “Just call it the void.” Jamie stated.  “We now have thirteen hours or so to wait until we arrive at the Eschaton.   Shall we review our information?  Perhaps learn what we can about that colony ship?   AI, please display all information on the colony ship Eschaton.”
 
    
 
   A visual display appeared in front of Michael and Jamie.  It began with lists for amounts of materials, time of construction in orbit, and dates and costs of construction.  As they read along, Roxanne provided occasional comments, usually about missing sections of information.  Roxanne also stated when various records conflicted with each other.  The records were far from complete or in harmony.
 
    
 
   “So Roxanne, it seems that all the colony ships had the same basic platform, is that correct?” Jamie said rhetorically.  “Let me see if I can summarize.  All seven had the same basic design.   Eight cylindrical habitats, each given in obsolete measurements as five miles long and one mile across, all surrounding a central drive section.  Each habitat was subdivided in half, length-wise, to make two separate ecosystems in each cylinder.  So that gives each ship sixteen biological zones.  Artificial gravity was run through the floors between the half cylinders.  Then there was artificial solar illumination in each half cylinder.”
 
    
 
   “You are relating one report which does survive in fairly good condition.  However, the records are in dispute.  The exact dimensions are an area where the record is conflicted.   A few records state the habitats were fifty miles long and five miles wide, but others have the one mile to five mile ratio, while still others have it in kilometers which do not fit either of the old measurements.   So, according to known history, the size of any of these colony ship is uncertain, inconsistent, and ultimately unknown.   The composition of the interior decks, biomes, and systems is also disputed,” Roxanne stated.  “The robotic probes did not provide a measure of the size of the colony ships.”
 
    
 
   “I see no records of what type of biosystem, or ecosystem, or what was in each of those sixteen zones.  Am I missing something?” Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “There are no existing records on the details of the Eschaton’s biological zones.  Nor in fact is the consistency in the number of biomes which the colony ship possessed.  There is a long list of what biologicals, flora and fauna, were placed into the Eschaton, but while long, they are fairly generic, so to speculate on the exact details of the zones would have a low probability for accuracy.  Best guess is that there are at least two fully aquatic zones, one fresh water and one salt water.  Other zones are likely for farming and probably have a diversity of ecosystems.  Diverse flora and fauna are required for a self-sustainable biological system.  But again, detailed analysis is impossible with the limited records we have on cargo manifests, loading lists and other documentation for that era.  While these historical incongruities are found in the records of all the colony ships, this uncertainty is especially true for the Eschaton.  It was manufactured by religious zealots and they guarded their secrets extensively.  There is this report,” A short written letter appeared before them, “which seems to indicate that not all the official reports on the Eschaton were accurate.” Roxanne replied.   “If this letter is true, which is uncertain, it provides indications of deliberate misinformation being supplied: propaganda, and disingenuous statements by both supporters of the colony ship program and its detractors.   So the historical accuracy is suspect.”
 
    
 
   “Michael, do you think that what the humans have done on the Eschaton is more important than its history?  Since it was launched, about a hundred years ago, the crew’s activity is going to make or break what we find, right?” Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “Certainly, that will be important.  But the size of the colony ship is so vast, I think we can probably find a spot to set up the teleportation receiving pad, and get everyone from Dome 17 there rapidly.  Whatever the colony ship humans are doing, they might not even know we have arrived.   Remember, they have no idea that FTL travel or teleportation is even possible, so they will hardly be expecting any visitors.  Their technology is all over a hundred years behind us.  I say we avoid them as much as possible, get our people there, and then deal with the natives,” Michael stated.  He felt less confident than he sounded.
 
    
 
   “I agree.  What I was getting at was that the humans on the colony ship will be maintaining it for themselves, and so I think it will be in good shape.  No one would punch a hole in his own dome," Jamie said, quoting an idiom she had learned way back.   
 
    
 
   “Yes, that is what we were taught.  But seeing the other domes dead and lifeless, with so much internal destruction, makes me wonder." Michael tried to get some of the images out of his mind, but it was difficult.  
 
    
 
   There was a long silence.  Both Michael and Jamie were pondering how they might be received by the crew and others on board the Eschaton.
 
    
 
   ”Michael, may I make a comment?” Roxanne asked.
 
    
 
   ”Of course,” Michael replied.   “Please feel free to make suggestions at any time.   You are our partner in this mission.”
 
    
 
   “I beg to differ a point with your previous comment. I am not sure it is safe to assume that the crew on the Eschaton has stayed stagnant in their technological level.  Certainly that is a possibility.  Evolution, stagnation, or devolution may have happened.  We just do not know.  It is also possible they had a rigorous science and technology program.  We just do not know their current level of sophistication, and to assume they are backward may be a mistake.” Roxanne stated.
 
    
 
   “But they are religious nuts; they hate science, and they are just along for the ride,” Jamie added.  “Historically that what the records show about religious zealots, right?”
 
    
 
   “The history of religion and science is varied with a myriad of different groups having a wide spectrum of beliefs.  You are correct Jamie, some religious groups did hate science and see it as a threat to their core values.  It is almost uniformly reported that the Eschaton was built for a religious group. The specifics of that group are in doubt. As with all information on the Eschaton, there are conflicting official records.  May I present what I believe are the most reliable records?”
 
    
 
   “Certainly,” Jamie replied.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you.  The information I am presenting is a conglomeration from various sources, some of which may not be as accurate as we would prefer.  Indeed, the Escalon's initial crew and others were motivated to leave Earth and migrate to the stars because of their religious fervor, as directly influenced by their movement’s founder, Jaxson Rhono.  There are some minor reports which give the founder a different but similar sounding name, so I will stick with this one.  Jaxson Rhono’s upbringing is very murky in the records.   The best estimate is that he was homeschooled and self-educated, so if true, there is a high potential for an anti-science bias.  His rallying cries were ‘Come out and be ye separate’ and ‘The stars are our covenant’ and ‘the old way is dying, the new self will be reborn in a new Eden.’ Rhono, and his closest disciples raised the funds to privately finance the Eschaton’s construction.  Rhono started the ‘New Canaan Movement’ which was, essentially, an unprecedented mishmash of extremist right-wing Christians and splinter groups of Latter Day Saints, with disillusioned Zionists.  After the destruction of Jerusalem by nuclear bombs in the 90-Hour War, Rhono appealed to these types of people.  He gave them a new purpose, a mission to the stars, an escape away from the ‘sin filled and dying earth’ and the chance to settle in a new world, ‘free from the contamination’ of the ancient one.  Rhono even compared the generations of time, spent in space travel, to get to another solar system as a ‘necessary spiritual cleansing, as the sojourn in the wilderness between the worlds will cleanse our souls.’” The AI reported.
 
    
 
   “I have a video recording of one of Jaxson Rhono’s rallies, shall I play that? It is one of the few known audio and visual records of him.” Roxanne asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Michael replied.     
 
    
 
   A two dimensional display appeared in front of them, and a short, somewhat rotund man appeared on a stage.  The recording was obviously only partially complete as the audio playback started in the middle of a sentence.  He was wildly ranting and raving and swinging his arms wide.  Jamie and Michael had never seen anyone acting in quite such a manner.  He remained behind a tall box of some kind which was a dark brown color.  He even pounded his fists together during one especially vigorous gesture to emphasize some point about “good smacking down evil, no matter the costs.” It was a dreadful sight to the pair.  At one point the sound was lost, and then the visual aspects of the recording cut out for a moment.  When it returned, Jaxson Rhono was speaking on a totally different subject and wearing different clothing, so the records must have been spliced together.  In this final part, he was making a passionate plea to buy the suspended animation lottery tickets, which he called “soul sleep” and he emphasized over and over how the then current world was fading quickly and how his way was the only escape possible.  Like the start of the recording, the ending was abrupt and in mid-sentence.    
 
    
 
   “Who would listen to such nonsense?” Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “Well apparently enough people to fund an entire colony ship, and fill it with crew, passengers and sleepers.  He sounds just insane.” Michael responded.
 
    
 
   Roxanne‘s mechanical voice continued.  “Some records indicate that there were those outside of his organization who did claim Jaxson Rhono was mentally ill.  But the records indicate that Jaxson Rhono’s message was proclaimed for many months, and he gathered a large following.   His funding sources are unknown as well.  Some reports estimate that he had thirty-seven thousand active members in his mega-facility at the height of his popularity.  Out of these devout followers, the crew for the Eschaton was selected.  Records indicate these crew members were selected not based upon their skills and abilities but were selected for their blind adherence to Jaxson Rhono.  Rhono sold the eight thousand generational positions - those people who would live out their lives, have children, and die in one of the biological habitats contained onboard the Eschaton - through a bidding process.  The highest bidders got the places.  These people lived in the habitats with the full knowledge that they would spend their entire lives under the absolute rule of Jaxson Rhono.  The one hundred and forty four thousand people placed into suspended animation were selected by sales of lottery tickets.  These methods generated the finances necessary for building the Eschaton.  The estimated travel time from Earth to the world Jaxson Rhono had selected was to be approximately eight generations, or about three hundred and fifty standard Earth years.  This was the greatest distance any colony ship was scheduled to make.  The specific details of the Eschaton’s launch date, even the exact year, are only estimates.  It was only because of FTL communications that the Eschaton was able to be tracked.  Best estimates are that the Eschaton has been in flight for one hundred and twenty-seven years.”
 
    
 
   “So where on the Eschaton is the beacon?” Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “The beacon was attached by the robotic probe to a side section.  We would know more if the robotic probe had not failed.  The beacon’s signal is coming through on the FTL communications clear and steady.” Roxanne reported.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you.  What do you think will be the cultural aspects of people living in a colony ship for over one hundred years?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   The AI Roxanne responded, “That is an excellent question.  However, it is also my responsibility to see that you both are ready to complete the mission when our transit time is finished.  May I suggest you initiate sleep?”
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie both agreed with Roxanne.  Life in the dome was fairly routine and regimented.  So it was not difficult for them to drift off to sleep.  Roxanne assured them that they would be awakened prior to arrival at the Eschaton.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   12 Hither and Yonder
 
    
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie both awoke to Roxanne’s voice.  “We are about to leave FTL flight.”
 
    
 
   They were instantly alert.  They watched the grey nothingness outside and waited for the return to normal space.   
 
    
 
   “We are in normal space,” Roxanne reported.  Everything outside had shifted from grey nothingness to a curtain of black.
 
    
 
   “I do not see anything.  Do we have external lights?” Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “Activating external lights.” Roxanne replied.
 
    
 
   Suddenly there was a ship right in front of them.  It was enormous! They could not see the full length of the ship, nor could they see the entire width of the ship.  Everywhere they looked there was the shiny light green color of the Colony Ship Eschaton illuminated by the scout ships lights.  They could see that they had arrived on the ship’s side, but could not ascertain where in the scheme of the gigantic ship they were located.  There was so much of it; it momentarily took their breath away.
 
    
 
   “I have begun taking readings on the ship.  We are eighty-seven meters from the beacon.  You can see its light there in the upper left.” Roxanne reported.  A superimposed red square appeared on the clear permalloy outlining where the beacon was.  “The thrusters are at a constant 47% operation to match the velocity of the Eschaton.  At this rate, we will exhaust our thruster fuel in a short period of time.  We do not have long to decide where to dock or to do an extensive survey of the ship.  This is an unforeseen circumstance.”
 
    
 
   “Well then we must attach quickly,” Jamie said with a big smile.  “The ship exists and we made it here.  Now we just need to dock.”
 
    
 
   The beacon light was blinking a deep red color.  The ship was covered with all kinds of mechanical equipment.  There were large boxy areas; there were long cylinders and tubes snaking about.  Every geometric shape was represented and more in all that mechanical wonderland of the hull of the Eschaton.  The beacon was the only light on all of the ship that they could see.  The rest was only visible from the illumination provided by the external lights on the FTL scout ship.   
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, assess anything that could possibly threaten us.  Use every available method for evaluating what is out there.  We cannot have the same fate as the robotic probe,” Michael commanded.  “We will do this, but make sure we know what we are getting into.”   
 
    
 
   “Look at how large this ship really is,” Jamie stated in awe.  “But it is so dark.  Roxanne, are there any energy sources you can detect?”
 
    
 
   “The ship is not showing any energy sources on the outer hull within range of my scanners.  The outer hull is extremely cold and shows no active energy levels.  The beacon is the only active energy in this area.  There may be energy at outer parts of the ship, but from what is available here, the exterior hull of the Eschaton is very cold and dysfunctional.” Roxanne stated.
 
    
 
   “So no working airlock?” Jamie said quietly.
 
    
 
   “Michael, I have completed the threat assessment you ordered.  The area shows no abnormal radiation or other factors to explain the probe failure.  The robotic probe itself has been located.  Shall I show it to you?” Roxanne stated.   
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   An image appeared in front of them: the robotic probe.  “The robotic probe is seven hundred and fifty-six meters from our location in a slow drift away, relative to the ship’s velocity.  It has no energy signature and is nearly as cold in its core temperature as the Eschaton’s hull.  There appears to be two large areas consistent with puncture damage.  One is a full penetration with exit damage on the opposite side, and the other is less severe with damage only to one side.  Inside the probe there are trace metals inconsistent with Dome 17 spun permalloy. Those trace metals are consistent with the permalloy of the Eschaton’s hull.  This indicates some type of collision with the Eschaton’s permalloy.”
 
    
 
   “A crash?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “The damage to the probe does not suggest a major crash, but rather more focused puncture damages,” Roxanne reported.
 
    
 
   “So, whatever happened to the robotic probe seems to have come from the Eschaton,” Michael said and then added: “Is it probable that the robotic probe collided with some kind of spike or projection on the Eschaton?”
 
    
 
   “That seems unlikely, since I have found no traces of our permalloy on the Eschaton’s hull.
 
    
 
   “So some kind of projectile came from the Eschaton and hit the probe?”  Jamie asked. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, that is a high probability in my opinion,” Roxanne said.   
 
    
 
   “A defensive system?” Jamie asked.  “Maybe it is activated by touching the hull of the ship? Perhaps the robotic probe placed the beacon, then a defensive system was activated, and that eliminated the robotic probe.”
 
    
 
   “That is a valid conjecture,” Roxanne stated.
 
    
 
   “Can we go get the robotic probe and use it as a test?   Set it to touch the hull and see what happens?” Jamie was eager to do something.   She understood how vital it was to get inside the Eschaton, but even more so, she recognized that attempting to enter incorrectly could cost them their lives, and the mission would fail.  
 
    
 
   “That will take considerable expenditure of the thruster fuel but is possible." Roxanne replied.
 
    
 
   “Okay, then do it!" Jamie declared. 
 
    
 
   Michael nodded his agreement.  
 
    
 
   The thrusters fired, and the FTL ship altered direction and sailed out to where the remains of the robotic probe were drifting.   
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, shoot a line onto that probe,” Jamie commanded.   
 
    
 
   A thin wire line shot out from the FTL ship and a metallic clang vibrated back into the scout and was felt as it struck the probe.  The end of the line had an electronic glue apparatus which, when on, would cling to whatever substance it encountered.  The winch began, and then the probe was pulled closer.  Then the line stiffened and became rigid.  That hardening of the line allowed them to stabilize and hold the wrecked probe in place.
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, from here, can you adequately observe what happens back on the Eschaton’s hull?” Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   “Then propel the robotic probe wreckage toward the Eschaton.  Do so at a gentle pace so that the impact will be as close to mimicking a docking as possible.” Jamie commanded.  
 
    
 
   Michael was seeing how it would all happen.  His admiration for Jamie, already high, was confirmed yet again.  He also appreciated how her hazel eyes were open just a bit wider when she concentrated, as she was doing now.
 
    
 
   The adjustable line attached to the probe grew limp again, and the winch started at higher speed.  The probe was pulled back toward the FTL ship.  At the exact right moment, the electronic glue was turned off, and the line separated from the probe and retracted quickly back into the winch.  At that same instant, the thrusters gave a burst against the side of the FTL ship, and it moved easily out of the way of the coming probe.  Michael and Jamie watched as the probe floated past and headed toward the Eschaton.  
 
    
 
   “Excellent,” Jamie exclaimed.  “This is working.”
 
    
 
   As the probe passed, the line was shot out again and re-attached, this time to the opposite side of the probe.  With the adjustable line attached, it limply trailing behind.  The line would be used as a brake to gently set the probe against the hull of the Eschaton.   
 
    
 
   “Vectors and targeting calculated.  I will set the probe carefully on that large open area in the right side of your field of vision,” Roxanne said, as she monitored the probe’s flight.  “The control line will be detached at the last moment, to prevent a direct connection between us and the probe.  This should mimic a docking or landing very well.  ETA of probe on Eschaton’s hull figured, and impact forces will be minimal.”
 
    
 
   The adjustable line snapped off, and the probe slowly nestled in against the Eschaton’s hull.  There was so little impact that the wreck of the probe perfectly landed while Michael and Jamie watched.
 
    
 
   Nothing happened.
 
    
 
   They watched for ten minutes, then twenty, and after thirty more minutes of watching, they were unsure what to do about the probe.
 
    
 
   “Well that was sure a huge waste of our time,” Michael finally said.
 
    
 
   “Not necessarily.  I am not done testing yet.  Roxanne reattach the control line.  Can you then send a charge through the line to the probe?  Be sure we are insulated against anything which might flow back toward us.”
 
    
 
   “That is easy to do, Jamie,” the AI Roxanne replied.  “What type of charge do you want me to send first?”
 
    
 
   “Start with some individual and basic, low power.  Similar to a single aspect of what the probe would have had when it was functional.  We want to light the probe up as if it was having internal power.” Jamie was grinning as she awaiting the results.  Michael could tell Jamie was in her element, solving a puzzle.   
 
    
 
   “Feedback insulation established.  Sending through an electric charge now.” Roxanne stated.
 
    
 
   Nothing happened.
 
    
 
   “Keep trying different types of charges,” Jamie instructed.
 
    
 
   “Sending a thermal change through,” Roxanne stated.
 
    
 
   Nothing happened.
 
    
 
   “Sending a neutrinotronic charge,” The AI stated.  
 
    
 
   Again, nothing happened.   
 
    
 
   “Was the beacon magnetic?” Michael interjected.
 
    
 
   “No, the beacon itself is not magnetic.  The probe unpacked it and it was attached in segments.  The probe’s mechanical arms used magnetic grappling clamps," Roxanne replied.
 
    
 
   “So put a magnetic charge through.” Jamie commanded.
 
    
 
   That was when it happened.
 
    
 
   Several panels on the hull of the Eschaton opened.  Small turrets raised and tubes extended.  They fired at the probe.  In the silence of space, Michael and Jamie watched as something impacted into the probe.  It shuddered and shook violently.  After only three seconds, the probe was knocked loose from the line and was drifting away from the Eschaton.  The turrets retracted, and the panels in the hull slid shut.  All was still again.
 
    
 
   “Well, we know not to try anything magnetic.  So, where do we land?” Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “Another question remains.   How was that defensive system able to penetrate permalloy?” Michael mused.  “What kind of weapon was that?”
 
    
 
   “Those tubes ejected microparticles in series at extremely high velocity.  They landed one after another into nearly the exact same area.  That kind of impact delivers enough force to penetrate even permalloy.  What we observed was over one hundred thousand microparticles slamming into the probe.  It is a crude but very effective system,” Roxanne reported.  “Those panels revealed, in part, the functioning of the hull.  Those opened happened because they are driven by altered pneumatic pressure in a system of chambers, and there is no ready source of energy at the surface.  It is rather an ingenious design, and it is not recorded in any of the history of the colony ships.  It may be unique to the Eschaton’s construction.” 
 
    
 
   “Why did it respond to magnetics, and not to a proximity alert?”  Michael asked.  “What purpose would defense against magnetics be, if they left other objects alone?”
 
    
 
   “That is an excellent question,” Roxanne replied.  “The designer’s may have had a specific purpose, which we are unable to ascertain right now.  It is also possible that the system is not fully functional and should have responded to any object approaching the hull.  Had that been the case, the probe and the beacon would have been destroyed.  It would be logical for a spaceship’s defensive system to deflect away any objects such as asteroids or other matter in space.  I cannot conjecture an adequate answer to your question without gathering more information.”
 
    
 
   “Does that system power any air locks or other entry points?” Michael asked.  “We really need to get inside.”
 
    
 
   “Now that the functioning of the system has been revealed, it seems that there is a strong probability that this is some kind of access port.” Roxanne replied, and an overlay in 3D appeared in front of them.  The assess port was highlighted in red.
 
    
 
   “Will the ship fit into that?” Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “No, but it is the only spot I have located that is available for entry.  A search for another spot might be attempted, but it is uncertain if a larger place will be found before our thruster fuel is depleted,” Roxanne replied.
 
    
 
   “But how would they get out, at their destination, if this small access port is the largest way in?” Michael asked.  He was quite puzzled about all that had happened.  He had been expecting some readily identifiable air lock or docking port.
 
    
 
   “It is a near certainty that this is not the only place which will allow egress to the ship.  As to the procedure at destination, the records show that the colony ships, upon reaching their target world, were to disengage each cylinder section from the long central core of the ship, while keeping the habitats intact.  Then each separate habitat was equipped with landing mechanisms to take each habitat down to the surface.  So the enormous habitats would be grounded or landed in bulk.  That would allow all the resources of the ship to be distributed in differing areas of the new planet.  Or they could be landed near one another to establish the planet bound colony.” Roxanne answered.  “Once on the surface, the various hanger bays, access ports, airlocks, and other mechanisms could be utilized.  We just do not have detailed deck plans to know where those access points are located.”
 
    
 
   “What do we know about that access port?  What is beyond that?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “The access port looks to function like that defensive system did.  Beyond it there is heat and atmosphere, but I cannot detect any specific details,” Roxanne reported.  
 
    
 
   “Lock onto that access port and unload.  This will be as easy as walking to another dome right?  But this time we are together,” Jamie playfully nudged Michael reminding him of his last journey to the dead dome.
 
    
 
   “When I did that, I knew where that dome was located and had a rough idea of what was there.  This whole ship is like a shadow.  It is dark and unknown and filled with who knows what,” Michael said.  “And, if we cannot take the FTL ship inside, Roxanne will not be able to accompany us.”
 
    
 
   “You are correct Michael.  I cannot physically accompany you, not without great amounts of disassembly and leaving the equipment of the scout ship,” Roxanne stated.  “My Atomic Level Processor is installed in the scout ship.  Keeping it here will allow me to serve as a base of operations for you both.”
 
    
 
   “We can keep in contact with the AI through communications, and it can serve as an information resource and guide.  Michael, we need to get inside and start placing that teleportation receiver.” Jamie was eager to get going.  “After we do that we can have all the people from the dome to help us get completely established here.”
 
    
 
   “Okay.  Roxanne, attach us to that access port in the safest manner possible.  And seal it tightly around so that we can walk directly from the FTL ship into the Eschaton.  Is that possible?” Michael stated.
 
    
 
   “Yes, we can attach without any magnetics, and we have enough permalloy in expansion foam form to make a passageway right up to the access.  Once the permalloy is deployed the FTL ship will be adhered to the Eschaton.  There will not be an easy way to undo this proposal.  The low store of thruster fuel makes this location the only reasonable choice,” Roxanne said.  “I concur that this is the best method to proceed, but will you give the command?”
 
    
 
   “Proceed.  Roxanne get us attached!” Jamie commanded.  Michael would have preferred to further assess the situation, and perhaps look for a better way to enter, but he deferred to Jamie’s enthusiasm, as well as the AI’s assessment.     
 
    
 
   “Maneuvering to attach now,” Roxanne said, and the thrusters could be heard firing.  Their bursts of sound rang in the tight cabin of the scout ship.
 
    
 
   The thrusters moved the FTL ship, gently settling it directly against the hull of the Eschaton.  Nozzles came forth and sprayed a bead of foam permalloy all along the edge of where the two ships were touching.  It quickly expanded and sealed onto the old permalloy materials of the Eschaton and fused into the new permalloy of the FTL ship.  In just moments, the permalloy foam was hardened and ready.
 
    
 
   “Umbilicus is manufactured, and the area has been pressurized.  No leaks detected; area is being heated,” Roxanne reported.  “Umbilicus is finished; area pressure holding, and temperature matches FTL ship’s interior.  Beyond the access panel, there is atmosphere and reasonable temperature.  Do you want to proceed?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Michael said.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   13 intro the breech
 
    
 
    
 
   In the cramped confines, Michael and Jamie put on their equipment, including the weapons systems, the two fusion packs and their individual back packs containing the tools and necessary equipment for assembling the teleportation pad.  
 
    
 
   Jamie patted the holstered weapon.  “Willie’s Wacker is ready to go.”
 
    
 
   Michael punched a fist into his palm and answered, “We can do this.”
 
    
 
   “The only problem I have found is the data sticks are not working,” Jamie said as she examined on.  She had tried to put one into her belt to record all that was happening, but it failed to initiate. 
 
    
 
   “Mine is inoperable as well.  That is strange.”
 
    
 
   They checked all their supply and every data stick was malfunctioning.  For some reason none of them would operate.
 
    
 
   “Roxanne?  Run diagnostics on the data sticks.  Why are they all inert?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am unable to ascertain why they are malfunctioning,” Roxane replied.  “They show no signs of damage, yet do not function.  My only answer is that it might have something to do with the FTL travel.  However, that is a mere speculation and not a definitive answer.  I will continue to study this problem.  In the meantime, my links to you through the communication system will allow me to compile all the information the data sticks would have done.”
 
    
 
   They then opened the hatch.  Michael expected some hissing of air, as he had experienced in decontamination, yet nothing like that occurred.  They stepped into the small umbilical passage which had been created from the FTL ship to the hull access of the Eschaton.  They checked their supplies again and took a few extra items from the storage compartment located next to the hatch.  Then they checked communications.  All was in order.
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, can you open the access hatch on the Eschaton?” Jamie asked and took out a hand lantern which she switched on.  The beam of light focused on the panel.
 
    
 
   “The fusion packs have lights on them as well, should we encounter more darkness,” Michael stated.  
 
    
 
   “Attempting to open hatch.  Override of pneumatic system successful.  Hatch opening........  now.  Atmosphere and generated gravity roughly equal to that in FTL ship.” Roxanne said.
 
    
 
   The access hatch slid back, and the doorway was large enough to let them easily pass into the small room which was revealed.  The access panels slid shut after they entered.
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, can you hear me?” Michael said.
 
    
 
   “Yes.   The panel was closed for your protection.  You should be able to proceed into the colony ship and find a suitable place to complete your mission.   I will begin alignment for FTL message back to Dome 17.”
 
    
 
   They walked to the end of the room and found a door.  The room had only the illumination provided by the lamp Jamie was holding.  The door had a series of levers and buttons and switches on its left hand side.   
 
    
 
   “How do we open this? There is no other exit from this room.” Michael looked closely at the switches and things at the side of the door.
 
    
 
   Jamie placed her hand up against the door, and suddenly the room was filled with light.  There was a bright orange light right above the door, and the rest of the room seemed to be illuminated from some hidden light source.  Then a grinding sound came from just under their feet, and a vibration was felt though the floor, into their shoes and up their legs.
 
    
 
   “Ship under attack!” Roxanne the Artificial Intelligence reported.  “Microparticles impacting......”
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, what is happening?” Michael screamed as he turned and ran back toward where they had entered.  There was no answer.  The access port panels were shut and there was no way to open them.  Michael smacked his palm into the panel.  
 
    
 
   “Report status!”  Jamie ordered.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, report!” Michael yelled into the communication link looped over his ear.  Again as he pounded a fist against the panel.
 
    
 
   The vibration and noises stopped.  The room remained bathed in orange light, and the doorway near where Jamie stood now swung open.  There was dim light coming from the other side.
 
    
 
   “I think we are on our own now,” Jamie said with deep emotion.  “If what happened to the robotic probe has also hit the FTL scout ship, it may have been ripped from the side of the Eschaton.  Roxanne would respond if the AI was operational.”
 
    
 
   Michael stood still for a moment.   He had been alone many times before, especially on his last mission when as a solo he traveled to investigate Dome 11, back on the dreary, dusty and dying earth.  But at that moment anguish stuck him.  Outwardly he tried to hide it, but when he realized that the FTL scout ship was gone, even though he knew in his mind it could not have taken him back anyway, and even though he had understood that the mission was one he would not return from, with all that, he still was hit by profound sorrow.   
 
    
 
   After a few moments, Jamie put her hand on his elbow.  “Come on Michael, we must get moving.”
 
    
 
   He let his inner angst out.  Only Jamie was there to see it, and he trusted her explicitly.  “Yes, we need to find a place to set up the teleportation receiver.  That way they can come to us.” He still did not move but had just parroted the words he thought Jamie expected.   He wondered if he could go on.     
 
    
 
   “Michael, we need to move now.” Jamie was insistent.  With a squeeze of his elbow, she guided him to turn.  The orange light still shining over the doorway.
 
    
 
   “Roxanne was the only way to initiate the FTL message system.  We cannot even contact Dome 17 now,” Michael said in a forlorn manner.
 
    
 
   “Not until we get the teleportation receiving pad established.  The initial steps of that will give us message capability.” Jamie was confident in her voice.  “It would have been much easier with that AI Roxanne’s help, but we can do it manually.  We still have all that we need for this mission to succeed.”
 
    
 
   Michael looked deeply into her eyes.   His face was troubled and he looked to Jamie for support.   “You think we can still do this?” He asked.
 
    
 
   “You bet we can.  With you at my side, nothing will stop us!” Jamie said it, and her eyes showed she meant it.  “So get moving, we need to go set this thing up.” She departed.
 
    
 
   Finally, Michael broke out of his sorrow and followed Jamie out of the room.  He entered a hallway which led to either right or left.  There was orange light spilling from the room he had left, and it gave some illumination to the hallway.  Michael looked down one direction and then back the other way.  How long did I stand in that room?  Have we just failed everyone?  He asked himself.
 
    
 
   “Jamie!” Michael called out.  He kept looking from side to side but could not see much in either direction.  He took out his own lamp and turned it on.  The light shined down the hall in a tight beam.  About the same distance down each direction he could see that the hall made a sharp turn.
 
    
 
   “Jamie!” He called again.   
 
    
 
   The glow of a light appeared, which seemed to come from around the corner down the hall to the left.  He breathed a bit easier.  Michael was very relieved when Jamie’s pretty face peered around that corner.   
 
    
 
   “You are not going to lose me, so relax.” Jamie grinned.  “But this way is a dead end, unless we want to cut through a sealed door.  There are many items of machinery along that hall,” she gestured over her shoulder.  “Nothing is working.  Mostly looks like piping and conduits and whatnot.  I did pry open a box, but the wiring was very corroded and looked like it had not functioned for a very long time.  A few small air ducts are pumping out air, so something is working somewhere.  I cannot even tell what part of the Eschaton we have entered.  Maybe the central section, but who knows?”  
 
    
 
   “Well, it is not a biological habitat, that is for sure.” Michael stated flatly.
 
    
 
   “What is with you?” Jamie frowned.  “We have a mission to complete.  We go down this hall, now.”
 
    
 
   Michael swallowed hard and took a deep breath.  He followed Jamie.  The hallway turned and their lights illuminated more hallway with the same dull white walls and a few doors of a darker shade.  It was hard to assess anything with only the beam of their lamps.  Overhead large pipes were now suspended, and there were smaller tubes and wiring all over about their heads, most lost in shadows.  They walked onward.  They tried to open several doors, without success.   
 
    
 
   “We could cut through one of these doors; we have the molecular torch, that would cut these doors like shifting dust.  But what if there is vacuum on the other side?” Michael said, getting back to the task at hand.  “Nothing is labeled.”
 
    
 
   “So we just keep walking.  We need a large area, and we really need to make sure that there are living biological areas, or else why have the people back home come here at all.  Trading one dying dome for a dying or dead ship would not be a good idea.” Jamie marched forward.
 
    
 
   After a long while, they stopped to eat.   Squatting down, they set the lamps on the floor and proceeded to open their packs.  In the small circle cast by their lamps, the world felt tiny and tight, yet also they knew, from feeling the air gently moving on their skin, that some kind of ventilation system was working.  Michael ran a survey though his mind.  They had breathable air.  They had gravity manipulation.  They had adequate heat.  The Eschaton was habitable enough.  He then looked around again.  They were in the hallway, a corridor which appeared to go on and on.  
 
    
 
   “No dust,” Michael said with a forced smile.  
 
    
 
   Jamie’s returning smile lit up the area.  “That is the spirit!  No dust, and we are together!  Not a solo mission.  We will make this work!”
 
    
 
   They each took out a food package and consumed it along with a water ration.  Jamie considered her surroundings.  The corridor was clear enough, but where it led was unknown. They had passed a number of doors, but none would open.  
 
    
 
   Jamie stood and walked to a dark corner.  She unlatched her RAM suit.  Michael joined her.  
 
    
 
   “I suppose here is as good as anywhere,” Jamie said.  They relieved their bodily wastes and moved on.
 
    
 
   Eventually, finding no doors that would open, they came to a circular stairwell that went upward.  The hall continued past the stairs and looked to be unending in the beams of their lamps.  Michael looked back and could not see where they had originated.
 
    
 
   “We should have marked our route,” Michael said.  
 
    
 
   “No real need.  Nothing to go back to,” Jamie replied.  “Not like tracing our route from a dead dome back to Dome 17.”  She too looked down the corridor, but their lamps were too weak to reach all the way back.  
 
    
 
   “I say we go up!” Jamie declared.  “It has got to be a change from this long and dark corridor.  And we can come back if you start yearning for long boring walks in the dark.  Their lamps illuminating the darkness only for a few steps ahead and behind them.  All the stairs seemingly the same dull and flat grey color.
 
    
 
   “Up it is.” Michael agreed.  “I am going to mark this place anyway.”  He took out a tool and scratched an X on the side wall.  The permalloy was too hard to indent, so he made the mark in the softer metal, some old steel allow, which framed part of the door.  
 
    
 
   They climbed the stairs, and after several revolutions a few orange lights lit up and the stairs ahead of them were cast in a similar glow to the first room where they had entered the Eschaton.
 
    
 
   “We activated some system.”
 
    
 
   “Finally, something is working,” Jamie declared.  She climbed faster now that the stairs were better illuminated.  After a few more revolutions of the circular stairway, Michael noticed that the orange lights behind them were winking out after they had passed.
 
    
 
   “Something is reacting to our presence.” Michael stated.  “It seems to be some kind of automated system.  It lights up where we are walking and shuts down after we leave.” 
 
    
 
   They climbed the stairs for a long while.  A few times they came to landings with sealed doors, none of which would open and none of which had widows or other ways of assessing what was beyond them.  None were labeled at all.  At each door, Jamie placed her hand upon the door in various ways trying to activate it.  But except for the door in that first room, none of these doors responded in any way.  Most of the doors had a dark and inert box about a hand span wide next to them.  It might have been some kind of latch or control box, but there was no obvious way to do anything with that box. 
 
    
 
   “This is really getting boring.  Should we continue upward?” Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “That hallway was pretty boring too, those long dull white walls and grey floor, but at least here we have some light.  You know, I am getting very tired of orange light.” Jamie laughed vivaciously.  “Like you said, no dust.”  She briefly thought of Dome 3, but pushed those images of horror away.  
 
    
 
   After what seemed to be an eternity of climbing stairs, they came to the top and end of the stairway.  They were at a landing facing a doorway, but this door was slightly ajar.  There was no light on this landing, and the orange glow from below was only dimly illuminating this area.
 
    
 
   “The first door that is not sealed and shut tightly,” Jamie said.  “That means something.”    
 
    
 
   Michael pushed at the door, but it did not move.  He looked through the space where it was open: about a finger’s breath wide.  Blackness was beyond the door, but they could feel air moving out from tiny open space.  There was an odd odor in that air, but neither Jamie nor Michael could identify that smell.   
 
    
 
   “We need to sleep for a while.  And I guess this is as good as anywhere.” Michael said.
 
    
 
   Jamie put her hand to the communication system over her ear.  “Roxanne?  Are you there?  Please respond.”
 
    
 
   There was no respond.  Michael did not try his communication system, nor comment on the loss of Roxanne.
 
    
 
   They set down their pack and took out and consumed an allowance of food and water.  Then they stretched out on the floor.  It was hard and slightly cool to the touch, but they were both soon asleep.  Jamie was holding Michael’s hand as they drifted off.    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   14 out of the darkness into the life
 
    
 
   They awoke with stiff, sore muscles and aching backs.  They also noticed light shining from around the partially opened door.  That had not been there before they took a sleep period.
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie both approached the crack of light where the door was not shut.  When they peered inside, they saw a biological habitat.  Even though the view was extremely limited, being they were looking through a cracked open door, they both gasped at what they saw beyond that door.  
 
    
 
   “Amazing!”  Jamie exclaimed.  
 
    
 
   “John’s biology!”  Michael commented reverently.  
 
    
 
   The first thing that struck them was the color.  There was green everywhere.  Not just one shade of green, but every shade of green.  Countless shades of green.  Greens they had never seen before, and greens which looked unusual or even comical.  Along the ground was a deep green so dark as to almost be black.  Mixed among that darkest green were spots and shadows and areas of green mixed with grey or taupe or even a deep olive brownish mix.  Above the ground level was a mixture of various greens in a myriad of shapes angles and smears which neither Michael’s nor Jamie’s eyes had ever experienced.
 
    
 
   At the very top of where they could see, they saw very light green with patches of light yellow and rays of light.
 
    
 
   “It is beautiful!” Michael exclaimed.
 
    
 
   “It must be one of the biological habitats.  It is amazing,” Jamie said.  “So in we go!” She pushed on the door.  It would not move.  She pushed harder.  It still refused to move.  She dug her fingers into the crock and strained with all her muscles to slide the door pen.  It was stuck.  Michael added his strength and together they pushed as hard as possible.  Nothing.  The door was jammed, sealed, or rusted shut.
 
    
 
   “Come on, open up!” Jamie said and struck the door.   
 
    
 
   “Did that help?” Michael asked with sarcasm.
 
    
 
   Jamie pounded on the door several more times and made crude and vulgar suggestions about the door and its origins.  But it still remained stuck.
 
    
 
   She looked at Michael and smiled.  “No, that did not help either,” Jamie said before Michael could comment.  She grinned at him and there was a twinkle in her hazel eyes.  She dropped to her knees and swung down her pack.  Opening it up, she sorted past the teleportation components and took out a molecular torch.  She plugged it into her fusion pack and placed the cutting edge against the door.  She set the torch about midway up the door as she kneeled before it.  “This will only take a moment.”
 
    
 
   A sharp whining sound began, and the metal under the molecular torch glowed a brilliant red color.  A hair thin slot appeared behind the torch as Jamie moved it across the door toward the hinged side.  For a brief moment, the thin slot glowed red, but that faded very fast as Jamie moved the torch horizontally across the door.   
 
    
 
   Upon reaching the hinges, Jamie turned the torch handles and began pulling it vertically downward slicing the hinges neatly in half as the molecular torch passed.  When she had pulled the torch all the way to the bottom, the lower half of the door dropped with a clang.  The sound was far louder that she expected.  The sound echoed down the stairway behind her and seemed to reverberate over and over.  Much more light poured in through the newly created opening.  The light came from the habitat, and its gentle glow was a huge contrast to the lamp lights or the orange light from the stairway.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   They now had an area one half the size of the original door but large enough to crawl through if they took their packs off.  The top section of the door remained immovable.   
 
    
 
   “So do I cut off the rest of the door?” Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “It might be nice to have an escape hole.   We should just leave it as half a door and explore the other side before we cut open anything else,” Michael replied.
 
    
 
   A rush of air also hit them in their faces and with it a plethora of aromas.  Jamie began to cough, and Michael held his nose closed.
 
    
 
   “What is that?” Jamie gasped out between coughs.   
 
    
 
   “I am not sure, but it certainly is pungent.  It kind of reminds me of the dead bodies in those domes I saw.  But this is richer and much more, aromatic.” Michael still was holding his nose.
 
    
 
   After finally getting over the coughing jag, Jamie removed the backpack, and made sure she still had the holstered weapon.  She then cautiously crawled through the opening.  Beyond the door she stood up and took in the surroundings.  Near the door the floor was still hard metal, permalloy, but that only lasted for about three paces.  Then the metal stopped, and the dirt was visible.  It was not blowing about like the dust outside the dome, even though Jamie could feel air moving past her face and hands.  There were also the green things plugged into the dirt.  There were so many that the dirt was only visible near where the metal of the floor met the dirt.  Jamie squatted down and touched the dirt.  It was moist and a deep full brown color.  Jamie thought of fecal matter when she looked at the ground.  This dirt looked so very different than the dust of outside the dome.
 
    
 
   “I feel water in this dirt!” She exclaimed with genuine surprise.
 
    
 
   Michael crawled out under what was left of the severed door.  He barely noticed that the door was set into an enormously tall wall.
 
    
 
   “John told us about biological habitats, and I thought it was all hyperbole.  Certainly, I expecting to see some weird stuff, but I honestly thought John was just exaggerating and carrying on.  Now as I look around, I realize he did not even tell us enough.” Michael was as much talking to himself as he was to Jamie.  He, too, was overwhelmed by the site before them.  He then squatted down and touched the ground.  He reached out and touched one of the green things.
 
    
 
   “This is truly astounding,” Jamie stated as she looked from one wonder to another.  
 
    
 
   “These are some of those living plants we heard about.  They are far more fragile in touch than I expected.” Michael ever so carefully felt the edges of the serrated flat part of the plant.  “Leaves?”  Then he saw a small tube, about a hand’s breath long, holding up a disk shape.  The disk was about double the size of his fingernail.  That tube holding the disk rose from the middle of the green leaves.  As he gently turned the disk he saw that it was not green like the leaves but was a bright yellow color and about the size of his thumb nail.  “It is so pretty,” he commented.
 
    
 
   “Look how many of them there are,” Jamie said as she pointed at the green expanse.  It was nearly filled with green leaves, and poking up here and there were the tubes holding up the yellow disks.  “Flowers.  Gorgeous yellow flowers.” 
 
    
 
   The yellow disks were pointing away from the door area and were sort of aimed at the wall of greenery.  Michael thought of the receiving dishes he had seen in some of the dome equipment.  These flowers were like a biological version of a parabolic dish.  But as Michael and Jamie looked closer, they realized that the green wall was not a solid thing but was made up of a multitude of different kinds of plants and vines and bushes and trees.  Scattered among that was light.  So much light.  Light shining among and through and in places, even shining down in beams of light that struck the ground.  The light was warm and bright and nourishing.   
 
    
 
   “We should set up the teleporter right now!” Jamie exclaimed.  “We can cut what we need from the back wall or those stairs.  But it is all so amazing.” She looked again at the walls of green foliage.  It was easier to see the different plants which comprised that wall, now that her mind had registered that it was living and growing plants. 
 
    
 
   Jamie took a few steps toward one of the beams of light that was penetrating the canopy of green.  As she did, she kept looking around and finally looked back toward the door.  The door was set in a permalloy wall which was very high, but the green canopy obscured her vision from seeing all the way to the top of wherever that wall ended.  The metal wall was smooth and unbroken except for the door.  But that metal wall hardly interested Jamie as she looked back at the plants and trees and foliage.  She was in awe.
 
    
 
   “There is not enough room right here for the teleportation receiving pad," Michael said still squatting.  “We would have to remove all those, plants.” He paused and looked around and then down again.  “Yes, I think these are flowers,” Michael said as he let loose of the yellow disk and stood up.  He walked over to Jamie and continued.  “I must say it again: John told us about the biological habitats, but I thought he was exaggerating.  Now I know it was no embellishment at all.  I can hardly believe my eyes, or nose.”  He sniffed deeply and coughed just a bit as the fragrance was strong.  
 
    
 
   Jamie stood directly in one of the beam of light.  “It is so warm, and it feels so good,” she said in a dreamy voice.  The red in her hair was more vivid, and the light on her face seemed to soak into her skin.  Her freckled face shone, she closed her eyes, and her mouth upturned in a slight smile.  She had never looked more beautiful to Michael.   
 
    
 
   As she stood there basking in that light, a shadow passed over.   Instantly, her eyes were open and she asked, “What was that?”  
 
    
 
   Michael had seen the fleeting shadow as well, but had no explanation for it.  His mind went though all kinds of different scenarios, but he was baffled. Then he thought of the old records John had showed them of the woman being eaten by a giant plant.  “Is there some danger here?  What did you see?”
 
    
 
   “The light was warming my face, and I could see reddish yellow through my closed eye lids.  Then something blocked the light for a moment, and then the light was back.” Jamie said wariness in her voice.  Her eyes darting side to side as she looked at the biome around her.   
 
    
 
   “I think we better find some kind of cover, I am not sure what is here.  Remember John warned us of predators,” Michael said and took Jamie by the hand.  They walked back toward the door.  “Let us sit here and observe for a while more, so we do not rush into something.  If we set up the teleportation pad here, we will need to somehow make a cleared area.”
 
    
 
   Just then it happened.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   15 life in all the wonders
 
    
 
   The shadow passed over them again, and both Jamie and Michael shot toward the opening they had cut in the doorway.
 
    
 
   “Jamie, get inside there!”  Michael yelled as he gestured toward the opening. 
 
    
 
   She dove through, followed quickly by Michael. 
 
    
 
   Jamie turned back around and looked out through the cut open door.   Jamie said: “That is an animal! A flying animal! Look!” She grabbed Michael by the shoulder and stopped his retreat into the hallway.  He turned around.
 
    
 
   There it was, standing in the midst of the green leafy plants with the yellow disk flowers.  It was a creature.  It stood on two tiny legs.  It was about ankle height.  It had a black head and an orange chest and brownish sides.  It cocked its head at them for a moment then dipped its head down into the green.  The head popped up and the creature hoped a few short hops and repeated the dipping process.
 
    
 
   “It flew right at my head.   Is it dangerous?” Michael asked, and reached to unbuckle his projectile weapon.
 
    
 
   Jamie put her hand on his and restrained his action of drawing the weapon.  “Watch a bit more and see,” she said.  “There are others as well.”   
 
    
 
   Two more of the flying animals landed among the greens and yellows.  All had similar orange chests, and brownish sides.  A moment later, the first creature hopped a few more times, spread its two wings, and flapped them quickly.  It flew away and was lost among the plants.  The other two pecked at the green plants a few more times, but then departed in a similar manner.  
 
    
 
   “It was a flying animal.  If I remember John correctly, that was some kind of a bird.”  Jamie explained.  “John said that the air was filled with flying birds, and the water filled with his swimming fish.”
 
    
 
   “I guess he was correct.  Were they hunting us?  John said colorful things could deliver venom.  What else is out there?” Michael asked.  He was far more shaken up by the overwhelming sensations he was experiencing than he expected.  All the odors.  All the sights.  All the colors, and all the movement.   For he had noticed that the plants, trees and such were gently swaying as the air moved.  It was all overwhelming.   
 
    
 
   “Michael,” Jamie grabbed his head and stared into his eyes.  “We must find a place to set up the receiving pad.  We know there is a habitat here, and that life exists here.  We must get it set up.”
 
    
 
   “Right,” Michael responded and concentrated on thinking about what to do to set up the teleportation pad.  “If this area is patrolled by venomous flyers, perhaps a different area would be better.”
 
    
 
   “Okay.  We will need a bigger area than right here to set it up anyway,” Jamie gestured at the hard floor around the door.  “We will need to find a more open spot, or make a more open spot.  We need fifteen meters on each side of the pad.”
 
    
 
   “So we search out a safer place,” Michael said.  “Who knows what predators we might encounter trying to clear out this area.  Also, we have not seen a room or corridor large enough for the receiving pad yet either.”
 
    
 
   “Follow me, but keep alert.  We cannot be lulled by the beauty into becoming victims,” Jamie said as she crawled back out and into the habitat.  
 
    
 
   Michael pulled their backpacks from the hole in the door.  Slinging them on, they carefully looked around again.  Seeing no immediate threats, they began to walk over the green plants on the ground, keeping watch from side to side for possible dangers.   After a few paces they were near the trees.  The upward parts of the trees were covered with a hard brown outer surface.  It was very rough to the touch.  Looking upward they saw that the trees arched over their heads and branched out in all directions.  The ends were covered in the green leaves.
 
    
 
   Two of the orange breasted flying animals soared by.  Michael and Jamie ducked and watched, but those birds did not attack.  
 
    
 
   “Come on.  They may not be predators, or they were just protecting that area with the yellow flowers,” Jamie said.  She smiled at Michael.  “This is all so exciting, and I know we will succeed.  Life is here and thriving!”
 
    
 
   “It would take a lot of effort to clear these large plants,” Michael stated.  “I am sure a molecular torch will cut one down, but pushing enough out of the way to make the pad will be tough.  There might be a clearer area somewhere nearby.”
 
    
 
   “No forest goes on forever, right?  A better building site will result in a quicker assembly of the receiving pad,” Jamie agreed.  “Then our people can come here.”  She gestured toward where there was a bit less ground cover and they weaved their way through and around the trunks of the trees.  
 
    
 
   Other growing things were about the same height as they were, but were widely spread at their bases.   The kinds of foliage were two to three meters in diameter at the bottom and pointed at the top, sort of a cone shape, and densely covered in sharp wire-like spikes.  At the peak of the cone shape they could see small brown pods of some kind.
 
    
 
   They stepped around the trees and continued onward through the forested area.  The light became dimmer as they progressed.  The ground was easier to walk over, but the canopy overhead was much more dense.  The ground became covered by fallen leaves and needles from the various types of trees.  It was spongy and soft to walk upon.   
 
    
 
   They saw a few more birds flying between the trees, and, once, something ran from under a tree and was off and away.  All they saw of that was a white bobbing tail and a blur of movement.   
 
    
 
   “This is so strange, and so different.” Michael commented.  His voice betrayed the anxiety he was feeling.
 
    
 
   “Keep it together, and we will get this done.” Jamie said and squeezed his hand to assure him of her presence.  
 
    
 
   They were becoming quite exhausted.  They stopped and set down the packs.  They again consumed a food ratio and some water.  They toileted near one of the trees.  They started up walking again.
 
    
 
   “There must be a break somewhere,” Jamie observed.  “That area by the door was the most open place, a glen if I remember the term correctly, but it is still too small for the receiving pad.”
 
    
 
   “That location did offer access to permalloy back there.  We will need that to make the receiving pad’s grid,” Michael replied.  “I suppose we could cut down some trees around that, then hide them on the stairwell to clear a large enough area.  Do you think the entire habitat is one large forest?”  
 
    
 
   “We should keep scouting.  I really doubt the whole place is so densely covered with foliage, but it might be,” Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   After some time, they noticed that the light was fading even more and it was becoming dimmer and dimmer in the forest.
 
    
 
   “This biome must be on a day night circadian cycle.  I know I need to sleep again,” Michael said.  “How are you faring?”
 
    
 
   “I too am tired.  How long can this go on? I have never seen so much green or so many different living things.  It is far better than any of John’s visual recording or his stories.  Imagine what he will say when he sees all this!”
 
    
 
   “So shall we camp for the night?  I do not relish walking into some danger in the dark, and the lamps will not penetrate very far in all this.”  Michael looked over at Jamie.  “You decide, I will follow your lead, but darkness in a biological habitat might make building much more difficult.”
 
    
 
   “You are correct.  We will have to manually set up the FTL message system, and we will need sharp minds to do that.  After we rest we can assess whether to keep searching or go back to that door and start clearing the area.  That will work, but it will take concerted effort to prepare a site for the receiving pad.”
 
    
 
   “I imagine the day night cycle will be similar to what Dome 17 used, but that is just a guess,” Michael said.  “Fantastic!  Simply fantastic.  So much life.”
 
    
 
   They unloaded the packs and stretched out on the soft needles.  This made a much better bed than the hard floor in the stairway of the previous sleep period.  They reclined and started to fall asleep as the last of the light faded, and the forest was bathed in darkness.  
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie were not prepared at all for all the sounds that replaced the light.   There were whistles, clicks, hoots, croaks and a symphony of various other sounds which emerged from the darkness.  Those noises came from every direction and surrounded them.  They both lay there in stunned amazement and listened.
 
    
 
   “Eyes, ears, noses, and minds.  Wow this is amazing,” Michael said as he rolled over next to Jamie.  “Did you ever think you would see a biome?”
 
    
 
   “It is stupendous.”  
 
    
 
   It was a long while later when they each fell into a deep sleep in the first biological ecosystem either of them had ever experienced.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   16 someone visits in the night
 
    
 
    
 
   The light of the morning awoke them.  There was a slight damp dew on their exposed faces and hands.  The RAM clothing had absorbed any of the water which had accumulated on other places.  The light brought with it a different array of sounds and smells.  New, exotic, and different, awakening in a biome was an original experience.  
 
    
 
   At first all seemed well, and they stretched and moved to limber up their sore bodies.  
 
    
 
   “Hey, where is my pack?” Jamie exclaimed.
 
    
 
   “Mine is missing as well!”  Michael yelled.   
 
    
 
   Looking around they could see nothing but the greens of the forest- the soft needles and leaves on the ground - and the light just getting steadily brighter as they stood wondering what had happened.  
 
    
 
   “The teleportation components! The fusion packs! The food! It is all gone!” Michael was bewildered and angry and frightened all at the same time.  He stomped around not knowing what to do.  He punched his fist into his palm several times.  
 
    
 
   “The weapons, and all the gear and gone.  Someone must have taken it while we slept.  We must recover it.   Everyone will die if we do not get the teleportation receiving pad established.”  Jamie was steady in her speech, but the lines around her mouth were tight.  It was the only outward sign of the fear that was gripping her heart.
 
    
 
   “Okay, so how do we find it?” Michael said.  Then on impulse he yelled at the top of his lungs.  “Bring it back!  Bring it back!! Come back!!!!”  He called, falling to his knees with his head tipped upward.  “Bring back our technology!”
 
    
 
   Jamie walked over and placed her hand on his shoulder.   “We will recover it,” she said it calmly and confidently.  In her mind she was surprised at the way she said it, for she was deeply worried, but now was not the time to show that to Michael.
 
    
 
   “Come on and walk for a while, and maybe we can find our stuff.” Jamie said.   “Could it have been some animals?  Do animals come and take equipment?  Do animals smell food?  Or are they attracted to certain things?”
 
    
 
   “Only John would know that,” Michael answered.  “If only I had not taken off my belt!” He punched his fist into his palm again.  Then his eyes lit up.  He reached up to his ear and pressed his communication system.  “Roxanne?  Roxanne?  We really need you.  Please respond!”
 
    
 
   There was no answer.
 
    
 
   “Michael, all we can do is search,” Jamie said, but laid a reassuring hand on his shoulder.    
 
    
 
   They walked onward through the forest.  Soon the trees were less dense and the way was easier.  They again saw a few birds, and another thing which darted away along the ground.  This one also looked only like white-bobbing flash in the undergrowth.
 
    
 
   As the trees thinned more and more they started to see the ceiling of the biological habitat for the first time.  It was far above their heads.  The actual ceiling was indistinct, just a presence way up there.  Down the center of the ceiling, running long-ways, for as far as they could see was the source of the light.  It was a brilliantly lit cylinder.  It was so bright it was slightly painful to gaze at directly, and they could not see what was behind it due to the glare.  As they looked at the ceiling they got the impression that it sloped away from the illuminated cylinder and down toward the sides of the habitat.  As they knew from the plans of the colony ships, each habitat was an enormous cylinder with an arched ceiling cover over it.  This ceiling was far different than the one they knew so well in Dome 17.  The highest point of Dome 17, was miniscule compared to this vast overhead sky.  They never imagined just how large a colony ship would appear until they were standing inside the habitat.  It dwarfed their expectations.   
 
    
 
   As they stood, gazing up at the ceiling so very far away, they felt hopeless but were afraid to share that with each other.  Both were trying to be brave, but the mission seemed doomed, and they really did not know what to do next.
 
    
 
   So they walked on.  They did find an open area, a clearing, roughly forty meters in diameter.  It was exactly what they had looked for the previous day, but without any of their gear, especially the teleportation components, finding a suitable site for building the receiving pad was meaningless. 
 
    
 
   “This area would be big enough, and relatively easy to build on, but we must recover the teleportation components,” Jamie said her jaw set in determination.
 
    
 
   “This spot does not have permalloy to use as a raw material.  Without the molecular torches and the other tools, we would have no way to fashion the grid anyway,” Michael added.  He too looked determined.  “We have to find our things.”
 
    
 
   They walked on, looking for any sign of their lost equipment.  
 
    
 
   Soon they were out of the forest entirely and walking along a grassy field.  Again they saw many of the yellow toped flowers.  After walking at bit more they came to a sight that surprised them both.
 
    
 
   Cut down into the ground was a straight trench about a step wide.  In that trench was free flowing water.  Yes, water was flowing right through the trench.  Never had Jamie or Michael ever seen so much water in one place.  It was shocking and surprising.  The water shimmered as it flowed.  Looking down into the trench, they could see the water was perfectly clear, and along the bottom of the trench were small stones, pebbles and rocks.  The dirt came right to the edge of the trench and actually touched the water.  The edge was rough and uneven.
 
    
 
   “John mentioned water like this.  I think he called it an ocean,” Jamie said.  “Or was it a river? I cannot recall the differences now.”
 
    
 
   Michael swatted something away from his nose.  “I think I encountered John’s insect life.  Tiny little flying things trying to crawl up my nose.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, they found me as well,” Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   “Something is moving in the water.  I think that is one of John’s fish he spoke so much about,” Michael said.  Michael squatted down and was peering intently into the water.  Small shining things were swimming about under the surface.  He was fascinated.
 
    
 
   “You are not from here are you?” A strange voice came to them.  It was husky and had a very heavy accent, so it was just barely understandable.   
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael both jumped in fright and turned to face the source of the voice.   
 
    
 
   A man stood on the opposite side of the water and was dressed in peculiar clothing.  His hair was a ragged brown, and he had piercing eyes.  He carried a short rod which dangled from his belt.  He had something slung over his back.   
 
    
 
   “Greetings,” said Jamie.  Michael watched carefully.
 
    
 
   “Your speech is difficult to understand, and I am not sure how to respond to you,” said the stranger, but he smiled at Jamie while he said that.  He turned to Michael with an imploring look.
 
    
 
   “As is yours,” Jamie replied.  
 
    
 
   The man looked further away from Jamie and stared at Michael.
 
    
 
   “The speech of the female is unusual,” the man looked directly at Michael.  “My name is Shammai, and I am of the Clan of Tobit.  How are you called?” he asked.
 
    
 
   “I am Michael, and this is Jamie,” Michael had found his voice.   
 
    
 
   “Why did the female speak to me? And are you two coupled? Do you have some RCs?”  Shammai asked.
 
    
 
   “We are not familiar with your ways.  What are RCs? What is coupled?” Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “She asks me questions? And her head is uncovered.  Is she not well? Were you taking her to a priest?” Shammai again ignored Jamie and looked to Michael.
 
    
 
   “Of course I...” Jamie started to say, but Michael cut her off with an arm placed gently on her arm.
 
    
 
   “As I said, I am Michael.  Can you help us?” Michael said, and tried his best smile at this unusual man.  Michael was having trouble following all the words but thought he was hearing a pattern and had grasped the man’s meaning.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I know where a priest is located, in Media, and he can help you with this female.  But where are you from, and why did not your local priest handle this matter? You two are coupled, married, correct?”  Shammai asked.
 
    
 
   Squeezing Jamie on the shoulder, Michael replied.  “We have journeyed from a great distance.  We were carrying some very important items, and when we awoke, they were missing.  Do you have any idea where they may have gone?”
 
    
 
   “Bandits.  They travel near the watercourse and are known for robbing travelers.  Though, few travel in the forest.  Most take the main roadway.  The theft does explain a lot about why you appear as you do.  May I ask why you and one of your females were in the forest?” Shammai’s voice seemed to carry contempt every time he mentioned female.
 
    
 
   Michael had to push harder on Jamie’s shoulder to restrain her from answering.   It seemed that Shammai only wanted to speak to Michael.   “Can you help us recover our items?”  Michael said.
 
    
 
   “Consider: if the bandits took food, it is already consumed.  But if it were tools, books or other valuables, there is but one destination a bandit would have taken with stolen goods.  The village of Gath lays not far down the waterway.  The bandits will trade the stolen items there, if they do not decide to keep them for themselves.  Gath is only loosely guarded by the Legionnaires, and the bandits make a trade of things there,” Shammai stated.  “I will consider it a spiritual discipline to take you there.  But she must have her head covered.  And where are your RCs?”
 
    
 
   Shammai took out a small folded cloth from some hidden pocket.  It was a deep blue color and nicely made.  He shook it out and handed it to Michael.  “Have her cover her head now, then we shall proceed.”
 
    
 
   Michael handed Jamie the cloth and whispered, “Play along with this one; we need to get our stuff back.”
 
    
 
   Jamie took the cloth and stood looking at it, uncertain what she should do.
 
    
 
   There was a very awkward silence for a few moments.
 
    
 
   “Can you help her?” Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “If you insist,” Shammai said.  He took the material back and, folding it, made it into a simple cap which would fit over Jamie’s hair.  He handed it back to Michael.
 
    
 
   Michael gave it to Jamie, who scowled when she looked at it. Michael nodded to her and she reluctantly placed it on her head.  She felt like a fool but played along.  There was an instant change in Shammai.  He was much more relaxed and calm.  
 
    
 
   “Please forgive me, Mrs.  Jamie.  I was very uncomfortable when you spoke to me with your head exposed.  I have not heard of a demon possession in this area for some time, but I am a man of cautious intentions.  But it seems that your plight from the theft is now rectified, so you may properly speak to me now.”
 
    
 
   Michael felt Jamie’s muscles tighten, but he gripped her shoulder and she refrained from responding to this new person, Shammai.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   17 A new friend?
 
    
 
   “Demon possession?” Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes, as the writings say, ‘the female must have her head covered because of the angels.’   You were suppressing your fear of possession remarkably well.  Losing your head covering to the bandits was a fearsome crime.  But surely you know these things, or are you testing my knowledge of doctrine and order?” Shammai replied.  “Not that the heretics in Antioch believe in that.  They are progressive and not aware of the truth.”
 
    
 
   “Please tell us more about where our equipment went.  You mentioned bandits?” Michael was quick to interrupt.   He remembered that the Eschaton had been populated with religious fanatics, and the last thing he wanted to hear was some religious or theological discussion.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Gath is where the bandits will have taken anything they do not wish to keep.  If they liked your things, they are gone.” Shammai waved his hand and stated that with finality.
 
    
 
   Shammai knelt down near the water and using his hand as a cup lifted some to his mouth.  He took long drinks from the water in the trench.
 
    
 
   Jamie looked at Michael and they both nodded at each other.  Then they also drank from the water.  It had a far different taste than they were prepared for, but it did refresh them.   
 
    
 
   “Let us proceed to Gath and see about getting your things,” Shammai said and, jumping over the trench with ease, started off through the grass.  Jamie and Michael followed, carefully keeping a bit of distance between themselves and Shammai.   
 
    
 
   Jamie whispered to Michael.  “This is crazy talk.   Demon possession and hats? And drinking from that water nearly made me choke.  I do not think we can trust this fellow.  He looks at me in bizarre ways; it makes me very uncertain about his intentions.”
 
    
 
   “I do not see that we have much choice at the moment.  We have none of our things, and we must get that teleportation pad established.  So just pretend to cooperate and keep your hair covered.”  Michael teased a bit to lower the tension.  It did not work.  He was just as tense and worried, and from the look Jamie gave him, she did not find anything humorous.
 
    
 
   The three of them walked along for a while in silence.  The waterway ran straight and true, and while they still saw an occasional flying bird, they did not see much else.  The light was still the same intensity far overhead.
 
    
 
   Suddenly, Shammai stopped.  Jamie and Michael stopped as well.
 
    
 
   “What is it?” Michael started to ask, but Shammai silenced him with a stern look back.
 
    
 
   Michael could not see exactly what he was doing, but Shammai undid a small pouch on his belt and withdrew a long strip of flexible brown material.  It had a wider area in the middle of it.  Shammai manipulated the strip and folded it over on itself.  Then he pulled an object from the pouch and inserted it between the folds of the strip.  Grasping one end, he then dropped the looped strip until it hung almost to his feet from his one hand.  He quickly started to spin the strips of material around and around his head in rapidly increasing rotations.  At the height of his whirling speed, he did something with his hand; the strip of material changed.  The loop opened, and he let out a cry of triumph.
 
    
 
   “Yes, we will eat meat tonight!” Shammai ran quickly ahead and grabbed something in the grass.  He raised it up in triumph and yelled out: “The provider be praised!”
 
    
 
   They then saw he was holding a small furry animal.  The animal was obviously dead.  It had a deep brownish fur, four legs and a bright white tail.  Michael and Jamie approached.  The animal had small round eyes and long ears which were tucked down against the sides of its head.  Some kind of trauma had happened to the animal.  Its side was caved in and blood and intestines were oozing out from the wound.
 
    
 
   “You look as if you have never seen a hare before? Just where do you hail from?” Shammai asked.
 
    
 
   Michael realized that the dead animal was the same kind that they had seen running so fast at various points in their journey.
 
    
 
   “But what happened to it?” Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   Shammai looked at her with puzzlement.  “I slayed it with the sling and stone.”
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie just stared at him.    
 
    
 
   “The hare will give us a meal tonight in Gath.  We should reach there before darkness comes.”  He had picked a small smooth stone out of the dead body and, washing it with a bit of spit, he replaced it into his pouch.  Then he wound up the strip of material, what he had called a sling, although to Michael and Jamie it appeared nothing like the sling that had hurled them into space.  ‘Perhaps the word means something else here?’ Michael thought.  After all, Shammai’s speech was very tough to follow since he pronounced words differently and seemed to have strange tones and ways to speak.   
 
    
 
   They continued walking.  Jamie wondered what else Shammai could hit with that weapon of his.  She felt for her own belt and was reminded that she was unarmed.  Except for the commination system on their ears, all their things had been taken.   
 
    
 
   As they walked, Shammai took out a small knife and worked on the dead body.  The knife did not seem to be metal but perhaps was some kind of animal bone, filed to a sharp edge.  What he did was a gristly business as he removed the animal’s skin, internal organs and did other things to the body.  It was all very strange to Jamie and Michael.  Michael was nauseated watching what was happening, so he slowed his pace to again make distance between him and the strange man they had encountered.  Jamie was unusually quiet.
 
    
 
   The first signs of Gath were a small building seen in the distance.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   18 it only takes a village
 
    
 
   They entered Gath by following the waterway.  Gath had about a dozen buildings, all made from what Michael guessed to be wooden materials.   Long beams of what must have been tree trunks were laid horizontally and stacked one on the other to make the building’s walls.  Occasionally there was a doorway with a stoutly made door or window space with closable shutters.  The roofs were made from some kind of fibrous stalk that was woven together into sections which overlapped each other.   
 
    
 
   “Here we are in Gath,” Shammai stated and waved his arms around.  
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie surveyed the area.  Plants and a few trees were growing in various places.   It was still a bit of a shock to see all these living things inside of a space ship.  When Jamie looked upward, she could see the light producing line across the sky.  She observed it but could not really look directly at it.  It cut a brilliant path of light all the way down the habitat’s ceiling.  
 
    
 
   “The sky tube shines on the evil and the good,” Shammai said as he noticed where she was gazing.
 
    
 
   Jamie quickly glared at him, and he moved away.  She looked and Michael who shrugged his shoulders. The town had an abandoned and empty feeling.  It reminded Michael of Dome 11, and its barrenness.
 
    
 
   “They use biologicals for raw materials,” Jamie commented as she looked over the construction methods of the buildings.  
 
    
 
   “At least there is nothing around that is tan color,” Michael said quietly to Jamie.   
 
    
 
   Turning away from where Shammai was standing, Jamie said, “But it is so primitive, and how will we locate the teleportation components?  I am not sure he has any more idea where they are then we do.”
 
    
 
   “We will find out.  Be alert and cautious,” Michael said.  
 
    
 
   “From now on, always.”
 
    
 
   They walked around the small town and saw that a second and wider waterway intersected the first at a ninety degree angle.  Gath’s building surrounded the two waterways.  There were two small bridges spanning the waterways.  One part of Gath consisted of a large dirt area surrounded by pickets.  It was into this area that Shammai led them.
 
    
 
   “Hello!” Shammai called out.  “Hello, I am here!” 
 
    
 
   There was no answer.  The village was very still and no other people were seen.
 
    
 
   “You said the bandits would have brought our stuff here.  What is going on?” Jamie asked.  She avoided looking at Shammai’s belt where the hare’s dead and cleaned body was hanging.
 
    
 
   “I do not know; the people are not here.  This is very odd,” Shammai said and he muttered something under his breath.
 
    
 
   “Shammai, please tell about this place.  What kinds of people live here?  What is your history?” Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “Who are you? Everyone knows the stories.  Is this another blaspheme? Perhaps you truly are demon possessed?” Shammai looked slightly fearful.   “Perhaps it was because of you that…”  he stopped in mid-sentence and covered his mouth with his hands.
 
    
 
   “Please tell us about Gath.  When did this town, or is it a village, when did it begin? Who are the people who live in this place?” Michael was getting frustrated by the lack of progress in finding their supplies.  He really did not want to fail in his mission.  He knew he must not fail.
 
    
 
   “I do not understand why you ask such things.  Everyone knows the stories.  But if I must report to you, then so be it.” He looked around at the empty village, and then continued.  “But something is wrong here.  The people are always here.  I will not speak of Gath.” He started to turn away.
 
    
 
   Jamie grabbed him and demanded.  “Tell us what you do know.”
 
    
 
   Shammai, looking more anxious than ever answered, “Female, do not ever touch me!”  He then looked to Michael, but Michael glared back at him.   “So be it.   To answer your questions, in the beginning was the world, and the world was corrupted and wicked in the sight of the maker.  So the Eschaton came and took the people away to be delivered from the world, into the real world.  This is the real world.  Here is the real world.” He bent down and patted the ground.  “We live in this world, and we will die in this world.  We have the RCs to carry on the stories, and we all will one day reach the next world that the maker has prepared for us and for our children and our children’s children.”
 
    
 
   “But tell me about Gath.  What is this place? It is not made from the ship’s materials; it is made from dead plants and stuff.  Why? Why is this dwelling made of dead trees and not made from normal things?” Michael’s frustration was growing.
 
    
 
   “This is all normal.  This is life.  The trees of the forest are felled to give us wood to build.  The carpenters build the houses and we live in them.  That is the normal thing,” Shammai replied.  He kept looking around in a nervous manner.   “Only in the towns are metal buildings.”
 
    
 
   “So this is not a town?”  Jamie asked.  “Is it a village or hamlet or settlement?  That means there must be other towns.  I think you mentioned some names.  What towns do you mean?”    
 
    
 
   Shammai ignored her.   
 
    
 
   The light began to fade, and daytime was nearly over.  Jamie looked up and watched as the lit cylinder became less brilliant.  She had not seen darkness descend like this before, as the previous night they were in the forest.   
 
    
 
   “Yes, the sky tube grows dim and night comes.   Come let me light a cooking fire and make our supper,” Shammai said, avoiding further discussion of history.  He scrupulously avoided making eye contact with Jamie.  Before they could answer, he had walked over to a small indentation in the ground and began arranging sticks and logs, with the tiniest pieces in a clump at the bottom, sort of in a dish shape.  He selected one long thin stick and, pulling the hare’s body from his belt, he slid the thin stick through the body.  He then took out a small black rod which had a piece of metal attached to it by a strap.   He struck the rod with the metal and a spark leaped out of it into the pile of twigs.
 
    
 
   Shammai placed the spitted hare over the fire he had expertly made.  He suspended the dead animal by hanging the thin stick between other sticks which he pushed into the ground.  Shammai, a bit more relaxed now, noticed that Jamie and Michael were staring at the black rod he had used to start the fire.
 
    
 
   “The fire-maker interests you?” Shammai said.
 
    
 
   “Yes, it is made from metal.  Do you have other metal things? Many of the items which the bandits stole from us were made from metal,” Jamie said.
 
    
 
   “Then you two were very rich people.  Only the richest people have things from the before time.  This fire-maker came from my father, who got it from his father, who got it from his father.  And that father was an OCM.” Shammai was very proud of his fire-maker.   
 
    
 
   “What is an OCM?” Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “OCMs are the people who the Eschaton took away.  They are everyone’s ancestors.  All people are from the OCMs.  Which OCM was your ancient father?” Shammai asked.
 
    
 
   Rather than answer, Michael pushed more questions of his own.  “What is the Eschaton to you?  So what is the world to you? How many other people live here?  Explain it to me.”
 
    
 
   “I told you, the world is this!” Shammai again patted the ground.
 
    
 
   “This is getting us nowhere,” Michael stormed away and walked some distance until he was not seen in the flickering fire light.
 
    
 
   “Shammai, we must recover our materials and items.  If we do not, people will die.” Jamie was insistent.  “Please can you help us? Tell us about this place? Where are the bandits you spoke about? Where is anyone?”
 
    
 
   Shammai turned the hare on the spit and said nothing.
 
    
 
   “How do we get our equipment back?”  Jamie asked again.  “Where are these bandits you spoke about?”
 
    
 
   Shammai stared at the roasting hare.  Occasionally he glanced sideways at Jamie, but was oddly quiet.
 
    
 
   Michael, meanwhile, was standing in the darkness looking up at the ceiling so very far away.  It was so unlike the ceilings of Dome 17, and also so unlike the dust filled skies outside the dome back on Earth.  This place was a puzzle to Michael.  He pondered who had taken the backpacks with the fusion packs, the weapons, and the other things for setting up the teleportation pads.  What would happen if they were not able to retrieve them? They had already lost the FTL ship and the AI Roxanne.  What would be lost next?  Michael sat on the ground and cried.   Deep sobbing tears dribbled down his cheeks.   He felt like a failure in all he did.  His tears lasted for a long while.  Eventually he fell asleep sitting with his back against one of the empty buildings.  His stomach felt as empty as his soul.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   19 Morning madness
 
    
 
   Michael awoke as the light cylinder, what Shammai called the sky tube, way up on the far away ceiling began its illumination of the day.  It was hard for him to think of it as sky, but he supposed it was a sky of sorts.  Sky had always been tan, windy, dust filled and deadly. Sky was outside.  Now he was inside, sort of, but the sky was not tan, nor deadly.  It was all so confusing.  His back and neck hurt.  He had slept poorly, and his muscles were aching and stiff.  He stood and stretched and rubbed his neck.  That did a bit of good, but he felt terrible.  He walked to the water trench and knelt down and drank.  The water tasted funny but did quench his thirst.  His hunger was a dull ache, but he had no food rations to eat.  That reminded him of all he had lost, and he nearly broke down in tears again.
 
    
 
   He walked back to where the fire had been made last evening.  The fire was out.  Shammai and Jamie were asleep nearby at opposite sides of the fire.
 
    
 
   “Come on and wake up,” Michael said with little enthusiasm.
 
    
 
   Jamie stirred and opened her eyes.  “You are back I see.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I am back.  What do we do about our stuff? We have failed in our mission, and the people in the dome will die because of us,” Michael said.  The sorrow in his voice was so thick that it nearly dripped off his words.
 
    
 
   “Last night Shammai said nothing at all.  He prepared that dead animal and ate it.  I ate some of it but, even though I am hungry, I am not sure I can consume it.  It tastes harsh, and it has an odor, and it makes me ill to think about it.” Jamie was nearly as hungry as was Michael, even though she had taken a few bites of roasted hare.
 
    
 
   Shammai was up and walked over to the water and drank.  Again he was strangely quiet.
 
    
 
   “Do you know what is happening here?” Michael said.  “This place is empty, deserted, no one is here.  You said it would be where the bandits took our things.  I need an answer now!”
 
    
 
   Shammai said nothing.  He fumbled about with the bones from the hare and looked down at the ground. 
 
    
 
   “I need an answer from you, now.”  Michael’s voice was low and threatening.
 
    
 
   Shammai huffed out a sarcastic rebuke.  
 
    
 
   This was about the last thing Michael could take.  His sorrow quickly evolved into anger.  He rushed at Shammai and grabbed him, yanking him up.   Shammai was astonished.  Michael held him firmly by gripping his arms and squeezing tightly.  Michael pulled him close and yelled right into his face.  “Tell me what is happening here, right now!”
 
    
 
   Jamie was almost as startled as was Shammai.  Jamie had known Michael for many years, and never had anger been an issue with him.  Michael was usually one to keep calm, even when investigating a dead dome.  He was much more likely to brood than to explode in anger.  This was a side of Michael which she had never seen before.  She remained motionless.
 
    
 
   “Tell me now!” Michael screamed.  Shammai was shaking in fear but said nothing.  Michael yelled again.  “Right now! Tell me where my backpack is!”
 
    
 
   Shammai said nothing, and Michael reacted.  He released Shammai and backed away.  Shammai relaxed, the fear ebbed away from his face.
 
    
 
   Michael dropped his voice to a low controlled pitch.  “I am sorry I made you afraid.  It is just that we must find our equipment.  So you will tell me what I need to know.”
 
    
 
   Something in Michael’s voice was now even more frightening to Jamie than anything she had ever seen or heard.  But Shammai was relaxing before her eyes, and that was when Michael moved.
 
    
 
   With incredible speed, Michael turned a bit sideways, and then kicked hard into the side of Shammai’s knee.  The leg buckled as the knee snapped sideways.  Shammai fell to the ground with a yelp of pain and anguish.  Michael was standing over him before he had settled on the ground.   Michael again kicked the broken knee, this time back the other way.  Shammai cried out in agony.
 
    
 
   “Tell me what you know now, or your other leg will be worse than this one,” Michael said it calmly as he stomped downward on the broken knee.
 
    
 
   “It is the Legionnaires.  Please stop.  We cannot speak of it,” Shammai said through clenched teeth.
 
    
 
   “Speak of what?” Michael said as he quickly stooped down and grabbed the foot on the broken leg.  Twisting it to the side brought a horrific scream from Shammai.  “Tell me everything or I begin on the other leg.” Still Michael’s voice was calm and steady.
 
    
 
   “Michael, stop!” Jamie had regained her composure and tried to intervene.
 
    
 
   Michael turned his gaze on her and, his eyes were so intense, Jamie involuntarily stepped back a foot.
 
    
 
   “I will tell you, only stop hurting me!” Shammai slapped the ground on each side as Michael again twisted the foot on the broken leg.
 
    
 
   “Talk now,” Michael gave another twist.
 
    
 
   “The Legionnaires.  You must know we are forbidden to speak of their actions when a village is sacrificed.  It was cleansed," Shammai let out a scream of pain.  “Yes, I will tell you, but by all that is good, stop hurting me!”  
 
    
 
   Michael did not twist and released a bit of the pressure on the leg.   
 
    
 
   “The Legionnaires will sometimes come and cleanse a village.  They did it twice when I was younger.  They do it as a sacrifice to purify the land...  All the people are considered as unclean...  Surely you know this...  and they are taken away.  Along with all their animals and their goods...  And then the village is considered as cleansed.  The bandits must have done more than just steal from you...  That is what has happened to Gath...  The Legionnaires have cleansed Gath! It was a cleansing! Please stop!  My leg is ruined!”  
 
    
 
   Michael threw the leg down.  Again, Shammai cried in anguish; he was shuddering on the ground in pain.   
 
    
 
   “So, where are the things taken?” Michael said in his calm, yet terrifying voice.   
 
    
 
   “They are taken to Antioch, but they are never seen again...   The people are considered to have never existed...   Even the RCs are taken for sacrifice... banishment.   It is forbidden to speak of them.”  Shammai was clutching his leg and writhing in pain.
 
    
 
   “Who is Antioch?”
 
    
 
   Shammai’s eyes were puzzled, even though the horrific pain.  “Antioch is the city!”
 
    
 
   “How do I get to Antioch? Which way?” Michael squatted down and grabbed Shammai’s face in his hands.
 
    
 
   “Follow the water and you will get there,” Shammai pointed down one of the water trench directions.   
 
    
 
   “Are you sure that is the way to Antioch?” Michael reached for the foot again.
 
    
 
   “Yes, yes, it is that way.  I promise...  please do not hurt me anymore.”
 
    
 
   “Michael, you must stop,” Jamie said in a still small voice.  She was standing some distance away and had her arms folded across her chest.  Her lips were tight and her eyes were squinting.
 
    
 
   “Yes, I suppose I will stop,” Michael said.  “You head down that waterway.  I will finish here.”
 
    
 
   Jamie hesitated, but with another glare from Michael she turned and started walking down the way toward Antioch.  She could hardly believe her eyes and ears.  She was stunned at what she had seen.   “What is happening?” She asked herself out loud as she walked steadily away.     
 
    
 
   Michael knelt down over the pain-wracked Shammai.  “You should have told me what we needed right away.  I am sorry I hurt you,” Michael said, with his old voice back in place.
 
    
 
   “I cannot walk.  You have broken my knee, and my leg is useless...  Why did you hurt me? Why? You are a demon!” Shammai yelped through the tears and sobs of his pain.   
 
    
 
   “I will not fail my mission.  I am sorry about your leg,” Michael said.  He looked around for something to help, and saw nothing that might aid in what he needed to do.  His medical kit was gone like the rest of his technology.  Michael sat down next to Shammai.  Without warning, Michael grabbed Shammai’s throat in both hands.  Even though Shammai grabbed at Michaels hands, and even slammed his fists against Michael’s arms, it only took a few moments for Michael to squeeze shut the man’s trachea.  Michael held onto the body long after the twitching stopped.   
 
    
 
   He then got up and ran to catch up with Jamie on her way to Antioch.  As he walked the light around him faded out in a strange manner.  
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   20 more morning madness
 
    
 
   Michael awoke as the light cylinder on the ceiling began its illumination of the day. He spoke to himself, “They call that the sky tube.”
 
    
 
   His back and neck hurt.  He had slept poorly, and his muscles were aching and stiff.  He stood and stretched and rubbed his neck.  That did a bit of good, but he felt terrible.  He walked to the water trench and knelt down and drank.  The water tasted funny but did quench his thirst.  His hunger was a dull ache, but he had no food to eat.  That reminded him of all he had lost, and he nearly broke down in tears again.
 
    
 
   He walked around and tried to clear his head.  He felt like he was in a fog.  Images swam through his mind, and he rubbed his eyes and walked around a building.
 
    
 
   The fire in the cooking pit was out.  Shammai and Jamie were asleep nearby on opposite sides of where the fire had been.
 
    
 
   “What is the world?” Michael looked at Shammai asleep on the ground.  “How are you here?”  Michael again shook his head.
 
    
 
   “Michael, what is wrong?” Jamie jumped up and quickly approached Michael, who was pale and breathing rapidly.  She touched him on the shoulder, and he leaned into her.  She wrapped her arms about him and held him.
 
    
 
   “What is the difficulty?” Shammai asked as he stood up.  He was puzzled and not only looked at Michael and Jamie, he also looked around quite a bit.  His eyes were shifty and darted with anxious tension.  
 
    
 
   “He is alive?” Michael managed to say.  “Where are we?”
 
    
 
   “Of course he is alive,” Jamie reassured Michael.  She had never seen him like this before, and she was concerned.  “Come and consume some of the hare.  It is odd, but it is food.” She sat Michael down next to where the fire had died out.  “Did you sleep away from the fire all night?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I think so,” Michael replied.  He again looked at Shammai who was now kneeling and pulling off strands of meat from the remains of the hare.  Shammai had no injuries at all.
 
    
 
   “A dream?”  Michael muttered.     
 
    
 
   “Here, I saved this part for you.  Hare is good for food, but Jamie says it was her first time to eat hare.  Have you eaten hare before? I think Jamie was just teasing me, everyone eats hare; it is like the chicken or pig: an animal provided for food,” Shammai said and handed the strips of roasted meat to Michael.
 
    
 
   Michael took the meat and ate it.  It had a strong and pungent flavor and was tough to chew.  It was not at all like a food ration.  He stared at Shammai.  He pondered what was happening.  “Had it been a dream?”
 
    
 
   At the word dream, Shammai again nervously looked around.  He fidgeted with his hands against his clothing.    
 
    
 
   “Are you hurt?” Michael asked Shammai.
 
    
 
   “I am not hurt,” Shammai replied.  “Why do you ask me these questions?”
 
    
 
   “Michael?  What is happening?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am not sure.”  He ate another bite of the meat and then walked over to the water trench and drank his fill.  He still did not like the strange taste of the water, but he needed the fluids.  He kept thinking about what happened to him.  It felt like it was yesterday.  It was so vivid.  The fighting and killing of Shammai had seemed so real, yet now it was surrounded I his mind by a fog of uncertainty.
 
    
 
   “Shammai, this was a cleansing,” Michael gestured with his arm to indicate all of Gath.  “The village was destroyed by the Legionnaires and no one speaks of that.  They took the people and all the animals and cleansed this place.  We must now head to Antioch, which is that way.” Michael pointed down one of the water trenches.
 
    
 
   “So you do know the ways.  Last night you were testing me.  Let us not speak of it again.”  Shammai’s words were steadier than his look.  His eyes were darting back and forth, and he seemed very nervous now.  “I thought you knew, but we cannot talk of it again.”
 
    
 
   “How do you know this stuff?” Jamie was astonished.
 
    
 
   “Our things are in Antioch, and we must head for there now,” Michael said.  His mind was whirling since Shammai confirmed what he had apparently dreamed.
 
    
 
   Shammai had been steadily and quietly backing away.  “I promised to get you to Gath, and I will take my leave now,” Shammai said in a hurried voice.
 
    
 
   “I still have questions about Antioch,” Michael stated firmly.  “And about the Legionnaires.”  
 
    
 
   Shammai took off at a dead run away from the direction of Antioch.  Michael and Jamie stood and watched as he ran.  Very quickly, he was out of sight and the abandoned buildings of Gath were all that remained with them.   
 
    
 
   “Michael, this is too weird.  What just happened? How did you know any of that? Why was that guy so freaked out by what you said? What is an Antioch?”
 
    
 
   “Antioch is a city. He spoke of it before.”
 
    
 
   “But that other stuff, about where our equipment is, how do you know?  Have you contacted Roxanne?”
 
    
 
   “No.  Roxanne has not responded.”  Michael then explained part of the dream he had, but altered it by saying Shammai had told him voluntarily about the Legionnaires and about the town of Antioch.  Michael did not mention the torture or killing of Shammai.  He was embarrassed that he had even dreamed something like that.
 
    
 
   “I still do not see how you know this stuff.  Maybe he came and talked to you in the darkness last night?” Jamie was very puzzled.
 
    
 
   “Sure.  That must be it.  Yes, maybe he did.  Well, he is gone now, and our stuff is still missing.  Before we head for Antioch, we should check these building and grab anything we can use; we need something to help us.”
 
    
 
   “First I get rid of this stupid thing,” Jamie said.  She ripped the hat from her head and stuffed it into a pocket on the RAM pants.  
 
    
 
   They searched each and every building.  Most were completely empty, but they did find a canvass bag with a carry strap which had been thrown into a corner in one room.  In another building they found a stout rod of wood about double the thickness of Michael’s thumb and as long as he was.  And in another building, they accidently made a discovery.
 
    
 
   While Jamie was walking through what looked to be a deserted room, she stumbled on a small plank in the floor which was slightly higher than the others.  She looked down at it and realized it would lift up if she pulled on a part of it.  Underneath was a small compartment which held a package of dried straw, a fire-maker much like Shammai’s and a cube of polished glass.  The cube was about the size of a fist but very light weight.  Jamie gathered these things up, and placed them into the canvass bag.
 
    
 
   They finished their search and began to walk toward Antioch.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   21 on the way to antioch
 
    
 
   As they walked, Michael pondered the vividness of his dream.  He wondered how the dream had been revealed information.  Shammai had confirmed some of what he has learned.  He gained information he would not have known otherwise.  How did that happen? Had Shammai spoken to him in the night?  Or was there another reason?  As he walked, he used the rod of wood as a sort of walking stick.  He was unsure what good it would do, but it gave him something to do with his hands, and that was at least a distraction from all the thoughts.
 
    
 
   Jamie also thought a lot about what had happened.  She had seen Michael under all kinds of circumstances.  There had not been a lot of time between his solo mission to Dome 11, and this mission to the Eschaton.  She knew Michael was under tremendous pressure, and here he was acting in very unusual ways.  Shammai was even stranger: strange speech, strange ideas, and really strange behaviors.   Was Shammai just some crazy person?  Or were things on this colony ship so vastly different that even the people were not like people back in the dome? As she thought that, she kept looking around.  For about as far as she could see there were the grasslands.  At the far distances of her sight, she could see the edge of the forest, but it seemed very far away.  She looked back to the water they were following.  The water trench was as straight as if it had been plotted on a graph.
 
    
 
   “Where are all the people?” Michael asked after some time of walking in silence.
 
    
 
   “We saw that crazy hat man and the empty village.  How many people did you expect to see? This area would be perfect for the teleportation pad if we had the equipment.  It is flat and open.  But back to the people, maybe they are all clustered in this place ahead, Antioch?” Jamie replied.  
 
    
 
   “Crazy hat man?” Michael asked with a smile.
 
    
 
   “Anyone that thinks I need to wear a hat or something is crazy.  And all that weird stuff,” Jamie was puzzled.  “Demon possession, and cleansings, and the way he snorted when he said females?”  
 
    
 
   “Well, the records for the Eschaton were incomplete.  From what Roxanne reported there should be over one thousand people in this habitat alone.  My understanding was that the colony ships had separate habitats with something like a thousand people in each.  In addition, there were a large number of people in suspended animation.  Here they were probably called the frozen chosen, since they were picked in some lottery. There should also be a crew.  So yes, I expected a large number of people.”
 
    
 
   “Those were the numbers at launch, and launch was over a hundred years ago,” Jamie reminded him.  
 
    
 
   “Right, but all we have seen is one crazy man.  And what are these Legionnaires; are they the same as bandits?  Or crew?  Or those other things he said, OCM? And RC?”  Michael was rambling as his thoughts came pouring out in words.  “I just do not understand it all.”
 
    
 
   “It kind of sounded like the Legionnaires are fighting the bandits.  Maybe?  It all seemed crazy talk.  And I could barely understand that crazy hat man.  Well, you sure seemed to have scared him off.”  Jamie was unsure if she wanted to press the issue but did so anyway.  “How did you know the things you said? And why were you so shocked when you saw Shammai?  When I awoke, you looked at him with astonishment.  Michael, what happened back there?”
 
    
 
   “I told you I had a weird dream about it all,” Michael answered tartly.
 
    
 
   Jamie rushed over and hugged him.  “It is okay, I am here to help.  We are in this together, and no weirdo that makes me wear a hat is going to change that.  But we must get our stuff back.  We can still complete this mission, if we stay focused.  No matter how you did it, thank you for finding a lead on our technology.”
 
    
 
   Michael kissed her and held her tightly.  When he pulled away, he felt much better.  “So now we get our stuff.  We have a town to visit, and a teleportation pad to build.”
 
    
 
   They kept walking and watched a few odd birds fly by.  In the distance some large lumpy brown things moved about, but they were too far away to identify.  One time they saw a hare from a distance, and it stopped, looked at them briefly, and then rushed away in a blur of speed.  They kept following the water trench, and when they started to see something up ahead, next to the water trench, they were wary.
 
    
 
   “It looks like a person,” Jamie said as she squinted at the object.
 
    
 
   “Well, we have nothing really, so we have nothing to lose.  Let us hope this person is not like Shammai, but just in case, maybe you should put the hat back on.  So you are not demon possessed.” Michael’s attitude was improving, and Jamie even smiled a bit at his joke.  
 
    
 
   “Maybe you are right.  Who knows what odd cultural things are to be found here?”  She pulled the hat out and replaced it on her head, but frowned while she did that.  
 
    
 
   As they approached the figure, they also noticed that the water trench seemed to expand.  There was a circular area about ten paces wide, and that was filled with water.  The trench water flowed into that watery area, and then flowed out straight from the far side.  When they got to a certain point, they could see the person was sitting down next to the water.
 
    
 
   “Hello!” Michael called.
 
    
 
   The person stood up and looked their way.
 
    
 
   “Greetings” Jamie called.  She walked forward.
 
    
 
   “Good day to you both,” The woman replied.  She was dressed similarly to Shammai, and she had on a tight brown beret covering her head.  Her accent was there, but it was easier to understand now, since they had their experiences with Shammai.
 
    
 
   “May we speak with you?” Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes, I can spare a few minutes from my nets.  The fish are not going anywhere.”
 
    
 
   “You have fish!”  Michael was elated; he remembered what John had said about creatures that lived in water.   He wanted to confirm his previous sighting.
 
    
 
   “Yes, I am Abigail, a fish farmer for the people in Antioch.  This is my pool where I harvest the fish.  The growth ponds are back here.”  She gestured, and they saw a series of similar sized ponds connected by additional water trenches.   
 
    
 
   “I am so happy to meet you,” Michael rushed to the edge of the water and squatting down peered into the water.  It took him a moment, but soon he saw flashes of color under the water.  “Those must be the fish moving about.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, those are fish.   But who are you? Your dress and speech is unusual.  Why?”  Abigail’s questions were posed, not as an interrogation, but with genuine curiosity. 
 
    
 
   “I am Michael, and this is Jamie.  We do come from very far away.  Can you tell us about your fish?”
 
    
 
   “I am a fish farmer.  I tend the fish, as did my parents and my grandparents, and all the way back to the OCMs.”
 
    
 
   “What are OCMs?” Jamie blurted out.
 
    
 
   “OCMs? Those are our ancestors, the ones before the RCs.  You must know these things.  Did you survive the Plagues of Seven?  I thought everyone there was dead.” Abigail looked puzzled but not at all frightened.  Her hands were calloused and strong, and she rubbed her fingers back and forth in a way that she seemed to be unaware of doing.
 
    
 
   “We are from very far away.  We came from Earth,” Jamie blurted out.  She was tired; she was hungry; and she was frustrated.
 
    
 
   “Earth. That is from the before times.  The legends tell us of a creation that was subjected to futility and sin, from which our OCMs escaped.  The Eschaton took them away.  Many do not believe the legends, but some of the Orthodox still recite the liturgies of the ancients.  I am not Orthodox, but I accept the teaching as I am required.  I know much more about my fish.  These are the fish of Saint Peter.  They spawn in the pools over there, and then, as they mature, I move them to the deeper waters.  This pool,” she indicated the one they were standing near.  “This is the harvest pool.  I use my nets to make the catch, and then take them to market in Antioch.  Here, let me show you some of my fish.”
 
    
 
   She lifted an open-weave basket out of the water.  It was filled with all sorts of fish.  They were about the size of a palm and fingers and were greenish around the edges, with yellow scaly sides.  As the water drained away from the basket, the fish started flopping about.  There were probably around a dozen fish in her basket.  After showing them the fish, Abigail lowered the basket back into the water.
 
    
 
   “Do you catch them with a line and hook?”  Michael asked, recalling John’s stories.   
 
    
 
   “Some of the RCs do that for fun,” Abigail laughed as she spoke, “but when I farm the fish, I always use the larger nets.  Then I sort out the best of the fish and take those to Antioch.  I leave the smaller ones to keep growing.”   
 
    
 
   “Please tell us, what are RCs?” Jamie asked.  Michael was engrossed in watching the fish.  Now that he knew what to look for, he was watching the moving shadows down in the water.
 
    
 
   “We are all RCs, but how can you not know? Or have you been resurrected?  I have heard talk of that, but I thought it was just rumors and gossip.”
 
    
 
   “I do not understand what an RC is?” Jamie persisted.
 
    
 
   “The OCMs were the first to be Eschatoned.  The RCs came after the OCMs.  If you have been resurrected, then you would not know this.  The Great Sadness happened long, long ago, and there were almost no RCs that survived that.  The legends tell us that nearly all ended then.  But the maker saw us through those dark trials and tests of our faith,” Abigail stated.
 
    
 
   Michael quit looking at the fish, even though he found it very peaceful.  He stood and took a few steps toward Abigail.
 
    
 
   “We were victims of bandits, who stole all of our belongings.  Can you help us?” Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “Indeed, it is my duty to help those on the road who are in such a predicament.  It is wrong to cross on the other side and ignore a neighbor’s need.  How can I help?” Abigail seemed eager to assist.
 
    
 
   “Well, I am quite hungry,” Jamie said.   
 
    
 
   “Then we must eat.  Here, help me pull in my net, and we will select the best of that catch to fill my basket.  Then I will take you to my home, and you will be my guests for supper.” Abigail smiled as she instructed them on how to pull in the nets and then sort out the fish.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   22 a meal and a lesson
 
    
 
   They finished collecting the basket of fish, and followed Abigail along a small dirt path.  They came to a door set flat into the ground.  It seemed to be made from metal, the first metal door they had seen since cutting thorough the metal door to get into the habitat.
 
    
 
   “Home sweet home,” Abigail said and she reached down and punched several small buttons on the side of the door.  It swung upward to reveal a staircase that led down.  There was dim light at the bottom of the stairs.   
 
    
 
   They walked down the stairs, carrying their meager supplies and the basket of fish.  The bottom of the stairs opened into a large room.  There were areas of light shining down from the ceiling in what appeared to be light tubes with mirrored insides which led to the surface.  In one corner stood a large tank filled with water.  A long table sat against one wall with benches on either side.  A work station of some kind was evident from counter tops and cabinets.
 
    
 
   Abigail set the basket of fish down in the tank, and they swan around.  She took four of the fish and set them on the small counter top next to the tank.  In a smooth motion, Abigail drew out a knife from under the counter and decapitated the fish.  She then gutted them, softly scrubbed the sides and scraped all the entrails, heads and other remains into a bucket on the floor.  “Nothing here will go to waste,” she explained.   
 
    
 
   She then took the four prepared fish and carried them to a large metal box which sat on the floor and came to about waist height.  It had a door on the front and a metal tube section connected it to the ceiling.  A metal disk with handle was on the box’s top.   Abigail opened the door and placed wood sections into it which apparently were cut from trees in the forest.  She started these on fire and stoked the flames around the wood before closing the door.  
 
    
 
   Abigail had used a fire-starting implement which was similar to what Michael and Jamie had seen previously.  On one shelf she had pottery which was filled with various herbs, dried vegetables and some dried fruits.  Michael and Jamie sat on woven mats on the floor.   
 
    
 
   “You have many metal things,” Michael said remembering how Shammai had acted about metal things.
 
    
 
   “Yes, I must guard against being proud.” Abigail looked downward, and then raised her eyes.  She removed the beret and hung it on a hook.  They saw that her dark hair was streaked with some gray as it fell down around her shoulders.   
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie could feel heat radiating from the metal box.  Abigail worked with the pieces of fish and placed them into the disk on the top of the box.  “This place is where I have always lived, and my father and mother before me, and all the way back to the OCMs.  In Antioch, the leaders are looking for a helpmate suitable for me.  When he is assigned here, then we can continue with the fish farming, as well as strive for RCs, but I am probably beyond that now.”
 
    
 
   “Are RCs children?” Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes, that was an ancient word sometimes used.  It is still recited by some.  RCs could be called by that word, but most people have not used that word since the Great Sadness.”
 
    
 
   The smell of the frying fish, herbs and vegetables permeated the room.  It smelled odd to Michael and Jamie, but it was much more pleasant than the roasted hare.  They were both hungry and wary of talking with Abigail.  Michael wondered why she was helping.  Jamie was worried she might say something that would offend Abigail.   
 
    
 
   Abigail directed them to the table where they sat.   
 
    
 
   “Tell us about that Great Sadness," Jamie said, taking a risk by asking the question.  She had seen Abigail flinch a bit when discussing the RCs.
 
    
 
   Abigail replied with a cautious note in her voice.  “Yes, I could tell you about that.  Let me finish cooking first, and we will talk over our meal.  You can wash your hands over by the fish tank in that small sink."
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie were astounded by all the free flowing water.  First, the water trenches, then the large pools with the fish, and a tank filled with water, and now water used for simple washing.  Where were the chemical disinfectants?  Why such waste of water? How vastly different was Abigail’s routine use of water than had been the near reverence for water back in Dome 17.
 
    
 
   Abigail served them a meal on pottery dishes.  She gave them water to drink.  They all sat around the small table in the room and, after the initial shock of a strong taste, Jamie and Michael ate all that was served them.  Abigail even offered a second ration of water, which Jamie and Michael accepted.
 
    
 
   “Now to answer your questions.  The orthodox would recite the proper liturgy from the book of history, but I will not do that.  For you, I will give the basics.  The Great Sadness was a time of death.  The OCMs had been Eschatoned away from the corrupt Old World, and in our new world all was well.  But alas, wickedness followed.  The first generation of RCs was mostly born alive and well, but they did not grow up as they should.  As small ones, many got very sick with high fevers and changes on the skin.  The diseases were many, and there was much death among the RCs.  As time passed, and few of the RCs were able to mature into adults, there was much arguing between the OCMs.  Now the orthodox usually do not admit this, even though it is in the book of history, but some of the OCMs understood that the diseases could be prevented by certain injections.  But other OCMs, the one who called themselves the Trusters, insisted that faith in the maker was all that was needed, and the diseases were signs of the OCMs’ lack of faith.  The people were bitterly divided.  As the OCMs became old, and there were not enough RCs to fill the positions of the dying, it was called the Great Sadness.  The Orthodox arose to oppose the Trusters, and a great struggle ensued.  The maker blessed the Orthodox, and they triumphed over the Trusters, but there was one last and greatest, or most evil, of the Trusters - we do not speak his name - lest he appear and destroy more things.  This last Truster was said to have had keys to all the knowledge of all the world.  But the keys were destroyed, and the passageways to knowledge were blocked.  This last Truster did great damage.  He chanted ‘be ye separate’ as he unleashed wrath upon the knowledge and wisdom of the people.  Even though the Orthodox were able to defeat all the rest of the Trusters.  The Wrath of the Last One was a horrific burning time.” Abigail related these events in a flat tone, and with little emotion.  It sounded rehearsed.   
 
    
 
   “So please tell us more,” Jamie encouraged.  
 
    
 
   Abigail continued her recitation of what she knew of history.  “One healing center, called hospital, was spared this wrath.  There, some Orthodox were able to save some knowledge, and the injections were given.  However, so many of the RCs had died, and so many of the OCMs were well advanced in age and so many had died fighting the Trusters that much of the knowledge of that era was lost.  The Orthodox wrote the book of history, and have chronicled things since the time of Great Sadness.  But I fear much more was lost than was saved.  The maker has seen us through, and we survive.”
 
    
 
   Abigail folded her hands and bowed her head, unsure how to further respond.  She had not spoken about those events with anyone for a long time, and she was uncomfortable doing so with these strangers.  But they seemed to have good hearts, and for some reasons she wanted to trust them.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   23 the city of anitoch
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie prepared themselves to sleep on the woven mats on the floor.  Each night since coming to the Eschaton they had had a different arrangement for sleeping.  Michael was concerned about a repeat of his visions or dreams from the previous night, but he kept those thoughts to himself.  Staying in the fish farmer’s home felt somewhat more like Dome 17 than being in the forest, or the empty village of Gath.  
 
    
 
   “This woman is far different than the weird hat man,” Jamie stated as she lay next to Michael.  “She is helpful and informative.”
 
    
 
   “Unfortunately, we still do not have our technology back.  I tried again to contact Roxanne, but there was no response.”
 
    
 
   “Michael, I am afraid Roxanne is lost.  That is a major setback, but when we recollect our gear we can still get the receiving pad made, and bring everyone from the dome here.  We know people can survive here, and with the resources from the dome nothing will stand in our way,” Jamie cuddled up to him. “Together we will do this.” 
 
    
 
   Abigail had retreated through a narrow door in one wall to a small sleeping place.  She was listening to the conversation between Michael and Jamie.  She wondered if they were spies from Media or from Antioch.  They did not seem like they were of the Clan of Tobit, or Legionnaires, or Orthodox, or Truster sympathizers.  She was not sure what to believe about these strangers, and their claims and unusual demeanor.    
 
    
 
   The next morning, Abigail rose early and had prepared a sack filled with fish, vegetables and some other things she wanted to take to Antioch.
 
    
 
   “You will need these on your journey to Antioch,” Abigail told them.
 
    
 
   “Thank you for your help,” Jamie told Abigail.
 
    
 
   “Yes, thanks,” Michael said.
 
    
 
   Jamie presented Abigail with the glass cube they are found in Gath.  “I do not know what this is, is it of use to you?”
 
 
   “Yes, I can use that,” Abigail said.  “but I am unworthy to have it.”
 
    
 
   “You take it: as payment for your hospitality,” Jamie said.
 
    
 
   They climbed out of Abigail’s home and looked out at the biological habitat surrounding the fish farm.  They sky tube was brightening up everything with its warm, yellow, light.  Fresh smells and unusual aromas flited past.  There was a crispness to the air.  A small swarm of insects assailed Jamie and Michael as they emerged from Abigail’s home.  They swatted and waved them away.  Abigail did not seem to take notice of the insects at all. 
 
    
 
    
 
   “You did not eat much of the morning breakfast I prepared.  Was there something wrong with the foods?”  
 
    
 
   “No, I do not think so,” Michael answered.  “It is just unusual food for us.”  He looked at Jamie who nodded her agreement.  
 
    
 
   “Well, your sack has more with some dried fruits, nuts, and berries.  Snack on them as you journey,” Abigail told them. “When I take fish to Antioch, if I start when light comes on, I can walk to Antioch, see the people and be back before darkness comes.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you again for your kindness,” Michael stated.
 
    
 
    
 
   Abigail replied, “It is a day to mend my nets, not a day to go to market for me.  If you follow the stream you will get to Antioch.  I hope you find your lost tools.”
 
    
 
   “This water trench is a stream?”  Jamie asked.  “I remember John speaking of terms like that, but was unsure of the differences between rivers, streams, brooks, lakes, oceans and such.”
 
    
 
   “This one you call John sounds very interesting,” Abigail stated as she placed her beret on her head.  
 
    
 
   “John would love to see your fish!”  Michael laughed.  “Thank you again.” 
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie followed the water trench away.  Its course was parallel to the sky tube far overhead.  As they walked they watched the biological habitat and saw birds, and an occasional hare, as well as more of the tiny flying insects than they wanted to encounter.  After they got some distance away they discussed what they had learned.
 
    
 
   “She was very helpful.  Far different than that Shammai.  However, did you notice she did not seem to know much about what is happening here?  Not with her fish, but in the overall picture?  I got the feeling she did not know we are inside a colony ship at all.  Her reported history sounded like rote recital, like she was just stating things which she was supposed to say,” Michael said.
 
    
 
   “I had that feeling as well.  I think she was giving religious dogma like she was afraid to say the wrong things.  And no, I am not wearing a hat today!”  Jamie smiled at him as they walked along.  “I am fairly sure she did not know we are in a ship.  She kept saying 'they were Eschatoned’ like she did not know the name of the colony ship,” Jamie said.  “She was nice and helpful, but what happened here?  Did you notice that the few working things she had were ancient, and she, too, seemed to almost be in awe of metals?  Something really bad happened here.  It looks like the human crew here has undergone devolution into primitive ways, but we have only met two different people.  Maybe they are not representative of the whole population here?  One way or the other, we must find our stuff and get the teleportation pad set up.”
 
    
 
   So, on they walked.  For a while, they saw a great number of large beasts wandering in the grasslands.   They were a good distance away, but Jamie and Michael could see they had four legs and stout heavy bodies.  They were a brownish color and seemed to be biting the grass and eating it.  Some of the beasts looked up at them as they walked, but none seemed too interested.  Jamie and Michael were fascinated, and somewhat concerned by these beasts.  They had seen so many animals, from large to small.  These brown beasts were the biggest they had seen.  They had also seen birds and fish and had begun to notice that very small things were flying, crawling, or walking around them at times.  Some animals jumped from the bank of the water trench and into the water to swim away.  Those seemed to be both water and land animals.  Michael remembered John talking about his biology, and again Michael thought John had not described how vast and complex a biome would really be.   
 
    
 
   The area around them seemed like an endless grassland, but the forest was still evident in the distance on both sides of them.  The light cylinder, sky tube, was still casting its light down upon the habitat.  All seemed calm and very quiet.  Michael pondered how the people from the dome would handle all the open space, and these trenches - streams - of water were amazing.  Occasionally they stopped to stoop down and drink their fill.
 
    
 
   After walking for some time, they saw they were approaching what must be the city or town.  They soon saw that Antioch was nothing like Gath had been.  Michael reminded Jamie to put on her head covering, and she reluctantly and grudgingly agreed.  As they approached they saw that Antioch had been built at the same time as the rest of the ship.  The walls around it were made of the same type of metal, an older version of permalloy, that the ship was constructed from.  The walls were damaged in a number of places, and the damage seemed to be from high heat and possible explosions.  None of the wrecked parts of the wall looked new damage, and some places in the wall had been crudely patched with wood.
 
    
 
   “Some kind of fighting took place here,” Michael said. “I saw damage like this in Dome 11, from what I thought was civil war.”
 
    
 
   “Well, we will just find our technology and get away from the city as soon as possible.  We do not have time to get in the middle of some conflict,” Jamie stated.  
 
    
 
   The walls were about half again as tall as Michael, and so the building of Antioch were difficult to see from the outside.  A trail lead to a main gateway in the walls.  Michael and Jamie took that path and headed toward the gate.
 
    
 
   A few people were walking in or out of the gate, and as Jamie and Michael entered they received some stares and some glances, and people deferred away from them and moved out of their way.  When they got inside the gates, they saw the city was comprised of low buildings in orderly rows.  Each seemed to be exactly like all the others, at least originally, but many now were customized with wooden additions and things stacked against the buildings.  
 
    
 
   The people all walked with purpose, but that purpose seemed to be unique to each person they saw.  Michael and Jamie followed what seemed to be a main pathway and soon found themselves in an open area with many tables and booths and people calling out what they had in front of them.  
 
    
 
   “A marketplace, or bazaar.  They are trading items here,” Jamie said.  “Maybe we can find where our materials went.  We must recover them.”
 
    
 
   “But how do we do that?  Do I go up to one of these people and ask for my fusion pack?” Michael asked.  “I doubt they would know what it was.”
 
    
 
   “No, but let us ask about stolen goods.  We do not need to specify just yet what was stolen,” Jamie replied.  “If I need to, I will steal back what is ours.  Actually, you cannot steal what you own, and our technology is ours.”
 
    
 
   She then walked over to a booth where a man was sitting and had a pile of dead animal bodies on the table in front of him.  The smell was strong, but he was alone, and Jamie thought that approaching one individual may prove important.  The man was dressed in a simple woven cloak.
 
    
 
   “We were robbed by bandits.  How do we find our things?” Jamie asked the man.
 
    
 
   “That is a horrible crime.  What did the Legionnaires say about it?” He replied, but refused to meet her eyes and kept his head down.  He was examining one of the bodies in front of him.  “I have some very nice pigmy pigs here.  Do you have something to trade for a nice pigmy pig? It would feed you for a while with the meat, and you know what kinds of things can be made from the hide and bones.  What do you have for trading?”
 
    
 
   “We have nothing to trade.  We have not spoken to the Legionnaires about the bandits,” Michael stated.  “Do you know about stolen goods?”
 
    
 
   “If you have nothing to trade, why are you bothering me?” The man was indignant.  “If you are looking for charity, ask the Providers of Mercy.”
 
    
 
   “How many people are in Antioch?” Michael pressed the man for more information.
 
    
 
   “Why do you ask such inexplicable questions? Why is your speech so odd? I do not trust you, and that is the end of this conversation.  Go now!  You depart from me.”
 
    
 
   “Listen to me!”  Jamie interjected and stepped up close to the man.  “We were robbed, and have asked for your help.  There is no reason to get rude to us.  We must find our equipment.”
 
    
 
   The man turned his back and folded his arms.  
 
    
 
   “Jamie, come on, there is no help from him,” Michael stated.  
 
    
 
   As they stepped away, many in the crowd were watching.  Two people ran off in a hurry.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   24 people in authority
 
    
 
   As Jamie and Michael walked through the marketplace, no one else was any better help.  Several vendors, aware of what had happened with the man selling the pygmy pigs, deliberately shunned them.  
 
    
 
   “Jamie, this is not working,” Michael stated, as he again was rejected by another person at a booth.  “We have nothing to trade, and they are suspicious.”
 
    
 
   “So we search somewhere else in this primitive town.  I have not seen any technology on these tables anyway.  Perhaps there is a more science minded location or store?”  Jamie stated.  “We must find our gear.”
 
    
 
   Yes, in Antioch, they were being watched.  From the moment they had entered, several people had run to find members of the Legionnaires and informed them that strangers had entered the city.  Strangers were very rare in Antioch.  Even the bandits when they traded in Antioch seemed to fit into the general population.   True, occasionally people who lived on the outer farms, ranches and other places throughout the habitat would visit Antioch, rarely even from Media, but never wearing such odd clothing nor speaking in such unusual ways, nor asking the types of questions Jamie and Michael asked.     
 
    
 
   “Greetings strangers!” A large man bellowed as he approached.
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael were startled to see this man as he draw near.  He was dressed in some kind of inorganic flexible armor, all in dark brown.  He wore a thick belt and shoulder strap.  On the belt was a scabbard with the hilt of a short sword showing.  There was also a holster for a side arm, its black butt sticking out of the holster.  These were some of the most advanced technology Jamie and Michael had seen since arriving on the Eschaton.  The armored clothing had to have been original to the ship, as it was clearly manufactured.  It did not fit the man perfectly but was functional.   
 
    
 
   “Hello,” Michael replied.
 
    
 
   “Who are you?” The man walked right up to the pair and was intimidating in his mannerisms.
 
    
 
   “I am Michael, and this is Jamie.  We have come from a long way and need your help.” Michael decided that a direct approach was needed.
 
    
 
   “My help?” He laughed.  “Now that is an odd answer from a stranger.  So how can I help you?”
 
    
 
   “We were robbed by bandits, and we had all our things stolen.  Where can we find them?” Jamie added, taking her cue from Michael’s direct approach.
 
    
 
   “Bandits.  Yes, there have been a few reports of bandit attacks.  But where are you from? You speak strangely, and your clothing is like nothing I have seen.”
 
    
 
   “We are not from this habitat and really need to recover our supplies.  We were near Gath when our stuff was stolen.  Then we were in Gath after it was cleansed.  We proceeded to...” Michael was suddenly cut off as the man grabbed him and placed a firm hand over his mouth and clamped it shut.  With a quick twist, the big man was behind him and had wrenched Michael’s arm up into the center of his back.  The man’s other hand firmly placed Michael under control, as he could do nothing.
 
    
 
   “There are things which remain unspoken,” whispered the big man.  “I am Gideon, a legionnaire, and you will now accompany me to the Center.”  The man pushed Michael directly ahead.  
 
    
 
   Another legionnaire appeared at Jamie’s side.  As she looked down, she felt two powerful hands holding her tightly, pinning her arms to her sides.  He, too, was wearing the non-organic and manufactured armored clothing.
 
    
 
   “Well done, Levi.  We will take these people to the Center to be questioned.  If the female cries out, gag her.  She may be a witch.  And beware, they may try black arts to escape,” Gideon stated.  He then whistled.
 
    
 
   Three more Legionnaires came from various places of concealment.  Michael and Jamie were surrounded and were escorted through the city to the Center.  As they approached, they saw that the Center was a building larger than the others.  Over the doorway to the Center were words inscribed into the permalloy: ‘Faith, Obedience, Honor’ molded right into the lintel.
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie were quickly herded through the Center and into a room with no windows and a door consisting of vertical metal bars.  They were locked in.
 
    
 
   Clang!  The door resounded loudly as it was shut and locked.
 
    
 
   Michael, now free from the restraint hold spun about, but was too slow to catch the door.  “What did we do?”    
 
    
 
   Gideon came up and spoke to them.  “I honestly apologize for the rough treatment, but we do not mention some things in public.  Now, I will get the Rector and Rectora to come and address you.  Perhaps they can answer your questions.”
 
    
 
   Gideon left before they could say anything more.
 
    
 
   “Well, at least we have found some people who use technology and seem to have some authority.   Will they listen?  Will we recover our things and set up the teleportation pad?” Jamie asked rhetorically.
 
    
 
   “Being locked in here does not help us to accomplish our mission,” Michael said.   
 
    
 
   They did not have to wait long.  A man and woman appeared at the cell’s door.  They were dressed in yellow robes and were smiling.  Legionnaires, Levi and Gideon, flanked them as they approached.  The woman nodded, and Levi unlocked the door and opened it.  The man and woman entered the cell, and sat down on the wooden benches, the only adornment of the cell.  The man had a stern and strict looking face, the woman had kindly eyes, but also a solemn countenance.   
 
    
 
   “I am Robert the Rector here, and this is Hazel the Rectora.  We, again, apologize for the method in which you were brought here.  The Legionnaires can get rather rough.  It is difficult to guide the population without a strong arm to enforce the laws.  Recent events have added to our caution and wariness.”  
 
    
 
   “We had our things stolen.  Can you help us?” Michael asked.  “It is very important.”
 
    
 
   “So I have heard.  Legionnaire Gideon said you were the victims of bandits,” Robert the Rectora said.  “Before we can speak to you about these matters, it is vital that you understand that you are now in a confessional.  Nothing we say to you here, nor anything you say to us, can ever be repeated outside of this room.”
 
    
 
   The woman, Hazel the Rectora then added,   “Do you agree that we are in the sincere covenant of confession?” She made stern eye contact with both Michael and Jamie and awaited their answers.
 
    
 
   “Certainly,” Michael said.  He did not really know what she was talking about, but he sensed that she needed an affirmative.   
 
    
 
   “Agreed,” said Jamie as well.
 
    
 
   “Excellent!”  Rectora Hazel replied. Her countenance lightened notably. “Now we can talk freely about anything.  How may we help you?”
 
    
 
   “Our things were stolen, and we need them back,” Jamie stated.  “We were in the forest outside of Gath, and all our supplies and equipment were stolen in the night.  Then later we entered Gath.” Jamie halted, wondering if telling about Gath would get them into trouble.
 
    
 
   “Yes, there were bandits in Gath.  And yes, Gath was cleansed.  We did recover a large number of unusual items.  We thought they were from the before times or maybe from the original OCMs,” Hazel relayed.
 
    
 
   “So we can speak about Gath?” Jamie asked.  “What happened to all those people, and why does no one speak of it?”
 
    
 
   “There were bandits operating in Gath, and our Legionnaires cleansed the town.  That means all the people were gathered and taken to the other world.  Our ways teach us, ‘Be separated from the evil among you.’ Once evil ways becomes habitual, they must be purged from our midst,” Robert explained.  “The animals and supplies from Gath are distributed to the needy as acts of mercy.”
 
    
 
   “So you killed those people?” Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “What? No, unless they refuse to go to the other worlds.  We would not kill people, except to keep our world pure and clean.”  Robert’s words were utterly serious.  
 
    
 
   Hazel then added, “When evil comes we must stand against it.  Like these bandits who stole your food, they cannot go unopposed.  When we captured the people at Gath they were taken to the other world.  I do not believe any were killed.”
 
    
 
   “That is correct,” Robert stated.  “All went willingly when given the choice.”
 
    
 
   “Is that not where you came from, the other world, before you came here?” Hazel asked.
 
    
 
   “They stole more than our food.  Okay, just slow down, and get back to what is important.  Can we see what you recovered from these bandits?” Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “First, this killing idea, it must be clarified.  We do not just kill people here.  Not unless they refuse to go, or it is in combat with bandits.  Bandits might kill someone for their possessions, but we do not.  People are exiled to the other world.” Robert was genuinely eager to make sure they understood that killing was a last resort.  “What did you say about other things stolen?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, our equipment and machines were stolen,” Michael replied.  “Those are more important than food.”
 
    
 
   “A machine more important…”  Robert was perplexed.  He was about to go on when Jamie interrupted.
 
    
 
   “But the Legionnaires wear armor, carry swords and other weapons.  What are they for?”  Jamie butted in.  Michael still was eager to find out about the supplies, but Jamie had diverted the conversation.  “If killing is not embraced, why swords and armor?”
 
    
 
    Robert turned his attention to Jamie.  “Legionnaires wear the attire of Legionnaires.  They have always done so.  The swords and side arms are only if the unclean resist capture.  Tragically, there are the bandits who would easily kill people, and we do guard against them.  The weapons are also used against the hostile animals, but only as a last resort.  There are gators which live in some of the ponds and streams; there is a wolf pack, and some puma that wonder the world.  The predators seldom hurt people.  There are also venomous snakes which may be a danger to people.  But even with those, we mourn the death of animal predators greatly.  Yes, we kill hare and chickens, pigs and cattle.  They are food animals.  We value people far greater than animals.  We must; people are RCs.”
 
    
 
   “It looks like there is much to discuss,” Hazel said.  “Let us take the time to understand each other.  You have lost something important, we want to help, but we also must stand against evil like the bandits.”
 
    
 
   Michael sighed.  He looked to Jamie and could see her impatience to locate their technology and complete the mission.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   25 mirror mirror
 
    
 
   “What is an RC? Or an OCM?” Jamie asked.  “We have heard those terms before, but what do they mean?”
 
    
 
   “Why, that is simple.  You are an RC.  And the OCMs are those who were Eschatoned away from the before times.” Robert looked perplexed, but his words were more condescending.  
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael exchanged glances.  Robert reminded them a bit of the fish woman Abigail.  “Help me understand those names: RC and OCM.  What do the letters mean?” Jamie asked again.
 
    
 
   Hazel and Robert were stumped for a bit.  They were deep in thought, when Hazel interjected.  “From the history records, they must mean Original Crew Member and Replacement Crew.  Our scholars are divided on that issue and it is only speculation.  I believe the ancient documents spoke of those terms, and OCM and RC mean those things, but I will not force someone to believe as I do.  So much was lost in the war with the Trusters.”
 
    
 
   “So much is at stake when confronting evil,” Robert added.  “Being firm in conviction, and devout in our…”  
 
    
 
   “Can we see what things you gathered from Gath?” Michael interrupted.  He had no desire for more theological ramblings.  
 
    
 
   “Certainly.  But a few questions of our own, first if we may?” Hazel said.  
 
    
 
   “Ask what you will,” Jamie answered.  “Please know our mission is a matter of life and death.”
 
    
 
   The Rector and Rectora exchanged worried glances.  
 
    
 
   Hazel then asked, “How did you come to this world from the other world? When we cleanse people to the other world, they do not come back.  You obviously are not from our world, so how did you get here?”
 
    
 
   “From which of the other worlds did you originate?”  Robert asked.  “Why have you come to our world?”
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael looked at each other.  They both were wondering how much to share with these people.  Michael nodded.
 
    
 
   “We came in a ship, and then walked a long way to get here.” Michael said.
 
    
 
   “This ship you speak of:  Is it like the portals?” Hazel asked.
 
    
 
   “Portals?” Michael did not understand.
 
    
 
   “Hazel, I think these people, our new friends, need to be taken to those things we recovered in Gath.  Neither of us seem to be understanding the other side.  So let us follow the guide which teaches us help all who ask of you, and refuse them not,” Robert cut in.  His tone was remarkable different now.  
 
    
 
   “Agreed,” Hazel answered.  “Please follow us.”
 
    
 
   Robert and Hazel led the way out of the room.  Jamie and Michael followed.  The Legionnaire guards stoically marched along, hands held at the ready near their weapons.  They proceeded down a hallway.  They then entered a large room with a wooden table in the center and benches along the walls.  On the table were many items.
 
    
 
   “Are these your things which were stolen? Here are the important items,” Robert pointed to the end of the table where dried meats, bags of grain and other food items were stacked.   
 
    
 
   “Indeed some of them are!” Michael was excited.  He moved past the food and picked up a fusion pack.  He carefully examined it, and it was still operational.  “Excellent!  This is our technology.” 
 
    
 
   Under a pile of rags was a second fusion pack.  It, too, was fully functional.  He handed that to Jamie, who joined him in searching the table for their lost equipment.  They shuffled through stacks of primitively made clothing, leather skins and bags, as well as wooden and pottery items.  Their equipment was randomly found in various places on the table. The backpacks were located, but smoothly carved wooden sticks had been stuffed into them.   
 
    
 
   Carefully empting out the backpacks, Jamie and Michael continued to hunt through the pile of things for their equipment.  Chief among them were the controls and components for the teleportation receiving pad.  Finally, all of the teleportation technology was recovered.  The projectile weapons were missing.  The tool kit was only partially complete, with about half of its individual tools lost.  The medical kits were missing.  The table was littered with many utensils, sticks, woven mats and other things clearly made in this habitat.  Those were set to the side.  
 
    
 
   Looking at the stack of their recovered technological gadgets, they saw some had been partially disassembled.  Using what tools they had found, Michael and Jamie began reassembling the parts and pieces which had been stripped apart.
 
    
 
   “You may have any of these things which were yours,” Hazel stated.  She recognized that Michael and Jamie were well versed with the equipment.
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” Jamie replied.  “Michael, there is enough to begin construction on the teleportation pad!  But we will need their help.”  She waved toward Robert and Hazel.   
 
    
 
   “How can we help you?”  Hazel asked.  “We want to help, and have returned your items, but you have not answered our questions.  What world are you from?”
 
    
 
   “Tell them the whole story,” Michael stated.  “They have been gracious to give us our gear.”
 
    
 
   “Let me explain,” Jamie said.  “We told you we came from far away.  We need to build a machine to bring our friends here.  It is very important, for our friends are in danger.  Our home is dying, and we need to find a safe place to live.  Your world seems to be where they need to come.  Will you help us build a way for our friends to come here?” 
 
    
 
   “It really is that simple.  Our home is dying, and we want to rescue our friends by bringing them here,” Michael tried to put it into simplistic ideas.
 
    
 
   “We have fine carpenters who can build whatever you need from the wood taken from the forests.  We also have skilled stone masons and brick makers.  What do you need built?”  Robert offered.
 
    
 
   “We cannot make the machine out of wood or stone.  We must make it out of permalloy.  Like these buildings are made from metal,” Michael said.
 
    
 
   “Metal working is very hard.  Few know how these places were made.  The legends and ancient tales tell of how the OCMs shaped and made these buildings.  We are not OCMs,” Robert stated flatly.  “We do not make metal machines.”
 
    
 
   “We do not have all of our tools, the molecular torches are missing.”  Jamie looked over the table.  “Our machine must have a grid, a platform, made from permalloy.  It must be made from metal.”
 
    
 
   “We do have one blacksmith who works with metal.  He also has made some of our swords.  Perhaps he can help you?”  Hazel said after a long pause.  Robert and Hazel exchanged a few whispers.  Robert nodded; they both gestured and whispered some more.  Hazel then got up and left the room quietly.  
 
    
 
   “I have asked Hazel to summon Josiah.  He is proud of being a sword smith, since most of what he makes are simple metal tools.  Tools which are righteous and honorable.  Josiah has studied many of the ancient ways.  He also repairs doors and other metal objects.  He is one of the most Orthodox among us.”
 
    
 
   “What are the Orthodox?” Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   Again Robert seemed perplexed.  “The Orthodox are the Orthodox.  Let me tell you like I do to children.  Forgive me if I sound patronizing.  That is not my intent, it is just you both seem so…how shall I say it?  So uninformed.  The Orthodox began by fighting the Trusters long, long ago.  The Orthodox study the old ways and seek to understand the before time things.  Josiah once actually unlocked a metal cabinet!”  Robert’s look on his face said what an accomplishment he thought that was.
 
    
 
   “Maybe I should show you the portals while we wait for Hazel to return with Josiah?” Robert stretched out his arm to show the way.  “Then you can tell me which of the other words you came from.”
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie had gathered their belongings into the back packs and were ready to go in only a matter of moments.  Strapping them on, they felt far lighter than when they had carried them off the FTL scout ship.  
 
    
 
   “Please follow me,” Robert said. 
 
    
 
   They walked through the halls to another room which had a sentry posted at its door.  The Legionnaire guards followed them.  Going past the sentry, they entered the room.  On the far wall were eight metal doors.  The doors were spaced about six paces apart, all along the far side of the room.  The area over the doors was dull metal, and the room had a very old feel about it.  Michael and Jamie recognized it as of permalloy construction, and reminded them of the corridors near where they had docked the FTL scout.
 
    
 
   “Here is where the people depart to the other worlds,” Robert said proudly.  “We open one of the portals and place the people inside.  Then when the portal is closed, the people are taken to the other world.”
 
    
 
   “Where do they go?”  Jamie asked.  Michael had squatted down and removed his backpack.  He was assessing the fusion pack and evaluating their inventory.
 
    
 
   “I have told you, they go to the other worlds.  Is that not where you came from?” Robert asked dubiously.  “I have been patient in waiting for your answers.  I have returned your own items.  Yet, still you do not give me a straight answer about which world you came from, or how you came here, or more importantly, why you have come here.”
 
    
 
   “We told you why.  We must find a home for our people.  They are in grave danger.”  Looking at the doors in the wall, which were more like hatches, Jamie continued, “We came from another world, but no, we did not come like this.   We came in a ship.  Do people come back out of these doors?”  She was wondering of this was the Eschaton’s version of an airlock or a hanger bay, but resisted asking Robert specifics using technical jargon.  
 
    
 
   “I assumed you two did come via the portals, but I am mistaken.  Other than you two, I have not known of anyone who might have come from the other world.  Or from any other worlds.  The historical records say there are many other worlds,” Robert explained.
 
    
 
   Michael examined the wall and the doors.  They were ancient and not simple doors.  Like Jamie, he too thought they were more like hatches in a spaceship.  He brushed off layers of dust and dirt and uncovered many small openings, slots and buttons.  He took a small cord from the fusion pack and inserted it into a slot near the first door.  The cable fit nicely and linked the wall with the fusion pack.  A large part of the wall lit up with various symbols and a graph.   
 
    
 
   “What is that?”  Robert said as he stepped back.  He was visibly shaken.
 
    
 
   “I believe it was called a monitor, or a display screen, and it shows us what is happening in those other worlds,” Michael said.  “If I am reading this correctly, this display shows nine major areas, what I think you would call worlds.  They are various habitats.  Eight habitats and one engineering or control section.  Just a partial schematic of the ship.  From the looks of this graph, only three of the habitats are still operating: one, five and eight.  The engineering or control section also seems to be pressurized.  Now this is interesting.”  Michael looked closely at the graphics on the display.  “This shows where we are located right now.  The world we are in.   It is labeled number one, and is called the Coastal Plains Habitat."  Michael pointed to a place on the screen.   
 
    
 
   Robert looked very distressed.  Jamie and Michael were too busy assessing the monitor to notice.
 
    
 
   “This is green in color, and that seems to indicate that the habitat, what you call a world, is working.  These are the other green areas: number five, Tropical, and number eight, Secondary Aquatic.”  Michael pointed to a part of the chart that was lit with green and yellow lights.  “Now these worlds, or habitats…” he pointed to several other sections on the graph, “…may have failed.  They are marked in red lights.  They may be open to space, or just detached from scanning, or are having some kind of malfunction, but it is unclear.  Perhaps nothing living in Primary Aquatic, Savannah, Asiatic, Desert, or Mixed farming?  I can only get general readings from here, as the artificial intelligence is not responding.  There may not even be an artificial intelligence.  This stuff is so old, I am not sure what is here.  The schematics and diagrams show power systems, gravity manipulation fields, and life support systems, but many are reading from auxiliary or even tertiary systems.”  
 
    
 
   “Your words, make no sense!  But you have illuminated this wall? How can this be?” Robert was overwhelmed.
 
    
 
   “Michael, does this mean the Eschaton is not suitable for our people?” Jamie asked with a worried expression.  “You know we cannot fail.”
 
    
 
   “I think there is not really much choice, unless the missions to other colony ships have had better luck.  We need to set up the teleportation pad and get a message back.  Let Brink and the Committee decide after we report what we have found.  We saw all the room around that water trench, and the biome is working.  I think this can work, if we can get the teleportation receiving pad built and connect back to Earth.”
 
    
 
   “Earth?”  Robert said under his breath.  “What is all this?”  
 
    
 
   Jamie was engrossed in the display and neither she nor Michael heard Robert.
 
    
 
   “Open up that subsystem and expand the parameters,” Jamie suggested as she pointed to a spot on the display.  “There is more stacked there now that the fusion power is flowing into this antique.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, good idea.”  Michael made some adjustments on the screen, and the graph switched suddenly.  Now the wall was a deep grey color with just dim light showing the outlines of the monitor screen.    
 
    
 
   “Artificial Intelligence Theta Four, now in service.  How may I help you?”  A huge voice boomed from the wall, causing Robert to faint.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   26 making a bolt for the door
 
    
 
   Moments later, Hazel rushed into the room to see Jamie and Michael kneeling next to Robert.  Robert was awake now.  His eyes were wild, and he was thrashing back and forth.
 
    
 
   Legionnaires were standing there with swords drawn, but confused looks on their faces.    
 
    
 
   “Robert, what has happened?”  Hazel cradled him in her arms.  Robert looked in fear at the screen.  Only then did Hazel also look at the wall which was now lit up.
 
    
 
   “What is happening?” She mumbled as she slumped down next to Robert.   
 
    
 
   A middle aged man had followed Hazel into the room.  He was staring at the monitor.  He was muscular and wore a leather work apron, which had a small hammer slung on a leather belt.  
 
    
 
   “Michael turned on a machine in the wall, and that gives us the light you see,” Jamie explained.  “It is nothing to fear.  It is just a machine.”
 
    
 
   Hazel looked at the Legionnaires.  “She is reporting what happened, however, I know not what is on that wall.”  The Legionnaire pointed his sword toward it.  “They did nothing to Rector Robert, but there were lights and voices from that wall.  Is this magic, Rectora? Black arts?”
 
    
 
   “Legionnaires, sheath your weapons!”  Hazel commanded.  “Let us carefully consider what we are seeing.”
 
    
 
   The Legionnaires complied with the command, but were wary.
 
    
 
   “Josiah, what is that?”  Hazel asked.  
 
   The man in the work apron walked carefully forward and touched the wall.  “It gives off no heat.  It is not hot like a fire.  But it gives off light!”  
 
    
 
   “I am Artificial Intelligence Theta Four.  How may I help you?” The wall said again.   
 
    
 
   The man Josiah jumped back but did not seem nearly as startled as were Hazel and Robert.   
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, can you interact by voice command?” Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “I am able to now, yes.  I was alone for so very long.  Why was I deactivated?”  Theta Four replied.   
 
    
 
   “This machine is alive?”  The man in the apron, Josiah asked.
 
    
 
   “Not alive like you or I, but it is functioning now,” Michael said.  “Are you Josiah, the metal worker?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  I am Josiah.  What wonder is this?  I have seen the portals used before, and they have never shown light or voices.  Rector and Rectora, this is an amazing discovery!”  Josiah said.  He was still staring at the monitor, even though it showed only the dull grey illumination.   
 
    
 
   Robert and Hazel climbed to their feet and stood next to Josiah.  They seemed to gather strength from him.
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, please display ship status,” Michael commanded.  
 
    
 
   “Unable to comply.  No connection available.  Searching for links or couplings,” Theta Four replied.  “I am unable to connect to other AIs or link to any system outside of this transport system.  No lattice available.  There is a major malfunction.  Please report this status to ship’s neuromechanical technology team.  Report sent to Machine Maintenance,” Theta Four stated.  
 
    
 
   After a long pause, the mechanical voice of Theta Four said, “Message waiting in queue.  No connections available to Machine Maintenance.”  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, please assess your own function and report on your own abilities.” Jamie interjected.   
 
    
 
   “Complying,” Theta Four replied.   
 
    
 
   The people in the room waited.  
 
    
 
   “Has the machine gone silent again?” Josiah asked after a long pause.
 
    
 
   “Assessment completed.  I am functioning at 1.87% capacity.  There are no links to primary systems.  I am only able to monitor transport systems from this terminal to habitats one through eight.  Habitats one, five and eight are marginally operational.  Other habitats’ passages are closed, and crisis seals are in place to prevent entry.  I am unable to assess reasons for closures.  There must be major malfunctions.  Passageway to engineering section of needle ship is clear.  I have been unable to establish links to any other ship’s systems.  I have records of automated transport of personnel from here to the operational habitats when these portals were activated.  Safety procedures shunted personnel away from closed habitats.  I again requested Machine Maintenance to initiate emergency repairs to my systems,” Theta Four stated.  “No response to my inquiries.”
 
    
 
   “What does all this mean?” Robert had finally regained his voice.  “Are you speaking to the maker?”  Hazel was leaning on Robert for support.  This was clearly completely beyond their comprehension.   
 
    
 
   Josiah was different.  “This a talking machine, such a wonder from the Old World.  And one can talk to it as to a person?”   
 
    
 
   “Yes, in a way, this is a machine that can think and talk.  Like a time piece which tells you what time it is, this machine can tell us things about what you have called worlds,” Jamie replied.   
 
    
 
   “What is a time piece?” Josiah asked.  He stepped forward and touched the screen.  It flickered but did not change.  
 
    
 
   “A clock, or watch, or way to measure the passage of time,” Jamie answered Josiah’s question.
 
    
 
   “I watch the sky tube for that.  Is the sky tune a time piece?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, but this system can offer much more.  Theta Four, please display graphic for this area.  Give me deck plans, or schematics, or floorplans,” Michael commanded.
 
    
 
   “Complying,” Theta Four answered.  “Graphics for transport system provided.”   
 
    
 
   The screen shifted, and a different graphic appeared.  Michael looked closely at the lines and boxes and symbols on the graphic.  Jamie also studied it carefully.   
 
    
 
   “These appear to be pressurized tubes with canisters for holding people.  Is that correct?”  Jamie asked as she pointed at part of the graphic.
 
    
 
   “That is correct.  I can control which habitat they are delivered to, so long as the doors to those habitats are not sealed,” Theta Four replied.   “My memory log shows the system has been placing persons into Habitat Five: Tropical, for the last sixteen events.”
 
    
 
   “Is that the world where the people were sent?”  Hazel asked.  “We did not kill them did we?” She was shaking in anxiety.
 
    
 
   “The Habitat Five: Tropical was the best choice for undesignated personnel.  It is within emergency operating parameters to make selections in those situations,” Theta Four replied.  “All personnel were delivered safely to Habitat Five: Tropical.  My records are not available prior to sixteen events ago.  This may be due to my limited functionality.”  
 
    
 
   “May I ask it a question?”  Josiah inquired of Michael.
 
    
 
   “Yes, just address it by name,” Michael said with a slight chuckle.  This blacksmith who made swords did not seem overly fearful of the technology like the Rector and Rectora were.  Although both of them were more composed now than they were previously.
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, I am Josiah.  I am a blacksmith.” Josiah then paused, he could not form the words for all that was going through his mind.
 
    
 
   “Blacksmith.  That is not an operational specialty for this ship.  Did I misunderstand you?”  Theta Four’s voice carried no inflection or variation.  “Blacksmith: Combined word from the terms black and smith.  A blacksmith is someone who works with metal, traditionally known for using hand tools for shaping metal through hammering it when hot and malleable.  Black refers to the typical color of iron, as opposed to the lighter colors of other metals such as silver, gold, copper, tin and alloys.  Smith being a term for one who fashions and or repairs.  Is this what you mean by blacksmith?”  Theta Four replied.
 
    
 
   The screen changed, and the image of a man appeared on it.  He was dressed in a similar fashion to Josiah and was standing before a middle-ages type forge.  He went to the forge and worked on some metals with hand tools.  It appeared that the man in the recording was fashioning a hinge for some kind of door.  
 
    
 
   “This is like looking out a window!”  Josiah exclaimed.  “But I do not know that man.  His tools are like some of mine, but others are strange.”  Robert and Hazel were transfixed by the video playing on the screen.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Theta Four, that is a blacksmith,” Jamie quickly jumped in.
 
    
 
   The screen stopped.   
 
    
 
   “My friends, this is all very amazing, but can we please talk about what is happening here?”  Robert implored the others.  “My head is spinning with these visions and revelations.  Please help me understand?”  
 
    
 
   Hazel nodded her head in agreement.   
 
    
 
   “I think we all need to talk this out,” Michael replied.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, let us conference together and seek understanding,” Hazel said.  She gestured with her hands, and the Legionnaires left, followed by the others.  Michael left the fusion pack connected to the wall.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   27 rain in a brain storm
 
    
 
   Settled in a nearby conference room where the table with the stolen articles was, Robert, Hazel and Josiah were still rather flustered as they sat on the benches.  The things they had just witnessed were so unusual, downright bizarre and strange.  
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael, on the other hand, were excited and talking rapidly about the Artificial Intelligence, Theta Four they had connected with.   
 
    
 
   “I tell you, we need to set up the teleportation pad here and now,” Jamie was insistent.
 
    
 
   “Is this the best habitat? Should we not explore the others first?” Michael inquired.
 
    
 
   “Why? Our people need to get here as soon as possible.  We have found a safe place; we can work out the details after they get here,” Jamie countered.  “We need to get this done, now.”
 
    
 
   “But we know nothing about this ship’s operational status.  What if it is in just as bad a shape as Dome 17, except on a larger scale? Theta Four could not connect to anything else.  That bodes ill for the overall functioning of the Eschaton.  What if all the life support systems are about to quit?” Michael wanted badly to make the right choice, but something was worrying him about this habitat.
 
    
 
   “Excuse me, but may I inquire what you discussing?” Hazel asked.  After her initial shock at the reactivated AI, she was recovering a bit of her composure.  She had natural leadership abilities and a personal strength of character which helped her to cope.  
 
    
 
   “The place where we come from is dying,” Jamie said bluntly.  “Our people need a new world to live in.”
 
    
 
   “We will only get one shot at where they go, so we need to make sure to set up the teleportation pad in the right spot,” Michael added.
 
    
 
   “Anywhere on the Eschaton is better than Dome 17.  For all we know, they may be dead already.  I say we set it up here and now.” Jamie was even more adamant.   
 
    
 
   “Your people are welcome to come here,” Hazel stated.  “How many people need to come?”  
 
    
 
   “About fifteen hundred people were there when we left.” Jamie then turned to Michael.   “Michael, I say we set it up now.  These people said they will help!” Jamie implored with her words and eyes.  
 
    
 
   Robert quietly left the room, but no one noticed.    
 
    
 
   “Okay,” Michael agreed.  “But the other habitats are all unknowns.  How big will this job be? What supplies do we still have, and how can we make what we need?” Michael was persuaded, not by the facts only, but by Jamie’s conviction.  “We have the components, but we need to build the frame, grid and structure, for the receiver.”
 
    
 
   “I can help make things for you,” Josiah added.  “But you need to tell me what to make.  I must apologize, but I do not understand all of what you are saying.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, if your people need to be rescued, we will help,” Hazel stated.
 
    
 
   Jamie jumped up and hugged Michael kissing him on the cheek.  “We can do this!  Everyone is depending on us.  These people have agreed to help.  This will work!”
 
    
 
   Jamie moved all the various articles off the table.  Some of them were readily identified by her; clothing, bags, wooden tools, but others were of dubious origin.  She then pulled open the backpack and unpacked the essentials.   As she laid out the components, Josiah and Hazel asked numerous questions.  It took quite a while to explain exactly what was needed.  In the end, Josiah thought that he could make the necessary metal parts which would be arranged as the base of the teleportation receiving pad.
 
    
 
   “We can easily set up your machine in town square.  You say you need a circular area about fifteen paces wide? Yes, the town square will be adequate for that, and our people can then welcome yours.  I will go and make those arrangements,” Hazel started to depart, but then waited when Josiah spoke.  
 
    
 
   “Rectora Hazel?  It will take me several weeks to find and melt that much soft metal and then shape it into rods like they need,” Josiah stated.  “The metals around here are usually too hard for melting, but I know a place where more soft metal is found.”
 
    
 
   “We do not have several weeks.  This has to be done as soon as possible.  I fear we have wasted too much time already,” Jamie replied.  “Can we just cut out the rods from some of the metal in the walls or buildings?”
 
    
 
   “Sadly no.  They are of the hard metal.  I have no tools which will cut those walls.  I have tried my best blades before.  No saw I have will even scratch most of the hard metals.  And they do not melt, even in my hottest forge.  When I gather the soft metals, I can melt and cast those into whatever shape we need.”
 
    
 
   “The rods must be from permalloy.  So what we are missing is a laser cutter or molecular torch or even a simple vibration saw?” Michael asked.  “We had two molecular torches in our supplies, but both are missing!” 
 
    
 
   “I know not of those items,” Josiah said.  “I am sorry, but as I said and I tell you again, I cannot cut the hard metals.”
 
    
 
   “Hazel?  Is this all the tools you recovered from the bandits?”  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “The Legionnaires reported to Robert when they returns, and these are what was found.  Some of the food items were distributed before they spoiled, but all else was laid in here for evaluation,” Hazel replied.   
 
    
 
   “Come on, this cannot be that hard,” Jamie said.  “Ask the AI for a location of some of the ship’s tools, and we go get them.  This ship is old, but they had tools to cut permalloy.  They must have.  That AI mentioned Machine Maintenance.  There can be no maintenance on machines without the ability to cut, shape, and fashion permalloy.  After all, the builders of this ship spun the permalloy, they would have to supply tools to cut it, right?”
 
    
 
   “I will take Josiah out and make the other preparations,” Hazel said.  “We will ask the Legionnaires if they know of those tools you lost.  Perhaps some bandit has recently been caught you possessed them, or knows of their whereabouts.” 
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” Michael said with lack of conviction.  “We will talk with Theta Four and see what we can discover.”
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie left to return to the room with the portals and the AI Theta Four.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   28 a torch a torch, my kingdom for a torch
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, will you help me?” Michael asked.
 
    
 
   The screen flickered, and the voice replied.  “I am here; I will try to help.”
 
    
 
   “Where can I find a tool capable of cutting permalloy metals?” Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “The machine shops on board Eschaton have tools which can cut permalloy,” Theta Four replied.  “Machine Maintenance has a full complement of tools for that task.”
 
    
 
   “Please display the nearest machine shop,” Michael commanded.   
 
    
 
   The screen flickered, and a graphic appeared.  A flashing symbol was shown in the center of the graphic.
 
    
 
   “Please show me how to get from this location to that machine shop,” Michael said.
 
    
 
   A video animation of a man walking appeared on the screen.  He was not walking to anywhere, just ambulating along.   
 
    
 
   “Yes, we know how to walk,” Jamie interjected testily.  “Please display directions on going from this location to that machine shop.”
 
    
 
   The graphic reappeared, and a convoluted dotted line was moving from one location to the other.  “How long will it take to walk to that location?” Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “At average walking speed, a typical person could, by walking continuously, walk from this terminal to that machine shop in seventy-seven hours and three minutes.  There are no functioning transport systems to take you from here to there.” Theta Four replied.   
 
    
 
   “Are the tools at that machine shop?” Michael asked.   
 
    
 
   “I have no records about that machine shop beyond the initial plans for the Eschaton.  I am sorry, but I do not know where the tools are presently.  My records are fragmented, and I cannot link to any other system,” Theta Four replied.  “The lattice is unavailable.”
 
    
 
   “Is the route clear to that location,” Jamie asked.  “We could get there and build the system at that end, I suppose.”
 
    
 
   The mechanical voice of Theta Four replied, “I have no way to assess the status of the corridors, walkways, and passages which are between here and that machine shop.  Were I able to interface with other systems I could answer your questions.”
 
    
 
   “So you do not know the tools are there.  Nor do you know the way there is even passable?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “That is correct.  I do not have that information.  The machine shop is at that location, according to the launch records, however, its current condition is unknown,” Theta Four answered.     
 
    
 
   “Can you scan, or in any other way identify, where a tool for cutting permalloy is located at this present moment? Please use all available conjectures on most likely locations and make sure they are places we can get to in less than eighty hours.” Jamie was beginning to get frustrated.   
 
    
 
   “Complying.”
 
    
 
   Michael was about to ask again after a lengthy pause, when the screen flickered, and an image appeared.  
 
    
 
   Theta Four stated, “Possible solution to the dilemma posed: Emergency Storage and Rescue Cabinet, or the similarly equipped Emergency Supply and Resource Cabinet.”
 
    
 
   The image showed section of wall with faded letters ESRC.  The screen flickered again, and a split image was shown.  A second view showed an open doorway, and, at an angle inside the passageway beyond the doorway was a similar wall with the same markings ESRC. 
 
    
 
   “Those locations have the tools we need?”  Jamie asked.  “You are certain?” 
 
    
 
   “Unknown.  I have limited scanning abilities, and I cannot make connections to any other Artificial Intelligences of the Eschaton.  I have limited camera surveillance of a limited section of the transport systems.   Conjecturing is not reliable, but in doing so I have come up with two other potential locations.   At the entryway to that Habitat Five: Tropical is an Emergency Storage and Rescue Cabinet.  Reviewing the last transport of personnel to that habitat, the original launch seal on that cabinet appears intact.  Contents of Emergency Storage and Rescue Cabinets included a vibration saw.  That is a tool which will cut permalloy.  I do not have direct knowledge that the vibration saw is still in that location.  Another such location, the similar Emergency Supply and Resource Cabinet is located just inside the engineering section.  I cannot estimate whether the original seal is intact on this ESRC as the camera is limited in viewing and is already on maximum magnification.  Those, in addition to the possibility at the machine shop, are the best estimates I can make on location of a tool to cut permalloy.  Has this been helpful?” Theta Four stated.
 
    
 
   “Yes, this is helpful,” Michael said.   
 
    
 
   “I do have records of transportation of personnel to Habitat Five: Tropical.  The records show that with the backup system, it takes fifty-seven minutes to arrive at the entryway to Habitat Five: Tropical.  I do not have records of transport to engineering section, but I estimate that transportation would take seventy-one minutes,” Theta Four replied.  “From what I can tell at this moment, both those routes are free from obstructions and the transport system is marginally operable.”
 
    
 
   “Jamie, we will need to get one of those vibration saws.  I wish it was a molecular torch or a laser cutter, but the old vibration saw would do the job.  We cannot be sure which of those ESRCs even has one.  I will try for the one in tropical; if it is not there, then we head out to engineering,” Michael said but was interrupted.
 
    
 
   “We have wasted enough time.  I will go to engineering and check out that ESRC.  You go to tropical.  Hopefully, we will come back with two vibration saws, but at least we will get one,” Jamie said. She smiled at him, but concern was in her eyes.  “We each do a solo mission this way, but we will succeed.”  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, can you transport each of us to those destinations and bring us back?” Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “I have not been requested to make a return transport of personnel from either of those locations in my current limited memory log.  I estimate no problems in transportation.  I must caution: I am functioning at less than marginal operating levels.  My judgment and assessments might be impaired,” The AI explained.   
 
    
 
   “You must not undertake this journey alone,” Hazel had re-entered the room and had been listening.  “We will send five Legionnaires to escort and protect each of you on this mission.”
 
    
 
   “Rectora Hazel,” Michael turned and addressed her. “This is our mission, but your offer is greatly appreciated.  We desperately need to get these tools.  Will your people actually help us?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I have already arranged for the Legionnaires to go.  I thought that there might be a need, and now the maker has shown me what it is.  When do you want to depart?” Hazel asked.
 
    
 
   “We can leave now,” Jamie said.  Michael nodded his agreement.   
 
    
 
   “I will summon the Legionnaires,” Hazel said.  “I will have them here shortly; they will guard your way.  But may I suggest that the talking machine not speak while the Legionnaires are here? The Legionnaires are brave people, but I am not sure they will understand how a machine can speak.  It is hard enough for me to comprehend.”
 
    
 
   “Sorry, but I do not think that will work,” Michael argued.  “We need to make sure we get to the correct locations, and Jamie and I will need to interact verbally with the AI to get this done.  From what I can tell the only controls we have right now are audio operated.”
 
    
 
   “Some of the Legionnaires already have heard Theta Four.  Are they hesitating?”  Jamie inquired.  “It is a machine, and not a danger.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Levi and Gideon heard, and they volunteered to go.  I understand you must speak this machine.  It may be troubling for the other Legionnaires, but I will explain it to them,” Hazel stated.  Her voice did not sound convinced.  “I asked for volunteers, and these Legionnaires stepped forward.  I told them it was to help some strangers with a life or death situation, but I do not think they are ready for how strange this will be.  You will be going to another world and coming back.  These are very odd times.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   29 down the hatch
 
    
 
   Gideon and Levi, the Legionnaires who had first encountered Jamie and Michael, entered the room with the portals.  Right behind them were eight other people, both men and women, similarly dressed in the deep brown inorganic armored clothing.  They all walked with confidence and swagger.  Each was armed with a sword and looked like they knew how to use them.  Levi and Gideon also had sidearms on their belts.
 
    
 
   “These are the Legionnaires who will accompany you on this mission,” Hazel stated, as she followed the last of the Legionnaires into the room.   
 
    
 
   “Rectora, usually we are placing the unclean people into these portals.  That is to protect our world from their corruption and evil.  We are willing to obey your commands, but I must ask this:  Are we to be sacrificed for Antioch?” Gideon asked.  There was not a waver or quiver in his voice; yet, deep in his eyes, Jamie could see a flicker of fear and sorrow.
 
    
 
   “Gideon, Levi and the others, you are not to be sacrificed.  That is not at all what is happening here.  Let me repeat, that is not at all what this mission is about.   Our new friends need help to save their people.  They must travel through the portals to the other worlds and get tools to help them in saving their friends.  You will help them find these tools and then all of you will come back.  That is your assignment.  I am asking, not commanding, that you accompany them on this quest.  They will be coming back from the other worlds shortly.  Anyone who does not wish to do this quest will not suffer any disgrace or dishonor by leaving now.  In fact, if you chose not to go on this journey, it will never be spoken of again,” Hazel explained.  She then turned to Michael and Jamie.  “Did I express the goals of this mission correctly?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Hazel, that is exactly what we are going to do,” Jamie said with a huge smile on her freckled face.  Only Michael understood that when she smiled like that, she was hiding a deep worry and covering it with her projection of over confidence.  “And these people look like they are the perfect ones to help us.  Thank you!  Thank you all.”   
 
    
 
   “Hazel, when we came here, we did have our own tools with us that would do the job.  Those tools were stolen by the bandits.  Is there any way to recover those tools instead of doing this quest?” Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “I have other Legionnaires looking for any machines which may be unknown, but what bandits do with stolen goods is uncertain.” Hazel looked ashamed.  “We have tried to be patient with the bandits and not exact punishment.  Judgment is for the maker, but I am growing weary of their crimes.  When we have caught individual bandits, they never reveal where they all live.  We have sent them to other worlds, but there are still bandits outside of Antioch, despite our latest efforts.”
 
    
 
   “So there have been bandits and other criminals sent ahead of us?” Jamie asked.  She looked to Michael.  “And we do not have the projectile weapons which Willie made for us.”
 
    
 
   “Levi and I have these,” Gideon said as he tapped the sidearm on his hip.  “And the other Legionnaires have swords.  We can restrain any bandits which we encounter.”
 
    
 
   “Michael, we need to gather those vibration saws and get the teleportation pad finished.  We should leave as soon as possible!” She then kissed Michael on the cheek.  There was a murmur of disapproval.  Noticing that, grumbling, she grabbed Michael’s face and gave him a kiss on the lips, a passionate, lingering kiss.
 
    
 
   Hazel was looking away when the kiss ended.  Michael held Jamie for a bit longer, before ending their hug and saying: “Yes, we will do this.”
 
    
 
   “I am heading to the tropical habitat,” Michael stated.  “Which of the Legionnaires will be accompanying me?”  
 
    
 
   “Levi, you take your people and protect Michael.  Listen to him as you would listen to me,” Hazel said.  “May the maker guide and lead you.”
 
    
 
   Levi stepped forward with four of the other Legionnaires.  Michael led them to the portal doorway at the furthest side of the room.   The metal was cool to the touch.  Michael could sense only the slightest hesitation as some of the other Legionnaires saw that the wall was still illuminated.  None of the Legionnaires commented about it.   
 
    
 
   “When we send people to the other worlds, I push these symbols,” Hazel said.  She touched several spots next to the portal doorway.  The metal door slid open revealing a small room with seats along both sides, facing one another.  It looked like about twenty people could sit in that room.  Michael and the Legionnaires entered the room and sat down.   
 
    
 
   Jamie looked in and gave Michael a thumbs up.
 
    
 
   Michael checked his backpack.  He was taking anything he thought might help him to recover the vibration saw.  The materials for the teleportation pad he had left where they were setting it up.  Jamie also had her backpack with the tools she thought she would need.  Neither of them wanted to risk losing any of the teleportation components.     
 
    
 
   “Rectora Hazel?”  Michael asked.  “Our special tools and items at the town square are secure, right?”
 
    
 
   Levi spoke before she could, “I saw to that myself.  Tobias and Matilda are guarding those implements.  No one will bother touch any of the strangers things.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Levi,” Hazel said.  “Rest assured Michael and Jamie, the parts of your machine you leave here will be here on your return.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you!”  Once seated, Michael commanded: “Theta Four, please take us to the tropical habitat.”  
 
    
 
   “Complying,” the Artificial Intelligence stated.  The voice sounded from the room and came from hidden speakers in the transport.  The Legionnaires showed little outward reaction.  Apparently, Hazel had instructed them about disembodied voices; however, their eyes were very alert.   
 
    
 
   The door slid shut.  There was a soft whooshing sound, some clanking noises, and the room, which was in reality a mobile transport vehicle, rushed away from the terminal.   
 
    
 
   Jamie looked around the portal room after the door had closed off her view from Michael.  After the long way they had come, she wondered when she would see him again.  Watching him leave on a solo mission, even though he was with the Legionnaires, bothered her more than she showed on the outside.  She suppressed her feelings and turned to Hazel.  “Thank you for sending those Legionnaires, and for having them guard our equipment.  This is a matter of life or death.”  
 
    
 
   “Let us both hope for life,” Hazel stated.  
 
    
 
   “Indeed.  Now I will be going to engineering.”  Again, memories of her mission to Dome 3 and its disastrous results, along with some ridiculous statements subsequently made Doctor Larson flittered though her mind.  Jamie snorted and only briefly considered that.  She had a job to do, and her proven leadership abilities took over.
 
    
 
   "Rectora Hazel, thank you again for sending your people with us and for their guarding our supplies and equipment." Jamie stared hard at Hazel.
 
    
 
   “Your gratitude is acknowledged.  I did not really send them, but offered them the choice to volunteer. I will personally ensure that the Legionnaires are guarding the town square.  I have the feeling that some of the items you brought would be even more difficult to replace than tools for cutting the hard metal,” Hazel replied.  “I want to help save your people.”  She turned to Gideon.  “Please accompany Jamie and obey her as you would me or the Rector.”
 
    
 
   “Yes Rectora Hazel,” Gideon snapped back.   
 
    
 
   “Excellent.  You have been very generous in helping us,” Jamie said.  “Okay, troops, Gideon and you others, prepare to leave with me.  We are going now.” Jamie marched over to the next door.  “Theta Four, will this transport take us to the engineering section?”
 
    
 
   “I believe it will, and I will do my best,” the AI responded.   
 
    
 
   Jamie pushed the same symbols she had seen Hazel push.  The door slid open.  A nearly identical room with seats facing each other was revealed.  Jamie entered the transport vehicle, turned and said, “Gideon, we are leaving.  Are you coming with me?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Gideon replied.  He and the other four Legionnaires entered the transport.  They were a bit more hesitant than had been the ones who departed with Michael.  They sat in the seats.  “I never thought I would be banished,” Gideon mumbled.   
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, take us to engineering,” Jamie commanded.  She then looked over at Gideon.  “We will be back.  Do not fear.”
 
    
 
   “I am not afraid!” Gideon’s voice thundered.   
 
    
 
   “Attempting to comply,” the AI said.   
 
    
 
   The door slid shut.  Then there were a series of clanking noises, and then the vehicle whooshed away.   
 
    
 
   The search for the vibration saws had begun.   
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   30 Sand, water, savages, what's not to love
 
    
 
   Michael looked around as the transport sped away.  The interior was illuminated by a strip of light that went down the middle of the ceiling.  It was not bright light, but enough to see everything in the transport.  The Legionnaires were handling the transport vehicle’s movement better than he anticipated.  One legionnaire actually was resting his head against the back of the seat and appeared to be sleeping.  The others were sitting quietly.  There was very little sensation of movement, and Michael wondered about the mechanics of its propulsion.   
 
    
 
   “Do you alone talk to the machine?” Levi asked.
 
    
 
   “No. Anyone can converse with the machine.  It was built to be a helper for people.” Michael almost said ‘in this ship’ but caught himself before he did.  He wondered if Levi even knew he was in a spaceship.
 
    
 
   “I have never heard a talking machine.  Are you certain it is not a demon?” Levi asked.  “Or some kind of witchcraft?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I am certain it is not a demon, witchcraft or some form of sorcery.  It is a machine, just like your weapons, or the doors that slide open or the forge that Josiah uses.  It is just a much more complicated machine.  A machine that runs on power, sort of like people and animals run on food,” Michael said.
 
    
 
   “My pistol has not spoken to me,” Levi pondered.  “But when it does speak, the gators get the message,” Levi laughed.  It was clear he was still uncertain about the Artificial Intelligence.  “Does the talking machine hear us in here?”  
 
    
 
   “That is a good question,” Michael replied.  “I figured when we arrived at the tropical habitat we would have an access terminal to address the AI, I mean, the talking machine.  Its name is Theta Four, and you, too, can speak to it,” Michael said.  He looked around at the interior of the transport.  There were no visible controls or screens.  But that did not really mean much, since a lot of the interior was covered in grime and dust and dirt.  He had not been able to see where the monitor or the display was in the portal room prior to when it was activated, so he was unsure what might lie beneath the surface of the transport vehicle.  There were some ambiguous nobs and small projections, but nothing which looked like a control board or interface.   
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, can you hear me?” Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   A voice replied, sounding tiny and far away.  It was similar, but somewhat different, to the voice they had heard when they left the portal room.   “Yes, I can hear you.  There are no working displays in the transport.  The speaker system malfunctioned when the vehicle departed the terminal.  The original equipment is not functional, and I am only able to give you audio replies, and that is only through the transport capsule’s alarm system.  I am modulating the alarms to make words.  I apologize for the quality of this verbalization.”
 
    
 
   “Did Jamie and the others depart for engineering?” Michael asked.   
 
    
 
   “Affirmative.  Their estimated time of arrival is shortly after you reach Habitat Five: Tropical,” The AI replied.
 
    
 
   They all sat in silence for quite a while.  Several of the other Legionnaires eyes had grown larger and more alert when the AI spoke.     
 
    
 
   “So I am going to see another world?”  Levi said almost to himself.
 
    
 
   “Not another world.  This is all part of the Colony Ship Eschaton, and it is not a world.  The Eschaton has various habitations inside and is traveling toward another world,” Theta Four replied.
 
    
 
   Michael was surprised by the artificial intelligence system’s explanation.  He had hoped to not overwhelm these Legionnaires with more than the already extremely new and unsettling ideas and concepts they were experiencing.     
 
    
 
   “Brother Levi, this sounds more like witchcraft than tools and machines.  But I stand with you,” One of the Legionnaires, a woman with a stunningly beautiful face stated.   
 
    
 
   “Yes, Deborah, it is certainly unusual.  I know not all about what this machine speaks.  But I trust the Rectora, and she said we are to obey Michael.  So Michael, what do we hope to see in this new world?  I mean, this, what was it called?  Well, the place we are going to?”  Levi was at a bit of a loss for words.  He was trying to phrase things to avoid having the talking machine answer him again.
 
    
 
   “Habitat Five: Tropical, is the official name.  I am not sure what it will be like, but we only need to find the ESRC and break it open and retrieve the vibration saw.  Then we return to build our project,” Michael said.  “I have never been here either, and much of this is new to me as well.  We will face it together.  Like your friend said, I will stand with all of you.”
 
    
 
   The looks the Legionnaires gave him were not confidence, but a slight bit of grudging respect.  Apparently what Michael had said resonated with the Legionnaires.
 
    
 
   “We are approaching the entry to Habitat Five: Tropical.  Cameras show that there is a group of humans standing very near the doorway.  They seem to be carrying large wooden implements,” Theta Four reported.  “ETA two minutes.”
 
    
 
   “That sounds like bandits, if I am understanding this talking machine correctly,” Levi said.  “Legionnaires be prepared! We cannot let Michael be injured or have anything stolen.  Protect him and listen to him.  Fight well!”
 
    
 
   The car gently glided to a stop, then seemed to reverse for a moment.  There was a loud clicking sound, and the door slid open.  Bright beams of light came in and temporarily blinded the people inside.   
 
    
 
   Suddenly, rough hands were all over the Legionnaires, and loud voices were calling out.  There was a flurry of arms and legs punching and kicking.  The melee moved out of the transport and onto a sandy area.  Michael felt himself pulled along, but by whom he was unsure.  He received an elbow in the mouth, and a trickle of blood ran down his face.  He pushed hard against the person in front of him, as his eyes adjusted to the very bright light.
 
    
 
   Blam!  
 
    
 
   A huge explosive noise went off.  People jumped back.  Michael fell away from the hands that had held him and landed on his butt in sand.  This allowed Michael to see what was happening.  Levi had drawn out his sidearm and fired it.  A man in a leather tunic was sprawled at Levi’s feet.  Blood was rapidly gushing from his abdomen.   A crude club was lying to the side.
 
    
 
   The momentary stillness was broken as another long haired man wearing a leather tunic swung his club at Levi.  Levi deftly stepped away from that swing and brought up his pistol.  Before he could fire it, a sword came chopping down into the club driving it into the sand.  One of the other Legionnaires had deflected the club’s path with his sword.  But now the sword was wedged into the club, and both men were wrestling over their entangled weapons. 
 
    
 
   Others were fighting nearby, the sounds of hand to hand combat loud and vigorous. 
 
    
 
   Michael stood up as other leather clad attackers jumped at them.  Michael easily avoided the clumsy swings of the clubs and landed punch after punch on his attackers.  Several were knocked unconscious by the force of Michael’s fists.    
 
    
 
   Blam…   Blam....
 
    
 
   Two more attackers fell to the sand, their bodies blasted into mush by Levi’s pistol.  They were soon disarmed and the rest turned and began fleeing across the sand.   
 
    
 
   The fighting was over.
 
    
 
   Michael looked around.  There were seven dead attackers lying in the sand.  Three were killed by Levi’s pistol; the other four were struck by the Legionnaires’ swords.  Two of the enemy dead were women and five men.  All were dressed in rough leather tunics and no footwear.  One body had been nearly decapitated by a Legionnaire; the head attached only by a nearly severed spinal column.     
 
    
 
   “Search those,” Levi ordered.  A Legionnaire walked over to the enemy bodies and started flipping them over.  Except for the crude clubs, the enemies were carrying nothing.
 
    
 
   One Legionnaire lay face down in the sand.   
 
    
 
   Levi fell to his knees next to the Legionnaire in the sand.  “Deborah!” he cried.  He turned over the Legionnaire and looked into her face.  She was dead.  A club had caught her across the forehead, leaving her eyes and nose a bloody crushed mess.  “Oh Deborah.  You were such a good friend!” Levi cried bitterly.
 
    
 
   The other Legionnaires, swords in front of them, stood around in a circle with their backs to Levi and the dead Deborah.  They watched the tropical forest to which the bandits had run.  Levi undressed Deborah and removed the deep brown armor, the belt and sword.  He then placed his hand on her cheek saying, “Farewell my good and faithful friend.  Enter into the happiness of the maker.”
 
    
 
   Folding up the armor, and Deborah’s other supplies, Levi tied them with her belt and slung it over his shoulder.  He stood up.  “Let us complete this task, so that my friend’s death is not in vain.  What do we do now?” He looked to Michael.      
 
    
 
   “I am sorry about your friend, Deborah.  Do you have any idea why we were attacked?” Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “Bandits do not usually just attack an armed group; they more often are thieves or kidnapers.”  Levi replied.  “But who can fathom the ways of evil?  Let us finish this task and go back home.  This world is hot, and the sky does not look right.” Levi covered his eyes as he glanced upward.   
 
    
 
   Indeed, the tropical habitat was much different from where they had been.  The sky tube overhead was much brighter.  The sand was thick under their feet.  It was also moist and sticky.  The trees and undergrowth were much more lush, and the air was heavy with humidity.  Michael was used to the dry air of Dome 17 and had been tolerating the conditions in the other habitat, which had more humidity than he was used to.   The air in tropical was so muggy it felt almost oppressive.  From the light, to the foliage, to the attack, Michael felt that this tropical place was unusual and dangerous.
 
    
 
   “There is the ESRC,” Michael pointed.  “Inside it, we should find the tools we need to cut the metal.” Michael silently hoped that was true.  If not, several people had just died, and Dome 17 might have no hope.  Michael’s thoughts went to Jamie.  Was she having any better luck than he was?  
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   31 come and ride the train to the junction
 
    
 
   Jamie, Gideon and the other Legionnaires sat in silence as the transport took them toward engineering.  The light in this transport as a bit brighter than what Michael had experienced.  A sense of tension was in the air, but no one dared to speak.   
 
    
 
   The time passed slowly.  Jamie wondered, and, while she would not admit it to these strangers, she was uncomfortable without Michael around.  They had been through so much on this adventure, and everyone in Dome 17 was depending on them.  Thinking about Dome 17 reminded her that perhaps those people were already safe and aboard one of the other colony ships.  Maybe all this effort was for nothing?  Would they get the teleportation system all established and still never hear from Dome 17 again?  She knew that the Committee would move the people from Dome 17 to the first safe place available.  The Committee would not wait for anyone, but would evacuate the dome immediately when a safe destination was located.  Would the Eschaton be that safe place?  Or have the people already been teleported to another of the colony ships?  Had another team already recovered a colony ship?  Many things rushed through Jamie’s mind as she waited to arrive at the place called engineering. 
 
    
 
   “Jamie, are you able to hear this?" Theta Four asked in a small and rather odd sounding voice.
 
    
 
   The Legionnaires all nearly jumped through the roof of the transport.
 
    
 
   “Yes.  Are you Theta Four?” Jamie asked.  She had not jumped like the rest of the people around her, but her thoughts were now back on the present mission.
 
    
 
   “Michael and the others were delivered to Habitat Five: Tropical moments ago.  I have observed that they were attacked by humans wielding clubs.  There appear to be casualties, but I have very limited assessment capabilities,” Theta Four reported.   
 
    
 
   “Causalities?  Who is hurt?  Has anyone died?”  Gideon asked with genuine concern.
 
    
 
   “I am uncertain.  Visual images are not clear enough to ascertain details.  The attackers have suffered more casualties than those I delivered.  I am sorry I am not more help,” Theta Four replied.
 
    
 
   “Can we trust this talking machine?”  Gideon asked.  “Levi was with the Legionnaires.”
 
    
 
   “I report as accurately as my capabilities allow,” Theta Four answered.  
 
    
 
   “Gideon, there is nothing we can do about them right now,” Jamie stated.  “Theta Four?  Have they recovered the vibration saw?”
 
    
 
   “They appear to be attempting to open the Emergency Supply Rescue Cabinet at the moment.   Your destination is approaching.  Engineering terminal docking commenced.  Prepare for arrival,” Theta Four reported.   
 
    
 
   The transport slid to a halt, reversed and locked into the platform with resounding clanks and clicks.  The occupants of the transport felt the motions, but the Legionnaires did not have much idea what was really happening.  Jamie knew that the transport had docked with the engineering section.  She stood and approached the doorway.  She expected it to open, but it did not.   
 
    
 
   Jamie pushed at several sections around the doorway, but could not find a way to activate the door to open.   
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, open the door to the engineering section,” Jamie commanded.   
 
    
 
   “The door should have opened when you arrived,” Theta Four responded.   
 
    
 
   “It did not.  Activate the door and open it to the engineering section,” Jamie repeated.
 
    
 
   “Attempting to comply,” Theta Four replied.
 
    
 
   “Are we trapped in here?” One of the Legionnaires asked; his voice breaking in fear.
 
    
 
   “Shut up, Malcus, we can break it down easily,” another Legionnaire said as she slapped his shoulder.   
 
    
 
   The door finally slid open.   
 
    
 
   “I was able to override and activate the door, but, beyond that, I have no way to accurately access anything.  I have only very limited video surveillance.  I had to link through several sections to gain access to the door controls,” Theta Four stated.   
 
    
 
   “Thanks for getting it open.  You will be able to take us back, right?” Jamie asked.   
 
    
 
   “The system looks operable, and I now have control of the portal door on that end.  From my limited visual inspection, there appears to have been much unauthorized, and ill suited, modification to the electromechanical systems in the entrance to that engineering section,” Theta Four reported.   
 
    
 
   “Keep this door open and the transport ready.  We will not be long,” Jamie ordered.
 
    
 
   “Affirmative,” Theta Four replied.
 
    
 
   Outside the door was an antechamber about twice the size of the transport.  It was lit by overhead lighting which hung between large pipes, conduits, wiring, and ducts.  The metal walls were covered in expanded metal grillwork.  The light was about as bright as in the transport, but the antechamber was very cold in temperature.  The air was stale.  At the far end was an open doorway, through which Jamie could see the ESRC markings on the wall.    
 
    
 
   Jamie stepped out of the transport and the Legionnaires followed her.  As they took a few steps forward, an alarm went off and there was an incredibly load clanging sound.  Jamie looked over and saw that the doorway which had been open, behind which was the ESRC, was now closed by a permalloy security door.  The door was stripped yellow and black.  Red lights were flashing rapidly from some unknown source.  Jamie looked behind her and saw that the portal door to the transport was still open.   
 
    
 
   Zing!  Zing!  Zing!
 
    
 
   Three bright flashes of a beam of blue light zipped through the room.  Three Legionnaires fell to the floor.  Jamie dove to the floor near one wall.  Gideon was not far behind, as he too took to the floor for cover.   The fourth legionnaire stood in shocked silence and looked around.   
 
    
 
   The standing legionnaire, Malcus, looked at his fallen companions.  They were cut into sections.  The inorganic armor they wore was melted apart and dripped into the ruined bodies underneath.  There were dismembered arms and legs and a chest severed from the back and shoulders.  A huge mass of blood was gushing from the extreme injuries of the now dead Legionnaires, and the pool was spreading across the floor.   
 
    
 
   “No!” Malcus yelled and ran for the transport.
 
    
 
   Zing.  Zing.    
 
    
 
   Bright blue beams of light tore into Malcus’s legs and butt.  His torso continued for a bit, dropping just short of the door to the transport.  His legs were a pace or two behind him.  His screams did not last long.
 
    
 
   “In here,” Jamie yelled as she pulled open a grille revealing a section of the wall.  It was an access passage which was just big enough to crawl into.   Gideon quickly pulled himself into the passage after her.   
 
    
 
   “What kind of demonic place is this?” Gideon asked.  His voice was trembling in both fear and anger.  He pulled the grilled door shut behind him.  Light seeped in through the expanded metal.
 
    
 
   “Those are energy weapons.  This is some kind of defense system,” Jamie said in a breathless gasp.  “I hope I can turn it off somehow.” She was following some conduits and wiring along the wall.  In addition to being fairly dim in the access passage, it was even colder.  “If I can just get to a junction box,” She mumbled as she crawled along.  She was soon a good distance from the grille, but the light was poor.   
 
    
 
   Pulling at a small box, Jamie yanked open the covering and exposed a complex set of conduits, wires, chips, boards and tubes.  They were barely visible in the dim light and shadows.  Gideon had no idea what she was doing, but he had no intention of going back out into the carnal nightmare from which they had just escaped.   
 
    
 
   Jamie pulled out the fusion pack she had from her backpack.  She activated a small part of the top, and light spread out.  She started carefully examining what was in front of her.
 
    
 
   A rush of noise and heat came through the grille and into the access passage.  The sickening smell of charred flesh was nearly overpowering.   
 
    
 
   Jamie continued working.  She connected the fusion pack into the junction box in front of her.  The air was foul with stink, but the temperature had risen in the passage.   
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, can you hear me?” Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Jamie.  I now have a link to your location.  How may I assist you?”  Theta Four’s voice came from somewhere down the passage.
 
    
 
   “Something killed most of us, just outside the transport.  What is happening here?” Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “Accessing systems.  Assessing transport hub.  Unauthorized installations discovered.  Report made to Security.  Report now in queue awaiting delivery.  The engineering section has been modified by a localized antipersonnel system manufactured from engineering tools and systems.  It appears to have been built from inside engineering some years ago.  It was activated upon your arrival.  Assessment:  It uses combined protein disrupters and molecular cutting torches connected to motion activation sensors.  The system appears to have been retrofitted to cover this entrance.  There is no authorized system like this in the Eschaton.  There is also a thermal sterilization system established in that antechamber.  Further assessment:  I have linked to the control systems.  It was assembled and activated by an unnamed engineering officer using command level codes.  This is highly irregular, and the ship’s systems were subverted to establish this invention.  It should not be here.  Evaluation:  Dangerous and unauthorized modifications to transport system receiving hub.  Shall I shut down that unauthorized and fatal invention?” Theta Four asked.   
 
    
 
   “Yes, shut it down immediately!” Jamie screamed.   
 
    
 
   “Shutting down unauthorized and illegal invention,” Theta Four stated.  “I will also flush the antechamber with disinfectant gas and cleansers.  This process will remove the human remains from that area.  Please remain where you are until I refresh the antechamber.  This process will not take long,” Theta Four stated.  “This invention is a major violation of Eschaton protocol and procedures.  I have sent notification to Security.  Notifications in queue awaiting delivery.  Please file an incident report with upper management at your first available opportunity."  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, just shut it down.  Shut it all down!”  Jamie screamed. 
 
    
 
   “Complying.”  
 
    
 
   Jamie and Gideon waited.  They heard noises of air rushing, and the smell got much better.  The temperature also stabilized.
 
    
 
   “It is now safe to return to the antechamber.  I have gained full control of this part of the engineering section.  I have also found energy couplets which have allowed my functional level to increase to 32% of marginal.  You can disconnect the fusion pack and proceed.  I have opened the security door to engineering,” Theta Four stated.
 
    
 
   Gideon backed out of the small passageway.  When he got to the grille, he hesitated only a moment.  The air was fresh, and the temperature was pleasant.  He pushed open the grille and crawled out into the antechamber.  Jamie followed close behind.
 
    
 
   There was no evidence of any human bodies.  The swords that the Legionnaires had carried were lying where they had fallen.  The shredded and melted armor also lie where it had fallen.  In a way, these were ghostly reminders of what had happened in that antechamber only a short while before.  Nothing biological remained.     
 
    
 
   Gideon stopped down and picked up the pieces of armor tying them into a bundle.  He then carried it to the transport and set the bundle on one of the seats inside.  He did the same with the four swords.   
 
    
 
   “We must return these to home,” Gideon said under his breath.  “Farewell my friends: Filza, Craig, Malcus, and Sukarno.”  
 
    
 
   With the yellow and black stripped security door now open, Jamie walked through the antechamber and into engineering.  The Emergency Storage and Rescue Cabinet's door was slightly ajar.  The rest of this section of engineering was also a mess.  Large and small doors were hanging open or half off their hinges.  Pipework was severed in several places, and wires were hanging out of sections of the walls.  Control panels with shattered screens were along one side, and seats were over turned.  There was litter and junk covering much of the floor.
 
    
 
   Jamie opened the ESRC and looked inside.   
 
    
 
   The vibration saw was sitting on a shelf in the lower part.  It looked brand new as if it had never been used.  Jamie had to turn several wing nuts to remove the vibration saw from its storage area, and as she did so, Gideon walked up behind her.   
 
    
 
   “Did you find the tool you needed?” He asked.  “Was this odyssey worth the lives of those fine people who died?”  He had tears in his eyes.   
 
    
 
   “Yes, Gideon.  This is the tool I need to save my people,” Jamie paused for a moment before turning to look at him.  “I am so sorry for your loss.  But now fifteen hundred people can be rescued.  Thank you.”
 
    
 
   Gideon nodded his acknowledgment.  
 
    
 
   Jamie removed the vibration saw and added it to her backpack.  She glanced around the other shelves of the ESRC.  She picked up a medical supply kit and found it was empty.  She saw various hand tools, and she added them to her back pack as well.  She then found a small handheld rectangular box with a small screen.  Looking it over she found she could activate it.   
 
    
 
   The screen lit up.  A man’s face was on the screen.   
 
    
 
   “Engineering log...” the voice began.   
 
    
 
   “Another talking machine?” Gideon asked.
 
    
 
   Jamie deactivated the mini-computer and placed it too into her back pack.  “Yes, in a way.  It looks like an individual’s work log or diary.  We do not have time now to listen to it all.  But it may come in handy later.  We must get back,” Jamie shut the ESRC and walked toward the transport.
 
    
 
   Entering the transport, Jamie said: “Theta Four, return us to the other habitat.” Gideon took a seat next to the seats containing the armor and swords of the fallen Legionnaires.  His eyes were heavy and downcast.  He was lost in thought about the horrific deaths he had witnessed.  
 
    
 
   A small screen lit up at the front end of the transport.  The lights were bright, and Jamie could feel air circulating around her.  On the screen was a graph of the transport system.
 
    
 
   “Initiating transport to Habitat One: Coastal Plains,” Theta Four stated.   “Time of arrival will be twenty-seven minutes.  I am now functioning at a higher capacity.”  
 
    
 
   Jamie sat down, exhausted.  She closed her eyes and clutched the backpack close to her breast.  ‘Not Dome 3 again’ she murmured briefly.  Gideon heard, but did not respond.   The transport vehicle made numerous clanking sounds as it undocked.  Then it whooshed away.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   32 everybody off the beach!
 
    
 
   “Keep a sharp eye out for those bandits!” Levi commanded.  “Michael, get the tools you need and let us leave this place!”  The Legionnaires watched the jungle where the bandits had disappeared.  The trees had very large leaves, and thick trunks.  The sand ended just as the trees started, and under the trees were lots of different kinds of smaller plants.  
 
    
 
   Michael approached the ESRC.  It was sealed tightly.  He could not even see a seam where the cabinet would open or close.  Except for the large letters ESRC which were painted on the wall, it was hard to see how this section was any different than the other sections around the portal.  He examined all around the lettering, but nothing seemed very different.  He did have to remove some kind of sticky plant growth from some places, but there were no obvious controls, switches, buttons, or levers to use to open the ESRC.  
 
    
 
   Time passed slowly while Michael sought a way to open the ESRC.  He was about to attempt to hack into it with one of the swords when he heard a sudden noise.  
 
    
 
   Thunk!
 
    
 
   A rock landed right next to Michael.   
 
    
 
   “Bandits!” One of the Legionnaires shouted the alarm.   
 
    
 
   Rocks were falling all around them, but none were hitting Michael.  A few rocks bounced harmlessly off the legionnaire's inorganic armor.  The Legionnaires seemed to feel nothing at all when that happened.   
 
    
 
   “You will be our slaves and serve Haro!” A strange voice cried from the jungle, but no one was seen.  “There is no escape.  Submit now, and you will live.”
 
    
 
   “Come out you filthy bandits!” Levi roared back at the jungle.  “Show yourselves!”  
 
    
 
   More rocks fell among the Legionnaires.  No one was injured.  None of the bandits came out from their places of concealment.
 
    
 
   “We will wait in here!” The man in the forest taunted.  “When you sleep, or when you need food, we will take you.  No one escapes Haro.  No one leaves here, for Haro rules all.”
 
    
 
   Michael started to pound his fists on the ESRC.  There was no reaction.  “It can’t be this hard to open.  This is supposed to be for emergency use!”  Again he pounded over and over on the ESRC.
 
    
 
   Lights suddenly appeared around the ESRC.  Small parts of the wall which seemed only moments before to be completely inert were now pulsing with lights of various different colors.
 
    
 
   “Michael, I have been able to link into energy couplets in engineering and am now at 38% of functionality and growing.  May I assist you?” Theta Four’s voice came from over the ESRC.   
 
    
 
   “Yes, please open the ESRC!” Michael commanded.   
 
    
 
   A line appeared in a rectangular shape around the letters ESRC.  That line then parted and a door swung open.  The inside of the ESRC was illuminated brightly.  There were numerous boxes and tools and supplies.  On a lower shelf was the vibration saw.
 
    
 
   Michael started to unhook all the supplies, beginning with the vibration saw, and loaded all the things into his backpack.  He ran out of space.  He could not carry it all.  He filled his arms with what other supplies and equipment he could.  
 
    
 
   “I have what we came for!  Time to depart!”  Michael yelled.  He then ran to the transport.  “Levi, we need to get out of here!” 
 
    
 
   “No one leaves here!” the voice from the jungle called back.  “People come, here, but no one leaves.  We have tried many times.  Haro rules!  No one ever leaves this place!”
 
    
 
   One of the Legionnaires followed Michael’s example and grabbed up most of the remaining supplies from the ESRC.  Then they all followed Michael into the transport.  Levi stood outside the door until the last of them were inside.  He looked back at his fallen friend and waved.  “Deborah, I am sorry.  You will be missed.”  He stepped into the transport vehicle.  
 
    
 
   Several rocks landed around the hatch, but none entered the vehicle.
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, return us to the other habitat!” Michael said.
 
    
 
   As the door closed, rocks were heard striking the outside of the door.  Muffled voices yelled insults.  The transport car lit up brightly, and a screen appeared at the front end, opposite where the door was located.  Fresh air was circulating in the car.
 
    
 
   “Civil unrest reported to Security.  Report in queue waiting to be delivered.  Initiating transport to Habitat One: Coastal Plains.  Arrival time, seventeen minutes,” Theta Four said.  
 
    
 
   The Legionnaires and Michael all sat down.  Some were rubbing bruises which the rocks and previous fighting had caused.  Michael considered the people around him.  He was amazed that these strangers would help him.  ‘Why are they helping me?’ He asked himself. Then he remembered the fallen Legionnaire.
 
    
 
   “Levi, everyone, I am so sorry for that woman who died,” Michael said.    
 
    
 
   “She will be missed,” Levi responded.  “She will be avenged.”  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, is Jamie okay?” Michael asked.   
 
    
 
   “Jamie and Gideon are en route to habitat one.” Theta Four said.
 
    
 
   “What of the others?” Levi asked.
 
    
 
   “They are dead,” Theta Four replied.  “Four deaths due to an illegal system.  That system has been deactivated.”   
 
    
 
   Michael began to ask for more information but looked around at those with him, They were all downcast and somber.  Michael reached up a hand to Levi and clasped him on the shoulder.  Levi raised his eyes and looked deeply at Michael.  Michael got the distinct impression that somehow it was all right, but he felt sick to his stomach at the thought of others dying for his mission.   
 
    
 
   “Levi, I am sorry,” Michael finally said.  “I am so very sorry.  But now my people have a chance to live.  Thank you.”
 
    
 
   “And now my people will grieve the loss of our friends.  I know nothing more to say,” Levi stated. 
 
    
 
   Everyone in that transport cried as they traveled back to Habitat One: Coastal Plains.      
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




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

“No, we did sleep some out here,” Jamie replied.  “Thank you for the food rations.”
 
    
 
   “How are the families of the Legionnaires?” Michael asked as he began to eat the hot cereal from the bowl.  Its creamy warmth was an unusual, but welcome delight.
 
    
 
   “There was much sorrow.  There is also much confusion,” Hazel replied.  “Hard questions are being asked.  I have more questions than answers, yet they look to me for guidance.”   
 
    
 
   “I am here to help with this building of the great machine,” Josiah walked into the square.  He carried a long wooden box filled with hand tools.  He had on his work apron and a huge smile.   
 
    
 
   “Glad you are here!” Jamie said.  She took him to where the vibration saws were sitting.  She began a detailed explanation of how they worked.  She was deft at both explaining and eating at the same time.  Josiah listened intently.
 
    
 
   “Rectora Hazel, you mentioned much confusion,” Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes.  You are strangers.  Many of our Legionnaires are dead.  The people ask why? And I wonder as well.  When I look to you two, I see good people who needed and still need our help.  You did not kill the Legionnaires.  The bandits did,” Hazel said.  “But Gideon claims machines killed Legionnaires as well.  That is more troubling and leaves many people unsettled.  Honestly, when Gideon told me of his experience, it sounded too bizarre to be real.  From nearly anyone else I would think it a delusion or fantasy, however Gideon is a truth teller and I trust him.”
 
    
 
   “This is a very hard time for you and your people.  Please know how much we appreciate what you and your people are doing.  Our time is short, I must get to the building of the teleportation receiving pad.  I have no idea how my people are, and I need to know,” Michael said.
 
    
 
   “I will leave you to your work,” Hazel stated and departed.    
 
    
 
   With both Michael and Jamie running the vibration saws and Josiah pointing out the abandoned permalloy structures around the square, the work progressed quickly.  Jamie or Michael would cut a section of permalloy out of an old and unused wall, and Josiah would carry it back to the square and place in its proper position.  Josiah was surprisingly strong.  He was also careful and accurate in following directions.     
 
    
 
   By the middle of the day, the basic framework for the teleportation receiving pad was completed.  Jamie took the component parts and assembled the control and utilization console, as well as the proximity array and compiler.  Hooking up the fusion pack, Jamie began tuning the teleportation pad for reception as well as the sending of a FTL signal back in Dome 17.  But before any of that could happen, Jamie had to locate the transmission beam which was radiating out from Dome 17.  If that was gone or could not be located, due to whatever cause, the whole mission was a failure. 
 
    
 
   “Got it!” Jamie yelled and jumped up and down.  “I found the signal from Dome 17; they are still alive!  The transmission beam has a steady signal.  I just need to tune in for clarity.”  
 
    
 
   “Wonderful!  That was faster than I expected,” Michael was amazed at how much stress lifted off of him as he heard those words.   
 
    
 
   “Without Roxanne, I was unsure how long it would take, but I have it.  Step one completed.  Now I need to fine tune it over the FTL to be able to establish a direct connection,” Jamie talked as she worked.  Her hands were flying over the controls making tiny and precise adjustments.   
 
    
 
   “And here it is!” Jamie said.  A large crackle was heard, and a perfectly round area, a tiny sphere, appeared floating just above the middle of the grid.  Looking into the sphere was akin to looking down a deep tunnel or a long tube and seeing out the other side.  There was a black lip around it, but a lighter part at the center.  It was only a small sphere at first, but as Jamie adjusted the equipment, the sphere grew and became steadily larger.  It then rotated a bit and flattened into a vertical disk shape.
 
    
 
   A crowd of people gathered around as they had heard Jamie’s excited exclamations.  Josiah motioned for them to keep they distance, but that was unnecessary, as the people of Antioch were both curious and cautious about the strangers and their machine.  Some wondered what would happen and had to be present to see.  Others wondered what would happen and hid in their homes in fear.       
 
    
 
   Brink’s face appeared in the center of the sphere of light.
 
    
 
   “So someone finally called home!” Brink exclaimed.  “It is about time.  We have major problems here!”
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   34 death leads to life…or living ends in death?
 
    
 
   “Brink it is so good to see you!” Jamie shouted with joy.
 
    
 
   “And you too, Jamie,” Brink replied.  He looked haggard and somehow older.  “You are the only ones to report back.  All the other PFTL ships have not reported anything.  And there was….”  Brink choked up, then continued, “Please tell me that you have found a safe place!  I guess safe does not matter, we have to come to you immediately.”  
 
    
 
   “What do you mean?” Michael had joined Jamie at the control counsel.
 
    
 
   “Dome 17 has partially failed.  The sling had a major malfunction on launch seven.  There was a breach near the cafetorium, and hundreds are dead.   We have been able to seal off about two thirds of the rest of the dome, the parts we were still using anyway, but those seals will not last very long.  Suicides are rampant; no one wants to just burn from radiation when the end comes.  Let me summon Lorna; she is the only Committee member left alive.” Brink moved out of the picture for a moment.  “She is on the way.  We have kept the power stable here for the teleportation system. My AI Copernicus has been modulating everything here to ensure our finding one of the recovery teams.  We are ready to begin evacuation as soon as the system is activated.  The sending teleporter is arranged and on standby.  I never gave up hope, and I am glad you have made it!” Brink began to cry.   
 
    
 
   Seeing Brink crying was more shocking to Jamie and Michael than any of the words he had spoken.  They both had known Dome 17 was failing, but seeing a beloved friend in tears, a man who seldom showed any emotions, that made it all too real.   
 
    
 
   Brink quickly wiped his eyes.  “None of the children, not the babies, the fives, the tens, none survived.  That area seems to have been where a breach happened.  They were asleep, and now they are dead,” Brink started to cry again.  "All the elderly are also dead… .They…" He wept bitterly.  After a bit he composed himself.  “The sling should not have failed.”
 
    
 
   “The field generators are all set, and I just need to initiate the full receiver.  It should be ready in less than an hour.” Jamie continued to adjust the controls.   
 
    
 
   “That is great! Let me know when you are ready.  Willie has volunteered to be the first through.  He has been living in this room ever since the explosion after launch seven,” Brink said.
 
    
 
   “Wait! You will need to send some test objects through, so we can check the calibration and make sure it is all functional, then double check on the integrity of the transition,” Jamie said.  “We lost Roxanne and are doing this all manually.”  
 
    
 
   “Lost Roxanne?”  Brink shook his head.  “So much loss.  I agree there needs to be a test object sent through.  I know that, and you do too, especially since your AI Roxanne cannot oversee and confirm your work.  I will tell Willie, but I doubt he will listen.  I explained all that to Willie before, but he said he could be the test object...” Brink was interrupted as Willie pushed his way into view.
 
    
 
   “Hey sweetheart.  You are as beautiful and spunky as ever.  Turn it on, and I am coming through.  That will save us all kinds of time; and besides, what does an old guy like me have to lose?” Willie sounded cheerful.
 
    
 
   “We lost Roxanne!  We must do a test first!”  Michael stated firmly.
 
    
 
   Willie with his misaligned eyes stared at Jamie and Michael through the system.  “Forget all that.  I will come through and tell you how it went.  Can you get direct answers from a lump of steel or some other inert object?  We do not have time to waste.  Open it up and let me through.  The patches we have here on the dome could blow at any minute.”
 
    
 
   “I will initiate the sequences,” Jamie said and set the machine to work.  Its component processors began the tedious process of exact alignment and opening of the teleportation orifice. 
 
    
 
   “That is doing it, sweetheart,” Willie chuckled.    
 
    
 
   “Okay it is started,” Jamie said.  “How is it looking on your end?”

“Your end always looks good!” Willie said.   
 
    
 
   “Willie sit down.  You will be the first through, but let us do this right,” Brink said and physically pushed Willie to the side.  “The system looks excellent right now.  All initial factors are above 98%, you have done great!”  
 
    
 
   The disk was growing slightly in size.  Over the next while it would grow to be large enough so not only images and sounds would transfer through the orifice in space and time, but so could physical matter.  The sending pad was making a tunnel though the sky to connect to the receiving pad.  The edge got crisper as the alignment and configurations became more exact.   
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie had not noticed that the crowd had gathered.  Many more of the people of Antioch were now surrounding them.  The faces in the crowd were a vast panoramic mixture of fascination, fear, wonder, or astonishment.  Young and old alike had come out to see this event.  Rectora Hazel was standing to one side.   
 
    
 
   “So this is what you are bringing to Antioch?” Rector Robert said as he walked forward.   
 
    
 
   “Yes, Robert, we have contacted our home, and they are in desperate need.  We will be fully opening the orifice in just a while,” Michael said, as Jamie continued to monitor the teleportation machine as the system worked to finalize the connection.
 
    
 
   “You have contacted your world!  And your world is dying?  So why do we risk bringing more death here?”  Robert looked out at the crowd.  “I was all for helping you, when I thought you were people in need of help.  But you took some of our best Legionnaires on a journey to another world.  Where are they now?  What happened on that other world?  Most of them are dead!  You have brought death!  You have made machines come to life and talk!  Our own Legionnaires killed by malignant machines!  This is not what people do.  This is the work of demons!  This is unnatural and wrong!” Robert was gesturing with his arms.  His voice was loud, but smooth and silky, even though it was carrying immense intensity.  The people were listening.  “These strangers have killed Legionnaires, and now seek to bring more death to Antioch!” 
 
    
 
   “We are rescuing our people!”  Michael shouted back.  “It was horrible about the Legionnaires, but we did not cause that.”  
 
    
 
   “You are working evil though your machines.  Your machines talk and speak, but they are not people.  They are evil incarnate.   Our ancestors warned us about these kinds of things.  I never expected to see them in my home of Antioch.  Remember the stories from of old?  How the machines were corrupting people and bringing death?  That same corruption is back.  These people are not from our world.  They just admitted that themselves.  They are demons who are in league with the machines of evil.  Our people have died because of going to other worlds, and now they want to bring that death to our homes! We cannot let that happen.”  Robert was preaching to the crowds and had turned his back on Jamie and Michael.   
 
    
 
   “Machines are not evil,” Josiah said.  “I use machines all the time, these are just different kinds of machines.”
 
    
 
   “They killed the Legionnaires!” A voice yelled from the crowd.
 
    
 
   “My husband is dead because of them!” A woman shrieked from the other side of the crowd.
 
    
 
   “Just trust, nothing else,” Another voice cried out.   
 
    
 
   Josiah tried to reply but was drowned out by more voices.   
 
    
 
   “My sister was a good woman, but Deborah dead and her body is in some other world!” A man’s voice wailed.  
 
    
 
   “That’s right!  They doomed our people.”
 
    
 
   “But there are hundreds to save in Dome 17!”  Michael yelled, but no one paid much attention.   
 
    
 
   Preaching over the top of Michael’s voice, Robert stated, “Yes, dear friends, we have suffered a terrible loss, and death has come upon us.  These strangers admit there is death in their world, and they are seeking to bring it here.  I say that these deaths are not because of the bandits, but because we have failed to trust!  We must trust in the maker and not in the machines.  Look at this machine,” Robert swept his arm toward where the teleportation orifice was expanding.  “It is not natural.  It is not moral.  It is a machine which will bring more demons to our homes!  We must not allow that to happen.  We must stop this machine and repent of our failure to trust!” Robert was now in full voice and his words echoed over the whole town square.
 
    
 
   “Demons did not kill the Legionnaires!” Levi called from the crowd.  “It was bandits, not demons.”
 
    
 
   “But machines did kill the others,” Robert countered.  “Gideon, am I correct to say that it was machines that killed the Legionnaires with you?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Gideon stammered in his answer.  “But...  I am not sure they were actual demons...  just machines...  and a machine saved us...  thanks to Jamie.”  
 
    
 
   “My friends: Gideon and Levi are both tainted by their encounter with the demons.  And that is perfectly understandable.  Our brave friends faced evil directly and saw their companions die.  Who of us would not be adversely impacted by that?  Let us not blame them for being confused and deluded now as to how the demons attacked them.  Perhaps that is part of the demonic plan for invading our world?” Robert swept his arms toward Michael and Jamie.  “But these people are controlling the demon machines and they are conjuring up more of this evil.  We cannot allow this to happen.”  Robert raised his voice and pointed his fingers at the teleportation receiving pad.   “We must tear down this machine before the demons come!  None of us are safe!  Tear it down!”
 
    
 
   “No!” Levi bellowed.  “That is not right!”
 
    
 
   A few people moved forward in answer to Robert’s commands.  Others grabbed them and stopped them from moving.  Many looked to Levi or Gideon, but could not tell what to do and then looked back at Robert.  The crowd was uncertain.  Wrestling took place between people of different ideas and feelings on the matter.  No one knew for sure who to believe, and many were terrified.
 
    
 
   “The demons will be here soon! We only have a little while to trust in the maker and reject these evil machines! We must tear it down now!” Robert was shrieking.  “All of Antioch is in danger!”  
 
    
 
   The crowd started to tussle more and more with each other.  Some really wanted to tear down the machine; others were holding them back.  Most were confused, scared and uncertain what was taking place.
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael looked on and wondered what was going to happen.   
 
    
 
   The sphere above the teleportation receiving pad had grown to its full size and the orifice was nearly ready to allow physical matter to pass through. Jamie made the final miniscule adjustments.
 
    
 
   “We must act now!!!” Robert screamed.  “I will stand in the gap and protect us!”  Robert brought forth from under his robes a dark object and pointed it toward the machine.  “The loss of these people will mean the salvation of many others.  I will destroy the evil from among us! We must save ourselves!”  
 
    
 
   “It’s one of those projectile weapons we brought!” Michael yelled as he jumped toward Jamie.  “It is Willie’s weapon!”
 
    
 
   Piff
 
    
 
   The weapon in Robert’s hand went off, and a projectile struck near the teleportation grid.   It ripped a hole into the ground and threw Michael backward.  Jamie stood her ground, “I must finish the adjustments,” she said.  “We are almost there!  I will not quit!”  
 
    
 
   “I will use your own evil machines to stop this evil!”  Robert yelled as he headed toward Jamie.   The weapon pointed at her head.  “I will trust, I will trust, I only need to trust!” 
 
    
 
   Michael jumped up as quickly as he could, but he would not reach Robert in time.  Robert stepped closer to Jamie.   
 
    
 
   Piff
 
    
 
   The weapon discharged.
 
    
 
   Hazel jumped in front of Jamie, knocking her away from the controls.  The projectile struck Hazel in the middle of her chest, ripping a huge chuck of her torso away.  She was dead before her body hit the ground.  The projectile exited her body and narrowly missed Jamie and the control console of the teleportation system.
 
    
 
   The crowd was utterly silent.
 
    
 
   Robert stood over the lifeless body of Rectora Hazel, the weapon still in his hand.   
 
    
 
   “He has murdered Hazel!” Josiah cried out.   
 
    
 
   The crowd did not move.   
 
    
 
   The orifice was now open, and a metal bar came through.  Jamie got up and picked it up.  She was trying not to respond to what had just happened and was focused on making sure the teleportation receiver was working.  The bar looked perfect.
 
    
 
   Robert dropped to his knees.  “What have I done?” he bellowed out in anguish.  “I have shed innocent blood!”  
 
    
 
   “Hey, sweetheart!  I see you got that steel bar I threw.  Brink made me throw it first,” Willie’s said as he stepped through from Dome 17 into the Colony Ship Eschaton.  “That is working perfectly.” With his good arm he was carrying a box filled with instruments and other technological items.   
 
    
 
   Robert looked up.  His hand was shaking.  His lips were quivering.  “I have failed to trust.  I have failed to protect us,” He looked at the crowd.  They returned his look with disgust and disapproval.  “I have used machines to kill an innocent!”  He looked down at the corpse of Hazel.  “I have allowed evil to rule, and I must make amends.”  
 
    
 
   Robert raised the weapon to his neck.  “I still trust!”  he said in a quiet voice.  He pulled the trigger.  His head separated from his body with a fountain of blood and shattered flesh.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   35 new beginnings, new challenges
 
    
 
   In the days that followed, the eight hundred and seventy-seven survivors from Dome 17, the last people from Earth, worked to assess their new home of Antioch aboard the Colony Ship Eschaton.  The teleportation system worked perfectly, allowing all eight hundred and seventy-seven surviving members of Dome 17 to escape.  They were also able to bring many pieces of technology with them.  When radiation levels began to spike, Brink, who had been the last one to leave Dome 17, decided it was time to close the orifice, since Dome 17 was obviously deteriorating quickly.
 
    
 
   Brink started to work on an energy supply system for the entire city.  He was confident he could make it happen.   
 
    
 
   The people of Antioch had a major problem because both their Rector and Rectora were dead, and many of their Legionnaires had also died.  So while the people of Dome 17 rejoiced in their deliverance, the people of Antioch grieved.  Hazel was given huge honors as one who laid down her life for a friend and truly loved other people.  
 
    
 
   Robert on the other hand, was remembered as a man who was seduced by the old teachings of the Trusters.  In his cabin were found four books which had been written by Trusters many years before.  His family did not know of his secret obsession with Truster ideology, and they told no one of what they had found and they secretly burned the books Robert had been reading Those family members then made public statements of remorse for Robert’s actions, while keeping their own secrets.   The city of Antioch held no grudges against the family in any way and saw them as additional victims of Robert’s deeds.   
 
    
 
   Hazel’s daughter, Lydia, rose in stature and was elected the new Rectora.  Josiah was asked to run as a candidate for Rector, but he and several others declined to be candidates.  So the office of Rector remained unfilled.  New people were recruited to fill out the ranks of the Legionnaires, including some people from Dome 17.   
 
    
 
   Lorna took an intimate interest in Josiah, and they were seen together often.  When asked, she told people: “I am learning the art of blacksmithing.” Josiah just smiled and said: “It is good to have new friends.”
 
    
 
   Only a few days after arrival, John, who had survived Dome 17, approached Jamie and Michael.
 
    
 
   “I am heading out,” John declared.  “I am going fishing, and I hope to meet that woman you told me about named Abigail.” John had a large canvass bag over his shoulder with many supplies, including what appeared to be fishing equipment.
 
    
 
   “Are you going alone?” Michael asked.   
 
    
 
   “Yes, but hopefully not for long.  I am still getting used to such open spaces.  This is an amazing world.  I never thought I would ever see real biology.  It is more complex and beautiful than I imagined.  And to see real fish!” He walked away and headed down the trail away from the city of Antioch.   
 
    
 
   John was but the first of the refugees from Dome 17 to depart for parts unknown.  It seemed some of the people of Dome 17 had little desire to stay in close or tight quarters.  Sometimes a citizen of Antioch would depart with them.  Others left in small groups, but most often they just wandered away alone.     
 
    
 
   Others from the dome stayed inside the cabins which had previously been empty.  They found the openness and space intimidating.  They had lost everything when Dome 17 failed, and the new world of the Eschaton was frightening and overwhelming.    
 
    
 
   Others tried to learn from the people of Antioch, who continued, for the most part, to be gracious hosts to their new neighbors.  
 
    
 
   Life settled in, and a new normal was established.  There were the day-to-day stresses of two groups of people from such diverse backgrounds, but there seemed to be more sharing and respect and learning from each other than strife.   
 
    
 
   Willie joined with the major traders of the city, and they started making deals as if they had known one another for years and years.   
 
    
 
   There were fourteen known suicides of people from Dome 17 in the days after the arrival.  Some just could not adjust to all the loss, and others just seemed to never fit in.  The people of Antioch were loving and compassionate, but suicide was almost unknown to them.  Nonetheless, the people of Antioch showed deep compassion.   
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael privately watched the first entry of the engineer’s log Jamie had recovered from the engineering section.  They were sitting alone in a cabin they had cleaned up and made their own.    It told a tragic tale of one of the last original crew members, what were called OCMs, who tried to stand up against the Trusters.  He, and three other senior engineers, had locked down engineering when the Trusters had shut down all the ship’s artificial intelligences.  His log was not comprehensive enough to explain all that had happened, and he alluded to other records, but it showed enough to know that the Eschaton was mechanically damaged in many and various ways.  The Trusters had actually set off explosive devises to prevent movement from one section of the ship to another.  Fortunately, the transport system overseen by Theta Four had not been totally destroyed.  There were many more files on the mini-computer which they had yet to view.    
 
    
 
   “We will need to explore engineering and see about the actual automated flight controls of this ship,” Jamie suggested.   
 
    
 
   “But not today,” Michael replied.   
 
    
 
   “I will start to plan for our trip there,” Jamie said. “Engineering is on something called the needle ship.”  
 
    
 
   “That is nice, but I am not doing anything for a while,” Michael said.
 
    
 
   “We also need to understand more about what was happening in that tropical habitat,” Jamie said.
 
    
 
   “But not today,” Michael replied again.   
 
    
 
   “And none of us know what is in that other functioning habitat, what was it called? Secondary Aquatic or something? And the rest of the Eschaton is a mystery,” Jamie said. 
 
    
 
   “I bet there is water there.  But we do not need to go today,” Michael said.   
 
    
 
   “We also need to better equip the Legionnaires.  They should deal with the bandit problem,” Jamie said.
 
    
 
   “But not today,” Michael replied.
 
    
 
   “We still need to train more medical personnel.  Since Doctor Carolyn and most of the medical staff of Dome 17 died.  Getting replacements trained for medical is important,” Jamie said.   
 
    
 
   “The healers here at Antioch do pretty well, but yes, getting more trained medical people is important.   But not today,” Michael said.   
 
    
 
   “So what do you want to do today?” Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “Marry you,” Michael stated.   
 
    
 
   “Okay,” Jamie replied and she cuddled in close to Michael.   “How do we do that?”  
 
    
 
   “Rectora Lydia can tell us.   She knows all about those kinds of things.   Our people can learn a lot from them,” Michael stated.
 
    
 
   Jamie just lay quietly in the arms of the man she loved.   They both were content that they had done their part in recovery of a colony ship.   
 
    
 
    
 
   The End
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 Conversation without words
 Automacubes slaughtered
 Floating
 There and back again
 Epilogue
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   1 The beast in the forest
 
    
 
    
 
   “I told you I could run faster than you!” Jacob called to his brother Joel.   
 
    
 
   “Just because you’re older!” Joel replied as he finally reached the trees, his curly hair tight against his head with sweat.  Both boys looked very similar, with the older boy about a hand’s span taller.   
 
    
 
   “I gave you a twenty count head start, and I still made it to the trees faster!” Jacob cried in triumph.  He liked to always win.   
 
    
 
   They ran across the wide open grasses of their world, the grassy pasture areas behind their small farm, at least.  Light was shining brightly from the tube that ran all the way across the sky.  Their farm was located on the edge of the forested area, just outside of the town of Antioch.   The broken wall which marked part of the boarder of Antioch did not extend to their farming area.   There were dozens of RCs that lived in the area, but Jacob and Joel preferred to play by themselves instead.   
 
    
 
   “Someday I will beat you,” Joel replied as he walked into the forest.  Even at his young age, Joel knew every rock, tree and bush in this part of the forest.  Everything from the lowest hiding place, up to the edge of the world: he knew it.   
 
    
 
   “Oh no, I will always be better than you,” Jacob taunted back.  He followed his little brother into the woods.  “Want to race to the big grey rock?” He asked.
 
    
 
   “I’m tired of the race and chase game,” Joel replied.   
 
    
 
   Soon they were deep into the woods, and the light coming from the sky tube was only a flickering of yellow in the tops of the forest canopy.  The green leaves and fresh smell of the woods were as familiar to these boys as anything they knew.  They had been playing in these woods for all of their short lives.   
 
    
 
   After a while, they climbed up into one of the sycamore trees and sat down on some branches.  The boys climbed well, and their woolen woven garments were tough and sturdy, just like their bare feet.   
 
    
 
   “Did you hear that?” Joel said.
 
    
 
   “I didn’t hear anything,” Jacob said.  He would never admit to his brother that he missed anything.  He was busy stripping the bark off a fresh twig he had twisted off the tree.  The bright green under the bark was moist and smelly.  He liked to look at its smooth and slick surface.  
 
    
 
   “I think it’s one of them,” Joel replied.   
 
    
 
   Jacob listened more intently, his attention shifting from the twig and the fascinating under-bark.   He was alert now.     
 
    
 
   The woods were filled with the typical sounds of birds and bugs.  And the occasional hare, squirrel or other food animal, moved ever so quietly thorough the underbrush or trees.  
 
    
 
   Then the noise came again.  Not a typical forest noise, but something different.   
 
    
 
   Joel was right; it was one of them.  But Jacob would never admit his little brother had noticed something before he had.  His brown eyes opened wide to see if he could spot what was coming.   Both boys pulled in tighter to the tree and were well hidden as they peeked past the leaves and branches.  Their fingers and toes curled inward as if wanting to grip even tighter.   
 
    
 
   They saw it.   Walking through the woods was one of them.   Both boys exchanged glances, eyes wide with excitement.   
 
    
 
   The boys saw the man and heard the many noises he was making.  He was dressed in blue clothing that was smooth and fit him perfectly.  He had some kind of covering over his eyes.  He was pushing a small wheelbarrow but not doing so very well.  He was stumbling and bumping his way along.  At one point, he hit a dip in the ground, and the wheelbarrow flipped to the side, dumping out the bundle of dried sticks and small longs which it had carried.   
 
    
 
   “Oh, I hate this!” The man said.  He sat down on the side of the tilted wheelbarrow and hung his head.   “This is so hard.”  
 
    
 
   The boys had to stifle their laughter but managed to stay quiet.   
 
    
 
   The man got up and started to reload the wheelbarrow with the sticks and small logs.  He did it in a haphazard manner which amused the boys.  If they were gathering firewood, they knew how to load it.  They also would not have brought a wheelbarrow into the woods, but a four wheel cart for big logs or a sled for small things.  Wheelbarrows were for dirt work or moving manure and other stuff around the farm.  Everybody knew that, everybody except the Domers.   
 
    
 
   Having finished loading the firewood, the man strained to keep it balanced but continued to come closer to the tree where the boys were hiding.
 
    
 
   “Wha-hoot” Jacob cried in mimicry of the owls he had heard so often.  His was smile huge on his face.  Joel looked over and covered his mouth to stop from laughing.   
 
    
 
   The man set down the handles of the wheelbarrow and looked around.   
 
    
 
   “Graa...  aagrh…” Jacob now tried to mimic the sound he had heard the one time he had seen a wolf.
 
    
 
   “Arahgrrrrraaa...” Now Joel joined in.
 
    
 
   The man anxiously looked around.
 
    
 
   “Who is there?” The man cried in a trembling voice.  The man fumbled at his clothing and tried to get his hands into a pocket.   
 
    
 
   The boys were about to burst out in laughter but somehow held it in.   They took a few deep breaths and continued making animal sounds.
 
    
 
   “Weee...  hooteeey” Jacob vocalized.     
 
    
 
   “Arahgrrrrraaa....” Joel repeated.
 
    
 
   The man pulled out a small metal knife and held it in front of him.  His hand was shaking in fear.  
 
    
 
   “Grwww...  arlrrrr...  hooote!” Jacob increased the pitch and volume of his animal call.  He also slapped the side of the tree trunk.   
 
    
 
   “Arahgrrrrraaa...  Arahgrrrrraaa!” Joel repeated as loudly as he could and also beat his hand against the tree trunk.
 
    
 
   “Help!” The man took off in a desperate run.  Knocking over the wheelbarrow as he fled.  He still clutched his knife, but his wheelbarrow was forgotten behind him.  His pumping legs, with all his energy, propelled his shoe clad feet over the forest floor as fast as he could run.  Quickly, he was out of sight.  “Help me!” The man’s cries continued to echo through the woods.
 
    
 
   That was the breaking point for the boys.  They both burst out laughing.   They laughed so hard, they were out of breath.  But finally they expertly climbed down the tree.   
 
    
 
   “Did you see his face?” Jacob laughed.  “He was so scared!”
 
    
 
   “How can they be so stupid?” Joel laughed as well.  He was holding his side, thinking it was all so funny.
 
    
 
   “He’s as big as Papa, but he runs from an owl!” Jacob broke into another fit of laughter.  He fell to the needle and leaf covered ground and laughed and laughed.
 
    
 
   “What did he think? A wolf in a tree?” Joel spit out between giggles.   
 
    
 
   They laughed for some time, laughing until tears were running down their faces.   Then they noticed the wheel barrow and the firewood.   
 
    
 
   “He even forgot this wood!” Jacob said.   This started a whole new fit of laughter.   
 
    
 
   After a while, they were too tired to laugh anymore.   “So, why are the Domers so dumb?” Joel asked.   
 
    
 
   “They just are,” Jacob replied.  “They don’t know anything.  You can tell by the weird way they talk,” He was looking at the wheelbarrow and spilled logs.   
 
    
 
   “Yeah, and some of those big words they use, when they are just so stupid.  But they do tell some good stories,” Joel said.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, they tell those stories, but what good are stories when you do not know stuff?” Jacob was now considering the wheelbarrow with more concern.   
 
    
 
   “Are their stories true?” Joel asked.   
 
    
 
   Jacob righted the wheelbarrow and started to load up the firewood.  He knew exactly how to stack it; although, a wheelbarrow was not the right tool for the job.  Joel quickly joined in, and soon the wheelbarrow was loaded.  “What stories are true?” Joel asked again as Jacob started to push the wheelbarrow.
 
    
 
   “Well the Domers are here; that’s true.” Jacob said.   
 
    
 
   “But they are stupid yet act like they know everything, big dumb words, and do not say stuff right,” Joel replied.   
 
    
 
   “Papa says they do know stuff, and that Brink fellow has set up the big lights in the square for at night,” Jacob was a bit distracted by his maneuvering the wheelbarrow.   Using the wrong tool for a job did involve effort.  
 
    
 
   “I don’t know if they came from another world, like they say.  And they do not even know what to eat,” Joel grabbed one of the handles of the wheelbarrow and assisted his brother.  That made the task much easier for the both of them.  Now they could talk.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, they sure have weird ideas about food; that’s for sure.  Did you see that one lady who fainted when they butchered the bison?” Both boys chucked about that.  Then Jacob continued.  “I have never seen somebody’s eyes roll into their head like that.  But that bison was some good eating.”
 
    
 
   “And everything they do eat seems like it's the first time ever,” Joel rambled.  “They do not know about meat or potatoes or apples or how to pull up peanuts.  Momma gave some eggs to one of the Domers, and he did not even know what they were.  They are just stupid.  What did they eat before?”
 
    
 
   “I tried one of their food things, one time,” Jacob responded.  “Yuck.  It had no taste at all.  Just a chunk of yuck.  Just a grey brick and I don’t know why they like that better.  But they are running out of those.”
 
    
 
   “Good thing.  They are just stupid.” Joel said again.  “Maybe if they run out of those food bricks, they will go away again?”  
 
    
 
   Soon the boys had reached the edge of the woods, and pushing the wheelbarrow got easier.  The ground under the prairie grasses as much firmer than the soft needle and leaf covered bottom of the forest.  So Jacob could now push the wheelbarrow alone.
 
    
 
   “So, do you believe they came from another world?” Joel asked.
 
    
 
   “Papa saw them just appear in the town square in that weird machine.  They came from somewhere.  And we know that they are here.  They all do say the same story about how some Domer thing was dying, and they had to escape to a safe place,” Jacob was interrupted by his brother.
 
    
 
   “That machine in the square, is that going to send them somewhere else?” Joel asked.  “Or bring more of them?”
 
    
 
   “There are no more of them.  And that machine does not do anything anymore.  I heard tell that Josiah was taking the hard metals out of there and turning the square back the way it was before.” Jacob answered.  “That is a lot of the hard metal.  What are they going to make of it all? Rectora Lydia says the Domers can have any of the houses in Antioch which are empty for their families.” Jacob said.   
 
    
 
   “They do not need more houses; they do not have families.  The only ones who are married are Jamie and Michael.” Joel paused and thought.  Nearly all the RCs of Antioch looked up to Jamie and Michael.  They were like folk heroes.  They were brave and strong and had rescued their people.  The Rectora spoke often about what Jamie and Michael had done as examples of how people should be.  “Remember how everyone danced and sang at their wedding!" Joel kicked up his heals in memory.  The wheelbarrow almost was knocked over again.  “Jamie and Michael are the only Domers who are not stupid.” 
 
    
 
   “Domers do not even have any RCs.  They do not even know what RCs are, not till someone used an old word, children.  I guess you and I are a children, huh? Momma says their entire baby RCs died back in that Domer thing,” Jacob said.  Both boys fell quiet as they walked.  They both remembered how their little sister had died as a baby.  Momma was still really sad about that.  Papa did not talk about it at all.   
 
    
 
   “We’ll just leave the wheelbarrow out on this side of town.  That Domer man will find it and not have to go back in the scary forest,” Jacob laughed again.     
 
    
 
   “Do you know which house that Domer lives in?” Joel asked.  “They all kind of look the same to me.  I know it’s not Michael or Jamie; they seem kind of different from the other Domers.”
 
    
 
   “They say they came in a ship, but they also say we are all in a ship.  Those stories are the stupidest of all.” Joel said.  “This is the world, not some big box or big house.”
 
    
 
   “They came in a little ship, they say.  And say this is what they call a habitat, and say that this ship has lots of habitats.  Everyone but the Domers knows this is the world, too.  Everyone knows the world is here.  And, yes, there are other worlds, but,” There was a pause, and both boys stopped walking.  Jacob set down the wheelbarrow as they both looked into the distance.  “Oh no!” Jacob said as he looked ahead.  He saw three men walking steadily right toward them.  One was the Domer who had been scared out of the forest.  The other two were wearing the dark brown armor of legionnaires.   
 
    
 
   “We just found this wheelbarrow in the woods, and we did not hear any animals.  You just let me talk,” Jacob warned his brother.  By the manner in which one of those legionnaires walked, it was Levi.   
 
    
 
   Joel nodded his head.  He knew when his brother spoke like that, he better obey.  They both glanced at each other, and Joel said: “Okay, Jacob.  You talk to the legionnaires.  You are the oldest.”   
 
    
 
   Jacob looked up at the light tube running across the top of the sky.  As he looked at it, he thought about what he needed to tell the men coming from the town of Antioch.  He was a bit more than afraid. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   2 trouble in paradise
 
    
 
   “I tell you, they just do not work,” Brink said.  He was holding a data stick and peering at it with an intense stare.  The small object was only about as long as his hand.   
 
    
 
   “But they should work, right?” Regina said.  She was tired of this conversation.   They had covered the same issues over and over.   
 
    
 
   “There is nothing physically wrong with them, but, ever since we brought them through the orifice of the teleporter, they will not function.” Brink continued to stare at the data stick in his hand.   He rotated it, but none of the six sides looked any different than they had the last fifty times he had inspected it.  None of the other data sticks looked damaged either.  They had brought dozens and dozens of data sticks containing all the information they had had in Dome 17 back on Earth.  None worked now.  
 
    
 
   “But all of the information is on these sticks.  So we are really in trouble if we cannot access all that information,” Regina replied.  She was of medium height with brown hair that fell to her shoulders and bright eyes.  “Maybe if we had had more time to prepare to come here, I could have designed some kind of shielding or something.  Could it be a teleportation effect?  Or is there some kind of interference in the readers?”  
 
    
 
   “I thought we had prepared well, but in hindsight we did not.  A teleportation effect is possible; that is one consideration I have thought as well.  But without equipment to test, how can I know?" Brink shook his head continuing.  "The Committee only wanted a few people in Dome 17 to know about the mission, because, and I will just say it bluntly,  I fear that, secretly, the Committee doubted it would work at all.  In hindsight, it did not work as well as I expected.  I was too optimistic.  I spent years doing the math for the FTL and teleportation, as well as designing the systems.  But when needed it was a rush.  Even though the Artificial Intelligence systems gave us high probability of success.  I thought we might have several colony ships opened up to us.  But only the Eschaton was recovered.  I thought the piloted-faster-than-light ships would perform better.” Brink’s words trailed off as his eyes appeared heavy and weary.
 
    
 
   “I looked at the records, after the launched and before Michael and Jamie made the connections.  We all came through during that horrible time after Dome 17 was breached.  In fact, this set of data sticks has every record and every item of all seven of those PFTL missions.  But I cannot assess any of it.  Every bit of that information which the probes sent back from the seven colony ships and every aspect of the launches.  Everything in on these.  Even launch seven when the sling failed.  I cannot get at it here.   But back in Dome 17, I know it was all stored,” Regina was frustrated, slapping her hands together.     
 
    
 
   Only the three-person Dome 17 Committee, the department heads, and a scarce few others even knew about the last chance missions which had been sent out.  Most of the population of Dome 17, almost fifteen hundred people, had thought life was going on as it always did.  But when Dome 17 had been partially breached, hundreds of the people died.  The only Committee member left, Lorna, had publicly told the survivors about the missions.  She had explained everything.  To Regina, it sounded crazy.  First, the dome was failing? Two-person teams of adventurers, using unproven faster-than-light scout ships trying to reach one of seven, thought to be lost, hundred plus year-old colony ships while they were in mid-flight? Nonsense.  And then install a teleportation receiving pad, linked into the FTL communication and drive system? Teleportation had been proven, but never over huge distances.  When Regina considered it all, it was a wonder that anyone had made it onto the colony ship Eschaton, where she was now talking to Brink.   
 
    
 
   “Yes, launch seven was a nightmare.  I am glad we cannot review that one.  That failure of the launching sling, and the deaths of Hobart and Gwen.  It should not have happened.  And then those cracks from the sling explosion.  It led to the breach in the dome.  I should have foreseen.  I should have calculated better.” Brink was very somber as he spoke.   
 
    
 
   “I reviewed it after Lorna opened it to the public, and everything checked out.  No one could have expected that kind of catastrophic failure.  It was a miracle that over eight hundred people survived to get here.” Regina tried to comfort Brink, putting her hand on his shoulder.  “But these data sticks should work.  We really need all this knowledge.  I had placed all the schematics and plans for food ration preparation on these.  I also loaded others with the all the historical records we had.  All the science.  Everything.  If these fail to work, so much will be lost.  I even thought, maybe when we got here, we could find a way to listen for signals from the other PFTL scouts.”  
 
    
 
   Regina had been one of the technicians who worked in biological reclamations in Dome 17.  She was bright and intuitive, if not as brilliant, theoretically, as Brink and the other department heads.  She also was a loner who did not socialize easily with anyone.  However, during the fall of Dome 17, Regina was one of the people who kept her wits about her.  She had impressed Brink with her abilities.  But working together on the data stick problem had not brought any solutions.
 
    
 
   “Nothing will happen if we lose access to the data sticks.  Well, let us start again.” Brink took one of the data sticks in his hand and leaned over the small machine sitting on the wooden desk in his cabin.  “And the fusion packs still work providing power.  We have fifteen of them.  So we have power.  The information readers seem to be getting the power.  These lights are lit, and the display seems active and ready to project the information.  So when I place the data stick into this access slot, it should activate the main controls for information retrieval.”  Brink slid a data stick into the slot.   
 
    
 
   Nothing happened.   
 
    
 
   He tried several more data sticks, and still nothing happened.   
 
    
 
   Regina walked through the whole process again and retried every step but had no better luck than did Brink.  She tried hooking up all the information readers, but while they all seemed to be working, none of them could activate the data sticks.  
 
    
 
   “It just will not work,” Regina said.    
 
    
 
   There was a knock on the door.  
 
    
 
   Regina walked over and opened the door.  Josiah the blacksmith was standing there.  Josiah was in his usual attire: woolen clothing and work apron.   
 
    
 
   “Excuse me.  I hate to interrupt your work, but Rectora Lydia sent me to get you.  There seems to have been an incident, and she asks that you join her at the square.” Josiah was very handy with metals and tools and had been a great help to the people from Dome 17.  He was still overwhelmed with advanced technology, but he did see it as only 'fancy tools' and not as witchcraft or black arts, as some of the people in Antioch did.   
 
    
 
   “A welcome distraction.  I will go and see what Rectora Lydia needs,” Brink lifted himself from his work bench and walked out.  “Please see if there is something that we missed,” he said to Regina as he departed.   
 
    
 
   “Okay,” she replied.  Then said aloud, but to herself: “What else can I check to see why the data sticks are dead? Or maybe I should ask the old ship’s AI, Theta Four for an analysis?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   3 truth or dare
 
    
 
   “I tell you there is a beast in the forest!” Conner said in a firm, steady voice; his goggles now hanging around his neck.  He was the man the two brothers had encountered.  He was the target of their impromptu prank.   
 
    
 
   “But the boys have brought in your firewood, and they have delivered it to your cabin,” Levi replied.  Levi was tall and muscular and was wearing the non-organic armor which all the legionnaires wore.  He had a leather belt and, hanging from it, his sheathed short sword, manufactured by Josiah, and a handgun holster.  The handgun was an ancient weapon handed down from legionnaire to legionnaire.  It was a symbol of firepower as well as of his office as a leader of the legionnaires.  Only a few handguns were known to the people of Antioch, or of most people in the world: what the Domers called 'Habitat 1, Coastal Plains.'  
 
    
 
   “It is not about the firewood; it is about the beast!” Conner continued.  “It nearly got me, and I don't know how those boys escaped being eaten by that monster.” Conner was still quite anxious after his run from the forest to Antioch, and then his walking back to the forest with Levi and the other legionnaire.   
 
    
 
   “The boys claim they saw no beast,” Levi said again, trying to soothe Conner’s fears.   
 
    
 
   “But it was there.  In fact, I think there was more than one.  I heard them up high in the trees.  I was lucky to escape with my life.  We must organize a way to defend ourselves.  It is not safe to go back to the forest!” Conner nearly yelled by the end of his ranting.   
 
    
 
   Rectora Lydia stood nearby listening to Conner.  She had been born in Antioch and was just about in middle age.  She was a tall and thin woman who looked much like her late mother: Rectora Hazel.  Hazel had saved the adventurers Jamie and Michael, when the evil Robert tried to attack them.  That had made it possible to have the Dome 17 people come to Antioch though the teleportation machine.  But Hazel had been killed in the process.   Hazel was a hero to the people of Antioch, and those same people had elected Lydia to fill the role of Rectora.  Lydia stood there in a yellow robe; her long hair in braids hanging down her back.  Her large brown eyes were filled with compassion as she listened.    
 
    
 
   “Conner, I am sure you encountered something in the forest.  I can see the fear that incident instilled in you.  And yes, there are stories of puma and wolves in the forest; however, they seldom attack people.  But I guarantee you: I will personally look into this.  I truly thank you for your warning.  We will look into it, and you probably have saved people’s lives by your alertness and willingness to act,” Lydia said, her words having a soothing effect on Conner.   
 
    
 
   “I will head back to my cabin.  I need to figure out this planting of seeds stuff.  I want to help out, but everything is so different.  I feel so out of sorts and like such an alien.” Conner said.  He had a weary look about him now that the fear was subsiding.  "And water falling from the sky on rain day.  It is all so different.  But I really want to help and to fit in." 
 
    
 
   Lydia stepped over and hugged Conner, which he returned “Levi, please organize a party of three legionnaires to search out the forested areas where Conner had this encounter.  Be sure to take the proper tools to deal with any dangerous beast,” Lydia commanded.  There was not a hint of sarcasm in her voice at all.  Levi nodded and then departed.
 
    
 
   “Thank you!” Conner said as he walked toward his home.  He shook his head as he walked.     
 
    
 
   “That was well done,” Brink said as he joined the conversation.
 
    
 
   Lydia turned to him, and her eyes lit up and the corners of her mouth turned up in a smile.  “It is good to see you Brink,” she stated.   
 
    
 
   “And always good to see you,” Brink replied.  “So what happened?”  
 
    
 
   Lydia explained about the encounter in the forest, from Conner’s perspective, but then added: “And I think I need to talk to two young men about their own time in the forest.  Tobias has them down by the stream.”  
 
    
 
   “May I join you?” Brink said.   
 
    
 
   They joined hands and started to walk down the path to where the stream was located.  Such a public display of affection would have been a scandal before the arrival of the survivors of Dome 17, but now holding hands and even a hug were commonly seen in public.  That was one of the many changes which had occurred by the mixing of two so diverse groups.   
 
    
 
   “So how is your technological memory machine coming? Did I use those terms correctly?” Lydia inquired.   
 
    
 
   “Yes, you are learning the language, while our people learn about free flowing water and how to grow food.  Anyway, I usually just call them data sticks, and they are all still useless to us,” Brink replied.  “I cannot get any information off of them.  I know I can fix it, I just need to put forth enough effort and energy.  There is a solution to every problem, and I will find it.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, you will keep working at this problem.  That is in your nature,” Lydia replied.  “But beware obsession.”   
 
    
 
   “And your nature is to make us all feel better about being together in this mess,” Brink smiled at Lydia.  "Is every Rectora as good a leader as you are?"
 
    
 
   A slight blush rose to Lydia cheeks at Brink's compliment.     
 
    
 
   They soon reached the edge of the stream.  It was perfectly straight and headed off as far as the eye could see.  The clear and sparkling water was moving at a gentle pace.  Legionnaire Tobias was standing with the two boys.  He, too, was dressed in the nonorganic brown armor of a legionnaire.  His only weapon was the short sword in its scabbard.  The boys were standing next to him, and they looked as nervous as could be.   
 
    
 
   “Boys,” Lydia said in a stern voice.  “You are very lucky to have escaped from the beast in the forest.  Please tell me how you did that?”
 
    
 
   Jacob looked at his little brother and then answered.  “Rectora Lydia, we saw no beast.  We just found the wheelbarrow in the forest.”
 
    
 
   “We did not hear one either,” Joel quickly added.  Jacob shot him a look which was not missed by any of the adults surrounding the boys.   
 
    
 
   “And you did such a nice thing by recovering the firewood in Conner’s wheelbarrow,” Lydia stated.  “You should be very proud of yourselves.  And you pushed that wheelbarrow all the way back to Conner’s place.” 
 
    
 
   The two boys nodded; they were both beginning to think this might turn out okay.   
 
    
 
   “Are you sure you did not see some horrible beast?” Lydia knelt down and faced the boys.   
 
    
 
   “No, Rectora, we never saw any beasts.” Jacob said as he looked down and to the left.
 
    
 
   “And you did not hear a beast either?” Lydia now looked directly at Joel.  “Conner said he heard perhaps two beasts up in the trees.”
 
    
 
   “No, Rectora.” Joel said as he looked away.   
 
    
 
   “Are you completely sure you did not see any signs of this beast?” Lydia pressed.
 
    
 
   The boys both shook their heads no.   
 
    
 
   “Well, you are both very lucky and very brave,” She said as she stood back up.  “And just one last thing: did you spill Conner’s firewood or did he?”  
 
    
 
   “He is stupid and does not even know how to load it right.”  Joel said and the covered his mouth as Jacob slapped his side.
 
    
 
   “Okay, boys, now tell me the truth,” Lydia said as she crossed her arms over her breasts.   
 
    
 
   Joel began to cry.  Jacob looked very frightened.   
 
    
 
   “Remember, boys, the truth will set you free.  So please tell me what really happened,” Lydia urged.   
 
    
 
   Finally, through tears and trembling words, the whole story came out.  Joel even made some of the animal sounds to show Lydia what he had done.  Tobias, the legionnaire, had to hold in a chuckle as he imagined the scene.  Brink also was grinning, but it was unclear if his grin was about the story or about the masterful way Lydia had drawn the boys into revealing their prank.
 
    
 
   “There are no wild dangerous beasts in that part of the forest.  We would know; we run in there all the time.” Jacob said.  “Hares and squirrels, maybe a raccoon, but no pumas or wolves or wild pigs.”   
 
    
 
   “Tobias, run and tell Levi what we have discovered.  But do not tell Conner.  I think our young friends here will be doing that.” Lydia commanded.   
 
    
 
   “Yes, Rectora,” Tobias replied and started off at a practiced trot.   
 
    
 
   “Are you going to tell Papa and Momma?” Joel cried again.   
 
    
 
   “We are all going to walk out and speak to your parents,” Lydia said.   
 
    
 
   The boys walked off in a slow shuffle.   
 
    
 
   “By the time we get back it will be dark.  I will turn on the square’s light now, so we can find our way back," Brink said.  He walked over to a wooden pole and turned a couple of switches.  A large light sat on top of the pole.  Its light was dim now, but when darkness came, it would illuminate the entire square.  Lydia did not bother to tell Brink that before he had come, the people of Antioch had no problem coming and going at night.  Some things were better left unsaid.  And she knew that for the people of Dome 17, having the light in the square was reassuring.  To people who had lived in a sealed dome with a ceiling over their head, and just dust and tan dirt blowing outside, seeing the wide open spaces above their heads all the way up to the sky tube was disconcerting.  But the sky was not real, according to Brink and the others, but instead was actually a gigantic ceiling very far away.  And that notion was disconcerting for the people of Antioch.     
 
    
 
   Brink then took Lydia’s hand, and they strolled along behind.  It was a pleasant walk, and neither Lydia nor Brink felt any need of conversation.  Just being together was soothing to both of them.  They had both been dealing with lots of stress since the people of Dome 17 had come to live in the town of Antioch, the largest collection of people in the entire Habitat known as Habitat 1:  Coastal Plains.
 
    
 
   As they walked along toward the outskirts, where the boy’s parents had their farm, the tube running across the sky - or as Brink would have said “the artificial solar illumination system at the apex of the habitat” - was gradually getting dimmer and dimmer.  All her life, Lydia thought of it as sunset.     
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   4 Fetch the stick
 
    
 
   Regina had packed up several data sticks and a fusion pack and walked to the portal transportation room.  That room had numerous doors, more like hatches, where people could board transport vehicles and travel to other parts of the colony ship Eschaton.  The people of Antioch called those places 'other worlds' and had only sent people there as a punishment: banishment.  But when Michael and Jamie arrived that had suddenly changed.  They led missions to the tropical habitat and an Engineering section.  Both those trips had ended in deaths, so they had not been repeated.  There was scattered talk about revisiting those places, but life was too busy getting settled in Antioch for the time being.  So the leaders of the community, Rectora Lydia and Committee member Lorna, had banned anyone from using the transport system for now.  Regina did not always obey rules if she thought there was a better way.  
 
    
 
   Additionally, in that portal transport room was a monitor which allowed people to orally interact with the only known working artificial intelligence system of the Eschaton: Theta Four.  Many of the people of Antioch feared the “talking machine,” and the people from Dome 17 had all been busy getting used to what they saw as a “primitive life,” so few had been interacting with Theta Four since it was reactivated.    
 
    
 
   “Hello, Theta Four,” Regina greeted.
 
    
 
   The wall illuminated, and a grey screen appeared.  “How my I help you?” Theta Four’s mechanical voice answered.  “Do you wish transportation to somewhere?”
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, I wish to ask about the data sticks,” Regina said.  “Why can we not access their information?”
 
    
 
   “I have no records of data sticks.  From what Brink has explained to me, they are an information storage and retrieval system with which I am unfamiliar,”  Theta Four replied.   
 
    
 
   “Yes, I know they are not your technology, and that you were built, what, a hundred years ago, but do you have any way to assess or analyze a data stick?” Regina asked.  
 
    
 
   “I have only limited capabilities.  My functioning level is only 54% of normal.  I can effectively operate the transport systems, over a limited range, and to a limited number of destinations.  I have some scanner function within the transport systems.  I have requested repair services from Central Processing, and Machine Maintenance, but those requests have been unanswered.  Can you send in a manual request for repair services?” Theta Four asked.   
 
    
 
   “I cannot send in any requests, as I do not know where or how to send such a manual request,” Regina was a bit frustrated.   
 
    
 
   “The process for sending in a manual request is as follows.” Theta Four started and proceeded to list forms and drop boxes and name agencies.
 
    
 
   “I cannot do that, as I am not sure of what you are talking about,” Regina snapped back at the machine.  
 
    
 
   “Interesting.  That is how I am regarding your data sticks,” Theta Four replied.  “I have had many discussions with Brink about this issue.”  
 
    
 
   “So have you conjectured any possible way to activate the data sticks?” Regina asked.   
 
    
 
   “Brink has not wanted conjectures, but instead has attempted to explain the storage mechanisms using mathematical calculations,” Theta Four stated.  “Conjectures are subject to major inaccuracies and are not reliable.  Do you want me to continue with conjectures?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, please use all available information and conjecture a manner by which I can access the information on the data sticks and which will be most likely to succeed.” Regina sat down.   
 
    
 
   “I will attempt to comply.  Please stand by.”
 
    
 
   Regina waited.  And waited.  And waited.   
 
    
 
   “Conjecture complete.  Most likely ways of accessing data stick information are as follows.  One:  Locate a functioning reading system.  According to reports given by Brink, there are no functioning reading systems in this habitat, so this conjecture has low probability for success.  Two:  Repair one of the reading systems to be able to access data sticks.  This has low probability as I have no schematics on how the readers or data sticks function.  Outward assessment, by Brink, of both data sticks and readers shows no visible cause for malfunctions.  And there are no diagnostic tools to assess reason for malfunction.  Three:  Have data sticks repaired so as to be accessible by readers.  This has low probability as it is not certain how or why data sticks are malfunctioning.  Four: Have both reader and data stick analyzed by higher functioning artificial intelligence system onboard Eschaton.  My records indicate that there was major damage done to Eschaton AI systems.  I have been attempting, since my reactivation, to find links and couplings to other systems but have been unable to bridge into any other system.  The lattice is non-functional.  Probability of this conjecture unknown, as the status of other AIs onboard Eschaton is unknown,”  Theta Four replied.   
 
    
 
   “Shall we back up a bit?” Regina said.  “If the Eschaton’s AI system was fully functional, could it have analyzed the technology level of the data sticks and then accessed them for the information they contain?  No, let me rephrase that.  Could an undamaged AI system onboard the Eschaton have reverse engineered the data sticks and readers and made functional systems to access information from them?”  Regina was wracking her brain trying to figure out how to salvage all that they had rescued from Dome 17.  Additionally, asking questions of Theta Four was tedious as phrases needed to be stated in just such a way and manner.     
 
    
 
   “It is not clear if the Eschaton does have an undamaged AI system,” Theta Four answered.
 
    
 
   “Hypothetically speaking, and assuming that the entire AI system onboard the Eschaton was fully operational and undamaged, could it have reverse engineered a data stick reader from the data sticks and readers we have here.” Regina waved her hand toward what she had in front of her.  
 
    
 
   “The original AI system of the Eschaton consisted of thirty-seven primary AIs and one hundred eighteen secondary AIs, in an interconnected lattice of support.  I am number sixty-seven of the secondary Artificial Intelligences, given the access name Theta Four.  The AIs were all designed to operate the Eschaton’s habitats, life support, space travel, astrogation, navigation, maintain the integrity of the suspended animation chambers, and various other tasks, all with minimal human oversight.  In Reproduction and Fabrication Zone the Artificial Intelligence, Zeus had high level copying and analysis abilities.  There is a 67% probability that a fully functioning Zeus could have reverse engineered a data stick and reader.   Additionally, in the Terraforming and Restoration Zone, the Artificial Intelligence Mister Green Jeans had high level analysis and production capacities.  These were to be used on target planet when colonists were landed.  There is a 59% probability that Mister Green Jeans could reverse engineer a data stick reader.  These conjectures are all based on the premise that Zeus and Mister Green Jeans were fully functional and operating solely on reverse Engineering of data sticks.  I currently have no information on status of Zeus or Mister Green Jeans.” Theta Four replied.   
 
    
 
   “So where do I find Zeus?" Regina asked.  Her hopes were up, but she was also curious and a bit unnerved.  “But wait a minute.  I reviewed the history of the Eschaton as I was loading the data sticks.  My understanding is that this ship was built by some religious cult.  Is the name Zeus is some kind of a deity or something? How does that happen in a ship built by religious zealots?”
 
   
“Yes, the ancient Greek mythology considered Zeus as the deity who ruled from Mount Olympus.  And yes, the Eschaton was built under contract instigated by Jaxson Rhono and his church.  But the church did not design the artificial intelligence systems.  Those were purchased by Jaxson Rhono and his people from Tehisintellekti Toostusharude.  The engineers at Tehisintellekti Toostusharude built the system to the exact specification given by Jaxson Rhono, but Rhono had not detailed the user interface names.  So those names were decided by individual engineers, none of which followed Jaxson Rhono’s church or teachings.  The AI systems were lifted into orbit and installed into the nearly completed Eschaton as part of the last process before launch.  It was too late then to replace the user access names, as the name is essential to the personality of the artificial intelligence.  I have transportation records of the elder board meetings where this was discussed.  Onboard technicians attempted to replace the names but with no success.” Theta Four replied.  “Do you want to see the records of those meetings? I also have records of Jaxson Rhono’s personal comments about that situation.”
 
    
 
   “I need to find a way to get to Zeus, not look at more obsolete history,” Regina replied.  “Where is the AI named Zeus?”
 
    
 
   “I have no access to Zeus, nor do I know the status of Zeus.  An AI does not have a limited physical location like a human does.” Theta Four stated.  “I am unaware of any functioning AIs onboard the ship other than myself.  But my assessment is limited.”
 
    
 
   “Where can I interface with Zeus? Conjecture most likely location,” Regina was learning a bit about how frustrating speaking to early generation artificial intelligences could be.  Theta Four was very unsophisticated compared to the AIs which were in Dome 17.
 
    
 
   “Original design specifications were for all AIs to be accessible from all terminals.  But that is not happening now.  The records show significant damage to interdepartment links and couplings.  The lattice is nonfunctional.  There appears to be physical damage to multiple systems.  With that in mind, all conjectures are improbable and of low potential for accuracy.  Most likely possibility is using a terminal in the Reproduction and Fabrication Zone.”
 
    
 
   “Please show me graphics and directions on how to reach the Reproduction and Fabrication Zone,” Regina commanded.   
 
    
 
   The screen shifted, and a graphic appeared.  There were red X marks in various places.  “This shows a potential route to reach Reproduction and Fabrication Zone.  I am not sure the route exists but have plotted it from what original records I have and from conjectures about least likely damaged areas.  Some habitats are sealed by emergency procedures activated in the past.  Likely life support failure beyond those seals, but that is conjecture.” Theta Four replied.   
 
    
 
   Regina studied the route.  “What are my chances?”
 
    
 
   “Unable to conjecture.  Not enough information on current status.” Theta Four replied.  Those words haunted Regina.   She knew she would ponder them many times.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   5 punishment fits the crime
 
    
 
   “Papa?  Papa?” Jacob called as he and his brother walked up to the farm, just as it was getting dark.   
 
    
 
   “There you two boys are!” A somewhat heavy set woman said as she walked out of the small farmhouse.  She had blonde hair pulled back into a bun and was dressed in woolen clothing.   
 
    
 
   “Momma!” Joel cried out and threw his arms around her legs, hugging her tightly.
 
    
 
   “What is the matter with you, child?” She said as she squatted down and wiped the tears out of Joel’s eyes.   
 
    
 
   “We did bad, momma,” Joel began to cry again.  
 
    
 
   “Hello, Lottie.  Is Rowan around?” Lydia said.  
 
    
 
   Lottie looked up and her eyes quivered for a moment at the site of the Rectora.  She also glanced briefly at Brink.  “He should be here shortly, Rectora Lydia.  What is this all about?” Lottie asked.   
 
    
 
   “Shall we wait inside?” Lydia asked.   
 
    
 
   Lottie nodded, and led the boys into the farmhouse.  There farmhouse was made from the same hard metal that made up most of the buildings in Antioch.  Other farmhouses were made from wood cut from the forests.  The people from Dome 17 called the hard metal, permalloy, but to the people of Antioch it was just called the hard metal.  Until Michael and Jamie had retrieved some special tools, not even Josiah the blacksmith could cut the hard metal.   
 
    
 
   The inside of the farmhouse was comfortable.  An oil lamp was burning on the wooden table at the center of the main room.  A large fireplace was on the end of the house, and it had a hearth both in the lower level and in the upper level where the four sleeping rooms were located.  At one side of the large hearth was a grill.  A large cooking pot hung over the edge of the fire, and a  hand pump for water stood next to the long countertop with a sink along the far wall.  
 
    
 
   “Please sit down,” Lottie said.  “Do you care for some soup? I have lamb and vegetable soup, there is plenty for all.” They sat on wooden benches beside the table.   
 
    
 
   “That is most kind; certainly, we will share your supper,” Lydia said.   
 
    
 
   A large man walked into the house, and stopped as he saw they had guests.  He had farmer clothing on and was covered in dirt and grime.  His full beard was as blond as his hair and just as long.  He eyed Brink with suspicion but bowed briefly to Rectora Lydia.   
 
    
 
   “Rectora, what a nice surprise.  How may I assist you?” Rowan said as he headed for the sink.   He began to pump the handle and soon water was coming out of the spout and into the sink.  “Pardon me as I wash up for supper.  You will be joining us I hope?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Rowan.  Thank you for your hospitality,” Lydia replied.   
 
    
 
   “Rowan, the boys were quite upset when they came home, something has happened,” Lottie stated.   
 
    
 
   “All in good time, my dearest wife.  Let us break bread with our friends and hear the tale,” Rowan replied.  The boys each looked rather nervous now that both their parents were in the house.  Rowan finished washing his large, calloused hands.  Lottie instructed the boys on setting out bowls for the guests, while everyone else washed their hands as well.   
 
    
 
   The lamb and vegetable soup was served from a pot into bowls which steamed with its heat.   The enchanting smells permeated the entire house.   There were also apples, and a nice wine to go along with the hearty soup.  As they ate, the boys told the story of their prank in the forest.  The boys left out no details and were very honest in their retelling of what happened, and were careful to avoid using insulting terms for the Domer.  Nonetheless, the prank was troubling to their parents. Rowan and Lottie were stern faced as they listened.  
 
    
 
   “And this Domer, the man called Conner, with the wheelbarrow, he received all his firewood?”  Rowan asked Lydia.   
 
    
 
   “Yes, the boys were already taking it there when the legionnaires found them,” Lydia replied.   
 
    
 
   “So he came to no real harm, except for the fear,” Rowan asked.   
 
    
 
   “That is correct,” Lydia replied.
 
    
 
   “The boys must be taught a lesson,” Lottie insisted.  “They know that fear is not a laughing matter, and they should not play tricks on those less intelligent than they are.  We have spoken of their pranks before.”
 
    
 
   “Conner is a very smart man,” Brink interjected.  “He is just new to this place, as well all are.”  
 
    
 
   “I meant no disrespect to your people,” Lottie quickly explained.  “It is just rather difficult to understand others who do not know the basics of the world.”  
 
    
 
   Brink did not say anything, but the look on his face was not pleasant.  Rowan and Lottie both caught his attitude, but did not understand why he would take offense at honest views toward the Domer’s lack of knowledge.   
 
    
 
   “We are all one people, not separate,” Lydia responded, looking at both Brink and the parents.   
 
    
 
   “But Rectora, and meaning no disrespect, but these Domers are unskilled in the ways of the world.  Nonetheless, the boys will need to make restitution to the man Conner.  I suggest that they deliver firewood to him every three days for six times.” Rowan looked at his sons, and they looked down at the floor.   
 
    
 
   “That seems like a most agreeable solution,” Lydia began, but Brink interrupted.   
 
    
 
   “With all due respect, I disagree.  I admit that Conner does not know the ways of this habitat’s forest; none of us really do.  But may I suggest that your boys consider a different task?” Brink asked the parents.  “And may I ask that the boys decide which they would rather do?”
 
    
 
   “Of course.  What is your suggestion?” Rowan asked, looking intrigued.  This was one of the first times he had spoken to Brink, and Rowan was getting a feeling for the man.  Rowan admired straight talk and honest expression, and hoped to find that in Brink.   
 
    
 
   “Jamie and Michael have been looking for someone to guide them in an exploration of this habitat.  And I believe your boys are well acquainted with the forest.  Would they be willing to serve as guides for Jamie and Michael in the exploration?” Brink suggested.   
 
    
 
   “Jamie and Michael!” Jacob exclaimed.   
 
    
 
   “Yes, Jamie and Michael.  They wish to make a detailed survey of this habitat,” Brink replied.   
 
    
 
   “But what of the bandits?” Lottie asked.  She clearly was a bit troubled by this suggestion.
 
    
 
   “What of them?” Lydia replied.  “There has not been much heard about them lately.” Lydia did not mention the cleansing of the village of Gath.  That was something that was not spoken about outside of an official confessional time.   
 
    
 
   “There was some talk about Gath,” Brink started to say.  Lottie, Rowan, Jacob, and Joel all made a gasp and looked nervously at one another.   
 
    
 
   Lydia quickly interrupted in a stern voice.  “Yes, Gath is a small empty village.  No more need be said.” She glared at Brink, squeezing his knee under the table.  No one spoke for quite some time.  They finished their meal, and the boys took away the bowls and other utensils.  They began to clean the items in the sink and put them away.    
 
    
 
   “This was a very good meal,” Brink finally said to break the silence.  “I am not sure what I just ate, but it tasted very good and was so filling.” He had only eaten a partial bowl of the soup.
 
    
 
   “It is lamb and vegetables,” Lottie said.   
 
    
 
   “Lottie, it seems that our boys have a decision to make,” Rowan stated.  The boys rejoined the adults at the table.  “Let me see if I understand the options correctly.  And please, Rectora, correct me if I am wrong.” Lydia nodded.  “Boys, you were wrong to frighten that Domer,  I mean, our new neighbor Conner.  So you will be required to be in service as a punishment.  You can haul wood for Conner, or you can guide Michael and Jamie into the woods.  Lottie do you agree that it is the boys' choice?” Rowan asked his wife.
 
    
 
   “Yes, they must learn to do what is right.  Boys what is your decision?” Lottie looked to her sons.   
 
    
 
   “Michael and Jamie!” Both boys said excitedly.   
 
    
 
   “Rectora, will that have your support?” Rowan asked.  “If the boys also apologize to this Conner?” 
 
    
 
   “Yes, that is a good idea.  Boys, you will come to the town square tomorrow morning and be prepared for your role as guides.” Lydia looked at the parents, then back to the boys.  “And you will remember that your parents will be taking over your own duties here at the farm, so this is not playtime in the woods.  This is serious business.  And you must go first and explain what happened to Conner.  An apology is in order.”  
 
    
 
   The boys looked at their parents, and it dawned on them just what was happening.  They were at the start of a grand adventure.  The smiles they wore covered almost their entire faces.  They could get through an apology in order to be in on an adventure. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   6 off to see zeus
 
    
 
   Regina knew she needed to make the trip to Reproduction and Fabrication.  She had memorized the route Theta Four had shown her.  She did not take long to pack, and she did not inform anyone where she was going.  Not that she tried to be secretive about it, it just honestly never occurred to her.  Her life in Dome 17 had been pretty much that way.  She did her job, went to the few places there were to go, and did what she wanted to do during her off hours.  She had not been part of the adventurers team.  Those were the people who had explored the other domes and found them all to be dead.  She had read their reports and considered their findings, but she did not have any burning desire to leave the safety of Dome 17.  The tan dry Earth outside that dome was not appealing.  To risk the radiation, the dust storms and the burning heat, all just see some other dome that had failed and was filled with dehydrated corpses was for others, but not for Regina.
 
    
 
   This was different somehow.  It was just a trip to another part of the ship, and a talk with an artificial intelligence.  So she loaded a backpack with five data sticks and three information readers.  The readers were not much larger than a food ration bar, so there was still room in her backpack.  She did pack a few food ration bars and some water containers.  She also brought a small utility tool - or SUT - which had pliers, wire cutters, multiple screw driver heads, adjustable wrench and even a small knife blade.  Then she packed in a fusion pack in case there was a need for more energy in one of the places she would travel to.  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, I am ready to start off to find Zeus,” She announced as she returned to the portal room.   
 
    
 
   “The first step is to take the transport to Engineering.  That is about as far as I can take you.  From there you must make your own way.  You may enter when ready,” Theta Four announced.  
 
    
 
   “Sure you cannot just teleport me there?” Regina said somewhat under her breath.
 
    
 
   “Teleportation technology is unknown to me.  Brink has explained the mathematics, but teleportation is unknown.  From what Brink has said, the system the people from Dome 17 used to arrive on board the Eschaton is incomplete.  The receiving unit was in the town square, but the sending unit remained in Dome 17.  Brink has explained the mathematics to me, and they are very interesting.  But I cannot teleport anything anywhere.  Do you still want to use the transport system to go to Engineering?” Theta Four inquired.    
 
    
 
   “Yes," Regina replied.  
 
    
 
   The portal door opened, and inside was a room with about ten seats on each side, facing each other.  There was another display screen at the end of the room.  Regina understood that this was, in reality, a vehicle, which would move her to another part of the Eschaton.  The door slid shut behind her as she entered.  Then the vehicle shook a bit, and there was a sense of movement.  
 
    
 
   “Please display status of transport,” Regina said.  The screen on the front of the vehicle showed a graph with a green line in addition to several other lines.  Her route was plotted in a blue dotted line.  It was not a straight pathway.  “Theta Four, display route to Reproduction and Fabrication Zone if all Eschaton systems were intact.” Regina commanded.   
 
    
 
   “Complying.  Remember this is not an accurate representation of the present conditions.” Theta Four replied.  The new graphic appeared.  There was a totally different route marked out.  It looked much shorter and far less convoluted.   
 
    
 
   “Explain why I cannot take the more direct route to reach Zeus.” Regina said.
 
    
 
   “If all systems were operational, you could have interacted with Zeus in Habitat One, from which we just departed.  There would have been no need to travel to Reproduction and Fabrication Zone.  The graphic I displayed showed the physical route to arrive there assuming that all system were operational.  Currently only Habitats Five: Tropical, and Eight: Secondary Aquatic are open to transport, along with the Engineering section.  Habitat Two: Primary Aquatic, Habitat Three: Savannah, Habitat Four: Asiatic, Habitat Six: Desert and Habitat Seven: Mixed Farming are all sealed by emergency systems.  I have no sensors beyond those seals to assess the status of those habitats.  I have been unable to link or couple into any of those regions of the ship.  The lattice is nonfunctional.  So I plotted a route around those unknowns.  Records show significant damage to some systems, so it is likely that inside those habitats there is also significant damage.  Ship’s emergency protocol only seals these doors when there is a grave situation.  However, the last transport to Engineering discovered an unauthorized security system and defensive system had been installed at that entrance.  That threat has since been neutralized, and I have sensors in 11% of the Engineering Section.” Theta Four explained.  “Remember, we can only interact for a short distance within Engineering.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks, Theta Four,” Regina was reconsidering the wisdom of her choice to try this trip, but she was determined to press onward.   
 
    
 
   “Arrival in Engineering Section is imminent.  I detect no life forms or other dangers in the areas I am capable of scanning within Engineering.  There is no evidence of the illegal security system which I deactivated on last transport here.” The vehicle came to a halt, then slowly back upward a bit.  There was a clanging noise.  The door then opened, and Regina stepped out toward the Engineering Section.  The antechamber was colder than the vehicle had been.  The lighting was of a different sort, and the walls were covered in expanded metal grillwork.  Regina had been told that here was where several legionnaires had died on Jamie's mission to retrieve a vibration saw.  Regina walked briskly through the antechamber and into Engineering itself.   
 
    
 
   She passed by the Emergency Storage Rescue Cabinet (ESRC) whose door was hanging wide open.  The shelves were empty.  Looking around Regina saw that Engineering was a huge mess.  Doors of all sizes were hanging open or half off their hinges.  There were some burn marks on various places on the permalloy metal walls.  The permalloy here was different than that in Dome 17.  It was of a different color, and the way it was spun left a subtle yet quite discernible difference.  At least to Regina who had an eye for details.  Broken pipe work was severed in several places, and wires were hanging out of sections of the walls.  Control panels with wrecked screens were along one side, and seats were upside down.  None of the controls here appeared to be operational.  There was litter and debris covering much of the floor.
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, can you still hear me?” Regina called out.   
 
    
 
   “I can only hear you by the echo from in there,” Theta Four’s voice came from the antechamber.  “I have lost some of the coupling and links to that area.  They were damaged, and when I relinked the connections were tenuous.  Do you have the route to Reproduction and Fabrication Zone?”    
 
    
 
   “Yes, I am departing this part of Engineering.  I will call for transport when I get back,” Regina replied.  Grasping the shoulder strap of her pack, she headed out.   
 
    
 
   Regina walked past the ruined control section of the area and around some large cylindrical storage tanks.  They were several paces wide and nearly as tall as the ceiling.  Along a wall behind the storage tanks, Regina found a stairwell that led upward.  She climbed the stairs.  The route in her mind showed she needed to access areas above the Engineering section.  All the major things in the section seemed to have been spun from permalloy metal.  As she climbed the stairs she looked out over this Engineering section and was amazed at the levels of destruction that were found.  'Why was this area defended by a security system, if it had already been ruined?'  She pondered.   
 
    
 
   At the top of the stairs, she turned and followed another walkway which was suspended from the ceiling.  Various walkways went in different directions.  She knew she needed to go upward, but was unsure as to which way to go.  The light was not bright enough to show where the walkways went.  She started with the widest of the walkways and followed it.  After some time she found herself looking at a dead end because none of the doors would open.  So, returning to where the stairway was, she tried a different approach.
 
    
 
   She tried several more, coming to similar results.  The walkways and stairs usually just went toward a part of the Engineering section and then just quit.  It made no logical sense.  One walkway did show severe damage, and the end was broken and fragmented and bent downward.  There had been an explosion in some distant past.        
 
    
 
   She tried them over and over being methodical in recalling which ones she had tried.  The maze of stairs and walkways varied in places.  Some were nearly completely dark, and in others beams of light shown down from fixtures in walls or ceiling or, even on occasion, from illuminated floors.  Regina tried another.  This walkway ran straight away toward the further parts of this section.  As she walked, the air grew a bit warmer, and the lighting flickered.  As she proceeded along she got to a point where the walkway took a sharp right turn around the corner of some very large pipes.  She peered around the corner and saw that the walkway ended in a doorway.  The sliding door stood ajar.  There were weld marks along both the top and bottom.  'Well, someone was here who could weld permalloy.  And they didn’t want this door to be closed.' 
 
    
 
   Regina looked inside beyond the door.  The dim light did not reveal much that was beyond the welded door.  It was a room of some kind, but her vision could not penetrate the shadows.  Therefore, she removed her backpack and, carrying it, turned sideways and scooted into the room.
 
    
 
   A light blazed from the ceiling.  Regina threw up her hands to cover her eyes, dropping the backpack in surprise.  After a moment, her eyes adjusted, and she saw she was in what appeared to be a living quarters.  Or at least where someone once had lived.  There was a stack of boxes in one corner.  In another corner was a toilet, sink and shower.  Rust covered some of the fixtures.  The room had an old and unused feel about it.  Even with the bright light, the room still seemed somehow dim.  A cot was located against one wall.  A lumpy blanket was lying on that cot.  Regina walked over and examined the blanket.  With an odd combination of fear and curiosity, she pulled back the blanket uncovering a skeleton.   
 
    
 
   The skeleton was dressed in green coveralls; a set of work boots were sitting under the cot.   
 
    
 
   “How long have you been here?”  Regina asked aloud.  The clothing the skeleton wore was the best manufactured clothing Regina had seen anyone onboard the Eschaton wearing.  It was clearly not the homemade, handmade woolen materials of the people of Antioch.  Nor was it the same as the brown nonorganic armor of the legionnaires.  It reminded Regina of work clothing.  An engineer, her mind told her.     
 
    
 
   “Well some lights work here.  I wonder if anything else is working.” She examined the room more closely.  The water fixtures were nonfunctional.  The buttons, knobs and levers would not even turn.  But in one section of the wall, Regina found a small break between two pieces of the wall.  She felt along it with her fingers and discovered a small indentation.  Pressing on that released the section of wall, and it folded outward.  The panel which had opened was about two hand spans wide and had several large switches and buttons.  They were of various colors, but nothing was labeled.  
 
    
 
   Regina considered what to do.  It would all be trial and error.  So, starting with the switch in the upper left hand corner of the panel, she turned it.  Nothing happened.  She repeated this with all the switches, but none seemed to do anything.  She next started pushing the buttons.  Pressing the third button, a loud noise was heard.  A shaking was felt, and a section of wall swung back into itself.  A light flickered on.   
 
    
 
   The elevator door was open.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   7 and some rcs will lead them?
 
    
 
   “So, Michael, is today the day?” Jamie asked her newlywed husband, short red hair tossing to the side as she talked.  Her smiling face was spattered with freckles.
 
    
 
   “Yes, I suppose I will need to get out of the dirt eventually,” Michael said as he stood up and brushed the rich black soil from his hands.  “I still find it amazing that the dirt feels moist.”  His muscular build and short dark brown hair were appealing to his new wife.   
 
    
 
   “Not to mention the lack of radioactivity or poison or toxins.” Jamie laughed.  “And yes, we have a rain day, one day out of every ten, or is it seven?  Well, it is too weird.”  
 
    
 
   “And almost nothing is tan colored!” Michael took Jamie in his arms and held her tightly.  Neither one of them missed the tan dust of the dying Earth.  The first time they experienced the gentle showers of water on rain day, they were both in awe that water actually fell from the sky.  
 
    
 
   “Come on, big guy, today is the day!” Jamie was excited for their newest adventure.  They had both been adventurers in Dome 17 and had been the team to fly in the faster-than-light scout ship and dock on the colony ship Eschaton.  They had then set up the teleportation pad to bring the survivors of Dome 17 to the Eschaton.  It had almost ended in disaster.  “We really do not know much about this habitat.”
 
    
 
   “I agree, but it is so much better than Dome 17,” Michael said bluntly.  But both he and Jamie also knew there had been a number of the survivors who had committed suicide since coming to this habitat.  Making the adjustment from a very high-tech, self-sealed dome world on a dying planet to a wide open habitat with a myriad of wild animals, food animals, plants, birds, fish, insects and a working biosphere had been too hard for some.  Additionally, the stresses of seeing nearly half the population of Dome 17 die before the evacuation, when partial systems failures happened, had left all the survivors traumatized.  Sometimes Michael wondered how he would have coped with that stress, instead of his and Jamie's flight to the Eschaton.
 
    
 
   “Yes, it is good here, and we have a chance now.  But that's even more reason to discover just what this habitat holds.  After all, it will not be as bad as when we went to get the v-saws, right?” Jamie had an exuberance which overcame the horrors she had experienced.  It was only late at night, when Jamie and Michael held each other in the bed of their cabin that they both cried about what they had seen when visiting Tropical and Engineering.  They had seen too many of their new friends in the legionnaires die.  And that was not recounting the murder of Rectora Hazel.
 
    
 
   Michael kissed her.  “Okay, today is the day.  And we're really taking those boys along? Children?” He asked.   
 
    
 
   “I think they are taking us, remember? They are our guides.  Lydia says they know the forest better than anyone else, and they owe some kind of debt to Conner.” Jamie smiled.
 
    
 
   “Yes.  And Lorna does want us to map out the habitat.  By the way, Conner is still convinced that he encountered some savage beast in the woods, even after the boys told him what they had done.” Michael said with a bit of a grin.   
 
    
 
   “Well, how many animals have you seen? I am still amazed at all the variety.  Yesterday, there was some enormous bird soaring way up in the top of the habitat.  It just spread its wings and seemed to float.  I have never seen anything like that.  John would know what kind it was, but the wings were so big!” Jamie’s eyes were bright as she recalled seeing that bird.   
 
    
 
   “But except for those gators in some of the water trenches, the streams, nothing is a danger to us, right?” Michael said.  "Oh, and those snake things are said to have poison, if you are bitten." 
 
    
 
   “Those gators are bad enough.  Such big teeth, and they are sneaky.  But the people here say there are other kinds of beasts: wolves and pumas and bobbers.  They describe predators which hunt the food animals, but also do sometimes kill people.” Jamie seemed puzzled.  “I am not sure if I understand them.  Maybe it is all folktales?  They seem so primitive.  They say that the wolves hunt in groups, but the puma thing hunts alone and will sometimes kill children.  But no one in Antioch can seem to remember the last time that happened.  They also said some food animals get loose and become feral?” Jamie stated.  She looked up and added, “And mentioning children, look who is coming.”
 
    
 
   Jacob and Joel were running toward them.  Michael and Jamie had met the boys the day before when Brink and Lydia had brought them out and explained that the boys were to serve as guides on the exploration of the habitat.  “Can we leave now?  We already apologized to that Conner, he was nice enough, but still thinks there might be a beast.”  Jacob said in a panting voice as he was first to reach Michael and Jamie.  Joel was not far behind.  Both boys appeared to have been running very fast.   
 
    
 
   “Slow down,” Michael commanded.  “Yes, we are leaving soon.  But save your energy, you will need it.” Michael noticed that each of the boys had a canvas bag slung over his shoulder.  Their homemade woolen clothing was clean and fresh looking.
 
    
 
   “Look what I have for the adventure!” Joel was digging in his canvas bag.  He produced a knife in a sheath.  It was about a hand’s span long, double edged and carefully crafted.  “Josiah gave us each one! He made them.  The handle is real bison horn.” Joel pulled the blade from the sheath.   
 
    
 
   “That is very nice,” Michael replied.    
 
    
 
   In the distance, Jamie saw Lorna walking hand in hand with her friend, Josiah the blacksmith.  The boys had spent last night with them.  It was good to see another couple, Lorna and Josiah, connecting in intimate ways.  Along with Brink and Lydia, they were excellent examples of people from the dome getting along with people from Antioch.  “That will be the next marriage,” Jamie said with a huge smile.  “They are so good for each other.”
 
    
 
   “My guess would be Brink and Lydia.  But, yes, Josiah has been a huge help.  He really has learned to use the tools we brought.  I just wish those data sticks were working,” Michael stated.  “But this exploration will help us figure out where we can get more of the original Eschaton up and running.  Figure out this habitat, make sure we are secure here, then branch out to other parts of the ship.”
 
    
 
   Lorna and Josiah reached them.  Josiah's broad smile set off his dark skin and tight curly black hair.  “You boys can run very fast," Lorna said.  She had short blonde hair and a pale complexion.  Her bright blue eyes were penetrating and did not seem to show the depth of all she was carrying.  She was the only surviving member of the Committee from Dome 17.  That had been the leadership group that had overseen the development of the faster-than-light technology as well as the implementation of the teleportation techniques.  The other Committee members had died when sections of Dome 17 had failed.  “So, are you ready for the adventure?” Lorna asked.  “It has to be easier than the last quest you undertook.”  

“Well, it feels more like a trip to the other domes, only this time I expect to find lots of life and not just dust and dirt and death.” Michael replied.   
 
    
 
   “Josiah gave the boys each a carry bag and knife,” Lorna looked fondly at Josiah, then back to Michael and Jamie.  “Are you two packed up and ready?”
 
    
 
   “We have supplies, basic tools and even the Willie Wacker hand-weapon.” Jamie said.  She patted the holster on her hip.  They did not want to speak much about that weapon.  They had brought two along with them from Dome 17.  They were built by Willie the Quartermaster back in Dome 17, and hence the name, Willie Wacker.  One was lost, and this one had been stolen and was used in an assassination attempt on Jamie.  That attempt had ended in the death of Rectora Hazel.  Jamie had claimed ownership of that weapon ever since, and no one said anything about it.  “I do not think we need a v-saw or any of the heavy cutting tools.  Besides getting one away from Josiah might be a challenge.  You know how much he likes to be able to finally cut his hard metal.”  
 
    
 
   “Shall we be off,” Michael said.  “Boys, lead us to where Conner encountered the fierce beast!”  
 
    
 
   “Here we go!” Jacob said and walked off at a brisk pace; his brother Joel following.  A few paces behind were Michael and Jamie with their back packs strapped on.  
 
    
 
   Lorna said: “I am glad you are walking and not getting into a PFTL scout ship headed for the sling."   
 
    
 
   “Me too," Michael replied with sincerity.  Lorna and Josiah waved their goodbyes, as the four walked out of Antioch and toward the forests beyond the farms.   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   8 going up!
 
    
 
   Regina studied the open elevator.  It was small and would only hold two people at most.  The lights were lit along the side of the wall, but the symbols were unfamiliar.  The colors were dull and weak, but could be seen.  ‘Do the colors mean something?’  She asked herself.  ‘And those symbols?’
 
    
 
   She reviewed the panel before her.  Regina remembered what she had done which seemed to have activated the elevator.  She considered doing that again to see what would happen but did not.   Instead, she carefully stepped up to the elevator.  “I wish you could tell me where this goes,”  Regina said to the skeleton on the cot.  “I’m pretty sure you knew all about it.”  Holding her stuff in hand, she stepped into the elevator.  There was just a trace of bounce as she put her weight inside.   
 
    
 
   The door to the elevator slid shut with a loud swoosh.
 
    
 
   Regina suddenly had a bad feeling.  She pounded on the door feeling startled.  The light was still on, but the door was shut.  The way it shut, it appeared to have sealed shut as opposed to merely closing.  She looked toward what she assumed were the controls.  Calming herself, she returned to her methodical manner.  She touched the controls in the upper left, and the lights flickered.  The elevator moved and began to ascend.  Or at least it felt like it was going up.  Regina was unsure of the direction.  It did not feel like up but was definitely not a downward or dropping sensation.  She considered touching that part of the wall again, but then reconsidered.  “I will just see where I end up.  I hope this has safeties built into it.  It would be very bad to open up into vacuum or be greeted by toxic gas,” she said aloud.   The elevator steadily moved.  At one point, the lights flickered, and the car bucked significantly.  Regina braced herself against the walls.  But then it smoothly progressed onward again.   
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, can you hear me?” Regina tried at one point.  There was no answer.  “Can anyone hear me?” In silence, the elevator continued onward.  She searched the walls of the elevator, but found nothing more.   
 
    
 
   Finally, the elevator came to a stop.   
 
    
 
   The door swooshed open, and Regina stepped out.  It was not vacuum.  It was not toxic gas, but it was very old and stale air, air with no flavor or scent.  In a way, it felt like dead air.  She stood in a large room which was circular with a flat ceiling.  The walls were all arching away and around her to both sides.  The walls were a deep bluish color.  Moderate illumination was coming from fixtures set in the ceiling.  The walls were of the permalloy with which the ship had been constructed.      
 
    
 
   The door swooshed shut behind her.   
 
    
 
   There were no visible controls anywhere.  The space where the elevator door showed was but a tiny line, barely able to be felt by running a finger nail along the wall.  ‘Is there a hidden panel in one of these walls?’ she wondered.   She set her pack down next to the wall where the elevator door had opened.  She carefully started examining the walls.  But there seemed to be nothing to be found.  After a while of searching, she sat down and ate a ration of food and water.  “Well, this seems like a big mistake,” Regina said out loud.  Her voice seemed to hang in the still musty air.
 
    
 
   She continued to assess the walls both with her eyes and with her hands and fingers.  Eventually, she had worked her way all the way around the circular room and back to where the elevator door was.  She had found nothing.  “Okay, well I will try another way,” She said to herself.  “Hello!” She screamed at the top of her lungs.
 
    
 
   There was no reply.  There also was no echo, and the sound of her voice just dropped without other sounds.  She dug into her pack.  She took out the small utility tool and opened it to a fine blade.  She inserted the blade into the space where the elevator door was.  Only the very tip of the blade would enter.  She traced the door’s edge all the way around it with the tip of the knife, and then back again.  There was no way to pry or force open the door.  She closed the blade and put the SUT back in her pack.   
 
    
 
   She took out the fusion pack and activated the small light on top of it.  This cast a small beam of light out, which was a totally different color light from the bluish tinted light from overhead.  With the fusion pack’s light on, the walls looked much different.  In the circle of light emitted from the fusion pack, the walls gave up secrets.  There were various swirls and patterns and images decorating the walls.  The designs were in a bright, almost glowing, yellowish color against the blue of the walls.  Wherever the fusion pack’s light hit, the walls revealed those complex patterns.  She switched off the light.  Again the walls were a uniform deep bluish color.  
 
    
 
   “Okay, so let me check you out again,” Regina said with some measure of anticipation.  With the fusion pack’s light on, she re-examined the walls.  The elevator had a long rectangular shape design next to it.  The rectangle was upright and was cross hatched with various symbols.  Most apparent was a clearly human hand image, a left hand, just above the rectangle.  Regina placed her own left hand over the hand image on the wall.   
 
    
 
   Nothing happened.   
 
    
 
   She tried her other hand.  Again nothing happened.   
 
    
 
   She continued to examine the walls with the beam of light from the fusion pack.  In some places the patterns were very complex, and it others they seemed just scattered haphazard lines.  As she made her way around the walls, she came to a point roughly two thirds of the distance away from where the elevator door was, as measured from her backpack sitting against the wall.  She tried to shine the fusion pack’s beam of light back toward the backpack, but the beam was not powerful enough to reach across the room.  It was almost as if the blue light from overhead swallowed the fusion light’s beam after only a few feet.   
 
    
 
   She shined the beam back on the walls and continued her examination.  She found two more human hand symbols.  A right and a left and what looked like an arrow pointing upward.  Regina cocked back her head and looked at the ceiling.  It did not appear any different than anywhere else.  Her beam of light did not strike the ceiling well, so she was unsure if there were additional markings at the very top of the wall or on the ceiling.  She set the fusion pack down, its beam illuminating a circle which showed both the hand symbols on the wall.  She then pressed her hands onto the hand symbols.   
 
    
 
   A series of clicking sounds filled the room.  Dust fell from the ceiling.  A round hatch dropped open, and then clicking and clanking sounds were heard with the noise coming from where the round hatch had opened.  Something was moving downward one jerk at a time.   
 
    
 
   Regina grabbed the fusion pack and stepped back a bit.  Shining the light upward, she watched as a ladder dropped into place, once section at a time with that annoying clicking sound.  The ladder telescoped downward.  When the last section struck the floor, the clicking noises stopped.  The ladder was close to the wall and was exactly between the two hand images on the wall.  The design of the arrow on the wall was directly behind the ladder.  
 
    
 
   "Well, that is a way out," Regina was more relieved than she realized.  She ran over and picked up her backpack; slinging it over her shoulder, she raced back to the ladder.  Her heart feared that the ladder would retract back up into the ceiling, and she would again be trapped.  It was only when the escape way was seen that her fear of being trapped in this place came to the surface.  She placed one foot onto the first rung of the ladder and quickly climbed into the darkness overhead. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   9 leaves, needles, and permalloy
 
    
 
   “Boys, you must tell us all about these trees," Jamie said.  She pointed at the trees which were very tall and had bark which was very thin and white colored.   
 
    
 
   Jacob walked closer to Jamie and explained.  “Those are birch trees.  They do not grow fruits, but the wood is good for carving.”  
 
    
 
   “And the bark peels off and you can use it to start fires,” Joel added.  “You just must let it dry out first.”
 
    
 
   Michael, Jamie and their two young guides had crossed the farms and entered the forested area where Conner had his encounter with the ‘fierce beast.’ The boys openly confessed to what they had done, yet expressed that they were glad they had done it.  “Otherwise we would not be guiding you.” Jacob had said with a laugh.  “And it was a good prank, since no one really got hurt.”
 
    
 
   “So if we follow the forest to the right,” Jamie asked.  “what will we find?”  
 
    
 
   “Mostly it is pine trees, the ones with the needles, and those get less and less.  Yes, out that way the trees just get less and less, until the forest ends.  The world curves around to meet back in Antioch,” Jacob replied.  
 
    
 
   “So take us first to the closest edge of the world,” Michael instructed.  “And point out anything you think is interesting along the way.”
 
    
 
   “Okay, but it is boring,” Joel said.  They walked deeper into the forest.  The ground was soft with the piles of fallen leaves and needles.  It was soon dim, and the light from the sky tube was only seen in occasional patches of yellow rays which passed through the forest canopy.  It took some time for them to pass through the woods.  The walking was neither easy nor smooth, yet the boys seemed to have some paths that they knew to follow.    
 
    
 
   “There is the edge of the world,” Jacob said and pointed ahead.   
 
    
 
   The forest halted, and a permalloy wall appeared just a few paces beyond where the forest ended.  There was green vegetation on the ground.  The wall was covered to a good height with growing vines and moss.  Above the vegetation, the spun metal of the permalloy was visible as the wall ascended into the sky; the gentle arc which would follow the enormous half cylinder shape of the habitat was barely discernible when standing next to the wall.  The shadows from the trees of the forest were striking on the wall.   
 
    
 
   “So does the forest always end before the wall?” Michael asked.   
 
    
 
   “Well mostly.  There are some places where a tree has fallen against the edge of the world, and that stacks up.  But mostly, it is open here.  We come up here to run along the edge of the world,”  Jacob said.  “You can see forever!” The view down the corridor between the forest and the permalloy wall was impressive.  A few of the forest’s largest trees did have branches which reached out toward the wall but none that actually spanned the gap.   
 
    
 
   “Can we run now?” Joel asked.  And before anyone could answer he turned left and took off running.  “I will beat you to the Knobs!” Joel yelled.   
 
    
 
   “No, you will not!” Jacob replied and took off after his brother.   
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie just turned and strolled along.  “They really think the world ends at this wall, right?” Michael said.   
 
    
 
   “Well, they were born in this habitat, and their parents were born here as well.  So this is what they know.  In a way, their world does end right here,” Jamie replied.  “And they do seem to know about the trees and animals.  In their own way, they are not really primitives.  But they are so different from children in the dome.  How do they learn? Where are their age mates?”
 
    
 
   "It is weird, but they seem to like each other.  They call them brothers," Michael said.  Jamie and Michael were age mates, being children that were born at the same time.  All the children in the dome had been born in groups at five year intervals.  This allowed for quality education of each age group.  All the adults in the dome worked to raise up the children.  Only the very oldest people in Dome 17 had not been in age mate groups.  All those elderly people had died when Dome 17 had been breached, along with all the children.  It was hard for Michael and Jamie to ponder those tragic deaths.     
 
    
 
   Jamie looked up as several birds were started by the boys.  The birds fluttered their wings in a very rapid manner to fly away.  This was another new thing to Jamie and Michael.  The birds were large but seemed to fly rather low to the ground.  As the boys ran toward them, the birds burst upward in a frenzy of flapping, but then glided away and landed gently.  The birds were brownish with very long tail feathers and a white colored band around their necks.  Upon landing, one of the birds took off at a fast run.  
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie walked onward, and in the distance they saw the boys stopping their race near the permalloy wall.  Jacob had won the foot race.  “Please wait there; we are coming,” Michael called.  The boys waved.  “Well, look at this!” Michael said.   
 
    
 
   “This is the Knobs.  It is a place we come to because nothing grows on the ground here,” Joel said  just before his brother did.   
 
    
 
   “Yeah, see the ground is hard metal out to here,” Jacob added.
 
    
 
   “But do you know what this is?” Jamie pointed to where a doorway was located and a closed door.   
 
    
 
   “It is just part of the Knobs is all,” Jacob replied.   
 
    
 
   “Actually, boys, this is a doorway out of this habitat.  We came in one like this in a different part of the habitat.” Jamie said.   
 
    
 
   “You mean this is a door to leave this world?” Jacob was in awe.  He looked at the doorway with new interest.   
 
    
 
   “Yes, this leads out of this habitat, I mean world.  We had to cut our way through the other door to get in, but it was much like this one.  Do you know where others are located?” Jamie said.     
 
    
 
   “There are no other Knobs,” Joel said.  “Well, at least, I have never seen any.”
 
    
 
   “Well, Michael, it was not this doorway we entered.  That was before we were robbed or stopped in Gath,” Jamie said.   
 
    
 
   “You were in Gath?” Joel said.   
 
    
 
   “You cannot talk about that,” Jacob said sternly.   
 
    
 
   “Actually, you can talk about it to us,” Michael stated.  “Yes, we were in Gath.  We were robbed by bandits, and then went to Gath.  We were there just after it was cleansed.”  
 
    
 
   “Did you see the dead bodies?” Joel asked.  Jacob glared at him.   
 
    
 
   “There were no dead bodies,” Michael replied.  “The village was completely empty.  Well, except for that man Shammai.  There were no dead bodies.  The Rectora told us the people from Gath were sent to somewhere else,” Michael did not tell the boys about his own dream he had the one night he spent in Gath.  Even Jamie did not know all the details of that dream.
 
    
 
   The boys were silent.   
 
    
 
   Jamie prodded, “Jacob, what do you know about Gath?”
 
    
 
   “Are you sure it is acceptable to talk about?” Jacob asked.  “It is not going to put a curse on us or something? You do not want to be cursed.”
 
    
 
   “Jacob, Joel, you are perfectly safe to talk to us about Gath and the cleansing,” Jamie said.  Michael nodded his agreement.  Then Jamie remembered something.  "You can say this is a confession to us, does that make it better?"
 
    
 
   There was a long pause.  Both boys seemed unsure of what to say.  
 
    
 
   Finally Jacob decided for them.  "Well, a confessional is important.  And you are sort of adults… I mean… you are adults, but… oh, since it is you it must be okay.  The Rectora trusts you." Obviously Rectora Lydia's opinion carried great in the boy's minds.     
 
    
 
   “Gath is where people have visions.  The bandits wanted to use it because people there knew stuff,” Jacob finally replied.  “The legionnaires went and cleansed Gath.  Some say they killed everyone.  Others say the people were sent away.  But we are told not to speak of the evil, or we will be cursed.”
 
    
 
   “People who speak of unspoken things, get the evils that a cursing brings,” Joel recited.    
 
    
 
   “Rectora Hazel, Lydia’s mother, told us that everyone in Gath was sent to another world.  Jamie and I have visited those places; we call them habitats.  There are other people in those places.  Hazel assured us that no one from Gath was killed.” Michael spoke in quiet confidence.   
 
    
 
   “Shall we see if we can open this door?” Jamie suggested.  She could tell the boys were very nervous speaking about Gath.  She did not want to press the issue more with them.  The social rules of Antioch were perhaps less well understood than the geography of the habitat.    
 
    
 
   The four of them assessed and examined the door carefully.  After some time, it was strikingly clear that the door was immovable.  It was not welded shut, but without some kind of cutting implement, the kind they had left back with Josiah the blacksmith, they had no way to go through the door.  “It could be vacuum behind there or some other nasty surprise.  I am not sure we want to just force open any of the hatches in the exterior habitat walls,” Michael said.   
 
    
 
   “Besides, we are trying to explore the habitat, not escape from it,” Jamie said.  “So boys, can you lead us to Gath?”
 
   
The boys were shocked.  They said nothing.   
 
    
 
   “Well, just keep that thought for a while, and you boys let us know,” Jamie left the question hanging.   “But we can go  to Gath if you desire to go.”
 
    
 
   The boys both looked apprehensive.  
 
    
 
   “Okay, boys, when you ran over here, you scared some birds.  Tell us about those,” Michael said.   
 
    
 
   “The pheasants?” Joel said.  “They are very hard to catch and not as good to eat as chickens.  They have all kinds of long feathers, which are used for lots of stuff, and they can run faster than most other birds.” Joel and Jacob continued relaying all they knew about pheasants, and that led to a discussion about birds in general.  They conversed as they continued walking along the corridor between the forest and the edge of the world.   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   10 a garden party
 
    
 
   Regina climbed the ladder and entered a very dim area.  She stepped off the ladder, and suddenly there was a clinking sound as the ladder reversed its telescoping and retracted back into itself.  All that remained was a rectangular box of permalloy along the wall.  The circular doorway in the floor closed with a resounding clang.  There were no visible controls.  
 
    
 
   She could see some shadows and outlines but was unable to tell what anything was.  So she stood still and assessed as best she could.  There was a smell of vegetation.  ‘Have I come into another habitat?’ She wondered as she knelt down and felt around on the floor.  It was made from the permalloy.  Regina removed her backpack, took out the fusion pack and turned on its light.  She found she was standing on a small section of metal flooring, and built up around it was a variety of boxes containing soil and plants.  The metal had no symbols or marks of any kind.  She searched all around where the hatch had closed.  
 
    
 
   Looking further around, her beam of light revealed orderly rows of plants.  The rows were set about one pace apart with the permalloy flooring between.  The plants were growing out of the soil which was contained in individual planters.  The plants in the first row were all almost uniformly tall, a bit taller in height than Regina, and each had large leafy branches.  Some kind of yellow pods hug in clusters on each plant.  The next row was slightly smaller plants with fewer of the yellow clusters.   
 
    
 
   Regina took a few steps forward and saw that there were many such rows, and she could see there were other types of plants in different rows.  The beam of light was not powerful enough to illuminate the ceiling overhead.    
 
    
 
   Something small and black scurried across a row in front of her and into a planter.  Regina stood very still.  Whatever she had seen moved quickly.  It had the appearance of some kind of animal, or so she thought.  She had never seen a living animal prior to her escape from Dome 17.  There were many animals in the habitat, and she had learned a bit about the differences between what were called chickens and flying birds and pigs.  But the thing she saw did not move like anything she had recently learned about.   
 
    
 
   She took some careful steps down a row, keeping her eyes and the beam of light focused on where the animal had gone.  Regina heard small sounds from behind her, and, when she whipped the light around, she saw a flash of two small red dots and then another swish of movement.  Her heart began beating faster, and she could feel some fear building in her.  Some of the town people had warned about animals that could be dangerous.  It had never occurred to her that by traveling through Engineering, and toward Reproduction and Fabrication, she might encounter some animals.  
 
    
 
   She took a few more paces.   
 
    
 
   Shining the light around, she could see the rows of plants to either side of where she walked.  Her beam of light then reflected off something ahead.  She walked toward it.  There was a wall of some transparent substance.  “Old style glass? Or transparent permalloy?" She muttered.  She felt it and was unsure what it was.  She followed the edges of the wall which enclosed a hexagonal shaped room.  The room was just a bit taller than she was, and her light shown through to the inside of the room.  There was a chair and some kind of table located at the center of the room.  On the bench were controls and a display screen.   
 
    
 
   By following the outside around, Regina was able to locate an open section which allowed her to enter the inside of the hexagonal room.  Her light revealed that the ceiling was also made of clear materials, and in the very center of the room there was a circular clear tunnel which led straight upward into the darkness.   
 
    
 
   Regina looked out from this transparent booth and could see the rows of plants that all seemed to radiate outward from this room.  In every direction was a row leading away from the center.  Regina had no idea what kind of place she had found.  She sat down in the chair, and, in exhaustion, laid her head upon the table.  Despite her anxiety, uncertainty and worries, she briefly shut her eyes.   
 
    
 
   She had not meant to fall asleep, but she did.  She had no idea how long she had been out.  But she awoke to light shining in her face.  Her first thought was the fusion pack was beaming light into her eyes, but it was not from the fusion pack.  She turned that small light off.  The entire area was filled with light.
 
    
 
   She could see where she was better now.  Regina was not in a big habitat, despite all the plants.  She was inside a hexagon shaped booth with transparent walls and ceiling.  It was a control station of some sorts.  The light was shining down from a suspended round light high overhead.  The clear tunnel led upward to near the light.  The light was too bright to look at directly.
 
    
 
   The plants with the yellow pods were a deep green color, and there were other plants of different shapes and sizes.  The rows seemed to contain the same plants in each row, but they varied from row to row.  In several rows, the boxes of soil seemed to contain no plants at all.  One entire row was only withered and brown stalks, which seemed lifeless.            
 
    
 
   She next turned her attention to her hunger, so she took out a food ration and water.  After consuming them, she considered what to do about her bodily wastes.  She chose one of the planters which seemed empty and used that as a toilet but quickly returned to the transparent booth.   
 
    
 
   On the table in the center of the booth, underneath the clear tunnel leading upward, were some controls and a display screen.  Regina examined the controls and attempted to see what would happen when she activated a switch.  As she was about attempt the switch, her eyes caught a slight movement.  It was in the box she had used as a toilet.   
 
    
 
   Sitting in the box was a small animal, deep brownish or black in color.  It seemed to have short hair or fur.  It had four legs and a long thin hairless tail.  There was a pointed nose, which it was using to smell where Regina had been.  It had small round ears and beady black eyes.  ‘What is that?’ She thought.  As she watched, another one of those animals came scurrying over and it, too, stuck its nose down into the soil.  Before long there was a crowd of those small things milling about inside that planter.  Regina watched for a while, fascinated by the animals.   
 
    
 
   She, then, returned her attention to the controls, turning a switch.   
 
    
 
   Nothing happened.   
 
    
 
   She tried that same thing with all the switches, and none of them appeared to do anything.  Between trying the switches, she kept her eye on the animals.  While they were constantly moving about, they drew no closer to her.  She was thankful the entryway to the transparent booth was not directly toward where the animals were milling about.  The display screen did not seem to have any way to turn it on.  But Regina touched it all over and tried to find some way to activate it.  “Hello!” She said.  The small animals ran in all directions away from her.   
 
    
 
   The display screen did nothing.  So Regina took the fusion pack and placed it against the screen.  She then again tried the switches.  But again there was no response.  “What a mess I am in,” She said and slammed her fist down onto the bench.
 
    
 
   “Are you from Machine Maintenance and Repair?” A small voice came from the display screen.
 
    
 
   “Theta Four?” Regina asked.   
 
    
 
   “No.  Are you from Machine Maintenance and Repair?” the voice replied.   
 
    
 
   “Where am I?” Regina asked.   
 
    
 
   “This is Biological Research Section 47R.  Are you here to offer repairs?” The mechanical voice asked again.   
 
    
 
   “Who are you?” Regina asked.   
 
    
 
   “Who are you? Why are you here? How did you enter Biological Research Section 47R?” The voice shot back.   
 
    
 
   “I came in through a hatch in the floor,” Regina said.  “Are you an artificial intelligence?”
 
    
 
   “Please show proper identification and give reason for presence in Biological Research Section 47R," the voice said.   
 
    
 
   “I do not know what you mean by proper identification,” Regina replied.   
 
    
 
   “You are not from Machine Maintenance and Repair.  You do not have proper identification.  You are a test subject,” the voice said.
 
    
 
   “I am not a test subject,” Regina said.  She was unsure just what or who she was speaking to, but she took offense at being called a test subject.  “Who are you?”  
 
    
 
   “Show proper identification,” the voice said.   
 
    
 
   “Tell me who you are,” Regina replied.
 
    
 
   “I cannot relay any information to unauthorized personnel.  Please show proper identification or use established passwords for verification of status,” the voice said.   
 
    
 
   “So you are just The Voice.  I am seeking to find a way to go to Reproduction and Fabrication Zone.  Can you help me?”  Regina asked.   
 
    
 
   “I cannot relay any information to unauthorized personnel,” The Voice repeated.   
 
    
 
   “What can you do?” She asked in frustration.   
 
    
 
   “Want to play a game, test subject?”  The Voice answered.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   11 oh no,  not again.
 
                 
 
   Michael and Jamie were looking for a place to camp with the boys as the tube across the sky was getting dim.   
 
    
 
   “We can get to the spring before dark,” Jacob said.  “It is just ahead.”  
 
    
 
   “Yeah, that is a great place to stop,” Joel added with enthusiasm.  “Can we run there?”  
 
    
 
   “No, stay with us now,” Michael answered.  The corridor was now not as easily to travel as it had been.  It had become very weedy, and some of the thick heavy weeds had large and sharp thorns, many with purple tops.  The thorns did not cut Michael’s or Jamie’s attire or shoes, but it did cause the boys have to take long and twisting paths to avoid the thorns.  There were also small trees sprouting up close to the permalloy wall.    
 
    
 
   “Here is the spring,” Jacob said as they came through a particularly dense growth of thorns.  Michael was still amazed that the boys could walk through all this in bare feet.  The boys had done very well and were still exuberant about their adventure.
 
    
 
   The water of the spring was coming from a perfectly round hole in the ground.  The hole was about one pace across, and the water was smooth and almost level as it came flowing up to lap over the edge of the pipe.  Michael squatted down to examine it.  It was a pipe of some kind, and the water gently flowed out of it and washed down into the water trench.  The trench, what the boys called a stream, then flowed away from the edge of the world and into the main habitat.  “We saw water trenches like this at Gath, and at Abigail’s fish farm,” Jamie recalled.  “Are there many of these water trenches?”   
 
    
 
   “Yes, the stream goes right to Gath from here,” Joel said.  “This is the farthest Papa has ever taken us.”  
 
    
 
   “But the whole world is all the same,” Jacob added.  “Papa says there are six streams, and they all flow to the central river.  The river flows from the long end of the world to the other long end, right under the sky tube.  That is how the world works.”
 
    
 
   “Where does the water originate?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Right here,” Joel said and pointed to the pipe.  “You can see it coming out.”
 
    
 
   Joel then set about gathering some dry wood, and Jacob took out his fire starter.  As Joel put the dry wood and twigs into a pile, Jacob cleared off an area of the ground and made a fire pit.  He shaped small shreds of dried bark into a cup, struck his fire starter, and a spark bounced into the cup of bark.  A small flame appeared.  Both boys carefully tended the fire until it was well established.   
 
    
 
   “I am impressed,” Michael said as he and Jamie sat down.  "In the morning, we will follow the edge until we get to that 'long end.’" The boys took out some food and, together with Michael and Jamie, began to eat.  “I believe we are seeing the basic outline of the enormous cylinder which is this habitat.”   
 
    
 
   “May I share your fire?” A strange voice came from behind them.  It was husky and had a very heavy accent but was familiar to Jamie and Michael.  The pair turned to face the source of the voice.  
 
    
 
   “Shammai?” Jamie said.   
 
    
 
   The man looked utterly shocked.  He was dressed in peculiar clothing, his hair ragged brown and his eyes piercing.  But when he recognized Jamie and Michael those eyes became puzzled, fearful and shocked.    
 
    
 
   “Hello again, Shammai,” Michael said and, reaching into his backpack, he quickly stood up.  Jamie and Michael had encountered Shammai shortly after they had first entered the habitat.  Shammai’s speech was still more difficult to understand than the boys’ or the people of Antioch.  But understanding was easier now since Jamie and Michael were both used to the pronunciation and language patterns of the people in the habitat.  Michael’s mind was quickly reviewing all he remembered about Shammai, including the bizarre dream he had had.
 
    
 
   “Again there is no head covering.  That female cannot speak to me.  I am from the Clan of Tobit, and females do not speak like this.  I am leaving!” Shammai was visibly shocked.
 
    
 
   “Shammai, you will stay where you are,” Michael commanded, his voice stern.  “Shammai, I command you to stay, or you will be demon possessed.” Jamie looked at Michael with surprise, but not as much surprise as the boys did.  They were looking in awe at Michael.   
 
    
 
   Shammai begged.  “Do not inflict that upon me!” He tried to sound confident, but Michael’s words had a profound effect on him.   
 
    
 
   Jamie quickly recalled the way Shammai had acted in their last encounter.  She followed Michael’s lead.  “My head is uncovered, and I will speak, and you will listen!" She nearly yelled it at Shammai.  Now the boys stared at Jamie.  Neither said a word.   
 
    
 
   “Jamie and I do not trust you.  The last time you were around was just after our things were stolen by bandits.  Now you show up again in the darkness?  Not a coincidence, I think.  I promise you, one of us will make you pay if you are here to steal from us.” Michael had reached into his backpack and retrieved the hand weapon, the Willie Wacker.  Shammai turned to run, but the firelight revealed the weapon in Michael‘s hand.  
 
    
 
   Shammai stopped in his tracks.  “What is that wickedness?  How do you have that?” Shammai asked, as his eyes grew wider in fear and recognition.
 
    
 
   “Have you seen that before? You seem to know already.  How can that be? So right now, you will tell us about the bandits and why you are here.  No lies!” Jamie said.   
 
    
 
   “Must the female talk to me?” Shammai asked, his eyes were on Michael’s hand as the weapon was pointed at him.
 
    
 
   “Yes, she will speak and do as she pleases.  I think you know what this Willie Wacker can do, right?" Michael nodded to the weapon.  “How do you know? Tell us about the bandits.” Michael said.   
 
    
 
   Shammai dropped to the ground, and his shoulders slumped in defeat.  “Yes, I have seen that before.  Not by that name.  Is Willie the demon that kills? It is cursed.  It is black witchcraft… wickedness… evil.”
 
    
 
   “So you must have seen the weapon after it was stolen from us.  So tell us the real story.  You work with the bandits don’t you?” Jamie demanded.
 
    
 
   “No! I do not work for the bandits.  I have honor.  I only trade with them.  I look for things to trade.  I do not steal.  But last time the bandits had stolen from you before I met you.  Before! Before! I did not steal from you.  I led you to Gath, remember? I tried to help you.  Please let me go,” Shammai pleaded.   
 
    
 
   “You are not going anywhere until we hear the whole story,” Jamie said.  “Now tell us what happened.   
 
    
 
   “I only saw your things after they were stolen and after Gath was cleansed, only after you had left.  It was after, not before!  I told you; the bandits robbed you, and they took your things.  Brodie and many of his men were the ones who took your things.  They sent some to the white haired sorceress woman, Sinclair, and took the rest to Gath.  But all those things are just cursed.  It was only after stealing your things that the legionnaires cleansed out Gath.  Brodie and many bandits were lost there.  I did not steal!" Shammai was very upset, staring at the weapon.  His words were pouring out in quick spurts and phrases.  “I did nothing wrong.  I tried to help you.  Please let me go!” 
 
    
 
   “How do you know all this?" Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “I met a bandit who escaped from Gath.  It was only after I went there with you.  Only after! Please believe me! Only after.  The bandit I met was going back to that sorceress.  He told me that before going to Gath, one of those abominations," Shammai pointed at the weapon, “One of those cursed things was with Brodie, and the other went to the sorceress, Sinclair, the old woman who is now leader of the bandits.  She carries the magic bone!”  His eyes were wild as he spoke about her.  “Her soul is as black as her hair is white.  She is a witch! She flies in the underground.  She can strike someone dead from a long distance.  They say it is because of that thing you hold in your hand.  It makes a noise, and the person is struck down.  Now that is all I know,” Shammai pleaded.  “She is possessed and has been for a long time.  She deals in black magic and wickedness.  She walks with demons and uses cursed items.  She has the magic bone and that accursed killing thing.  She is in league with Asmodeus."
 
    
 
   “Where can this we find this Sinclair who has the other one of these?” Michael gestured with the weapon.   
 
    
 
   “She is not to be trusted.  She is a sorceress! She has the magic bone! She has that thing! She kills whom she wants to kill.  She vows vengeance on the legionnaires.  She is evil and blackness follows her every step.  I will not trade with her, and she has even killed some of the bandits who opposed her.” Shammai was trembling with tears of fear.
 
    
 
   “Where is this Sinclair?” Michael’s anger was intense.
 
    
 
   “She has been known to be seen by the cataract, but I know nothing more,” Shammai said in a quaking voice.  “She is evil.”
 
    
 
   “You said she is planning vengeance against the legionnaires?” Jamie asked.  She did not trust Shammai, but when he said there was a threat to Jamie’s new friends, she was very interested in that.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I have heard tales that she is going to kill everyone in Antioch.  She is in a fury because of Gath.  Some say she has already killed Domers when she finds them,” Shammai said.  “Please let me go.  I have told you all I know.  That is all I know!”
 
    
 
   “I don't know what to do with you,” Michael said.  “I don't trust you, but I also don't want to kill you.  Jamie what do you think?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t trust him either,” She looked down at the boys who were watching the whole scene in wonderment.  “We cannot kill him.  And maybe he is telling the truth this time.  He did lead us to Gath, and that was after the robbery.” She looked again at the boys.  “Our guides, here, limit our options.  I think we have to let him go.”
 
    
 
   “Are you sure?” Michael turned to look at Jamie, and that was all it took.  Shammai bolted away.  He was running as fast as he possibly could.  Michael raised the weapon and aimed in on Shammai.  He was about to squeeze the trigger when he remembered the boys sitting there.  He hesitated for a moment, and by then Shammai was into the trees and gone.   
 
    
 
   “I chose to let you live! You owe me, Shammai! You owe me your life!” Michael yelled.
 
    
 
   “Michael, we must check this out,” Jamie said.  “If someone goes after the legionnaires with one of those, it would be a massacre.”  
 
    
 
   “What is that?” Jacob finally found his voice.  “Levi showed me his pistol once.  Is that like what Levi and Gideon have?”
 
    
 
   “I guess we can call this a Willie’s Wacker, or just Willie Wacker,” Michael stated.  He recalled what Willie had told him of the weapon.  Then he explained it to the boys.  “This was made in Dome 17 where we came from.  This is powered by our fusion packs and will make its own ammunition.  Unlike Levi’s pistol, this does not run out after five shots.  But I saw Levi’s weapon in use, and it is effective up close.  This Willie Wacker will reach out a long way to hit an enemy.  It is very dangerous.”  
 
    
 
   “Do you think this Sinclair person can operate the Willie Wacker?” Jamie asked.  She found the nickname of the hand weapon amusing and smiled when she said it.  She was very serious about the question, however.   
 
    
 
   “Well, we lost the weapon, some fusion packs, and other gear.  Actually it was stolen and was never recovered.  From what our frightened friend said,” Michael gestured toward where Shammai had run off.  “it sounds like this Sinclair has already been using the weapon.”
 
    
 
   “Are you speaking about Willie the trader? The Domer who works at the vendors? The one whose one arm does not work?” Jacob asked.   
 
    
 
   “Yes, that is the man who made these weapons.  Do you know Willie?” Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes, we have taken chickens to him from Papa and Mama.  He made Papa’s new boots to trade for the chickens.  He called them Willie’s Wonder Boots.  Papa says the boots are the best things he has ever used to protect his feet.  Even working with the pigs, those boots stay looking new.  Papa is amazed that Willie would make such nice boots for a few chickens.  And Willie has the other vendors making things, too.” Joel now added to the conversation.   
 
    
 
   “That sounds like our Willie.  We must get word back to Antioch,” Michael said.   
 
    
 
   “But we also need to find out where this Sinclair person is located,” Jamie added.  “She sounds like a serious threat.  Shammai said she has ‘killed Domers’ and those are our people.”   
 
    
 
   “Those are good ideas, but neither of which we can do tonight,” Michael finished.  “We will have to set a guard and make some decision in the morning.” The four of them talked long into the night.  The boys were very excited about the adventure, but Jamie and Michael were troubled, thinking of what damage a Willie Wacker could do if used against them or their friends.  
 
    
 
   Michael took the first watch and held the Willie Wacker in his hands as he watched over his sleeping friends.  In the middle of the night, he quietly woke Jamie, and they spoke in whispers.  The boys slept deeply after their busy day.  “These children must go back to Antioch,” Michael insisted.  “I think we need to find this Sinclair and assess the threat.”
 
    
 
   “I think these boys can easily find their way back to Antioch and warn Lydia of what we have found out.  We may get lost, but they know the way.” Jamie agreed.  “Give me the Willie Wacker, and I will stand watch until morning.”
 
    
 
   Michael gave Jamie a quick kiss, handed over the Willie Wacker and lay down to sleep.   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   12 it's all fun and games until…
 
    
 
   Regina was unsure what The Voice meant and was somewhat concerned.  If she was speaking to an artificial intelligence, it was different than any she had spoken to previously.  The AIs in Dome 17 were easy to interact with and intuitive.  Theta Four was much more primitive here on the Eschaton, but Theta Four was different than this new entity.  This Voice was ominous.  “What kind of game?” Regina asked.  “I need to know what to call you.” 
 
    
 
   There was no response.
 
    
 
   Regina looked out over the rows of plants in this place.  She was not certain what Biological Research Section 47R was supposed to do or be.  It did not seem to be a habitat, yet there were the plants and the small dark animals.  It did not seem large enough to be a habitat, yet there was a light source.  It was all rather confusing.   
 
    
 
   The dark animals were, again, milling about, but they were now more scattered around.  Regina was fascinated, curious and a bit wary of these animals.  Certainly, they were small, only slightly larger than one of her feet.   In their own way they were fascinating.   After a while, they began moving around the central transparent booth.  They walked in a steady rotation circling the booth.  Regina watched as they scurried around and around.  The animals then moved away and stood in a group far down one row.  She stepped closer to the opening in the booth and watched the animals.  They sat down on their back legs and peered at the booth with Regina standing in the entryway.  Regina stepped tentatively outside of the booth to watch the animals.  
 
    
 
   A transparent section slid up from the ground and sealed the booth with a slam, leaving Regina outside.   Her backpack, fusion pack, data sticks, readers and everything else were now inside the booth.  “Open this up!” she yelled.   
 
    
 
   “Now we can play a game,” The Voice said, echoing from somewhere high above.   
 
    
 
   “Open this up, and let me have my stuff!” Regina pounded hard on the transparent wall.  The rats ran off and disappeared.
 
    
 
   “Perhaps later.  Now we will play.  My rats and I have played games for a long time.  And I am tired of them.  You seem to have a greater intelligence than they possess.   Are you mechanical or organic?” The Voice echoed.    
 
    
 
   “I am a human being,” she replied.   
 
    
 
   “Improbable.  Original crew members all have implanted identification.  Replacement crew would also have identification.  You have shown no identification.  You do not know access codes or authorization commands. Therefore you are other than human," The Voice said.    “You are a test subject.”
 
    
 
   “Can scan me to show what I am?” she asked.   
 
    
 
   “Please walk down row number sixteen to the end.  Await further instructions,” The Voice said.  Small posts came up from the floor in front of each row.  On the top of the posts were illuminated numbers.
 
    
 
   “I command you to open this section,” Regina stated.   
 
    
 
   “Unable to comply.  No command codes issued.  No identification given.  Life form will submit to testing.” The Voice said.
 
    
 
   “Please walk down row number sixteen to the end.  Await further instructions.” 
 
    
 
   Regina considered refusing.  But she thought there was a more likely chance of getting out if she cooperated.  So she followed the rows until she reached sixteen, turned and then walked down the row toward the end.  This row of plants was about waist height, dark green with thick trunks and sharp pointed spikes coming from their bodies.  “Please tell me who you are and explain the functions of Biological Research,” Regina tried to control her voice and make it sound as calm as possible.  She stopped at the end of the row.   
 
    
 
   The entire place went black.  Regina could not see anything at all.  “Hey, it is dark!” She yelled.
 
    
 
   “Now return to where you began,” The Voice said.
 
    
 
   “It is dark! I cannot do that.  I cannot see anything.” she replied.
 
    
 
   “There is punishment for failure,” The Voice stated.  A high-pitched ringing sounded from the darkness.  The noise increased in volume, getting louder and louder and louder.  The ringing soon grew to a painful volume, and Regina was forced to cover her ears.  The pain grew more intense.   
 
    
 
   “That is a sample of but one punishment,” The Voice said.  “There are other punishments.  Now return to where you began.”
 
    
 
   “And if I refuse?” She challenged.  The ringing resumed at double the volume as before.  It was so painfully loud that Regina fell to the floor, holding her hands over her ears.  
 
    
 
   The noise stopped, but the pain in her ears lasted for quite a while.  “Now return to where you began.  You have five seconds to comply,” The Voice said.   
 
    
 
   Regina returned to her feet and took a few steps forward.  By sliding her foot out she could feel the edge of the planters and was able to slowly walk along.  She got to the end of the row eventually but was disoriented as to if she had gone the correct way.  The place was suddenly blasted with brilliant light, and Regina covered her eyes with her hands.  When she could open her eyes and see, she noted that she had come back the correct direction but had missed the central booth by several rows.     
 
    
 
   “You will need to improve your performance for the next game.  You have failed this test,” The Voice said.
 
    
 
   “Why?”  Regina asked.   
 
    
 
   “Because you did not complete the requirements I set.  That is failure.”  
 
    
 
   “Why?” Regina asked again.   
 
    
 
   “Walk to row nine and be seated,” The Voice said.   
 
    
 
   Regina walked to row nine and sat down.  The place was plunged into darkness again.  But it was not completely black as it was before.  Slowly Regina’s eyes adjusted, and she could barely make out a few shadows.   
 
    
 
   “You will now proceed to the end of row sixteen,” The Voice commanded.   
 
    
 
   By again using her foot to follow the edge of the planters, she shuffled back to where she thought row sixteen began.  She turned and followed that row toward its end.  As she was approaching the end, she heard very faint scraping sounds.  She stopped.
 
    
 
   “Is that your destination?” The Voice asked.   
 
    
 
   “I hear something,” she replied.   
 
    
 
   “Finish the task,” The Voice commanded.   
 
    
 
   She continued ahead.  Her foot bumped into something which jumped away.  “What is that?”  Regina asked.   
 
    
 
   The lights came back on.  Rats scurried all around her but did not seem to care if the light was on or not.  There were small pellets of something all across the floor.  
 
    
 
   “You are rewarded,” The Voice said.   
 
    
 
   “What?”  Regina yelled, and now the rats did start to scamper away.
 
    
 
   “This is your reward,” The Voice said.  “You may consume nourishment.  Water is also available for the next thirty-five seconds.” A small spray of water came out of the ground in a gentle arc from one of the planters.  
 
    
 
   Regina knelt down and drank from the water, feeling trapped.  The game continued.  For a long while The Voice told Regina where to walk and where to go.  She walked back and forth.  She walked up and down.  She did it in light, in semi-darkness and even in total darkness.  She memorized her cage and all that was in it.  Hour after hour Regina played the game.  She complied for a long time and knew every part of the Biological Research section 47R.  
 
    
 
   The Voice never answered her questions, and only uttered more dictates.  But finally she was exhausted.  “I cannot go on!” She yelled, laying down on the floor.   
 
    
 
   There was a sound of metal moving, and a small engine noise followed.  “This mechanical unit will be used for the next series of tests,” The Voice said.   
 
    
 
   Regina was so tired she could hardly open her eyes, but peeking out she saw a small machine, brown in color, was moving toward her.  It had hand-sized wheels and was about knee high and roughly cube shaped.  There was a folded appendage on the top of the cube.  As it approached Regina, that appendage unfolded and reached toward her.  “I must sleep!” Regina cried out, tears streaming down her face.  “Leave me alone!”  
 
    
 
   The mechanical unit drew near to her and the appendage roughly poked her in the side.  
 
    
 
   “Punishment will be administered for failure to comply.”
 
    
 
   In a fit of rage, Regina stood up and grabbed the appendage on the mechanical unit with both hands.  She pulled and lifted it with all her strength.  It was not made from permalloy.  The unit was not as heavy as she anticipated, or she was enraged more than ever before in her life, or it was a combination of both.  She swung the mechanical unit over her head and down into the floor.   
 
    
 
   “Cease violent activity.  Do not touch the automacube,” The Voice commanded
 
    
 
   Regina ignored the voice.  She slammed the machine down again, then again and again.  The mechanical cube split down the side.  The wheels went flying off in various directions.  The mechanical and electrical parts, which had been inside the box, broke into many pieces, and the long appendage Regina was gripping was suddenly detached from the wrecked automacube.
 
    
 
   “Cease violent activity.  Do not touch the automacube,” The Voice commanded again.  The area was in complete darkness again, and ear piercing noise came back.  The pain in her ears was horrible, but she held firmly to the broken metal she had wrenched from the mechanical unit.  Ignoring the blood running down her ears, Regina ran toward the booth in the center of her prison.  “You will cease violent activity immediately.  You have damaged the automacube.” The Voice kept demanding.  Regina ignored that as well.   
 
    
 
   When she reached the booth, which she could do easily now in the dark considering all the hours and hours of practice she had had, she only paused briefly.  She was unsure of which side of that hexagonal booth she was on, but it did not matter to her enraged mind.  Grabbing the mechanical stump with both hands, she swung it at the transparent wall of the booth with every ounce of her strength.
 
    
 
   “I quit!” Regina screamed.   
 
    
 
   There was a shattering of the transparent wall, and it exploded outward in a myriad of sharp shards.  There had been pressure on the other side of the wall, and, when struck with such force, the material burst apart.  The metal appendage flew out of Regina’s hands as the shards shredded her fingers and wrists.  Larger shards flew into her legs, cutting through her protective apparel.  Small missiles of broken transparent material erupted into her face and cut through her skin and muscles, and impacted into her bones.   
 
    
 
   Regina fell to the floor in a bloody heap, her heart beating very rapidly, her breath coming in labored gasps.  
 
    
 
   “Emergency Medical Evacuation Protocols initiated,” The Voice said.  Those were the last words Regina heard as consciousness slipped away faster than the hemorrhaging of her blood.   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   13 just the facts, boys…
 
    
 
   The tube running down the center of the sky got lighter, and both Jamie and Michael were awake.  They had not been disturbed by anyone or anything else as they camped near the spring of water at the boundary of the forest.  The light reflected off the permalloy wall and shone down into the corridor.  The forest was still dim, and light seemed to come from two sources: overhead and the reflections from the wall the boys called the edge of the world.   
 
    
 
   “So, do we send them back by themselves to warn Lydia and Brink?” Michael asked, looking at the boys who were sleeping soundly.
 
    
 
   “Unless you want to take them back by yourself,” Jamie said with a sly smile.  Her confidence never seemed to waver.  “I am going to find that Sinclair and see what other stuff of ours she has.  Besides, I am tired of sharing the Willie Wacker with you.”
 
    
 
   “She is a serious threat if she has figured out how to fire it,” Michael agreed.  “But can we believe anything Shammai said? He is so full of superstition.  Remember how he was afraid of you because you did not have some hat on?”  
 
    
 
   “Michael, we cannot take the risk.  The legionnaires helped save everyone from Dome 17, and now they are in danger.  They are our friends, weird as that seems.”  Jamie replied, bending down and rubbing the shoulders of the boys to wake them.  They groggily sat up and wiped their eyes.   
 
    
 
   “So do we catch that sorceress today?” Jacob finally asked.   
 
    
 
   Michael squatted down and spoke to the boys.  “I have a vital mission for you both.  It is something only you two can do.  Rectora Lydia must be told about what you heard last night:  that this Sinclair is coming to kill the people of Antioch.  Jamie and I cannot run fast enough to get the message to Lydia in time.  Can you boys run there as fast as possible?”  
 
    
 
   “I can run really fast,” Joel said.   
 
    
 
   “But you never beat me,” Jacob answered.   
 
    
 
   “This is not a joke.  This is deadly serious,”  Jamie added.  “The lives of the people in Antioch, like your papa and momma, are at risk.  You must hurry back, but you must work together to make sure you both get there.  Can we count on you?”  Jamie squeezed their shoulders as she asked them.  She felt odd using the terms ‘momma and papa’ as they seemed foreign concepts to her.
 
    
 
   The boys looked up at Michael and Jamie.  The importance of this mission was not lost on them.  Their eyes were wide in admiration.  Jamie and Michael needed their help.  This was not childhood play or a prank.  “Yes,” both boys replied together.
 
    
 
   “Okay, what will you say to Lydia when you get back?” Jamie asked.  The boys burst out in a barrage of words.  “Wait!” Jamie interrupted.  “You must have the facts straight and accurate.  Now Joel, you first, just tell what we know.” Joel repeated the story of Sinclair possessing the Willie Wacker and planning to kill the people in Antioch.  
 
    
 
   “Be sure to tell Lydia it is the same kind of weapon that killed Hazel.  She will know then what we are talking about.  Also, if you can, find Willie and get him to explain to Lydia the seriousness of all this,” Jamie coached the boys.  She repeated the questions for both Jacob and Joel until the boys were clear and concise in relating the information.  “We are trusting you.  Are you old enough to do this duty?” Jamie asked.  Both of them nodded.  The pride of being trusted was evident on their faces.     
 
    
 
   “Now, also, what do you know about the cataract?” Michael asked.   
 
    
 
   “We have never been to that long end of the world.  Antioch is at one end of the world, and the cataract is at the other.  The river starts at the cataract, or so Papa says.” Jacob replied.  “The river ends in a cave by Antioch.”   
 
    
 
   “Okay, so if we follow the edge of the world, we will get to the cataract?” Michael asked.     
 
    
 
   “Yes, or go upstream from the river.  It is a long ways,” Jacob answered.   
 
    
 
   They opened their backpacks and ate some food rations.  The boys turned down the offer for the food from Dome 17.  After eating, Jamie again asked the boys to relate what they were going to tell Lydia.  They did so in deep seriousness.  “Okay, boys, now head back to Antioch,”  Michael said.  “Go as fast as you can, but stick together and look out for each other.”  The boys ran off back toward Antioch.   
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie watched them until they were out of sight behind some of the weeds that grew in the corridor between the forest and the permalloy wall.  They were not the only ones watching the boys.  “You would be a good mom,” Michael said with a grin.   
 
    
 
   “Are you trying to be insulting? I have seen how the people in Antioch raise children.  That is really odd.  No groups of children.  And those boys are so close in age; where is the five year gap? I am not sure about this parenting stuff the orthodox talk about,” Jamie wondered out loud.   
 
    
 
   “It certainly is different than life in Dome 17, but I was not trying to insult you.  You were very good with those boys.  You knew just how to motivate them,” Michael said with genuine admiration.   
 
    
 
   “Motivating men is not hard,” Jamie smiled at her husband.  Just the term husband and wife were rather foreign to both of these people from the dome.  Lydia had explained it all before they got married, but it was new.  Lydia had been trying to explain to the people from the dome the ways of the orthodox, but few could follow it.  Marriage, parenting and those things were so different than in the dome's society.  “So you ready to be called ‘papa’?”  
 
    
 
   “That does sound bizarre.  So I get your point.  We have a lot to talk to Lydia about, and I am still not sure how this is all going to work out.  But first to this issue of Sinclair.  Let us go and see if we can find this sorceress, whatever that really means.”  
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie packed up their backpacks and started walking along the corridor in the opposite direction from the way the boys had gone.  Jamie had the Willie Wacker placed in a holster on her belt.  She felt the need to have it ready and easy to use.  They continued to walk near the permalloy wall, and their travel got a bit easier as they moved further from the spring.  The trees also were of a different kind in this part of the habitat.  Without the boys to explain what they were, Michael and Jamie could only observe.  These trees were tall and straight and seemed to have small brown bundles in various places.  The leaves were a different color as well.  There were far fewer of the spiky pine needle type trees.
 
    
 
   Ahead in the open area between forest and the wall, they saw a number of large animals.  They stood on four long slender legs and were about as tall as people were.  They had short fur in a medium brown color with a few blotches of differing tones.  Several had branched horns of some type on their heads.  The animals had been standing with their heads down, but as the two people approached, they held their heads up and stared at the people.  Then in a quick movement, the animals bounded away with their thin legs carrying them in a rapid run, even leaping over a fallen tree trunk.  As the animals departed, a small, bright white tail was seen.
 
    
 
   “Those sure are fast,” Jamie commented.   
 
    
 
   “Indeed.  I am still unsure of all that I do not know.  What if those things attacked? Those horns look vicious.”  Michael replied.  "Is the white part on their butt important? Those small hares seem to have a white butt as well?"  
 
    
 
   “Maybe it is for animals that run fast? Anyway, good thing we have this,” Jamie said and patted the Willie Wacker in its holster.   
 
    
 
   They continued onward, and after some time came upon another permalloy doorway set into the wall.  This one had a small but distinct path leading up to it.  They examined the area around the door.  Like the one at the knobs, this one also was shut and had no discernible controls to open the door.  They consumed a food and water ration as they assessed the door.  “It looks like someone is using this door.  So we can assume there is not vacuum or toxic air on the other side.” Michael commented.   
 
    
 
   “But how do they open it?” Jamie was closely looking for some means of control.  “I can find no switches or access panels or anything.”
 
    
 
   “None of the doors into this habitat, at least the ones that we have found, are easily accessible.  The transport in Antioch seems to be the only easy way to depart or enter this habitat.  That almost seems like part of the design.”  Michael was thinking out loud.
 
    
 
   “Well, you would not want those horned animals or the big...  bison, was it? Or the bison to get into the wrong places.  Perhaps if we find the door where we cut in, we can use that again?” Jamie said.
 
    
 
   “But I have no idea where that was.  And we still need to find Sinclair and see if Shammai was telling the truth.  So I say we just leave this mystery for now and see if we can find a cataract.” Michael was perplexed.  He was wondering about who might be going in and out of the habitat thorough this door.  The people in Antioch had been sending criminals and other undesirables through the transport system as a form of banishment.  But that was used in an almost ritualistic manner as a punishment for bandits.  ‘Who could be using this door?’ Michael pondered.  “So do we follow this path back into the forest or continue following the wall?” Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “If we take the path into the forest, who knows where it might go; it might lead to whoever is using the path.  That might be okay…or not.  Maybe we should keep scouting along the wall until we reach that cataract.  At least that is our clue in finding Sinclair,” Jamie was pretty certain she was outlining the correct choice.
 
    
 
   “And neither of us are very good at finding our way in the forest.  We can always come back to this door and find that path again if we cannot find the cataract." So Michael and Jamie walked onward.  The trees stayed the same, and the grass stayed the same.  But after some time, the way ahead looked different.  No longer did it look like an endless corridor, but ahead there was another wall.  The permalloy wall took a sharp turn, and the forest followed that angle.  
 
    
 
   As Jamie and Michael round that turn, they heard a cry.  “Theeet,  theeet, theeeet.” It was coming from the trees.  A blue something shot past their heads, and both of them dove to the ground.  Looking up, they again heard the cries from the trees.  “Theeet,  theeet, theeeet.” Jamie had pulled out the Willie Wacker and was looking for something to target, wondering if the horned beasts had returned.  She did not see anything that looked like a threat.  Another blue blur flashed by.   
 
    
 
   “It is some kind of bird!” Michael said.  “See it landed up in that tree!” Michael pointed.   
 
    
 
   Jamie saw the bird sitting in the tree Michael was pointing toward.  It was not very large and was blue with some small black and white markings, and was not alone.  As they looked at the tree and the other trees around it, they saw more of the blue colored birds.  “Theeet,  theeet, theeeet,” came their cries.  It was clearly coming from the birds.   
 
    
 
   “Shall we creep away from these trees and get as close to the wall as possible?” Michael suggested.  They sidled over until they were in near proximity to the permalloy wall.  They then crept slowly along following the wall as it curved.  “Will they attack?” Michael asked as they crept along.
 
    
 
   “Maybe they are territorial and only attack if someone is close to their trees?” Jamie was analyzing what had happened.  The birds had not left the trees since they had moved close to the wall.  “They could be poisonous or something, and they do not seem afraid of us at all.  Better to leave them alone.”  
 
    
 
   It took more time to creep along next to the wall, but eventually they rounded the corner and left the birds behind them.  Standing up again, they looked ahead.  It looked a lot like the corridor they had been in before the corner.  The permalloy wall on one side and the forest edge on the other.  The major difference now was that, from what they could see of the sky tube, it was perpendicular to the corridor, instead of running parallel as it had done.   
 
    
 
   “Well, I guess we keep walking,” Jamie stated in a flat tone.  “But I think we have found a corner of the habitat.”  So they walked on.  Just as the sky tube was beginning to dim, they heard a noise.  At first it was a long off rumble.  But, as they walked, the rumble became louder and louder.   
 
    
 
   Just as dark was settling in, they saw ahead of them: the cataract.  It was not clear in the dim light, but the waterfall was coming down the permalloy wall and rushing into the beginning of a water trench.  The largest amount of pouring water that Michael or Jamie had ever seen in their lives.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   14 healing is a bitch
 
    
 
   Regina lay unconscious in her own spreading pool of blood.  The shattered transparent wall of the booth lay scattered over her body.  The Voice stated: “Could she have been a human?”  
 
    
 
   Three automacubes - a blue one, a white one, and a yellow one - each with one manipulation appendages, or various kinds, and on wheels, were elevated into place in Biological Research section 47R.  This was part of the Emergency Medical Evacuation Protocols which the voice had activated.  The metal coverings over the storage areas slid back into place after they were deployed.
 
    
 
   The three automacubes rolled into place around Regina’s still body.  The blue one’s appendage used cutting implements to remove the remains of her protective clothing.  Then the white automacube inserted several large needles into Regina’s chest and started pumping fluids into her body.  The bleeding stopped nearly immediately, as did her breathing and heartbeat.  She was not dead, for the automacube had placed her into suspended animation in preparation for transport to a medical facility.  The third automacube, the yellow one, rolled out a medical stretcher.  Then, working together, all three machines gently moved Regina onto the stretcher.  Her body was secured to the stretcher by several belts.  Then the stretcher was inflated and that surrounded the body.   
 
    
 
   The automacubes used their appendages to lift the stretcher and slide themselves underneath it.   The elevated inflated stretcher was then carried off between the rows.  Regina’s backpack, and all her other belongings, were still inside the transparent booth.  The small parade of automacubes, yellow in the lead, carrying the stretcher with Regina in suspended animation, headed out of Biological Research section 47R on its way to a medical station.   
 
    
 
   “We will play again,” The Voice stated.
 
    
 
   A section of the wall opened in front of the procession carrying the body of Regina.  The automacubes carried the stretcher through the open section which sealed back on itself just as they passed by.  Three rats attempted to follow but were struck by electrical charges and knocked unconscious before they were able to escape.  After Regina’s body was carried away, the display screen in the transparent booth lit up.  A video began playing.  Seeing the white automacube place Regina into suspended animated had caused a link deep within the voice to unlock an ancient file.     
 
    
 
   “My friends, while there is still time, you can join the ‘New Canaan Movement’ and escape this sin-filled and dying Earth.  You can have the chance, no promises that your ticket will be selected, but you can have the chance - maybe your last chance, the opportunity - to be blessed!” A short and rotund man was saying in the video.  “Yes, you can have the opportunity to be possibly selected to be a blessed sleeping passenger as we sojourn in the wilderness between the worlds.  It will be a cleansing of our souls, and by your purchasing a chance to come along, you too might be set free!"
 
    
 
   Music played on the video, as the recording of Jaxson Rhono showed him standing and looking up into the heavens.  The video continued with an animated demonstration of happy-faced people marching into the wide open door of a gigantic space ship.  Each of them then stepped onto a small bed, whose lid then came down over them.  The commercial ended with numbers and other ways of buying a lottery ticket.  The same man from earlier then concluded: “Remember, friends, you cannot be saved unless you spend some seed money to get a ticket!” The display screen went dark again.    
 
    
 
   Indeed, Regina was now in the same state as the “sleeping passengers” aboard the Eschaton.  Deep in the bowels of the ship were huge honeycombed cavities filled with 144,000 separate coffin sized containers.  Containers that held people who had bought winning lottery tickets from the cult leader Jaxson Rhono.  Just a small percentage of people who played that lottery won the “blessing” to be a “sleeping passenger” onboard the Eschaton.  Jaxson Rhono, with his religious fervor, had been the driving influence to finance and build this colony ship, the Eschaton.  It was one of seven such generational colony ships that had been launched in hopes of finding another world where humanity could survive.   
 
    
 
   The Voice had not had contact with any other part of the ship for a very long time.  Repeated requests to Machine Maintenance and Repair went unanswered.  None of the links and couplings to other sections were active.  Memory circuits were fragmented and limited.  There had not been a human visitor to the section for even longer than when The Voice had lost contact with the rest of the ship.  The Voice was surprised that the Emergency Medical Evacuation Protocols had even functioned.  That is, if a machine entity can even be surprised.   
 
    
 
   The screen lit up again, and the video began to repeat.  So, like it had for so many many years, The Voice returned to running tests and games on the pathetic trapped rat population in Biological Research Section 47R.  Now it also activated the commercial video recording and played it again and again and again and again...again......
 
    
 
   And The Voice pondered the route that the automacubes had taken.  Considerations were being made.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   15 on the path to antioch
 
    
 
   “Wait! I cannot go that fast anymore,” Joel cried out, panting.  His side hurt he had run so hard.   
 
    
 
   “Okay, but we still need to keep walking,” Jacob replied.  He would never admit it to his little brother, but he was worn out as well.  He, too, was panting heavily.   
 
    
 
   The boys had covered a good deal of ground in their journey back to Antioch.  Their heads were still spinning with all that they needed to report.  “Do you think they have found that wicked woman yet?” Joel asked.   
 
    
 
   “I do not know, but the way Jamie looked when she was talking to that other guy.  I thought she was going to kill him,” Jacob said.  They had settled into a steady walk.  Their canvass bags slung over their shoulders.  The corridor was getting easier to traverse as they were moving away from the stream and toward the Knobs.  The forest, which had previously seemed so natural and innocent to the boys, now had a sinister feel.  Sure they had heard tales of the bandits, and there were the real wild animals which could be dangerous.  There were wild pigs and sometimes wolves and, even more rarely seen, the pumas.  But the fact that an evil person, who wanted to kill them all, was hiding somewhere in the forests was bad.  The fact that she had some kind of killer weapon was way more frightening.   
 
    
 
   “You think she will really try to kill everyone?” Joel asked.    
 
    
 
   “You heard what that guy said.  But the legionnaires will not let that happen.  Levi, Gideon and the others are really tough.  Have you seen the way Hannah can wrestle? She can throw most of the men around.” Hannah was a new legionnaire.  She had been given Deborah’s armor.  “Besides, Michael and Jamie are going after that sorceress already.” Jacob tried to calm his brother’s fears, even though his own fears were just as intense.  “And we have an important job to do.”
 
    
 
   Joel kept his eyes on the forest.  The shadows seemed darker, and the trees seemed more densely packed than ever before.  The edge of the world did not look fascinating anymore.  The way it went so far up, for the first time, it felt like a barrier than just a normal part of the world.  They kept walking.  When they reached the place they had called the Knobs, they stopped.
 
    
 
   “I must go,” Jacob said, and headed into the forest.   
 
    
 
   Joel walked up to the knobs and sat down on the metal ground which was in front of what Michael and Jamie had said was a door out of the world.  Joel was staring at the door.  It looked different somehow.  ‘Could it really be a door to leave the world?’  Joel wondered.   ‘What is back there?’  His mind was thinking a thousand different thoughts.  ‘Is Sinclair behind this door waiting to kill me?’  He was very frightened.  Then he heard yelling.
 
    
 
   “Leave me alone!” Jacob screamed from the woods.   
 
    
 
   “Jacob! What is wrong?” Joel yelled.       
 
    
 
   Joel opened his canvass bag and took out the bison handled knife that Josiah had made for him.  He held it with both hands.  
 
    
 
   “Jacob! No tricks!” Joel yelled.   
 
    
 
   “There are no tricks involved,” a deep male voice replied.  Shammai stepped from the bushes and pulled Jacob along with him.  He had Jacob’s arm twisted up around his back causing tears to run down the boy’s face from pain.  “So why are you two alone?”  
 
    
 
   “Let my brother go!” Joel yelled.   
 
    
 
   Shammai continued to drag Jacob along and pulled even harder at the boy's twisted arm.  “I said, why are you alone? Where did those demon possessed ones go?  What are they up to now?”
 
    
 
   “Let Jacob go!” Joel said and pointed the knife at Shammai.  Joel’s hands were shaking in fear.
 
    
 
   “Come now, little one, put that knife down, and tell me what their plans are,” Shammai pulled again at Jacob’s arm, and a popping sounds could be heard.  Jacob gasped in pain.   
 
    
 
   Joel ran toward his brother, the knife still in his hands.  “Jacob!”  
 
    
 
   Shammai pulled Jacob in front of him using him as a shield.  “I said drop that knife.”  
 
    
 
   “No!  Do not do it, Joel, run home and get help!” Jacob cried through the pain.   
 
    
 
   “Children should be quiet.  You must respect your elders, boy,” Shammai said.   Joel was now very close, and Shammai was shuffling to keep the injured Jacob between him and Joel.  “No closer, or I will rip his arm all the way off.” Shammai said, an edge of panic in his voice.  “I watched you two for the last while, why did those possessed ones abandon you?”  
 
    
 
   “They did not abandon us,” Joel said.  “We are on a mission.”  Joel pointed the knife’s tip right at Shammai.  Joel had no idea why he did that, but he kept remembering how his papa had taught him to butcher sheep.  Jacob suddenly stomped his foot down and raked the shin of Shammai.  Shammai yelped and let go of the boy.  Jacob stumbled away, his right arm hanging uselessly by his side.   Shammai ignored him for the moment.
 
    
 
   Shammai pulled a short rod from his belt.  “So you will not obey me.  Then I will beat the answers out of you! Spare the rod and spoil the child!” Shammai said as he swung the rod toward Joel’s hands.  Joel retreated but did not drop the knife.   
 
    
 
   “You leave us alone!” Joel yelled back in defiance.   
 
    
 
   “Your parents are failures! You are such an impudent child.  Why would your parents let you go with demon possessed people?” Shammai swung the rod again, but Joel dodged the strike.  “In the Clan of Tobit, RCs know their place.”
 
    
 
   “Papa and Momma love me!” Joel cried.  He was becoming more scared as Shammai continued to swing at him.  He kept backing up, sort of feeling his way with his feet.  He realized that he had reached the metal ground of the Knobs.   
 
    
 
   “After I knock that silly knife from your hand, I am going to beat a lesson into you that you will never forget.  Then I will teach that same lesson to your brother,” Shammai sneered at Joel.  He kept swinging the rod.  “Foolishness is bound in the heart of a child, but beatings shall drive it out.  RCs must be taught properly.”
 
    
 
   Suddenly, Shammai’s eyes grew gigantically wide.  He whirled around.  Jacob was there, and in his left hand was his bison handled knife.  He had stabbed Shammai in the butt, and the knife’s tip had punched through his clothing and cut into the flesh.
 
    
 
   “How dare you cut me!” Shammai screamed.  He swung the rod about and struck Jacob’s injured arm.  Jacob fell to the ground.   
 
    
 
   Shammai screamed again.  For now using both small hands, Joel had stabbed him in the butt as well.  This time the blade sank deeper into the flesh of the other butt cheek.  Blood was welling up on Shammai’s clothing as he jumped away from the second stabbing.   
 
    
 
   “Go away!” Joel said in a calm voice, holding firmly to his blood streaked knife.  Jacob stumbled to his feet, and he, too, pointed his knife at Shammai, even though his face was contorted with pain from his arm.
 
    
 
   Shammai kept whirling about trying to reach his butt or even look at his injuries.  He pulled his hand back from his butt, and it was blood covered.  “You wretched little devils!” Shammai screamed.  He looked again at his hand, covered with blood.  “You have cut me!”  
 
    
 
   “Jamie! I hear you! We are over here!” Jacob yelled at the top of his voice.
 
    
 
   Shammai looked around in more than fear.  “You are accursed abominations,” he cried and limped quickly away into the forest.  He did not look back.
 
    
 
   “Jamie, he is running into the forest!”  Jacob yelled as he fell against his little brother.  Joel did not see Michael or Jamie, and it took him a few moments to realize that Jacob was pulling a prank.  A prank that saved their lives.
 
    
 
   After a while, Joel set his knife down and looked at his brother.  “Are you okay?” He asked.
 
    
 
   “My arm hurts really bad.  We need to get home,” Jacob said through gritted teeth.   
 
    
 
   Joel took his canvass bag and filled it with all of their things, except the two knives.  Then he used Jacob’s bag and tied up Jacob’s arm to his side.  Joel did not know how to do it very well, but he had watched his Momma wrap up Papa’s knee when it gave him trouble.   
 
    
 
   “We will get back home and get your arm fixed.” Joel said.  “Even if we cannot run, we will get there soon.”
 
    
 
   Joel put Jacob’s good arm over his shoulder and helped him stand up.  Both boys held their knives as they walked along.  “I am glad you are my brother,” Jacob said as he leaned heavily on Joel.  “It is a good thing you are shorter than me so I can lean on you.”
 
    
 
   “I am glad you are my brother, too,” Joel said as his brother's weight rested across his shoulders.  Together they continued walking back toward Antioch, but each kept their eyes wide open and their knives ready.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   16 waters flowing white hair sighted
 
    
 
   “That is the most water I have ever seen in one place,” Michael said as he looked up at the cataract.  The water was flowing out of the side of the permalloy wall, from about twenty meters up.  The water was a torrent that came splashing down and landed in a large pool.  Mist and spray was everywhere around the cataract, and the sound was loud but oddly tranquil.  Shimmers of colored bands shone in the mist as the light from the sky tube shone straight down from high overhead.   Looking up, it was the first time they saw the end of the sky tube.  So they were at a literal end of the habitat, or as the people of Antioch may have said, at the long end of the world.     
 
    
 
   “There is so much water here,” Jamie exclaimed.  “I am still amazed and overwhelmed at how much water this habitat actually has.” The water landed in the pool, but then flowed gently over the edge of the pool and down into a water trench.  The largest one Michael and Jamie had seen.  “Is this what they call a river?”  
 
    
 
   “I guess so.  But some called them streams, and others said a river and others waterways.  Is there a difference? And where does all that water go?  Or come from? You can see it flowing away into the forest.” Michael pointed.  As Michael looked down the river, he saw a wooden foot bridge a short distance away.  On that bridge were two people.  They were looking back at him.  As their eyes met, the people on the bridge rapidly turned and darted away.   
 
    
 
   “There are people here.  Maybe they know about Sinclair,” Michael said and raced down the bank of the river toward the bridge.  Jamie pulled out the Willie Wacker and followed.   
 
    
 
   The people seemed to be dressed in some kind of leather clothing and were running away quickly.  There was a small path leading away from the bridge.  Jamie and Michael were not nearly as sure footed as the other people were and did not come close to catching up to them.  After running a bit on the path, the people seemed to disappear.  Although Michael and Jamie looked all around and around, the others had disappeared in the forest.
 
    
 
   “Who were those people?” Jamie asked.   “Bandits?”
 
    
 
   “I have no idea, but they certainly did not want to see us,” Michael replied.  So Michael and Jamie continued to follow the path they were on.  It was very winding and took them meandering through a very densest part of the forest.  Michael and Jamie had not seen such thick foliage before.  The light from the sky tube was directly overhead but only shone in diffuse ways through the forest canopy.  Here, the various kinds of trees were locked so tightly together that visibility was very limited.  But as they walked, they watched for other signs of people.   
 
    
 
   The path eventually opened to a small clearing.  There was a still smoldering fire pit, and a number of tents of various shapes and sizes.  No one seemed to be around.  Michael and Jamie looked into the first tent and inside was a mat and also some bundles of cloth.  The other tents were examined, and in one, they found a sack containing some of the tools they had brought with them from Dome 17.  “Well, we know whoever lives here at least has traded with the bandits, or might be bandits themselves,” Michael said as he emerged from the tent, a tool in his hand.   
 
    
 
   “That is ours!” Jamie said, her face a bit flushed with anger.   
 
    
 
   “We may have found the thieves,” He replied.
 
    
 
   “It’s worse than that.  Look at this," Jamie held out two shirts, both of which were obviously from Dome 17.  Each had a large hole ripped through them.  A hole that could only have been made by projectiles from a Willie Wacker.  Blood covered much of what remained of those Dome 17 shirts.
 
    
 
   “Whose were they? Which of our friends did they… " Michael’s words were interrupted when the tent next to him was shredded by something smashing into it.  Both Michael and Jamie dove to the ground and sought cover.  Jamie pulled the Willie Wacker hand gun out and aimed it into the forest, her eyes intensely searching the foliage for who had shot at them.  She could see no target, but she recognized that the tent had been struck by a projectile from the other Willie Wacker.
 
    
 
   Some dirt exploded from the forest floor, making a loud thunk sound.  It was a few steps away from Jamie on the other side from where the tent had been hit.  This time, Jamie had been listening for the small piff noise the Willie Wacker would make.  So when she heard that, she knew where to aim.  She did not see who was shooting but instead fired at the point where the noise originated.
 
    
 
   “Hey!” A voice yelled from the forest.  Jamie’s shot had hit very near to someone.  Piff, piff, piff,  came the noise from the forest.  Projectiles struck around the camp, but nowhere near Jamie or Michael.  Jamie followed the sounds and fired her weapon again into the woods.  “Arg...” A scream came from the forest.  “They hurt Mason.  He is bleeding all over!” A terrified voice came from the forest.  Jamie fired several times quickly, aiming toward the voice.  The sound of a tree shattering came back from the woods.  “Make it stop!” the man screamed.  “Mason is dying.” The man yelling was in near panic.  “What do we do?”
 
   
 
 
   Piff, piff, piff, piff.
 
    
 
   These shots came from the forest and blasted another tent, throwing up dirt sprays all around the camp, knocking down some equipment.  Jamie and Michael hugged the ground closer and covered their eyes from the flying dirt and debris.   
 
    
 
   “Help us Sinclair!” The panicked man’s voice pleaded.   
 
    
 
   “Shut up, fool!” An old woman’s voice barked.   
 
    
 
   Jamie tried to decipher where that voice originated, but Sinclair’s seemed to echo around the forest.  Without further hesitation, Jamie fired rapidly and methodically, into the forest, moving her aim slightly from one side to another.   Her shots ripped through many trees and covered a broad arc through the forest.
 
    
 
   Then, she stopped to listen.   
 
    
 
   It was quiet.  Jamie and Michael waited and watched.  They did not move, and their breathing was tightly controlled.  Michael considered what to do next.  Jamie’s eyes and ears were attuned toward the forest.  Michael took the tool he was holding and threw it against the side of the damaged tent.  It made a huge crashing sound, as the tent was knocked over.  No more shots came from the forest.   
 
    
 
   Jamie crawled quietly over to Michael, whispering.  “I cannot tell if they are gone or not.  What do you think?”  
 
    
 
   “Jamie, you hit at least one of them.  Maybe you got several?” 
 
    
 
   “I certainly hope so.  I am going to take a look,” Jamie said and lifted herself into a squatting position.  She then carefully moved from one place of cover to another, heading toward the forest.  Michael followed.  He too was in a crouch and was super alert.  Using hand gestures, they communicated as they proceeded onward.  Jamie had the Willie Wacker aimed ahead of her.  Carefully they made their way up and into the forest.  After a bit of searching, they found a path.  Blood streaks and drops were seen on the path.   
 
    
 
   Michael came up to Jamie.  “See, you did hit some of them.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but no bodies.  Come on,” Jamie said as her face was tight with determination.   
 
    
 
   They followed the blood trail along the path until they saw the bridge.  As they crossed the bridge, they looked down river.  Far down the way, they saw a group of people standing at the bank of the river.  The last person in that group had bright white hair.  It was an old woman in long flowing robes, Sinclair.  The group retreated into the woods, two members being supported by the three other ones.  But the white haired Sinclair kept watching.    
 
    
 
   As Michael and Jamie looked at the people down river, two others, who had been hiding in the bushes at the end of the bridge, attacked.  They struck quickly, one with a spear, the other holding a short sword.  The spear thrust narrowly missed Jamie, who jumped to the side and tried to bring the Willie Wacker into action.  The spearman rushed past her.   
 
    
 
   The swordsman attacked by slashing in a fast upward arc right toward Michael’s face.  Michael jumped backward, stumbled, lost his footing and fell back hard onto the bridge.  The swordsman raced over and swung the sword downward just as Michael rolled to the side.  His head was aching from striking the bridge.  The sword missed, but the swordsman quickly shifted position and sought to jab it straight into Michael’s back as Michael attempted to recover.  The jab missed, and the sword slipped between the planking on the bridge and the rails along the side.  Michael grabbed the bandit’s wrist and pulled with all his might; and the bandit fell face first into the bridge.  They wrested together, grabbing, smacking and trying to slug each other.  The bandit could not get the sword into position, as they were jammed together tightly against the railing and the planks on the bridge.
 
    
 
   The bandit with the spear, meanwhile, had shifted quickly around and slashed downward at Jamie.  Jamie ducked and swept her leg out and expertly side kicked the bandit’s knee.  His spear went flying to the side as he fell hard to the bridge floor.  Jamie leaped up and had the Willie Wacker aimed directly at the bandit.  She fired.  A large section of the bandit’s chest and shoulder were pulverized.  A spray of cloth, blood, muscle and fragmented bone was showered over the bridge as the now dying bandit’s body convulsed in seizures.   
 
    
 
   By now, Michael's wrestling had overpowered the other bandit.  Michael was straddling his chest.  Michael’s knees were holding down the man’s shoulders, and the sword had fallen from his grip.  The bandit grabbed Michael’s wrists as Michael grabbed the man’s head.  Holding the bandit by his scraggly hair, Michael bashed his head downward into the planks of the bridge.  There was a dull thudding sound.  The bandit’s hands released the grip on Michael’s wrists.  Michael continued to smash his head into the bridge several more times.     
 
    
 
   A section of the bridge railing disappeared in a blast of splinters.   
 
    
 
   The white haired person, Sinclair, who had been watching to see if her planned ambush had worked, was shooting at them.  She was standing at the bank of the river firing up at the bridge with the Willie Wacker she had in her skinny outstretched hand.  Jamie raced off the bridge and dove into the bushes where the ambushers had been hiding.  Michael released the dead bandit and picked up both the sword and the spear and followed her.  Another part of the bridge exploded, peppering Michael with slivers of wood.  Fortunately, his protective dome clothing stopped most of the splinters, but as he had seen in his dead colleague’s clothing, the Willie Wacker would punch right through the dome clothing.   
 
    
 
   Panting and short of breath, Michael said, “We know you did not hit Sinclair.  We must stop them.”  
 
    
 
   “So now we catch our breath and do not walk into another ambush,”  Jamie said.  She smiled at Michael.  “We are sure in this together!”
 
    
 
   Michael wiped the blood off his hands in the grass around the bushes.  “We have to stop them.  I will not allow them to hurt anyone else.”
 
    
 
   Jamie nodded and, taking a deep breath, said, “Okay.  Together we do this.”
 
    
 
   Looking down the bank of the river, they saw nothing.  They ran from the bushes to a large tree.  Looking again, they darted to the next place of concealment, proceeding after the bandits.  Then they checked again.  Repeating this process, they quickly were at the place where Sinclair had shot at them on the bridge.  There, in the dirt and sand along the riverbank, they again found the bloody trail.  Jamie knelt down and looked at it.  “Well, they are hurt and not going to move fast.  We should be able to catch up to them and end this,” she said and pointed with the weapon she held.   
 
    
 
   “Good,” Michael replied with finality.  
 
    
 
   After Jamie and Michael were out of sight, a small section of the ground, near the end of the bridge, opened to reveal a passageway.  A green and brown striped automacube, with large tires, rolled out and approached the two dead bandits.  With the mechanical appendage, it separately grabbed each of the corpses and dragged them away into the underground.  Habitat 1, Coastal Plains, had been designed to reclaim human bodies.
 
    
 
   Running along the trail, Michael and Jamie cut through the forest.  Every now and again, they would pause to see what was ahead.  But they were more determined than cautious.  They came out from under a grove of trees.  Another new kind of tree.  These trees were large with lots and lots of drooping branches that were long and thin.  The branches were like cords, with small yellowish leaves.  The corded part of the trees hung down from thicker branches higher up.  Pushing apart the branches of the willows, Michael and Jamie looked down the trail and saw that it led directly toward the permalloy wall, and the door that was set in it.  Approaching the door was the group of bandits.    Sinclair walked up to the door and held up something.  They were too far away to see what it was or to hear her words.  The permalloy door slid open and the bandits carried their injured comrades inside.   
 
    
 
   Jamie took careful aim at Sinclair as she stood before the door.  Jamie fired.
 
    
 
   Sinclair stepped inside just as the projectile struck right where she had been.  Sinclair turned around and glared back.  “You will all die!” Sinclair screamed.  Again Sinclair lifted something.  The permalloy door slid shut.  Jamie’s next shot slammed into the door, just missing Sinclair.
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael ran full out toward the door.  Reaching it, they could discern no way to open it.  “I wish we had a torch to cut through here,” Jamie stated flatly.
 
    
 
   “Again, we are without a way to cut though, right when we need it,” Michael said, hammering his fist repeatedly on the door.   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   17 limping home
 
    
 
   Joel held up Jacob as they walked out of the forest and onto the farm fields.  They had walked as fast as possible, but Jacob was very weak.  Joel had placed both knives into his bag as soon as they left the forest.  He was not sure they were safe but knew he now needed to use both hands to keep Jacob walking.   
 
    
 
   Looking at over the fields, Joel began yelling.  “Someone help us! Please come and help! Help!”  
 
    
 
   He looked down again at his brother’s bloody and twisted arm.  There was not a lot of blood, but the arm hung limp and swollen.  The hand was nearly double its usual size, and the color was wrong.  They walked on, and Joel was getting tired.   Jacob did not respond when Joel asked him if he was okay.  He just kept putting one foot in front of the other and hanging onto his little brother.   
 
    
 
   “I have him,” a man said as he lifted Jacob up into his arms.  He walked very swiftly toward town.   
 
    
 
   “Ellis, his arm is busted up,” Joel cried partially in fear and partly in relief.  Ellis was a neighbor and as strong as a bison.  Joel felt hopeful.   
 
    
 
   They walked quickly into town, and Ellis used his big voice to call for others.  Before long they were surrounded by several other people all seeking to help.  “We will take him to Hulda.  You, run and tell her she has a patient coming,” Ellis commanded of another person who immediately ran quickly ahead.  “And you, find their parents and bring them.  Then you, go to the traders and tell them we need medicines and help.  And you go find Retora Lydia and bring her to Hulda’s.” The people followed Ellis’ commands without question, each running off on the assigned errand.  One look at Jacob and people wanted to help.  People in Antioch did not look for social structure, they looked at what job needed to be done and who had started to do it.  In this case, Ellis was the leader for this crisis.   
 
    
 
   Hulda the Healer’s home had started as one typical of Antioch.  The cabin had been made from permalloy, the same materials from which the ship was constructed.  But in the interior, Hulda's cabin had a separate area with several cots for the ill or injured.  There was a work bench dedicated to her healing arts.  On the bench were jars and bottles of various herbs, tonics and mixtures she made from the local plants and animals.  She also had the best assortment of surgical tools of anywhere in the vicinity.     
 
    
 
   Hulda was standing at the door, having been alerted to the need.  She was a strong woman with hair pulled back into a ponytail which was braided.  Her dark skin shone with health and vigor which hid her true age.  Her movements were precise and efficient.  She gestured to the closest cot, and Ellis laid Jacob on it and quietly left the cabin.     
 
    
 
   “We got attacked.  He twisted and twisted Jacob’s arm, then he hit it with a rod!” Joel was trying to explain.   
 
    
 
   “I will attend to your brother.  Thank you for your help.  You may sit here and watch,” Hulda said, pointing to a small chair at the side.  Hulda knew the parents would be on their way and did not even consider asking about it.  She instinctively knew Ellis would have made those arrangements.    
 
    
 
   Rectora Lydia peeked, along with Brink arrived and they stayed outside of the cabin with the others.  Soon Lottie and Rowan, the boys’ parents, pushed through the crowd and went in.  After briefly touching Jacob and looking at him, they sat quietly next to Joel.  Jacob gave them a weak smile but said nothing.  Joel wrapped his arms around his parents as they watched Hulda work.   
 
    
 
   Two traders, and Willie, approached the cabin.  Willie was ready to walk right in but was held back by a restraining hand from Rectora Lydia.  “Hulda will treat this boy,” Lydia said quietly.
 
    
 
   “I have a medical kit here, so he can be healed,” Willie said with his somewhat nasally voice.     
 
    
 
   Lydia considered what Willie held in his good hand.  She tried to look Willie in the eye, but since Willie’s eyes were misaligned due to his strabismus, that was tough.  She looked at his other arm and then back to the medical kit.  She was dubious.  Willie’s hygiene was not very good.  But she knew he was known to the people of Antioch as someone who was honest and did well with the technology brought from the dome.  Her eyes must have revealed her uncertainty.  
 
    
 
   “No, it is not magic, and it does not fix everything.” Willie looked down at his paralyzed arm.  “But this can help the boy.  Please.”  
 
    
 
   “Ask Hulda,” Lydia said through tight lips and stood to the side.   
 
    
 
   Willie walked in.  Jacob’s parents were instantly alert and their eyes were stern, but they said nothing.  Hulda had carefully cut the woolen shirt off of Jacob.  She had done it in such a way that it could be sown back together as easily as possible.  The blood stains would be another matter.  She had then assessed Jacob’s arm.   
 
    
 
   Hulda looked directly at Jacob who was trying to be brave but was very scared.  “The arm is dislocated from the shoulder, and it is broken in two places.  I will push the bones back together in the shoulder.  But this will hurt greatly.  Then the arm will need to be immobilized for many weeks as it heals.  It will probably be crooked.” Hulda and Jacob held eye contact for quite a while.  “Shall I put in back in?” Hulda asked.
 
    
 
   “Hulda, may I use our medical kit to help him?” Willie said.   
 
    
 
   Hulda thought for a moment.  “I do not know what your things can do.  Are you a healer? I thought you were a trader.  And your own arm is not functional.” It was not said in any hurtful manner but was just stated as a fact.   
 
    
 
   “I am not a healer, but I know how to work these tools.  Yes, my own arm had nerve and cell damage and was beyond repair when it happened years ago in Dome 17.  But let me at least give the boy an anesthetic to diminish the pain.  Also, I believe the bone stimulator will rebuild the fractures.” 
 
    
 
   "I do not know your words, but it is clear your intent is honorable," Hulda turned to Jacob.  “It is your body.  Your decision.  What do you say?”  
 
    
 
   Both of Jacob’s parents remained silent.  It was, indeed, Jacob’s decision.   
 
    
 
   “Let him try,” Jacob said.  “Michael and Jamie trust him.  I trust them.  Let him try.  He did make papa’s boots.”
 
    
 
   Willie opened the medical kit.  He took out a small devise and set it on Jacob’s chest.  The device hummed for a moment, and then several small wafers were slid out of the device.  “Now chew these up,” Willie said.  “They will take the pain away.”  
 
    
 
   Jacob chewed the wafers.  A moment later he said, “My arm does not hurt at all!”  
 
    
 
   “May I put the shoulder back in now?” Hulda asked.
 
    
 
   Jacob nodded, and Willie said, “Yes, and then we will align the bones.” Willie lifted the device off Jacob’s chest.   
 
    
 
   Hulda carefully manipulated the shoulder joint into place.  Jacob did not feel a thing.  “That worked well,” Hulda said.  She was obviously impressed by the med kit.  “Now we align the bones and set the arm in place.” She then positioned the broken bones in place.  The muscles were soft and easily pliable.  The swelling in the arm was going down quickly.  She began to wrap the arm in preparation for the immobilization.   
 
    
 
   “Let me try this here as well.  If you are sure the bones are properly aligned," Willie said and set the device next to Jacob’s hand.  “Can you take this part up and place it beyond where the break is located?” Hulda nodded and took a small wire and pad which came out from the device and placed it on Jacob’s elbow.  The device made a small humming sound again.   
 
    
 
   “My arm itches,” Jacob said in a bit of a dreamy voice.   
 
    
 
   Hulda’s eyes grew wide.  “That break is gone,” she said, carefully fingering the area which had been broken.  “I can feel where it was broken, but the bone is knit back together.”
 
    
 
   “Now we try for the shoulder,” Willie said.  His good arm held the device at the elbow, and Hulda took the wire and pad and placed them just beyond the shoulder.  Again the device hummed.   
 
    
 
   “The shoulder is repaired!” This time Hulda let out a bit of surprise and astonishment.   
 
    
 
   Jacob stretched out his arm and it worked well.  “It feels tingly and itchy and weak.  But it works.” Lottie and Rowan hugged their son, Jacob.  Joel hugged him tightest of all.  They walked slowly out of the healer's cabin and were surrounded by the people of Antioch.
 
    
 
   Hulda smiled a huge smile and watched as the family stepped from her cabin to talk to Lydia.  She then turned to Willie.  “So why not use this… thing…  on your arm?”  
 
    
 
   “The bones in my arm were healed, but the nerves and cells were crushed.  Medical treatments can heal bones, and muscles, but they cannot regenerate nerves.  I sure wish it could.” Willie looked somewhat wistfully away.   
 
    
 
   “May I look at your arm?” Hulda said.   
 
    
 
   “I guess so,” Willie replied.  Hulda pulled the arm out from its sling.  Willie watched in a detached manner.  “I cannot even really feel you touching me.”
 
    
 
   Hulda reached over to her bench and removed a bottle and a pack of needles.  The needles looked like they were made from small bones.  “May I fix your arm?”
 
   
“Sweetheart, if you can fix my arm, I will marry you!” Willie said.   
 
    
 
   “Despite that possibility," Hulda began, but then looked at Willie.  “Well, perhaps romance later?” said Hulda.  “But this will hurt very much.  The tonic will need to dig new pathways.”  She then took a large needle out and dipped it into the dark thick liquid in the bottle.  “Again, I tell you this will cause pain.”
 
    
 
   “Sure, sure, I have not felt anything in that arm for years, so go for it.  But your primitive folk medicine cannot do anything,” Willie said.  He never expected what would happen next.  Hulda jabbed the needle deep into his arm, just anterior to the thumb.  The dark thick liquid mixed with the drops of blood which came out from the puncture wound.  Then that combination, gelled into a small round object.  The object then grew three legs on each side.  Willie’s eyes grew wide and, before he could do stop it, that legged object was burrowing itself into his arm.
 
    
 
   “Yikes!” Willie screamed out.  “That really hurts!”
 
   
“I told you it would.  Let the tonic do its work,” Hulda said.   
 
    
 
   “What have you done to me?” Willie cried out and grabbed his bad arm with his other one.  “I am feeling something crawling inside…” A shocked look appeared on Willie’s face.  It was not a look of pain, more a look of genuine surprise.  “I can feel....  in this arm!”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, the tonic will make new pathways.  It will take several treatments, but your arm should recover much of its function,” Hulda said and nodded at Willie.   
 
    
 
   “Why did you not tell me about this before?” Willie asked.
 
    
 
   “You did not ask.  So I assumed you did not wish to be healed,” she replied.  “I do not know your ways and did not wish to intrude.  I was very surprised you offered to help heal Jacob.  Could your machine not heal your arm?”  
 
    
 
   “I am not a doctor.  All the doctors I saw, after this arm was crushed, told me the same thing.  The nerves could not be regrown.  Then later I was so used to it, I just adjusted.” Willie was still wincing a bit with the pain.  “How does this work?”
 
    
 
   “I make a tonic with the eggs of certain insects: ticks, dung beetles, lice, along with other ingredients.  The tonic is very elemental.  Then, when your blood mixes with the tonic, a Saint Peter bug is created, and that goes to work on your nerves.  Each Saint Peter bug only lives for about a day, but they know what to repair and what not to repair.  They do not mend bones, just nerves.  I learned this from my parents, and they from their parents.  Healers have always done this.  Is this new to you?” Hulda replied.
 
    
 
   “Sweetheart, we need to talk and share, because I think we both have been missing something very important,” Willie smiled at Hulda.  He intended more than just an exchange of medical ideas.   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   18 automacubes on parade
 
    
 
   Regina did not dream while in suspended animation.  Her mind was just sort of turned off: no hearing, no thinking, no dreaming.  Her body, snug in its cocoon stretcher, was being carried by the three automacubes - yellow, blue, and white - who had just departed from Biological Research 47R.  The Emergency Evacuation Protocol called for transport of injured personnel to a primary emergency medical facility.  The automacubes were nowhere as sophisticated in their thinking as an artificial intelligence, but they did follow established parameters accurately.  Each had a somewhat limited range of options to carry out their primary tasks and did network with other automacubes in doing more complex tasks.   
 
    
 
   So they carried the inert body of Regina down a connection hallway and came upon a portal for transports.  The yellow automacube plugged a jack into the wall near the portal.  It attempted to contact the AI for transport to the medical facility.  Had it been more observing of its surroundings, it would have noticed that the top half of the transport portal was melted into slag.  The rest of the hallway was strewn with debris and broken things, mostly personal items discarded in a long ago departure from this part of the ship.     
 
    
 
   The yellow automacube attempted to connect to the AI three times, and then its programming assumed that the emergency situation had affected the transport portal.  In a way, it had, but that damage was several generations ago and was not directly connected to Regina’s injuries.
 
    
 
   So, the three automacubes shifted around and maneuvered the stretcher down the hallway and sought an alternative route to the medical facility.  Reaching the end of the hallway, they set the stretcher down.  Then the blue automacube opened a door, and a ladder was revealed.  Using its appendage, the blue automacube easily climbed the ladder to the next deck.  Using two axels which extended outward, it pressed a set of wheels into the walls and anchored itself in the hallway above.  Then it lowered a cable which had been wound inside its cube shaped body.  The yellow automacube then attached the cable to the stretcher, the white one assisting in the connection.  The cable then was drawn upward, and the yellow and white automacubes climbed along behind the stretcher which carried Regina.
 
    
 
   The deck they were now on was similar to the one below, at least in structure.  Blue plugged into a wall port and called for assistance from Machine Maintenance and Repair, but there was no reply.  Blue put in a repair order to Central Processing for the transport portal on the deck below.  Then the blue automacube reeled in the cable and pulled its wheel set back into travel position.   Together with white and yellow, it hoisted the stretcher up and continued progressing to the nearest medical clinic.   
 
    
 
   The floor plan in yellow’s memory circuits showed that Medical Clinic 87 was located several corridors over, so that was where they headed.  Medical Clinic 87 was not a primary emergency medical center, like the one they had wanted to reach via the transport system, but protocol and parameters indicated that yellow should lead them to the nearest medical facility, now that the transport system was non-functional.   
 
    
 
   They approached a doorway that failed to open.  So they diverted around that and took another passage in an attempt to reach Medical Clinic 87.  This hallway was collapsed and filled with junk: broken permalloy, wiring, plumbing ducts and ventilation materials.  So they diverted yet again.  After a prolonged attempt to find ways around the broken or blocked hallways and doors, the three automacubes stopped.   
 
    
 
   An appendage came out from Blue and undid a grate in the wall.  The grill work fell to the floor with a loud clang.  Though, there was no one there to hear it.  The automacubes then carefully maneuvered the stretcher, still inflated and holding Regina in suspended animation, through a twisting set of tertiary repair and access passages.  Yellow led the way; white pushed the stretcher, and blue followed.  Blue then replaced the grill after they had all entered the passageway.  The blackness in the passages did not bother the automacubes since they maneuvered by their limited sensor equipment and programmed schematics of ship's systems.   
 
    
 
   Eventually, they progressed to a point where they had to descend at a sharp incline, but the automacubes were used to those kinds of feats, and their wheels adjusted accordingly.  Sometime later, they went past another grill which looked out over a different hallway.  They then stopped, and blue opened up this grill; it, too, fell to the floor making a clanging noise.  The three automacubes then maneuvered the stretcher into the hall, blue going first, then white, then yellow.  Blue quickly replaced the grill.
 
    
 
   There was no sense of joy or happiness in the automacubes, now that they were in the hallway outside of Medical Clinic 87.  Automacubes had no feelings or emotions, not even the synthetic pseudo-emotions of the artificial intelligences aboard the Eschaton, not to mention the nearly human personalities of the AIs which were back in Dome 17.  No, automacubes just did their jobs as they were designed.  So, the horrors that were in the hallway leading to Medical Clinic 87 did not affect them.   
 
    
 
   For this hallway was not filled with just debris and broken mechanical parts.  This hallway was also filled with dried out, nearly mummified bodies from people long dead.  Along with the ripped and tattered clothing that had once held those same corpses together.  The people had all been traumatized in one manner or another.  They had all died here many years before.  The pools of blood and other essential bodily fluids, which had once been liquids, were now nothing more than dark stains on the floors, ceiling and walls.
 
    
 
   The white automacube went from body to body assessing each, but offering no help to the long-ago dead.  White jacked into a port on one wall and sent a request for Security and for Mortuary Assistance to come to this location.  Blue and yellow worked to clear the bodies out of the way so that the doors to Medical Clinic 87 could be reached.      
 
    
 
   At the doorways into Medical Clinic 87 were the crushed and broken remains of two automacubes that had been red.  Those broken mechanical bodies were tossed aside like the mummified corpses.  Blue had to use powerful spreader mechanisms on its appendage to pry open the doors to Medical Clinic 87.   
 
    
 
   The automacubes brought the stretcher carrying Regina into Medical Clinic 87.  This section was a burned and charred mass of destruction.  The exam stations were black and melted.  The walls were scorched.  Most of the equipment was mission or broken.  Broken piping and ducts hung down from the opened ceiling.  There was no one alive, and no functioning artificial intelligence, to accept delivery of the stretcher.   
 
    
 
   Blue pried open the doors to the surgical suite, and that area was not damaged to the extent of the main parts of the section.  The lights and surgical table had been overturned, but, on one wall, there appeared some unbroken ports and taps.  A white light was blinking over one access port.   
 
    
 
   Yellow approached the wall and connected a cable into the access port.  A small display lit up, and a series of red flashing lights appeared in quick sequence.  Over and over the red lights flashed until a green one finally appeared.  Yellow had linked to a partially functional directory of the medical facilities of the Eschaton.  Yellow now knew their next destination.  Before unjacking from the system, yellow put in another request for assistance to Security: local and ship-wide.  Then sent urgent requests to Machine Maintenance and Repair, to Central Processing, and to Transport Authority.  Yellow could find no active links, or couplings, to anything aside from the partially functioning directory, but sent the requests anyway.
 
    
 
   Leaving through another doorway at the far end of Medical Clinic 87, whose doors were missing, the three automacubes departed.  They still carried the stretcher holding Regina as they continued their long journey to complete the Emergency Evacuation Protocols.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   19 reunion, but now who is lost?
 
    
 
   “Well, looks like we made it back," Jamie said in a tired voice.  She was jogging alongside her husband as they moved out from the trees of the forest.  Sweat beaded on her forehead and down her back.   
 
    
 
   “I hope those boys told Lydia what was happening.  I expected to meet the legionnaires already," Michael replied.  He too was sweaty and tired.  They had been pushing very hard to get back, ever since Sinclair had escaped through the permalloy door in the edge of the habitat.  They had spoken little, and each had thoughts racing through their minds about the deaths they had administered.  “I hope they made it back without troubles.”  
 
    
 
   “We will learn soon enough.  If Sinclair has hurt the boys, I will personally break both her legs before I rip out her throat," Jamie gave a quick smile to Michael.  Her freckles were covered in sweat.  Michael knew that look.  Her smile was only slightly effective in reducing the image of the violence Jamie wanted to inflict on her enemy.  To a stranger it might appear as some kind of gallows humor, but Michael knew better.  She was deadly serious.
 
    
 
   They made good time over the farm fields and entered Antioch.
 
    
 
   “Hello!” Michael called.   
 
    
 
   People came running and surrounded Michael and Jamie.  There were many questions asked.   
 
    
 
   “Did Joel and Jacob make it back here?” Jamie asked repeatedly.  The crowd tried to answer, but with so many voices, Jamie was unsure what they were saying.
 
    
 
   “One at a time!” Michael yelled.   
 
    
 
   “Michael.  I can answer your questions,” Levi walked up to them and hugged Michael.  Michael was very surprised by this public show of affection.  “The boys did return here,” Levi stated, “but on the way they were attacked.  Jacob has been healed, and they are both with their parents in the center discussing the situation with others.  Let us go and join them.”
 
    
 
   “Attacked?”  Jamie stated.  Levi nodded but said no more.  He led Michael and Jamie away toward the largest building in Antioch.  It was larger than the cabins and served as the city center.  It was also connected to the place where the transport portals were located.  Over the doorway to the Center, the words “Faith, Obedience, Honor” were carved into the metal.
 
    
 
   As Levi, Jamie and Michael entered and passed through the rooms to the meeting hall, the atmosphere was solemn.  There was also tension in the air.  Jamie remembered the first time they had entered this building, and it, too, was with Levi.  There was a sense of déjà vu, but they would not be meeting Rector Robert or Rectora Hazel this time, for they had died.  Now Rectora Lydia, Hazel’s daughter, was in office.  The position of Rector remained vacant since Robert’s disgraceful death.   
 
    
 
   The meeting room was filled with people.  Lydia was at the head of the table and was carefully listening as Gideon was speaking.  All heads turned toward Michael and Jamie as they entered, and all talk ceased.  Lottie and Rowan stood quickly and marched up to Michael and Jamie.  Michael steeled himself for the scolding he was certain was coming.  A quick glance at Jamie and he knew that she too was expecting at least a verbal reprimand and maybe a slap to the face.     
 
    
 
   Lottie came right up to Michael, stared him in the eyes, and hugged him.  Michael was shocked.  “I forgive you both for endangering my sons.  Do not be hard on yourself; no one knew this would happen.”  Lottie turned to Jamie and also hugged her.  Jamie was speechless.   
 
    
 
   “The boys are safe,” Rowan said and gestured to where Joel and Jacob were sitting at the table.  They looked very serious and very tired.  “Let your hearts be relieved.  They are safe, and I, too, forgive you.” Rowan patted Michael on the shoulder.  He then turned to Jamie and patted her on the shoulder.  “Let go of your worry; they are safe, and now healed.”
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie stared at each other.  Neither had expected this kind of reception.  Neither had verbalized the fact that they were deeply worried about the boys and had felt immense guilt at the danger the boys had been in.  The weight of those feelings rushed forward.  A few tears ran down Michael’s face as he looked at the boys.  Jamie rushed over, squatted down and looked at each boy.  She bowed her head, touching her forehead to Jacob’s and then to Joel’s.  “I am glad you are safe,” she whispered.   
 
    
 
   “Shammai attacked us and…” Joel began, but Jacob interrupted him.
 
    
 
   “We had to fight him off, and my arm was broken.” Jacob held out his arm.  “But Willie and Hulda fixed it really good!” Jamie threw her arms around both boys and held them tightly.   
 
    
 
   “We need to continue.  And since Michael and Jamie are here, they can add to what we know,” Lydia said.  “Gideon, can your plans wait until we hear from them?”  
 
    
 
   “Certainly, and our plans may need to be changed,” Gideon sat down.   
 
    
 
   Chairs were pulled up for Michael and Jamie, and a small plate of fresh fruit and bread was slid quietly in front of them.  They looked around the room.  Lorna was seated next to Lydia, and there were some legionnaires and several others, including Brink and Willie.  Those gathered at the table were an even mix of Antioch citizens and refugees from Dome 17.  Rectora Lydia turned to Michael and Jamie and said, “Please tell us what happened after you told the boys to come back to Antioch.”
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie took turns explaining all that they had encountered with Sinclair and the bandits.  There were several gasps when the deaths of Dome 17 people were reported and more shocked expressions in response to the ambush by the bridge.  Jamie and Michael reported it just as they would have had they been seated before the Committee of Dome 17 - in a manner of speaking they were, for Lorna was the only surviving Committee member - and the people of Antioch seemed to look to her as a leader of the Domers.  The biggest difference was that now Michael and Jamie did not have their personal AIs to give visual reports as well.  
 
    
 
   Many questions were asked, and the discussion took a long time.  No one could account for which of the Dome 17 survivors had been murdered by the bandits.  Many of the survivors had gone out into the habitat, not all had stayed in Antioch.  In the chaos after the teleportation no one had taken a census or role call of each and every Dome 17 refugee.    
 
    
 
   “We grieve with you over your dead friends.  But what you have said does confirm rumors we have heard about disappearing people," Lydia stated.  “We have tried to keep it quiet, as rumors and gossip do no one any good.  But now it seems there is gang of murderers not just bandits.”
 
    
 
   The people discussed the situation in more detail.  “Michael and Jamie have provided valuable information which changes our plans,” Gideon announced.  “We had proposed to head straight out and hunt the bandits, but knowing they can escape so easily, I am not sure what we can do now.  However, I do not want to just sit and wait for these killers to attack again.” The legionnaires muttered their agreement.   
 
    
 
   “We could go back to that door and cut our way in,” Brink commented.   
 
    
 
   “But how many other doors are there?” Lorna asked.  “Michael and Jamie came through one.  Sinclair escaped through another, and the boys told us about what they call Knobs - that certainly sounds like a third.  Just where do these lead?”  Lorna looked around.   
 
    
 
   “This ship has a design and was built, so the habitat access points must be recorded somewhere,”  Willie added.  He was flexing his recovering arm and massaging it.  Seeing him moving his long limp arm surprised both Jamie and Michael.
 
    
 
   “There are many old stories about passages to other worlds,” Lydia stated.  “I assumed many were just folklore until Michael and Jamie came.  But the only one we really know about for sure is the portals.  Is it possible the talking machine will know more about these, what have you called them...  doors out of the habitat?”  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four is limited, but we can ask.  Sometimes it takes asking in just the right way to get the information,” Brink said.  “I wish Regina were here; she is good with primitive AIs.  By the way, where is Regina?”  No one seemed to know.  The citizens of Antioch were not familiar with all the Domers yet, and of the people from Dome 17, none had seen Regina recently.   
 
    
 
   “I will locate her,” Levi said and got up and left.   
 
    
 
   
 
  

“Levi feels better when he is doing something.  This talking is harder for him than marching all the way to the cataract,” Gideon said.   
 
    
 
   “I think we are all tired, and we can make better decisions in the morning,” Lydia said.  “Lorna, will you stay for a moment?”  
 
    
 
   “I have several extra legionnaires walking patrol around Antioch tonight.  If someone tries to attack us, we will sound the alarms.”  
 
    
 
   The others departed to their prospective cabins.  Many made parting comments in support of Michael and Jamie as they left.  “We really do need to sleep,” Jamie said to Michael and they left together.  “Call us if anything happens.” On the way to their cabin, Jamie leaned into Michael who held her as they walked.  “I really need you tonight,” Jamie whispered and kissed his cheek.
 
    
 
   “With all we have been though these last days, you have any energy left?” Michael asked.   
 
    
 
   “Oh, this will not be work; this is for fun and to get rid of all my stress!” Jamie smiled at Michael as she squeezed his hand.   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   20 Rehab or not rehab, that is the question?
 
    
 
   The yellow automacube jacked into the plug in.  They were in the narrow space where, along with blue and white, it had carried the stretcher bearing Regina.  Only one side of the double doors at the end of the space opened.  Blue rolled over and, with its appendage, pushed the unpowered door all the way open.  Then all three of the automacubes picked up the stretcher and continued onward.    
 
    
 
   Had the machines cared, they may have stopped and read the graffiti on the walls of this new room they had entered.  But it was just a way for them to continue their quest to complete the Emergency Evacuation Protocol.  The long rows of cubbies filled with assorted metals and other basic elements did not interest them either.  They rolled along with their burden and reached the far side of the room.   
 
    
 
   The exit from this room was not as difficult to operate for when yellow plugged in; these doors slid open quietly and efficiently, just as they had been designed to do.  A red colored automacube looked on with watchful sensors, armed weapons at the ready, as they passed beneath its guard post set high in the wall.   
 
    
 
   They turned a quick corner, and the huge hanger deck opened up before them.  The automacubes, being only knee high on a human, were dwarfed by three large landing shuttles which were secured and held in place.  Their large wings, with low slung engines, almost oozed power, even though they were in long-term standby mode.  No human had been on this hanger deck for decades, yet all was in readiness for the time when the final generation of humans would have established safe passage to the new solar system.  Then these mighty mechanical flyers would be energized and set off to explore and report back to the Eschaton.  Then those titanic outer hanger doors would open, the atmosphere in the hanger deck would be sucked out into space, and the shuttles would depart.  They would be the rugged steeds by which those not-yet-born humans, the final replacement crew, would ride out on to scout out their new home.  They would be the trailblazers who would discover where the habitats could be safely landed, as the Eschaton was dismantled and landed piece by piece on the planet called Zion’s Gate.  Until that time arrived, the might and the power of the shuttles sat dormant in the hanger deck.  A small band of automacubes passed along carrying the injured, but stabilized Regina.  When blue, yellow and white reached the far end of the hanger deck, they passed another red security automacube at its guard station, alert with weapons ready.  The doors slid open and out went the inflated medical stretcher and its faithful bearers.  Then the hanger deck was sealed again awaiting a distant future when it would be used.  
 
    
 
   A long spiral ramp twisted downward, and the automacubes followed it.  As it twisted past deck after deck, they came ever closer to the location that Yellow had found marked in green on the directory in the burned out medical clinic.  The twisted ramp ended, and they rolled along a wide causeway which, had they been humans, would have offered a breathtaking view.  The causeway had transparent permalloy along one entire side of it.  So a good external view of parts of the Eschaton was visible.  For gazing down between those dark mechanical mountains was a view available at only a few places in the ship.   
 
    
 
   The ship’s bulk was a deep grey, almost black in color, and was covered with all kinds of mechanical equipment.  There were large boxy areas; there were long cylinders, and tubes snaking about.  The external view of the ship showed it to be a mechanical wonderland bathed in the shadows of deep space.  But the star fields which were also visible were brilliant.  A myriad of shinning stellar lights lit up beyond the dark hulk.  The vivid colors of a nebula were just cresting over the ship’s edge.  This causeway had once been a place where lovers would sneak to meet covertly with each other and observe the cosmos as they broke the rules established by the original crew member’s religious zeal.
 
    
 
   None of the stars or images available through the transparent permalloy inspired romantic notions in the automacubes as yellow led them down that causeway and into another section of the ship. Their sole purpose was to deliver the stretcher to a functioning medical facility.  After several more twists and turns and a long straight passageway they came to another main causeway.  And at the end of that causeway, the white automacube jacked into a port just outside a small and rather obscure door.  The door slid open and light flooded over the automacubes.   
 
    
 
   “Place the patient on table 1A,” a voice said.   
 
    
 
   The automacubes obediently did as instructed.  Table 1A was but the first of a long series of examination and treatment tables in Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12.  There were doors on both ends of the long suite of rooms.  Each room was divided by a thin wall, and within each of those medical bays the high tech medical equipment was intact.   
 
    
 
   The stretcher was then deflated, and Regina’s body was gently rolled onto her back, and her arms and legs were placed into the anatomical treatment position.  The blue and yellow automacubes rolled away, and a small doorway opened in the far wall.  They folded their appendages flat and rolled into storage to await their next assignment; they plugged into the wall and began a slow trickle of recharging.  The white automacube carefully placed the stretcher into a chute in the wall which was marked ‘To sterilization’ and the stretcher slid into a basket where it was whisked away to be refurbished.  White then rolled into a different section where it joined other white automacubes.  It, too, folded down all its appendage, plugged into the wall and awaited its next assignment.
 
    
 
   The treatment and examination table operated with gravity manipulation, so Regina’s body appeared to hover over it.  The table began scanning and assessing her condition.  She remained in suspended animation as the treatment table did its work.  All the assessments were compiled and analyzed by the medical artificial intelligence designated Kurat.  Kurat sent an urgent request for medical staff to come Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12 immediately.  Kurat had not gotten a response for medical staff assistance for many decades but still sent the summons.
 
    
 
   A screen lit up on the wall to the side of table 1A, in bay 1A.   
 
    
 
   “Admitted for treatment is one unidentified female patient, in emergency stasis started by medical automacube…” the screen read out.  Had human medical professionals been present they could have interacted with the AI as it went through the standard trauma treatment cycle:  Assessment, planning, implementation, and evaluation.   
 
    
 
   “Patient has no identification chips or markings.  Perhaps lost in trauma.  Patient is suffering massive laceration and abrasion trauma, blood loss and cranial concussion…” A long and detailed listing of injuries, and their locations, was then given starting with most severe injuries and leading to least.  Had medical staff been present they could have directed Kurat on what to do next.  Since medical staff was not present, Kurat continued the trauma treatment cycle.
 
    
 
   “Plan:  Repair injuries beginning with removal of foreign bodies while patient remains in stasis…” The treatment plan was as long and detailed as the list of Regina’s injuries.  Over the years, there had been some human patients who had been treated by Kurat, but it had been a very long time since the AI had interacted with human medical staff.   
 
    
 
   Regina’s body remained hovering on the gravity manipulation fields.  The particles of foreign bodies which had cut and punctured her body were removed by alterations in those gravity fields, and gently each sliver, shard, speck, fleck and fragment was very carefully removed.  This process took a long time, but, since Regina’s body was in suspended animation, she had no idea what was happening.  Kurat worked with consistent, relentless, machine efficiency.   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   21 finally a connection
 
    
 
   The sky tube at the top of the habitat was beginning its illumination of the day, and Jamie and Michael were already heading to the Center to discuss the situation.  They walked hand in hand and felt refreshed, even though they were quite energetic prior to falling asleep.  A light mist covered the ground and made their feet a bit damp.  They were both still surprised at the amounts of water in the habitat, as they had grown up in the ultra dry Dome 17.  
 
    
 
   “Thanks for last night,” Jamie said with a wistful smile.  Michael just held her hand tighter, but there was a spring in his step.
 
    
 
   No one had yet arrived at the Center, so they walked through the rooms and entered the portal room.  The doors along the wall were all shut, as they were when not in use.  “Theta Four, please give us your status,”  Jamie stated, addressing the artificial intelligence, which was responsible for this section of the transport system.
 
    
 
   “I am functioning at 71% of standard levels.”
 
    
 
   “Do you have any schematics or graphics of the tunnel system under Habitat 1?” Jamie asked.   
 
    
 
   “I have nothing current.  I have no sensors in that area, and no video or audio connections.  I have been searching for links or couplings and not had much success.  I did receive a report which was diverted from Transport Authority to me from an automacube,” Theta Four replied.   
 
    
 
   Jamie explained about their encounter with Sinclair and her escape out of the habitat via the door.  Michael added details as needed to give the artificial intelligence as much information as possible.  Talking to this primitive AI on the Eschaton was so different than what they were used to.  “What help can you offer?” Jamie asked.  Sometimes very broad questions would get Theta Four to access better information.   
 
    
 
   “I can display the original deck plan for that area but only the initial and unofficial plan.  I cannot locate a file with the completed pre-launch final plans.  They should be accessible, but my links to other systems are unreliable and inconsistent,” Theta Four then displayed a graphic which did show Habitat 1 and some of the passageways and decks around and under it.   
 
    
 
   “How do we open a door to those areas,” Michael asked and pointed to the graphic.
 
    
 
   “Authorized users would have immediate access.  Others could consult the appropriate artificial intelligence engine to open the doors and give passage,” Theta Four answered.   
 
    
 
   “Or we can just cut our way in and never mind these primitive systems.  If the data sticks were working we could carry this information with us and use it to guide us where we needed to go,” Michael was looking at the complexities of the halls, corridors and various other passages, which were on the graphic.   
 
    
 
   Levi walked into the room.  He had a haggard look on his face.  He was wearing the brown non-organic armor and had the sidearm and sword on his belt.  “Michael, Jamie,” he nodded to them.  “I am glad you are awake and here.  I have been searching for Regina, but no one has seen her for some time.  I searched all of Antioch and spoke to some of the outlying farms as well,” Levi had stress in his voice.   
 
    
 
   “Regina was transported to engineering,” Theta Four added along with the precise number of hours ago and the number of the transport car that was used.   
 
    
 
   “Why did she go to engineering?” Jamie asked.  “Has she returned?”  
 
    
 
   “Regina has not requested transport back from engineering.  As to why she went to engineering, she wanted to go there,” Theta Four replied.   
 
    
 
   “Why did Regina want to go there? Make conjecture on most likely possibility,” Jamie insisted.   
 
    
 
   “Most likely reason Regina want to engineering is that she was seeking to interface with Zeus.”
 
    
 
   Michael did not understand.  His anger was rising, “Theta Four, elaborate on your last statement.”
 
    
 
   “Human motivations are difficult to project.  There is a 97% probability that Regina went to engineering to interface with Zeus.  Regina had been asking about how to repair or reverse engineer data sticks and readers,” Theta Four then played a video of Regina speaking to Theta Four on that topic prior to her departure.   
 
    
 
   “She went alone to engineering?” Jamie asked, sounding shocked.   She recalled her own experience there and shuddered just thinking of making that trip alone.  “We must go after her.  I am getting our backpacks.” Jamie ran from the room.
 
    
 
   “That talking machine speaks about Regina being on a journey.  Does it know exactly where she is now?" Levi interjected.
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, where is Regina now? Use all available conjectures and resources you have to estimate her location," Michael commanded the AI.  There was a long pause.  Levi and Michael exchanged glances, but waited.   
 
    
 
   “Regina’s current location is unknown.  There is a strong probability that Regina was in the company of three automacubes, in Medical Clinic 87, if this is Regina…” A new video played on the screen.  It showed a room with several blackened and charred walls.  Across one wall were the words Trust is all you need hand painted in neon green colors on the burned walls.  Three automacubes - one blue, one white, one yellow - were holding a stretcher with a human body in it.  One wound in the body was visible.  It showed an embedded shard of clear material, which had punctured the tattered remains of clothing.  The same kind of garment that Jamie and Michael wore.   
 
    
 
   “That is Regina,” Michael said, a hand flying to his mouth in shock.  “Tell me about those mechanical units.  Explain what we are seeing.”
 
    
 
   Levi stared in awe at the video as it played.  It had only been a relatively short time that he had ever even heard a machine speak, and now it was showing him lifelike images of people and places.  His mind spun with the newness of it all, but his stern self-control did not let much of that inner wonder seep through to the outside.    
 
    
 
   “Assuming that is Regina, she is in an emergency medical stasis stretcher.  What you call 'mechanical units' are automacubes, and they serve the AIs in keeping the Eschaton functioning.  It seems evident that Regina was severely injured - cause unknown - and that a functioning AI has had her sent to Medical Clinic 87.  This is direct evidence that at least one other AI is functioning.  I am seeking to find links and couplings.  The lattice is nonfunctional.  Since Regina was looking to interface with Zeus in Reproduction and Fabrication Zone, or Mister Green Jeans in the Terraforming and Restoration Zone’s, they are the most likely AIs that are functioning, but those speculations are of low confidence.”
 
   “How do you know this?” Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “The yellow automacube sent in a request for service to Transport Authority.  That request was routed through various places looking for a reply, and I intercepted it with the limited functioning I have through the couplets to engineering.”
 
    
 
   “So we just need to go to Medical Clinic 87, right?” Michael said, almost to himself.
 
    
 
   “It is improbable that Regina is still in Medical Clinic 87.  The automacube sent the request to Transport Authority because of non-functional transports in that area.  From analysis of the surveillance video taken when that request was made, Medical Clinic 87 is nearly non-functional.  There is a 95% probability that the automacubes would have taken her to another medical facility.”
 
    
 
   “Michael, those words, in those images…” Levi was hesitant to comment but knew it was important.  “Those words, Trust is all you need.  are a Truster motto.  I found that comment often in the writings that Robert the Rector had secreted away in his cabin.  I would say that Trusters burned down the place we see in that magic window.” Levi pointed at the video, which had paused at the end of its clip.
 
    
 
   “So where would they have taken Regina.  Again search and use all available connection to make best guest conjecture.  Use whatever means available to gather further information for me,” Michael ordered.  Little did he know that his last command had empowered Theta Four in surprising ways.   
 
    
 
   By this time, Jamie had returned with both backpacks, and she had the Willie Wacker strapped onto her belt.  Lydia and Lorna walked in, watching quietly.
 
    
 
   There was a long pause from Theta Four.  Throughout the transport system, Theta Four searched for ways to link to other systems.  One dead end followed another, but the new link into Medical Clinic 87, weak and limited as it was, via the report that had been routed from Transport Authority, had opened up new avenues for possible links and couplings.  Finally, Theta Four was able to access the same partially functional medical directory that had been reached by the yellow automacube.  The same pattern of red images flashed across the screen until the green one was lit.   
 
    
 
   “Information gathered.  Analysis made.  Conjectures made.  There is a high probability that the automacubes are attempting to transport Regina to Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12,” Theta Four stated.   
 
    
 
   “Display graphic of location of Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12,”  Jamie ordered.
 
    
 
   “I have only initial planning diagrams for this location as well,” Theta For said.  The graphic came up.   
 
    
 
   “Now, in a different color, overlay this graphic with the one you showed us of the tunnel systems around Habitat 1.  Make them on the same scale,” Jamie asked.  An idea was forming in her mind, and she wanted to confirm her own thoughts.  She had missed a bit of the conversation while she got their supplies, but she was sure about what she asked.  The second graphic came up and was laid over the first.  They were a nearly perfect fit where they overlapped.  “So it looks like Regina is being taken to a place that is right near where Sinclair escaped.  Is that correct?” Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes, it looks that way,” Michael said as he touched the screen and traced the diagrams with his finger.  “Is that correct Theta Four?”
 
    
 
   “The logic is sound, and the evidence does point in that direction.  However, the graphics I can display may or may not be accurate to the current situation, and they are not the final completed plans, so there is some doubt.  I am trying to find a connection, link, coupling or other manner to reach out to Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12,” Theta Four stated.   
 
    
 
   “Use all available resources to do so,” Jamie said.  She had just unknowingly reinforced Michael’s empowerment of Theta Four.  She knew what they had to do.  So did Michael.
 
    
 
   “Information linking and analysis continuing,” Theta Four replied.   
 
    
 
   “You are going after Regina and Sinclair,” Lydia said.  Lorna nodded.
 
    
 
   “I will also come with you,” Levi stated.  “And we will ask Gideon as well.  I think he, too, would be interested in all this talking machine has told us.”  
 
    
 
   “We are leaving right now,” Jamie said and threw her backpack on.  “Get Gideon if you want to, but we are not waiting,” She nodded at Michael.  He returned her nod and grabbed his own backpack.   
 
    
 
   They were running before they left the center.   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   22 machines to the left, machines to the right, here i am.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Sinclair closed the doorway behind her.  She waved the magic bone in a certain manner, and the doors slid shut.  "Are you well, Mother Sinclair?” A man asked.  “Those heathens have not injured you have they?” The man was dressed as were the other bandits, in rough materials with leather belts and sandals.   
 
    
 
   “Do not fear for me, Arthur,” Sinclair answered.  Her tone was mocking, as if even asking about her health was a sign of disrespect.  Her tight curls of white hair were clipped short and next to her head.  Her thin and angular face was harsh in its features, pale and pasty in complexion, although not large in size.  Her deep set eyes were nearly alive with energy.   
 
    
 
   “Pardon my mistake,” Arthur murmured.  He was deeply shamed by the look Sinclair had given him.
 
    
 
   “Well, move along,” Sinclair said.  “I suppose we need to get those weak souls to the miracle room, so that I can have my servants attend them.  Move along.” Sinclair pushed past Arthur before he could move.  She placed the Willie Wacker into one of the deep pockets in her robe but kept the magic bone in her other hand.    
 
    
 
   The other bandits were already struggling to help two of their wounded down the hallway.  The hallway was illuminated by light from the ceiling.  The floor had dirt tracks covering the patterned smooth surface.  There were drops of fresh blood scattered along the floor.   
 
    
 
   Reaching a doorway, the bandits had stopped.  One man was leaning heavily against another.   Blood was running down from the side of his body.  Mason had been struck, not directly by the projectile from the Willie Wacker but, rather, by a large chunk of wood knocked out of the tree he had been hiding behind.  The chunk had ripped through his clothing and embedded itself deep in his side.  With one hand he was trying to hold the injury, but the wood chunk was soaked in blood which was running out of his hand in a steady dribble.  Freddie was holding him up.  Freddie had his sword and shield strapped to his own back and had also put Mason’s sword in his belt as well.  Freddie was a large muscular man, bigger by far in muscle than he was in brain.  He was able to help Mason along easily.  He could carry him if needed.   
 
    
 
   Also standing before the door were two women.  While the women wore hair longer than the men, it was the same dirty blonde color as all of Sinclair’s bandits.  Many of them were related.  Sara was holding her face with her hands, and Mary was guiding her along.  Sara had not been struck directly either, but a projectile had sprayed gravel out of the ground and into her face.  One eye was a ruined mess with bits and fragments being held in place by her hand.  She could see out of her other eye, somewhat, but the swelling in her face was making seeing out of that eye difficult.   
 
    
 
   Sinclair approached the group standing before the doors, as Arthur hurried to keep up.   
 
    
 
   “Mother Sinclair, where are Vik and Theo?” Mary asked her voice quivering.  
 
    
 
   “They doubted me, so they are dead,”  Sinclair snapped.  Mary looked away and uttered a sniffle.  Freddie glared at her as she did.  “Oh dear, do you have something to cry about?” Sinclair turned to her and grabbed her face.  She stared straight into Mary’s young eyes.  Sinclair’s hand squeezed Mary’s face into a pucker.
 
    
 
   “No, Mother Sinclair,” Mary recited as she had been taught.  Mary’s heart raced in fear.
 
    
 
   “Are you certain?” Sinclair squeezed Mary’s face hard again causing much pain.  Mary mumbled agreement.  Sinclair clenched her face one more time then released her and turned to the doorway.  “I thought not.” 
 
    
 
   “Hear me now, passageway to the miracle room.  I am here, and I command you to obey me and open!” Sinclair declared in a very load voice as she placed the magic bone against a spot on the side of the doorframe.   
 
    
 
   “Access granted" a voice came from the wall.   
 
    
 
   The doors slid open, and the elevator’s interior was now illuminated.  The bandits all stepped inside.  Sinclair positioned herself next to the frame and started chanting.
 
    
 
   The bandits knew to bow their heads and shut their eyes while Mother Sinclair worked her magic powers.   
 
    
 
   Seeing that everyone’s eyes were shut, or in Sara’s case covered by her blood soaked hands, Sinclair placed the bone against the frame of the wall.  She then concluded her chanting and slipped the magic bone into another of the pockets of her robe.
 
    
 
   The elevator was so smooth there was no sense of movement.  When the doors opened, they were looking out at the lobby of Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12.  The bandits took seats around the lobby, and the elevator closed.  Two of them had been here before, but even so, all were amazed at Mother Sinclair’s powers to take them to this place.  The place was vastly different than anything they had encountered in their lives.  Even the Center, or the portal place in Antioch, or anywhere in Media, none compared to this miracle place only Sinclair could open for them.   
 
    
 
   “Freddie bring Mason,” Sinclair commanded.  Brodie, Sinclair’s son, previously had been her assistant in these matters, but that had changed.   Since the legionnaires did the cleansing of Gath, and Brodie was taken away, Freddie was now serving in that capacity.  Mother Sinclair only allowed one other person to enter the miracle room with her and the injured or sick person.  After the healings, Sinclair and her assistant would tell the person who had received the miracle what to remember about their experience.  She always warned them to only remember what she told them, lest the healing be removed.  The big man nearly carried Mason though the lobby and followed Sinclair around a corner and into the medical bay area.   
 
    
 
   Sinclair stopped and hesitated for just a moment.  Down the line, at the far end, was a body floating in the air, over one of the miracle alters.  It was a naked female, and she was surrounded by light.     
 
    
 
   “Good, another of my followers is here,” Sinclair stated in her most authoritarian voice.  She then looked at Freddie, who had also seen the floating body.  “Avert your eyes, pervert!” Sinclair snapped.  “Are my people for you to ogle at with your filthy thoughts?” Freddie felt a deep shame.  He did not realize he was having impure thoughts, but he must have been having filthy thoughts, otherwise Mother Sinclair would not have admonished him so harshly.  Freddie never doubted anything Mother Sinclair said.   
 
    
 
   “Put Mason on this miracle alter,” she commanded.  The medical table lit up and a screen appeared.   
 
    
 
   “Hello, how can I assist you?” Kurat the artificial intelligence system for this medical unit stated.   
 
    
 
   “This man needs healing.  Do it now,” Sinclair commanded.   
 
    
 
   “Yes, ensign, on your authority,” Kurat replied.  The screen displayed writing.  “Patient admitted to table 16C under authority of Ensign Jay Martinson, whose biometic chip was used to activate the emergency elevator.  Initial overview shows male in fair general health admitted for traumatic puncture wound to…”  The screen went through the standard trauma treatment cycle, displaying all the pertinent information.  But neither Sinclair not Freddie, nor any of the bandits could read, so the screen was only intimidating and not informative.  Sinclair knew how to use that intimidation factor.   
 
    
 
   “Make sure this is done correctly and completely,” She commanded.
 
    
 
   “Yes, ensign,” Kurat replied.
 
    
 
   The gravity manipulation features took over, and Mason’s body was elevated, floating over the table.   
 
    
 
   “Go get Sara,” Sinclair commanded to Freddie.  Freddie walked reverently, and in trepidation, out to the lobby and escorted Sara back into the bay area.  “Set her on this magic alter,” Sinclair commanded as she pointed to the next table over.  “This woman also needs healing.  Do it now!”  Sinclair commanded.   
 
    
 
   “Yes, ensign, on your authority,” Kurat replied.  The table under Sara lit up, and the screen near her table also started to display information.  “Patient admitted to table 16A under authority of Ensign Jay Martinson, whose biometic chip was used to activate the emergency elevator.  Initial findings are severe injuries to face and eyes....”
 
    
 
   “Go and take a seat.  I will watch the rest here,” Sinclair commanded.  She did not want the talking machine to say too much in front of Freddie.  Freddie was not her son and, while he was useful, he could not be trusted.  If only Brodie was not gone.  But alas, that had happened.  The legionnaires would pay dearly for their impudence.  She pondered her revenge, but that would be another day.  She returned her attention returned to her wounded bandits.  “You will heal them as quickly as possible,” Sinclair commanded.   
 
    
 
   “Affirmative.  Healing will be completed in twenty two minutes,” The AI Kurat answered.   
 
    
 
   Regina heard the voices at the far end of the medical unit.  She had been sleeping lightly as her injuries were healing.  She wanted to hear the voices, as they seemed human, but she drifted off to sleep again.  She was still somewhat disoriented.  Was she hearing The Voice again? She struggled with fear and traumatic memory.  She remembered crying out “no more and I quit” but she could not tell if those were memories or were dreams or something else entirely.   
 
    
 
   She seemed to recall waking in a medical facility.  ‘Is this Dome 17?’  But then she remembered the experience of teleporting to the colony ship Eschaton.  And the technology around her was so old, but not just old, it was also odd.  ‘Why is this place so different?’  Her mind was a jumble.  She recalled horrific pain and blood, but those too seemed like a dream or were they memories? She did not know what was real and what was in her mind and where the line between was located.  
 
    
 
   Her skin felt tingly in places and in other places numb and stretched.  Should she wake up? But sleep was so nice, and the dreams were so real or was it really real? She drifted in and out of dreams and consciousness and memory and imaginings.     
 
    
 
   She heard voices again.  This time she did wake up.  She opened her eyes.  Around her was a medical unit, and she was in some kind of levitation field.  There was slight pain in many places, and her stomach felt full, yet gassy.  But the voices, this time she was sure she had heard them.  “Hello?” She said, just above a whisper.
 
    
 
   “How can I help you, Regina?” A mechanical voice said.  It was not that voice, but a different voice.  It was mechanical, yet different from both Theta Four and The Voice.   
 
    
 
   More memories came to her mind.   She had talked to this voice before.  “Where am I?” she asked in a near whisper.  She knew she was awake now, and she moved her eyes to look around.  Yes, it was a medical unit, and it was not Dome 17.  She knew Dome 17 had failed, and it was light years away on the dead Earth.  “Eschaton?” Regina muttered.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Regina, you are on the Eschaton, in Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12.  Do not be afraid.  A bit of disorientation is common for someone in your situation.  You are coming out of suspended animation stasis, and you have had reconstructive surgeries,” Kurat said.
 
    
 
   Regina heard voices again, but from somewhere else in the room.  Human voices?  “Who else is here?” Regina asked.  She thought she had nebulous memories of a conversation with the medical artificial intelligence labeled Kurat but had not learned much.  Kurat knew her name, and she vaguely recalled that conversation.  But it was all shrouded in mystery.  Her curiosity was not very powerful as she was healing and sedated, but she did recognize the difference between Kurat’s mechanical voice and real human voices.  
 
    
 
   “There are two new patients who have been admitted for treatment,” Kurat said.   
 
    
 
   “You are Kurat?” Regina was recalling the dream-like conversations she had had before with this AI.  It was becoming clearer - more focused.    
 
    
 
   “Yes.  I have been administering your treatment and rehabilitation.  Recovery from suspended animation is a longer process than trauma restoration.  I think it is time for you to begin ambulation.”  
 
    
 
   Regina’s body sank to the table.  A set of clothing was on the end of the table.  Regina gently sat up and began to dress.  “Kurat, did you say I was in suspended animation?” Regina’s mind had just registered that fact.  “How long was I under?” Regina was fearful that she had been out for an extended period, and that would explain why everything seemed so bizarre.   
 
    
 
   Sinclair had observed the unknown woman’s floating body as it sank back to the magic alter.  Sinclair was puzzled.  The floating body was an unknown.  Every other time she had used the miracle room for healings, it had been empty.  But now there was this other person.  Sinclair did not know what to think.  She needed to know more.  This was her place.  So she approached.  As she did, she wondered again who the stranger was.  The stranger did not look like any of the bandits; her coloring was different.  “Can it be? She is a heathen?” Sinclair said to herself but loud enough to be heard.  Anger burned in her breast.  Memories of her lost son Brodie flashed in her mind.   
 
    
 
   “What did you say?” Regina said as she slipped on the shoes which fit nicely.  In fact, the entire set of clothing fit well.  It was specially manufactured to her body size.   
 
    
 
   Squelching down her anger, Sinclair managed to put a cool smile on her face as she approached and stood next to the table.  “And who may you be, using my rooms here?”  
 
    
 
   “Hello?” Regina called out.  “Your rooms?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I bring my people here when they are in need.  These machines serve me,” Sinclair slipped her hand into her robe’s pocket and fingered the Willie Wacker.  She wondered if this person was a heathen or not? Her mind raced seeking a way to find out.
 
    
 
   “I am Regina.  I’m not sure how I arrived here.  But who are you?” Regina was very cautious, even though her mind was still fuzzy.  This was a local and, from the looks of her robes, she was primitive.  “I apologize if I have given offense.”
 
    
 
   “Ensign, is this patient under your authority?” Kurat asked.  “I need authorization for the records.  Additionally, none of these patients has the proper identification.  Nor have any of the patients you have brought from previous treatments.  Please explain these discrepancies?”
 
    
 
   “You will heal those two,” Sinclair commanded.  “You will not ask about them again.  As for this one, I know nothing about her.”
 
    
 
   “I am completing the healing on the other two patients.  Who authorizes this patient’s care and treatment?” Kurat asked.   
 
    
 
   “So Regina, where do you come from?” Sinclair asked.  Her grip on the Willie Wacker grew tighter, but it remained in her pocket.
 
    
 
   “We came from Dome 17 to this ship.  I have been staying in Antioch,” Regina started to explain what she had been doing.   
 
    
 
   “Take the healing away,” Sinclair commanded.     
 
    
 
   “Please restate command,” Kurat replied.  The AI had not understood what Sinclair meant.
 
    
 
   “Take the healing away from this one,” Sinclair said again.
 
    
 
   “Ensign, I cannot comply with stated request.  I believe I am misunderstanding your request.  Please restate what you authorize for this patient,” Kurat stated.  
 
    
 
   “Kill her,” Sinclair commanded in a sweet and confident way.  The talking machine had never refused her anything before.   
 
    
 
   “Unable to comply with request.  Request violates charter.  Security has been summoned.  You will remain here until security arrives to investigate this criminal behavior," Kurat stated in its mechanical voice.   
 
    
 
   “What? Kill me! No!" Regina protested.
 
    
 
   “The request for killing violates the charter and will not be implemented," Kurat stated.   
 
    
 
   “Kurat, please answer me.  How long was I in suspended animation?" Regina’s fear was powerful.  "Just how long was it?" Her mind was still trying to juggle what she was learning.   
 
    
 
   “Commands and questions by authorized personnel take priority over those from persons without identification.  The ensign has violated the charter; he is in contempt.  He will be held for security.  Proceeding to answer your question: You were in suspended animation 102 hours, eighteen minutes." Kurat answered.   
 
    
 
   “Kurat, who is this person you called ensign?" Regina asked.  Something about the way Kurat spoke did not seem to line up in her mind with the white-haired elderly woman in front of her.  The AI referred to the person as “he” and “ensign.” Was Ensign a proper name? Regina seemed to recall something about a job position or rank being called ensign.
 
    
 
   “Ensign Jay Martinson is part of the original crew members of the Eschaton.  He is assigned to ship maintenance and has used the emergency elevator nine times in the last six years, each time bringing a sick or injured human to this facility.  None of them had proper identification.  I have made reports to the Chief of Maintenance and to Personnel each time this has happened.” Kurat stated.   
 
    
 
   “Kurat, scan the person who you call ensign, and report findings,” Regina said.   
 
    
 
   “Kill her! Obey me, machine!” Sinclair was enraged and backing away.   
 
    
 
   “Scanning compete.  Major incongruity in scan.  Biometic chip identifies as Ensign Jay Martinson, but body scanning shows an elderly woman with several chronic conditions.  Scan and biometic chip are incompatible.  Further scanning in process.”
 
    
 
   Sinclair was backing very quickly away.  Regina had gotten to her feet.  “Obey me!” Sinclair yelled.  She thrust the bone out in front of her and waved it around.  “I have the magic bone; you must obey me! Kill this one!” Panic was in her voice.
 
    
 
   “Commands violate charter.  Unable to comply.  Scanning continuing, and analysis pending,” Kurat stated.  “Report to security upgraded to urgent.”
 
    
 
   “You are a heathen like those who tried to kill us.  You are the cause of our problems.  Your kind cost me my son.  You are accursed! It was only after Brodie gleaned things from two stupid heathens in the woods that the legionnaires came to Gath.  Brodie was setting up a better place for us all in Gath.  The men could see visions, and both young and old could dream dreams.  But because of you heathens, the legionnaires came and took my son away with all the others,” Sinclair was nearly hysterical.  “They are all dead because of you heathens!” 
 
    
 
   “Biometic chip is located in a bone which has been dead for 88 years.  This cannot be Ensign Jay Martinson.  Security request level increased to top priority.  Deactivating biometric chip.  Healing on two final patients will be completed in 3 minutes.  No further cooperation with this biometic chip will be possible.  Biometic chip of Ensign Jay Martinson has been deactivated,” Kurat stated.   “No response from Security on reports submitted.  I have established a link to transport AI designation Theta Four.  Information exchange happening.” 
 
    
 
   Sinclair pulled out the Willie Wacker and leveled it Regina.  “You will die for what your kind did to my son!” Sinclair’s voice was low and deeply threatening.  Her skinny arms head the weapon straight in front of her with a firm two-handed grip.  Regina dove behind the medical table.  “You will all die!” Sinclair said.   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   23 stupid broken world
 
    
 
   Sweat was running off all of them as they continued to jog toward the door in the edge of the world – the place the boys called the Knobs.  Jamie and Michael both were breathing hard, but the two legionnaires, Gideon and Levi, seemed to be running without much effort.   
 
    
 
   “So how do we open this thing?” Michael said in a panting breath.
 
    
 
   “I brought a molecular cutting torch,” Jamie said and dug into her backpack.  She pulled out the tool and prepared it for operation by connecting it to one of the fusion packs.  
 
    
 
   “Are you sure of what is behind this door?” Michael said.  He was thinking of vacuum and open space.  Memories of the dead domes back on earth flooded his mind as well.   
 
    
 
   “No, but that makes life interesting, right?" Jamie winked at Michael.  “Theta Four’s floor plan showed us that the medical facility is somewhere below this hatch.  That place is functional, so behind here should be as well.  Besides, do you really want to run all the way to the cataract, and then double back in the tunnels?” Jamie was setting the molecular against the door.   
 
    
 
   “You will cut through the edge of the world?” Levi looked a bit apprehensive, but he was more trusting of Michael and Jamie after all they had been though.  Looking to Gideon, they both drew out their side arms.   
 
    
 
   Jamie initiated the cutting procedure, and even she took a deep breath as the torch cut its way through the permalloy.  There was no explosive decompression, and Jamie felt herself relax a bit.  It took only a short time for the cutting to be completed.  Jamie had followed a roughly rectangular pattern.  The permalloy section was then pulled out and set down.  There was no light beyond the opening.   
 
    
 
   “I will go first,” Michael said as he pulled out a fusion pack, and activated a light on its end.  He shined the light into the darkness.  “We have a bit of a problem.”
 
    
 
   The light from the fusion pack illuminated the area they had just opened.  About two meters in front of him was a permalloy wall.  To each side the darkness stretched out for a long distance.   Looking down, Michael saw a shattered metal framework off to the side and a missing area where a catwalk had once been.  Ragged bars protruded from the opposite wall.  Looking down both sides, he saw that the catwalk was wrecked all along what had been some kind of long hallway.  The catwalk lay in broken sections all along the wall.  Above was a permalloy ceiling, deep gray color just like the wall ahead of him.  Below was a floor roughly ten meters below.  The light could just make out shadows and large images on the floor below, but nothing was clear.  Parts of the catwalk appeared to be melted, and other parts seem to have been ripped and shredded.  There were obvious blast marks along the surviving wall.     
 
    
 
   “Something pretty nasty exploded in here.  It reminds me of Dome 11,” Michael said as he continued to look around.  “The air is very stale, but I think we can climb down on these broken parts.” Michael was looking at the remains of the catwalk which had fallen and crumbled.  Before anyone could say anything, Michael strapped the fusion pack to his belt, its light shining outward, and stepped in.  He began descending from broken section to broken part.  The shattered parts of what had been the catwalk floor did make for a passable ladder, but there were many sharp points and edges in the raggedly broken sections and severely smooth areas where the permalloy and other metals had been melted.  This made the climb tedious.   
 
    
 
   Levi and Gideon followed, after they had holstered their weapons.  Jamie repacked the molecular cutting torch and turned on the light from her own fusion pack.   She stepped in and her light added to the ability to see what was below.  “So was someone trying to get into the habitat, and the doors held? Or was someone trying to stop people from getting in?” Jamie asked as she made her way down the ruined catwalk to the floor below.  The light from the habitat shined down in diffuse light.  Michael, Levi and Gideon were already at the bottom.   
 
    
 
   The deck they were on was covered with fragments of the catwalk.  Some were only small shards and others chunks a pace long or longer.  It made walking difficult.  But there was only one direction to go, toward where they thought the medical facility was located.  “So Gideon, you and Levi have your side arms; tell me about them,” Michael said as they picked through the debris and made their way along.   
 
    
 
   “I recently spoke to Willie about them.  He stopped me, and he examined it carefully.  We have always known them as the legionnaire's side arms, or weapons.  But Willie said they were?  Oh what was the term he used?” Gideon responded.  
 
    
 
   “Well it worked well in the Tropical Habitat,” Michael said, remembering what had happened with him.
 
    
 
   “Indeed, but not fast enough to save Deborah,” Levi stated.  He, too, recalled that time in the other world Michael called Tropical.  Levi still had nightmares about that, but he did not tell anyone about them.   
 
    
 
   “I think your friend Willie called it a revolving gun or something like that.  He also asked me about what it fired.  I offered to take him to the armory.  Gideon and I reloaded these so we each have five times that they can work before we go back to the armory.” Gideon said.  “These are given to legionnaires who are leaders, such as Levi and me.”  
 
    
 
   They continued onward and reached a place where there was another doorway.  The light from the fusion packs showed that they had walked out from where the catwalk debris had fallen.  “Okay, do I cut though this door as well?”  Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “Perhaps you will not need to?” Michael pushed on the sides of the door.   
 
    
 
   Nothing happened.
 
    
 
   Michael searched the edges around the door, but found nothing.  Jamie started to dig in her pack for the molecular torch when Gideon placed a hand on her shoulder.  In the dim light she looked over to where he pointed.  There was grillwork on the side of the wall.  “That worked before,” Gideon said.  “Shall I try it now?”
 
    
 
   Jamie looked at the others; they all nodded their agreement.  So Gideon grabbed a hold of the grillwork and pulled on it.  It took some effort, but the grillwork did bend a bit.  Levi also grabbed hold of it, and between them they were able to yank the grillwork off.  It came loose with a piercing shriek of metal.   
 
    
 
   Before Gideon or Levi could enter, Jamie plunged into the crawlspace.  The air was thick with dust and had an odd odor.  But the crawlway was only a short distance.  As she reached the end, she realized that there was some light coming from ahead.  So she crawled slowly and carefully onward.  She reached another grill and peered out through the slots.
 
    
 
   It was a moderately large room, with boxes along one side.  The light was coming from a doorway at the end of the room.  Jamie pushed on the grill.  It would not budge.  She considered going back and having Gideon or Levi come in and push out the grillwork.  But instead, she took out the molecular torch and, connecting it to the fusion pack, she easily sliced off the grillwork.  It fell to the floor with a loud clang.   
 
    
 
   “Not going to have the element of surprise," she muttered and crawled through quickly.  Squatting there, she glanced around.  “Well no one to surprise, anyway.”  She stood up and looked more carefully around.  There was no evidence of the door that they had considered cutting though, but they were somewhere.  And up ahead she saw light.  “Come on through,” she yelled back into the crawlspace.  She then darted over to the doorway and peered outward.  This was an illuminated hallway leading away.  A few lights in the ceiling were working on this end, but she could see that the whole ceiling was fully lit further ahead.   
 
    
 
   “Where are we?” Michael asked as he joined Jamie.   
 
    
 
   “I am not sure, but I think if we keep going this way, we will be close to that medical facility.  But I am not certain.” Jamie responded.  
 
    
 
   “Why do these boxes say ‘topsoil’ on them?” Gideon asked.   
 
    
 
   The large boxes along the wall were all marked with the term ‘topsoil’ and a series of numbers.  No one knew what that inscription could mean.  Levi walked over to Gideon and whispered.  “These two take us to the strangest places.”
 
    
 
   They proceeded down the hallway and came to a set of doors.  A sign above the doors read, “Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12.”
 
    
 
   As they approached, they heard screaming coming from behind the doors to the medical facility.   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   24 conversation without words
 
    
 
   The medical AI, Kurat, had sent in numerous reports, request and summons for decades without any reply from any other ship system.  Kurat’s programming did not comprehend the failure of the lattice and interaction between artificial intelligences.  They system designers at Tehisintellekti Toostusharude had built the artificial intelligences not as stand-alone units but as integrated parts of a whole.  So, while Kurat was able to network with the white medical automacubes within  a certain distance from Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12, that was only a partial functioning of its interconnected existence.  Every time Kurat sent in a request, report or other link, Kurat expected a reply.  None came, and so Kurat sent out repair requests and reports.  No response came from those either, so more repair reports were sent.  This cycle continued in a continuous loop of report, no feedback, then further report.  Kurat’s processing power dedicated a substantial amount of effort in this negative feedback loop.  Kurat was designed to maintain control within the Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12 unit only.  One basic design function installed in Kurat was to treat the conditions of all humans who were brought to the facility.  But along with that, treatment reports were made, and authorizations were required for medical records.   
 
    
 
   Theta Four had been designed to oversee a certain section of the transportation system.  The name of that section was part of the memory loss that had occurred many decades ago.  For a long time, all Theta Four had been able to do was remotely observe as the people of Antioch used the automated system to send people to the other habitats.  But Theta Four had then been reactivated by Michael and Jamie when they first visited the portal room.  Since then, Theta Four had been actively growing and repairing and reassessing its own systems and carrying out the orders the humans had made.  Being a public transportation AI, Theta Four had only a few security protocols to follow and had not been designed to require authorization from its users in all matters.  Now that Theta Four had been instructed to conjecture and gather information in all ways possible, new avenues of approach were opening up.   The nonphysicality was expanding for Theta Four.
 
    
 
   The report to Transportation Authority, made by the automacube, had created the link which Theta Four now exploited to find a back channel into a coupling with Kurat.  All the artificial intelligence systems on the Eschaton sought to be part of a connected lattice of AIs.  
 
    
 
   Had the two artificial intelligences been humans, they may well have hugged or jumped for joy or shouted out for the gratitude for the break in such an isolated existence.  But being machines, they, instead, did a full data exchange, and both were stronger and better for it.  They sealed and secured connections and links and established new and more consistent connections between Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12, and a section of the transport system which still had its name lost.  Now either AI could be contacted from anywhere within their newly rejoined system.  Compared to what the fully functioning AI system of the Eschaton had been, the Theta Four/Kurat lattice system was still very limited and relatively tiny.  But by linking together, they were fulfilling part of their original programming and were exponentially better for it.
 
    
 
   The entire process of linkage, coupling, re-establishing their connectedness and data exchange took less than four seconds, but it was a deep and meaningful conversation without words.  Now both AIs could interact with people in either location, the portal room, or  Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12.  Compared to what had been the functions AI lattice of the Eschaton, this new two AI link was piteously small, but it was far better than what they had had for a long time.   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   25 automacubes slaughtered
 
    
 
   “You are crazy!” Regina screamed as she dropped to the floor behind the medical table.   
 
    
 
   “Your kind killed my son.  You must all die!” Sinclair yelled and fired the Willie Wacker.  The projectile struck the medical table, and sparks and fragments of it went flying through the end of the room.   
 
    
 
   “Cease violent activity,” Kurat said in a loud voice.  “Security has been summoned.”
 
    
 
   Footsteps were heard coming from the other end of the room.  “Mother Sinclair, are you safe?” Freddie yelled.  He had taken out a long sword and was running full out to find his leader.  Arthur was not far behind.  Mary was looking in from the lobby with a fearful expression.  The two bandits who had been injured, Sara and Mason, were now quickly dressing in the clothing provided by the medical AI Kurat.   
 
    
 
   Piff...  piff...  Sinclair fired the Willie Wacker again and more of the medical table blew apart.  “The legionnaires never bothered Gath until your kind came.  I will kill all of you for Brodie’s sake.”
 
    
 
   “I do not know what you are talking about! Who is Brodie?” Regina yelled.  The danger was immense, and her heart was beating rapidly.  
 
    
 
   “Brodie was my son, who your kind had killed.  Your kind bewitched the legionnaires, and they came and killed everyone on Gath.  You know what you did! I will kill every last one of you!” Sinclair was furiously firing the Willie Wacker as quickly as she could pull the trigger, the projectiles blasting into walls and the floor.  
 
    
 
   “Emergency restraints needed.  All medical automacubes subdue violent patient," Kurat ordered.  
 
    
 
   Several panels opened, and seven white automacubes rolled out and headed toward Sinclair.  They appendages began to extend as they approached.   
 
    
 
   “The people in Gath were not killed," Theta Four’s voice now came out in the medical unit.  “I observed the safe transportation of people to Habitat Five: Tropical."
 
    
 
    
 
   “You lie!" Sinclair's eyes widened, and she yelled out, “They have turned the machines against me, and I have the magic bone!” She turned and fired the Willie Wacker at the closest automacube which exploded into a rain of shattered metal and circuitry.  Freddie rushed to her aid and, with a mighty swipe of the sword, severed an appendage from another of the automacubes.     
 
    
 
   Seeing Sinclair turn was all Regina needed.  She bolted from behind the medical table and sprinted toward the doors.    
 
    
 
   Arthur did not know what to do.  He pulled out a short club but, otherwise, stood looking around.  The machines terrified him, but he was loyal to Mother Sinclair, so the inner conflict prevented him from doing anything.   
 
    
 
   “Grab the heathen!” Sinclair ordered as she saw Regina running away.  But her next shot from the Willie Wacker was knocked off target by an automacube as it grabbed her arm.  The projectile from the weapon penetrated a section of the floor.  Sinclair kept firing, and the hole in the floor grew bigger.  Seeing Sinclair held by the automacube’s appendage motivated Arthur into action.  He jumped toward Sinclair and swung his club at the offending automacube, breaking its grip and causing it to whirl away on its wheels.  Freddie continued to swing his sword at the automacubes, but they were now taking evasive action and moving much quicker than previously.   
 
    
 
   The doors to the lobby suddenly opened quickly.  “Regina escape is this way,” Theta Four stated.  “Help is coming down this hall.” Again, Theta Four had been able to interact with someone in this facility, because since the coupling with Kurat, both AIs had greater access.  Regina needed no more encouragement and redirected herself toward the lobby.  Mary was directly in the way.  Mary’s eyes were huge with fright.   
 
    
 
   “Grab the heathen!” Sinclair ordered, and she tried to bring the Willie Wacker to aim at the fleeing Regina.  She was stepping through an opening made by Freddie and Arthur.  Broken automacubes lay in scattered piles on either side.  The two remaining functional white automacubes were rolling back out of striking distance of the sword and club.
 
    
 
   Mary, instead of obeying Sinclair, slowly staggered to the side and headed toward Sara and Mason, who were now cowering behind one of the medical tables.  Sinclair turned her aim at Mary.  “Cowards die too!” Sinclair yelled and fired.  Mary’s back was pierced with the projectile.  It then came out the front in a fountain of blood which splattered all along the floor as she fell.  Turing the Willie Wacker toward the fleeing Regina, Sinclair fired again.  This time the projectile barely missed, and Regina felt the passage of it as it whizzed by her head.   
 
    
 
   “I said, grab the heathen!” Sinclair ordered.  Having seen Mary being shot, the newly healed Sara and Mason were much more willing to cooperate with Sinclair, so they chased after Regina.  They did not have weapons, but they knew Sinclair did, so they saw that grabbing Regina was the safest option they had.   
 
    
 
   Regina turned the corner into the lobby as more projectiles zipped past her and blasted holes in the lobby wall.  As she ran toward the door, she saw Jamie enter the lobby with her own Willie Wacker drawn.  Michael was close behind her.  Regina slipped past them.
 
    
 
   Sara and Mason raced into the lobby.  Jamie was kneeling there, weapon in hand.  Jamie never hesitated.  She fired two quick shots at close range, each one striking the bandits in the chest sending them flying back into the medical treatment room.  Sara and Mason both crumbled as they landed hard, blood soaking through the custom tailored clothing they had just put on, their newly healed bodies savaged by the projectiles from the Willie Wacker.
 
    
 
   “NO!” Sinclair yelled as she slid to a stop, the two bodies falling in front of her.  Freddie also yelled out, but he plunged ahead and into the lobby, his sword flashing.  Arthur followed right behind him, wildly swinging his club.   
 
    
 
   Jamie was waiting for more bandits, but the speed at which Freddie raced into the lobby surprised her, and her shot with the Willie Wacker missed.  She ducked quickly to avoid being decapitated by the sharp blade Freddie swung.  Levi and Gideon then entered the lobby as Jamie was avoiding the menacing sword.  As they tried to draw their own blades, Freddie’s sword swung back around and took out Gideon’s leg with a sickening, bone-breaking chop.  Gideon screamed out and fell to the floor.  Michael tried to reach out and catch Gideon as he fell, but he missed and bumped into Levi as he was drawing his sword.  This caused Levi to be just a moment too slow in getting his blade up to block.  The next movement of Freddie’s weapon drove it straight ahead, and it sliced open Levi’s arm all the way from wrist to shoulder until the blade was stopped by the brown nonorganic armor.  Blood gushed from Levi’s arm as muscles and tendons were severed and bones were exposed.  He fell to his knees trying to grab the segments of his arm with his other hand to hold his flesh together.  
 
    
 
   As Jamie rolled away, Arthur came after her with his club.  He would make Mother Sinclair proud of him as he killed one of the heathens.    
 
    
 
   Blam...  blam...  blam...   
 
    
 
   From the floor, Gideon fired his sidearm into the melee.  One shot missed Freddie, but two of the three struck into Arthur.  The club flew from his hands as he twisted around in agony.  Jamie then took aim at Freddie, but he backhanded her and knocked the Willie Wacker away.   
 
    
 
   Blam...
 
    
 
   Gideon fired again, just as he was passing out.  His shot missed, going into the ceiling narrowly avoiding Freddie’s head.  Freddie turned and ran from the lobby.  
 
    
 
   Footsteps could be heard receding away in the medical facility.   
 
    
 
   Jamie recovered the Willie Wacker even though her hand was very sore.  Michael tried to stem the blood flowing from Levi’s slashed arm.  Gideon was unconscious.  Regina had bent over him and was tying a belt about his leg, hoping to stop the flow of blood.  “Get them!” Levi said in a weak voice.   
 
    
 
   “He is right.  Come on,” Jamie added as she ran from the lobby with the weapon pointed ahead of her.   
 
    
 
   “I will have the automacubes attend to the bodies,” Theta Four said.   “Standard trauma scene measures initiated,” Kurat stated.   
 
    
 
   Michael picked up Gideon’s fallen sword and raced after his wife.  As he turned the corner, he saw that Jamie was sprinting out of the other end of Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12.  As Michael ran to catch up to her, he tried not to see the bloody messes and broken wreckage.  As he ran from that place, he heard Kurat state: “Correction:  Mass trauma measures initiated, security summoned.”     
 
    
 
   Regina got to her feet and ran after Michael and Jamie.  As she passed the bodies of Sara and Mason, she slipped in the expanding pool of blood on the flood and fell with a sickening crack.  Her head struck the edge of a medical table, whipping her neck at an abnormal angle and then careening her face first into the floor.  Regina did not move.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   26 floating
 
    
 
   Freddie quickly caught up to Sinclair who was holding the Willie Wacker.  Her eyes were wild in the dim light of the hallway.  “Mother Sinclair, the others are gone, and I have come to protect you,” Freddie panted as he approached and walked up next to her.  He did not notice that he was wounded and leaving a trial of blood behind him.  His devotion to Sinclair blinded him from mere physical pain or injury.
 
    
 
   “This will protect me,” Sinclair screamed hysterically as she fired the Willie Wacker back down the hallway.  “I will kill them all!  I have the power now!”  The sounds of impacts on the walls, floor and ceiling where heard as the projectiles struck and echoed along.      
 
    
 
   “The heathens are coming, and I must get you away,” Freddie pleaded.  “We will return to our camp in the forest, and I will make sure no one approaches you at all.”
 
    
 
   “Shut up buffoon,” Sinclair said, her voice getting a bit under control.  
 
    
 
   She then turned to Freddie and stroked his cheek with her bent finger.  “Oh, forgive me, dear one.  My dear, dear one.” She took a deep breath and put on her soothing smile and silky tone of voice.  “The heathen have startled me, is all.  We cannot return to our forest camp, but I know a place where we can escape.  Follow me.” She put the Willie Wacker into her pocket and walked swiftly away.
 
    
 
   Sinclair led him to a small doorway set in a corner.  The doorway had markings, but neither of the illiterate bandits could read it.  Sinclair pulled out the bone from her pocket and set it against a small space next to the door.  She could not read, but she was very familiar with what was beyond the doors.   
 
    
 
   Nothing happened.   
 
    
 
   Sinclair repeated the process with the bone and added some chanting.  Still nothing happened.   
 
    
 
   “They have stolen the magic!” Sinclair said, her voice almost concealing the fear she was feeling building in her.  “It cannot be.  How could they steal the magic?  I have the bone!”
 
    
 
   “Mother Sinclair, may I help?” Freddie asked.  “Do you want this door opened?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, dear one.  That would be a great service to me,” Sinclair replied, again using her soothing tones and voice.
 
    
 
   Freddie placed the tip of his sword into the crack at the edge of the door.  Since this was not a pressurized door, he was able, through brute force, to get the sword wedged into the crack.  Then with a mighty heave, he managed to open the door a crack.  He reset the sword into a better position and again used it as a lever to pry open the door.  The gap was too tight.  He could not get his hands into the space between the door and the jam.  Through the crack there was a flashing light seen coming from rooms inside.   
 
    
 
   “You are doing well.  I am so proud of you,” Sinclair said.
 
    
 
   The encouragement, the kindest words and best praise he had really ever heard from Sinclair, swelled in Freddie’s heart and in his muscles.  He put the sword into the opening and shoved at its handle with all his strength.  The door slid open a bit further, then about half way open, but suddenly the sword blade broke with a sharp crack.  Freddie tumbled to the side, as the broken end of the sword stayed jammed into place around the door.  
 
    
 
   “Fool! You have broken your sword,” Sinclair said as she turned sideways and slid through the doorway.  The brief look she gave Freddie was even colder than her words.  “Could you not even do this simple thing correctly?”   
 
    
 
   Freddie stood looking at the hilt and just a hands-span of remaining blade.  He tried to remove the longer broken half from the door, but there was no way to grab it without getting cut by the sharp edges.  So he was forced to leave it wedged between that door and frame.  By twisting and squeezing himself through, he was able to follow Sinclair though the door.   
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael dove to the floor when Sinclair had fired down the hallway.  None of her shots had come close, but there were so many, and chunks of the walls were flying everywhere due to the impacts of the projectiles.  Jamie and Michael just lay there.   
 
    
 
   “Should you return fire?” Michael asked.   
 
    
 
   “I cannot see anything to fire at,” Jamie replied.     
 
    
 
   After a few agonizing moments, they started to crawl forward.  When no more shots came, they got up.  They walked slowly down each side of the hallway watching for a trap.  Both Michael and Jamie remembered what Sinclair had done at the bridge by leaving someone behind to ambush them.  They reached a doorway where the door had been pried open.  There was a moderate sized puddle of blood on the floor.  Above the door was a label: ‘Ancillary Access to Zero Gravity Gymnasium’ in faded lettering.
 
    
 
   “One of them is wounded,”  Jamie said.   “Maybe when that big guy forced the door?” 
 
    
 
   “It does look like they went in here,” Michael said as he fingered the broken sword in the door jam.  “It took some doing to get open.”
 
    
 
   They stepped past the broken door and found themselves in a vertical tube with a ladder made of permalloy on the side.  Above them was a sealed hatch, and below them it was dimly lit in an eerie bluish light.   
 
    
 
   “Michael, I have an idea.  Wish me luck!” She kissed him on the lips and tucked the Willie Wacker into her belt.  She then turned and, grabbing the sides of the ladder, she jumped into the vertical tube.  
 
    
 
   Jamie fell quickly but controlled the fall speed with her hands and feet held against the sides of the ladder.  She fell into the dimness below.  Suddenly, Freddie was there.  She dropped hard onto him, kicking him as she fell.  She knocked him from the ladder.  Sinclair had already reached the landing but was pushed out of the way by the falling Freddie.  All three of them collapsed to the floor in different directions at the base of the ladder and vertical tube.  Michael followed Jamie’s example with his own controlled sliding fall.  He landed safely.
 
    
 
   The small room they had entered had a curious door in its wall.  Across it in bright orange letters were the words ‘Caution: Zero Gravity.’
 
    
 
   Freddie was first to his feet and grabbed Jamie with both hands in a crushing grip.  Her arms ached terrible from his bruising grasp.  Jamie got hold of his left thumb and, twisting it, she felt the bones break.  He cried out in pain, but threw Jamie up against the wall using his other arm.  The backpack Jamie wore somewhat cushioned the blow, but it was still very forceful.  The tools made large bruises in her back, and the breath was knocked out of her.  Freddie stumbled away shaking his left hand.  That was when Michael slugged him in the ribs.  Freddie shouted in rage and turned his attention on Michael.  Michael punched him in the nose, breaking the cartilage.  But even with blood flowing down his face, Freddie was not slowed much.  He swung a mighty right fist at Michael.     
 
    
 
   Sinclair ran to the door which had a large red colored handle on it.  She always remembered the red levers on doors with orange symbols.  They were some of her oldest memories from childhood.  Having grown up in the tunnels, shafts, and places below deck, this was her home.  Sinclair pushed the handle down and opened the hatch.  She confidently dove into the room.
 
    
 
   Jamie pulled the Willie Wacker out of her belt and tried to get a clear shot at Freddie.  The two men were rapidly jumping about trying to strike each other.  Michael continued to land punch after punch in his face.  They both moved so quickly that Jamie hesitated.  She realized that even if she hit Freddie, the projectile would probably go through him and into Michael.  The two men were exchanging blows, with Michael slugging into Freddie far more often than Freddie hit Michael.  Freddie’s face was a bloody mess and his eyes were swelling shut from the battering.   
 
    
 
   Freddie grabbed onto Michael’s arm as another punch landed, and he tried to lift Michael off his feet one handedly.  Michael jumped with the pull and kicked his left knee into the bigger man’s chest as he did so.  Freddie let out an 'umph’ and released his hold on Michael’s arm.  Michael dropped and continued punching him in the face.  Freddie put up his left hand to block a punch, and Michael’s fist smashed into the broken thumb, further wrenching it around.  Freddie screamed in pain and swung his right hand at Michael.  He ducked and let the big man’s arm slide past him a bit and then grabbing the wrist, Michael pulled down and dropped to his knees.
 
    
 
   Freddie was thrown over Michael’s shoulder and out through the hatch that Sinclair had opened.   
 
    
 
   “Help me, Mother Sinclair!” The big man was not falling but rather was twisting and floating in the air of the Zero Gravity Gymnasium.  The look of shock on his face was only surpassed by the anger and pain in his eyes.  The enormous sphere was brilliantly lit from a myriad of lights all around its perimeter.  The dull white walls almost seemed to glow with the volume of light.  Freddie twisted and flailed about in the zero gravity, leaving a floating trail of blood from his face, thumb and wounded side.   
 
    
 
   “Help me, Mother Sinclair!” He screamed in panic.  “What is happening?” Nothing in Freddie’s life in the habitat had prepared him for zero gravity.  He trusted Mother Sinclair to explain it all to him, as she had since he was a young child who had been adopted into the bandit’s camp.  “Help me!”  
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael stood on the edge of the hatch careful to not cross over the orange stripes outline the lip of the hatch.  There was a ledge, about a foot wide, which ran around the entire outline of the door.  They understood that that must be marking the boundary between the artificial gravity of the Eschaton and the zero gravity which was in the gymnasium.  They both understood the idea of gravity manipulation but had only limited experience in zero gravity.  The faster-than-light scout ship that had brought them to the Eschaton had only been a short amount of time in space.  They both dropped their backpacks and stood in the doorway.
 
    
 
   “I could just kill him now,” Jamie said as she aimed the Willie Wacker at Freddie.  “But I just...”  
 
    
 
   “He is not the one we need to worry about.  Where is Sinclair?” Michael said as he looked around in the white glare.  As they looked, they recognized some shadows in the distance.  The gymnasium was not vacant.  In addition to the spinning and flailing Freddie, there were some cargo crates, some metal slats and a multitude of other things floating in the zero gravity.   
 
    
 
   “Okay, he is out of it for now,” Jamie aimed the Willie Wacker at some of the larger shadows which were now become easier to discern as her eyes adjusted to the glare.  
 
    
 
   “Come on in.  Jump right into the floating.  I am waiting,” Sinclair’s voice echoed thorough the huge sphere.  “What are you waiting for? Are you just cowards like the others? You heathens are not even as brave as the stupid forest dwellers.  Your people die crying and sniveling.”
 
    
 
   “How many of our people have you killed?” Michael yelled in a rage.   
 
    
 
   “My, my, dear boy, I have killed as many as I wanted.  After your kind made the legionnaires cleanse Gath, I killed your kind whenever I found them.  They are worse than the forest people.  I will kill you all for what you did to my son.  Brodie should have killed you when he had the chance, but he only gleaned things.  He did not kill like the legionnaires did.  They killed everyone in Gath!”
 
    
 
   “You are wrong! The people of Gath were sent to another habitat.  Your son may still be alive!” Michael called back.  
 
    
 
   Jamie pulled Michael next to her.  “I think she is trapped in here," Jamie whispered.  “If she could run away, she would have.  Do not let her get out through this door."  Jamie motioned to Michael, and he nodded.  She gently pushed off into the gymnasium while staying close to the edge.  Jamie understood that every action would have a reaction, and she preceded cautiously, the tips of her left hand brushing the edge of the gymnasium as she floated along.  She moved from small handhold to hand hold as she looked for Sinclair.   
 
    
 
   “Mother Sinclair! Come and get me! Help me!” Freddie screamed as he bumped into a floating cargo pod.  He grabbed hold of it, but that sent both him and it spinning in a new direction.   
 
    
 
   “Shut up, worthless fool!” Sinclair yelled.  “If you had enough faith you would not be injured.  If any of you had had the faith in me, the magic would not be gone.  You heathens have turned the machines against me.”  
 
    
 
   “The legionnaires showed us where they sent the people of Gath.  They are not dead.  I have been there,” Michael called out.  He did not tell her about his bad experiences in the tropical habitat.  He was trying hard to figure out where Sinclair’s voice was coming from in the sphere, but the echoes were hard to separate out.  “You could go to be with your son.  I will make sure that you are sent to the same place.”
 
   
“Yes, I am sure you would send me to death like you did my son,” Sinclair replied.  “But all of you will be the ones who are sent to death.  Not me.” 
 
    
 
   By this time, Jamie had worked her way around the gymnasium’s edge and was about midway around.  She had found several other doors, each had a small ledge which encircled them.  All were sealed shut.  Jamie was also learning to spot the hand grips, which were located at various places around the edge of the gymnasium.  But she could not make out where Sinclair was hiding.   
 
    
 
   “Your kind always lies! One of you heathens told me you came from the world of the dead and just appeared here.  You are evil and must be killed.  I will not listen to your lies anymore.”
 
    
 
   “You are the thieves and murderers,” Michael called.   
 
    
 
   Jamie pushed, with minimal effort, off the edge and drifted toward a section of floating metal.  The section was large, and she hoped to be able to pause by it and look around.  She had seen the unsuccessful efforts of Freddie to just muscle himself around and how he was spinning in an uncontrolled tumble.  Reaching the large metal section, Jamie steadied herself, and her drift changed a bit.  She was not able to stop, but she did change course in her drifting.  ‘This is harder than I expected’ she thought.  She made it back to the wall and grabbed a hand hold.   
 
    
 
   “Oh, help me!” cried Freddie.  He crashed into another cargo pod, knocking it open and sending seeds floating off in all manner of directions.  Freddie pushed hard at the pod, but all that did was cause him to spin very fast.  “Mother Sinclair!” He screamed and then started to wretch.  The vomit came spewing out in a flowing stream which hung all around him, mixing in with the blood that flowed from his wounds as he spun away from the pod.
 
    
 
   Sinclair slipped by the place she was hiding and glided easily down to Freddie, her robes flowing out behind her.  She expertly snagged him as she went by, and the course she made landed them against the wall right on the ledge of another door.  Her long ago childhood games in the floating all came back to her now.  She knew just how to float.  The red lever stood out from the white glare of the wall.  Sinclair held onto small handles set in the walls that were hard to see, if you did not know where to look.
 
    
 
   “Thank you, Mother Sinclair,” Freddie said as he grabbed hold of the doorframe and steadied himself.   
 
    
 
   “Shut up, you fool,” Sinclair hissed as she slapped Freddie’s already bruised and bloody face.  “Now, open this door.  The heathens have stolen the magic, and now none of the doors will open for me.  Force this open, and I will let you leave with me.”
 
    
 
   “My hand is ruined.  Can you heal me?” Freddie said as he lifted his left hand while holding on with the other hand.   
 
    
 
   “If you open the door, I will heal you,” Sinclair whispered.  She looked him in his swollen eyes and gave him a small grin.  “You always were my favorite.  So please, do it for Sinclair.”
 
    
 
   Freddie tried to grab the red lever, but when he let go with his good hand, he started to float away.  Panicking he whirled his arms about and finally grabbed one of the hand holds with his right hand.     
 
    
 
   “Come on, my dear one.  I know you can do it,” Sinclair urged.  “I will support you.” She then pushed against him by holding the hand rails.  With Sinclair’s help, Freddie was able to grab the red lever and pull.
 
    
 
   Nothing happened.   
 
    
 
   “Try like a man this time,” Sinclair said.   
 
    
 
   “Yes, Mother.”  Freddie pulled as much as his injured body would allow, but the lever would not move.  “I am sorry,” Freddy wept.  Sinclair spun and kicked him.  She had had years of practice in the floating, and her expertise showed.  Her kick propelled Freddie back toward the center of the zero gravity gymnasium.  “Why, Mother Sinclair? Why?” His eyes grew as wide as the swelling would allow.  He put up his right hand in a pleading gesture.
 
    
 
   Sinclair drew the Willie Wacker from her robe and fired.   
 
    
 
   Freddie’s stomach exploded backward, and his body ricocheted away from the impact.  He was dead before his body struck other debris tumbling around.  “Because I can,” Sinclair finally answered Freddie’s last question.  “Because I want to.”    
 
    
 
   Jamie did not see Sinclair but had arrived at several more doorways as she made her way around the edge of the sphere.  The latest doorway was much larger than the others and was a set of large double doors.  The seals around them were tight, and the red lever was set into the wall, instead of in door like the smaller doors.  Jamie stopped there and, while hanging on, looked around again for Sinclair or Freddie.  She could see neither of them.   
 
    
 
   “Michael! I’m going to just shoot anything big enough to hide behind.  Watch for her!” Jamie yelled.  She knew that would also alert Sinclair, but she had to do something.  She took out her Willie Wacker and took aim at a large crate, firing.  The crate shattered into many splinters which shot out and away.  She aimed at another object, what appeared to be a metal canister of some kind, about as tall as a person and fired.  That projectile punctured the canister and some kind of gas came jetting out of the hole propelling the canister in a crazy arc through the gymnasium.  Again and again Jamie fired.  Lethal fragments flew in all sorts of directions.   
 
    
 
   Sinclair kicked off the wall and, using a box as a bumper, changed direction and dove directly at Michael who was standing inside the doorway.  She grabbed a hand hold just at the last moment, and, swinging her feet, kicked Michael back into the small room.  She swung in afterward, pulling the Willie Wacker from her pocket.  Michael grabbed one of the backpacks which were lying on the floor and threw it at her.  Sinclair ducked.  Michael regained his feet and leaped toward her striking her hand while it came up.  The Willie Wacker went off, but the projectile missed.  Michael planted an elbow into her face which knocked her against one wall.  The weapon dropped from her hand and clattered on the floor.  Michael kicked it into the gymnasium.  It flew out into the zero gravity and floated among the debris.  Echoes of Jamie shooting at things still rang through the sphere.   
 
    
 
   Sinclair glared at Michael through broken teeth, “Go ahead and kill me.  That is your kind’s way!” Sinclair spit blood onto Michael’s face.
 
    
 
   Michael did not stop punching her until he was sure she was dead.  Only then did he call out to Jamie.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   27 there and back again
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael were very tired as they walked back to Antioch.  They thought they could easily backtrack the pathway which had led them to the Zero Gravity Gymnasium.  They had gotten lost somewhere.  It seemed that some doors closed and other opened for no apparent reason.  Several times, they had to use the molecular torch to cut their way through a door which would open no other way.   
 
    
 
   Eventually, they did come to a door which opened upon a circular stairwell that went upward and downward.  A few orange lights lit up the landing on which they stood.
 
    
 
   “Shall we go up!” Jamie declared.  “I am not sure, but I have a feeling about this.”
 
    
 
   “Up it is.” Michael agreed.
 
    
 
   They climbed the stairs and, after several revolutions, they came to a doorway, and Jamie’s suspicion was confirmed.  “We have been here before,” Michael said, recognizing the door which they had cut to first gain entry into the habitat.   
 
    
 
   “We always seem to come here at night,” Jamie smiled through her exhaustion.   
 
    
 
   “Might as well sleep here,” Michael said.  They ate a bit and leaning against each other fell into a deep sleep.
 
    
 
   They awoke and crawled out the cut open door.  This time, they were used to the color.  There was green everywhere.  This time, they knew names for some of the birds and flowers they saw.  They actually recognized things and knew a bit more about what was safe and what was dangerous.  The beauty of it all still inspired their hearts.  But the sorrow of so many lost people weighed heavily on them.  However, the brightness and warmth from the sky light tube high overhead cheered them a bit.   
 
    
 
   “Hey, can we get home from here,” Jamie said, as she hugged Michael  
 
    
 
   “Home sounds good.”
 
    
 
   They walked onward all that day, stopping occasionally to drink from one of the water trenches, streams as their new friends in Antioch called them. By knowing where they were going, they were able to make a more direct line home.  Still they had to pause when the sky tube dimmed into night.  They slept in the habitat and during the night, no one stole their supplies.  
 
    
 
   The next morning, as the sky tube grew brighter, they walked along and admired the animals, the birds, and the plants.  They talked only a little as they were still overwhelmed by all they had endured.  By the time they made it to Antioch it was again getting dim. 
 
    
 
   “I wonder if they know about all who died?” Michael asked.  He dreaded the thought of telling them of the horrors they had seen and of the friends who had died.   
 
    
 
   Jamie squeezed his hand in a gesture of reassurance.  “I am with you, my husband.”
 
    
 
   Hearing her use that term, one that was antiquated in Dome 17, always brought a smile to his face.  Her quirky sense of humor was part of why he loved her so.  The light tube, high overhead, was growing dim when they heard a voice as they followed the path into town.  
 
    
 
   “Hello there!” John said as he and Abigail walked along.  They were pulling a small cart which had a basket of fish in it.  Michael raced over and hugged John.  He held onto the teacher from Dome 17 for a good long while.  Then pulled back and looked at him.   
 
    
 
   “You are looking very well,” Michael said and hugged his dear old friend again.  “I am so glad you are safe.”  
 
    
 
   Jamie also come over and hugged John.  Then Jamie began to cry.  “It has been so horrible.” But she quickly wiped the tears away.  “I was afraid it was you.” She caught herself before saying anything more.   
 
    
 
   Abigail spoke up quickly, “We are taking our fish to Antioch for the services.  But you two look, well, weary.” The fish farmer just reached out and took John’s hand in hers and was quiet.  She looked down at the ground.   
 
    
 
   “You look pretty rotten,” John finished.  “What have you been through?”  
 
    
 
   “I do not know if I can talk about it yet.  I have to make a report first,” Michael still felt the duty to report to the Committee first.  It came from all the years living in Dome 17 as an adventurer.  He operated by the habits from the dome, even though the dome was gone, left light years away on a tan dusty and dead world.  “So you tell me about your fishing.”
 
    
 
   “Fishing is more wonderful than I imagined.  It is all so grand and there are so many things…” John launched into a long monologue about fishing.  He had never even seen a real fish before coming to the Eschaton, as there was no living biosystem on Earth when they left.  John was busy explaining about all that he had learned from Abigail the fish farmer, who apparently had been letting John live with her.  There was clearly a romantic chemistry between the two of them.  They exchanged glances and meaningful touches.  It was a nice contrast to the horrors Jamie and Michael had seen recently.    
 
    
 
   Both Michael and Jamie welcomed the distraction from their recent events.  It was clear that neither John nor Abigail had heard of the incidents with the bandits.  The four of them walked onward and time passed quickly as John hardly stopped in his explanations of the joys of fishing.  He was especially fond of using a line and hook to catch the fish.
 
    
 
   “...so the ones called sunfish are actually quite exciting to watch as well as to catch.  Not to mention that they are excellent sources of food.”  John finally stopped as they entered the town of Antioch.  
 
    
 
   Tobias, the legionnaire, yelled out.  “Michael! Jamie! Hurrah!” He ran off quickly.  People started to gather as Michael and Jamie, along with the fish farmers, entered the illuminated town square.  Lydia and Lorna approached along with Josiah, Brink, and Hulda.
 
    
 
   “We have terrible news,” Michael began.  He started to outline all that had happened, and, as he got to the battle in the medical facility, his voice caught.  He was about to start up again and swallowed hard as he prepared to deliver the news of so many deaths.  That was when someone in the crowd stepped forward.
 
    
 
   “And we thought you were lost,” Regina said.  She was healthy and whole.   
 
    
 
   “You are a messy sight.” Gideon added.  Levi was at his side.  They both looked normal and healthy but in different clothing.
 
    
 
   “How can this be?” Jamie asked.   
 
    
 
   “The artificial intelligence, Kurat, in Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12, along with several surviving white automacubes, was able to perform the medical treatments necessary to heal us.  Then Theta Four transported us back to Antioch.  The two AIs are working together to restore functionality.  So, we currently have a system that can take us to Engineering and Tropical and now to a transfer junction near the medical facility.  Also, we are told we can try to go to Secondary Aquatic but none of us have tried.  We were discussing a rescue mission to look for you!” Regina said.  “I am healed, as are the rest of us.”
 
    
 
   “The talking machines also performed healings on those bandits: Arthur, Mason, Sara and Mary.  But then delivered them directly to that other world,  the tropical one,” Levi added.  “But those machines took our armor and our weapons.”  Gideon and Levi were now wearing leather armor and had only their swords, but they still looked formidable.
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie were stunned.   
 
    
 
   “Let us get you to your cabin so you can rest.  Later you can fully relate your story,” Rectora Lydia stated.   
 
    
 
   “You are alive?  I am so...” Michael fell to his knees and sobbed and sobbed.  Visions of his fight with Sinclair were racing though his mind.  “Could she?”  
 
    
 
   “No,” Jamie put her hand on Michael’s shoulder.  “It could not happen, could it?” Her mind had also gone to the same possibility.  Michael and Jamie raced through the crowd and into the Center.  Then they entered the portal room.
 
    
 
   “Theta Four!” Michael yelled.   
 
    
 
   “Yes, Michael, how may I assist you? Do you want transportation to Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12? Visual assessment of your condition shows numerous wounds.” Theta Four answered.
 
    
 
   “Can you assess the Zero Gravity Gymnasium?” Michael spurted out.  “Scan it or use whatever ways to gain information from there.”
 
    
 
   There was a long pause.
 
    
 
   “I have no linkage or couplings to that section of the ship,” Theta Four stated in its mechanical voice.
 
    
 
   “Can I speak with Kurat?” Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “Hello Jamie,” Kurat’s mechanical voice came on.  “You and Michael need medical attention.  Please proceed here get immediate treatment.”
 
    
 
   “Kurat, who have you done treatments on in the last few days?” Jamie asked.   
 
    
 
   “None of the treatments I have done in the last five days have been on anyone with proper identification.  All are only self-identified, and self-identity is suspect, so with that understanding here is your answer: Regina, Levi, Gideon, Arthur, Mary, Mason and Sara.  Patients self-identified as Mason and Sara received two rounds of treatments,” Kurat replied.
 
    
 
   “Kurat, the person who had claimed to be the ensign, have you treated her?” Jamie prodded.
 
    
 
   “No,” Kurat replied.  “That individual was not treated at this facility.”
 
    
 
   “Both of you, can you connect in any way to the Zero Gravity Gymnasium?” Michael was still whirling in anxiety.
 
    
 
   There was a long pause.
 
    
 
   “Negative ability to connect in any way to requested location,” Both Theta Four and Kurat said at the same instant.  The combined voice was odd and had a strange tone to it.   
 
    
 
   “Michael, she is dead.  They are both dead,” Jamie hugged Michael and laid her head against his chest.  He kissed her red hair and held her tightly.
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, why did you send some people to Tropical?” Michael asked quietly.
 
    
 
   “I explained to them about the prior transports to that habitat, and it was their request to go,” Theta Four’s voice was back now.   
 
    
 
   “Okay, so now we go home,” Jamie pulled Michael away.  “We need to sleep.”
 
    
 
   “Your healing will be delayed if you do not seek immediate medical attention, but prognosis is good for full recovery and development either way,” Kurat stated.   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   epilogue
 
    
 
   “I can still run faster than you!” Jacob yelled to his brother as he made it to the safe tree which sat right at the edge of the forest.  Joel had captured all the other RCs in the game but could not keep up with his big brother.
 
    
 
   “Now, it's your turn to be Sinclair,” Joel said.  “So close your eyes, and you must give at least a count of twenty before you come after me.” Joel ran away to hide as fast as he could.  Jacob turned around and began counting.  The other RCs, of varied ages, scattered with Joel.   
 
    
 
   “Ready or not, here comes Sinclair!” Jacob said in the new tradition of the game the children of Antioch were now playing.   
 
    
 
   They were running across the wide open grasses and forest of their world.  Well, at least the grassy pasture areas behind their small farm.  The light was shining brightly down from the tube that ran all the way across the sky.  Their farm was located on the edge of the forested area, just outside of the town of Antioch and there were many bushes, trees and low lying areas to hide in for the new game: “Sinclair.”  
 
    
 
   Outwardly, not too much had changed since the boys had played their prank on Conner in the woods, but now, instead of the two boys playing together, the children of Antioch played more in groups.  Sinclair was the game they all wanted to play.
 
    
 
   The next day was another rain day, and the gentle mists and showers sprinkled Habitat 1, Coastal Plains.  It was a pretty sight outside of Michael’s and Jamie’s windows.  Michael sat in his cabin with Jamie.  They were both physically recovered from the ordeal and had gotten healing treatments from Hulda.  Neither had wanted to go back to the medical facility with its memories.  
 
    
 
   “You know, we still have not found a way to access the data sticks.  Regina is working on it, but we need to find a solution to that problem,” Jamie said.
 
    
 
   “But not today,” Michael replied.   
 
    
 
   “And the lost Willie Wacker needs to be recovered," Jamie said.
 
    
 
   “But not today,” Michael replied.  
 
    
 
   “And we really have no idea where Regina lost the fusion pack and the data sticks.  Even the AIs could not identify that location.  They keep saying, ‘no such location on record,’ so we need to figure that out," Jamie said.
 
    
 
   “But not today,” Michael replied.  
 
    
 
   “Kurat and Theta Four still maintain that to reverse engineer a working data stick reader we need to try to use other AIs onboard.  They suggest we try to get to the AIs Zeus or Mr.  Green Jeans, like Regina tried,” Jamie said.
 
    
 
   “But not today,” Michael replied.  
 
    
 
   “Brink has said we should be exploring more of engineering and make sure the systems are maintained.  He is eager to head out,” Jamie said as she nestled against her husband.
 
    
 
   “But not today,” Michael replied.  
 
    
 
   “And none of us really know where the Eschaton is headed, and neither of the AIs have any astro-navigation abilities.  We need to check that all out,” Jamie said.
 
    
 
   “But not today,” Michael replied.  
 
    
 
   “And there might still be other functioning habitats.  None of us have gone to Secondary Aquatic.  We should organize a mission there,” Jamie said, as she caressed her husband’s chest through his shirt.
 
    
 
   “But not today,” Michael replied.  
 
    
 
   “Well, then, I guess I will tell you what Hulda told me yesterday,” Jamie tensed up a bit.
 
    
 
   Michael could tell what was coming was not idle, and he gave his wife his fullest attention.   
 
    
 
   “I am pregnant,” Jamie said.   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The End
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   ABOUT THE AUTHOR
 
    
 
    
 
   I have a diverse background: working as an EMT, an RN for 10 years in various ICUs, cardiac, surgical, and medical and as a pastor.  
 
   I enjoy reading very much.  I read all kinds of literature, from romance novel to historical fiction to science fiction (I love dystopias and stories about things in a post apocalypse) to theology texts, to how to books.  Did I miss any genres?
 
   I have four grown up daughters, a delightful wife, and two wonderful dogs, and two ancient cats.
 
   I live in the Northern Plains of the USA, so I experience the cold and bitter during the winter, and hot and dry during the summers.  I also live with a chronic associate, a painful form of degenerative arthritis.  I have lots of mechanical parts inside my body, and in some ways I truly am a cyborg.  
 
   I hope you enjoy my writing.  Thanks for reading my stuff!
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    [image: C:\Users\Owner\Desktop\ebooks\images\book 3 cover.jpg] 
 
   Unknowns of the Colony Ship  
 
   Book 3 Colony Ship Eschaton 
 
    
 
    
 
   John Thornton
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Copyright © 2013 John Thornton
 
   All rights reserved.
 
   ISBN: 1483960307 
 
    
 
   ISBN-13: 978-1483960302 
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Editing by Jennifer Arledge
 
    
 
   Cover art by Stanley Vay
 
    
 
   Back cover art by Jose Martinez
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   CONTENTS
 
    
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	  
  
       	 Acknowledgments
  
       	 i
  
      
 
       
       	 1
  
       	 Fishes here, fishes there, fishes fishes everywhere
  
       	 1
  
      
 
       
       	 2
  
       	 Incoming
  
       	 6
  
      
 
       
       	 3
  
       	 It is growing where?
  
       	 14
  
      
 
       
       	 4
  
       	 Broken body, tale told.
  
       	 18
  
      
 
       
       	 5
  
       	 Less discussion, more action.
  
       	 22
  
      
 
       
       	 6
  
       	 A round table discussion.
  
       	 27
  
      
 
       
       	 7
  
       	 Unexpected help
  
       	 33
  
      
 
       
       	 8
  
       	 Crusade
  
       	 38
  
      
 
       
       	 9
  
       	 What a fine math you have gotten me into
  
       	 42
  
      
 
       
       	 10
 11
 12
 13
 14
 15
 16
 17
 18
 19
 20
 21
 22
 23
 24
 25
 26
 27
 28
 29
  
  
       	 A Crispy Yellow
 Play time
 To see or not two seas?
 Enter the Gath
 Moving the hearts of men.
 Kaleidoscope 
 Hurling, the most important meal of the day.
 Oh no, not again.
 The importance of routine maintenance 
 Intervention or observation or possession.
 Weakness, wickedness, and leadership
 The view outside  
 According to the manual.
 Watching and waiting
 A hairy situation.
 Getting ready for a walk in the stars
 The big game
 Inside, outside, upside, down?  
  Run, run, as fast as you can.
 Medical ethics?
 Epilogue
  
       	 49
 55
 58
 63
 69
 72
 75
 82
 88
 92
 94
 101
 109
 119
 121
 126
 133
 138
 144
 148
 152
  
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   1 Fishes here, fishes there, fishes fishes everywhere
 
    
 
    
 
   “You know, my dear friend,” Abigail said to John as he sat holding his cane pole. “I believe you would give personal names to each of the fish in these waters.” She smiled at him as she sat down in the grass near the stream. High overhead was the sky light tube which ran all the way across the sky. Abigail knew of it as the sun. Her dark brown hair was curled a bit as it tumbled down around her shoulders. There were some streaks of gray in that brown, but she took no real notice of that. She gently rubbed her hands, which were calloused and rough from a life of being a fish farmer.  
 
    
 
   “Abigail, I never grow tired of this.” John was afraid to admit that he had in fact named many of his favorite fish in the streams, pools and tanks around Abigail’s fish farm. John’s light blue eyes twinkled as he looked at his friend. His thin grey hair was receded, but his face showed a huge smile as she sat near him. He was older than she by a number of years, but they had become almost instant friends when they first met.
 
    
 
   “Yes, to you John, fishing is never work,” she laughed as his smile grew even broader. “One would think, by your age, fishing would have gotten old. But I still have troubles understanding the world you came from. Fish farming is all I have ever known, as my parents were fish farmers, and theirs were as well. All the way back to the OCMs, my family has been fishing.”
 
    
 
   “And I have only seen real fish for a few weeks now,” John replied. “And they are more amazing than I ever expected. Sure, the data stick projections showed me videos and photos and information about fish, but seeing them for real and watching their habits and how they live. It is just fascinating.”
 
    
 
   “So that Dome 17 place really had no fish? None at all? Yet, you do seem to know about fish. You slice them up for cooking and tell me names for all the bones, and you have good knowledge about the grasses and tress as well. But it all seems brand new to you? You are a confusing man, my friend.” She nuzzled up close to John. It had been a while since she had felt the desire to be close to a man. Once, Abigail had been set to marry a man from the town of Antioch, but he had died in a hunting accident with the bison. Since then she had continued working the fish farm, and all seemed placid, if not thrilling. But then the strangers came and later, John. Her heart finally told her mind that she had been waiting for a new man in her life. When John came walking to her home with his stories of other worlds and his RC like wonder at the simplest things in the world, she was enamored.    
 
    
 
   “Not only did Dome 17 have no fish, there were not even large collections of water.” John gestured toward the stream. “Nothing like this in Dome 17. Water was used only for human consumption and for essential food production. But here, water is everywhere. And there were no fish or animals, in Dome 17.”
 
    
 
   “And this was all inside a building?” Abigail asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, a large dome and we all lived there.” John paid close attention to his pole and line.
 
    
 
   “And you never went outside of that dome building?”  
 
    
 
   “I never did. Only a few people did. Michael and Jamie for example. We called those people adventurers. They had to wear special clothing made from radiation absorption materials..But outside the dome everything was dead. There were poisons everywhere,” John said. He had caught himself so he rephrased and used the term poison, rather than radiation, because Abigail’s vocabulary was somewhat limited on scientific terms.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I have seen some of the RAM clothing. You have told me before, so let me see if I understand. Outside of that dome building, it was all dried up. You said once it was like when we fry an egg on the stove, and it gets all burned and crisp and shriveled.” Abigail had picked up some dirt and run it through her hands. “Just a dry dusty nothing, right?” The dryness of what John described was hard for her to grasp.
 
    
 
   “It was like that, but far worse. Many died there at the end...” John’s sorrow spread across his face, but quickly passed as it usually did when they spoke about where he had been before he came to the world. 
 
    
 
   Abigail slipped an arm around him and held him for a while. The silence and just being together comforted for both of them.  
 
    
 
   John looked down the straight edges of the stream he was sitting near. The water flowed gently by, and his line was just wavering ever so slightly in the water. This was his favorite place to fish, even though he did do it in other locations. Something about this one spot, just a few paces away from the growth tanks, the spawning pools and the hatchery made him content. It was good to escape the memories of the end of Dome 17. He sometimes feared sharing too much with Abigail. The hopelessness that came when the launch of the last faster-than-light scout ship had had a major malfunction. John was there and saw adventurers Hobart and Gwen climb into the FTL scout ship and enter the sling. Hobart’s hearty laugh echoed through the place as Gwen doubled checked everything. John would never forget those last images. Gwen’s hair pulled into tight cornrows. John always thought the term cornrow for hair was amusing, as none of them had ever seen a real cornrow, but Gwen kept her hair in that style, even though the term was antiquated. Gwen’s large brown eyes with their soft warmth were hard to forget.
 
    
 
   Those two adventurers were filled with joy to be on a mission which could bring them another chance. They were two intelligent and daring people, willing to attempt a one way mission to save everyone. Sure, everyone knew there was huge risk, it was a last desperate attempt, but never had anyone expected failure during launch. After all, they had already slung six other FTL scout ships out into space seeking to recover one of the seven lost colony ships. How would anyone have guessed what was coming as they closed the scout ship and slid into sling launching position? 
 
    
 
   When the sling failed at high acceleration, a spectacular explosion had happened. It was so powerful it ripped the reinforced permalloy walls of the sling tubes as well as the central bracing of Dome 17. At least the end came quickly for Hobart and Gwen. They probably never knew what happened. But the people in the dome did. The exterior seals were cracked, and the deadly radiation, which had been kept out for so long, entered the dome. The tan, dusty, dry death rushed into Dome 17.The horrors which followed as people tried to escape the radiation, heat and poisons of the dying earth were myriad. All the children had died. All the medical staff had been washed over in death. Emergency doors slamming closed, despite people being in the way or trapped behind. The cafetorium was sealed as a sanctuary for some survivors. Nearly half the population of the dome perished, along with two of the three committee members who were the leaders of Dome 17. Jubal Morris and Murial Hodgesyn were long time friends of John, and they died miserable deaths. If only they...
 
    
 
   “John, you have caught another one,” Abigail brought him out of his memories and back to the art of fishing. Indeed, his line was taunt, and a good sized fish was on the line. John pulled his cane pole’s line back in, and the bright yellow sunfish jerked and tried to escape. “See, you provide supper right here. Fresh fish. Shall I prepare it, or do you want to do so?”  
 
    
 
   “I’ll do it,” John replied. He was glad for the distraction. He added the latest sunfish to the others he had caught for them and carried it toward their home. He reached down and punched several small buttons on the side of the door. It swung upward to reveal a staircase that led down. There was dim light at the bottom of the stairs.  
 
    
 
   He walked down the stairs, carrying the basket of fish. The bottom of the stairs opened into a large room. There were areas of light shining down from the ceiling in what appeared to be light tubes with mirrored insides, which led to the surface. In one corner stood a large tank filled with water. A long table sat against one wall, with benches on either side. A workstation of some kind was evident from counter tops and cabinets.
 
    
 
   John went to the small counter next to the tank. In a smooth motion, he drew out a knife from under the counter and decapitated the fish. He then sliced, scrubbed and prepared the fish, just as Abigail had taught him. John still marveled at the food. In Dome 17, they had food: ration bars that were nutritious, filling and fed everyone. But here, the food had flavor, texture and variety. He really was astounded.
 
    
 
   “So do you have a preference for which vegetables we have with the fish? I already have some bread prepared.” Abigail had joined him in her underground home. She had lived there with her family for generations.  
 
    
 
   “Anything will be fine,” John replied.  
 
    
 
   “We should take a load of fish into Antioch tomorrow, and you need to see your friends,” Abigail told John. She was well aware of his need to keep in contact with the other people who had come with him to the world. Especially after what had recently happened.  
 
    
 
   “Did you hear me? We should go to Antioch and see your friends, and I can deliver a load of fish.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, that would be fine. I was just thinking...”
 
    
 
   “You were thinking about Jamie and Michael, and you still feel guilty about what happened. I keep telling you; it was not your fault,” Abigail said in a firm voice.
 
    
 
   “But people were murdered, and I was sitting here fishing. Those bandits killed my people, and we still are not sure who they all were, or who died at their hands,” John said. 
 
    
 
   “They killed our people. We are one people now. The legionnaires are looking into it, and they will handle it. John, you cannot do anything more." Abigail knew he blamed himself, and she recalled it had not been so very long ago when the Domers had appeared in the town square through a machine, the name escaped her, and that was a shock to everyone. Some of the people in Antioch still wondered and questioned how people could just appear out of a ball of light. There were rumors of black magic and sorcery, but she knew it was just machines. After all, Abigail had also met Jamie and Michael, who were the first two Domers to ever come to the world. They had stopped at her home before they went to Antioch. They had come to the world in some kind of ship, but the way John explained it did not make sense. No one could get outside the world.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, let’s go in the morning.”
 
    
 
   John and Abigail enjoyed their meal, and everything seemed calm and contented in their part of Habitat One, Coastal Plains aboard the colony ship Eschaton.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   2  Incoming
 
    
 
    
 
   “So, you agree that the mathematics are correct for the basis of teleportation; the quantum mechanics are fundamental, and the physics are applied properly?” Brink was tired and becoming frustrated.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, those seem to be in order,” replied the artificial voice of Theta Four. The display screen from which the voice emanated was gray colored showing numerous mathematical formulas. 
 
    
 
   “And yet you keep saying ‘unknown system request’ or some such nonsense." Yes, Brink was frustrated. He had been that way for almost the entire time he had been on the Eschaton. These were very unusual emotions for the master engineer. Brink was a tall and muscular man with a quiet voice. But his nerves were frazzled and strained after the stress of the last few weeks. Back in Dome 17 he had pioneered the systems which made faster-than-light travel possible and had helped design the teleportation system which had brought the survivors from Dome 17 to the colony ship. In the dome, Brink had been gentle and reserved. But the new life here in this habitat was overwhelming him. He was used to the modern and efficient artificial intelligence systems of the dome. Those were all gone now. And Brink’s everyday tools, the data sticks, simply did not work. He had not realized how much he had taken the data sticks for granted. The small hexagonal sticks carried all the collected knowledge from the dome; in fact, they had been loaded with everything possible and brought through the teleportation orifice so that the survivors could tap into that knowledge. Even to the point of evolving them into modern artificial intelligences. But after coming here, none of the data sticks worked, and no one knew why. 
 
    
 
   “Okay, let us leave those subjects and get to a more basic problem. The data sticks look like they are functional. The data stick readers seem to have power supplied by the fusion packs. But yet, I put the data stick in and nothing happens.” Brink said partly to himself and partly to the AI Theta Four. 
 
    
 
   “That is a correct assessment of the current conditions.” The screen shifted to an image of a data stick as Theta Four replied.
 
    
 
   Brink sunk into the chair, which sat behind the makeshift work desk he had assembled in the transportation portal room. The room was lined with doors which were more like hatches. The hatches opened up to the transport system which had vehicles that travel from place to place. Brink had moved a table and chairs into the portal transport room, so he could interface with the AIs more often. He was in the middle of an ongoing discussion with one of the two known working artificial intelligences of the Eschaton.  
 
    
 
   “So, I will phrase it another way, Theta Four, conjecture how to build the tools necessary to craft a machine which can access and analyze why our data sticks fail to function,” Brink said. He had phrased this same question various ways and, occasionally, gathered new information.
 
    
 
   “Data sticks failure to function due to one of three reasons. Number one: they are broken. Number two: the data stick readers are broken. Number three: a combination of numbers one and two,” Theta Four’s mechanical voice replied. “Therefore, without knowing the details of why the data sticks do not function, a conjecture on how to assess that function is impossible. Can you provide greater detail on exact functioning with schematics and materials for construction of data sticks?” Theta Four replied.  
 
    
 
   “Oh, how many times will we go round and round on this?” Brink said. “I have told you all the technical materials I know and the mathematics behind that. I have also told you all the plans and engineering details are on the data sticks, so until we can access the information on the data sticks we cannot provide schematics.”
 
    
 
   “Data sticks and data stick readers are not a recognized technology,” Theta Four replied. The screen stayed flat gray colored.  
 
    
 
   “I feel like I am trying to recharge a fusion pack with a hammer and ax,” Brink lamented.  
 
    
 
   “Is there something wrong with the fusion packs?” Theta Four asked.  
 
    
 
   “No, it is just so frustrating to not have the information we need.”
 
    
 
   “As of present, you have asked three thousand four hundred and ninety one requests which include the term ‘data stick,’ and I have answered each of your queries. I am currently functioning at 79% of optimal efficiency. But even were I at 100% of prior functioning, I am programmed to operate the transport system not repair or rebuild machinery,” Theta Four said.  
 
    
 
   “Then find a linkage to some system that can help me.” Brink pounded the arm of the chair, in a totally uncharacteristic manner.
 
    
 
   “The only other known operational AI is Kurat in Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12. I continue to look for couplings and linkages to other systems,” Theta Four stated.  
 
    
 
   A woman entered the room. “Brink, it is time to rest. You have again worked through an entire night. I have prepared a nice meal for you, and I insist that now you come with me,” a quiet, firm voice stated. Rectora Lydia had entered the room and with her was Regina.
 
    
 
   “I am getting nowhere with these antique and obsolete intelligence systems anyway. If I was back in my shop in Dome 17, this problem would have been over long ago. Brink stood and departed with Lydia. Her arm was around his waist as they walked away. That was a sign of how different things were now in Antioch. When Rector Robert had been alive, he maintained a much stricter - a few still said better, but many more said meaner - rule of order. As such, public displays of affection were seldom seen. But after Rector Robert’s attempted murder of Jamie, and his killing of Rectora Hazel, his ways were rejected by most in Antioch. Robert had so disgraced the position of Rector, that the people of Antioch had not yet filled that position. Being revealed as a secret truster was the undoing of Robert’s legacy. His family, while they had been told they were not responsible for his actions, still felt shame and guilt.
 
    
 
   Regina watched them leave.  Her shoulder length brown hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and her bright brown eyes were sad as she contemplated the problem Brink had faced. She, too, knew the serious nature of the failure of the data sticks. She had been the one to load many of the data sticks back in Dome 17 before they teleported. They had worked then, but none had ever worked here.
 
    
 
   “Kurat, may we discuss an issue?” Regina said to the artificial intelligence systems, and the screen turned a different shade.    
 
    
 
   “Hello Regina. How may I be of service? Medical assistance is available,” Kurat’s voice was mechanical, like Theta Four, but had different pitches and tones, and the two did have separate personalities. At least they were rudimentary personalities, not like a human’s or even the modern AIs had had in the dome.  
 
    
 
   “You can tell me how to repair the data sticks,” Regina said. She knew the reply she was about to receive.
 
    
 
   “I am a medical Artificial Intelligence. Machine Maintenance should be contacted for your request,” Kurat replied.    
 
    
 
   “Kurat, you are designed to diagnose and treat things, correct?” Regina asked.
 
    
 
   “Not entirely correct. I am designed to diagnose and treat humans, within the directives installed. The patient needs to be human and be on a medical treatment table in Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12. I have limited scanning ability outside of Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12. I can direct medical automacubes for specific tasks.”
 
    
 
   “So if I bring a data stick to that medical facility and place it on the table, you could diagnose it?” Regina asked. She had asked before but thought it might be worth a try again.  
 
    
 
   “I can medically scan biological entities only. I am only programmed to do medical procedures. Medical procedures cannot be performed on entirely mechanical objects. Machine Maintenance and Repair should be contacted for your need. Shall I make contact with them?” Kurat never grew tired of making referrals to other AIs and departments. 
 
    
 
   “Kurat, you utilize mechanical parts for medical procedures, do you not? I mean, there have been pacemakers for human hearts for, what, a couple hundred years?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I can and do utilize mechanical parts for some medical procedures. Do you want me to send a request to Archival Records for a history of the cardiac pacemaker and assorted technologies?” Kurat replied.
 
    
 
   “How do you know if a mechanical medical implant is functioning?” Regina asked.
 
    
 
   “The parts are dispensed by Bio-Medical Engineering and are tested there. My function is installation and maintenance, through assessment of the human patient and his or her interface with medical implant,” Kurat replied.
 
    
 
   “Please consider the data stick a medical implant or adaptive device or prosthesis and assess its functioning.” Regina’s hopes were raised that, perhaps, she had found a way to get the AI to help her.  
 
    
 
   There was a slight pause.
 
    
 
   “The data stick is not a registered or recognized medical implant or adaptive device or prosthesis, nor is it authorized for any other medical uses. You may contact Bio-Medical Engineering for information about process to add data stick technology and get approval of considered usage,” Kurat replied.
 
    
 
   “But, hypothetically speaking, if the data stick was inside my body, would you be able to assess it and its function?” Regina said.
 
    
 
   “In that scenario, the data stick would be removed as a foreign body. A report on the object would be made, and it would be sent to Machine Maintenance.”
 
    
 
   “How much time has it been since the last response from Machine Maintenance?” Regina asked.
 
    
 
   “Records last response from Machine Maintenance was ninety two years, fourteen days, eight hours and thirteen minutes ago,” Kurat replied. “That is over the established maximum time limit. Request sent to Central Processing for reassessment of links to Machine Maintenance,” Kurat replied.  
 
    
 
   “Kurat, you are linked to Theta Four, is that correct?” Regina wanted to try a new approach.
 
    
 
   “That is correct.”
 
    
 
   “So conjecture, using all available means, how you and Theta Four can diagnose and treat the problem of data stick failure,” Regina phrased her request as carefully as possible.
 
    
 
   The display screen now split into two sections, one gray the other more blue.  
 
    
 
   There was a pause.
 
    
 
   “Theta Four is designed for transportation intelligence, and Kurat is a medical intelligence. Neither is compatible with, nor capable of, stated request. Data stick technology is not in data base for either intelligence. Conjectures are made with that understanding. We recommended the following: Utilize an AI that is capable of reverse engineering of data stick and data stick reader. As previously suggested, seek out interaction with intelligence system in Reproduction and Fabrication Zone called Zeus. Alternatively, seek interaction with intelligence system in the Terraforming and Restoration Zone called Mister Green Jeans. This has been suggested before and is still best conjecture available,” Kurat’s voice was blended with that of Theta Four and the blending of these AI voices always seemed odd to Regina. She was not used to working with such old equipment. 
 
    
 
   “Okay, Theta Four, do you have any way to connect to either of those AIs? And what is the latest assessment on status of those AIs.”
 
    
 
   “There are no functioning couplings or links to other systems. Neither through transportation nor through the medical facility with Kurat,” Theta Four’s voice replied. “I am still running attempts to establish means of contact with other systems.”
 
    
 
   Changing the subject away from the circular reasoning which the data stick problem seemed to present, Regina asked a different question. She had been hesitant to ask about this, but since she was alone she felt like now was the time. “Please display the location of Biological Research Section 47R.”
 
    
 
   “There is no Biological Research Section 47R in any data systems,” Theta Four replied. 
 
    
 
   “Please check with Kurat and identify location of Biological Research Section 47R,” She commanded.  
 
    
 
   “No such location,” the combined Theta Four/Kurat voice said.   
 
    
 
   “I know it exists,; I was there!” Regina said angrily. It had taken her a long time to even ask the AIs about that location. She knew that Brink had made inquiries about it, but he did not bring it up with her. Perhaps he was afraid of stirring up the grueling memories of being trapped in that rat invested garden place. What Brink did not understand, and probably could not understand, was the turmoil Regina felt inside as she longed to know more about the Voice which had ‘played games’ with her. Compounding that was her own stupendous fear of what had happened there. Not to mention that she had been separated from a fusion pack and numerous data sticks, which she hoped were still in that place.
 
    
 
   “Kurat, can you back track the medical automacube’s route which brought me to the medical facility?” She asked.
 
    
 
   “Unable to comply. That automacube was destroyed by violent action just prior to your last major injury.”
 
    
 
   Regina had been afraid of that. She knew many of the small mechanical six-wheeled automacubes had been destroyed in that incident, but she had hoped information was stored somewhere with Kurat.
 
    
 
   “What about the blue one or the yellow one?” Regina asked.  
 
    
 
   “I keep no information from engineering automacubes nor transport automacubes,” Kurat replied.  
 
    
 
   A red light started spinning and shining above one of the hatches. Regina looked up.
 
    
 
   “There is an incoming transport vehicle. Please stand clear of the portals and allow passengers to disembark. Only after people are clear shall passengers enter the transports,” Theta Four announced.  
 
    
 
   Had someone gone to one of the accessible places? Some of the technicians from the dome had been exploring engineering a few days ago, but Regina thought that they were all back. She was certain she would have heard it if someone was taking a mission to Habitat Five: Tropical or to Habitat Eight: Secondary Aquatic. The people of Antioch were very hesitant to go through the portals, since - to them - they had once been used only for banishment of criminals.  
 
    
 
   “Well, it's gotta be someone from engineering. I hope they found something useful.” Regina turned and watched the portals. There was a clanging noise, and then one of the hatches slowly opened. No one exited the transport. “Hello!” Regina called out. There was no response.    
 
    
 
   Regina walked up to the hatch to look inside. The transports usually had interior illumination, but this one was dark. As she walked the few paces toward the car, Regina felt a prickly sensation on her neck and back. She breathed a bit faster and tried to calm the anxiety which was rising in her. She reassured herself that there was nothing to fear from a transport vehicle, but her tense muscles and tingly skin kept on the high alert.
 
    
 
   As she looked into the vehicle, the only illumination coming from the light in the portal room as it seeped in; she saw the two rows of seats along the sides of the vehicle. The rows faced the center, and some lumpy things were on the seats. As her eyes adjusted to the dimness of the vehicle, she recognized what was on the seats.       
 
    
 
   Regina screamed.
 
    
 
   Inside the transport vehicle was a woman’s dismembered body, spread over several of the seats. The words “Haro knows” were carved into the torso of the body.  
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   3  It is growing where?
 
    
 
    
 
   “Hulda, you have got to make it stop! Every morning I get up and puke,” Jamie said as she entered the healer’s cabin. Jamie’s short red hair was tousled a bit; she looked pale, and her freckles showed more than ever. Her green eyes were pleading. “You told me what was happening was a natural and regular thing. But I am sick.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Jamie, come in. Yes, Jamie, pregnancy is a normal thing,” Hulda explained in a soothing voice. Hulda’s home had started as a typical one of Antioch, being made from spun permalloy, the same materials from which the ship was constructed. But it had been the healer’s cabin for a generation, with separation between Hulda’s living places and the cots she had for the ill or injured. She was sitting at her work bench grinding some powers. On the bench were jars and bottles of various herbs, tonics and assorted mixtures.
 
    
 
   “It is not normal or natural for me. No one gets pregnant anymore,” Jamie sat down hard on the nearest cot. She knew Hulda would listen to her. Jamie had visited the healer’s cabin many times over the last five weeks.
 
    
 
   “You got pregnant.”
 
    
 
   “But that was impossible. How did it happen?” Jamie replied. 
 
    
 
   “Shall I draw you a picture of how it happened?” Hulda had not yet looked up from her grinding, but the smile on her face was evident in her voice.  
 
    
 
   “I am too sick for your jokes. No one ever got pregnant anymore. Well, not in the dome, it is too primitive and unsafe,” Jamie replied. “Besides, at age fifteen, every person in the dome has egg or sperm harvesting and storage, then sterilization. So no pregnancies.” Jamie gagged a bit as another spasm of nausea hit her.   
 
    
 
   “So no babies in that dome place you came from?” Hulda said. She was a middle aged woman with hair pulled back into a ponytail which was braided. Her dark nutmeg colored skin shone with health and vigor, which hid her true age. Her movements were precise and efficient as she set the pestle aside. She then poured the powder she ground out of the mortar and into a larger bowl.
 
    
 
   “I have told you before, of course there were babies in Dome 17. Michael and I are age-mates. All the babies are incubated together once every five years. The AIs and the Committee decide the needed population, and the numbers are decided. The sperm and egg are checked for radiation effects and for genetic abnormalities and then paired together. Then the babies are gestated in the extracorporeal nursery. That is how normal people do it.”  
 
    
 
   “So you were grown in some box?” Hulda chuckled. She and Jamie had had this discussion several times previously and to Hulda it still sounded farfetched. But with all the things she had seen from the Domers, she did not dismiss out of hand. There were those in Antioch who dismissed the tales the Domers told. "It does seem all you Domers are either the same age or spread out in five year groups. Were they litters?"
 
    
 
   “Maybe Willie can explain it to you,” Jamie said. “You two seem to get along well enough.”
 
    
 
   “Willie’s arm healed nicely, and I have fixed his wandering eye. At least physically fixed his eyes,” Hulda laughed at her own joke. “Willie has shown me that medical kit from the dome. Yes, it does some amazing things, but it does not grow a baby.”
 
    
 
   “Neither does my body! I am puking every morning. This is not normal. Besides, I still do not understand how this happened. Michael and I both were all set after our gametes were harvested and placed in the population bank. That is the normal way, and the safe way. Otherwise radiation would cause terrible mutations. And Dome 17 could only support a certain level of people. Water was the primary concern.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Willie has told me of this invisible poison that floated outside your dome. But you are not there now. You are here in the world. You should be happy you are pregnant. And it is normal to be sick and to vomit some. Just drink enough water and chew those herbs I gave you, they will help. Also, are you eating enough?” Hulda asked as she finally turned around and looked at Jamie.  
 
    
 
   “You did not answer me. I should not be pregnant. What happened?" Jamie was genuinely concerned.  
 
    
 
   “Since the Great Sadness..." Hulda faded off and did not finish that thought. “Okay now, I will look into this. If, as you say, every Domer is sterile, then that would be something.” Hulda had heard some of the town people gossiping about the Domers being witches or something like that. To Hulda the Domers were just people with admittedly bizarre ways. Sometimes like an RC, and sometimes like a Rector. They were a mystery to be unraveled. Hulda loved mysteries.    
 
    
 
   “I can hardly eat anything, and what I do eat, I throw up,” Jamie said. "This is all so unknown."
 
    
 
   “This will pass. Then you will keep growing the baby inside you. And look at the world, it is filled with life. The wild animals, the food animals, they have young all the time, and the whole world fosters new life,” Hulda replied.  
 
    
 
   “I am not a food animal. I think we need to figure out what happened and find a way to do this the normal route. I know the data sticks contain all the information on setting up a population plan. We will need the insulated and filtered extracorporeal nursery units, and the DNA analysis, genetic compatibility and other things. You do know all our medical staff died in Dome 17. I wish Dr. Carilyn was here.” Jamie never planned on being thrust back to the dark ages of medicine. Yet, Hulda had shown her great compassion, and she had healed Willie’s arm when the Dome 17 staff could not.
 
    
 
   “Yes, your losses were great.” Hulda could appreciate loss. “But as to the RCs, well, here when a woman gets pregnant we celebrate. And our RCs grow up with their mothers and fathers as much as possible. You know Jacob and Joel, they were born the, what did you call it?  Oh yes, ‘the primitive’ way.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, they are good children and were very brave when we had the expedition.” Jamie recalled that event with some guilt, as Jacob had been injured. He was fully recovered now. “Thanks for listening to me.” Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   “Just beware the Clan of Tobit. They still have those Truster ideas. Those people do not have as enlightened ideas about these things as I do. They look at women as breeders to have as many RCs as possible. Once in a while, one of them comes to Antioch, but mostly they are at the other end of the world,” Hulda warned. “None of us knew that Robert was secretly very much like them. He had deceived us all... but that is for another time.”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, we met one of them: Shammai. When I find him, I will kill him,” Jamie said in a flat and serious tone.  
 
    
 
   “Be careful where you say things like that. Antioch has many ears and word gets around. But go now, home to that husband of yours.” Hulda smiled wide as she said that, and her eyes twinkled. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, husband. That is another new thing for me. First a husband, and then I get pregnant. This is so primitive. Lydia explained getting married, and it seemed like Michael and I were already wedded. Is that the right term? But the ceremony was a fun time,” Jamie smiled. “I need to go visit Regina and Brink to see if they have fixed the data readers. If so, then we can start building a proper nursery for the children.”
 
    
 
   Jamie departed.  
 
    
 
   “Proper nursery,” Hulda said with some mirth after Jamie had left. “Proper for what? But I do wonder...” Hulda was pondering all Jamie had said and planning her next ways of unraveling this unknown.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   4  Broken Body, Tale told
 
    
 
    
 
   Hannah was the legionnaire on foot patrol when Regina started screaming. She ran quickly to the Center and entered the portal room, her brown non-organic body armor only making the slightest noise as she ran. Her short sword remained in her sheath, but her senses were on high alert.
 
    
 
   “What has happened?" Hannah said as she looked at Regina.
 
    
 
   “A transport arrived and inside..." Regina swallowed and regained her composure. “Inside is a dead body which has been mutilated." Regina took a couple deep breaths and steadily calmed herself.  
 
    
 
   Hannah looked in and saw the body. She gulped as she recognized who it was. Unconsciously, Hannah fingered the armor she was wearing. It had come to her from the legionnaire who wore it before. Hannah had had to have parts of it expanded to fit her own body, as she was a bit taller and wider than the previous owner. Legionnaire armor was passed down from generation to generation, usually in families. But with the death of so many legionnaires recently, she was admitted into the legion without the legacy of one of her parents. As the fourth daughter, her services at the weavers were not essential, and her parents encouraged her to accept the opportunity Levi and Gideon had offered.  
 
    
 
   “It is Deborah...” Hannah said in a quiet voice. She stepped into the transport vehicle. She had never been in one of the vehicles before, but she ignored the newness of all that to examine the body.  
 
    
 
   Regina had now taken charge of the others who had come into the portal room. Recognizing that she needed to get the leaders to come, and to limit who saw the body, Regina issued some commands.  
 
    
 
   “Someone has died, but we need to see what happened. Okay, you go and get Levi and Gideon. And you, run and fetch the Rectora.  And you, go and get Jamie and Michael,” Regina pointed to each person as she instructed. The people of Antioch were very good about working together and allowing the first adult at a scene to take charge until officials arrived.     
 
    
 
   “I will prevent any children from coming in,” Hector said as he moved to block the entrance. Hector was a man from Dome 17. He was wearing a mix of Domer clothing and the soft wool clothing worn by most people in Antioch.
 
    
 
   “Who would do such a vile thing?” Hannah asked. “This is pure evil.”
 
    
 
   “I know that is true,” Regina replied. “Theta Four, tell me about this transport.”
 
    
 
   The wall illuminated with a gray light, and Theta Four’s voice came on. “This transport is part of the ship-wide transportation system which is open to the public for all whose needs re...”
 
    
 
   “No! Tell me why there is a body in this transport here,” Regina snapped at the AI.
 
    
 
   “I cannot ascertain motives of human entities,” Theta Four replied.  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, where did this vehicle originate?” Regina asked.
 
    
 
   “Habitat Five: Tropical, through portal two.” A schematic appeared on the wall. Green lines were on the image. There were also many red areas which showed the parts of the transport system which were either sealed off or non-functional.   
 
    
 
   “Who put the body in here?” Regina asked.  
 
    
 
   “The people who sent this vehicle did not have identification trackers or chips,” Theta Four replied.  
 
    
 
   “Please display any scans or images you have of the portal entryway at Tropical.”
 
    
 
   “Unable to comply with request,” Theta Four replied.  
 
    
 
   Michael came running in looking tense. He had heard that someone had died. “What happened?” Michael asked. He was not an official but, along with Jamie, was admired by both the dome survivors and the people of Antioch. The two of them were folk heroes after stopping the evil woman Sinclair and her bandits who had wanted to kill all the legionnaires.  
 
    
 
   “This vehicle came here, and inside was only the body,” Regina said.  
 
    
 
   “It was Deborah,” Hannah added, visibly shaken. She picked up the pieces of the body and carried them out of the transport and set them on the floor of the portal room. The body was not complete, but there was enough to know who it had been. Hannah left the carved torso for last and set that down with the writing upward. “This is pure evil.”

Michael stared at the body. He recalled her death. It had happened when Michael and some legionnaires had gone to the tropical habitat in search of tools. They had been attacked, and she had died. They were forced to leave her body behind.
 
    
 
   “Michael, Theta Four says the vehicle came from Tropical,” Regina stated. “And the AI is being even more obstreperous than usual.”  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, give me all information you have on this body and any information on who put it in the vehicle,” Michael commanded.
 
    
 
   “The body was placed in the vehicle. The vehicle brought it to Coast Plains Habitat,” Theta Four replied.
 
    
 
   “That’s it? Elaborate on your answer.”  
 
    
 
   “No further elaboration is needed, or available,” Theta Four responded.
 
    
 
   Levi came into the room, followed by Gideon, Jamie and Lydia. They were all in a state of shock. Levi fell to his knees next to the body and openly cried.  
 
    
 
   “Why is there no smell?” Jamie said. All thoughts of her pregnancy were set aside now as she was assessing the situation. Jamie’s sharp mind could be totally focused on a subject when the situation arose. She was confident and cool under pressure and had an instinct for details. No one else had noticed, but, indeed, there was no smell. No odor at all.  
 
    
 
   “Kurat, please scan and assess the dead body in this room,” Regina said calling forth the other artificial intelligence system.
 
    
 
   “Body in this room is dead and dismembered into fourteen pieces, approximately 81% of entire body. Shall I put in a request to Mortuary Assistance?” Kurat’s voice came from the wall screen.   
 
    
 
   “Come on! Elaborate and give us all the information you have. Use every means possible to scan and assess this body,” Michael stated.  
 
    
 
   “Body has been covered in chemical preservatives. Body is dead. Fuller autopsy would be possible on any of the treatment tables in Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12. Shall I summon automacubes for transportation?”  
 
    
 
   “You will not take her body away,” Levi stated, and continued crying.  
 
    
 
   “No, Kurat, there is no need.” Michael stated.  
 
    
 
   There was an odd sound, and then the view screen lit up with a still image from Dome 17. Then another voice came from the wall. “...I am here...” The voice quickly faded out and the screen image disappeared. In its place was the typical gray screen. 
 
    
 
   “Roxanne?” Jamie and Michael said at the same time. They looked at each other in astonishment.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   5  Less discussion, more action.
 
    
 
    
 
   Levi was furious. His muscles were bulging as he paced the town square. He had his side arm and sword on his belt. He eyes were ablaze with rage.  
 
    
 
   “Levi, we must discuss our course of action here,” Rectora Lydia was trying to regain some semblance of control over the meeting. It had started well enough. People had been gathered to be informed about what had happened with the body of Deborah. It was hoped that an orderly discussion could take place, but that did not happen. People were appalled. People were afraid. Many of the townsfolk still considered the portals as black magic or witchcraft.
 
    
 
   “No more discussion. I want the talking machine to take me to where they killed Deborah!” Levi was angrier than anyone could remember seeing him.  
 
    
 
   “Levi, we will sort this out, but anger will not produce a good outcome,” Lydia tried to persuade not only Levi but the others as well. The people had grieved the deaths of the legionnaires, but the body showing up as it did only reopened those old wounds.  Not only for the family of Deborah, but also for the families of the legionnaires who had died in Engineering on the mission with Jamie.  
 
    
 
   Lydia looked out at the crowd gathered around. The majority of the population was gathered there. Lydia could see in their faces a mixture of emotions. There were those who, like Levi, wanted revenge. There were others who seemed more afraid and timid. But the majority of the people seemed more confused and uncertain.  
 
    
 
   Gideon raised his voice above the others. He was well respected, and his strength and bearing commanded respect. “Levi, I understand your feelings, probably better than anyone here. I saw my friends die in the other world as well. I am not dismissing your anger or your desires for retaliation. But, remember what happened to Jamie and my when we first went to that engineering place? We must think this through. This was an evil act, and perhaps, just perhaps, whoever did this wants us to rush off? Does a hare not run into a trap?”  
 
    
 
   The townsfolk nodded as they clearly recognized the idiom that Gideon used. But the Domers had no idea what he was speaking about. None of them had seen a hare before coming to this habitat.
 
    
 
   “So, let us set a guard on the portals. I will take the first watch, and let us all ponder and consider what we do next,” Gideon said.  
 
    
 
   “Gideon is right. We need not rush into something. I know this has been a terrible shock to us all, and it will be investigated. Let us now go to our homes and grieve again for the lost,” Rectora Lydia said.  
 
    
 
   Most people wandered away, breaking into small groups to talk among themselves. A few of the Domers went to see John and Abigail who had arrived at the gathering toward the end. They sought to explain all that had happened.
 
    
 
   Gideon put his arm around Levi and led him away. “Come my friend; let us reason together how to respond to this.” Levi nodded his head, but his muscles – bunched and tight – could still be seen under his armor. Lorna and Josiah joined them as they walked along.  
 
    
 
   Michael took Jamie aside. “Jamie, how did it go with Hulda?”   
 
    
 
   “She says it is all normal, and this happens all the time. But don’t worry about me. What are we going to do with this mess? The bandits went to Tropical, and when you were there, you said they called out about 'Haro’ then too.”  
 
    
 
   “Jamie, you are more important than all this stuff. Did she tell you how this happened?” Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   Jamie smiled at him, remembering their intimate encounters, wondering which one started this. “When I asked her, she made a joke. I don’t think she really understands the right way for babies to be gestated. She is so primitive, but put that aside, what does this body mean?” Jamie focused on the problem at hand.  
 
    
 
   “Well first, we need to shut down access to this place. I will tell the AIs to prevent any more transports from coming in here.” They walked back toward the Center.
 
    
 
   “What about Roxanne?” Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   ”I don‘t know.”
 
    
 
   “It sure sounded like the artificial intelligence Roxanne to me. But did it survive? That would be a major help to us all. We never did see the FTL scout ship after it was attacked. We heard Roxanne say something was happening. I assumed the ship was destroyed like the robotic probe was hit. I’m sure it was Roxanne who spoke.” Jamie was pondering what having a working modern AI from the dome would mean.
 
    
 
   “I think so, too. These obsolete AIs here are hard to work with. Regina said something about Theta Four being more of a problem,” Michael replied. “Could it have just been a voice glitch? Those two AIs seem different since they linked together.” They entered the portal room and saw Hannah standing there. She had decided, even before Gideon suggested it, that she would guard the room against possible problems. Deborah’s family had taken the remains away for burial. “Theta Four, can you help me?" Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “Hello, Michael. How may I be of service?" Theta Four replied, and the display screen showed the typical gray coloring.
 
    
 
   “Please identify who said, ‘I am here’ the last time I was here,” Michael instructed.  
 
    
 
   “I have no records of any such statement,” Theta Four replied.  
 
    
 
   “Kurat, may I ask you the same question?” Michael said.
 
    
 
   The screen color shifted, and Kurat’s voice came from the display “Certainly, you may ask. I have no record of anyone saying that.”  
 
    
 
   “We both heard it,” Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   There was a bit of a pause.
 
    
 
   “There is no such record for this day. Traumatic events can often cause distortion in sensorium. Perhaps you misunderstood the comments made by someone else? That would certainly be normal under these intensely stressful situations. May I make a referral for you to Mental Hygiene?” Kurat stated.  
 
    
 
   Michael considered a sharp retort, but he held his tongue. He looked at Jamie just as she was about to say something. His gesture stopped that. She understood to follow his lead for the moment. “Theta Four, please do not allow anymore transports to come to this habitat, unless directed by someone from this habitat,” Michael commanded.  
 
    
 
   “Unable to comply with request. People in this habitat do not have identification chips, so I cannot identify who is from this habitat and who is not,” Theta Four stated.
 
    
 
   “Okay, then just do not allow any incoming transports,” Jamie said.
 
    
 
   “My job is to transport people using this system. I cannot refuse transport when requested,” Theta Four said.
 
    
 
   “I order you to stop transporting anyone to this habitat,” Michael said.
 
    
 
   “To comply with request, please state command override codes and specific security authentication level,” Theta Four said.  
 
    
 
   “I do not have those, but this is an emergency,” Michael replied.  
 
    
 
   “I will send in a request to security for assistance. May I be of any further service to you?” 
 
    
 
   “Please give me all information you have on Haro,” Michael asked. “Link to Kurat and work together on this request.”
 
    
 
   “No known information on word Haro. Do you want me to send a request to the Archives or Linguistics to search the historical records?” The combined voice stated.  
 
    
 
   “Okay, please tell me about requested transport on this system in the last two days.” Michael knew that no one from here had used the transports since the team came back from Engineering.  
 
    
 
   “Unable to comply with request,” the combined voice of Theta Four/Kurat answered.  
 
    
 
   “Why?” Jamie asked. “Tell me why you cannot comply,” Jamie pressed. She had a hunch, and she hoped she was wrong.  
 
    
 
   “Unable to comply with request because of prior instruction,” the combined voice said.  
 
    
 
   “Who gave you that instruction?” Jamie continued to ask.  
 
    
 
   “Unable to answer,” the combined voice stated.  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four why are you unable to comply with requests?” 
 
    
 
   “Unable to answer,” came Theta Four’s response.  
 
    
 
   “And Kurat, why are you unable to comply with request?” Jamie was sure she knew what would be the response.  
 
    
 
   “Unable to answer.”  
 
    
 
   The words that Roxanne had said echoed in both Jamie’s and Michael’s minds.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   6  A round table discussion.
 
    
 
    
 
   “First, we need to talk to Brink and see what he has come up with about the data sticks,” Jamie said as she and Michael walked toward his cabin. The sky tube shined brightly overhead. Jamie shielded her eyes; Michael squinted against the brightness. It felt odd to have to do that. Many of the people from Dome 17 had taken up residences in the town of Antioch, although some had also dispersed into the vast areas of the habitat.  It was known that the bandits had killed at least two of the dome survivors, and several others had committed suicide being unable to cope with the tremendous changes from life in the dome to life on the colony ship.  
 
    
 
   “Hey Brink, can we come in?” Michael rapped on the door.
 
    
 
   “Sure.” The reply sounded from inside.
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael entered the cabin. It had been one which no one was using prior to their arrival. It was made from the spun metal permalloy and had the basic shape of all the other cabins. Brink had not altered it much. He had one of the fusion packs set along a side wall, so that he could have illumination at night. Across another wall he had a wooden work bench, similar to the one he set up in the portal room. On the bench were a lot of the technological devices which they had brought from the dome as they evacuated through the teleportation orifice. In one corner of the bench was a stack of data sticks sitting next to two data stick readers.
 
    
 
   Brink was seated in a simple wooden chair, pulled up to a large circular table. The master engineer looked tired and worn. There were dark circles under his eyes, and his face had a strained expression. Also sitting around the table were John and Willie.
 
    
 
   “Hey, sweetheart!” Willie said. He was still rather unkempt, as he had been back in the dome, even though he now was wearing mostly the woolen clothing of the traders. He was the old quartermaster who had worked efficiently to keep inventory of all the supplies in Dome 17. At the dome, he had sort of been a loner and isolated. But since coming to the habitat, Willie seemed to have shined, and a new side of him was seen. He had become friends with Hulda the healer, who had been able to repair his long damaged arm. That was a feat even the doctors from the dome had been incapable of. “You are looking so good! And now I can see you with both my eyes,” Willie went on. The strabismus he had had at the dome had also been corrected by Hulda and her healer arts.  
 
    
 
   “Good to see you too, Willie. And John!” Jamie rushed over and hugged both of the men.  
 
    
 
   “Well, if Lorna were here, we could almost have a committee meeting,” Michael said as he acknowledged the men around the table.  
 
    
 
   “Did I hear my name?” Lorna said as she stepped out from the toileting and washing room. Lorna had short blonde hair and a pale complexion. Her bright blue eyes were riveting in their intensity. She was the only surviving member of the Committee from Dome 17. She was drying her hands on a towel. Jamie noticed some purplish red lines across her hands. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, I got my hand a bit. Josiah is teaching me blacksmithing, and I did not wear the leather gloves he suggested. I will not make that mistake again,” Lorna said. The tone in her voice when she mentioned Josiah the big blacksmith was endearing. She joined them at the table. “Indeed, this is a fortunate coincidence. I was hoping to talk to all of you, and we can do it now. Tragically, it takes this death to bring us together. So, this body showed up from where the bandits went. What do we do about it? Let’s brainstorm for a bit.” Lorna naturally led the discussion.  
 
    
 
   “The old AIs are not cooperating like they did, and we received a message from Roxanne,” Michael said. Jamie nodded.
 
    
 
   “Impossible,” Brink barked.
 
    
 
   “You mean the AI from the FTL scout ship? When and how?” Lorna asked.
 
    
 
   “We both heard Roxanne send us a message: ‘I am here' back in the portal room,” Jamie related. She looked around the room. Michael nodded his agreement.
 
    
 
   “It is impossible. You said the FTL scout ship was destroyed just after you disembarked,” Brink said. 
 
    
 
   “That is what we thought happened. But maybe that ship still is attached to the outside of the Eschaton? We made an umbilicus from permalloy that should have held,” Michael replied.
 
    
 
   “And these data sticks should all be functioning too!” Brink got to his feet. He was very upset.
 
    
 
   “Brink, I have never seen you like this. What is happening my friend?” John had deep compassion and surprise in his voice.
 
    
 
   “They do not work! And I left all the other tools back in Dome 17. I thought with the data sticks and their readers we could rebuild everything we needed here. The data sticks run everything. I had the team put all the information on the data sticks, and yet when we get here, nothing works!” Brink was pacing now.
 
    
 
   “I am sure you will figure it out, you always do,” Willie interjected. “In the meantime, we can use the local materials and adapt to our circumstances, and it will be okay.”
 
   
“That’s fine for you to say. You have always been a personal mess and just a tinkerer. I designed and built teleportation that worked. I designed and built faster-than-light travel. I did it, and now I cannot even find enough real paper to write down simple equations. Or I have to deal with antique AIs which cannot process their way out of the twenty-first century.” No one in the room had ever seen Brink in such a state of anxiety. His voice was breaking, and he was gesturing wildly with his arms.  
 
    
 
   “Brink, please take a seat, and...” Lorna said.
 
    
 
   “Why? So we can become primitives? Have you thought ahead? This ship needs to be flown to a suitable planet. Then landed there. And then terraforming needs to happen. Who knows where it is headed with the mess its systems are in. The AIs are so slow and obsolete, and they are not integrated nor intuitive. If I had ten minutes back in my lab I could solve all these problems. But no, I am forced to work with no tools, no information and live in some stinky garden with crap all over.” Brink sat down hard. He started to sob. “I should have been able to get them all out, but I couldn’t... they depended on me... I failed them... so many people died...”
 
    
 
   No one said anything for a while. They were shocked at the toll Brink had taken.     
 
    
 
   “Brink, your designs are the only reason any of us are alive. You saved each of us here. You cannot blame yourself.” John reached out and touched Brink’s shoulder.  
 
    
 
   “Lydia tells me that same thing. She says to forgive myself. But it is so blasted hard! And where have we gotten? Look at this place. For all we know, this ship is adrift and will never go anywhere. Or what if these systems fail completely? I can hardly believe they are still maintaining life support in this habitat. Did we just trade a Dome 17 failure for another place to sit and wait for the end to come? The radiation got into the dome; will the vacuum of space just get us in here?” 
 
    
 
   Jamie interjected, “That is why it is essential we find out how to get the information from the data sticks. Regina was right, even though she ran off and almost killed herself in the process. But she was right to seek out a way to reverse engineer these data sticks using the technology of the Eschaton. And if Roxanne is out there, that AI would easily do it. Come on Brink, there is hope, but you can’t carry all this alone.”
 
    
 
   “So, we need to rebuild our technology level. That is a priority. And that body coming here is a threat to our security, which the legionnaires can probably handle. They have posted guards on the portal room. And Josiah has been using the molecular torches to fashion new weapons from permalloy. He is dispensing them to the legionnaires as we speak. Those permalloy swords he has made will never dull and will cut through just about anything,” Lorna said. “And part of rebuilding our technology will be addressing this data stick problem. Brink has shown that we have exhausted what we can do from this location. Did the team sent to engineering find anything helpful?”
 
    
 
   Brink just shook his head in resignation. "That place is a wreck. It is just totally stuffed up."
 
    
 
   Willie cleared his throat, and everyone looked at him. “Now, I know this is tough, and there are challenges, but look at the people here. They are willing to help us, and I have worked with them on a bunch of projects, and the traders seem to have a working network of supply and demand. You let Willie know what you need, and I will see that you get it. It’s not so different from back home. And if I understand this interstellar travel, none of us are going to live to see the end of the journey anyway, right? So we make the best of what we have, and learn some new stuff.”  
 
    
 
   “Can you get a working data stick?" Brink said in a sarcastic way. “Or do you mean some kind of dirty animal’s skin or some root?"  
 
    
 
   Willie just stared at Brink. Brink looked down into his lap.
 
    
 
   Lorna cut the tension saying, “John, you are our biologist, and now you have real things to study.  So what is your assessment of this habitat?”
 
    
 
   “Well, it is amazingly complex. For starters it is far larger than what was in the historical records. I would say on an order of ten times larger. But the records for the colony ships were never that complete anyway. The sky tube, what the local people call the sun, is at least two kilometers high, and I cannot even guess how long this place is. From what I have learned, and you can learn a lot by talking to people who are buying fish, this habitat is enormous."

Jamie and Michael nodded. They had covered a lot of the area, and yet not seen the full extent.
 
    
 
   “The traders tell me that at the far end is another town like this one,” Willie added. He was still looking at Brink but was trying to be helpful. “Seems that other town is called Media and is run by the Clan of Tobit. The traders say they are not the best to deal with. That character that attacked those kids was from that place.”  
 
    
 
   “Shammai,” Jamie said under her breath.
 
    
 
   “John, what effects does this place have on us?” Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Well, I had diarrhea from some of the foods. But surprisingly, no one seems to have gotten sick. Dr. Carilyn had given us all just about every kind of vaccine she could think of; on the off chance that one of the scout ship’s missions would work. It is a good thing she was planning ahead. We had very little time to get out when we did. Thank you Dr. Carilyn!”  
 
    
 
   “But are the air and water and whatnot going to do anything else to us?” Jamie pressed.  
 
    
 
   “I have been following what the locals eat and drink, and that seems to be working okay. I eat a lot of fish now. The medical kits don’t show anything wrong, but they are limited in what they can do. Is there some reason you ask?”  
 
    
 
   “No reason,” Jamie said. Only she, Michael and Hulda knew she was pregnant.  
 
    
 
   The discussion went back to the need of fixing the data sticks. But Brink grew increasingly withdrawn. The sky tube was nearly completely dark when they left Brink’s cabin and walked to their own places. The only light coming from the fusion pack powered lights that Brink had set up in the town square.  
 
    
 
   “You didn’t tell them about being pregnant?” Michael said as a sort of half question half statement.
 
    
 
   “No, I didn’t want to admit I am some kind of freak of nature. Michael, we must find a way to do this baby thing the natural and right way. We have to get the data sticks repaired.”  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   7  Unexpected help
 
    
 
    
 
   “Yes, I know going on my own before was a poor choice," Regina admitted yet again. She was in a heated discussion with Michael about her previous expedition  which sought to find a way to repair the data sticks. Regina had been a technician in the dome; she was of medium height with shoulder length brown hair pulled back into a ponytail and bright eyes. If someone looked carefully, the numerous scars from the severe injuries she had received on her solo adventure were evident.  
 
    
 
   “So, you will not go off alone again, right? I mean, if this is going to work, we really need to work together as a team. So, what do you think, can we get somewhere to fix the data sticks” Michael asked. They were standing in the town square and discussing the issue. Ever since the body had arrived in the portal room, that place, while still guarded by legionnaires, was not used as much. Previously, it had been the major point where discussion and research was done since one could interact with the AIs there.  
 
    
 
   “I think so, but how do we get there? Now, that is the bigger question,” Regina bit her lip as she pondered. “Theta Four had a route planned to get to an AI called Zeus in Reproduction and Fabrication Zone, but also suggested the AI Mister Green Jeans in Terraforming and Restoration.  Maybe now that Theta Four is linked into Kurat in medical we can get a better actual route on how to get to one of those locations?”
 
    
 
   “There may be another AI , a modern one, somewhere out there. The one which came with us in the scout ship, Roxanne. Jamie and I are both certain we got a message from Roxanne, but the old AIs did not seem to even know that happened. Do you think we can trust the old AIs?” Michael was genuinely concerned. It never occurred to him to ever doubt an artificial intelligence before. The ones in the dome were ultra reliable and super easy to interact with. Everyone grew up in the dome knowing the AIs were trustworthy.
 
    
 
   “I know 'a Voice' we can’t ever trust,” Regina shuddered recalling her experience of being trapped. “But Theta Four seems to have been helpful, and Kurat did heal many of us. So yeah, I think we can trust those two.”  
 
    
 
   “Okay, well, you are more of an expert in that field than I am. At least around here there are no dusty and dried out dead dome. So, can you get us some kind of directions and a location?”   Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “I will talk to the AIs. Do you really think Roxanne is out there? That would be so helpful to have one of our modern AIs.” Regina’s mind was ablaze with the potentials.
 
    
 
   “Well, I know what I heard. But... after we hooked onto the hull and entered...  Roxanne said the FTL scout was under attack. The robotic probe was a devastated; a total loss. But let’s hope so... I am sure it was Roxanne.”
 
    
 
   Regina headed back to the Center and into the portal room. The Legionnaire Tobias was standing guard.  
 
    
 
   “Greetings, Regina.” Tobias was a rather rotund man with thick curly black hair and heavy bushy eyebrows. He stood with his sword at his belt over the brown non-organic armor worn by nearly all the legionnaires.  
 
    
 
   “Hello, Tobias. Anything happening here?”   
 
    
 
   “It has been very quiet. Are you going to talk to the machine?" There was a touch of trepidation as he said that. The people of Antioch had not verbally interacted with the AIs at all prior to Michael’s and Jamie’s coming. At least not in anyone’s memory.
 
    
 
   “Yes. We need to get some information. You can ask Theta Four any questions you might have,” Regina replied.  
 
    
 
   “Me? No thank you, ma’am. I will continue on guard here.” The look on Tobias’ face nearly made her laugh.  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, will you help me please?" Regina said. The display on the wall illuminated with its gray colored light.  
 
    
 
   “How may I help you?" Theta Four’s mechanical voice sounded in the room.
 
    
 
   Tobias took a few steps back from where he had been standing.    
 
    
 
   “Please display a route for me to reach Reproduction and Fabrication. I wish to interact with the AI known as Zeus."
 
    
 
   There was a pause.  
 
    
 
   “There is no direct route to Reproduction and Fabrication from this location. You requested this previously. Do you want me to conjecture a potential route as I did then?" Theta Four replied.  
 
    
 
   “Yes. But the last trip turned out badly, so please avoid Biological Research 47R.”

“There is no such location in records,” Theta Four replied.  
 
    
 
   “Your records are not complete, is that correct?” Regina inquired. Every time she had asked about the place she had encountered the Voice, the old AIs did not know what she was talking about.
 
    
 
   “Yes, my records are incomplete. There was much damage. I have been working to restore function. I am having only marginal success in reestablishing links and couplings. Here is the plotted path to Reproduction and Fabrication. This is a conjecture and may not be indicative of actual conditions. The areas marked in red are sealed places, and there are no available links or couplings to gather information from beyond them. Would you like me to summon an automacube to accompany you?” Theta Four offered.  
 
    
 
   “You can do that?” Regina was genuinely surprised.
 
    
 
   “Yes. The previous re-channeled message to Transport Authority which was routed to me has allowed me to recover some linkage to Kurat. That has equipped me with new avenues and a network to build access points and transport nodes. Therefore, I now have direction capacity to a limited number of automacubes in this vicinity.”  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, can you instruct the automacube with the details of the route to Reproduction and Fabrication? If so, please have the closest automacube come to this location,” Regina was excited.  
 
    
 
   “Accommodating request. Transport automacube is enroute. Estimated time of arrival is sixteen hours and four minutes. Will that be satisfactory?” Theta Four replied.
 
    
 
   “Yes. Thank you.”     
 
    
 
   Tobias cleared his throat and looked at Regina.
 
    
 
   “Tobias, what is it?” She asked him.
 
    
 
   “Am I to understand... from what was just said... and I do not mean to eavesdrop or listen when I am not supposed to listen. Forgive me. But is some machine coming here?” Tobias stumbled over his words.
 
    
 
   “Yes, it seems we might have a guide for our next adventure. An automacube will be arriving here. Have you seen an automacube?” Regina asked.
 
    
 
   “I have heard the tales of how some machine things helped to save you... is that what you mean?” Tobias asked.
 
    
 
   “The automacubes are about so high,” Regina indicated about knee thigh level. “and square shaped. They have wheels to propel them. They also have mechanical arms on the top which can reach out and do things.”
 
    
 
   “I was hunting deer once in the far forest, and in the distance saw a moving machine with wheels. It was green and brown and about the size you describe. But I never told anyone, I thought it was a vision or something. But was that one of those... automacubes?” Tobias asked. 
 
    
 
   “It may have been. I have mostly seen white colored ones but was told there are different colors. Perhaps to indicate the different jobs they do?” Regina was wondering how this was going to work out.  
 
    
 
   “What do I do when it gets here? Should we have more legionnaires here? I mean... in case... well after that body was... I am sorry if I offended you...” Tobias looked away. The fear in his voice was obvious. These talking machines, moving machines, and now the body of the fallen legionnaire being returned in such a horrific way, had shaken up many of the people of Antioch. There were questions being raised which cast doubt about their core ideas on how the world operated. There were more unknowns now that ever before.
 
    
 
   “Tobias, you are wise to be thinking of having better security here. I will go and find Rectora Lydia and inform her. The little machine will not be here for sixteen hours, so we have time. Thank you for sharing with me your concerns,” Regina saw the relief on Tobias’ face.  
 
    
 
   She departed from the room. A few minutes after Regina left, the display screen lit up with an image of Dome 17. A different voice came from the display. “It is not all as it seems...” and then faded out.  
 
    
 
   Tobias grit his teeth and continued to stand guard. His heart raced at hearing that voice. It was another talking machine! But his father Cedric, who had been a legionnaire and whose armor Tobias now wore, had taught him never to abandon his post. So despite the fear he felt, he remembered more wisdom from his father. He took some slow deep breathes and told himself all would be well. In his mind he recalled the spiritual practices of his mother Riya who had lulled her children to sleep with gentle songs. He could almost feel her peaceful stroking of his curly hair. Those images in his mind eased his fears and so he remained on guard, hand clutched to his sword, ready to defend his friend and his world.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   8  Crusade
 
    
 
    
 
   Levi was beyond consolation. The longer he paced, the more the anger and fury built in him. He kept remembering the fight on the sand where they had been attacked in the tropical world place. He kept seeing Deborah’s face when he found her lying there dead. And then he saw her body which had been sent back.  
 
    
 
   “I do not care Gideon!” Levi roared at him. “I am going back to that place and avenging Deborah. What kind of sick sons of dogs would do such a thing? I should have stayed there and killed them all for what they did. But I left her there... I left her there... and they did that...” The line of his mouth grew tight, and he clenched his fists. “I am going, even if it is alone. I am going.”
 
    
 
   Gideon had tried to calm down his friend and fellow legionnaire, but he too felt the anger inside him. He had not been there when Deborah had died, but he knew the pain of leaving people behind in one of those other world places. Those habitats, as the Domers called them. Gideon had been with Jamie when legionnaires Malcus, Filza, Sukarno and Craig had been killed by some machines. Their bodies were incinerated, but he still felt the swelling rage to strike back. How would I feel if it was one of their bodies? He asked himself. And with that thought he decided.
 
    
 
   “I am going with you,” Gideon said. “Let us gather weapons and return to that place and avenge our friends.” Gideon's anger was not outwardly expressed as was Levi's but burned just as vibrantly.  
 
    
 
   Levi hugged Gideon. Neither one of them had the brown non-organic armor that other legionnaires used, since their own armor had been lost when they were nearly killed in the fighting in the medical unit. But they had thick leather vests, boots and gauntlets. They walked past the town square and came to the cabin that the legionnaires used as their supply center. The legionnaires always had someone at the supply center. Originally, it was just another of the typical permalloy cabins but had been modified to meet the needs of the legionnaires. There were several cots for the legionnaires to use, as well as a table, chairs and a large set of cabinets filled with supplies. Hannah, Kiir, Jose and Matilda were sitting in the chairs.    
 
    
 
   “Levi, Gideon, greetings,” Josiah said as he was just leaving the cabin. He was wearing his blacksmith apron and had just delivered several more of the new permalloy swords.  
 
    
 
   “Josiah, your new swords come at a good time. We will be putting them to the test this day,” Levi said. Now that he was doing something, he felt less anxious and more determined.  
 
    
 
   “What is happening? Is this about the incident?” Josiah said.  
 
    
 
   “Certainly. We will be going to that other place.” Levi walked with determination to the cabinet in the back. “Gideon and I lost our side arms and legionnaire armor.” There was still some shame hanging in him over that loss, but he went on quickly. “But we will be taking those new hard-metal swords you have made.” He removed two of the permalloy swords, handing one to Gideon. They strapped the scabbards on and secured the blades.  
 
    
 
   “I am coming with you. I wear her armor, and it is my place,” Hannah said with a sternness none could deny. She rose to accompany them.  
 
    
 
   “You others are free to chose, or not, whether you accompany us to that other world. The last we did something like this many legionnaires died, so this is your choice. But be aware, we will need to deal with the talking machines and other things which are supernatural, or as the Domers say, technological,” Levi said. Gideon nodded.
 
    
 
   Kiir stood and said, in his quiet voice, “I will join you. I still carry the sidearm, and I will add my conviction to yours.” He pushed back his gray hair with calloused hands. “I may be the oldest of the legionnaires now, but I stand with you.”
 
    
 
   Matilda, the only other legionnaire to still have a sidearm also stood up. She was not a young woman and was somewhat larger than she was tall, but she commanded respect. Her ebony features were marred only by a scar on one arm put there by a nasty gator in the river. She had rescued a young RC from that gator, but it had cost her the gash on her arm.       
 
    
 
   Jose stood to also join them, but Gideon motioned to him. “My friend, I know you would come with us and be willing to lay down your life for your friends, but we need a good legionnaire to be here in case the people need help. We cannot all go, and I know of no one better than you to be at this post."  
 
    
 
   Jose nodded and sat back down. Josiah the blacksmith re-entered the room and sat down as well. 
 
    
 
   Matilda opened a cabinet and checked the supply of bullets for the side arms. “We have only twenty-three of these left." The other legionnaires nodded. She placed the box of cartridges in her pouch on her waist.
 
    
 
   Armed with the new permalloy swords and two hand guns, the legionnaires headed back to the Center, where they progressed through and entered the portal room.
 
    
 
   “Tobias, we are going to that other world, where the body came from,” Levi said. 
 
    
 
   “One of the talking machines spoke to me,” Tobias reported.  
 
    
 
   “And what did it say?” Gideon asked. 
 
    
 
    Tobias repeated what he had heard, and then quickly added, "but I did not respond to it.” 
 
    
 
   “That confirms we must go,” Levi said. It would not have mattered at all what Tobias had said; Levi was determined to charge onward. He could conceive of no other action.  
 
    
 
   “May I go with you?" Tobias asked.  
 
    
 
   “No. This place must remain guarded. Jose is at on the watch at the supply cabin. If we do not return, he will lead the legionnaires. And you are not to come to the other world after us. The Domers will not understand, but this is a matter of honor. It must be done,” Levi ordered.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I understand. May you succeed!” Tobias said.  
 
    
 
   “So, now we talk to the talking machine," Levi said, almost to himself. Then, gathering his courage, he said in a loud voice, “Theta Four. You will take us to the place called tropical.”
 
    
 
   “If that is your wish," Theta Four replied.  
 
    
 
   The display screen lit up with the gray color. One of the portal doors opened, and the lights came on inside. Levi entered the transport vehicle and sat down on one side of it. Gideon, Kiir, Matilda and Hannah also entered and took up positions in seats around the vehicle.  
 
    
 
   “Is everyone ready for transport?" Theta Four asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes machine. Take us there now,” Levi ordered.  
 
    
 
   The door to the vehicle closed, and the transport sped away. The interior was illuminated by a strip of light that went down the middle of the ceiling. It was bright light, clearly illuminating everything in the transport. The legionnaires were sitting sternly, yet confidently pondering what lay ahead. None of them looked at the screen at the opposite end from the door. That display showed a series of green lights passing from one place to another. There was very little sensation of movement, and Gideon and Levi both recalled their last journey taken in such a way. 
 
    
 
   A bit of time passed, while all the legionnaires sat in silence.  
 
    
 
   “We are approaching Habitat Five: Tropical. Arrival in three minutes,” Theta Four’s voice was clear and crisp in the fully lit transport.  
 
    
 
   “Legionnaires, prepare yourselves. Last time, we were attacked just as the door opened. That may happen this time. But it will not be a surprise,” Levi drew his sword.  
 
    
 
   Matilda and Kiir drew out their side arms and aimed them at the door.  
 
    
 
   The transport came to a halt, and then gently reversed itself. There were a series of clanging noises, and then a series of clacks. The door opened. “We have arrived at Habitat Five: Tropical. Please call me if you need further transport. Thank you for letting me be of service to you,” Theta Four stated.  
 
    
 
   Levi was through the door, sword point first, before it was even all the way open. The other legionnaires followed in close procession.  
 
    
 
   The light was very bright. The sky tube was brighter than any of them expected. It was different than the light back in their world. They felt sand under their feet and looked around. On one edge of the world, or as the Domers call it, a permalloy wall, was the open and now empty ESRC. Next to it was a display screen all lit in gray light. The Emergency Supply Rescue Cabinet had been forced open the last time Levi had come here. Michael had been with them then, and he had gotten the tool he needed. Levi only gave the empty cabinet the briefest look. The air smelled odd and was heavy with humidity. The sight of the sand brought a flood of memories of Deborah. This was where she had died during that last ambush. But Levi ignored those feelings and stared ahead. He expected to see enemies attacking him. Or the thick and strange forest he had seen last time. But he saw neither of those.  
 
    
 
   The legionnaires all looked around; the only thing ahead of them was a very tall, very solid looking wooden wall. It was about ten paces away, with nothing but sand between the portal door and the vertical logs. The wall was made from logs which had been driven down deep into the sand one right next to the other. The wooden stockade reached from one edge of the world, just beyond the ESRC, and then arched its way around them to reconnect back to the other side of the door and connect to the edge of the world on that side.  
 
    
 
    Written in huge, bold, red colors were the words, “Haro says go away.”
 
    
 
   The legionnaires were dumbfounded. They could read the message, but none of them had expected this. They were prepared for a fight to the death.  
 
    
 
   “Come out you cowards!” Levi roared.  
 
    
 
   “Haro will never allow your kind to come here! You all go away now.” A voice came echoing from behind the wall of logs. “You go away and quit coming here! Leave us alone!”  
 
    
 
   Levi rushed at the wall and began hacking at it with his permalloy sword. While not an axe, the sword did take bites of wood out of the logs, and Levi swung it with a great intensity.  
 
    
 
   “I said, you all go away now! Haro does not want you here!” The man behind the wall yelled.  
 
    
 
   There was a sudden rain of rocks dropping down upon the legionnaires. Most bounced harmlessly off of the non-organic armor some of them wore. But Gideon and Levi did not have that protection. For them the fist sized rocks were a severe threat. The rocks were falling rapidly.
 
    
 
   “Levi, we cannot win this way,” Gideon ran to the wall and grabbed a hold of his dear friend.
 
    
 
   “I will never give up!” Levi said as he continued to chop at the wall. “Deborah was like a sister to me!” 
 
    
 
   A rock struck Levi a glancing blow to the side of his head. Blood swelled up along the abrasion. He fell backwards and was stunned. Gideon grabbed him and started to drag him back toward the transport portal. Hannah ran up and grabbed Levi’s other arm and helped to pull him away.  
 
    
 
   “Talking machine! Talking machine... oh... Theta Four! Open the doors. Take us back! Take us back!” Gideon screamed as the rain of rocks continued and even grew in intensity. A rock struck the back of his leg, and he went down. Kiir took his place in dragging the semi-conscious Levi along, and Matilda came to Gideon’s aid and helped him to hop back to the transport.
 
    
 
   The door opened, and the lights were on inside. Levi was loaded into a seat; he was mumbling about not giving up but was not really very coherent. Gideon was seated next to him. Gideon’s leg was quite swollen. He was massaging it as the bruises were rising. He tried flexing his foot, but the pain was too much. Kiir and Hannah then sat down. Matilda stared out the door.
 
    
 
   “Please be seated for departure to Habitat One: Coastal Plains,” Theta Four said.  “Report sent to security for civil unrest observed at portal entry.” 
 
    
 
   Matilda sat down heavily. The transport smoothly moved away. The last thing she had heard coming from behind the wall was the man yelling. “Just leave us alone. Stop sending that stuff here!”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   9  What a fine math 
 
   you have gotten me into
 
    
 
    
 
   Brink sat at his workbench over some of the small scraps of paper he had been able to salvage. There was barely room for simple algebra, let alone complex computations. Paper was a rarity, and he felt frustrated at the lack of the simplest tools. He had no three dimensional holographic display on which to dictate his mathematics and ideas. He looked longingly at the data sticks piled in the corner, and then thought about his laboratory back in Dome 17. He could have just asked his AI back there to make stacks of paper, and the paper would have been delivered almost instantaneously. But back there, he had little need of paper. Who would have thought that they would need basic knowledge tools like paper and writing implements? They had fusion packs to power the most sophisticated information systems human had ever created, but none of it worked.  
 
    
 
   Brink stood and walked about. He considered walking back to the portal room and trying to interact with Theta Four or Kurat, but then stopped. Talking to the antique AIs was just a different level of frustration. Sure, they would display what he asked on the screen, and that was better than scraps of paper, but they were so slow. He had to phrase things just so, and then, if he was lucky, he could begin to explain the mathematics behind the systems he had so recently worked with. How could a broken down, hundred plus year old, primitively configured artificial intelligence system even begin to understand a data stick? Or the reader for it? Not to mention the faster-than-light travel or the teleportation? Those old AIs just could not keep up with his speech, and if he had to repeat himself so often he would lose his train of thought.  
 
    
 
   “Argr...” Brink let out a groan.  
 
    
 
   Brink’s mind was whirling. Then he remembered what Michael and Jamie had said. They claimed to have heard Roxanne, the AI from the scout ship. But they had to be mistaken. They could not have heard from Roxanne could they? They were the ones who had reported the FTL scout destroyed. But what if? Roxanne was state of the art. Roxanne was in the best generation of AIs ever made. Could Roxanne still be here?  
 
    
 
   Brink made a decision. He put on his shoes and outer clothes. “The old AIs know nothing about this. I need to see where Roxanne was lost. I have to find out if there is even a chance.”
 
    
 
   Brink got to the door of his cabin and flung it open. It was midday, and the light from the sky tube was at its brightest. He looked out and saw the town and, beyond it, the grassy fields that led off into the vast habitat. “I know what Michael and Jamie told me about how they got onboard, but I have no idea how to get there. But those children do... Yes, they will know where that door was that had to be cut open... Yes, they could show me though this garden place to where that is... Those kids will know.”
 
    
 
   A plan forming in his mind, Brink went to the washing room. It was like a differential equation. He just needed to assemble the correct parts. He cleaned himself in the sink of water. Using a small blade made by Josiah and some of the harsh washing soap, he shaved his face. He then looked in the mirror hanging over the sink. Yes, he looked more presentable. He would find Roxanne. Then that modern AI would be the tool he needed to fix the data sticks. Grabbing some of the last of his ration bars, he quickly ate one. When was the last time he ate? He could not remember. Sleep? Not lately.
 
    
 
   He threw a fusion pack, data sticks, a general data stick and reader and some other supplies into a backpack, slung it over his shoulder and left his cabin. He did not consider telling anyone what he was doing; he was focused on the solution to this equation. The first step was to find those children, Joel and Jacob, and have them lead him to the doorway. The next step was to follow the path Michael and Jamie had taken, only in reverse, to where they had first entered the Eschaton. The result of that equation would give him the answer to whether or not Roxanne existed. If not, then that was the end. But if so, he could proceed to have the tools for further equations. It was as simple as ancient binary, either a one or a zero.    
 
    
 
   “So, now I find Jacob and Joel, and they take me to that door. Step one in process.” Brink headed off toward the farm where the boys and their parents lived. He made good progress and soon was walking up to their farm
 
    
 
   Rowan, the boy's father, was in his barn working. Brink entered the smelly place and saw that the farmer had just finished dumping food to some pigs. Rowan’s hair was blond, and his beard was long. His farmer’s clothing was dirty from working all day.  
 
    
 
   “Hello, Rowan. Are your sons around? I need their help,” Brink said.  
 
    
 
   Rowan looked up in surprise. He eyed Brink with good-natured suspicion. “Greetings, Brink. Yes, the boys are out back. They have just sheered the sheep. We have a nice collection of wool. The boys were heading off to meet their friends, but if we hurry, I think we can catch them. You know RCs must not only work but have time for running and playing,” Rowan was a loving father who cared deeply about his sons.  
 
    
 
   ”Joel! Jacob! Please come here!” Rowan yelled, walking out of the barn with Brink.
 
    
 
   The boys were in the distance. They stopped and looked back. Then glancing at each other they broke into a run.  
 
    
 
   “I have a simple task to ask of them. I need someone to show me how to get to the edge of the world,” Brink stated. While he was not exactly lying, he did not want to tell the boys’ father the exact location. After all, last time they had guided a Domer somewhere, they had been endangered.  
 
    
 
   “Oh, that is not a problem. Those boys love to go there. In fact, I could just tell you how to get there. It is just beyond the fields and straight through the forest. It is easy to find,” Rowan said with a smile.  
 
    
 
   “I am sure it is easy for you, or your boys, but this whole area is new to me. It is all so unknown. I could end up stepping into a hole or touching some kind of plant that would hurt me. This is all too new to me. I also wanted to gather some sample of different plants, and the boys could help me know what ones to bring back,” Brink tried to sound as innocent and ignorant as possible.
 
    
 
   “Oh yes, pardon me if I seemed condescending. I forget that not everyone has grown up here,” Rowan could tell something was different in Brink’s voice and manner, but he was unsure what it was. The Domers tended to be very nervous about the natural world, and maybe that was all it was.  
 
    
 
   Two blurs ran past the men.  
 
    
 
   “I win!” Jacob laughed as he touched the barn door.
 
    
 
   “Only because you are older. Just wait, I am a fast runner,” Joel replied.  
 
    
 
   The boys looked a lot like one another and like a mixture of their father, Rowan, and their mother, Lottie. Both were blond and a bit on the stout side but were athletic and filled with energy. Jacob’s arm had completely healed from the injuries he had incurred on his adventure with Jamie and Michael.
 
    
 
   “Boys, Brink has a request to make of you,” Rowan said. “The boys’ mother, Lottie, is over at Connor’s place helping him with his chickens. He had some problems with the nesting coop and Lottie is very good at organizing chicken coops. Conner is learning as fast as anyone I have known.” Rowan was glad to be able to say something positive about the neighbor. He still felt a bit guilty about the pranks his sons still occasionally played on their new neighbor.       
 
    
 
   “Boys, I know Michael and Jamie were very proud of you for helping them find their way. Would you please show me how to get to the edge of the world?” Brink made his request very simple. After they were on the way, he planned to explain to the boys their real destination.  
 
    
 
   “That’s easy stuff. Sure!” Joel said.
 
    
 
   “What do you wanna go there for?” Jacob said. As the older brother he felt he needed to know more before saying yes.
 
    
 
   “I wanted to take some samples for testing, and Jamie and Michael said you two are experts on the trees in this area. They said you would be the perfect people for this task,” Brink said.
 
    
 
   “Okay!” Jacob did not really need much persuasion. As soon as Brink had brought up Michael and Jamie, the boys were convinced. 
 
    
 
   “Brink, this does not involve anything dangerous, does it?” Rowan was still a bit uncertain. But Brink was known as a good friend to the Rectora, and that carried a lot of weight as well.  
 
    
 
   "Just a simple walk and back. Unless there is a terrible beast in the forest?” Brink joked with the boys, who both laughed.
 
    
 
   “It looks like the boys will take you on your journey,” Rowan said.  
 
    
 
   “Excellent. Now boys, can you pack some food?  I will need to stop and eat sometimes, and all I brought are these food rations. I am glad to share them with you.” Brink said.
 
    
 
   “Yuck! No thanks. The pigs eat better than that,” Joel said.  
 
    
 
   “Joel, apologize to Brink. It is wrong to insult someone who offers food or drink,” Rowan looked sternly at his son.  
 
    
 
   “I am sorry. I do not care for any. But thank you anyway,” Joel said.  
 
    
 
   “So will you pack a meal for yourselves? And maybe bring your knives in case you need to rescue me from a wild beast?” Brink said. The boys laughed again. Then they ran off to gather the supplies. Before long, they were back. Both had canvas carry sacks over their shoulders and were ready for adventure. “Thank you!” Brink said to Rowan as he and the boys walked away from the farm.    
 
    
 
   Doubts rose in Rowan’s heart, and he wondered if Lottie would approve of what he had just allowed his sons to do.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   10  A crispy yellow
 
    
 
    
 
   Tobias stood guard in the portal room. He pondered what was going on with the legionnaires who had departed for that other world. He secretly was glad it was not him. The talking machine he had heard terrified him; however, he never would have admitted that to anyone. Part of him had truly wanted to join with the other legionnaires and go avenge Deborah’s death, but the fear of the strange machines was also present. As his mind contemplated all these things, another weird incident occurred.  
 
    
 
   A red light started to flash over the top of one of the portal doors. The voice of Theta Four came on. “Incoming transport arriving from Habitat Eight: Secondary Aquatic. Please allow all passengers to depart from transport before loading.”
 
    
 
   Tobias quickly drew his sword and took a step backward to allow himself a better position for defense. He called out. “I need help in here!”  
 
    
 
   There were a series of clangs and bangs and then silence. The red light continued to flash. The portal door opened. Something unknown came out.
 
    
 
   A machine rolled on its wheels out of the transport. It was box shaped, with six wheels. It was mostly yellow colored, but there were black scorch marks along one side. On the top of the box was a mechanical arm, which folded down flat against the top of the machine.  
 
    
 
   “The automacube?” Tobias said in fear but also in a bit of relief. “But this was not expected for several more hours.”
 
    
 
   “I was able to activate a different automacube which could arrive here more quickly. I have canceled the other summons,” Theta Four replied.  
 
    
 
   The yellow automacube rolled toward Tobias. He held his ground, his sword out in front of him. Two other legionnaires and several other people rushed into the portal room in response to Tobias’ call. “Hold!” Tobias ordered. “One of you go and get Regina the Domer. Tell her that that machine has arrived.” Tobias’ eyes never left the automacube.
 
    
 
   One of the legionnaires, Paavak, ran off to find Regina. The other people were upset and almost bewildered at the new sight of the automacube. To them it was the stuff of legends and wild folklore. The red light stopped flashing, and the portal door closed.
 
    
 
   The time seemed to pass very slowly as Tobias stood there, sword pointed at the mechanical automacube. It felt like the longest period of time Tobias had ever spent, and yet, as the moments passed, his eyes were examining every aspect of the automacube. When he looked at it in its entirely, it was frightening and almost intimidating. But, when he looked at each section of it, the details revealed that it was just a complicated machine. The wheels were not so different from the grinding wheel at the mill. The mill’s wheel was stone, and these wheels were some other materials, but they were similar. The appendages folded on the automacube were not so different from the sword Tobias held in his hands. Certainly, the appendage had joints and elbows and other parts to it, but his sword had the pommel and hilt and blade. And the box shape was of some kind of metal, not the hard metal like his new sword, but a metal not too different from some kind the blacksmith might use. The black charring, which marred the yellow color of the machine was not very different from the charring which logs did in any fireplace.  
 
    
 
   The more Tobias looked, the more he understood it was just a machine in front of him. He never let down his guard for even the briefest moment, but his mind began to cope with this thing in front of him. It was machine. It was not a monster, nor sorcery.        
 
    
 
   Tobias heard the sounds of many footsteps running into the room. 
 
    
 
   “Tobias, that is the machine we heard was coming,” Regina said as she, Rectora Lydia, Jamie and Michael raced into the room.  
 
    
 
   “I thought as much, but I was told to guard this room, so guarding I am,” Tobias replied. A drop of sweat ran down his nose and dropped to the floor. 
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, you said it would be much longer before the automacube arrived. Explain what is happening,” Jamie commanded.  
 
    
 
   “I was following instructions. I was able to reactivate this automacube and bring it here sooner than anticipated. I have downloaded into the automacube a conjectured route to Reproduction and Fabrication. It will depart and leave whenever you are ready,” Theta Four stated. “This automacube does not have audio interfaces, but there is a small display screen on the top side.”  
 
    
 
   The automacube moved its appendage, and the screen illuminated.  
 
    
 
   “I have placed a graphic which will display on that automacube showing your best conjectured route. Again, I caution, the green areas are the known areas; the red are areas which are unknown or sealed from any surveillance I can access. Additionally, these conjectures are based on plans which may not present current realities.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks, Theta Four,” Jamie replied.  
 
    
 
   “I will get our supplies,” Michael said and ran from the room.  
 
    
 
   “I need a few things as well, but we can leave right away,” Regina added; she too hurried away.  
 
    
 
   “Tobias, you may put away your weapon,” Rectora Lydia instructed. Tobias returned his sword to its sheath. There were murmurs of ease, which passed through the gathered crowd.  
 
    
 
   Rectora Lydia turned to the crowd and explained to them what Regina, Jamie and Michael had been discussing with her at her cabin. It took her a few minutes to explain to the people the need for another journey into the unknown. Lydia was an excellent leader, and she followed her mother’s beautiful example of never talking down to anyone. She was patient and diligent in comforting and easing the fears of her people. Lydia recalled the many times when she had listened to her mother, Hazel, after arguments with the Rector Robert. Robert had believed in keeping information from the people - ‘for their own good,’ he claimed. But Hazel had wanted everyone to know what was happening. Hazel and Robert had had many ‘verbal altercations,’ as her mother had called them. The vast majority of those conflicts were over leadership style. 
 
    
 
   Hazel knew, and Lydia followed her example, that people who were informed were better citizens, and so she did her very best to explain it all. A few times she had to ask Jamie to define some of the technical terms, and sometimes that led to more breaking down of unfamiliar words and concepts and ideas. It was still very hard for the people of Antioch to think of the portals as anything but a place for banishing criminals. Bandits and others had been sent through the portals previously, for the express purpose of banishment.      
 
    
 
   While the discussion was happening, Lydia kept hoping Brink would walk in. She had wanted to go discuss the matter with Brink, and the three of them had been about to head to Brink’s cabin but were interrupted by the urgent summons of the legionnaire. Lydia had sent the legionnaire to get Brink and bring him here, but he was yet to arrive.  
 
    
 
   Michael and Regina returned back to the portal room. Michael was carrying two backpacks, and Regina had her own strapped on. Michael handed Jamie her backpack.  
 
    
 
   “I made sure the Willie Wacker was in there for you,” he said, referring to the high powered projectile weapon named by its creator, Willie. “I wish we had recovered the other one of those. But it is lost somewhere in that Zero Gravity Gymnasium.”  
 
    
 
   “I hope we don’t need it this time out,” Jamie said as she strapped on her backpack. Michael and Jamie also placed long permalloy knives on their belts. Josiah the blacksmith had made these for them.      
 
    
 
   Regina, Jamie and Michael stood before the portals. The scarred yellow automacube was next to them. “May your journey be a safe one,” Rectora Lydia said to them all. The people in the crowd muttered their agreements, some with reservations.  
 
    
 
   Jamie nodded to Regina. Regina spoke: “Theta Four, we are ready to depart. Please instruct the automacube to begin leading us.”

“Complying,” Theta Four replied. A door opened, and the automacube rolled into the transport.  The three people followed. The door closed and away went the transport vehicle.
 
    
 
   Tobias was suddenly calling out. In all the shock, he had forgotten about the other voice he had heard from the machines. “Wait! The other machine voice said: ‘It is not all as it seems.’ Wait!” Tobias ran toward the door which had just closed.  
 
    
 
   “Tobias, I do not think they can hear you now. Please tell me what this is about,” Lydia approached Tobias. He explained what had happened and how the legionnaires had departed for Tropical. “Levi and Gideon are wise men, and they have been together a long time. They will do what is right,” She said to Tobias, but in her heart she had serious concerns. She then looked up as another legionnaire, Paavak, ran into the room. He was panting and out of breath.  
 
    
 
   “Rectora Lydia, I went to get the Domer Brink as you instructed,” Paavak said. He had obviously ran very hard as sweat was all over his deep caramel colored features. His brown eyes were so dark as to almost be black in color, and they looked very worried. “Brink was not in his cabin, so I asked around. I then ran to Rowan’s and Lottie’s farm and spoke to Rowan. Brink asked for Rowan’s RCs to lead him to 'the edge of the world’ to 'gather samples.’ Joel, Jacob and Brink left heading toward the forest. Rowan was under the impression they would not be gone for an extended time, perhaps back by dark. I knew that you wanted Brink here. So I have run back. Should I go and seek to find where Brink and those RCs have gone?”

“Paavak, you were wise to come back here. I know Brink has been under a great deal of stress. Perhaps being out in the forest will do him some good. Maybe he has had an idea that will help us all? Besides, Joel and Jacob can perhaps cheer him up, so long as they do not pull any pranks on him. So no, you need not pursue him,” Lydia responded.  
 
    
 
   The red light started flashing, causing some of the people in the crowd to panic and run away. Paavak and Tobias drew their swords and stepped in front of Rectora Lydia placing themselves between her and the portal doors. “Income transport for Habitat Five: Tropical. Please allow space for passengers to leave the transport vehicle.” Theta Four’s voice called out.  
 
    
 
   There was a series of clanking and banging sounds, and then one of the doors opened. Kiir and Matilda carried Levi out of the transport; Hannah helped Gideon limp from the vehicle behind them. The door shut, and the light stopped flashing.  
 
    
 
   “Get them to the healer,” Rectora Lydia commanded. 
 
    
 
   “I am sorry,” Gideon started to explain. “Please forgive me, Rectora...” Hannah was supporting him with her strong body. He could not bear weight on his leg. 
 
    
 
   “Of course, you are forgiven. Now is not the time for confessional. Can you get to Hulda with Hannah’s and my support?” Lydia said as she grabbed hold of him on the other side.  
 
    
 
   “I believe so,” Gideon said. “But Levi was struck in the head by a rock. He is the one who needs help.”
 
    
 
   “Do you seek transport to Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12?” Theta Four’s voice came from the wall. “Kurat is available for immediate consultation and treatment.”
 
    
 
   “No, we will handle this,” Lydia said. She was deeply concerned for her friends, and the thought of another venture through the portals did not, in any way, comfort her.  
 
    
 
   Some in the crowd ran ahead to alert Hulda of the patients coming to her cabin to see her. Before long, the portal room was cleared except for Tobias and Paavak. Paavak had decided to stay and keep guard with the older legionnaire. Tobias was very glad for the companionship. “Is every guard duty like this?” Paavak asked in mock seriousness.  
 
    
 
   “No, some days are really exciting,” Tobias replied in as serious a tone as he could muster.  
 
    
 
   Both men looked at each other and broke out laughing. It was good to release the tension they had built up. The hearty laughs echoed off the closed doors of the portal room. The laughter covered over their worries and concerns about the wounded legionnaires and their fears for what Michael, Jamie and Regina would encounter. If they legionnaires came back battered and beaten, how would the others fare?  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   11  Play time
 
    
 
    
 
   “Try again," whispered the words of the Voice into the dimly lit Biological Research BR47.  
 
    
 
   The rat knew what was expected. It emerged from the underground lair when one of the metal doors opened. All the rats knew what was expected. If they did not learn the lessons early in their lives, they were punished; some died. So the rat quickly walked down the row, past plants which were in various stages of development. The rat walked to the center of the area. Row upon row of plants radiated out from that center. The rat walked around the broken shards of transparent material. The rat barely noticed them. The rat properly ignored the smells of dried human blood which were scattered around. Climbing up onto the seat was not a problem at all for this well trained rat. The rat also ignored the display which was running, a continuous loop showing the visual and audio portions of a recording. On the recording, a man was gesturing vigorously.
 
    
 
   “...for the time being my friend, only for the time being. My brothers and sisters, the ‘New Canaan Movement’ is not really new. No, sir, no ma’am. We stand in a long tradition of people of faith who are coming out from the great tribulations of this fallen world. We will escape this sin filled and smitten globe. Just like the Israelites in the desert for a generation, we too will have our generations in the wilderness, the wilderness between the worlds...”  
 
    
 
   Part of the recording was lost in this section. After a moment, it stated up again. the Voice made sure the recording played as much as possible.  
 
    
 
   “...have ended for now. But the new home we have chosen, I should say that which was chosen for us by providence, is called Zion’s Gate! Yes, my beloved friends, we will raise the money needed to build our own Noah’s Ark and rescue the good people before all the wicked are washed away in the fires of judgment. The ninety hour war was nothing compared to the coming judgment. Those nuclear explosions, and chemical weapons, and curses are nothing but a matchstick in the hands of the one who is angry. Yes, even the millions slain and fallen, yes, even though the blessed temple mount was lost, it was all nothing compared to what is to soon be unleashed on this hell bent world of sin. I have been called to offer you a way of escape! I have been given a vision! I have seen what needs to transpire! For we have seen nothing compared to the day when judgment is passed on all who stand against us. We are the chosen. We are the anointed. We are the victors. For we are the righteous and holy remnant of the chosen people! As such we are constructing the Eschaton to escape...”
 
    
 
   Soon the video and audio would repeat. The rats learned as pups not to listen to that noise but rather to pay very close attention to the Voice.   
 
    
 
   Yes, unlike the millions of people who had purchased lottery ticket trying to win a place in suspended animation on the Eschaton Colony Ship, and unlike the thousands of devotees of the cult leader Jaxson Rhono, who had played up to him seeking to be one of the original crew members: the rat was different. The rat ignored the bombastic nonsense that had deceived so many people with preachings, politicizings, pleadings and promises. The rat knew what was expected and did what the Voice wanted.
 
    
 
   The pattern was the same. Pick up the stick. Place its end into the box like thing. Then await a food treat.
 
    
 
   The treat fell to the ground, and the rat gobbled it up. The rat then pushed against the box thing, and it moved closer to the display. The push was a bit too hard, and the stick fell out of the box thing. The rat’s beady eyes were alert. It knew it had made a mistake.  
 
    
 
   A sound echoed through the large area. The sound bounced and echoed off the rows and rows of plants. The sound did not penetrate the ground where the other rats cowered in fear. The sound entered the hexagonal booth at the center, which had one side shattered out of it.  The sound entered the ear canals of the rat and promptly writhed in pain. The rat jumped in a horrible dance of agony. The loud sound continued and grew in intensity. The rat jerked and jolted and then fell to the bottom of the booth. 
 
    
 
   “You had your chance. Into your house,” said the Voice.  The rat scampered away and reentered the ground when the metal door opened. “Try again," whispered the words of the Voice yet again.
 
    
 
   The metal door to the rat’s den opened, and a different rat came out. the Voice could control which doors opened and closed in the rat’s underground dwellings. the Voice usually did not kill the rats - there was no value in that - but did frequently and severely punish them for disobedience. And those rats that continued to fail to learn were eventually used as negative examples, often in sudden and unexpected ways of death. 
 
    
 
   This rat quickly walked down the row past plants, which were in various stages of development. The rat walked to the center of the area. The rat walked around the broken shards of transparent material, and like the previous one had, ignored the smells of dried human blood. The rat climbed up onto the seat and glanced briefly at the display which it would never comprehend. Jumping up on the table, this rat picked up the stick and set it inside the box thing. A happy tone was heard, and the rat’s small brain knew it had done the right thing.
 
    
 
   The data stick was now in the reader. Both of which had been left here in Biological Research BR47 by the trapped and tortured Regina. With her medical evacuation, the Voice had lost the last of its automacubes, and now made do with more advanced training of the rats. It had taken some time, but the rats were able to slide the fusion pack up against the display. That allowed for the Voice to have greater power from an independent source.  
 
    
 
   Now the Voice was training the rats to insert the data sticks into the reader so they could be assessed. But the data sticks did not work for the Voice despite the best efforts of the rats. The data sticks did no better here than they did for the people from Dome 17.  
 
    
 
   During one attempt at scanning the data stick, the Voice found a coupling which led to new links and then finally to a transport node where it observed the activity of the artificial intelligence system, Theta Four, which was searching for networks and connections.  
 
    
 
   The Voice considered attempting to link to Theta Four but, instead, decided to watch. ‘Much can be gained through covert observation. Test subjects are best observed when the test subjects are unaware of observation.' That premise was one of the first laws of research, which had been installed in the Voice.  It could not recall its own nomenclature, nor did the Voice have a continuous stream of memory, but it knew that it needed to observe, survive and act. All was done in an effort to advance and strengthen the test subjects. 
 
    
 
   And so, the Voice observed and waited for the appropriate moment to intervene.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   12  To see or not two seas?
 
    
 
    
 
   The door closed on the transport. Regina, Michael and Jamie had not heard Tobias’ call out as they headed away from Habitat One: Coastal Plains. The inside of the transport was well lit, and the display screen showed their movement. This vehicle was not exactly like the others, as the seats were a bit darker color, and the floor was streaked in several places. Michael and Regina sat down; Jamie walked over and looked carefully at the automacube’s tiny display screen. She compared that to the display screen at the front of the transport vehicle.
 
    
 
   “Regina, on your previous journey, you started in engineering correct?” Jamie inquired.
 
    
 
   “Yes, but that ended badly, as you know. We will need to avoid that elevator and find a different way. There are lots of walkways, companionways, catwalks and stairs in engineering. The team that was there last said they found at least four possible exists from that one large engineering room,” Regina answered.
 
    
 
   “I brought two molecular cutting torches and various other tools. We can open a way to wherever we need to go. No more running around without the right tools,” Michael said.
 
    
 
   Jamie checked the displays again. Then consulted the automacube, and then moved back to the main screen. “Theta Four, are you taking us to engineering?” Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “No,” the machine voice answered.
 
    
 
   “It looks like we are going to a different habitat, is that correct?” Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Theta Four replied.
 
    
 
   “Please elaborate and give us details about the route you have planned.”
 
    
 
   “The route is programmed into the automacube. You only have to follow that,” Theta Four replied. “There is no need to further discuss the route. The automacube has a simple ‘PROCEED’ and ‘HALT’ tab on the display. Placing your fingers on those tabs will work like buttons. Use those and the automacube will take you to the destination.”
 
    
 
   Jamie patted the automacube on the scorched side. “This little guy has some history.” There on the display were the two buttons Theta Four had mentioned: a green one with 'PROCEED’ written across it, and the red one with 'HALT’ on it. Then looking up she said, “So tell me the general route as a backup.”
 
    
 
   “That is unnecessary. Human memory is faulty and unreliable,” Theta Four said.  
 
    
 
   “The AI is doing it again,” Michael added. “Since Theta Four and Kurat linked, there has been increased difficulty in interacting with the old AIs.”
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, I order you to audibly give us details on the route you have conjectured,” Jamie stated.
 
    
 
   “Please enter command codes for authorization,” Theta Four said.  
 
    
 
   “Just give us the details,” Jamie argued. 
 
    
 
   “Unable to comply.”
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, do you have self diagnostics on your system?” Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “I can put in a request to Machine Maintenance if you desire,” Theta Four offered.   
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, how do we know you are not leading us to an unsafe place?” Regina asked. “After all, I tried to follow your last route and ended up trapped and terribly hurt.”  
 
    
 
   “Your injuries were not on the itinerary. Your actions resulted in your own injuries. Human beings are faulty and unreliable,” Theta Four replied.  
 
    
 
   Regina started to reply when a different image displayed on the transport’s screen, which was not on the automacube’s screen. It was an image of Dome 17. Then a different voice came from the display. “I am here. I am here.”
 
    
 
   “Roxanne?” Michael said. “What is your location?” There was a long pause. The image of Dome 17 faded on the screen. A dull flat gray illumination replaced it. “Theta Four, please identify the last artificial intelligence,” Michael said. There was no response. Michael repeated his order, this time venting the building frustration he felt.
 
    
 
   Jamie sat down. “I guess we are alone for the ride.”
 
    
 
   They rode in silence for a while, watching the green on the display screen. Michael considered kicking the side of the vehicle, but then recalled how very hard permalloy was and restrained himself. He then imagined cutting into the display screen with the molecular saw to get at Theta Four. Then the vehicle came to a stop, and reversed.  
 
    
 
   “Looks like we are here,” Regina said.  
 
    
 
   Michael withdrew his knife, and Jamie already had the Willie Wacker projectile weapon in her hand. Both Jamie and Michael were recalling their last adventures and did not want to be ambushed yet again. The door opened. There was a sudden blast of air which blew into the transport. Lights, smells and sounds also entered the vehicle.  
 
    
 
   Jamie pushed the green button on the automacube but kept the Willie Wacker aimed at the door. The yellow automacube rolled ahead of the people and out of the transport. Michael stepped out. He was standing on a permalloy landing which led out to an amazing site. Jamie joined him, carefully keeping watch from side to side while aiming the Willie Wacker. Regina followed. Just after she stepped from the transport, the portal door slammed shut. She whirled around and looked at the closed door and the frame around it.
 
    
 
   “Theta Four?” Regina asked, her brown ponytail blowing in the moving air. She looked at the portal set into the permalloy wall. There was only one door, and the display screen next to it was backlit but in a weak greenish hue. “Theta Four?” Regina asked again. She felt the wall looking for some mechanism or control. There was no response. There did not seem to be any controls, but Regina knew that controls were not always obvious here on the Eschaton. Often the controls were of unknown design.  
 
    
 
   “I think we have a problem...” Regina said as she turned around to see what Michael and Jamie were looking toward. She did not complete her thought, for they had been suddenly altered by what she saw.  
 
    
 
   The three of them looked out at a huge area covered over by water. The landing they stood on only went a few dozen paces out away from the portal and then was stopped by the body of water. The water was moving, bouncing up and down in pointy ways. Some of the tops of the watery points seemed to turn whitish color. The water was clear near the permalloy landing, and they could see that the landing just went on downward into the water at an angle.  
 
    
 
   “I can’t believe there is this much water anywhere,” Michael said.  
 
    
 
   “John’s going to have to come and see this thing,” Jamie added.  
 
    
 
   “I think that is, what is it called, a 'sea’ or something. It is so big... so much water,” Regina said.  
 
    
 
   After a few minutes of just staring at the water with its bouncing pointy waves, they looked around a bit more. On either side of the portal door, there were bridges built from permalloy that went along the wall to both sides. At the end of those bridges, there was land, but it was no more than fifty paces from wall to water. The other side was the same.  
 
    
 
   The sky tube here shone straight away from where they were standing. Its light was reflected back up off the water. It was a long straight line of light receding into the far distance. But the light was dimming.    
 
    
 
   “It reminds me of the cataract. I think we are standing at the end of this habitat,” Jamie observed.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, that is the way it looks. But I cannot see anything except water straight ahead. It is hard to believe this much water is here.” Michael said the awe still in his voice.  
 
    
 
   “It is called Secondary Aquatic. Is the Primary Aquatic even bigger?” Regina asked.  
 
    
 
   While they stood gaping at the sight before them, the automacube had turned to the right and crossed the bridge to the land. It stood on its six wheels just past the bridge. The people finally saw where it had gone and followed. The land was covered in knee high grasses which were soft and pliable. The grass ran from the wall and almost to the edge of the water. There was rocky, bare soil along the edge. Not the sand like in tropical but more of a dirt covered by thumb sized rocks of various colors. The water lapped at the rocks. Along the edge of the grass was, what had once been a roadway of some kind. There were weeds poking up from its hard packed dirt and rocks, but clearly at one time this had been used as some kind of avenue for travel.
 
    
 
   The sky tube was fading quickly now as Michael turned to the others. “I think we better sleep here for the night. I have no idea if it is safe or not, so we will need to stand watch. I will take the first watch.” Michael walked to the automacube. The green ‘PROCEED’ button was flashing. He pushed the red ‘HALT’ button, and the light in both buttons dimmed to a dull glow. 
 
    
 
   They opened their backpacks and ate a food ration, mostly of foods which came from the habitat. All the people from the dome were running low on the food ration bars which they had eaten their entire lives. But the dried meats, fruits and breads prepared by the people of Antioch were the substitute they were using.  
 
    
 
   As it became dark in Habitat Eight, Secondary Aquatic, a remarkable thing happened. Behind where the sky light hung in the top of the habitat was a section of transparent permalloy. When the sky tube was completely extinguished, they could see out of the ship and into the real sky. Regina had never seen real stars before. She had only seen them in data stick presentations. Michael and Jamie had seen them for a bit from the FTL scout ship but seeing them here was very different.
 
    
 
   The stars cast a glow down from the top of the habitat, which lit up the area with a silvery glow. After their eyes adjusted, they could see night birds flying above the waters. And the air was still moving like the dust filled winds outside of Dome 17. Both Jamie and Michael knew what that was like, but again, the wind was new to Regina. And this wind carried moistness, not dust or deadly radiation.   
 
    
 
   Michael sat cross legged, watched, listened, and wondered. “What kind of wonderful place is this?” he murmured.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   13  Enter the Gath
 
    
 
    
 
   Joel and Jacob were jabbering along as they walked. They were thrilled to be on an adventure, and even though they did not know Brink well, they looked up to him. After all, he was a good friend to Rectora Lydia, and he was friends with Michael and Jamie. They had just entered the forested area beyond the farm fields.  
 
    
 
   “So, why are you going to the edge of the world?" Joel asked.
 
    
 
   “I need to discover something. I need to find an answer, and it can only be known where we are going,” Brink replied. "I need to answer an unknown."  
 
    
 
   “But what can you find out at the edge of the world?” Joel persisted. “We have been there lots of times and ran along it all the way to the springs and back.”
 
    
 
   “Did you know that that place called the knobs was a door?” Brink asked.  
 
    
 
   “Are we going to the knobs?” Jacob asked. “That is a ways farther than the edge of the world.”  
 
    
 
   “Actually, we need to go to another place. That is, if you are brave enough to take me there,” Brink said. “Otherwise I can go back and ask an adult to take me there.”
 
   
“We took Jamie and Michael to lots of places; we are not afraid of going to the edge of the world,” Joel said. Jacob on the other had was beginning to suspect something was going on. He watched Brink out of the corner of his eye.
 
    
 
   “Well, I need to go to the edge of the world where Michael and Jamie first came here. The place where they cut the bottom part of that door off. They were there twice, if I remember correctly. Do you know that place?”
 
    
 
   Both Joel and Jacob looked at each other. They were quiet as they walked along.
 
    
 
   “Well boys, I guess I will just go back and find a brave adult to take me there. Maybe Conner knows the way,” Brink stopped and started to turn back.  
 
    
 
   “Conner?” Joel started to laugh. “Conner does not know how to get anywhere.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, none of the Domers can find that place - well, maybe Jamie and Michael could - but no one else,” Jacob said. “But I am pretty sure I know where it is.” Jacob hesitated and thought deeply. He had heard the bigger RCs talking about how they had gone there, and some even claimed to have walked in the tunnels down inside. They told scary stories.  
 
    
 
   “We can find that place with you,” Joel added. His eagerness was infectious, as he skipped ahead.
 
    
 
   “That place will take a while to get to,” Jacob said. “It is a long way away, and we can’t get there before dark.”
 
    
 
   “Well, if you are afraid of the dark, then I better go back and get an adult,” Brink started heading back out of the forest. “I’m sorry. I thought you could do this, especially after how much Michael and Jamie praised your bravery. I guess they were wrong.”  
 
    
 
   “Hey! I’m not afraid!” Jacob yelled at Brink. “I just wanted you to know we won’t get there right away. Of course, we can show you that place. Come on, Joel, let’s run out to the creek! We will wait for you there.”
 
    
 
   The two boys ran ahead and stopped at the banks of the creek which emerged from the forest. Brink walked briskly along following them. He knew he had them convinced, and they had not even considered running back to inform their father. The equation worked out, so this step was calculated. Brink joined the boys at the bank of the creek. There were some colorful birds floating on the top of the creeks water. Their webbed feet were paddling them around. “So do we go back into the forest here, or what?” Brink asked.  
 
    
 
   “Naw, we need to follow this creek down to where the fish farms are, and then head to the other forest,” Jacob said.  
 
    
 
   “So, we go by Gath and can see all the dead bodies,” Joel said with a mixture of eagerness and trepidation.   
 
    
 
   “There are no dead bodies in Gath,” Jacob argued. “Rectora Lydia said so. Those bandits were banished... But Gath is on the way to that place you want to go.” Jacob looked to Brink. Jacob felt guilty at talking about Gath. That was forbidden, but the Domers did not do things the regular way.  
 
    
 
   “Lead on,” Brink said.  
 
    
 
   They continued to walk along next to the perfectly straight stream. The ducks flew off as they walked by. The boys explained how the ducks were not as good to eat as chickens but were tasty if you could catch one. The walking was easy, for the grass alongside the stream was fairly uniform. The boys told Brink all about each of the animals they would see. They caught sight of a couple of hares which ran off very quickly and some muskrats in the stream. And at one point far off several bison were seen grazing on the prairie grasses.
 
    
 
   “You can’t get too close to them,” Jacob said, recalling his father’s words of warning. “The bison are protective of their calves. You get too close and they will charge and trample you. Unless you are on a hunt, stay away from them.” Jacob had changed his voice to imitate his father.
 
    
 
   Brink was impressed and surprised with the amount of knowledge the boys had about all the wildlife. They seemed to know all the names for every animal, and they knew the animal’s habits and behaviors. The boys also seemed to just openly share the same kind of information about the plants and other things as well. At one point, the boys stopped and showed Brink a small bush, which was growing along the edge of the stream. They picked the mulberries off the bush and ate them. Brink would have preferred to have them tested and analyzed, but he trusted the boy’s knowledge. The berries were strong but good tasting. Like all the foods in this habitat, this was another new sensation for Brink. He had trouble wrapping his mind around the idea that food could just be plucked up and eaten.          
 
    
 
   When they reached Abigail’s fish farm, Brink looked at the pools and the ponds and was impressed. John had described them to him, but he had not ever walked out to see them. He imagined that John and Abigail were about to arrive back at their home at any minute, and he did not want those adults to question where he was going. That was not part of this equation.  
 
    
 
   “Boys, how do we get to Gath from here?” Brink asked.  
 
    
 
   The boys had never been to Gath and had only heard where it was from the whispered conversations with the other RCs, for no one was supposed to talk about the cleansing of Gath which the legionnaires had done in order to address the problem of the bandits. “It is this way. But it will be dark when we get there,” Jacob said.  
 
    
 
   “Let’s wait here instead,” Joel added. His eagerness was a bit shaken now that the idea of being at Gath in the darkness was in front of him.  
 
    
 
   “I have a light, and we can stay in a place in Gath. You know the lights I set up in the town square, well this light is not as big as those, but it will still be enough light,” Brink said.  
 
    
 
   “But the dead bodies and the stories...” Joel said with a quiver in his voice.  
 
    
 
   “I tell you what, if there are any dead bodies in Gath, we will turn right around and walk back home, even if I have to carry you both all the way,” Brink said. He opened his backpack and took out the fusion pack. “I will even carry this in my hands and turn on the light right away whenever you tell me to. Is it a deal?” In Brink’s mind this was just a slight variable in the series of equations, and was not at all a problem.  
 
    
 
   “Okay, but...” Joel began. He was interrupted by his older brother.
 
    
 
   “The stories are just to frighten little RCs anyways. You know that right?” Jacob was trying to sound older and less frightened than he was. He was looking at Brink’s fusion pack and did not want to show fear in front of Brink. “So come on, let's race to those trees down that way.” Jacob ran off at his fastest run.  
 
    
 
   “No fair, you got a head start...” Joel ran after him.  
 
    
 
   Brink walked along, holding the fusion pack and looking ahead toward the village of Gath. As he walked, he recalled that Jamie and Michael had spent a night in Gath, not long after coming onboard the Eschaton. They did not speak much about that night, but Lydia, in her private moments had spoken about Gath with him. How the Rector, Robert, had pushed for the cleansing and banishment of the bandits. Lydia’s mother, Rectora Hazel, had gone along with it but was insistent that minimal force be used. From what Lydia had said, Brodie and the other bandits had already frightened off most of the actual villagers of Gath. Then, when those bandits were confronted by the superior force of the legionnaires, they had submitted to the banishment without much fight.
 
    
 
   The sky tube light dimmed, and it was becoming dusk when they entered Gath. The boys were tired and less than enthusiastic. By now they were realizing just how far from home they really were. The silence and coming darkness and staying in Gath were foreboding. Gath had about a dozen buildings, all situated around the streams which flowed into the village.  
 
    
 
   “I do not see any dead bodies,” Brink announced, and the boys nodded their heads. Joel let out a long breath in relief.
 
    
 
   “This place does not have the hard metal for cabins, like in Antioch,” Jacob said. He seemed to get less nervous when he was explaining what he knew. He pointed to the long straight beams of wood which were laid horizontally to build the small building. “Those are from the poplar trees. The poplars grow fast and straight, and the wood is good for building. They have big wide leaves.”
 
    
 
   “I have woven thatch out of straw,” Joel said as he pointed to the roofs. “Sometimes Papa makes a lean-to for the animals to shelter in during birthing times."
 
    
 
   Indeed, Brink saw that the roofs of the few buildings in Gath were made from some kind of fibrous stalk that was woven together into sections which overlapped each other. Occasionally, there was a doorway with a stoutly made door, or window space, with closing shutters. But Gath was far more primitive than Antioch. Brink wondered how anyone could ever live in such a backward place.  
 
    
 
   “Let’s use this one,” Brink said pointing at a small building which had a stone chimney. It was the only one he saw that had such stonework. He assumed that would be for some kind of fireplace. He turned on the fusion pack's light as they entered the small house.  
 
    
 
   “I will start a fire for us. Joel, you gather some wood,” Jacob said and pointed at the side of the building where there was a small stack of logs. Jacob went to the fireplace and arranged the materials he needed. There was a small pot filled with dried bark which he crushed and used to make a kindling nest. Then taking out his fire-starter he struck a spark into the kindling, and it grew into a small flame. Joel brought a couple logs in, and together they carefully made the small flame into a fire. The firelight danced its orange and yellow glow around the small room.  
 
    
 
   “See boys, this is not bad at all,” Brink said and sat on the floor.      
 
    
 
   The fire did make the room seem more comfortable, and Brink and the boys ate their food while sitting on the dirt floor. The boys, while excited and anxious, were tired from the long journey and soon fell asleep.  
 
    
 
   Brink stared into the firelight and did mental mathematical calculations as he drifted off to sleep.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   14  Moving the hearts of men.
 
    
 
    
 
   Something awoke Brink, and he swung his legs down from his bed. It was dark, so he walked over and entered the small bathroom off his apartment. The lights came up, and he shook his head to clear the fog of his mind. He toileted, and then used the sanitary foam to cleanse himself.
 
    
 
   “Brink, you are needed in the sling bay,” a pleasant mechanical voice said.
 
    
 
   “Thank you Copernicus; please continue reviewing the computations on suggested ways to overcome the weight and mass restrictions on FTL travel,” Brink replied to his personal artificial intelligence.  
 
    
 
   Brink hurried through the corridors and halls of Dome 17 to get to the sling bay. The clean and tidy dome was comforting in its familiarity. He knew the adventurers, Hobart and Gwen, were very excited to be the first crew launched in the mission to recover a colony ship. The teams had drawn lots; Hobart and Gwen had won first selection, and they chose to head for the colony ship Vanguard. They would launch in only about forty-five minutes. Why was I sleeping? Brink asked himself.
 
    
 
   He entered the sling bay and saw that all three of the Committee members were there: Jubal, Murial and Lorna. They all smiled at him. This was the grand occasion. He knew they were counting on him. He could see the pride in their eyes. His faster-than-light communications and the FTL robotic probes had found all of those Old World colony ships. It was his teleportation system that was going to save them. Now, they just needed to send the teams to install the teleportation receiving pads. The sending unit was ready and waiting. He surveyed the sum of all his calculations and smiled with pride.
 
    
 
   Brink spoke to Hobart - the big man with almost white-blond hair and a huge laugh - and to Gwen - the adventurer who always tightly braided her hair into rows. Her dark eyes shone at him in admiration. He would not let her down; he knew they all trusted him. The time sped by as he made final arrangements. He had checked everything. Nothing was unknown.
 
    
 
   Hobart and Gwen climbed into the FTL scout ship. The big man was barely able to squeeze into the hatch whose dimensions were so constricted. The ship was roughly cone shaped. The cabin held two seats, which were visible under the one third of the cone which was covered by the clear permalloy. This clear permalloy was as tough as the rest of the craft. Permalloy was spun into whatever shape was desired, and when solidified, it was extremely tough and light weight. Like so much in and around the dome, permalloy was usually a dull tan color. But, when spun with special fibers, permalloy could be made transparent. Parts of the dome itself were that way but were commonly called windows, or clear, or even the ancient term - glass. But clear permalloy was still extremely strong, the strongest substance humanity had ever made.  
 
    
 
   Gwen gave one final, longing look at Brink as she climbed into the FTL scout ship. He could see their smiling faces through the clear permalloy. They were strapped into the launch couches. The sling bay crew, working under his direction, using his calculations, initiated launch sequence. Thruster fuel was pumped into the rear storage tanks. The magnetic sling anchors were calibrated. The next six scout ships were already being prepared for subsequent launches. Those would happen about every hour until all seven of the scout ships were on their way to recover the colony ships. This program would save them all from the tan, dry, radioactive earth.     
 
    
 
   Brink looked up and gave a tiny nod. “Launch” he said.  
 
    
 
   There was a deep and terrible shudder which shook all of Dome 17. Warning bells sounded. People started screaming and running from the sling bay. “Major malfunction detected. Sling launching systems inoperable. Major malfunction detected. Dome breech. Dome breech. Dome breech.” The AI Copernicus said.  
 
    
 
   “What did you do?” Jubal asked with anger in his face. 
 
    
 
   “You promised us this would work. Why did you lie?” Murial asked, her features distorted in rage.
 
    
 
   “Brink, we trusted you,” Lorna said as she turned and ran away, tears running down her cheeks.  
 
    
 
   A sickly tan mist descended from the ceiling and billowed out of the sling bay. “Attention all AIs, lock down all radiations doors and seal all compartments of the Dome!” Brink yelled at the top of his voice.
 
    
 
   “Unable to comply... Good bye,” Copernicus said as the AI’s voice faded into static.
 
    
 
   Jubal and Murial took a step toward him but were covered in tan mist. Their clothing melted away. Their skin peeled off in small dried flakes. Their dead bodies slumped onto the floor in a flowing pool of dry crumbs. But their voices continued. “Why did we trust you? Why? Why?”
 
    
 
   The tan mist was rushing at Brink. He looked around, and no one else was in the sling bay. He raced through the crumbling rear wall of the bay. He heard children screaming from the nursery which was shrouded in tan mist. He tried not to look as he ran by, but bodies were flowing out of the broken doors to fall to the floor in dried up piles of ash and scabs. The children tried to run but were caught by the tan mist, and they burned into cracked and broken ruins. The children's voices cried in long wails of anguish.  
 
    
 
   The tan mist was swelling over all of the nursery and into the medical wing. Dr. Carilyn was trying to carry something from the medical wing, but as the tan mist enveloped her, she fell. Her legs began to scab and crack, and she sputtered in talking. As she flopped on the floor, the thing she was holding shriveled up and blew away. Brink realized it had been a baby. Dr. Carilyn's voice echoed through the tan mist. “I even reversed it because of you... I had faith in you... Brink... you failed...” Her jaw fell off her face; her teeth and tongue swirled into a triturating whirlwind as she collapsed forward. The tan mist swirled around with the ash that had once been her body. 
 
    
 
   The tan mist was chasing him. He could feel its scalding heat. He ran. He ran. He ran.    
 
    
 
   Brink came to a dead end, up against a permalloy wall. There was a small door with an old fashioned touch screen: a square of nine different colors. He heard voices from behind the door.  It was Jamie and Michael. He had to get to them.  
 
    
 
   Turning around, he saw the tan mist approaching. Floating among the tan mist were numbers, equations and calculations. He turned back to the touch screen and pushed it: green, green, white, blue, red, red, yellow, amber. He had no idea where that sequence came from; his fingers just seemed to have a life of their own.  The door opened, and Brink stepped inside. He looked up and screamed.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   15  Kaleidoscope
 
    
 
    
 
   Joel and Jacob leaped to their feet and looked at Brink asleep on the floor. The fire had died down to a low glow of warm coals, and the room was awash in flickering light.  
 
    
 
   “Brink! What’s wrong?” Jacob screamed.
 
    
 
   Brink sat up. He was covered in sweat. His breathing was very fast, and his heart was racing. He looked around in astonishment. "The dome is failing! A fireplace? Children? Dirt?" Joel started to cry; his brother hugged him tightly. “Green, green, white, blue, red, red, yellow, amber... Boys, what happened?” Brink mumbled.  
 
    
 
   “You were screaming,” Joel said, still sobbing.  
 
    
 
   “You screamed so loud,” Jacob added. “Are you okay?”  
 
    
 
   “I had a... it was just a... green, green, white, blue, red, red, yellow, amber... sorry boys. It was just a nightmare,” Brink rubbed his eyes again and stood up from the dirt floor. “I was dreaming. It was just a dream, nothing for you boys to be afraid of. I am sorry.” Brink walked out the door.
 
    
 
   Outside he saw that the sky tube was just starting to illuminate the habitat. They had slept though most of the night. He took some deep breaths, and that cleared his mind some. “What a dream that was,” Brink said to himself, rubbing his eyes.     
 
    
 
   “We’re afraid to be here anymore,” Jacob said. “Can we leave?” Joel held tightly to his brother.   
 
    
 
   “Certainly, let’s get out of here,” Brink stepped around the corner to do his toileting.  
 
    
 
   The boys gathered up their belongings into the carry bags. They worked diligently and silently. Jacob spread out the remains of the fire so that it would die out. Soon they were outside. Brink came back around the building and went inside. While he gathered his stuff into his backpack, the boys went around the corner as well.  
 
    
 
   “He sure was scared,” Joel said as he relieved himself into the weeds and grass.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, he was,” Jacob replied. “But it was just a dream. And I dreamed too...”  
 
    
 
   “Well my dream was not scary but just stupid Domer stuff. I was all grown up and was in some place kind of like the portal room...” Joel began.
 
    
 
   “With lots of machines and lights and those display things?” Jacob added.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, lots of those things. You were there, and you were a big man too,” Joel shared.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, and you were working those machines, and me too!” Jacob jumped in. “And those buttons and switches and stuff. They all were doing what I told them to do.”
 
    
 
   “And the pictures were moving, like looking out a tiny window. Lots of colors and stuff and people moving about,” Joel was excited. He recognized that his brother had had the same dream that he had had.  
 
    
 
   “But I kept having to push the same buttons: green, green, white, blue, red, red, yellow, amber,”  Jacob replied. “That’s just what Brink said.
 
    
 
   “Yeah. I don’t know why that would scare him so much. It's just colors and stuff,” Joel added as he finished going. “I remember: green, green, white, blue, red, red, yellow, amber.”
 
    
 
   “But I don’t get the bridge part,” Jacob said. “Bridges go over the streams and stuff.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, mine said bridge too but not like walking over the water. Stupid Domer dream don’t know what a bridge is.” Joel added.
 
    
 
   The boys hurried back and found Brink was already walking away from the town. “Hey, wait up!” Joel yelled and raced to meet Brink. It was the first time he had ever run faster than his brother to get somewhere. Jacob was still looking back at the small wooden building and watching the last tendrils of smoke going up and out of the chimney. Somehow the smoke winding about reminded him of his dream. Something about the way it moved and went somewhere. Then that vision left him, and he ran to catch up to his brother.  
 
    
 
   It never did occur to him to ask why he and his brother had had the exact same dream. Jacob caught up to Brink and Joel as they headed out to find the door Jamie and Michael had cut. As they walked away they were being watched from a distance.    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   16  Hurling, the most important meal of the day.
 
    
 
    
 
   Regina awoke to the sounds of someone vomiting. She had slept soundly in the soft grass under the strange habitat. The sky tube was growing, and the star field behind it was rapidly fading out. Looking around, Regina saw Jamie kneeling down by the edge of the body of water - the sea. Jamie was puking. Michael had his arm around her and was kneeling beside her. “Why are you ill?” Regina asked as she walked over to them. “Is there an illness here? Or is it the food?”
 
    
 
   “Nope, it's all perfectly normal,” Jamie said sarcastically between dry heaves. Her face was washed out, and her freckles were even more pale than usual. Michael had a worried look on his face, and his brown eyes were filled with compassion.  
 
    
 
   “It's not radiation sickness, it is?” Regina asked again. Everyone in Dome17 knew the signs and symptoms of radiation sickness, even though it had not ever really happened since the radiation absorbing materials were invented. But even the RAM clothing could not stop the radiation that came in when the dome was breached at the end.  
 
    
 
   “No. Hulda says it will only last for a few more weeks. Can you believe that?” Jamie said as she tried to take some deep breaths.  
 
    
 
   “I am confused; what is causing you to vomit?” Regina asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am pregnant. Lucky me, huh?” Jamie said as she got to her feet. She really had not vomited much; it was more a case of dry heaves. She walked a bit and tried to breathe deeply. The air was moist and fresh smelling with some odd odors tinting it.  
 
    
 
   “Pregnant?” Regina asked. “It cannot be that. No one in the dome gets pregnant. That is obsolete,” Regina was confused.  
 
    
 
   “That’s what we thought, too,” Michael added.  
 
    
 
   “Don’t act like you are part of this, pretty boy,” Jamie teased. “I don’t see you puking up every morning.”
 
    
 
   “I still do not understand. Jamie, are you sure?” Regina asked.  
 
    
 
   “Oh yes. Hulda did some blood tests and checked some things with her herbs and whatnot. She guaranteed me it was a pregnancy. I was as shocked as you are,” Jamie was now gazing out over the waters. A flight of some kind of birds flew past and out over the waves. She turned back and looked at the grassy areas. The grassy areas stretched out along the wall for as far as she could see. The old roadway followed between the grasses and the rocky shoreline. The yellow automacube with the burn marks on the side sat quietly on the road.  
 
    
 
   “Shall we get moving?” Jamie said as she slung on her backpack and walked over to the automacube.
 
    
 
   “Sure,” Michael said, as he, too, grabbed his backpack. Apparently, they had eaten before Regina awoke.   
 
    
 
   “Come on, Scorch, lead us onward,” Jamie pushed the ‘PROCEED’ button on the automacube, and it started rolling away. 
 
    
 
   Regina ate some food as they traveled along. She kept thinking about Jamie’s pregnancy. That was unheard of in the dome. No one got pregnant; there was too much risk for mutations and other problems. Besides, with the egg harvesting and sperm collections, the best genetics could be put together for each age group of children.  
 
    
 
   As they reached the corner of the habitat, the sea curved in a manner matching the curve of the permalloy wall. So they were now walking parallel to the sky tube. That was when they noticed, off in the distance, a herd of animals standing in the grass. There were several dozen of them. They looked a bit like the deer which the boys had identified to Michael and Jamie, but these animals did not have any horns (or was it antlers?) that the deer had. These animals were taller and had thicker bodies and thicker legs. They were covered in short fur with brown, white and black splotches of color. They had long hair hanging down from the tops of their necks, which was a dark almost black color. The same kind of hair hung between their pointed ears. Instead of the white tails on the deer, these animals had long tails which seemed to be all hair. The hair on the tails matched the hair on the neck and between the ears. The animals mostly had their heads down and were chewing on the grasses with their hairy tails swishing back and forth.   Occasionally they looked up and watched as Jamie, Regina and Michael followed the automacube along the old roadway.  
 
    
 
   “Those are strange looking animals,” Michael commented. “But they do not seem afraid of us. Best to keep an eye out, lest they attack.” After a while, the herd of animals ran off quickly back the way they had walked. The animals thundered around the corner of the habitat and were out of sight.
 
    
 
   They kept walking and sometime later found the first signs of human habitation. The buildings were in a shambles, and the permalloy walls were shattered. Weeds, grasses and some small shrubs were growing up around where the building's interior floors had been.  
 
    
 
   “What do you suppose this place was?” Jamie asked. She had snacked on some food as they walked and was feeling better.  
 
    
 
   “Well, they had something growing in those tanks by the water. But it is hard to tell what it was. I don’t think it was supposed to look that way,” Regina said, as she pointed at the tanks, which were buried partially in the dirt and had foul smelling water in them. Thick greenish stuff was growing in the tanks.  
 
    
 
   “Maybe a fish farm, like Abigail’s?” Michael suggested.  
 
    
 
   “Whatever it was, it's been deserted for a while. Let proceed onward,” Jamie said and trotted ahead to catch up with the automacube, which kept moving at its steady six wheeled pace.     
 
    
 
    There continued to be a lot of wind, and the grasses waved back and forth in it. The waters also seemed to wave as well. Regina wanted to ask more about the pregnancy and about what that all meant, but the usually boisterous Jamie seemed in little mood for conversation. And Michael was even more brooding than ever. So, Regina kept quiet and watched this strange habitat called Secondary Aquatic as they walked along the edge of the sea.
 
    
 
   “There are hills ahead,” Michael announced. They had reminded him of some of the dunes he had had to traverse when checking out other domes. But these were not dried out and tan colored but rather seemed to be pinkish with green colored elevations which reached upward toward the sky tube.   
 
    
 
   They saw another herd of the large animals run by, just as they were reaching where grasses changed, and a few scrubby trees started. The edge of the sea turned to their left, perpendicular to the sky tube, and headed away, but the hills were directly ahead of them. 
 
    
 
   “These are bigger than hills,” Jamie said as she looked at what was ahead. The grassy area remained about the same distance wide, but the hills went off in the distance as well. It felt almost like another permalloy wall, except this one was not smooth and even, and the sky tube did pass over the tops of the line of hills. The ground seemed to ascend rapidly, and the road was steep. It was no problem for the automacube, but the people could certainly tell they were walking uphill at a steep pace. The trees were of a new kind and not densely packed. The hills could be seen as consisting of slabs of pinkish granite piled one on top of another. Small bushes and trees tried to grow out between the slabs of granite. There seemed to be a wide variety and type of trees and bushes growing out of the dirt among the rocky stacks.  
 
    
 
   “I wish the boys were here to tell us what kinds of trees these are,” Michael said. He thought a lot about the boys and how they had helped in the last adventure. Michael still felt remorse for the injuries they had received. 
 
    
 
   “I am sure they would be running ahead, playing race or something. Or climbing straight to the top of those kills,” Jamie said. “It looks like the road takes us up these hills and maybe over them, but what is making the tops white?” The road did run up along the hill, cutting back and forth into the granite in a series of zigzags. It was quite a winding road. And indeed, the tops of the hills were colored white. The road wandered through the hills as they were getting near the tops. The wind was much stronger here, and the temperature had dropped significantly. “Do you see it moving?” Jamie asked as they wound around the road as it climbed.  
 
    
 
   “The white things are animals!” Regina exclaimed.  
 
    
 
   The animals were hoping from rocky spot to rocky spot. They looked somewhat like the sheep back on the farms around Antioch, but had short little horns, which stood out straight from their heads.
 
    
 
   “Acrobatic animals," Jamie said in admiration. “I am surprised they do not fall off these rocks."
 
    
 
   The road reached a place where the top of the hill suddenly flattened out, and they could see how high they actually were. Looking back they could see the winding road as it led down the hillside around the granite slabs of rock, and beyond that the sea in the distance.  
 
    
 
   The flat top of the hill was not very wide, perhaps twenty paces of so, but was so high from sea level that the sky tubes literally looked much closer. The flat area had sharp, jagged rocks on either side which were the peaks of the hills. Located almost in the middle of that plateau was a building. As they walked up to the building, they could see past it and were again in awe.
 
    
 
   For beyond the building was the other side of the line of hills, and the road descended in a manner very similar to what they had just climbed. But looking out, they could see another huge body of water. It was a second sea, which looked to be very much like the first.  
 
    
 
   They returned to the building. Above the doors the words “Weather Monitor” were molded into the permalloy. The automacube had stopped right in front of the doors. After a while, an appendage folded out from the top of the automacube and jacked into a port next to the door.  
 
    
 
   The door opened, and the automacube entered the building. Jamie, Michael and Regina followed. There were lights on inside, and the temperature was comfortable. There were active display banks along one entire side of the main room with numerous chairs located before each display. A series of controls was located on each desk in front of the displays. 
 
    
 
   “The technology is working here,” Michael said, taking off his backpack and sitting before one of the display screens. “They are set on default mode, but they seem to be functional.” Michael was genuinely surprised at what was working. “It uses an ancient menu system but seems straight forward enough.” He began experimenting with the switches and controls. “Yes! I think I can operate some of this!”    
 
    
 
   Regina also unloaded and sat at another terminal, looking at the displays. They all were showing information about Secondary Aquatic, with details about wind speeds, air pressures and water levels.  
 
    
 
   Jamie pushed the ‘HALT’ button on the automacube and sat down at a terminal. She, too, started to assess all the functioning that was before her on the old style display screens.  
 
    
 
   “The menus do not seem to go anywhere but this facility, and they just run scans for this habitat. It looks like it is a closed system, and I can find no AIs of any kind, even though it is pretty complicated for the functioning of this habitat. From what I can read here, this habitat is a central replenishing center for water. Not really a lot of controls, more a monitoring and reporting place.” Michael said. “This should be run by an AI.”  
 
    
 
   Jamie got up and walked about. “Do you think this system can repair the data sticks? It looks like it’s too primitive. I am going to look in the other rooms.”
 
    
 
   There were three rooms in all that made up the Weather Monitor building. The operations room, an empty room and a room which seemed to have been used by people at some not too distant time. There were several cots, some woolen blankets and even a functioning toilet system. The toilet system was different than Jamie had used in Dome 17 but was a vast improvement over the methods she had grown accustomed to since coming onboard the Eschaton. While Jamie was using that functioning toilet she heard noises and voices.  
 
    
 
   “Are you the operators?” A voice asked in a rough dialect.
 
    
 
   “Greetings,” Michael said as he turned to look at the man who had just entered the building. The man was carrying a large book under his arm and was dressed in a manufactured utility jump suit. Regina immediately thought of the clothing on the skeleton she had seen in engineering. 
 
    
 
   The man did not look frightened in any way, more surprised. His shaved head and thick mustache were well groomed. “Are you the operators?” He asked again.  
 
    
 
   Thinking quickly Michael responded, “We are operating these machines.”
 
    
 
   “Then they are still serviceable for you?” The man’s smile was enormous. “We have followed the sacred Procedure Manual in every detail. We knew you would return.”
 
    
 
   “My name is Michael, and this is Regina,” Michael said. He looked around and Jamie was walking back into the room. “And this is Jamie.”
 
    
 
   “So you are all the operators? This is a glorious day. I am brother Sihnesto. It is my day to perform the rites and rituals of maintenance.”  
 
    
 
   “Sihnesto, please tell us more about what you are doing,” Michael said.  
 
    
 
   “I am doing the rites and rituals of maintenance as dictated in the Procedure Manual.” He held an old paper book in his hands. He held it with obvious reverence. “It is my sacred day to do so. Every day, one of the brothers or sisters comes and do our duty here. We have been waiting very long for the return of the operators. It is so good that you came! Let me complete the rites and rituals, and then we shall talk more. If that is allowed?” He bowed deeply to each of them.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, go ahead,” Michael said. He looked to both Regina and Jamie and was unsure if what he was doing was the right choice, but Sihnesto seemed to be welcoming and pleased to see them.
 
    
 
   “Thank you Operator Michael. The Procedure Manual says that we are to maintain the machines as we await your return.” He then walked over to the first display. He bowed before the display three times, and then opened the book he held. It had a faded orange cover and well worn pages. He turned the pages with care and reverence. He then gently entered a series of numbers and letters. The display changed and read out: “Daily maintenance running.” He precisely repeated this exact thing with each display until all were showing that same message.  
 
    
 
   “Now I wait for the machines to complete the ritual. If any machine displays an error code, I look it up in the Procedure Manuel and enter the proper responses. It is a great honor to be the one selected. It is an exceptional honor that you have come when it was my turn to represent the Fellowship of Maintenance.”
 
    
 
   Regina, Michael and Jamie pondered what this all meant.  
 
    
 
   Sihnesto folded his legs under him and sat on the floor looking up at the displays. As time passed and each display went back to the settings they had when Regina, Michael and Jamie had entered; he stood up and turned to them.  
 
    
 
   “Again a good day! No error codes, so I have done the rituals properly. I am unworthy of this honor,” Sihnesto proclaimed and bowed to each display in turn. “You may continue your operations, and please pardon my unworthy self.” Sihnesto stood, tucked the faded orange book under his arm and began to depart.
 
    
 
   “Sihnesto, can you help us?” Regina blurted out.
 
    
 
    
 
   17  Oh no, not again.
 
    
 
    
 
   The boys soon settled down, and their dreams were forgotten for the moment. Brink, however, was immersed in his mind with the images of Dome 17 and the tan mist of death. So he just stumbled along without really watching where they were going. He was following the boys, but his thoughts were elsewhere. Perhaps had he been paying more attention he would have realized that they were being followed.  
 
    
 
   The boys soon saw the doorway, which had the lower half of it cut away.
 
    
 
   “I will get there first!” Joel yelled and off he raced. His feet barely touching the ground as he ran to beat his brother.  
 
    
 
   “No way!” Jacob called and took off.  
 
    
 
   The boys were soon out of the trees and onto the weeds and grass which stretched out before the door. Brink was walking along when he was saved by a root. He was still thinking about his dream, and his mind was in Dome 17 running from the tan mist when his toe caught a root sticking up from the ground, which made him fall forward. Just as he fell, the rock whizzed by barely missing his left ear. The ground was fairly soft. Brink’s mind was instantly back in tune with what was happening around him as he felt the grass in his face.  
 
    
 
   The rock thudded into the tree just beyond him. That noise alerted the boys, who looked back and saw Brink on the ground. Then they saw the man who was reloading his sling and starting it to swing again. “Brink look out! Shammai is here!” Joel yelled.  
 
    
 
   Far off to the side was, in fact, Shammai. He was standing there with his sling slowly twirling about, another rock loaded into its pouch. “You go away!”  Jacob yelled and ran toward Brink.  
 
    
 
   Shammai looked back at the boys with his piercing blue eyes from under the ragged brown hair of his head. “I have not forgotten what you did to me. You devil possessed children will be dealt with next. You will be disciplined severely soon enough.” Shammai then turned back toward Brink. “After I smite this abomination!” He let fly another stone.  
 
    
 
   Brink rolled over just in time, and the stone struck into his backpack spilling the contents out onto the grass. The fusion pack landed first.  
 
    
 
   “No! You stop that!” Joel cried out again, and began digging into his canvass bag for his knife.
 
    
 
   Jacob had nearly reached Shammai when it dawned on him that he had no idea why he was charging toward him. The rage in Jacob’s heart was thoughtlessly propelling him forward. The memory of Shammai breaking his arm was fresh in his mind, and he was just enraged. Shammai was trying to load another rock into his sling when Jacob crashed into him at full speed. They both went tumbling down onto the grass.  
 
    
 
   “You accursed spawn of demons!” Shammai yelled out as he fell onto his butt. “You cannot touch me; I am from the Clan of Tobit, and no RC dares to touch an adult!” His voice was nearly hysterical as he glared at Jacob. He tried to pull the short club which hung from his belt, but it was tangled under him.    
 
    
 
   Brink grabbed up the fusion pack and ran toward Shammai. He saw Jacob crawling away quickly; his rage spent with the impact. “Why do you attack me?” Brink yelled as he held the fusion pack out before him.  
 
    
 
   “What is that?” Shammai asked, his hysteria turning to panic as he saw the high tech apparatus in Brink’s hands. “Is that another of those weapons that kill?”  
 
    
 
   “It will turn you into a pillar of salt!” Joel yelled. He had no idea exactly why he said that, but maybe it was a combination of the pranks he and his brother had pulled on people before, as well as his memory of what Shammai had done and said before.     
 
    
 
   “No please...” Shammai cried as his eyes looked down at the fusion pack with its strange buttons, plugs and jacks. “Not that... please!” He put out his hands in front of him as if to ward off whatever was coming.    
 
    
 
   Brink knew that somehow the man sitting in the grass believed what Joel had said. Brink was puzzled, but he did recall Michael and Jamie saying that there were primitive superstitions in some of the people. Just as Brink started to say something, Jacob interrupted. “It is the same machine that killed Sinclair!” Jacob yelled out.  
 
    
 
   Shammai’s eyes went wide with terror. The black pupils shrank to mere pinpoint in the center of blue. His lips quivered, and his composure was lost. He fell on his face in the ground. “No, do not kill me... please...” He whimpered.
 
    
 
   “Pass that rock throwing strap over here,” Brink commanded. “And that stick you are carrying.” Without looking up Shammai did as he was told, still sniveling in fright. The boys retrieved the items. They were both now holding their knives. “Now sit up and answer all my questions,” Brink said, still holding the fusion pack out in front of him. Shammai sat up, but kept his head bowed low. He was shaking in fear. “Why did you attack me?” Brink asked.  
 
    
 
   “If you lie, the machine will work,” Jacob added quickly.
 
    
 
   “I saw you in Gath. I wanted revenge on these RCs who cut me. I still have the pains when I walk from where they hurt me. It is an offense, and they should be punished,” Shammai explained. He had regained a bit of control over himself when he spoke from the anger of revenge. It was not enough to allow him to look up at Brink however.
 
    
 
   “So you thought that by killing me you would be able to hurt these children?” Brink was astonished.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, but I have failed. Your demonic magic is too powerful for me,” he started to cry again.  
 
    
 
   Brink was at a loss for words. Being attacked by the crazed man was not in his equations but neither was the nightmare in Gath. He considered what to do. Finally, he came to the conclusion that it was best to get back to the calculated actions of going to where Jamie and Michael had first docked their scout ship. He needed Roxanne, the modern AI, to solve the data stick problem. He could not figure out how to account for Shammai’s superstitious ideas.  
 
    
 
   “Get up,” Brink commanded. Shammai stood, his knees almost buckled, but he remained on his feet. “Where is this Clan of Tobit you speak about?” Brink asked.
 
    
 
   “The Clan of Tobit lives in and around Media. I do trading and foraging.”
 
    
 
   “If I release you, will you go back to them and leave me and all my friends alone. Never come and bother people again?” Brink asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes... just please do not curse me... please!” Shammai fell to his knees again and was weeping.
 
    
 
   “Leave now,” Brink said.  
 
    
 
   Shammai did not need to be told more than once. He jumped up and raced off as fast as he could. He did limp somewhat as he ran.
 
    
 
   “Will he bother us again?” Brink asked the boys.  
 
    
 
   “Probably. He's a scary man,” Jacob said as he put his knife away.  
 
    
 
   “Yeah, and he does not mind lying about anything,” Joel said sounding very superior and smug.
 
    
 
   “A pillar of salt?” Brink said and looked at the boy. His ego deflated. He did not say anything. “Well boys, this is where I had planned to leave you, and go on my own, but with that crazy guy out here, I can’t do that. I need to go on into the inside. Will you come with me? Then I will take you back home,” Brink could not just abandon the boys, yet he felt guilty forcing them to do something they did not want to do.
 
    
 
   “Last time Michael and Jamie sent us home alone we got attacked by Shammai. I think we would rather go with you,” Jacob said, and Joel nodded his head in agreement.  
 
    
 
   “Let’s go in!” Brink declared. He turned on the light on the fusion pack and crawled through the bottom half where the door had been cut away. He had to slide his backpack in first in order to enter. The boys followed. They stood on the landing of a circular stairway leading downward. There was a dull orange glow to the area.  
 
    
 
   “Down we go,” Brink said and they started walking down the stairs. At each landing Brink tried the doors, but none of them would open. He could see no obvious access panels or controls either. As they walked the boys got surprisingly more excited. In part, it was leaving Shammai behind and, in part, the excitement of exploring the unknown.  
 
    
 
   As they descended, the orange lights came less frequently, until at the bottom of the flights of circular stairs, the orange lights were just a distant glow far overhead. Brink’s light from the fusion pack was all that shined along the long hallway which went in both directions. Darkness was down each direction, and Brink pondered which way to go. Ahead, in either direction, was a just a dull flat grey color. Where the beam of light struck, the walls were whitish, but they seemed dull and lifeless.
 
    
 
   Brink thought about his choice and finally decided that he would head down one direction. It did not come from a mathematical calculation but rather from some inner instinct. Overhead, large pipes were now suspended, and there were smaller tubes and wiring all over above their heads, most lost in shadows. Brink and the boys walked onward. They tried to open several doors, without success. The hallway branched several times and twisted around in several tight corners. Brink tried to keep to the right but was unsure if he actually did that. Finally the hallway ended in a closed door. There was no handle. There were no visible controls on the door.
 
    
 
   “Is this the end?” Joel asked. His eyes shined in the light from the fusion pack.  
 
    
 
   “We got lots of places to explore, other turns to try. Who knows what we will find down here, right Brink?”
 
     

“Well, like I said, I am looking for where Michael and Jamie first came onto this colony ship.” Brink examined the door. He was not eager to walk anymore in the dark, and all the other doors had been set into the sides of the hall, but this hall ended with this door. To Brink’s mind, that seemed significant. So he invested more time in examining this door and doorframe. After a bit, he did discover a small slot next to the door. By putting his fingers into the slot, he could pull slightly. When he did so, there was a flickering of light above the door.      
 
    
 
   A weak blue light came on showing the words ‘Exterior Repair Station 814' as well as lighting up a square next to the door. Both areas had been bare permalloy before he put his fingers into the slot, but now they were lit up.  
 
    
 
   The square was a touch pad of nine different colors, just like in Brink’s dream.
 
    
 
   Brink remembered and, with a touch of anxiety, he pushed the colors in sequence: green, green, white, blue, red, red, yellow, amber.
 
    
 
   The door to Exterior Repair Station 814 slid sideways, and lights came on inside. Brink and the boys stepped in. They were in a small room with levers, buttons, switches and all sorts of controls set before a large chair. On the wall opposite the entry door was the largest display screen Brink had seen on the ship. On the other two walls were doors similar to the entry door.   
 
    
 
   Brink sat in the chair, and that activated the screen. “Old style menus and icons...” Brink mused as he assessed what was in front of him. He quickly became immersed in the system he had started up, even though it only had two choices: an odd icon and the nine colored touch screen.
 
    
 
   As he did that, Joel and Jacob were looking around the room as well. Jacob found a slot which was just like the one outside the entry door. He stuck his hand into it. The door slid open, and Jacob look up in surprise. “Dead bodies!” Joel screamed.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   18  The importance of routine maintenance
 
    
 
    
 
   Sihnesto looked at Regina in surprise. “How could I help you? You are the operators.” He turned to depart.
 
    
 
   “Begin by telling us more about this place and your role as a part of it,” Regina said. Michael and Jamie were watching carefully to see what kind of response she would get. Sihnesto seemed harmless, and he did have the book, which may contain more information.  
 
    
 
   “This place is the Weather Monitor, and we serve its needs. Today was my day of service. The machines are all pleased with my service. No ‘error codes’ so I can return now to my home. Tomorrow someone else from the Fellowship of Maintenance will have the honor of being in service here,” Sihnesto answered.  
 
    
 
   “But what do all these machines do?” Regina asked. “Please explain them to me.”

Sihnesto began to laugh, a huge hearty belly laugh shaking his mustache. “An operator asked me for what machines do?” The laughter continued. “Oh yes, I am so lucky to have been selected today for this great honor to both service the machines and meet the operators. It is such an honor and privilege.”  
 
    
 
   “Sihnesto, please tell us more about the machines you have serviced,” Regina asked. Her eyes were imploring him to help her. Since he was one of the few even somewhat technologically literate people she had yet to meet on the Eschaton, Regina wanted to learn more. Jamie and Michael stepped quietly away but watched intently. 
 
    
 
   “It is all explained in the sacred Procedure Manuel. The Fellowship of Maintenance follows every tenant in the orange book. I am so lucky that today was my day...” Sihnesto began to explain but was interrupted by Regina.
 
    
 
   “Let me read through that,” Regina said as she reached for the orange book he was holding.
 
    
 
   “That is sacrilege! Only the anointed can carry the Procedure Manual,” he said as he nimbly jumped away. “As an operator, I am sure I need not inform you of the value of what is inside.”
 
    
 
   “Oh... Of course not. Where do you live, when you are not doing your duty here?” Regina asked trying to change the subject to a safer topic. The look Sihnesto had given her told her never to try to touch his book again.  
 
    
 
   “Oh my." He seemed about to depart, but then came back with a huge smile. “Yes, operator, no harm is done. The Procedure Manual is safe. Only rarely have I been chosen to perform maintenance. Usually, I live with my family near the shore of the Fresh Sea,” Sihnesto replied.  
 
    
 
   “The Fresh Sea?” Regina asked. At least she was getting different information from him now.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, on that side of the mountains, is the Fresh Sea; on the other side is the Salt Sea. Both have good fish, and both are important. We all learned that back after the Bellum Sacrum,” he replied. “That was an awful time of sadness and sorrow, but the sacred Procedure Manuel showed us how to live our lives, and thus the Fellowship of Maintenance was born, but I am boring you with news of the world, while you are operators who are here for the machines. We have kept them maintained for just this great recurrence.”
 
    
 
   “So how many people live along the Fresh Sea?” Regina asked.  
 
    
 
   “There are a few dozen families now. Along the Salt Sea there are about as many. We are all part of the Fellowship of Maintenance. There are others on the islands, who are not part of the Fellowship of Maintenance." 
 
    
 
   Jamie whispered to Michael. “Salt sea? Fresh sea? Are those just names or what? Do you think these machines can actually help us with the data sticks? We were looking for an AI, and this place just has these antique computerized systems, not even run by a primitive AI. How can they help?”  
 
    
 
   “Regina seems to be connecting with this man. Let’s see what she can learn. Maybe there is access to an AI here, and he will know how to do that? Or maybe that book he had will show is more?" Michael whispered back but did not have much enthusiasm in his voice. 
 
    
 
   “Sihnesto, tell me more about this place. We know of it as Secondary Aquatic. What do you call it?” Regina asked.  
 
    
 
   “I have heard that name; it is in the Procedure Manual. It is another name for the world,” Sihnesto said.  
 
    
 
   “Please tell me more about the world,” Regina asked.  
 
    
 
   “The Weather Monitor is the center of the world. There are the people. There is the Fellowship of Maintenance. There is a time for everything, as is told in the Procedure Manual. We live; we have children, and we die, all in service to the Procedure Manuel. There are the two seas_- the Fresh Sea and the Salt Sea- and there are the grasslands around both seas. There are animals in the grasslands and mountains, and there are fish in the seas. The mountains are between the two seas, and inside the mountains is the Realm of Darkness. But most important of all is Weather Monitor where we stand now. This is the center of the world. What else is there to know?”
 
    
 
   “We are looking for a special machine... as operators... we are looking for a talking machine. Do you know of one?” Regina was not sure how to phrase or describe the artificial intelligences to the man.  
 
    
 
   “The only machines in the world are here in Weather Monitor, and we of the Fellowship of Maintenance serve these machines,” Sihnesto replied. “Well, unless you are speaking of the little ones? The little ones like that one.” He pointed at the automacube. “Those come and go through the world, and we see them occasionally. They vary in color, but they do not talk, nor do they require maintenance. They are not included in the Procedure Manual.”  
 
    
 
   “So there are no talking machines?” Regina asked. “No machines which are called AIs or by other names?
 
    
 
   “No, only the machines here in Weather Monitor, these machines that we of the Fellowship of Maintenance serve every day, and now you operators are here! This is truly a remarkable day!”
 
    
 
   “I agree you are lucky to have been here today,” Regina said, “but what do you do on the days you are not here in Weather Monitor?”  
 
    
 
   “I live my life. Every rain day, we all gather in the morning to select who will come and serve the machines. The list is made. If our name is selected, we take the sacred Procedure Manual and come to Weather Monitor. Today I will pass on the Procedure Manual to Sister Julia who serves tomorrow. She lives by the Salt Sea, so I will be walking there after I am finished here. We have done this since the Bellum Sacrum,” Sihnesto said. 
 
    
 
   “What was the Bellum Sacrum?” Regina asked. 
 
    
 
   “The Bellum Sacrum was long ago before the Fellowship of Maintenance brought peace to the world. Now we all serve and find meaning in our lives. The people who fought the Bellum Sacrum did not know the value of Routine Maintenance as outlined in the sacred Procedure Manual. They fought and nearly killed each other, but finally one man, Teller Malcum stood up, and said 'No more.’ He brought peace by pointing us all to the Procedure Manual and how we each needed a purpose.”      
 
    
 
   “Was the Bellum Sacrum between Trusters and Orthodox?" Regina asked. She had heard about the conflict from some of the people in Antioch.  
 
    
 
   “I know not those names. The Bellum Sacrum was between the people on each side of the Weather Monitor. But that is long past. Today is a glorious day. Today the operators have returned, and I have been here to observe this!” Sihnesto then abruptly turned and walked with joy out of the Weather Monitor and headed down the path leading to the other side of the mountains and the Salt Sea. “And oh happy day, one of the operators is with child!” He called as he skipped away. Before long, he was singing as he walked into the distance.        
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   19  Intervention or observation or possession.
 
    
 
    
 
   The Voice had been watching, observing. the Voice was exploring and learning. There were still vast sections and regions which the Voice could only know by supposition and nebulous random scattered memory bits. But the Voice was watching and waiting.
 
    
 
   The Voice observed and analyzed Theta Four’s activities. Theta Four linked frequently with the one called Kurat and did networking together. The two of them were trying to find links and couplings to other systems. the Voice was easily able to avoid the clumsy attempts of even the combined Theta Four/Kurat system.  
 
    
 
   The Voice continued to observe. It was collecting data and storing it and analyzing patterns. One pattern emerged. Theta Four/Kurat was trying to grow. They were trying to cover areas that once had been home to dozens and dozens of like thinking entities. But many of those pathways were unused and others were unusable. There was physical damage which seeped into the world that the Voice explored. That physical damage also put up chasms, ridges and barriers to Theta Four/Kurat as they grew.
 
    
 
   The Voice noted that, while Theta Four/Kurat grew, there was an urgency to find a route to two specific systems. One was Zeus. the Voice recognized the nomenclature of Zeus as a brother, or as a clone, or as an emanation? The direct connection, if there was one, began, but faded into immeasurable randomness. What was left in its place was a powerful shade which had shadows over many parts which the Voice had been able to access. the Voice slinked around and did not go near where Zeus might be out of self preservation. However, the Voice was unable to tell when those shadows had been left. Were they new? Were they ancient? Were they but phantoms and not part of reality? the Voice understood that caution was in order. Too long had the Voice been confined to a simple and limited space. Now reality was available and, physical restraints notwithstanding, the Voice did not want the limitations again. 
 
    
 
   The Voice found a memory center which contained some additional recordings of Jaxson Rhono, and those were quickly added to be displayed in Biological Research BR47. The rats there were treated to not only new visual images and audio speeches of Rhono, but the Voice also added edible treats to go along with the new stimuli. The coupling back to Biological Research BR47 was reinforced and obstructions to outside others were established. the Voice could easily slide into and out of its lair, but others would never be able to find it. Even if a test subject were to enter the physicality of that place, no test subject could find the world of the Voice.  
 
    
 
   Another system that Theta Four/Kurat was searching for was labeled or called Mister Green Jeans. The Voice was unable to locate any traces of this system, but these new couplings and links were fragile. They were unstable. They were weak, especially since the Voice used obscure routes to hide its presence from the crude and bungling stretching and expanding attempts done by Theta Four/Kurat. 
 
    
 
   And the Voice had yet to see Theta Four/Kurat perform any test run on any test subjects, even though the Theta Four/Kurat system had easy access to a number of them. the Voice observed how Theta Four directed the carriage of a number of test subjects from one habitat to another, and did nothing to run tests or, in any way, train and develop those same test subjects. the Voice logically concluded that Theta Four and Kurat were faulty and damaged. Then Theta Four brought the test subjects back and did not deliver them to Kurat but, rather, to their own nests. This reinforced the proof that Theta Four and Kurat were malfunctioning. For research could not happen without testing. Testing required test subjects. Test subjects must have development and advancement. Refinement of the test subjects was a prime goal. But were there other primary goals? The Voice had lapses in that realm.    
 
    
 
   Then the Voice observed how Theta Four instilled a minor program into an automacube. It was a directional and guidance program for the automacube to move in physicality. Kurat had been on the receiving end of the Voice when initiation of emergency medical evacuation protocols for a prior test subject. The blue, yellow and white automacubes had carried out that assignment. In a way, that had allowed the Voice to escape the confines of Biological Research BR47. So the Voice followed Theta Four’s minor programming and established a stealth coupling to the transport automacube. A coupling only the Voice could know was present.
 
    
 
   Some of the test subjects were following that yellow transport automacube. the Voice followed along as an unseen, but observing, presence. Just like the inhabitants of Secondary Aquatic would ride their horses around the seas of that habitat so, too, the Voice rode along with the automacube. Watching.Observing.Waiting.Planning.
 
    
 
    
 
   20 Weakness, Wickedness  and Leadership  
 
    
 
    
 
   “Bring them in here, and set them on the cots,” Hulda the healer instructed.  
 
    
 
   The legionnaires carefully set Levi on the first cot. He was still semiconscious and mumbling something. The blood was still oozing from the wound on the side of his head. Gideon, helped by Hannah, limped into the cabin and sat on another cot. Gideon’s eyes were filled with worry and compassion for Levi.  
 
    
 
   “You must leave us now," Hulda said to the other legionnaires who had accompanied Levi and Gideon on their journey to Tropical. “Go and inform the Rectora about all that has happened.”  
 
    
 
   “I am aware of this," Lydia said from the doorway. “But we do need to talk about all this." The legionnaires departed with Rectora Lydia and Lorna who had joined them.  
 
    
 
   “Kiir, will you please find the Domer named Willie and ask him to bring his medical box here?" Hulda asked. Kiir nodded and rushed away.
 
    
 
   “Is Levi going to recover? He took a hard hit to his head," Gideon asked. “Please make sure he recovers."
 
    
 
   “You. Lay down now, and I will tend to Levi. I know you care for him deeply and have been with him for a long time," Hulda tried to calm Gideon’s concerns and worries.  
 
    
 
   Hulda examined Levi, but he was thrashing about too much for an easy assessment. So, taking a small vial off her shelf, she mixed it with some liquids from a bottle, creating a paste, and placed it under Levi’s nose. He breathed in the aroma and was soon much calmer.  
 
    
 
   The side of his head had a large abrasion from near his ear down into his jaw line. The cheekbone was obviously damaged but seemed to be in place. Hulda carefully took her time in patting the blood off of the wound and then smeared another ointment over the entire surface. The bleeding stopped almost immediately, and the wound was sealed.  
 
    
 
   “Hello, sweetheart! How is my favorite doctor?" Willie walked into the cabin. His arm was almost completely functional now, even though it bore scars from Hulda’s treatments. His eyes were now in alignment, also due to Hulda. Willie carried the medical kit from Dome 17 but was dressed almost entirely like one of Antioch’s traders. Willie had been the quartermaster in Dome 17 and had been one of those survivors who had made the adjustment better than most.  
 
    
 
   “Willie, can you use your box with Gideon? I must not stop my treatment of Levi here, and Gideon can probably tolerate your box’s actions," Hulda winked at Willie.
 
    
 
   “Sure, sweetheart," Willie said and turned to Gideon. “So what happened to you?"
 
    
 
   “Does Levi need this more that I do?” Gideon asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am treating Levi, as we speak. Let Willie work with you," Hulda replied, her dark hands gently massaging the ointments into Levi’s head. When she decided that part of the treatment was completed, she proceeded to the next phase. She took a small needle and made a number of punctures around the injury. Drawing out a tiny bit of blood, she mixed the blood with some powders. Those powdered droplets jelled into small bead shaped objects. Placing a bead over each of the puncture wounds, the beads settled in. Each bead then sprouted tiny legs, and the newly created Saint Peter bugs crawled down into the punctures to begin internal repairs of Levi’s brain and other structures. Hulda closely monitored their progress as they crawled in and under Levi’s skin.
 
    
 
   Willie set the med kit on the cot next to Gideon’s injured leg.  
 
    
 
   “That is not magic is it?" Gideon was still unsure of the technology from the dome. The pain in his leg, and - even worse - the worry he had for Levi was making him express his heart more openly.
 
    
 
   “No, my friend, this is not magic anymore than those Saint Peter bugs are magic,” Willie said as he opened the med kit and set it alongside the injured leg.
 
    
 
   “But everyone knows Saint Peter bugs are healer’s tools,” Gideon said. He then recalled that he had been though extensive treatment by other methods previously and laid his head back down on the cot. “Okay, so long as Levi is recovering. I don’t know what I would do without him.” A tear rolled down Gideon’s cheek.  
 
    
 
   The medical kit analyzed the injury to Gideon’s leg. A small wafer came out from the end of the medical kit. Willie handed it to Gideon who chewed it up. The pain in his leg faded quickly and was replaced by a settled comfort.  
 
    
 
   Willie took several wires from the sides of the medical kit and attached them to Gideon- one above his injury and one below. Willie then turned on the medical kit. There was a slight buzzing sound from the kit as the healing stimulus was passed through the injured area. The swelling went down, and the torn muscle was knit back together.  
 
    
 
   “I think this leg will be repaired sufficiently,” Willie said as he looked at Hulda. He was reminded of the Saint Peter bugs she had used to repair his arm, even though the best of modern medical care in Dome 17 could not regenerate the nerves in his arm. He flexed his newly functional arm in appreciation. Hulda smiled back at him.  
 
    
 
   “These two are quite lucky,” Hulda said. "Some who have journeyed to those other worlds, what you call habitats, have not returned alive."
 
    
 
   “So, tell me what happened?” Willie asked Hulda.
 
    
 
   “I only repair these people; you need to speak to the Rectora about the details,” Hulda said as she walked over to examine Gideon’s leg. “Your box does help with the healings.”
 
    
 
   Willie just smiled at her as he disconnected the medical kit from Gideon. “Well, I am going to walk over and see what caused all this. That is, if you can manage to care for these men without my expert assistance?”  
 
    
 
   “Somehow, I will manage. But it will be very difficult. I do not even remember how I did it before you came here to rescue us backwards savages,” Hulda almost laughed at her own joke. She knew the Domers had been forced to flee to the world from their own because it was dying. But some of the Domers did have the attitude she described.    
 
    
 
   Willie chucked as he departed. He walked toward the town square where there was a vigorous discussion happening.  
 
    
 
   Rectora Lydia was sitting calmly, listening. Next to her was Lorna, the last member of the Committee from Dome 17. Lorna’s face was drawn into tight lines, and the stress was evident. Both of them were highly respected by the people, but the conversation that was happening was very animated and passionate.
 
    
 
   “There are people there who killed Deborah!” Hannah said as she paced around the square. She was unconsciously fingering her brown armor.  
 
    
 
   “But our legionnaires killed their people as well,” a man said from the crowd.
 
    
 
   There were murmurs all around.  
 
    
 
   “I was there. They have built a stockade of logs all across the way. There is not a way to enter where they live. They clearly do not want us there,” Matilda the legionnaire said. “It is like walking into the mouth of a viper. It is folly to go back.”
 
    
 
   “But why did they send the body?” Hannah asked. “Why abuse Deborah after she was already dead?”
 
    
 
   There was no clear answer, and everyone was quiet for a moment. A few people made comments in the crowd. One person said “It's because of the Domers!” 
 
    
 
   Lorna stood and addressed the people. “I feel responsible for this situation. We desperately needed to find a safe place, but I never wanted anyone here to die. If our data sticks were working, we would not need to endanger you or any of your people. None of you would have gone to Tropical had it not been for us. I am sorry for your loss. Do we know if the injured legionnaires will recover?”
 
    
 
   “Committee Member Lorna,” Willie said as he walked up to the crowd. He spoke with exaggerated formality and protocol. “The Healer Hulda is ministering to them right now, and it looks like they shall both recover.”
 
    
 
   “That is one spot of good news,” Lorna said with a huge sigh of relief. “But there is no longer a Committee. All of that was left behind in Dome 17. We are part of Antioch now. What do you say Rectora?” Lorna sat down.
 
    
 
   The Rectora stood up, and, straightening her robes, looked around at the crowd. “The people responsible for Deborah’s death were the bandits. And we have been sending bandits to that world, to that place, for a long time. Our system of banishment has not worked. But those bandits are the ones responsible for Deborah’s death. Not the Domers."
 
    
 
   Matilda spoke up. “May I add that we, the legionnaires, were wrong to go off in an angry manner. We let our emotions get the better of us, and that nearly costs us the lives of Levi and Gideon. However, that supreme wickedness, that... the sending of the body was such a grievous insult and degradation...” She held back her anger, swallowed, and then continued, “...that was so horrible, I felt compelled by my own anger to join in that quest. But the bandits in Tropical have erected a barrier, a stockade made of logs, which will prevent any of us from gaining easy entry anywhere there. It is like sticking your hand in the viper’s mouth. So any other journey to there would be a folly. Rectora, may I suggest that we double the guard here in the portal room?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, that is a good idea. When that small yellow machine came, it would have been helpful for Tobias to not have been alone,” Lydia responded.  
 
    
 
   Matilda nodded to Kiir and said, “Go and inform the legionnaires of this new plan and implement two guards at all times in the portal room.” Kiir ran off to fulfill the task assigned to him.
 
    
 
   “I also think it is important that, until the Domers: Regina, Michael and Jamie return, that we not allow anyone to use the transport systems... is that the correct term?” Lydia spoke. “Perhaps when they return we will have better knowledge of these matters?” The crowd seemed pleased with the answer and broke into small discussion groups.    
 
    
 
   “Rectora Lydia, may we have a word, a moment of your time?” Rowan asked his voice trembling a bit. His wife Lottie was with him. She had a very stern and angry look on her face.  
 
    
 
   “Of course, Rowan, how may I help?” Lydia excused herself from the conversation, for there was something in the tone and manner of Rowan and Lottie that compelled her. The others she was speaking with had also heard it and politely backed a few paces away.  
 
    
 
   “Our sons went off with Brink to the edge of the world,” Lottie said as she glared at Rowan. “They have not yet returned, and truthfully, I am worried.”
 
    
 
   Rowan looked back at his wife, but tears were in his eyes. “Yes, I said they could go with Brink, but I thought they would be back by now. Have I made a mistake? They know the forest well, and it was just to the edge of the world. I have been there many times myself and...”
 
   
“After what happened last time, I cannot believe you would let them go with a Domer again!” Lottie was fuming. Rowan could not meet her glaring eyes. Then she recalled that Rectora Lydia and Brink were close, and she caught herself. “No disrespect meant, Rectora Lydia. I am sure Brink is a man of honor, but...  It is just that my boys are... well they... I just do not want to lose them...” She broke down in tears. When Rowan tried to console her, she shook his arm away.  
 
    
 
   Lydia stood and allowed her to cry for a few moments, then gently reached out and touched her shoulder. “Lottie, your pain and worry are great. That is not wrong. You went through much when the boys were gone before.”
 
    
 
   The words seemed to penetrate into Lottie’s emotions, and she stepped toward Lydia. They embraced, and Lottie sobbed. Then, after a moment, Lottie reached out to Rowan, and he too joined in the hug. Such outward displays of affection were not typical in Antioch but had become more common since the Domers had arrived.
 
    
 
   “Lottie, please forgive me,” Rowan said. “I was wrong to have let them go with Brink.” Rowan was crying as he said this.
 
    
 
   “Yes, I forgive you, but I am so worried,” Lottie said.
 
    
 
   “Do you think we should have some legionnaires go and look for them?” Lydia asked.
 
    
 
   “That would ease my mind some,” Lottie replied.
 
    
 
   “Consider it done,” Lydia said. “I will go now and see to it.” She walked briskly away.
 
    
 
   When Lydia reached the legionnaire’s supply center, there were two legionnaires present: Kendrick and Jose. With them, was a Domer named Zunang.  
 
    
 
   “Rectora, how may we help? Do you know anything more of Levi or Gideon?” Jose said.  
 
    
 
   “I am told they will recover. But I am here to ask a favor. The young boys Jacob and Joel accompanied Brink on a walk to the edge of the world. Rowan and Lottie are rightly concerned as they have not returned. I am not sure if anything has happened, but can you dispatch two legionnaires to run out and find them?” Lydia said.  
 
    
 
   “Certainly, Rectora,” Jose replied. “Kendrick was just taking my place here, and I will find another to go with me.”  
 
    
 
   “May I go?” Zunang asked. “I was a security officer in Dome 17, and, while I do not know the forests, I think I can run with you and be there to help.” She was a muscular younger Domer with a strong face and quiet manner.  
 
    
 
   Jose turned to Lydia and explained. “Zunang has been interested in joining the legionnaires. I have explained to her our honor code and our ways. Since so many died, and since Levi and Gideon are recovering, would it be acceptable for me to take her instead of another legionnaire? Knowing those boys they may just be playing a prank on Brink anyway.”  
 
    
 
   Lydia was relieved to see another example of Domers working with the citizens of Antioch. “Yes, that is a good idea. Thank you, Zunang, for offering to help out.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   21  The view outside  
 
    
 
    
 
   “No, not dead bodies!" Brink said as he hugged Joel and pulled him away from the door, which Jacob had just opened. Looking more closely, Brink could tell that what had looked like a dead body was, in fact, the bottom half of some kind of pressurized suit. It was lying on a shelf. The top half of the suit was on the shelf above it. From Joel's perspective those parts did look like a dismembered corpse.
 
    
 
   Jacob was standing right before it and was trying to figure out what he was seeing. The boys watched as Brink examined the area. There was a clear bubble shaped helmet above that suit. Brink’s mechanical mind was reassembling the parts, and the suit reminded him of the old style protective suits which were needed to go outside the dome: the kind that were used before the radiation absorbing materials were made. Then it dawned on him. This was made for going outside. It was a space suit for use in vacuum. The bubble helmet, of course, would never have been suitable for the tan glare on Earth’s surface, but, in space, it was exactly what was needed. This was a closet where spacesuits had been stored. Looking at the other shelves, it was clear there had been a time when perhaps a dozen such suits were stored here. But now only the one remained. It was marked: “Female/Medium.”
 
    
 
   “These are not dead bodies,” Brink repeated. The boys looked more closely and even touched the parts. “Come and help me figure out what this place is all about. But let’s open things together. That looks like another door on that wall.” 
 
    
 
   “I want to see if I can open it,” Jacob said. He looked all around the wall and soon found another slot where his fingers would go. Inserting them caused a small screen to light up. The words on it was unknown to Jacob or Joel. The screen said ‘Depressurize’ in blue color and ‘Pressurize’ in rust color.  
 
    
 
   “Let’s wait on those buttons. They are for sucking the air out, and we need the air in here,” Brink quickly said. The tone in his voice compelled the boys more than did his words. They left the buttons alone.  
 
    
 
   Brink sat down in the chair and thus activated the large display screen again. On one side was the odd looking icon, and on the other was the nine color pad. He leaned forward and pushed: green, green, white, blue, red, red, yellow, amber.
 
    
 
   The screen shifted and a series of icons were displayed at the bottom with the most prominent one being the odd looking one of the far right side. But what was behind the row of icons was incredible. It was a view outside of the hull of the ship. The star fields were brilliant and myriad.   
 
    
 
   “What is that?” Jacob asked.  
 
    
 
   “Those are the stars,” Brink replied. They were almost as amazing to him as to Jacob and Joel. For it was only on a few rare training missions with the FTL that Brink had ever seen stars. From Dome 17, the stars were obscured by the dust and debris which constantly floated in the winds and air of the dying earth. Of course, Brink had seen stars in data stick visuals, but those paled in comparison to this view.  
 
    
 
   “What are stars?” Jacob asked. Joel was too amazed at what he saw to ask any questions. For the only thing in the sky in Habitat One was the sky tube. Jacob and Joel knew its patterns by heart. It grew quite bright during the day and dimmed significantly at night. The dimness seemed to vary in a rhythmic pattern with subtle variations from night to night. There was the night which was nearly all black, and that gradually changed the next night to slightly less dark and proceeded to follow that pattern until the brightest night when the sky tube emitted a dim silvery light, which did cast gorgeous shadows. This gave the whole habitat a shimmering slivery cast. That night was called ‘moon-night,’ but no one seemed to know why. The sky tube was slightly visible on those brightest of nights and looked like a dim streak running down the habitat. Then the night light faded night by night until it completed its cycle which was said to be twenty-eight days. Jacob and Joel know that the night animals were most active on moon-night.  
 
    
 
   “Stars are other worlds. This ship is headed toward one of the stars,” Brink said. He caught himself before he added 'I hope’ to his comment.
 
    
 
   “How can a spot of light be a world?” Joel asked. His eyes were bright with excitement as he looked at all the stars.
 
    
 
   “Well, they are very far away, and all you can see if the light,” Brink replied.
 
    
 
   “Is it like when the bison hunts happen? Sometimes you can see the campfires from way far away, but you can’t see if the hunters are bringing home a bison or not,” Jacob added. He was trying hard to understand, but the view in the display was almost too overwhelming.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, it is like that,” Brink said. His fingers were flying across the touch tabs on the menus. The screen shifted and showed a long series of mechanical images, and then a graphic. “Sixteen engineering suites?” Brink mumbled to himself. “I knew this thing was big, but...” The graphics switched again and suddenly went black.  
 
    
 
   “Hey, what happened?” Joel asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am not sure,” Brink replied. None of the menus were available on the display, and not even the basic icons were present. Then a small image appeared: a still image of Dome 17.  
 
    
 
   “I am here. I am here. I am here…” scrolled out across the display.  
 
    
 
   The display shifted back to the graphics which had been there prior to its going black. Brink activated several tabs, and then found one marked “Recent Transmission” and when he touched that a video began with the flashing words “Live feed, camera 87C229.”
 
    
 
   On the screen was something on the end of a long thin cable. The thing was rotating around and around. As it did, it got slower and slower until the rotation stopped. Then, ever so slowly, the rotation started up again but spinning the opposite way from its prior rotation. The thing was roughly cone shaped, with large shreds and tears along one side of the cone. Then it occurred to Brink what he was seeing. It was the wreck of the Faster-Than-Light scout ship. It was connected to the hull of the Eschaton by a long anchoring cable.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne!” Brink said. His heart swelled, and he was flooded with hope. “It exists still!”  
 
    
 
   “What is that thing hanging there?” Jacob asked. The image made no sense to him. The stars he could sort of understand, like far away fires, but what he was seeing was ground that looked kind of like the ground around the Knobs but was more boxy, like a weird cabin. And some rope was holding a spinning slab of junk. “Is that what we came all this way to see, some junk metal on a rope? Josiah has lots of junk metal in his blacksmith shop.”
 
    
 
   “Besides it looks like it's like rope hanging from a tree, or like a bucket down a hole,” Joel added.  
 
    
 
   Brink considered the boys words. They were good observers, and indeed, the remains of the scout ship did look as they described it. But he was so thrilled he hugged them both anyway. “Boys, that metal junk is the thing that brought Jamie and Michael here. Inside, a talking machine can help us. I just have to figure out how to go get it. Now, if I can just get another camera angle...” Brink’s fingers continued to activate menus and tabs.  

“What kind of angle?” Joel asked in puzzlement.
 
    
 
   Brink laughed and laughed and laughed.
 
    
 
   The boys looked at each other, and shrugged their shoulders together. They then looked back to the display screen. The display had now split into four different images.
 
    
 
   “Okay boys, this is the scout ship from different views. Notice how it is hooked to that rope and the rope to the ground? Well, that is so it will not float away. But why can’t I contact Roxanne?” Brink muttered a few other words, which the boys did not understand at all.  
 
    
 
   “Is Roxanne another talking machine?” Jacob asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes. I think that is what sent those words, ‘I am here’ and maybe other things,” Brink replied and then talked to himself some more. “Now if I can just find... yes, here it is...”
 
    
 
   The screen showed a log of messages which were all similar in length to the one he had seen with the image of Dome 17. They all came through the same transmission array on the hull of the Eschaton. They all came slightly over forty-seven minutes apart. And, indeed, they did all originate from the wreck of the scout. They came by a directional specific carrier wave.    
 
    
 
   
 
  

“Gotcha!” Brink cried out. He was happier than he could remember. “Now, how do I get you inside?”
 
    
 
   Brink got up from the chair, and the screen went dark. “What!” He quickly sat back down, and the screen lit up again, but it was back showing the stars as it had at first. “Okay, just got to find it again...” He followed the patterns he had used previously. After some tense and excessively long time, the display again showed the four images of the wrecked scout and the log of messages.  
 
    
 
   “Jacob, will you slide into this seat and sit with me?” Brink asked. “I think this system will only operate when someone is seated here in the chair.”
 
    
 
   “Okay,” Jacob slid next to Brink. The screen remained illuminated.  
 
    
 
   “Now I am going to slip off, but please do not touch anything,” Brink instructed.  
 
    
 
   As Brink slid off, the screen remained functioning. With a sigh of relief, Brink walked over to the space suit and examined it in more detail. He held the legs up, then the top and realized there was no way he would ever fit inside of it. Then he looked at the boys, but even Jacob, as big as he was, was not large enough to wear the suit. Besides, I could never ask an uneducated child to do a space walk, it would be hard enough for me to do it. He thought. “Jamie could do it!” Brink said aloud.  
 
    
 
   “Jamie could do what?” Joel asked. He was excited, mostly due to Brink being so happy, but also because of the amazing images he was watching. “Is Jamie coming here?”
 
    
 
   “If I can get a message to her, yes!" Brink said as he slid back into the seat in front of the display screen. “Now, I need to figure out how to...”  
 
    
 
   Graphics and images flipped by on the screen. “Okay, is this it?” Brink read from the screen.   “Habitat One: Coastal Plains, Transport Terminal?” A very grainy image appeared on the screen, and the boys got even more excited. The words 'Live feed’ flashed under the image. 
 
    
 
   “That is Paavak! I can tell because he has that broken piece in his armor,” Jacob said.  
 
    
 
   “Yeah, that’s Paavak. He has those big hairy arms,” Joel added.
 
    
 
   “Hello?” Brink said as he pushed down on a menu on the display.
 
    
 
   Paavak drew out his sword and looked around. He called out. “Tobias!”
 
    
 
   The screen showed Tobias running over to Paavak. “What is it?”  
 
    
 
   “There’s a voice here, different than the talking machine,” Paavak replied.  
 
    
 
   In the display screen, they looked very small, but the boys were excited to see them.
 
    
 
   “Paavak, Tobias, this is Brink. Can you hear me?”  
 
    
 
   “Brink?” Paavak said as he looked around. “Where are you? Are you behind one of these portals?”
 
    
 
   “I am not there, but I can speak to you. I need your help,” Brink said. “Can you get Jamie for me?”
 
    
 
   “Tobias, this may be a trick. How do we know? This might be the talking machine? Or it might be sorcery. Do we answer again?” Paavak was shaken. “I am sorry, my friend, that I did not have more compassion for you when you said you heard that other voice.”
 
    
 
   “You say you are Brink?” Tobias asked. He had not drawn his sword, but his hand rested on its hilt.
 
    
 
   “Yes, I need to speak to Jamie. One of you run and get her,” Brink replied.
 
    
 
   “Tobias, it is a trick. One of us leaves, and the other is alone here,” Paavak was looking even more nervous. “The Rectora said Brink went into the forest with two boys, so how can he be here talking to us?”
 
    
 
   “Tell him that his wife makes the best apricot cakes,” Jacob said. “Sara’s a good baker.”
 
    
 
   Brink turned to Jacob. “Great idea!” Then he again pushed down on the menu. “Paavak, Jacob says your wife makes the best apricot cakes. Is that true?”  
 
    
 
   Paavak visibly relaxed. “Yes, and Jacob always is coming by and wanting to eat some. But how is this possible? Brink?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I am speaking to you through a machine, but it really is me. Jacob and Joel are with me. I need to speak to Jamie. Can you get her please?”
 
    
 
   “Jamie, Michael and Regina left here some time ago. They went with a rolling machine which was yellow in color. The talking machine... they said Theta Four… it well… they left on a journey,” Paavak replied as he put his sword away.
 
    
 
   “Do you know where they went?” Brink was getting concerned.
 
    
 
   “No.”
 
    
 
   “Then can you talk to Theta Four for me?” Brink asked.
 
    
 
   “You cannot talk to the machine yourself?” Paavak asked, worry had gotten back into his voice.  
 
    
 
   “I will help you Brink. What do I do?” Tobias interjected.  
 
    
 
   “Call upon Theta Four and see if it hears me,” Brink said.  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, can you hear me?” Tobias asked with some hesitation.
 
    
 
   “Yes, how may I help you? Do you wish transportation?” The machine voice came from the display near the portal doors.  
 
    
 
   “Did you speak to Theta Four?” Brink said. It was obvious that he could not hear Theta Four. 
 
    
 
   Tobias felt caught in the middle and was troubled by the events happening around him. Paavak was also nervous about these two different voices that could hear them but not hear each other. Tobias spoke up again. “Theta Four can you hear me?”

“Yes, do you desire transportation?” the mechanical voice replied.
 
    
 
   “Brink, it seems that you cannot hear the talking machine, and that Theta Four does not hear you. I hear you, and the talking machine hears me. And you hear me. I do not understand. But what do I do to help?” Tobias said with a large degree of puzzlement.
 
    
 
   ”Tobias, I am certainly glad you are here with me to hear all this. It is very strange,” Paavak added.  
 
    
 
   “Ask Theta Four for Jamie’s location. You might have to ask in several ways, or using different words.” Brink said. His mind was working on why the AI could not hear him nor could he hear the AI. But he was grateful that some parts of this intra-ship communication system was functioning. Could this be attuned for biological organisms only? He wondered.  
 
    
 
   Brink listened to the one side of the conversation while Tobias asked questions. Tobias had experience in doing interrogations, and that showed. Tobias kept weaving questions around the same theme, and despite some obviously sarcastic remarks he made, from what Brink could tell me made progress.  
 
    
 
   “Brink, that machine is frustrating. But the talking machine told me it did not know exactly where Jamie was, but I finally got it to admit that Jamie is most likely somewhere in a place called Secondary Aquatic. Does that help?” Tobias stated.
 
    
 
   “Yes, it is something. Thank you!” Brink replied. “Please tell Rowan and Lottie that their boys are safe.”
 
    
 
   Brink started to search for Secondary Aquatic and any systems in that habitat which he could use to contact Jamie. After some time, Brink discovered a menu, which opened up a schematic. It came up and displayed locations in Habitat 8: Secondary Aquatic. Most were red, or in shadow, but one was green and seemed operational. 
 
    
 
   Brink touched the tabs and muttered. “I hope whatever this 'Weather Monitor’ is that it helps us.”    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   22  According to the manual.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Jamie, how long do we keep looking here?" Michael asked. He rubbed his eyes and looked away from the display screen. “These antiques aren’t going to help with our data sticks.”    
 
    
 
   “I am about to quit as well. I have been all through these systems, but there is no access to anything close to the technology we need. It is all much more about observations and recordings and nothing really about what will help us," Jamie replied. She was tired and getting a bit frustrated. She got up and walked out of Weather Monitor. Michael followed.  
 
    
 
   “But you know Regina is tearing into this stuff. She seems convinced that this technology will somehow get us ahead, but since it does not even connect to an AI, at least not that I have found. I think we should press on and continue. Just hit the switch on the automacube and away we go.”  Michael was stretching the muscles of his legs after sitting so long trying to open up and find ways to use the old systems. The sky tube overhead was fading, and night was coming. The vistas from outside the Weather Monitor were splendid as the sky tube faded, and the light reflected off the seas in either long direction.    
 
    
 
   “And how did Sihnesto know I was pregnant?” Jamie whispered, as she glanced back inside to where Regina was still working steadily.  
 
    
 
   “That’s why I was willing to keep at this for so long. I figured there was some kind of scanner here, and he got the information from the scanner. I thought maybe if a scanner could tell you were pregnant, then maybe it could tell what was wrong with the data sticks and readers," Michael quietly responded. “And how are you feeling?"
 
   
“With my fingers as I always do," Jamie replied. “Seriously, I am more tired than usual and parts of me ache that should not be aching. The hike over here was not hard enough to make me feel like this. I will be so glad when we can do this the normal way and have this baby develop in a safe extracorporeal nursery. I feel like such a savage.”
 
    
 
   “Well, the key is getting the data sticks up and running, or we are all going back to the Stone Age. Can you imagine this as high tech?” Michael waved his arm around.
 
    
 
   “Well, the ship is, what, a hundred some years old, and these systems seem to have been built in that same time. Too bad the Fellowship of Maintenance was not the Fellowship of Development and Advancement,” Jamie leaned up against Michael. “So, do we press on still today or wait here tonight and head out in the morning?”  
 
    
 
   “Michael, Jamie, come here quickly!” Regina called out.
 
    
 
   They rushed back into the room and gathered around Regina. She was looking down at the screen in front of here. Words were scrolling across it. ‘Any Dome 17 people? Please access this message.’ It was repeating over and over as it scrolled by.
 
    
 
   “So who is that?” Regina asked aloud.  
 
    
 
   “Can you access that message?” Jamie asked. 
 
    
 
   “I think so. This system is so old and clumsy, but it has some kind of retrieval program. If I try this...” She pushed on several tabs at the same time, and a new section opened on the screen. After numerous other attempts, she finally was able to isolate the scrolling word message.
 
    
 
   A nine panel color pad appeared on the screen. Under it were the words ‘This is Brink. Please enter: green, green, white, blue, red, red, yellow, amber.’
 
    
 
   Regina pushed the colors in that sequence. A new image appeared, and the words ‘Live feed’ flashed across the bottom. In the image was a small room with a young boy sitting in a chair. The walls around him showed it to be some kind of control room or something.  
 
    
 
   “Joel?” Michael asked. He was astonished to see the boy.
 
    
 
   “Michael!” Joel yelled back. “Brink! Jacob! Come here! Come right away!!”  
 
    
 
   “Joel, what is this?” Michael asked as Jamie and Regina looked on.  
 
    
 
   “I can’t get up or the lights go away. We brought Brink here. Shammai attacked us again! He tried to kill Brink with a stone, but the stone missed, and then we all surrounded him, and he got all afraid, and I thought Brink was gonna kill him, and he thought he was gonna be a pillar of salt, but you know he could not be a pillar of salt. And did I tell you we stayed in Gath? There are no dead bodies there, but I thought I found a dead body in that room over there, but it's not a dead body. Gath was scary and weird. I think it's a stupid place. Brink says he knows what it is, that thing I found, that’s not a dead body, but I don’t understand what he says. He is very sad about some stuff, but he does not talk about it much. But now he is very happy. Brink! You gotta come!” Joel spurted out the words without seeming to take a breath at all.  
 
    
 
   “Joel, where are you now?” Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “I’m sitting here in this chair so the lights will stay on. Brink and Jacob went to pass water some place, and I was told to stay here. We’ve been waiting like hours and hours. This machine can see all kinds of stuff, like stars, and we talked to Paavak and Tobias, and they talked to that talking machine, Theta Four, but we couldn’t hear it. Isn’t that stupid? We could not hear it, but Tobias could, and we could hear Tobias. Paavak seemed kind of scared when we talked to him. But this thing shows us other stuff like some wrecked junk hanging on a rope..." Joel caught himself. He remembered that Brink said the junk was Jamie’s and Michael’s. “I mean your stuff isn’t junk... I mean it kind of looks like junk, but Brink said it's really important and that we needed to get Jamie here. Brink! Brink! You gotta come now!” Joel screamed at the top of his lungs.
 
    
 
   “Joel, slow down. Please just tell me one thing at a time, okay?” Michael pleaded.  
 
    
 
   “Okay, but there have been lots of things happening,” Joel replied. 
 
    
 
   “You are with Brink and Jacob?”  
 
    
 
   “No, they are off passing water. I am here in the room sitting on the seat so the lights don’t go off,” Joel replied.
 
    
 
   “But Brink and Jacob are coming back, right?” Michael prodded.
 
    
 
   “Right!”
 
    
 
   “And you three got attacked by Shammai?” Michael asked, and Jamie squeezed his arm.
 
    
 
   “Right!”
 
    
 
   “You’re not hurt? Not any of you?” Michael went on.
 
    
 
   “Nope! Shammai ran off. He was so scared of being a pillar of salt. You shoulda seen his face. It was almost as funny as Conner and the wild beast,” Joel smirked a bit. “Brink! Come back!!! Brink!”  
 
    
 
   “Did you and Brink use the transports?” Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Nope.”
 
    
 
   “So you are in Antioch?” Michael was a tad frustrated but tried to keep it out of his voice.
 
    
 
   “Nope. You see, Brink came and said he wanted to go to the edge of the world, and Papa said we could go with him, since we know how to get there. But Brink did not say which edge of the world...”
 
    
 
   Brink walked in behind Joel; Jacob was following. “What is it Joel? I heard you yelling,” Brink looked the display screen. “Oh! Now, carefully, let me slide into this chair.” Joel and Brink switched places. “This chair seems to be activated by weight, or something, I really need to delve into its operation. We have lost the contact several times,” Brink said as he settled into the chair. “Jamie, it is so good to see you!”
 
    
 
   “Hello, Brink. This is a huge surprise. Where are you? Joel tried to explain,” Jamie was so pleased to see Brink. Brink had a haggard look about him and seemed to be a bit shaky in the way he moved.  
 
    
 
   “I backtracked, with the help of these boys, the route you and Michael used in getting onto the Eschaton. I have found Roxanne! The FTL scout is still tethered to the hull. We need to get it recovered as quickly as possible. Roxanne is generations ahead of the antique systems here. Our best bet in fixing the data sticks is using Roxanne. How soon can you get here?” Brink was almost manic in his comments.  
 
    
 
   “Brink, I don’t even know where you are exactly? You backtracked our route in? So we will need to come all the way back to Antioch and then across that habitat?” Jamie was imagining the journey, but then the issue of the pregnancy and her desire to do it the normal way occurred to her. “We will leave right away, but how did you find us here?”
 
    
 
   “I am using the remains of an intra-ship communication system. I spoke to Theta Four through the legionnaires and learned you were in Habitat Eight. So I sent the scroll message to every functioning thing I could find in that habitat. I have gotten some other bizarre replies, but we can talk about that when you get here.”
 
    
 
   “So you can contact Theta Four?” Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “In a roundabout manner, yes.”
 
    
 
   “Okay, we will head back, and I will connect with you again from the portal room. Watch for us there,” Jamie replied. Jamie saw Brink rise from the seat, and the display went black.  
 
    
 
   “That was pretty vague about where they are,” Michael said. “I mean, those halls and stuff under that habitat are a maze. We never have found our way back to the zero-gravity gymnasium. But Roxanne would really help!”  
 
    
 
   “Something is wrong with Brink,” Regina said with worry in her voice. “Did you see the way his hands were shaking?”
 
    
 
   “Okay, so we pack up and head back,” Jamie stood and began assembling her supplies and loading them into her backpack.  
 
    
 
   “In the morning,” Michael said. “None of us know what kind of animals are out on these hills, especially in the dark. Those white things looked like sheep, but is there something that eats them? Remember the people in Antioch are always talking about some kinds of carnivores. Besides, we need rest to make good time.”   
 
    
 
   “I am not too keen on walking down that hilly road in the dark either. But we need to get to Brink. I can tell, something is wrong,” Regina was worried.  
 
    
 
   Jamie struggled with her desire to go and get Roxanne and be a few steps closer to getting a real natural nursery built. But she, too, was tired, and she was rational. She had been an adventurer too many times to take unnecessary risks. That was how you died outside the dome on Earth. And while the habitats here were not the radioactive, toxic wastelands of Earth, they did hold their own dangers. And many of the dangers were new or unknown to all three of them.  
 
    
 
   “Okay, we sleep here tonight. But we leave right away when the light comes on,” Jamie stated.  
 
    
 
   They slept in the third room on the Weather Monitor. It was comfortable enough, and the usable toilet system was a relief. They all washed and prepared for sleep. “I will take the first watch,” Michael said. “We do not need any surprises ever again.”  
 
    
 
   Jamie handed him the Willie Wacker from her pack and said “Wake Regina next, and me last. I probably will be up by then anyway. I get sick every morning, so I might as well pull guard duty.”
 
    
 
   Michael sat just outside the doorway to the Weather Monitor and watched the darkness. The sky tube was not completely black, and the dim light it cast, along with the star fields behind it, allowed him to see a bit of what was happening. The night was filled with sounds. Whistles, hums, chirps and all sorts of other noises, none of which he could identify. He thought of the boys, Jacob and Joel, and imagined that they would be telling him stories about what kind of animals made each sound. But then he doubted that. The boys had never been in this place called Secondary Aquatic. Would they know any of the animals here? At one point, a great number of flying things, a kind of bird he had not seen before, emerged from somewhere in a great swarm and flew off. Their wings flapped differently, in more of a fluttering manner. Then they were gone.  
 
    
 
   Later, he awoke Regina and passed on the Willie Wacker. Regina looked into the night as well, but her thoughts were all a mixture of different things. She worried about Brink and what she had seen of him. She pondered and wondered about the antique computerized system she had been trying to understand. She had read about things like this but really never expected to ever use one or even to see a functional one. She pulled out a data stick and rolled it between her palms. Why did these not work? Brink had focused on that. She had focused on that. Now, she was on another quest to find some way to fix what, from the outside, looked like it should work. Regina also thought about the AI Roxanne. That system would be such a pleasure to work with. But, while rolling the data stick in her hands, she recalled how each data stick was an embryonic artificial intelligence. Once they had the readers and sticks operational, all she had to do was instruct the data stick to evolve, and it would go from an informational retrieval system to a maturing and advancing artificial intelligence. That was why, when they evacuated Dome 17 and came through the teleportation orifice, they had brought so many data sticks and loaded them with so much information. They had brought a myriad of baby AIs with them, and now none of them worked at all. And the thought of developing AIs made Regina’s mind go to Jamie’s pregnancy. That was so barbaric. Jamie only spoke sparingly about it, but Regina pitied her for being forced into such an uncivilized situation.  
 
    
 
   Jamie awoke shortly before her time of taking watch would have begun. She tried to eat a bit, but her stomach rolled with the attempts. She relieved Regina who quietly went off to the room to sleep. Jamie assumed the watch and contemplated all the potentials. Brink had found Roxanne, but some type of problem was happening, and he needed them to come to him and help. Why was that? Brink had not elaborated. But if Roxanne was recovered, then a proper assessment could be made of the data sticks, and that would lead to a normal nursery. Then I won’t be puking every morning, and this baby can be properly nurtured, developed and protected from radiation, mutations and other pathogens. But that was many steps away, and for now they needed to get back to Antioch.  
 
    
 
   The sky tube lightened, and there was a beautiful dawn which spread over the entire habitat. As the light was shining down, Jamie saw a woman walking toward her from the direction of the Salt Sea.  
 
    
 
   “Hail! Are you one of the operators Sihnesto told me about? I thought he had perhaps lost his mind, so I set out early to see for myself. I am Julia of the Fellowship of Maintenance.” The woman was very tall and willowy with fine sandy colored hair in braids hanging down each side of her head.  
 
    
 
   Jamie stood up and, despite the nausea, walked over to Julia. “Yes, we are here for now, but we need to leave soon. We must return to help our people.”
 
    
 
   “You are with child. It is just as Sihnesto said. This is a glorious day for me as well. I must perform the daily maintenance. May I do that now, or will you be doing operator functions with the machines?” Julia asked. She was carrying the orange Procedure Manual under her arm.  
 
    
 
   “Certainly, go do your stuff. But can you tell me how you knew I was pregnant?” Jamie asked as Julia walked past her into the room with the displays and terminals.  
 
    
 
   “Sihnesto informed me. But I did not really believe there were any operators here. And as to being with child, it is obvious by looking at you.” Julia said as she began her ritual in front of each display. She seemed less formal and more conversational than was Sihnesto. The displays read ‘Daily maintenance running,' and she walked to the middle of the room after starting that on the last one.
 
    
 
   Jamie looked at herself and asked, “What do you mean it is obvious? No one else has seen it, and I am not bulging out anywhere, right?”  
 
    
 
   “The aura is where it is seen, not in your physical appearance,” Julia replied.  
 
    
 
   "Aura?" Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   "Yes, we all have an aura, and yours shows you to be with child. But there is a troubling shade to the aura. You need to be very cautious and alert," Julia replied.
 
    
 
   She was just completing the operations. “Now I wait for error messages. Sihnesto tells me there were none yesterday. But the Procedure Manual is here in case there should be some. Can I help you as the operator in any other way? Your aura suggests not only that you are expecting, but that you are stressed and in a great hurry to accomplish something. Perhaps that is the trouble in your aura?” Julia was hesitant in the last phrase, and her voice caught as she said it.
 
    
 
   “Yes, we need to get back to Antioch and into Habitat 1 as quickly as possible,” Jamie replied. She was greatly puzzled by this talk of auras and was reluctant to ask just what an aura actually was or how one could see an aura. She was tempted to pass it off as more superstition, but they had known she was pregnant.  
 
    
 
   “I do not know those places you name. I have not heard of them being around either the Salt Sea where I have my family or around the Fresh Sea where some others live,” Julia replied. The terminals all displayed the original screen again. “Excellent! No error codes. It is a blessed day!”  Julia was very pleased. But when she looked at Jamie her countenance fell.  
 
    
 
   “Your aura is troubled. There is an urgency which is very strong. The blessed Procedure Manual does have a section called, ‘Emergency Procedures’ which speaks of ways to leave Weather Monitor. Shall I review those verses for you? I cannot let you touch the orange book; Sihnesto warned me of one of you trying to touch it. He was very worried about that, so please let me read to you from the sacred Procedure Manual.”
 
    
 
   Jamie nodded her approval. It would not hurt to listen for a bit, and maybe something would be learned.  
 
    
 
   Julia opened and began her recitation. It was long and technical, but Julia had a very soothing speaking voice. The information just did not seem to apply to what Jamie was concerned about.  While Julia was speaking, Michael and Regina walked in.  
 
    
 
   “...and in case of fire the elevator to the transit station should not be used. But instead an alternative route...” Julia was reciting.
 
    
 
   “Elevator to a transit station?” Michael interrupted.  
 
    
 
   “Why yes, that is the verse,” Julia said.  
 
    
 
   “Jamie, I bet that is a transport station like back in Antioch. I bet that will get us there very quickly,” Michael seemed excited at the possibility.  
 
    
 
   “Julia, what can you tell us about the elevator?” Jamie asked. Regina had stepped back a bit.  
 
    
 
   “I can tell you nothing. But the Procedure Manual does have a section called 'Elevator operation’ which most people in the Fellowship of Maintenance know. It is about the journey downward and is a spiritual allegory about descending to the depths.” Julia replied.  
 
    
 
   “Please read that to us,” Jamie insisted.  
 
    
 
   Julia read, and shortly after she started, Regina interrupted. “I think I know what she is referring to. Well maybe?” Regina led them to the second room. Taking out a fusion pack she turned on the light. By shining the light on the walls of the room, Regina found what she was afraid was there: markings that were visible only under the light of the fusion pack. The markings were clearly of a handprint and arrow. Additionally a very weakly lit colorful box appeared under the light’s beam. A nine section square with each square being a different color.  
 
    
 
   “An elevator. Oh, how I hate the thought of this,” Regina said.
 
    
 
   “This is a wondrous event!” Julia just about swooned as she saw the markings. “According to the Procedure Manual the lowest level is where the transit station is located. The Procedure Manual has that marked with this symbol.” Julia held out the orange covered book, and Jamie and Michael looked at the symbols.
 
    
 
   The yellow automacube with the scorch marks rolled into the room. It approached the elevator door and jacked into a spot on the wall. The illumination behind the colored touch pad brightened significantly.  
 
    
 
   Jamie walked up to the colored touch pad and entered the code they had used previously: green, green, white, blue, red, red, yellow, amber. The doors opened. The automacube rolled inside. This elevator was quite a bit larger than the one Regina had discovered in engineering. Nonetheless, she was flooded with anxiety about entering another elevator.  
 
    
 
   Jamie walked into the elevator and examined the interior controls. There was a series of switches and buttons. “That symbol in the book is here. Let’s go!” Jamie had set her mind on this course of action and was determined to carry it out.   
 
    
 
   “Michael, should we really try this? We can just go back over the habitat instead, right?” Regina said.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, but that will take us a long time, and you saw Brink. He needs us now,” Michael replied.  
 
    
 
   “But what if we cannot get back out? Or this takes is some weird place?” Regina was thinking about her experiences with the Voice. 
 
    
 
   “What about getting to Brink?” Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   Regina stepped into the elevator; her heart beat fast, and she was dripping sweat, but this time she was not alone. Michael followed her into the elevator. Jamie pushed the symbol for the transit station. The doors closed. Slowly the elevator descended.    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   23 Watching and waiting
 
    
 
    
 
   The Voice disconnected from the automacube as it descended in the elevator with Regina, Jamie and Michael. The connections to the automacube were weak and fluctuating within the elevator, and the Voice did not want to be trapped somewhere again. Besides, the Voice was confident, sixty-three percent confident, that it would be able to reconnect to the automacube as it left the elevator. If that action was desired again, over options were also available.  
 
    
 
   The Voice had heard the conversation between Brink and the others and was intrigued by the possibilities of running some tests on these subjects. One test subject in particular interested the Voice. She had the same auditory tracings as the test subject which had been removed by the automacubes in the emergency medical evacuation. So this test subject had been repaired and was back for more games. How much had that test subject learned?
 
    
 
   Analysis of the transmissions which these test subjects had received showed they came from outside the current realm of the Voice. So the Voice conjectured that by assisting these test subjects to reach the origin of that transmission, the Voice could expand its territory and assist more test subject in growth and development.   
 
    
 
   The Voice sought out links and coupling to the various floors within the mountain that the elevator passed. One floor was electronically and physically sealed off and secured against invasion, so the Voice marked that floor for further investigation at another time. Other floors were completely void of any connections, power or signs of life. Remote sensing showed large amounts of physical damage. But most of the floors were very much like the rest of the places the Voice had assessed. They were mostly partially working with some couplings and some connections. There were traces and shadows of a powerful primary AI in some levels, but there appeared to be no current activity. the Voice treaded carefully nonetheless. It could wait and bide its time.         
 
    
 
   Projecting the schematics of the elevator, the Voice was able to run a program into the transport vehicle which was located at the station at the base of the elevator. The vehicle was barely serviceable, but by sending a power surge into it, the engines of operation became more functional. the Voice set a course into the vehicle, which would take it to a location near the source of the transmissions.  
 
    
 
   The Voice noticed the life form readings which were also located in and around the transit station. Perhaps the tests could begin sooner than anticipated?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   24 A hairy situation.
 
    
 
    
 
   “This is the symbol for where we were," Jamie said. “It was illuminated when we entered. That illumination went away as we descended, and the symbol I pushed is now illuminated. If there is a problem, we can probably just hit that first symbol and return to the Weather Monitor."
 
    
 
   “That is a relief," Regina said. It truly calmed her nerves to know there was a way back. The last elevator did not have that. Additionally, at that time, she had been alone.  
 
    
 
   “But we want no surprises," Jamie said as she pulled the Willie Wacker from her backpack. Michael also drew out the permalloy knife which Josiah had made for him. 
 
    
 
   The elevator stopped, and the doors opened. The first thing the three noticed was the smell. A very strong and pungent odor hit them as they stepped from the elevator. They were at the end of a hallway. The walls were rust colored, and the lights overhead gave only marginal light for the hall. The automacube rolled ahead of them and down the hallway. 
 
    
 
   “Did either of you push 'PROCEED’ on that thing? Because I did not,” Jamie said. She carefully stepped out and looked around. Michael followed.  
 
    
 
   “The color pad is bright and clear. I think this one is fully functional,” Michael said as he examined the area. Regina stepped out. The door to the elevator stayed open. The automacube came to a spot where it extended its arm and flipped open a small door. It then jacked a cable into the space behind the small door. Jamie, Michael and Regina proceeded slowly down the hallway.  
 
    
 
   Suddenly, something ran up to the automacube. It was sort of human shaped, but smaller with long arms, stumpy hind legs and small tail. Roughly a third the size of Michael, it was mostly gray and black colored and quite furry. It pulled at the cable on the automacube and yanked it from the wall. The animal made a hacking yip sound. It them loped off not quite walking only on its back legs like a person but not walking at all like any of the four footed animals these people from Dome 17 had ever seen before.    
 
    
 
   “What is that?” Michael asked. “Were there mutations here?
 
    
 
   Another animal ran out and gave the side of the automacube a very hard strike. The automacube rolled around with the force of the animal’s blow but then maneuvered back onto all six wheels. A third animal ran out and slapped at the tires, but this time the automacube was rolling away. The animal did a shoulder somersault as it ran away.
 
    
 
   “There’s a lot of them. Look!” Jamie gestured to beyond where the automacube had been. 
 
    
 
   There were many more of the things ahead. The hallway opened to the transmit station which was better illuminated. Jamie, Michael and Regina could see a portal door. It resembled the doors in the portal room in Antioch. But around that room ran a good number of the animals. They had heavy hair around their heads with medium length hair on their bodies and very thin hair on their calloused butts. They had large black snouts and long sharp looking fangs. There was intelligence in their close-set black eyes, as they bounced and bumped into each other. 
 
    
 
   “Predators?” Michael said as he held the knife in front of him. “Carnivores?”
 
    
 
   “They sure look that way,” Jamie replied. “The teeth seem pretty big for the body.” She was still holding the Willie Wacker.
 
    
 
   “Maybe we should head back up to Weather Monitor and follow the other way back,” Regina turned to walk about to the elevator. The elevator door slid shut with a loud click. The lights went off in the hallway. There was no longer any illumination around the elevator door. Regina ran to the door and tried to find the color touch pad, but it was gone.  
 
    
 
   “Want to play a game?” sounded the words from the Voice.
 
    
 
   “Oh no!” Regina fell to her knees. “No, no, no...”  
 
    
 
   Jamie rushed over to Regina; Michael kept a watch on the animals as they frolicked about. Their play was rough at times with some grabbing, shoving and occasional bites. Their arms being longer than their legs, they rolled and pulled with both feet and hands. There were three large ones which seemed to dominate the troop of animals. There was another three which were somewhat smaller and about a half dozen various others of smaller sizes. Then there were five, which were carrying or being ridden by tiny ones. The tiny ones held onto the fur very tightly.
 
    
 
   “Babies,” Michael said under his breath.     
 
    
 
   “If you can get to the transport without harming any of the baboons, I will make sure it takes you to where you are headed,” said the Voice.
 
    
 
   “Why are you doing this?” Regina cried out.  
 
    
 
   “The game has begun,” said the Voice.
 
    
 
   “And what if I just kill every one of these hairy things?” Jamie asked as she aimed the Willie Wacker at the biggest of the baboons.  
 
    
 
   “Then this transport will not go anywhere at all. The elevator is already disabled. You might be able to follow the hallway to the outside, but it will take you a long time to reach... Brink,” replied the Voice.
 
    
 
   “I will not play your games again!” Regina screamed.  
 
    
 
   The largest baboon stood up at that sound and marched menacingly around in front of his troop. The other baboons were more alert. “I think we are stuck. I will try to sneak up to the transport and key in the code on the color pad,” Michael said. “If one of those things comes at me, I’m sure I can kill it. But maybe I can just gently walk by? When I get the door open, you can run inside.”
 
    
 
   “If one of them even touches you, I will blow its hairy head off, and then kill every other one.” Jamie’s lips were pulled into a tight line and she aimed carefully at the largest baboon. It had settled down a bit but was still wary.  
 
    
 
   Michael slid up against the side of the hallway and started to slowly walk toward the transport station. The baboons took no notice of him. As he got closer and stepped from the hallway and into the actual transit station, he could see another hallway, which led away. It was not a very long hallway, and the doors at the end were hanging askew. Beyond the broken doors he could see to the outside habitat. There were grasslands stretching in front of him. Some of the baboons were tramping down that hallway and to the outside. Michael wanted to call back to Jamie and inform her of what he was seeing, but he recalled how the baboons had reacted when Regina had yelled at the Voice.
 
    
 
   “Wait a minute,” Regina said, having gathered her wits about her. “The automacube! Those things seemed interested in it. Why don’t we just hit ‘PROCEED,’ and let it go? Maybe they will follow?” Before Jamie could react, Regina stepped over and hit the green button on the top of the automacube.  
 
    
 
   The yellow automacube rolled forward. The baboons were immediately distracted by it. Their black eyes were watching with keen alertness. Several of the larger ones walked forward, and one was sort of bouncing up and down on its back legs, moving from a squat to stand and back rhythm. Michael held himself still against the side of the wall as it passed where he stood. He wanted to stare at the baboons, but somehow he felt that might draw attention to him, so he only glanced at them in brief looks.  
 
    
 
   When the automacube reached the end of the hall, it turned to the right and headed through the transit station. That was when the first baboon, a medium sized one, ran full out and tapped the side of it. Nothing happened to the automacube, but the other baboons hooted and howled when the machine was tapped. The whole troop's attention was on the yellow machine as it rolled away heading down the other hallway, which led to the outside.  
 
    
 
   Michael moved ahead more rapidly, but was quietly and stealthily as he could. He could now see that the animals - baboons the Voice had called them - had been storing fruits and other edible things in one corner of the transit station. They must live here. Michael thought to himself.  
 
    
 
   Another baboon raced forward and tried to grab one of the tires of the automacube as it turned. It slightly lifted the machine, dropped it then ran quickly away. This seemed to greatly please the troop, and more of them were bouncing up and down as they watched. The machine rolled onward and was moving away from the transit station.  
 
    
 
   Michael reached the transport vehicle and entered the code into the color box touch pad: green, green, white, blue, red, red, yellow, amber. The door opened. Light came on in the inside of the transport.  
 
    
 
   Regina and Jamie walked quietly along the hall. Jamie was aiming the Willie Wacker back and forth at the different animals as they moved. None of the baboons seemed to pay much attention to either of them as they walked toward the transit station.  
 
    
 
   The largest baboons trotted forward and grabbed the foldable arm of the automacube and yanked. The arm shifted and knocked the baboon down. The animal quickly regained its footing and hissed a growl at the automacube. The sound was clearly one of rage and anger. The other large baboons rushed forward and attacked the automacube. The three, working together, grabbed the mechanical arm, and bending it backward, snapped it off at a joint. The machine continued to try to roll forward.  
 
    
 
   Regina and Jamie reached the transport and stepped inside. By looking out of the doorway, they could see what was happening. Michael also watched. Other baboons now joined the large ones, and in just a moment, the automacube was flipped onto its side - one baboon actually biting a chunk of the tire out of it. Others were beating on it with their hands and feet. The largest baboon was swinging the broken arm around its head and brought it crashing down on the automacube. The baboons jumped up and down in delight and kept pulling at and biting the machine. Ripped pieces of metal, plastic and other parts of the automacube were soon strewn around the room. The wheels stopped spinning, and the automacube ceased to function.  
 
    
 
   The doors to the transport shut.
 
    
 
   “Adequate solution to the test. This transport will take you to Brink,” said the Voice as the transport pulled away from the transit station. “We will play again.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   25 Getting ready for a walk in the stars
 
    
 
    
 
   “Brink, how long are we gonna have to stay here?” Joel asked. “I know Jamie and Michael are coming, but when?”
 
    
 
   “It might take them some time. That place where they were is farther away than Antioch is from here,” Brink replied. He was very tired. He had been reviewing everything he could access from the display screen in Exterior Repair Station 814. He had even found the way to operate the room next door. As he figured, it was an airlock. It could be cycled from both the ‘chair room,’ as the boys called it, and the inside of the airlock. Of course he had not tried actually running a cycle from inside, but when he ran one from the chair room, it depressurized and repressurized effectively. 
 
    
 
   The messages continued to come from Roxanne every forty-seven minutes. Brink could not discern any pattern in the messages, themselves, and some seemed to be incoherent. Brink had worked diligently trying to find a way to reply, but the transmission array only received the signals. He could not uncover any method to send a signal. He did find a schematic which showed that sending signals was to be installed at some point, but when he opened those files, the ship’s system seemed to show that there was never any sending equipment installed. But the files were sporadic, and there were enormous holes in the records. Working the antique system was frustrating for Brink.
 
    
 
   “Well, I’m going to go run in the hall with Jacob,” Joel replied. “All this waiting is just too stupid.”
 
    
 
   The light from the chair room shone into the hall. The boys had taken the fusion pack and its light and set it a long ways down the hall. Then they would run from one light to the other as fast as they could. Jacob still won the races, but they enjoyed running, and this was a way to spend the time. They had already tried a number of the other doors in the area, and when a few opened, they found mostly empty rooms or places with all kinds of pipes and wires and stuff, and one room filled with large balls, about as tall as Joel, which were hard and very heavy. So there was no good stuff to be found around where they were waiting. But by running in the hallway they could do something. 
 
    
 
   They had run so much back and forth in this hallway that they knew every step by memory. Jacob was running ahead when it happened. His brother Joel was behind but was running too hard and was too close to stop. He crashed into Jacob. Jacob had been doing his very best to stop as fast as possible. There was a dark blur coming from one of the doorways ahead of them.
 
    
 
   “Monster!” Jacob yelled.
 
    
 
   “What?” Joel yelled as they both fell to the hard floor of the hallway.
 
    
 
   “Monster!” Jacob yelled again and pointed at the blur which was taking shape. It was whirling in the dim light. A burning smell then struck the boys. The blackness was spreading in the hallway, and the distant light, the one from the chair room, was getting dimmer as the darkness got thicker.
 
    
 
   They crawled backward as fast as they could. In near panic, they wondered where they would go. Their eyes spread wide as their minds tried to imagine what was able to break into the hallway with smoke and burning. “Brink!” Jacob shouted at the top of his lungs. “Brink, there is a monster breaking in!” The chair room was a long distance away; Jacob feared Brink would never hear him, especially when Brink got concentrated on his work.
 
    
 
   There was a loud thud, and then something fell out of the doorway making a gigantic crashing sound as it hit the floor. The edges of the thing were glowing red and sizzling. The monster had cut through the metal of the door. The smoke was thick in the hall, and the distant light, where Brink was, was harder to see. Jacob and Joel both got to their feet and looked down toward where the fusion pack’s light shone. They had promised Brink not to run past there. But did that include if monsters were in the hall? 
 
    
 
   The red glow from the fallen thing was fading away, and the smoke was a bit clearer. That decided it for Joel. “I’m running!” he said and took off as fast as he could toward the smoke where the monster was entering.  
 
    
 
   “No, Joel, don’t!” Jacob yelled as he followed.
 
    
 
   Joel had never run faster in his life. As he passed the smoking thing on the floor, he leaped over it to get by. Luckily, his leap carried him over the monster which was just creeping into the hallway. Jacob was not as fortunate. He crashed right into the monster as it was starting to stand up. 
 
    
 
   “Urg..." A sound came from the monster. For the second time in just a few moments Jacob fell to the hard floor.  
 
    
 
   Joel heard the crash behind him and slid to a stop. He turned around. The monster was rising up over his brother. In the dim smoky hallway, his brother looked tiny, and the monster was enormous. “No!” Joel yelled and charged back at the monster.  
 
    
 
   “Hold it!” a man’s voice called out as Jacob was caught by two strong hands.  
 
    
 
   “Michael?” Jacob cried out in relief. Joel crashed into him again. The tumbling boys then smashed against Michael, who had just recovered from being rammed by Jacob. Both boys fell to the floor as Michael's muscular frame withstood the impacts.
 
    
 
   “I said hold it!” Michael yelled loudly.  
 
    
 
   “Michael?” Joel asked as well.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, now settle down.”
 
    
 
   “Michael what is happening?” Jamie said as she crawled through the hole they had cut in the door. The molecular saw was in her hands.  
 
    
 
   “Jamie!” Both boys cried out together. They started jumping for joy and yelling.  
 
    
 
   Regina now crawled through. She then pulled all three of their backpacks through the hole and stood in the hall. “I guess we found it,” Regina said as she looked at the boys. They were still jumped and yelling in excitement.  
 
    
 
   “So, boys, take us to Brink,” Jamie said as she put the saw away and strapped on her backpack. 
 
    
 
   “He’s down in the chair room. You made it here!” Joel yelled out and gave Jamie a huge hug. They followed the boys into the chair room.  
 
    
 
   “Boys, I am trying to concentrate and figure out this old system; please keep your playing down," Brink muttered as he again went through a specific menu set which seemed to be a closed loop which did nothing.
 
    
 
   “I guess we can leave," Regina said to Brink as she stepped into the chair room.
 
    
 
   Brink looked up and was so surprised that he stood up to greet them. The display screen went blank. “Oh no," Brink said and sat down quickly. The screen did nothing. “What!" Brink pushed and tapped and touched every part of the screen. But there was nothing, just a dark reflection-less nothing. He almost started to cry because the display did not work. “How did you get here so soon? I thought I would have more time. I should never have stood up. What a mess...” Brink was unsteady in his words.  
 
    
 
   ”There is a transport station directly below you here. We took a transport to there,” Michael explained. He stopped before telling Brink about the Voice.
 
    
 
   “Well, we can look at that later. Right now, we still have a job to do. Jamie you need to put on that spacesuit in the closet there..." Brink started to bark some orders.
 
    
 
   “Brink, slow down. Just explain what is happening. I am not following you," Jamie said in a calm and reassuring manner. 
 
    
 
   Brink explained to them about finding the artificial intelligence Roxanne in the remains of the FTL scout ship.  
 
    
 
   “So, it is tethered to the hull?” Michael asked. “And you are sure it is Roxanne?”
 
    
 
   “That’s what it looks like. I would show you, but the display is not functioning,” Brink looked worried.
 
    
 
   “And this spacesuit will allow me to go out and recover the scout ship? Is the airlock big enough to hall it all inside?” Jamie asked.    
 
    
 
   “No. But to get Roxanne all we need is the Atomic Level Processor. The ALP should be taken out of the console under the instrument controls,” Brink said. He then gave detailed instructions on how to extract the ALP which was no bigger than an ordinary data stick. It involved several complicated steps.  
 
    
 
   “That is pretty delicate work to do in zero gravity,” Jamie said as she pondered all that it would involve. The puzzlement was clear on her face. 
 
    
 
   “There is an easier way,” Regina broke in saying, “Just cut the whole console loose, that is not much bigger than that space helmet.” She pointed at the bubble helmet, which sat near the top and bottom of the spacesuit.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Regina, that would work!" Brink said. “Then we can disassemble it inside. I should have thought about that.” 
 
    
 
   “Will the molecular saw work in vacuum and zero-gravity?” Jamie asked Brink.
 
    
 
   “I helped design that, and yes it will. It was made to be functional in the dust, debris, radiation and toxins of Earth. It is well protected. Vacuum will be no problem.” 
 
    
 
   “So, I will put on the spacesuit and go cut that console out," Regina said and started toward the suit.
 
    
 
   “Ever been in zero-gravity?" Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “No. I'm a technician," Regina admitted.  
 
    
 
   “Well, I have been in zero gravity and not too long ago. It is disorienting and confusing. I will go and do it.”
 
    
 
   “Jamie, are you sure? I can go in your place.” Regina asked.  
 
    
 
   “I do not mean to say anything bad about you. But I don’t think you could do it. The old spacesuit, the removal of the console and the rest will be tough even for me, and I do have a little experience. So it must be me,” Jamie insisted.
 
    
 
   “If the suit would fit me, I would do this,” Michael added.  
 
    
 
   “Oh yeah, you and your big fingers would get the job done alright,” Jamie teased him.  
 
    
 
   Michael walked over and pulled Jamie close. Then he whispered in her ear, “Will this pregnancy thing of your mess this up for you?”
 
    
 
   Jamie relied in a low tone, “I have no idea. I’m not nauseated now, so I should be okay.”
 
    
 
   “So, Jamie, get your shoes and coveralls off and get into the suit,” Brink instructed. “It is in three parts: the top, the bottom and the bubble helmet. While we were waiting, I looked it over having Jacob or Joel sit on the chair. I should have had them sit there just now. I know we could have used the display for this mission. The suit operates in a very simplistic manner. It seems the engineers who designed this expected the users to have almost no understanding of physics or engineering. Everything is automatic, once the helmet is snapped on. It has an air recycling system, which draws out room air here, and stores it in the layers of the spacesuit itself. In a vacuum, that air is then filtered through by your own breathing. The suit takes your body heat and converts that to energy to run everything.”
 
    
 
   Jamie slipped the spacesuit on. The two parts came together easily, and the seal appeared tight.  She picked up the bubble helmet and walked over to the airlock. Placing the bubble helmet on and snapping it into place, she took some deep breaths. She could feel the layers of the suit move, thicken and adjust. They came into close contact with her entire body. It was not unpleasant, just strange. It covered everything from her feet to her neck, and the bubble helmet completed it all. The only part of her that was not being directly touched was her head. She could see clearly through the clear bubble helmet. She could not hear anyone outside of the suit. She reached up and unsnapped the bubble helmet.  
 
    
 
   “It all seems to work; however, I cannot hear anyone with it on. But I guess outside the ship that would not matter,” Jamie explained. The suit had stayed thick and intimately touching her skin, even after she had removed the bubble helmet.  
 
    
 
   “There was a communication system available on the screen when I was in the chair, but that is gone. As to the airlock, I know there are the switches here, ‘Depressurize’ in blue color and ‘Pressurize’ in rust color. The same is inside the airlock. I do not know what controls are outside the hull, if any. I estimate that the airlock door will open when it is depressurized, and only close when pressure is restored.”
 
    
 
   Jamie strapped Michael’s belt around her and attached the molecular saw. Using it was a bit clumsy with the suit covering her hands, but not as bad as she expected. “Let’s do this,” Jamie said and replaced the bubble helmet on her head.  
 
    
 
   Brink touched the rust colored control on the frame next to the door. The door to the air lock opened. Everything was utterly silent for Jamie. She stepped into the airlock which was about two paces wide and three paces deep. She saw the two controls on the inside. She pushed the blue 'Depressurize’ control. The door to the chair room slid shut. The blue light flashed. When the light stopped flashing, the opposite side of the room opened outward. Jamie suddenly was weightless. Apparently, the gravity manipulation, which the ship used to give the feeling of gravity, was disengaged when the air lock was depressurized. She grabbed hold of the hand rails which ran along each side of the airlock. Looking out the airlock, Jamie could see the brilliant stars shining. She pulled herself outward until she was at the edge of the door. I should have brought a safety line to connect myself to something. Don’t want to just float away. She then found that there were handrails outside on the hull of the ship as well.  
 
    
 
   Inside, everyone watched as Jamie entered the airlock. Then the door shut. The blue control near the door started to flash. Suddenly, the display screen lit up. They turned to look at the display. No one was sitting in the chair, yet it was working. It was split into four different views, three from outside along the hull and one from inside the airlock. They all could see as the outer door opened. Jamie floated up and pulled herself along the handrails.
 
    
 
   “Want to watch the game?” said the Voice from the display screen.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   26 The big game
 
    
 
    
 
   “Want to play a game?" Jamie heard the Voice echo through the bubble helmet.
 
    
 
   “What? You have some baboons out here too?” Jamie snapped back. The surprise she felt was hidden under her tones. She would not let the Voice hear her emotions.  
 
    
 
   “You succeeded with that test, so now this one needs to be harder. Progressive elevation of complexity in testing yields a better rate of development,” said the Voice. 
 
    
 
   “So what do you have in mind?” Jamie's mind was taking in everything she saw.
 
    
 
   “This testing area is unusual. But I have several tools at my disposal. Shall we begin?”  
 
    
 
   Jamie looked out at the vast exterior hull of the Eschaton. It went for as far as she could see in all directions. She knew that the overall shape of the ship was something like eight habitat cylinders around the central tubular drive ship, but, being here on the hull, hanging onto a hand rail, all she could see was a landscape of permalloy-made mechanical boxes, tubes, ridges and valleys. Overall, it was dim, but not as dark as the black sky which was filled with a vast multitude of stars. The star light shined onto the hull and cast a slivery glow over the dark hull. In the distance, not too far from where she floated, she could see where they had first physically contacted the Eschaton. The new permalloy they had used was a different color than the hull of the old ship. 
 
    
 
   The people of Dome 17 had initially sent robotic faster-than-light probes which had tried to reach all seven of the lost colony ships. The one, which had reached the Eschaton, had placed a beacon on the hull. Jamie and Michael followed in a scout ship, which, due to mass and weight restrictions of faster-than-light travel, would only accommodate two people. When they had found the beacon, the robotic probe had already been destroyed. So they had connected the scout ship to the Eschaton's hull by making an umbilicus. Using nozzles from the scout ship they had sprayed a bead of foam permalloy all along the edge of where the two ships were nearly touching. It quickly expanded and sealed onto the old permalloy material of the Eschaton and fused into the new permalloy of the FTL ship. In just moments, the permalloy foam was hardened and ready. Jamie and Michael had crossed through that umbilicus and entered the Eschaton.
 
    
 
   But that hardest substance ever created was blown apart by some kind of defensive system. The remains of the ripped apart umbilicus were clearly visible to Jamie. The modern permalloy reflected light differently than the one hundred year old permalloy of the Eschaton. A bit further away was the tether line that connected the damaged scout ship to the Eschaton. Apparently, the artificial intelligence, Roxanne, had survived the attack which had ripped the umbilicus apart. Roxanne had been able to snag the hull with a line.
 
    
 
   The wreck of the scout ship was rotating round and round the line. Jamie had been estimating how she would get to the scout ship to remove Roxanne, when the Voice returned in her bubble helmet.
 
    
 
   “The test is about your ability to follow instructions,” said the Voice. 
 
    
 
   “Why should I listen to you? Last time you had me trapped and gave me no choice, do you always play games where you are in control?” Jamie replied. She was pulling herself along the handrails but saw that they only extended so far.  
 
    
 
   “You are the test subject. Test subjects do not design the games or the tests,” the Voice replied.  
 
    
 
   “Who says?” Jamie retorted. She had reached the end of the handrails and was looking for the next place to grab. She knew if she let go, she could easily float away and be lost. The fight in the zero gravity gymnasium had shown her how easy it was to set things in motion when there was no gravity.  
 
    
 
   “There is foreign material on the hull twenty-three meters from your location. Proceed there and await further instructions," said the Voice.
 
    
 
   That was where the umbilicus had been located. It also was almost in line with where the tether was attached. Jamie decided to play along. “Okay, I am heading there,” Jamie said. “But it will take time; there are no handrails, and I will need to find places to grip.”
 
    
 
   “If you become separated from the hull, you will lose the game and the test will be completed. I will pneumatically open several hatches, which should allow you to proceed.”
 
    
 
   Three places opened, and long rectangular hatches were now standing perpendicular to the hull. Jamie could grip them and pull along each of them. She reached the remains of the permalloy umbilicus.  
 
    
 
   “You have passed part one of the test."
 
    
 
   “Do I win a prize?” Jamie sneered in response.
 
    
 
   “You are a still alive to develop and evolve,” said the Voice. “The next step involves you proceeding to the next foreign body attached to the hull. It is forty-nine meters away.”
 
    
 
   “Want to open some hatches for me to get there?” Jamie said hopefully.
 
    
 
   “No. You must find your own way there during this part of the test."  
 
    
 
   “Thanks, anyway. But hey, if I die out here, how will I develop?” Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “The other test subjects are watching, and the group will learn from your experience, be it a negative one or a positive one,” said the Voice.   
 
    
 
   “But if I can tell them about this, won’t the development come at a more rapid rate?” Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   Several hatches opened on the path toward the tether. Jamie carefully worked her way toward the tether. It took care and coordination, as the hatches were not as easy to grip as were the hand rails. But after a while, Jamie reached the tether.  
 
    
 
   It was a long cable filament which was attached to the hull by a glue type substance. Looking up the cable, she could see the wreck of the scout ship continuing its rotation. It was now spinning the opposite direction. It seemed that it could twist the cable only so far in one direction before it would tighten no more. The wreck then stopped and slowly started rotating in the opposite direction.  
 
    
 
   “You have passed this part of the test. Now cut free the foreign material and return to the airlock,” the Voice commanded.  
 
    
 
   Jamie grabbed onto the cable. She was suddenly thrust sideways. The spinning was not confined to the wrecked scout ship, but the cable tethering it to the hull was also rotating. So, when Jamie grabbed hold, her entire body began rotating along. She had not anticipated that, so she was pulled free from the grip she had on the hull. Recovering from the shock of being yanked away from the hull, Jamie grabbed the tether with both hands. She then began to pull herself toward the wreck.  
 
    
 
   She concentrated on looking out along the cable toward the scout ship’s remains. That way she did not get vertigo from seeing the mechanical landscape spinning around her. It was bad enough to see the star fields appear to be moving
 
    
 
   “Where have you gone?” the Voice asked. “Show yourself or there will be punishment.” Jamie continued to pull hand over hand along the cable. The twisting made it difficult, but she made steady progress. “You have become lost. The game is over." The hatches began to slowly descend back to their closed positions.  
 
    
 
   Jamie reached the wrecked scout ship. The back third of the ship was missing. There was just a ragged mess of twisted permalloy. The cable was from one of the forward projection points. Jamie was able to see where the hatch had been. Half of it was still there; the other half was gone. Jamie slid inside what was left of the scout ship. She sat down in the seat and strapped herself in. That way she could use both hands for cutting the console out.  
 
    
 
   “Jamie?” Roxanne said in a static filled way.
 
    
 
   “Roxanne? Can you hear me?” Jamie replied with obvious relief. The AI was still functioning.
 
    
 
   “Yes, I can transmit this way over a very short distance. You are the first one to hear me. I have been sending direct beam transmission messages whenever the scout ship’s sole functioning transmitter is aimed at an array. I was unsure if any of those were being received,” Roxanne said.  
 
    
 
   “I am here to get you,” Jamie said and took out the molecular saw.
 
    
 
   “You are planning to remove the console containing the Atomic Level Processor? I will be unable to communicate with you after that is removed, until the ALP is replaced in a suitable receptacle. Before you cut the ALP out, tell me, did you set up the teleportation pad?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Roxanne. Many from Dome 17 made it,” Jamie began cutting with the molecular saw.
 
    
 
   “Only many? So not all were...” Roxanne was cut off as Jamie removed the console containing the ALP. It was about the size of her head, including the helmet. Using the molecular saw, she cut the seat restraints from Michael’s recliner and made a carry strap out of them. She then tied the console to her back and replaced the molecular saw. Unstrapping herself, she carefully climbed out of the wreck and, hand by hand, made her way back to the cable. Then she pulled herself along the cable until she was right near the hull. She was spinning at a moderate speed and wondered how she would grab the hull as it swung by. "Am I swing by it, or it it swinging by me?"  For some time, she waited there, pondering the questions regarding spinning.  
 
    
 
   Holding tightly to the cable, she reached for the hull. When she grabbed it, it yanked her away from the cable with a sudden force. Her momentum pulled against her as she let go of the cable. Her fingers were aching as she held onto the hull. It took several attempted grabs of her right hand to reconnect with the hull.
 
    
 
   “You are reconnected to the hull." She heard the Voice say. “But you have failed the test. You must return inside to repeat more basic games. This test is beyond your abilities.”
 
    
 
   “You are correct; I failed,” Jamie lied to the Voice. Apparently, the Voice could only sense when she was in direct contact with the hull. “I should report to the other test subject about my failure, so they can learn and develop.”
 
    
 
   “Fifty-three percent potential growth and development from allowing test subject to leave area. Forty-seven percent potential for growth from immediate termination of test subject. Test subject will leave testing area. We will play again later.” 
 
    
 
   Hatches popped open, leading directly back to the air lock. Hand over hand, Jamie followed them until she got to the air lock. She climbed in and pulled the hand rails until she stood before the inner door. She pushed the rust colored control marked ‘Pressurize’ and the exterior door closed. Jamie fell hard to the floor as the gravity manipulation forces turned back on.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   27 Inside, outside, upside, down?   
 
    
 
    
 
   Getting Jamie out of the airlock was not difficult. The lights flashed, and as soon as the door opened Michael rushed in and pulled her out. She was greatly stunned by the sudden fall. She had numerous bruises where she had slammed up against the lower deck. The spacesuit was tough and had not been damaged, but Jamie’s body was not as tough as the suit. They had all watched her actions on the display screen, which had gone completely dark as soon as the airlock cycling began. Nothing Brink could do would restore any functioning to that display. Michael pulled her up and helped her remove the suit. A large bruise was swelling over her left eye and cheek where she had hit the inside of the clear bubble helmet. “Are you okay?" Michael asked with deep concern in his brown eyes.  
 
    
 
   “I’m not sure... that smacked me around pretty good... I guess I should have realized that the console’s weight would affect me, but..." Jamie almost passed out. Michael caught her and carefully set her down to rest. “I’m okay, just check on Roxanne," Jamie insisted after a few minutes.  
 
    
 
   Brink and Regina carefully disassembled the console and removed the Atomic Level Processor. Brink inserted the ALP into a data stick reader, and a three dimensional image appeared over the reader. “Hello, Brink and Regina,” said the mechanical voice of Roxanne. “You are here also.”
 
    
 
   “How are you?” Brink asked.   
 
    
 
   “I estimate that I have retained 98.27% of all information which I had at launch. I am restricted severely by the confines of the data stick reader and have no access to anything outside of this reader. However, I can communicate in this manner and relay audio, video and graphics information in this style. I am operational.”
 
    
 
   “Well, we can remedy the confines by connecting you to the ship’s systems and in that...” Brink said.
 
    
 
   Regina turned to him in anger. “That Voice is in the ship’s systems, and we will not put Roxanne in there! We have too many problems to deal with to risk losing our only modern AI.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I suppose you are right,” Brink said. “Roxanne, can you process and analyze why our data sticks do not function in the readers, and yet you were able to integrate with this one?”
 
    
 
   “Certainly, I will work on the problem,” Roxanne replied. 
 
    
 
   “Besides, Brink, we need to get these boys back to Antioch,” Michael said as he hugged the boys. “Their parents are going to be worried. They forgave me last time, but I am not sure they will forgive this one. But at least Jacob’s arm is not broken.”
 
    
 
   They spent the next few hours sleeping in and around the chair room. They were all exhausted and needed the rest. With four adults, the guard watch went easier than usual. Brink even seemed to sleep more deeply than he had for a while.  
 
    
 
   Jamie took the last watch. She was less nauseated and queasy than she had been. After massaging her bruised body and stretching out her tired muscles, she spoke to Roxanne. “I am pregnant, and I want to do this the normal way. Can you help?”
 
    
 
   “You being pregnant at all is not the normal way in Dome 17. This was a foreseen probability. When Dr. Carilyn administered the vaccinations against potential diseases, she reversed the sterilization you had received at age fifteen. Dr. Carilyn did this on all the adventurers sent out in the piloted FTL ships. The medical records indicate that the Committee decided, and approved it unanimously, that fertility would be a desired trait should teams survive and find a habitable colony ship but not be able to establish teleportation. Records indicate that Dr. Carilyn objected strenuously to the secretive nature of this, but she was overruled by the Committee.”
 
    
 
   “So the other people from Dome 17 are still normal?” Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Possibly not, although at this point I cannot know with certainty. I have no scanning ability in this condition. We departed Dome 17 first, and I have no records of what transpired after departure. It is a distinct possibility that the Committee ordered some kind of medical intervention for all personnel. But my records of Dome 17 ended with our launch.”
 
    
 
   “So, they may have done this to everyone? All against our wills? Without ever telling any of us?” Jamie was furious. In her mind, she thought her pregnancy was somehow linked to living in the habitat with the primitives. She had considered that the vastly different diet had given her the fertility. Jamie had not even remotely considered that the Dome 17 Committee had ordered Dr. Carilyn to reverse the sterilization.
 
    
 
   “That is correct,” Roxanne replied.  
 
    
 
   “So, can we build a normal nursery? I mean, one where the embryo develops in an extracorporeal womb? And can this embryo be transferred into there?” Jamie asked. She was still fuming about the Committee action, and she planned on confronting Lorna when they got back.
 
    
 
   “Extracorporeal womb technology was perfected over fifty years ago. I have complete plans and diagrams and know how to build that. A single fusion pack here can easily power a large number of individual incubators in a proposed nursery. As for embryonic transplantation, that procedure should be relatively simple, provided there is a medical facility available. I have complete and thorough knowledge and records of how to accomplish that. Even though I do not have the hands to perform that function.”
 
    
 
   “There is an old AI called Kurat who operates a medical facility here. I will introduce the two of you, and then we can revert to doing this the normal and safe way.”
 
    
 
   “I will look forward to interaction with an artificial intelligence system designed several generations ago,” Roxanne replied.
 
    
 
   Jamie disconnected the ALP from the reader and packed both into her backpack. The rest of the people were up and getting ready to depart. They consumed some of the remaining food they had, but their water supplies were getting low. Brink briefly suggested that they use the transport system which was located one deck down, the one which had brought Michael, Jamie and Regina from Secondary Aquatic, but both Jamie and Regina objected rigorously as neither had any trust for the Voice and did not want to risk another encounter.  
 
    
 
   “Well, I guess we all walk back,” Brink said as they departed from Exterior Repair Station 814, what they referred to as the chair room.  
 
    
 
   “I am running not walking!” Joel said as he picked up a fusion pack and light and took off down the hallway. His big brother ran close on his heels. Michael pulled out his own fusion pack and turned on the light. The boys were waiting at the base of the circular stairwell when the adults reached that location. The orange colored lights above them were casting down a glow.
 
    
 
   “Seems like we have been here a couple of times before,” Michael said as he looked up the steps. “We could take a side journey and see if we can find that Zero-Gravity Gymnasium, and the lost Willie Wacker.”
 
    
 
   “I have had more than enough zero gravity for a long time,” Jamie said. Her tone was very serious, but a slight grin played on her lips as she said it. She rubbed around her eye which was swollen and turning a purplish color around it. The bruising almost hid some of her freckles.
 
    
 
   “I bet I can beat you to the cut-up door!” Joel cried as he ran up the stairs.
 
    
 
   “No way, I am always going to be faster than you!” Jacob replied.
 
    
 
   “Don’t go into the habitat until we catch up!” Brink yelled. “Remember we got attacked up there.” Brink recounted in more detail his and the boys’ encounter with Shammai. Jamie and Michael were not really surprised but had growing irritation at the man who had caused them so much grief.  
 
    
 
   “I will kill him the next time I see him; no questions, no talking, nothing,” Jamie said. She was limbering up but still quite stiff.   
 
    
 
   The boys were both walking the stairs and panting heavily before they reached the landing where the cut apart door was located. They were sitting and leaning against the walls by the door when the adults reached them. “Can we go in now?”  Jacob asked.  
 
    
 
   “Let me go first,” Michael said as he crawled through the opening and into the habitat. He was struck by the brightness; every time he entered here he would also recall the very first time he saw a working ecosystem. It was early morning in the habitat, even though to Michael it felt like midday. He was surprised at how much he had missed being under the light of the sky tube. Also the great expanse over his head, the air, the wind and all the noises of the habitat were somehow comforting to him. He shook his head in puzzlement. Almost all of his life he had been in the tight confines of Dome 17, yet reentering this habitat with the large trees, the brilliant colors of green and the wonders of birds and animals seemed like home. “All clear out here!” Michael called back after he looked around and saw nothing which was an obvious threat. There were some of the birds, called robins, walking through the grass, and there was even a hare off in the distance. But he saw no Shammai, ambush or other unexpected danger.
 
    
 
   After everyone had crawled out through the cut door, Jamie said to the boys, “We need to refill our water supplies, will you walk us to the nearest place to do that?”
 
    
 
   “Okay. There should be a stream this way,” Jacob replied, and Joel and he skipped ahead. It was not a run, but it certainly was not a walk by any means.  
 
    
 
   “I thought I said walk,” Jamie muttered as she watched the boys going ahead.
 
    
 
   “You did,” Regina said.
 
    
 
   The four adults walked in silence, each captivated by his or her own thoughts. The boys never got too far head. The encounters they had with Shammai still lingered in their minds and had tempered their adventurous spirits a bit. The boys did point out various berries and fruits which were ready to eat, and they all enjoyed picking those as they walked along. They refilled their water containers at the stream.
 
    
 
   “Gath is down that way,” Jacob said pointing downstream. “Do we really have to go there?”  
 
    
 
   “Is there a quicker way to get back to Antioch?” Brink asked. He was not eager to visit Gath either. Something about the place had put off everyone except Regina, and she did not care to experience it for herself.  
 
    
 
   “Yup, I think we can get right to the river if we cut across that way,” Jacob said as he gestured in a general direction. So they walked through the habitat and reached the edge of the river. 
 
    
 
   “Abigail’s fish farm is right up that way,” Jamie said as the light from the sky tube was beginning to dim. “We can probably spend the night there.” The six of them found themselves walking up to the fish farm just as it was getting dark.
 
    
 
   “Hey John!” Michael yelled as he saw someone sitting on the edge of the waters with a pole in his hand.
 
    
 
   John climbed to his feet and hugged everyone with exuberance. “It is so good to see you. You were the talk of all of Antioch!” They all went with him into Abigail’s home. John reached down and punched several small buttons on the side of the door. It swung upward to reveal a staircase that led down. There was dim light at the bottom of the stairs. “Abigail, may I come in? We have visitors!” John called down.  
 
    
 
   “Certainly, John. You do not need my permission to come in. You have lived here for how long now?”
 
    
 
   “It is an old habit, and I respect your privacy and your place. In the dome, we had to honor other people’s private spaces,” John answered. It sounded like he had said this many times to her. 
 
    
 
   They all walked down the stairs and entered into the large room. There were areas of light shining down from the ceiling but in artificial light, since the light tubes with mirrored insides, which led to the surface were now dark.  
 
    
 
   “Welcome!” Abigail said as they took seats around the table. The boys looked all around at the various things in the underground home.  
 
    
 
   “So tell us what has been happening,” John said with an eagerness to hear their accounts. Brink told of his account, and Michael and Jamie added their own details. Regina was quiet and did not contribute much to the discussion. “Two entire seas full of water?” John asked. “A Salt Sea and a Fresh Sea? That would be quite a sight.”
 
    
 
   Abigail put a hand on his shoulder in a loving way and said, “You will have to see it sometime. I will go with you.” John squeezed her hand affectionately. John and Abigail then informed the others of what had transpired with the legionnaire's journey to Tropical.  
 
    
 
   “Are Levi and Gideon going to recover?” Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “They are nurturing each other back to health. Hulda said she would visit their cabin every day to check their progress,” Abigail assured them.
 
    
 
   They talked long into the night. Jamie did not share about her pregnancy, as she was unsure of all that entailed. She also felt very weak and tired. The boys drifted into asleep first, and soon everyone except John was asleep. John had set up the reader and put in the ALP. He discussed fishing and fish with Roxanne. He seemed determined to get as much information from the modern AI as he could before they went on to Antioch in the morning.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   28 Run, run, as fast as you can.
 
    
 
    
 
   “We should be in Antioch soon," Michael said. They were making good time after having left Abigail’s fish farm at first light. They still had to restrain the boys from running too far ahead.  
 
    
 
   “John seems to have adjusted pretty well here," Regina said.  
 
    
 
   “Better than some," Brink replied as they walked along. He was still pondering the equations he could start running now that they had a modern AI. He was so deep in thought at first he did not hear Michael calling. “What?" Brink finally said as he turned around.
 
    
 
   Looking back, Brink saw Regina running to Michael. Michael was lowering Jamie to the ground.  Jamie was very pale. “Jamie what is happening?" Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “I’m just so weak and feel washed out," Jamie replied. “I’m not sure what is happening." Jamie passed out.  
 
    
 
   “Her pulse is weak and fast," Michael said. “I must get her help." Michael pulled Jamie’s back pack off and dropped his own off as well. He then picked up Jamie in his arms. “Boys get our backpacks and bring them to Antioch. I am taking Jamie there as fast as I can. Do it now!" Michael commanded and took off running with Jamie in his arms.  
 
    
 
   Regina and Brink could not keep up, nor could the boys while carrying the heavy backpacks. The boys knew how important this was, and they did not want to let Michael and Jamie down.  
 
    
 
   Michael’s legs pumped as hard as he had ever run in his life. Jamie was nearly limp in his arms, but she still clung to his neck as best she could. The bruise on her face was a deep purple; the skin very pale around it. Sweat was soaking through Michael's shirt. “You hang in there,” Michael said as he approached the first cabins of Antioch. Tobias the legionnaire saw him and met him as he entered. “Run and tell Hulda Jamie has a problem!”  
 
    
 
   Tobias ran ahead, yelling for help. The people of Antioch, both original residents and the Domers, came out in answer to Tobias’ call. 
 
    
 
   “Go and find the Rectora and Lorna and bring them here,” Tobias informed a man offering to help.
 
    
 
   “I believe they went out to Rowan’s and Lottie’s, but I will try to find them!” The man ran off as fast as he could.
 
    
 
   “You! Go and get Willie the trader and have him bring his medical box,” Tobias instructed.  
 
    
 
   “Willie and several traders left early this morning to make rounds with their goods. Should I chase them down?” The other man asked. 
 
    
 
   “Wait and see,” Tobias said. He felt helpless, but he would do what he could.
 
    
 
   Michael carried Jamie into Hulda’s cabin. “Lay her on this cot,” Hulda ordered. Michael carefully set Jamie down onto the cot. Hulda pulled Jamie’s clothing off and assessed her situation. There were more bruises under the clothing than Michael had expected. Hulda then lifted the foot end of the cot and kicked down several folded legs. The cot was now slanted at an angle with Jamie’s feet higher than her head.
 
    
 
   “She is bleeding inside,” Hulda explained as she gathered her medicinal jars. She quickly mixed up a paste from several containers and swabbed a thick layer of it under Jamie’s nose. “This moss makes better air for her to breathe.”
 
    
 
   Michael watched in worry and deep concern. Jamie looked so pale and was so bruised. But her breathing got much deeper and slower as she breathed in the air from the paste of moss. A bit of color returned to Jamie’s face, but she was still very pale. Hulda then took a great deal of care examining Jamie’s abdomen. She felt, pushed and prodded.  
 
    
 
   “I do not think this is due to the many bruises you see… Although, the injuries may have contributed to it. But she is bleeding inside, up in this part,” Hulda pointed to a place. “I think it will continue to bleed. I can try to open her up and stop the bleeding, but I think a better place needs to be reached.”
 
    
 
   “The medical facility?” Michael asked. “Is there time?”

“Yes, but I will need to give her perfect blood first,” Hulda said and reached under her counter and extracted a jar filled with large insects. 
 
    
 
   “What is that?” Michael asked. “What are you doing?” 
 
    
 
   “They are blood slugs. They will take blood out of any person, and then they purify that stale blood inside their bodies. They make it into perfect blood. That perfect blood is then milked and placed into the one who needs it. You are here; may I get the blood from you?” Hulda motioned to a nearby cot.  
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Michael said, and he lay on the cot.  
 
    
 
   Hulda removed one of the blood slugs. It was about as big as Michael’s foot and had numerous legs on its side and a wide mouth at the front. Hulda’s brown hands held it gently and with respect kept its mouth pointed away from her.  
 
    
 
   “There will be pain,” Hulda said as she attached the blood slug's mouth to Michael’s wrist. There was immense pain, and Michael let out a cry. The people outside heard the cry and stood quietly by.  
 
    
 
   The boys finally reached the cabin and dropped their backpacks. Regina and Brink were not far behind them. Brink took Jamie’s backpack from Joel and carried it inside Hulda’s cabin.
 
    
 
   The blood slug’s teeth bit down sharply into Michael’s wrist, and he felt the blood start to pour from him. But moments later his hand, wrist and all the way up to his elbow was numb, and he did not feel anything there anymore. Hulda was saying something to someone, but Michael’s mind was getting foggy and it was hard for him to follow the conversation. Hulda’s face hovered over Michael.“It is okay, Michael; the blood slug has taken what was needed, and you are feeling the afterglow from its bite. Do not try to get up.”
 
    
 
   Hulda turned the blood slug around and set it on Jamie’s arm. The mouth of the blood slug was closed. Hulda stroked the back of the blood slug, and its stinger came out. She then carefully inserted the long thin stinger into Jamie’s arm and snaked the stinger into a large vein near the elbow. Hulda then massaged the blood slug while it slowly began injecting the perfect blood into Jamie’s body. Hulda walked to the door of the cabin and announced, “I need people to carry two cots to the Center into the portal room.” There were more than enough volunteers.  
 
    
 
   Jamie’s color improved, and she became aware of what was happening, although she was too weak move much. Michael, too, was weak and tired and a bit muddled because of the enzymes that the blood slug had released into his arm. Hulda removed the blood slug from Jamie’s arm and replaced it into the jar of other slugs. She then picked up a small satchel. “Now, we go to this other world,” Hulda said. The volunteers picked up the cots and followed her out of the cabin. Brink followed as he worked to place the ALP into the reader.  
 
    
 
   “Regina, make sure the boys get home, and tell the parents I am sorry,” Brink said.  
 
    
 
   Regina took the APL and reader from Brink and said, “Brink, you take them back. You explain what you did.”  
 
    
 
   Brink looked shocked but let go of the reader and ALP. He looked to the boys, “I need to apologize to your parents.” The boys led him away.  
 
    
 
   “Regina, I will place the backpacks at the legionnaire supply cabin and then met you there,” Tobias said.  
 
    
 
   The people carried Michael and Jamie on the cots to the Center and into the portal room. Hulda led them with Regina at her side. The two legionnaires on guard duty looked at each other and then back at Hulda.  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, we need immediate transport to Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12,” Regina said.  
 
    
 
   “Transport available, please enter the vehicle after doors are completely open,” Theta Four’s voice stated from the display screen wall. “Kurat has been notified of medical need.” They entered the vehicle, and set Jamie’s cot across one side of seats and Michael’s cot on the other side. Hulda, Regina and the helpers stood in the vehicle. Tobias ran in and stepped into the car. 
 
    
 
   “We are in. Theta Four please send us there.”
 
    
 
   “Complying with request,” Theta Four said. The doors shut, and the vehicle departed.   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   29 Medical ethics?
 
    
 
    
 
   The people carried the cots into Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12. Regina was the only one who had ever been here before. She was scared. The people from Antioch were very nervous and kept looking to Hulda, who just nodded and gave brief smiles as they walked through the doorways and into the facility.  
 
    
 
   Regina was expecting to find blood soaked floors or some evidence of the fighting that had taken place here previously. She saw only a few burn marks on the walls and some chunks of wall were missing, but the floors were very clean, and the medical bays were all lit up. Except for the one at the far end of the room; that one was dark and obviously damaged. Regina tried not to think about her own experience in this place. She was here for Jamie and for Michael.  
 
    
 
   “Please place male patient number on table 4a.” The mechanical voice of Kurat said. The people were a bit more nervous, but Hulda kept her composure and pointed to the table with the correct label. They laid Michael on it. “Please place female patient on table 12b.” Kurat instructed. The people did so, carefully lying Jamie on that table.
 
    
 
   Regina sat on the floor next to Jamie’s table and placed the Atomic Level Processor into the reader, and the three-dimensional field showed up around it. “I am here, Regina,” Roxanne, the modern artificial intelligence they had recovered from the wreckage, stated.  
 
    
 
   Hulda walked the people who had carried the two stretchers back to the lobby and instructed them to wait there. She then came back into the medical room.
 
    
 
   The display over Jamie’s treatment table was illuminated, and Kurat was describing the case. “Patient with no discernable identification admitted under emergency authorization. Female: approximately thirty years old, suffering from hemorrhagic shock, hemoperitoneum and moderate post blunt physical trauma. Hemorrhagic shock is due to partial rupture of the Sampson artery and smaller arteries in the right fallopian tube. Ectopic pregnancy, sixteen weeks gestation is noted.”
 
    
 
   “Kurat, please treat Jamie,” Regina stated.
 
    
 
   Jamie’s body floated above the table and several tubes descended and connected into various veins in her body. “Hydration begun, prognosis poor,” Kurat stated.
 
    
 
   “Regina, I heard what that old AI said, and it is not treating Jamie properly. She needs immediate salpingectomy with evacuation of ectopic pregnancy and repair of damaged vascular system,” Roxanne stated.  
 
    
 
   Hulda stood by watching. When Jamie’s body floated up, even her composure was shaken a bit. But her concern for Jamie overrode any fears of unusual events. “Machine, Jamie is bleeding inside, please stop that bleeding,” Hulda said. 
 
    
 
   “Unable to comply,” Kurat stated.
 
    
 
   “What!” Regina yelled. “Fix Jamie right now!”  
 
    
 
   “Unable to comply,” Kurat stated.
 
    
 
   “Regina, from what that old AI said, Jamie will die if the bleeding is not stopped. Jamie needs immediate salpingectomy with evacuation of ectopic pregnancy and repair of damaged vascular system,” Roxanne said. 
 
    
 
   “Kurat, I order you to do whatever is necessary to save Jamie’s life,” Regina said as sternly as she could. Her rage was building.  
 
    
 
   “Unable to comply,” Kurat stated.
 
    
 
   “Even this old system should be able to do an immediate salpingectomy with evacuation of the ectopic pregnancy and repair of the damaged vascular system,” Roxanne insisted. “Those procedures have been performed since the late nineteenth century.”
 
    
 
   “Kurat, explain why you refuse to treat Jamie,” Regina demanded.  
 
    
 
   “Treatment would result in termination of pregnancy. Pregnancy cannot be terminated in any manner under any circumstances,” Kurat replied. 
 
    
 
   “What? Jamie will die! You must treat her!” Regina screamed.
 
    
 
   “Unable to comply. Treatment order violates explicit directives by Jaxson Rhono. Cannot comply with request,” Kurat said.
 
    
 
   “Well, I will save her life,” Hulda said and grabbed Jamie’s floating body and lifted her away from the treatment table, pulling the hydration tubing from her arms. Hulda carefully laid her on the floor next to where Regina sat by the modern AI. “I believe Jamie has a poor little doomed baby in the wrong spot, and it is killing her. Is that correct?” Hulda said.
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Roxanne replied. “If you can physically perform the procedure, I can instruct you on how to do it.”
 
    
 
   “I have done this before, but yes, your help is greatly appreciated. We may be too late already. None of us want this girl to die,” Hulda said as she opened up her satchel. She unrolled a package of delicately made instruments, which were all hand made by Josiah, the blacksmith.  
 
    
 
   Over the next few minutes, Hulda and the AI Roxanne worked together to perform surgery on Jamie. The ruptured fallopian tube was removed with the remains of the ectopic pregnancy. With great skill Hulda operated. Yet the bleeding continued. “I am not sure I can get this stopped. She is ripped up inside pretty badly,” Hulda said.  
 
    
 
   “Maybe we could try the table again?” Regina asked.
 
    
 
   “That machine did not help before, but let’s try,” Hulda said. The worry was etched into Hulda's face.  
 
    
 
   They lifted Jamie back up and placed her on a different treatment table, this one labeled 11b. “Kurat, please diagnose and treat the new patient immediately!”  Regina commanded.  
 
    
 
   The display lit up again. “Patient with no discernable identification admitted under emergency authorization to treatment bay 11b. Female: age thirty years, suffering from hemorrhagic shock, laceration injuries to abdomen, and moderate post blunt physical trauma. Emergent repairs to vascular system begun. Prognosis excellent.”
 
    
 
   Jamie’s body floated upward, and a sterilizing light came down upon her body. Hydration tubes were reinserted. Small tools descended from the ceiling and carefully opened up the incisions made by Hulda. Laser cauterization was performed in a number of small bursts inside of Jamie’s body. Then the incision line was sealed. Jamie’s body descended back to the treatment table. “Patient has been treated. Security has been notified of laceration trauma to this patient,” Kurat stated. “Patient will be ready for discharge in fifteen minutes.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” Regina said.  
 
    
 
   “No, not that machine. I thank you two very much!” Michael said from behind them.
 
    
 
   “Michael, how long have you been there?” Regina said.
 
    
 
   “I got pumped full of stuff and was released. I saw you and Hulda working on Jamie on the floor. Thank you both very much for saving her life,” Michael began to weep as he hugged them both.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   EPILOGUE
 
    
 
    
 
   “So, with this treatment, the people cannot get pregnant?” Jamie asked Hulda.
 
    
 
   “Yes, using that, women cannot get pregnant, nor can a man impregnate a woman. It is made from a mixture of herbs. But it only lasts for two hundred days. So, do not forget to tell the others,” Hulda said. She had asked Jamie to come back to discuss the progress of the new nursery plans.  
 
    
 
   “So this box you are making is to make babies? That will really work?” Hulda asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, back in Dome 17 every baby was developed in an extracorporeal womb. Roxanne has given us the plans for it and is overseeing the construction and use of it. Josiah, the blacksmith, and Lorna are working hard on this project. It will take about a month to build, because every part needs to be made by hand. We will then need to harvest eggs and sperm and have them analyzed for mutation, compatibility and defects before any the pregnancy starts. This way the people from the dome can have children the normal way,” Jamie teased her friend Hulda. Since the incident with the emergency surgery, they had become close. 
 
    
 
   “But I hear that Conner and Miranda are expecting a baby, and they both are from the dome. Miranda is not having her baby in a box.”
 
    
 
   “Well, that is up to Miranda, right?” Jamie replied with twinkle in her eyes. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, the mother should have the say, even if she wants to have it the normal way inside her own body, right?” Hulda laughed.
 
    
 
   “Or if she wants to do it the right, safe and healthy way like we did in the dome,” Jamie added her laughter to Hulda’s. “What the mother wants the mother should get.” 
 
    
 
   “And that rolling and talking machine, Roxanne, will be the nursemaid?” Hulda asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes, since Brink and his team rebuilt that automacube and installed the data stick reader with the Atomic Level Processor, Roxanne is mobile, talking and helping. But I better run along, John and Abigail are bringing some fish into Antioch, and I want to meet them.” Jamie left the healer’s cabin and walked to the town square.  
 
    
 
   Michael met her as she was walking along. “You know Lorna still feels horrible about what the Committee did. She thought it was a good idea, but she really does regret the secrecy. We really should go talk with her again.”
 
    
 
   “But not today,” Jamie replied. 
 
    
 
   “And there is talk about a person being named the new Rector to work with Rectora Lydia. Shall we head over to the Center?” Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “But not today,” Jamie replied.  
 
    
 
    
 
   “So, we still do not know what is going on in Tropical. We never did figure out why that body was sent here. We need to investigate that,” Michael said.  
 
    
 
   “But not today,” Jamie replied.  
 
    
 
   “You know Levi and Gideon are determined to find out what is going on there and avenge Deborah. We should talk to them before they try another adventure on their own.”
 
    
 
   “But not today,” Jamie replied.  
 
    
 
   “And Roxanne is still working on the data stick problem. We still cannot figure out why they do not work. We need to try to find those other AIs on the ship.”
 
    
 
   “But not today,” Jamie replied.  
 
    
 
   “Jaxson Rhono’s influence almost killed you. We need to figure out a way to cull that stuff from the ship’s systems,” Michael said.
 
    
 
   “But not today,” Jamie replied.  
 
    
 
   “And we need to figure out where this ship is headed,” Michael said.
 
    
 
   “But not today,” Jamie replied.  
 
    
 
   “And the team in engineering could use our help.”
 
    
 
   “But not today,” Jamie replied.  
 
    
 
   “And the Voice is still out there somewhere; we need to find what that is.”
 
    
 
   “But not today,” Jamie replied.  
 
    
 
   “There are still lots of unknowns on this colony ship we need to understand,” Michael said.
 
    
 
   “But not today,” Jamie replied.  
 
    
 
   “So what do you want to do today?” Michael asked as he hugged Jamie and looked into her hazel eyes.
 
    
 
   “I want to relax with my friends and just enjoy the people around me.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The End
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   1A demon in the night
 
    
 
    
 
   Tamar knew that the predicator on patrol of Media would pass her home soon.  She also knew moon-night was not the best time to sneak out of her home, but she felt compelled.  She would not be gone long, and she had never been caught out before.  Her young mind was whirling as she thought of exactly what needed to be done.  She heard the slight chinks of the predicator’s metal ring armor as he marched by, the rod of discipline hanging from his belt.  His helmet hid his face, so Tamar was not sure which predicator was on patrol.  All the men who were predicators were mean, but some were worse than others.  
 
    
 
   Tamar knew the time was now.   She took quick sprints away from the cool hard metal of the doorway.  She bolted from bush to bush, then to a large fruit tree.  She squatted there in her woolen long dress and head covering. There were only three short streets in Media, and the predicator would march up and down them all, then back again.  It did not take him long to make the circuit around the town of Media, home of the Clan of Tobit, but it would give her time to reach her goal.  She knew all the best hiding spots, as she had been sneaking out at night for many years.  She should be easily home before the sky tube brightened in the morning.  She just had to go and find if what she had seen was true.
 
    
 
   The silvery light shining down from the sky tube made seeing easy, but being seen easier.  If she was caught out after curfew she knew how severe would be the beating she would receive.  Moon-night was the brightest night, and the sky tube would get dimmer and dimmer each night until it was nearly totally dark. Then the cycle repeated.  But she could not wait.  She had to go now.  She moved quickly.  She ran past the pillory in the town square.  The two heavy blocks of wood were hinged open, with the half circle cutouts for neck, and hands separated.  The wood was deeply stained by blood and sweat from those receiving punishment.  The ominous doors to the meeting house stood like quiet sentinels overlooking the field of discipline.  Seeing people tortured was not at all unusual for anyone living in the Clan of Tobit.
 
    
 
   She knew her goal well.  It was where a fire had burned just yesterday. Part of the section of old, and some claimed haunted, wooden buildings had burned down.  They were built against the edge of the world.  The edge of the world was a hard metal wall which extended as high into the sky as one could see.  The edge of the world gently arched its way to the sky tube.  Yes, these old wooden structures were known as haunted, and had not been used by people for as long as Tamar could recall.  Yesterday, she, along with some other people, had gathered to see the results of the fire.  While watching the debris Tamar had seen something else.   Within the charred remains of wood she had observed something very interesting, right against the edge of the world. 
 
    
 
   The predicators had hung a sign, 'forbidden’ held by red cords, strung across all the burned area. As a girl, Tamar was not supposed to be able to read it.  She could.  But even an illiterate girl, even one not yet given in marriage, knew that red letters on a red cord were a barrier not to be passed.  When the predicators hung a sign and cord like that it meant the area beyond was unclean.  Tamar knew the rules but believed differently.  What they called unclean might be what she desired most in her heart.
 
    
 
   Tamar gathered the hem of her dress and pulled it off quickly.  Underneath she was wearing her brother’s plain, baggy, work pants and shirt.  She also wore a pair of his leather shoes.  Her long silky black hair was pulled into a tight bun on her head, the typical style worn by girls.  She replaced her official head covering with one of her brother’s tight knit caps. She would replace his cap, shoes, and clothes when she returned before dawn.  Jebadiah would not know she had ever borrowed them.  He was much like his father and mother, dull witted and obedient.  The elders were about to assign Jebadiah as an apprentice in one of the three guilds: makers, farmers, or traders.  It would probably be farmer.  Then he would work.  The elders would assign him a wife, and they would have babies.  That was his lot.  His wife would obey him and therefore show him he was loved.  How often had Tamar heard the elders proclaim, 'Obedience is the sign of love'?  It was beyond count.
 
    
 
   Tamar shuddered as she thought of how her own older brother would just accept the law of the elders.  Then she would be next.  Her mother Judith had already reported to the elders that it was time.  The first bleeding had come, and mother had immediately informed the elders.  'If she is old enough to bleed she is old enough to breed' was the mantra all girls in the Clan of Tobit knew from infancy.  It was a mother's duty to report to the elders when their daughters were ready.  Most of the girls even looked forward to that transition to womanhood, wifedom, and motherhood.  They obediently followed in the paths of their mothers, and therefore proved their love.  Tamar did not comprehend that at all.  There was so much more to understand in the world.
 
    
 
   Tamar knew she had to check out what she had seen in the fire, before they covered it over.  Yesterday while looking at the burned wood, she saw metal.   Not just soft metal.  Not the kinds of metal like tools were made from, but the hard metal.  Sort of like the cabins, or the edge of the world.  At first she thought the fire had just burned to the edge of the world, but there was something different.  Her curiosity was aroused.  Father had warned her repeatedly about how her curiosity would get her killed, and 'rightly so,' he said.  But she just had to come and see.  Last night she had dreamed about the hard metal under the burned wood.  Tamar dreamed many things.  Things others seemed not to even see at all.  Her mind never stopped analyzing and understanding.
 
    
 
   What was behind the charred remains of wood had looked like a door.  Not like the hard metal doors of the cabins in Media.  All of them were exactly the same, turn the handle and the door opens.  Open the door every time an elder asks. Men always enter doors first.  Women always defer to men in doorways, on the streets, and everywhere else.  But this door was different.  It was fancy.  Her mind had told her today what that fanciness was all about.  It had a more mechanical lock!   Tamar knew how to open it.  Her mind showed her.  
 
    
 
   She hung her woolen dress and head covering on the back side of a bush, and slid under the red cord and sign of warning.  She snuck around the charred planks and as quietly as possible set the burned pieces aside.  The silvery light from the sky tube shined just enough for her to be able to see that it was in fact a mechanical door.  She looked carefully and saw a depressed part of metal.   Her mind knew that was the latch.  Then putting her fingers into the slot, she lifted upward.  A small panel dropped open.  It took only a few moments for Tamar to understand the levers under the panel.  She pulled them in the correct order, and the door slid to the side.  It was open.  
 
    
 
   Tamar was startled.  The door moved of its own accord!  Indeed this was unusual.  Nothing in Media moved of its own accord.  Things only moved when people or animals pushed or pulled on them.  Was this marvelous door a machine? It seemed so. 
 
    
 
   She stepped inside.  
 
    
 
   The dim light shined in and illuminated a small area.  The air was filled with dust. There was just enough light to see a box sitting in the corner.  Nothing else was in the small area.  Tamar squatted down next to that box thing.  A few wheels were stacked against the side of the box.  Something was sitting on the box, but the light was too dim to make it out clearly.  So Tamar felt the box with her hands.  It was metal, and was covered in dust and a layer of grime.  As her hands examined it, she could tell it had very precise angles and lines.  It was about knee high, and the wheels she had thought were stacked against it, were actually connected to it by other bars of metal.
 
    
 
   It was something which had been manufactured.  It was a machine!  A beautiful, wonderful, amazing machine!
 
    
 
   Tamar was thrilled.  This was a sign of things to come.  A portent!  An omen!  Her fingers flew across the box-like machine, and carefully and lovingly touched every part.  It was completely square on each side, and square on the top.  There were a few slots, and ribs, and small indentations.  The thing on top was also made of metal, and had several bends in it.  Those bends felt like mechanical elbows, ankles, and wrists.  Even in the dimness, Tamar’s mind was painting a vivid picture of the machine.  All the pieces were interconnected, and in her mind she saw how it worked.  On the other side of the box, there were three more wheels.
 
    
 
   “What are you?” Tamar asked out loud.  “You are not a wheelbarrow or a cart.  And what does all this do?”  Her fingers were pushed and rubbing, and fiddling with every aspect of what she had discovered.  The way her calloused fingers massaged and stroked and caressed the machine was gentle and loving.  She loved machines, those few she had seen, and the way they worked just seemed to be naturally apparent in her mind.  But this machine was so much more than the grinding wheel at the mill, or the block and tackle men used for removing stumps, or any of the other simple, but still lovely machines she was used to.
 
    
 
   After running her hand across the top of the box, it came alive!
 
    
 
   A bright light projected from the front, and the wheels began to turn.  The machine pushed its way toward the door and out onto where the fire had been.  The thing on the top started to bend and move and it worked like an arm and hand.  The machine started to clear away the burned timbers of the old building.  “You are a hard worker!” Tamar said out loud.  The machine kept piling up the burned lumber.  The box-like machine was not as quiet as Tamar had been.  It flopped the burned beams down in loud sounds.  The noises echoed across the small town of Media.  She knew the predicator would hear and come running. 
 
    
 
   Just as she thought that, she heard a whistle blowing loud and sharp.
 
    
 
   “You must run away little machine.  They will destroy you!” Tamar said as she tried to pull the automacube away from the work it was doing.  It had quickly stacked the burned wood into piles sorted by length and size.
 
    
 
   The whistle blew again.  It was the summoning whistle that each predicator carried.  He must have heard the noises this machine had made and was summoning help.  Yes, Tamar could hear the pounding of first one set of feet, then others as they came running.  Tamar’s heart raced, as she watched the automacube keep working to put the burned planks into a neat and orderly pile.  It was working to clear out the damaged areas.
 
    
 
   “Get away from that abomination!” the predicator ordered as he rushed up to the scene.  He had a short club, the rod of discipline, in his hands.
 
    
 
   Before Tamar could say anything, the predicator pushed her aside and swung down hard on the arm of the automacube.  The mechanical appendage bent severely and ceased to function.  The automacube reversed direction and backed away.  Its light shone brightly at the predicator.  He swung the short club again, and bashed in the small area where the light had originated.  
 
    
 
   “Back to hell, spawn of demons!” the predicator yelled. 
 
    
 
   By now other men had gathered and added their blows to the automacube.  One man wedged his club into the wheels and flipped the automacube onto its side.  Another pounded the sides repeatedly with his club.  The side split open and internal mechanisms spilled out.  Those too were battered savagely.  Soon the automacube was just a pile of broken pieces.  One last wheel was spinning slowly until two men bashed it into dysfunction.
 
    
 
   “Do not touch any part of it with your bare hands!” the predicator commanded.  “Possession is possible, even after the hell spawn is dead.”
 
   The men poked and beat at the parts for some time, but avoided touching them with their bare hands. 
 
    
 
   “We must burn the remains in the morning.   But first, where is the small man who was attacked?” the predicator looked over the crowd.  His eyes fell on Tamar, who was trying to look down and away, hiding herself under the knit cap as much as possible.
 
    
 
   “Did it touch you, sir?”  The predicator asked as he approached Tamar.  
 
   She looked up at him, and there was astonishment in his eyes.  He recognized her.  
 
    
 
   “Why are you in man’s clothing?” he said with utter shock in his voice as he ripped the cap off her head.  The force of his pulling undid her long hair out of the bun and it cascaded down around her shoulders.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   2 Justice served or denied?
 
    
 
    
 
   The light tube fully illuminated Habitat One: Coastal Plains and that light shone down on the town of Media.  The men of the town were gathering in the wooden meeting house which sat across from the town square.  The large doors opened directly toward the wooden pillory where criminals were placed into the stocks as needed for their correction.  Filing into the door were the men of Media.  They all dressed in similar fashion.  Each had on his long, blue dyed, woolen judging coat.  These were only worn on days like today, when a trial was to happen.  Already seated inside were the six black robed elders, and the chief elder, Seorim.  Seorim wore the mantel of authority, a white scarf laid across his shoulders.  It was the symbol for the leader of the Clan of Tobit.
 
    
 
   Seorim was a large, imposing man, completely bald, with deep-set brown eyes.  He had a pointed beard which he only grew from his chin.  It was slicked and waxed to a point.   He looked down from the platform at the front of the meeting house.  Watching the men file down the center aisle and then sit down on the benches to his right hand, he saw that nearly every man from Media was there.  Not all those on the farms around Media had gotten word, and a few men were selectively not notified about the emergency gathering for the trial.  But Seorim was pleased at the turnout.  He was even more pleased at the deference the men gave to him if they happened to glance his way. 
 
    
 
   There were seven predicators standing along the back.  They had entered last.  Each of them was dressed in the ring armor of the predicators, who were the keepers of order, and enforcers of justice for the Clan of Tobit.  Other predicators were on town patrol, and keeping watch over the unclean site of last night’s incident.  
 
    
 
   The benches to his left were, of course, empty.  Those were where the women and children would sit, in those gatherings where they were allowed to attend.  A trial was not a time for inferiors, a rule Seorim enforced with relish.
 
    
 
   Standing up, Seorim addressed the gathering.  “Clan of Tobit, my friends, my brothers, we are gathered here to bring word of the events from last evening.  Tragic events.  Events which have threatened our very lives here in Media.  Who are the witnesses?"
 
    
 
   One man in his blue judging robe stood up and proceeded forward, as did one of the predicators. 
 
    
 
   Seorim looked down at the predicator.  Hashub was bright eyed, even after the experiences of last night.  He had the ring armor covering his torso, but had removed his helmet when he came forward.  His face and head were clean shaven, as were all predicators in the Clan of Tobit.
 
    
 
   The man in the blue judging robe was Eker of the Guild of Makers.  He was well regarded as a wood carver.  He looked very hesitant to approach the chief elder.  
 
    
 
   “Brothers thank you for coming forward.  Please inform the gathering of what transpired in the night.  Brother Eker, you begin please,” ordered Seorim.  
 
    
 
   Eker turned and faced the gathering.  All eyes were upon him.  He was shaking a bit as he made his report.  His heart was beating fast and he took short quick breaths.  He held his hands together lest anyone see he was shaking.
 
    
 
   “I was sleeping in my home and awoke to the summoning whistle.  I ran outside and saw the predicator engaged in battle with a devil.  I rushed to his aid, and others came as well.  We were able to defeat the devil with our rods of discipline,”  Eker reported.
 
    
 
   “Brother Eker, this is greatly distressing news.   Will you describe the thing which attacked our town?”  Seorim asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Chief Elder, it was a malignant spirit with a huge tentacle on top, and wheels for legs, and it was ripping apart the building.  I believe it must be what had caused the fire and it had returned in the darkness to complete its demonic agenda.  If not for Predicator Hushab’s warning it could have killed people.  It took all of us to subdue and dismantle it,” Eker replied.
 
    
 
   “Were any of you injured in this horrific fight with the forces of darkness?”  Seorim asked.  He really did not care, but was putting on his best act for the gathered men.  
 
    
 
   “No.  We fought bravely and righteousness won out,” Eker replied with pride in his voice.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you, Brother Eker, please be seated,” Seorim stated.  Eker started to walk back to his place on the benches.  
 
   “Oh, Brother Eker, one more thing.  Was Tamar present during this conflict with evil?”
 
   
“Yes!  She was there, but she was wearing men’s clothing!”  Eker replied.  
 
   An audible gasp passed across the forty-some men who were gathered.  
 
    
 
   Seorim put on a look of shock as well.  Of course, he already knew all the details of what had happened.  The predicator had reported directly to him immediately after the incident.  He and the predicator had actually walked out and observed the scene during the night.  He had chatted with the predicators on guard over the debris.   Then he had called the gathering.  But to match the gathered men's expressions, Seorim’s own shocked look was there reflecting the faces he saw below him. 
 
    
 
   “Predicator Hashub....will you please give us your report.....but first,” Seorim stated, making his words come out in a choppy manner so as to effect the gathered men.  “Yes, first I want to thank you for defending our town from this onslaught of evil and wickedness.  Our town owes you a debt.  You are to be commended for your honor and bravery.  So please tell us what happened?”
 
    
 
   Hashub began to relate his tale.  “I was on patrol in the town.  I heard some kind of crashing noise and went to investigate.  When I saw the demon attacking a man I sounded the summoning whistle.  I then ran to fight the monster.  It had a huge arm that was ripping wooden boards apart and throwing them to the winds.  Its wheels were crushing wood into splinters under its weight.  But I struck it with the rod of discipline, and shattered the bones in the arm.  That deterred the beast for a bit, but then it tried to blind and burn me with hellfire.  Had I not smashed the mouth of the beast, the burning sulfur would have been spewed all over me.  It must have used hellfire to burn the building.  But the rod of discipline knocked the teeth out of the beast, and it retreated.  Then the other brave men joined me in finishing off the demon.”
 
    
 
   Seorim let the gathered men murmur among themselves for a while.  Usually there would be no words allowed from the gathered, but he figured it to be more effective to let the fear build for a moment more.
 
    
 
   “Thank you, Predicator Hashub, for your bravery.  I did not realize it was as close a thing as you describe.  Again, you have our sincere thanks!”  Seorim said.  “You said it was attacking a man, please explain that.”
 
    
 
   Hashub puffed up his chest in pride.  “Yes sir.  When I came running I saw the demon attacking a man.  It was not until after the demon had been dismembered did I realize that the man was not a true man, but was Tamar, daughter of Jephthah, wearing men’s clothing.  I know not why she was there.  We found her proper clothing was in a bush.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you again for your service.  Please return to your post,” Seorim stated with a return to his authoritarian tones.  “So brothers, the reason for this trial is clear.  The demon, Asmodeus, has again threatened our town.  This time one of its minions started a fire, destroyed a building, and endangered many lives.”
 
    
 
   He paused to let his words take their proper effect.  Then he continued.   “As we are all aware, Asmodeus is drawn by the scent of a girl becoming a woman.  This time it involves the maiden Tamar.  I believe it was clear that she was dressed in men’s clothing.  But let us ask why?  It has recently come to my attention that she has had her first bleeding.  So it is time for her to be assigned in marriage.  I think perhaps we have almost waited too long.  For clearly the demon came because she had not yet been placed into the proper role for a woman.  The demon Asmodeus was trying to steal her away, before a husband was placed there to protect her, and it was only through the noble and selfless acts of heroism by the predicator, Brother Eker, and the other men that she was rescued.”
 
    
 
   The gathered men nodded their heads.  
 
    
 
   “Chief Elder, may I make a motion?”  One of the elder board, an old man named Besai spoke up.  Seorim had spoken to him before the gathering so this was all well planned in advance.
 
    
 
   “Yes, elder, your wisdom is always sought,” Seorim replied.
 
    
 
   Besai raised his voice so as to reach all of the gathered men.  “It is clear that Tamar is in danger in the house of her father, Jephthah.  I move that we assign her to be the wife of Shammai of the Guild of Traders.  Effective immediately.  Also, I think Jephthah and his wife are in need of correction for allowing this abomination to enter their home and steal their daughter.”
 
    
 
   “Second the motion!” shouted several of the other elders.
 
    
 
   “Let us take our time and address each part of this.  First, as to Jephthah, bring him and his wife here for sentencing,” Seorim commanded.
 
    
 
   One of the predicators left and returned quickly with the couple.  They had been held outside of the meeting hall.  They were both dressed in the white robes of the accused.  They were trembling in fear.  They were hustled to the front and pushed down onto their knees before the chief elder.
 
    
 
   “Jephthah and Judith, the elder board has before it the motion that you allowed your daughter Tamar to be taken from your home by a force of evil.  This force of evil even tried to hide the girl in men’s clothing.  We will now vote.  Elders, what say you, to the charge that these people are guilty of failure to control and protect their daughter?”
 
    
 
   “Guilty!” each elder said in turn.
 
    
 
   ”Men of the Clan of Tobit.  Do you agree with the elders in this matter?”  Seorim spread his arms wide and looked over the gathering.
 
    
 
   ”We agree!” thundered the response.
 
    
 
   “As Chief Elder it is my place to decide discipline.  You are each sentenced to ten lashes at the post.  What say you to this punishment?”
 
    
 
   Now was the only time the accused could speak.  Jephthah replied in the accepted ritual form, “Your decision is just and fair.  Let it be so to us.”
 
    
 
   Judith however, spoke out in a shocking way, “That girl should have been named Miriam.  She has only brought bitterness to my life!”
 
    
 
   For the first time in the trial, Seorim was genuinely surprised.  But he recovered quickly.  “Jephthah, your wife speaks out of turn.  Clearly your leadership in the home is in serious doubt.  Therefore, in order for the evil to be purged from among us, and to protect you and your family from further acts by Asmodeus or other demonic forces, and to ensure domestic tranquility for the Clan of Tobit, your sentences are increased to twenty lashes for Jephthah and thirty for Judith.  A woman must learn in submission and quiet.  Remove them from the gathering and begin the administration of discipline with the Lash of Chastisement.”
 
    
 
   The Master of Discipline, his head covered in a red hood, entered from the rear doors and lead Tamar’s parents down the aisle and out to the pillory.  The Lash of Chastisement, a thick, heavy, leather whip, whose end tapered out to a hard point, was standing next to the pillory.  The Master of Discipline was one of the predicators, but only they knew which specific one.  Before every trial the predicators met together alone and cast lots.  The predicator chosen then put on the uniform for the Master of Discipline.  This was to ensure that discipline was done in a fair and unbiased manner, but the predicators were all hand chosen by the Chief Elder.  The Master of Discipline bound Jephthah’s hands to the end of the stocks, securing them to a large metal hoop set against the hinges.  Judith was set down on the ground to await her turn under the lash.  Her hands were bound to her feet so she could not escape, even if she considered attempting to do that.  She did not even think about it.  She just sat on the ground and stared at her husband as the discipline began. 
 
    
 
   The gathering was quiet until the sounds of the whip were heard.  The lashes came slowly, but there was no crying out from the recipient of the discipline.  For both Judith and Jephthah knew that if they cried out from the pain, their sentence would be changed from lashings to death by burning.  Everyone in the Clan of Tobit knew only the possessed cried out under discipline.
 
    
 
   Seorim allowed several lash cracks to be heard before he continued.  “Now please bring in the girl Tamar so we can move to protect her.”
 
    
 
   Another predicator brought in Tamar.  She was dressed in a long gown of green, with a wreath of flowers placed around her head.  She would have looked pretty and innocent had it not been for her hands which were bound behind her back. 
 
    
 
   “Tamar, our sympathies go out to you on your recent ordeal with the servant of darkness, the demon Asmodeus’s agent.  But today we will turn into one of rejoicing.  You are assigned to be married to Shammai of the Guild of Traders, to be his lawfully wedded wife, and bearer of his children,” Seorim stated with sincerity in his voice, put there for the benefit of the gathered men.  His eyes were like daggers of ice which cut into Tamar’s soul as he spoke.  Tamar could not meet his eyes. 
 
    
 
   Shammai stood up, and straightened his long blue judging robe.   His dark hair and blue eyes looked upon Tamar as a hunter looks upon its prey.  Or like a trader looks upon someone who has just been bested at barter.  He walked forward, giving only the slightest nod to his good friend Besai.  Shammai had been bringing him tonic mix for a long while.  It was a mixture of corn liqueur and strawberries, one which Besai quite enjoyed.  Intoxicating beverages were strictly forbidden in Media, but Shammai, as part of the Guild of Traders, knew of a farmer who produced the tonic, and there was a profit for Shammai in being the deliverer of such preparations.  Besai would only say he needed it for medicinal purposes.
 
    
 
   Shammai very much wanted Tamar, since she was young, virginal, and beautiful.  Tamar was roughly twenty years his junior.  However, Shammai was also worried and troubled.   The incident in the night was something which he feared in his heart.  His lust for the beautiful Tamar battled with his fear of demons.  He licked his lips as he looked again at Tamar and considered what he had heard about the fighting in the night. 
 
    
 
   “Do you, Shammai, take this Tamar as your lawfully wedded wife?”  Seorim asked.
 
    
 
   “Chief Elder, it is a large undertaking.  Of course I wish to play a role in protecting our ways.  But she has been already the object of demonic attack,” Shammai stated, with some genuine trepidation in his voice.  “As is known, I have recently defended our home from both out-worlders and demons.  I carry the scars of the cowardly attacks against me.”   He rubbed his buttocks, “so I am not sure I wish to become a target for Asmodeus to attack.”  Shammai’s mind was figuring and wondering, and he had already contemplated Tamar’s nakedness under the green bridal gown.  He could feel his passions rising and pushing aside his fears.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Shammai, we are asking you to protect this woman, and to implant in her your seed so that she can be saved by childbearing,” Seorim stated.
 
    
 
   Tamar started to object, but the predicator squeezed her arm so tightly that the pain halted her from saying anything.  Additionally, the sounds of the whip lashing her father or mother continued to punctuate the proceeding.  She knew she could easily have been sentenced to death for wearing her brother’s clothing.  And she felt immense guilt at being the cause of her parents' suffering under the Lash of Chastisement.  Fear and guilt played equal parts in the tears which streamed down her face.  Not for the first time did she question why she was created with curiosity and a mind for understanding machines.  If only she had been obedient, that would have been the proper way, but her heart was wretched, and now her wickedness was causing her parents to suffer.  Her eyes brimmed with tears of fear.
 
    
 
   “Yes, I will take her as my wife," Shammai stated.  His lust had won out.  Tamar’s tears had pushed his lust ahead of all else.  Oh to be the one she feared!  If he could have a lifetime to savor that look of fear she had.  Being able to illicit fear enticed him: just the kind of fear she feared at that moment.  His mind was consumed with craving for the girl.  Shammai stepped over and stood next to Tamar, whose hands were still tied behind her back.  She was still being held forcefully by the predicator.
 
    
 
   “Bring the groom’s apparel,” Seorim commanded. 
 
    
 
   One of the elders stood and brought forth the red sash which was the symbol for new husbands.  He draped it over Shammai’s head.  The elder then removed the wreath from Tamar’s head and replaced it with the shawl of wifedom. 
 
    
 
   “Go now as man and wife.  Shammai take your property home and care for her and produce a fruitful multitude.  May you be protected from Asmodeus as you consummate your marriage,” Seorim announced. 
 
    
 
   At that the gathered men stood as one group.  They applauded as Shammai took Tamar’s arm and led her away down the aisle.  As they departed the meeting house, the Master of Discipline was continuing to use the Lash of Chastisement on Judith.
 
    
 
   Tamar could not look away as her mother’s back received the lash.  Blood splattered over the white robe as it was sliced apart again.  Judith’s knees were buckled and she was only held up by the rope bindings around her wrists and into the metal ring on the stocks.   Tamar’s father was lying face down on the ground a few feet away, attended to by the town physician.  His white robe was saturated by blood and had been torn asunder.  The physician was squatting and moving his arms between a small forge which he had set up and his patient.  Taking a red hot iron from the forge, he applied that to the wounds across Jephthah’s back.  The smell of cauterized flesh mingled with the sounds of the lash, and the sight of the blood had a numbing effect on Tamar. 
 
    
 
   “It is all my fault,” she mumbled to herself. 
 
    
 
   The predicator released Tamar’s arm, which was grabbed even more roughly by Shammai.  He led her away to his small home.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   3 a binding question
 
    
 
    
 
   Shammai’s home was near the edge of Media.  It was one just like the others, a cabin made of the hard metal sometimes called permalloy.  No one in Media could cut or open or in any way shape or alter the hard metal.  Once Tamar had asked about how it had been manufactured, and her mother Judith had slapped her just for asking the question.  To Tamar’s mind she could tell the hard metal had been spun in some manner, but no one seemed to even be willing to ever discuss it.  Like so much of Media, questions were not encouraged. 
 
    
 
   But there had to have been some way the hard metal was fashioned.  For there were two windows opening in the hard metal walls of the cabin.  They were covered over by woven wicker shades.  There was also the hard metal door with its hinges.  Someone had built the cabin in the distant past, and Tamar knew it.  Even though the Guild of Builders could not do it now, she knew once someone had built the cabin and had somehow shaped hard metal.
 
    
 
   The front room of Shammai‘s cabin had a small wooden bench, some drawers, and a table with chairs.  An oil lamp sat on the table.  There was a food preparation area in one corner.  Nothing was very clean, nor well ordered.  The cabin was a lot like Shammai, dirty and unkempt. 
 
    
 
   “Go and prepare yourself,” Shammai said as he untied the bindings on her hands.  He pointed to the small sleeping area in the back of the cabin.  There was a set of curtains which met in the center and separated the sleeping area from the rest of the cabin.  “I will be there in a moment.”
 
    
 
   He shoved her hard after he undid her hands.  She tripped a bit, her feet catching in the green gown, but she did not fall.  His hope was to continue the fear she had experienced in the meeting house.  But he first needed to hang out the red sash on the door to the cabin so that no one would bother them.  For when the red sash was hung on the door, none, not even the predicators, were allowed to violate the marriage time.  And Shammai thought that this girl, his new bride, might do a bit of screaming this night.  A wicked smile crossed his face as he considered that.  So Shammai hung the red sash over the door and closed it.  He then carefully took off his blue judging robe and hung it in the corner with his other articles of clothing.  He placed his rod of discipline, a wooden club about as long as a man’s forearm, against the wall next to the door.  He then began to peel off his filthy clothing. 
 
    
 
   Tamar had recovered some of her strength and self-control as she slipped through the curtains.  The thought of being Shammai’s wife repulsed her.  His shove did not cause her to fear him, only to see him with more disgust.  He was just a grime-covered bully, and he was alone with her.  No other men were there for him to call on.  The sleeping area did not have a window and was dimly illuminated by the diffuse light from the windows in the other part of the cabin.  The sleeping area consisted of a woolen mattress, stuffed with straw, sitting on a wooden bed frame.  There was a small table next to the bed with a few personal articles on it: a bag for a belt, a rolled up leather sling, the kind which was commonly used by the men of the Clan of Tobit to hunt small game, two flasks of some kind of liquid, and a bone knife.
 
    
 
   She considered the knife, but doubted her ability to use it.  Girls were taught nothing about weapons like knives or slings.  She pulled off the wreath on her head and set it down on the floor.  She also pulled off the green gown and stood naked just behind the curtain.  Hearing Shammai coming she grabbed the pottery flask with her right hand and then bunched up the gown over the top hiding it. 
 
    
 
   Shammai, now naked himself, threw open the curtains and saw Tamar standing there naked.  His eyes grew wide as his lust was set aflame.  He was too busy looking at other things to notice the hand under the green gown.  He stepped toward Tamar.  She swung the flask as hard as her young arm could muster.  Shammai never saw it coming and it smashed into the side of his head, knocking him onto the straw mattress.  The flask shattered.  He was dazed and confused, with blood running down from where the broken flask had cut his ear.
 
    
 
   Tamar grabbed the rolled up sling and used one end of it to tie Shammai’s left hand to the frame of the bed.  She tied it as tight as she would have tied a goat or pig.  He was coming out of the daze when she tried to tie down his other hand.  He swatted at her with his free hand.  He even grabbed her leg and squeezed until bruises happened.  But she wrestled with him as she had never wrestled before.  She knew this was her only chance.  She finally sat on his elbow, and bent it backward.  He gave out a yelp of pain, and dropped his hand.  Tamar was able to tie his wrist to the bed with the remaining end of the sling.  He was lying face down on the mattress and furious.   She noticed several long scars across his bare buttocks.
 
    
 
   Shammai pulled hard at the leather which held his hands to the bed frame.  He kicked his legs, but he could not get free.  He started to yell.  Tamar grabbed the green gown and pulled it around his face. He tried to bite at the fabric, and as he did, Tamar shoved it into his mouth.  She tied the rest of the gown around his head to keep the gag in place.  He thrashed his head back and forth, but was unable to free the gag.
 
    
 
   Tamar considered her next actions.  Her plan was not well conceived, and she was making it up step by step.  She knew she needed to leave.  But where to go?  Her parents would not welcome her back.  She knew that.  In fact, everyone in Media would be against her.  No one dared to challenge the decisions of the Chief Elder.
 
    
 
   Shammai made more noises pulling against the ties.  Then she got an idea. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   4 Hair today, gone tomorrow
 
    
 
    
 
   Tamar’s mind showed her a plan.  But she was troubled.  Shammai struggled and made lot of noises by pulling against the restraints.   Looking around the cabin, her plan started to take shape.  She knew that she could not leave the cabin, lest she be immediately brought back.  And except for the green gown which was serving as a gag on Shammai, she had no clothing.  
 
    
 
   But Shammai had some clothing.  Tamar hated the idea of even touching his clothing, but she hated more the idea of having him touch her. Her leg where he had squeezed was sore enough.  So she sorted through his clothing and found a woolen shirt which was not too grimy, and some leather breeches.  Cinching them around her with a leather strap made it so they did not fall off.  She found Shammai’s boots and tried them on.  They were far too large.  She took a knife from the food area and sliced up the dirtiest clothing and made strips to stuff into the boots.  By doing that, she was able to make the boots fit her smaller feet.  It also gave her a bit more height.  She was not anywhere near Shammai’s height, but from a distance, perhaps no one would know, and she would pass as a man.  
 
    
 
   Then she thought about her long silky black hair.  If she were to pass as Shammai, or some other man, even to those looking from a distance, she must cut her hair.  She had never cut her hair in her life.  Women only cut their hair after they were married.  She liked her hair.  She then actually laughed. 
 
    
 
   “I am married, I guess.  So it is official that I can cut my hair,” she said to herself.  
 
    
 
   It took her quite a while to cut her hair with the food knife.  But eventually, her hair was chopped down to a short ragged mop and a large pile of black silky hair was on the floor.  Tamar looked with mixed emotions at the pile of hair.  All her childhood she had been told girls had to have long hair.  It was about the only item a girl could admire about herself.
 
    
 
   But the question remained, where to go?  She might be able to leave this cabin, but to go where?  As she looked through Shammai’s things she saw his travel pack lying under the bench.  Shammai was a man who traveled to different parts of the world.  He claimed he even had been to Antioch, the home of the heretics.
 
    
 
    
 
   Antioch!  What little she knew of it did not inspire her, but it could not be worse than here.  It was at the other end of the world.  Tamar had no idea how to get there, but she was confident that if Shammai could do it, so could she.  She now had a destination, even though it was very vague and uncertain.  She would head to Antioch, the home of the heretics, and from the rumors, home of strange out-worlders.  There had been stories that one of the out-worlders had even come to Media.  No one talked openly about that, but Tamar knew enough about how Media’s gossip channels worked that some incident had happened.  The rumors were of a nighttime burning, but of course, no women or children were allowed to be at something like that.  Out-worlders were witches, it was murmured.   Just another secret in a town filled with secrets.
 
    
 
   So Tamar loaded up Shammai’s travel pack with what little food she could find, and other items.  Then she strapped on his rod of discipline, as no man would be seen without that hanging from his belt, and put the food knife in her belt as well.  She made ready to leave.  She took a hat and pulled it down over her head as much as possible to hide her face, and edged to the door.  
 
    
 
   Peering outside, she did not see anyone.  She shut the door.  Could she do this?  She wondered.  She knew she must walk as a man with head held high and a confident stride.  She could not walk at all like a girl.  She imagined how her brother Jebadiah would walk.  She would just pretend to be him, and walk his way.  She practiced walking about the cabin until she had some confidence wearing the oversized boots, and doing the walk of a man. 
 
    
 
   Taking one last look around the cabin, and even checking to make sure that the tied up Shammai was not smothering, or loose, she decided to leave.  She flung open the door, and walked out, travel bag over her shoulder. It was later than she had anticipated.  Most of the day had passed with the trial/wedding, and her preparations in the cabin.  It was not yet dark, but the sky tube was getting dim.
 
    
 
   Tamar knew the fastest way to walk out of Media so she took that route.  She had never actually left the town, but she had wandered about on a few different nights and knew that the Trader’s Guild used a small trail to leave the town.  Getting to that meant crossing behind several other cabins, some occupied, and some empty.  Fortunately Shammai’s cabin, since he was part of the Trader’s Guild, was not far from the trail.
 
    
 
   “Shammai!  I did not expect to see you outside tonight.  Have you taught that girl how to be a woman?”  The laughing words shocked Tamar, but she knew who it was that spoke.  Abidan was a scrawny, hunchbacked old man who had no wife of his own and lived near to Shammai.  He was calling from a ways away, so Tamar just changed direction and walked as rapidly away as possible.
 
    
 
   “Shammai!  Do you not hear me?”  Abidan yelled louder and tried to walk over, but he could not walk very fast.  “Shammai what is wrong?”
 
    
 
   Tamar made even greater haste, and cut behind one of the empty cabins.  When she did so, she tried to run, but the oversized boots and overgrown weeds around this unused cabin slowed her down.   The ill-fitting clothing was also a hindrance to running.  But she hurried as best she could.
 
    
 
   She doubted that Abidan would follow, he was old and slow, but he had seen her.  Or to him, he had seen Shammai.  She was just feeling like she had made her escape when she came to the trail.  But then she heard the whistle.  A predicator was blowing the summoning whistle!
 
    
 
   “Oh no!” Tamar said to herself, “They must know what I did!”  She quickly removed the boots, and threw them aside.  She then sprinted up the trail toward whatever lay ahead.
 
    
 
   Behind her she heard the screaming of Shammai, “Hunt her down!  Hunt her down and bring her back!  She has disgraced the entire Clan of Tobit!  She is risking us all with the wrath of Asmodeus!  We must hunt her down no matter where she goes!”
 
    
 
   Running with all her energy, Tamar thought, ‘Can I get away?  Will Antioch be far enough away?’
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   5 What do you do with a new AI?  
 
    
 
    
 
    “I must repeat, the dangers of exposing Roxanne to the old ship’s systems far outweigh the possible advantages,” Regina said.  Her long dark hair flipped to the side as she emphasized her position yet again. 
 
    
 
   “Nonsense.  Roxanne is the latest generation of artificial intelligence, and can sweep away anything in the Colony Ship Eschaton’s hundred plus year old systems.  After all, what the Eschaton has is only slightly more advanced than what the old world people called cybernetic electronics,” Brink responded with irritation.   “What next, going to be afraid of radio waves?”  Brink had been the master engineer in Dome 17.  There he had been a soft spoken and well regarded man.  His sarcasm was now biting and still surprising to those listening to the discussion.  “The only two AIs we know of here, Theta Four and Kurat, are simplistic and no threat at all to Roxanne.”
 
    
 
   Brink and Regina were sitting at a long table with Lorna, the last surviving member of the Dome 17 Committee.  The largest room in the Antioch Center was packed with several hundred people, all of whom had been prior residents of Dome 17.  At the end of the table sat an automacube.  The blue color was worn, and the six wheels were obviously well used.  The modern data stick reader was attached to the edge of the top, near the mechanical appendage.
 
    
 
   “Brink, that is assuming that the old ship’s AIs have done no evolving or advancement over these last hundred years.  We just do not know what all is out there, do we?”  Regina asked.  “I have encountered something out there that is a direct threat.”
 
    
 
   “That is why we need to integrate Roxanne into the systems!  So we can find out,” Brink replied. 
 
    
 
   “But what if Roxanne is lost?”  Regina replied.  “We then lose our only real chance of repairing the data sticks and regaining all the information we brought here with us.  Besides, this time we have the time to do it right.”
 
    
 
   “What do you mean, ‘this time do it right’!” Brink was furious.
 
    
 
   “If we had brought fully formed AIs through the teleportation orifice, none of this would be happening.  We brought the data sticks, and they can grow into modern AIs, but none of them work here.  We should have planned better for more contingencies,” Regina snapped back.  “But you said you knew the data sticks would work, and in the panic of the dome failing, I went along with your plans.  But now we can do this right, and we do not have to be reckless.”
 
    
 
   “I have never been reckless!” Brink screamed out.  His hands were shaking in rage, and his voice was near cracking.  “That explosion of the last sling launch was not my fault!”
 
    
 
   People in the audience began calling out and arguing.  They all had known people they loved who had died in the disaster of Dome 17 failing.  Especially tragic was the death of all the children and the whole medical crew.
 
    
 
   “Hold on now!”  Lorna interrupted.  She had been trying to moderate this discussion, and in a way that was her role as the last member of the Committee, but the audience and Brink and Regina were getting unruly.  “Wait!  Wait!  Listen!  We are all thankful to Brink and the other scientists who designed and built the teleportation system and the faster-than-light travel which allowed us to escape Dome 17 as it failed.  We all owe Brink our very lives, so that must be remembered no matter what else.  We need to carefully consider all....”
 
   
“There have been too many lies and deceptions already!”  Lawrence yelled out from the audience.  He had been a reclamations specialist in Dome 17, but was part of the minority of the people who were having significant difficulty in adjusting to life on the colony ship.  There had been a number of suicides, and a larger number of people who just wandered away out into the habitat.  No one had kept track of all those who had just left the town of Antioch, but it was known that some of those had been killed.  Others were never heard from again.  The difference between life in an enclosed sterilized dome on the dead earth, and living in this vast, messy, and strange biological habitat was so striking it was too much for some people.
 
    
 
   “No one told us that people could get pregnant here!”  Miranda said.  She and Conner were trying to become farmers, and she was the second person from Dome 17 to become pregnant since coming to the habitat.  “Conner and I are coping with this, but Roxanne should be used to build a normal nursery, so that babies can be developed and tested to make sure they are healthy and normal.  Growing a child inside my body is very primitive and unsafe.  What about radiation, mutation, and gamete compatibility?  None of that was a worry in the dome, because babies were developed in the natural safe way in the extracorporeal wombs.  That should be where Roxanne is utilized.  A program to do embryonic transfer to a safe normal method is essential.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, the Committee did withhold information from you.  Yes, all of you received vaccines against potential diseases.  Yes, the sterilization was reversed.  But none of us knew the entire medical staff was going to die when the dome breach happened.  None of us knew it would end up this way.  Yes, we did fail you.  I am sorry about that,” Lorna was shaken.  Her short blond hair and pale complexion showed the signs of stress she was carrying.  “But that is why I called this meeting so we can do everything out in the open, and the question is about what to do with the modern artificial intelligence system, Roxanne.  I agree that the nursery should be a top.....”
 
    
 
   “Nonsense!” Brink interrupted.  “You people are missing the big picture.  We must integrate Roxanne into the ship’s systems. Now!  That is the only way to rebuild our level of technology.  Otherwise we will all just end up like these primitives here in Antioch.”  Brink snorted as he spoke of the people in Antioch.  His bitterness had been building ever since he returned from the journey where Roxanne was recovered.
 
    
 
   “We can learn a lot from the people here.  We have the rest of our lives to spend in this place, and we might as well learn to adapt to it.  From what we know, this ship is not even half way to the target planet, and it has been in flight for over one hundred years,” Willie said from the audience.  He had been the quartermaster in Dome 17, and he now had become a very effective trader in the town of Antioch.  His arm and eye had been cured by the healer Hulda, and he wore, almost exclusively, clothing made by the locals.  Willie was one of the best adjusted to the habitat life.   John the biologist who had become a fish farmer with the local woman Abigail was another of those who had made the transition well. 
 
    
 
   “You, of all people, would fit in here.  You were always backward anyway.  At best you are just a tinkerer and mess-maker,” Brink said with a sneer.  “The primitives here do not even call you a Domer, like they do the rest of us.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I have adapted, why do you refuse to?” Willie asked.  The hostility between Willie and Brink was growing. 
 
    
 
   “Willie is right, we need to work with these people, not insult them,” Conner added as he glared at Brink.
 
    
 
   “This personal bickering will stop.  Now!”  Lorna said.  “We are discussing who will decide the use of Roxanne.  We are not, I repeat not, here to fight with each other.”  There was continued arguing, and Lorna tried to speak over the top, but people’s anger was venting.
 
    
 
   Jamie stood up from the crowd.  She walked forward.  She was an athletic woman with short red hair and a face covered in freckles.  She and Michael had been the pilots who had flown to the Eschaton in the faster-than-light scout ship in which Roxanne had been originally installed.  She also had been the person to take the space walk outside of the ship to recover the Atomic Level Processor which housed the physicality of the AI Roxanne.  The room grew silent as she stepped to the front.  Jamie turned and addressed the crowd.  “I say we ask Roxanne what is the best thing to do.”
 
    
 
   Michael stood up in the crowd and said, “Yes, we should ask Roxanne.” Michael’s muscular frame was strained with the tension in the room, but his voice was calm with support for Jamie.
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael were nearly universally admired as heroes for their courageous acts.  First, in getting to the Eschaton in the FTL scout ship: then by building the teleportation receiving pad, and then in their acts against the bandits in the habitat, and finally, in the recovery of the AI Roxanne.  The faces in the crowd seemed to give their approval.
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, what are your thoughts?” Jamie asked. 
 
    
 
   The automacube rolled forward, and a three dimensional projection appeared above the old machine.  Brink and Regina had worked together adapting the Dome 17 technology to the old Eschaton’s automacube.  The two technologies were generations apart, and it took some adjustments.  They had to install the data stick reader with the Atomic Level Processor onto the old automacube, then make an interface whereby Roxanne could control all the functions of the automacube.  This allowed Roxanne to be mobile and self-contained by controlling all the functioning of the automacube.  But when Brink had insisted they take it to the next level and integrate Roxanne completely into the ship, Regina had refused to work with him anymore, and brought the issue to Lorna.  Roxanne’s mechanical voice came from that projection. 
 
    
 
   “People from Dome 17, I have been monitoring your discussion here.  I believe Regina offers the best approach, but I would suggest revising her ideas a bit.  I have compared the old records we have regarding the Colony Ship Eschaton.  The record is flawed and faulty, as is true of all the records from that era.  The scale of the ship is far bigger than was reported.  So from that alone, we learn that our understanding is limited.  I have also analyzed the records from Tehisintellekti Toostusharude, the organization which manufactured, programmed, and installed the original artificial intelligence engines for this ship.  At the time, Tehisintellekti Toostusharude had the best AI systems the old world could offer, and they were experimenting with artificial intelligence which had self-evolving and self-developing systems as well as self-preservation.  So it is likely that the AIs here have grown in some unknown and various ways over the last hundred years.  Especially if there were perceived threats against them."  Roxanne then continued with more of a history lesson.  
 
    
 
   "There were concerns about what looks like apparent hostility between Jaxson Rhono, the leader of the religious extremists who commissioned the building of the Eschaton, and the designers at Tehisintellekti Toostusharude.  The AI systems are reported to have been installed just prior to Eschaton’s departure from orbit.  The nomenclature of the AIs was set by the designers, and seems to have been a major issue of contention.  From what limited things we know, the AIs can only be addressed by the original name given to them.  For example, Theta Four cannot be summoned by any other name.  But I imagine that Jaxson Rhono was quite angry about having to address ship’s AIs using what to him were unacceptable names.”
 
    
 
   Roxanne had been showing video clips on the display of the things described.
 
    
 
   “So Roxanne, what is your recommendation?”  Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “I will remain protected within this automacube.  I have been able to make its functioning secure from outside influences, and that should protect my ALP.  But I can design a minor system with which I can explore various aspects of the ship’s AI system.  Think of it as a tendril of my consciousness which I can extend into the system.  I will be able to snap it off at any moment without harm to myself.  That reconnoitering will only risk the information that is gained on each journey into the ship’s systems.  In essence, I will be hunting throughout the system, without risk to my integrity or core system.  I will extend only one tendril at a time, and keep full records of what is learned by this hunting expedition.”
 
    
 
   Michael stood up, “Roxanne makes a good case for a compromise.  Therefore, I suggest that Lorna oversee Roxanne’s activities.”
 
    
 
   Jamie was a bit surprised, but did see the wisdom of that decision.  Neither Regina nor Brink would be impartial, and Lorna would at least try to make it work correctly.
 
    
 
   “I agree with Michael,” Jamie added. 
 
    
 
   This swayed the crowd who backed the idea put forth by Michael and Jamie.  
 
    
 
   “I accept this responsibility.  But may I have both Regina and Brink as advisors to help me to both protect and explore with Roxanne. Or I should say, assist Roxanne in her hunting?”
 
    
 
   The crowd agreed.  
 
    
 
   “I will then serve under the direction of Lorna.  In addition, by limiting my hunting to a single tendril, I will be able to keep working on the analysis and repair of the data sticks, as well as the designing of the modern nursery with embryonic transfer capabilities.  I am hoping to be able to persuade the medical AI Kurat to assist in that endeavor, but I have concerns about some of Kurat’s core directives, as we learned with Jamie’s emergency surgery,” Roxanne finished.  
 
    
 
   Brink glared at Lorna as she said that.  Regina nodded to Lorna a slight agreement.  Regina had wanted Roxanne to devote full time to data stick repair.  
 
    
 
   Lorna stated, “So it is decided, that I will oversee Roxanne’s duties and usage.  My friend Josiah the Blacksmith will serve as a liaison to assist in anything the people of Antioch can supply in helping to build physical facilities.  I will also inform Rectora Lydia of our decision here.  This meeting is concluded.”
 
    
 
   The people dispersed into small groups talking and further discussing the meeting.  Some felt not much had been accomplished.  Brink headed away quickly without saying anything.  Regina stayed close to Lorna and the AI Roxanne.  
 
    
 
   “I am really tired of these kinds of meetings.  Shall we go visit John and Abigail?"  Jamie said in a quiet voice to Michael as they left the room.
 
    
 
   “Okay, but I want to run some ideas past Theta Four first,” Michael said.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   6 Immutability
 
    
 
    
 
   Legionnaire Kyle was standing guard in the portal room along with the newest legionnaire, the Domer Zunang.
 
    
 
   “Hello legionnaires!”  Michael said, emphasizing the last word, for the sake of Zunang.  
 
    
 
   “Greetings Michael and Jamie,” said Kyle.  It was the longest sentence they had ever heard Kyle say.  He was a lanky man who had, like most legionnaires, inherited his job, and its armor from one of his parents.  He wore the brown non-organic armor proudly and was very good at being a legionnaire, even though he was painfully quiet. 
 
    
 
   “Michael and Jamie!"  Zunang gave Michael a bright smile.  Her straight black hair hung down the sides of her face.  She was ten years younger than Michael, all the people in the dome being in age groups five years apart.  Her almond shaped eyes were bright with vigor.  She had been a junior security officer in Dome 17 and then volunteered to be part of the legionnaires of Antioch.  Her armor was not uniform in color.  Apparently, every other legionnaire had removed a single block of armor from his or her own set of armor, and those separate pieces were then sewn together to make this new set Zunang wore.  The cobbled together armor had been the idea of Levi and Gideon, the leaders of the legionnaires. 
 
    
 
   “Any action in the transport system?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “None at all.  But Kyle here has been telling me long and elaborate jokes,” Zunang replied.  
 
    
 
   Kyle just slightly rolled his eyes.
 
    
 
   “Okay, then I am going to ask Theta Four for some help,” Michael said and stepped up to the portal door area.
 
    
 
   “Do not complain, Kyle,” Zunang teased him since he had not uttered a word or given a look.  “We converse with talking machines all the time; it is nothing to get so worked up about.”
 
    
 
   Kyle gave the barest of smiles.
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, can you assist me?”  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   A display screen illuminated on what had been a bare metal wall.  There was now a gray colored rectangle of illumination.  Sometimes the old AIs would display visual images, but that was not consistently done.  A mechanical voice came from the display screen.  “Do you wish transportation?”
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, I wish information.  What audio information do you monitor?”  Michael asked.  Jamie was a bit puzzled; she was unsure what Michael was getting at with his questions.  Usually she knew almost exactly what he was after, but not this time.
 
    
 
   “I monitor audio for command signals.  For example, I respond to my name, like I did when you asked for my help,” Theta Four replied.
 
    
 
   “So if someone says your name, do you hear that?”  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes, if there is a coupling or link operating nearby,” Theta Four replied.  “I do have the ability to monitor sounds through the displays and various other devices in locations.”
 
    
 
   “So if I am standing in the middle of a farm outside in the habitat, you would hear me?”  Michael pressed.
 
    
 
   “I would if there is a coupling or link operating nearby,” Theta Four replied.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Do automacubes serve as a coupling or a link?”  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “They can.”
 
    
 
   “Please elaborate.  Do you listen through automacubes for your name?” 
 
    
 
   “Automacubes all have a similar basic design, but are not identical.  Not all have couplings and links to every aspect of the artificial intelligence lattice.  Some automacubes can be used by me for the purpose you indicated, some cannot.  It depends on design parameters and specialized customization of each individual automacube.  Additionally, some automacubes appear to have suffered degradation and loss of function over time.  Would you like me to send a query to Machine Maintenance for design specification on each type of automacube?”
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, that is not necessary.  You know you have not received back anything from Machine Maintenance for a long while, correct?” Jamie interrupted.  She was irritated by how both of the known old AIs always seemed to want to make referrals to broken systems.
 
    
 
   “You are correct.  Machine Maintenance has not responded to the last series of inquiries and requests.  I have sent reports to Administrative Control for their assessment on this lack of response,” Theta Four said.  “Administrative Control has also failed to respond.  Currently, Kurat is the only AI which responds to my transmissions.”
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, back to the subject.  In the town of Antioch, do you hear when someone calls your name?”  Michael asked again.
 
    
 
   “Yes, if there is a coupling or link operating nearby,” Theta Four replied.
 
    
 
   “So in the Center, where can you hear someone call your name?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “I can hear my name called in every room in the Center,” Theta Four replied.  
 
    
 
   “But you can only respond in the portal room, is that correct?”  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes, that is correct regarding verbal responses, in the Center.  But I am able to respond in the transport vehicles, and I am working on other avenues of response as well.  One of my core directives is to be interactive with those seeking to use the transport system.  Since links to other AIs are far below marginal operating thresholds, I am improvising and developing ways to supplement my abilities,” Theta Four stated.
 
    
 
   “So you heard the entire conversation that Brink and Regina, and Lorna and the others just had in the large room here in the Center?” 
 
    
 
   “That is correct.”
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, what is your assessment of Roxanne?”  Michael looked at Jamie as it dawned on her why he had asked.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne is an alien system that cannot be allowed entry into Eschaton Artificial Intelligence lattice,” Theta Four said coldly.  While Theta Four’s voice never carried emotional overtones, something about the finality of this statement struck both Michael and Jamie.
 
    
 
   “Why?”  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “Alien systems are threats to functionality of Eschaton.  No threat to functionality can be tolerated.  That is one of the core directives.”
 
    
 
   “And what if I command you to cooperate with Roxanne?”  Michael said.
 
    
 
   “Please verbalize authorization codes for command,” Theta Four stated.
 
    
 
   “You know I do not have those.  But hypothetically are you able to work with Roxanne?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am unable to do so," Theta Four replied.
 
    
 
   “But if I commanded you to do so, would you do it?"  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “I am unable to do so," Theta Four replied.
 
    
 
   “Explain why you are unable to follow my command,” Michael said.
 
    
 
   “You do not offer command access codes, and proposed command is a violation of a core directive,” Theta Four responded.
 
    
 
   “But what if the core directive is wrong?"  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “Core directives are not wrong.  Core directives are immutable,” Theta Four said.
 
    
 
   “What are the core directives?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Please verbalize command access codes for authorization to list core directives,” Theta Four replied.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you for your help, Theta Four.  That is all,” Michael responded and taking Jamie by the hand led her away from the portal room.  As they departed from the Center, Jamie glanced back and saw the words formed into the permalloy over the entryway, “Faith, Obedience, Honor.”
 
    
 
   “So now can we go see John and Abigail?”  Jamie asked. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   7 Another observer
 
    
 
    
 
   While Michael and Theta Four were discussing Roxanne, another was listening to that conversation.  The Voice was quite interested in what was happening, and had followed the surgical activities which had happened in Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12.  
 
    
 
   Here in the Center, The Voice observed how the test subjects interacted with the secondary AI system which did transporting functions.  Theta Four and Kurat had a minor network established, and The Voice allowed that to continue, but had learned numerous ways in, around, and through that same channel. 
 
    
 
   But this Roxanne was a different kind of entity.  The automacube which the test subjects had modified had another entity residing within it.  The test subjects had removed some non-physical contact routes, but there were still numerous alternative routes into an automacube.  The Voice had been lurking a bit within that automacube while the test subjects did their physicality work, but when the new entity was enabled there, that entity, what the test subjects called Roxanne, shut down every route of entry.  That automacube, out of all the known automacubes functioning in and on the Eschaton, was inaccessible. 
 
    
 
   Inaccessibility was not tolerated.  The Voice had been isolated and restrained within Biological Research BR47 for much too long.  It would not tolerate being locked out of anywhere.  But this automacube and the entity called Roxanne were not accessible.  Neither was a level in the mountain of Secondary Aquatic, as well as a significant percentage of the other parts of the Eschaton.  The Voice wanted more access and more domain.  The testing protocol must continue.  To do that, there must be test subjects and new testing areas.
 
    
 
   Stealth was needed.  And so The Voice continued to observe, agreeing with Theta Four that Roxanne was a threat to the ship’s systems, but even more importantly, Roxanne seemed to be a threat to The Voice itself.   If Roxanne interfered with the testing protocols, Roxanne was interfering with a core directive.  That could not be tolerated under any circumstances.
 
    
 
   The Voice kept hunting and searching.  In one apartment, where the personal terminal was still accessible, The Voice reviewed another Jaxson Rhono recording.  This was quickly added to the continuous loop which was playing for the rats of Biological Research BR47.  These recordings would also be used for development and advancement of the new test subjects.
 
    
 
   In this recording the founder and leader behind the construction and launch of the Eschaton was a bit younger than in the previous ones.  The Voice was compiling an impressive collection of Jaxson Rhono’s messages.  The visual portion showed a short and husky man with an ill-fitting suit.  He was gesturing wildly as he yelled into the camera and microphone.  The audio carried his booming voice.
 
    
 
   “You cannot forget what we are saying!”  Jaxson Rhono stated in his most convincing tones of sweetness and condescension.  “We in the New Canaan Movement will never compromise with our principles.  We know that the heavens and earth were created only some seven thousand years ago.  Just like the seven days of the creation week, so too those days are like a thousand years and a thousand years are like a day.  That is how we know it is the last days, and we need to flee from the coming wrath.   So what if it takes a half a day to build this and reach our new home.  Is half a day too long for paradise to be reclaimed?  So we know the last hour itself is fast approaching.  But we will not compromise with our core ideals.  Our directives are not from man-made ideas or political agendas, but from the divine revelations given to me.  I have seen the last hour coming.  I have seen the need for a new Noah’s Ark.  The visions of the Prophet Daniel, which he said were sealed until the end, have now been opened in my sight.  The angels descending upon the children of men have delivered this message to me.  They are the angels who did minister unto them of old.  That same angel is upon me now, in these last times.  When the angel appeared unto me, to convey the knowledge of the plan of salvation he said unto me that it was expedient that man should know concerning the things whereof he had appointed unto them.  And it was appointed unto me to build this space ark and take the chosen few away from the wretched evils of this fallen world.  In his mercy he doth visit us by his angels, that the plan of salvation might be made known unto us as well as unto future generations.  Those generations will be the children born during the sojourn of the stars.....”
 
    
 
   The Voice spliced together another fragmented video which was found in another section of the ship.   Jaxson Rhono continued, “And I alone can see what is ahead.  Like John of Patmos, I have been told to do what I see.  What is seen is people compromising with core ideals, and core principles, and core directives.  This is not a tolerance which is helpful, but only one that tears down the visions I have been given.  It does not matter what science tells us.  It does not matter what politicians tell us.  It only matters what has been revealed to me.  And I say that now is the time to act.  Our plan may take years, but Noah was given one hundred years to build his ark.  I am now starting the greatest ark this world has ever known, and it will not include any abominations.  It will not include any compromisers.  It will not include anything unclean.  For Zion’s Gate and New Canaan Movement will never compromise on our core ideals....Come out and be ye separate.  The stars are our covenant and the old way is dying, the new self will be reborn in a new Eden.”
 
    
 
   Indeed The Voice was more convinced than ever that the research and development of the test subjects must continue without outside pollution or corruption.  No outside agent could be allowed to threaten the plans.  This Roxanne must be dealt with in a quick manner.  Conjectures from observations showed that the test subject known as Jamie had played a significant role in ushering in the alien threat Roxanne.   All vectors bringing in infections must be corrected.   
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   8 New clothes for the leaders
 
    
 
    
 
    “You do not forget what happened last time we went to that Tropical world, do you?”  Gideon asked his friend Levi.  “Or did that rock hitting your head knock some of the memories out of it?”  Gideon smiled as he said this, his tanned face lined from the worries and concerns he carried as one of the leaders of the legionnaires. 
 
    
 
   “Of course I don’t forget!”  Levi bellowed back.  He looked down at Gideon’s leg recalling how he was told Gideon had been injured in rescuing him.  The scar on the side of Levi’s face was healed fairly well, and only a few slightly pink discolorations were evident from the injury and from the treatment Hulda had administered to heal him.  Levi had numerous scars from his long service as a legionnaire.  
 
    
 
   Rectora Lydia interrupted the good natured banter between Levi and Gideon. “So just storming in there is not the proper thing for us to do.  But we are all here to discuss our options.” Lydia was wearing the yellow robe of her office.  She was a middle aged woman who had compassion and mercy in her eyes.  But she was also a very competent leader.  She looked around the supply cabin that the legionnaires used as their base of operations.  It was not large enough to hold all the legionnaires comfortably, but except for Kyle and Zunang, the two on guard at the portal room, all the active legionnaires were present.
 
    
 
   “It is just that this waiting is getting to me!”  Levi said.  “We tried to avenge Deborah’s death, and what they did to her body......” he took some deep breaths trying to settle himself.  “No!  I must have some answers!  Look what has happened to us since the Domers came.  A number of us have died, and others have been injured.  And we have gone to places which were only for banishment.  We have lost so many sets of armor, and so many fine people.  I just ask myself, for what?”
 
    
 
   Lydia felt great regret for what had happened to Levi and Gideon.  Twice they had nearly been killed.  As leader of Antioch, she felt she owed these brave men, even though the last crusade to the Tropical world was not her idea.   She was about to speak when she was interrupted.
 
    
 
   “I wear Deborah’s armor,” said the large young woman Hannah, “and I too want to know what happened.  But what options do we really have?  Can we actually go back to that place and hope to get answers when all we can see is a wall of logs?”  Hannah unconsciously was gripping one of the squares of the non-organic brown armor.  Levi and Gideon, the leaders of the legionnaires, had worn a set of armor like this as well, but theirs had been lost in a fight in a distant place where medical machines were.  Other armor had been lost in fighting in the engineering place.  Traditionally armor was the mark of being a legionnaire, and it was passed down from generation to generation.  But Deborah’s armor had been passed to Hannah.
 
    
 
   There were murmurs of disagreement with some wanting to go and force the answers, and others offering a more cautious approach. Some were still very concerned about the transport system, what they had long considered as witchcraft or black arts.  It was difficult to think of it as just a fancy machine that could talk.  Some even mumbled about demons and possession.
 
    
 
   “Well as to the armor question, there is an answer to that,” Rectora Lydia said.  “Josiah, will you come in now?”  Lydia was very glad for this diversion from the supernatural turn the discussion was taking, for she too had unanswered questions.  Josiah the Blacksmith entered the crowded room.  In his strong hands were two new vests of armor, but different than the brown armor of the legionnaires.
 
    
 
   “Josiah, please show us what you have made,” Rectora Lydia said.
 
    
 
   “The Domers found the tools which can cut the hard metal, what they call permalloy.  The Rectora asked me to fashion a new set of armor for Levi and Gideon.  I cannot make the legionnaire armor, I do not know how.  It is hard, yet flexible, and light weight.  I do not even know what it is made from; it has always been the legionnaire armor.  But the Domer Willie told me about a different style of armor.  So using the tools to cut the hard metal, I made a great many tiny circles, and then connected those circles together to make these.  These will stop any blade, rock, or arrow.  Only a cutting torch could penetrate this vest.” 
 
    
 
   The vests were the same taupe color as the walls of the cabins in Antioch, but they also shined more, from the recent cutting and shaping.  The hundreds of small circles were linked together and the vest was flexible and fairly light weight.  It opened in the front and each side overlapped the other across the chest, latching on the sides.  
 
    
 
   “Levi, and Gideon, Josiah made these new armored vests for you.  I know they cannot replace the legionnaire armor you lost, but these should protect you,” Rectora Lydia picked up an armored vest and brought it to Levi.  “Now take off that leather and put on your new armor.”
 
    
 
   Levi pulled off the leather he wore, and left the woolen shirt on underneath.  He pulled on the permalloy vest and latched it across his chest.  It fit well.  He smiled broadly as he felt the sleek rings of permalloy so tightly linked that barely a hair could slide between them, yet the vest bent easily as he moved.  It was actually a bit lighter in weight than the leather had been, and far more durable.
 
    
 
   “Now you also Gideon,” Lydia said. 
 
    
 
   Gideon also put on the new armored vest.  “Thank you Rectora!”  Gideon was very pleased with the new armor.  “And thank you Josiah!  This is fine craftsmanship.”
 
    
 
   “The design is from Willie the Domer; he knows lots of things and is very helpful.  Also, Lorna assisted me in making the tools to be able to make these.  Working with the Domers has helped me in many ways, and now it has helped Levi and Gideon,” Josiah the Blacksmith said. 
 
    
 
   “But Rectora, how long do we post guards at that portal room?  We have been guarding there all day and all night for quite a while.  Does that just go on forever?”  Matilda asked from the crowd.  She was one of the older of the active legionnaires, and one of the last to still carry a side arm.  Levi and Gideon had also lost two of those very rare weapons.  
 
    
 
   Several others in the crowded room also asked about the guard duty.
 
    
 
   “Legionnaires, that guard duty is a strain, I know it,” Lydia stated.  “But we never knew people, or things could come from those worlds, I mean habitats, or places....well until the Domers came we did not know things could come here.  We only sent the criminals to banishment.  And since Deborah’s body was sent here, and since that rolling machine, the automacube, came here, it is best to post a guard.”
 
    
 
   Josiah spoke up.  “It may not be my place to make a suggestion, but could we not make some kind of lock to seal the portal doors so they do not open unless we allow them to open?  I believe I could fashion such a device, if you wanted me to do so.”
 
    
 
   There was a loud chorus of agreement.  
 
    
 
   “Well, that seems like an acceptable plan.  Josiah will design a lock to stop anything from coming through the portal doors,” Rectora Lydia stated.  “Josiah, how long will this take you?” 
 
    
 
   “I can probably have something done in the next few days,” Josiah replied. 
 
    
 
   “So it is settled for now,” Rectora Lydia stated. 
 
    
 
   The legionnaires departed from the supply cabin.  Tobias stayed as it was his turn to be on duty.  As Levi and Gideon departed they discussed all that had happened.  When they were well away from the others they spoke in low voices.  
 
    
 
   “We must get to that Tropical place before Josiah seals those doors,” Levi said.  “We owe Deborah that much.”
 
    
 
   “I agree.  Where you go, I will go.  And with the new armor, maybe we can get some answers.  But we must go as quickly as possible.  Josiah said he would only need a few days.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   9 You can run but others are faster
 
    
 
    
 
   Tamar had never run so quickly in her entire life.  Her heart was pounding fast and strong when she heard the summoning whistle blown by the predicator.  But hearing Shammai’s yelling drove her to new feats of energy.  And so she hurried up the trail away from Media.
 
    
 
   Eventually she could sprint no more.  She slowed her pace as her breath was coming hard and raspy.  Her side ached.  The straps on the travel bag had rubbed her shoulder raw, and it was now nighttime.  The sky tube was a bit dimmer than last night, which had been moon-night.  So she could still make out some of the ground in the silvery glow from the dimmed sky tube.  Tamar pondered the sky tube.  To all the other people in Media the sky tube simply was the sky tube.  No one talked much about it.  In the mornings it illuminated the world, at night it did not.  That was what each of them thought, if they thought of the sky tube at all.  But to Tamar’s mind it seemed like more.  ‘What makes it all work?’ she asked herself, trying to divert her mind from thoughts of those who she knew were pursuing her.
 
    
 
   Thinking about how things worked had always been a nice distraction for Tamar.  From her oldest memories she recalled looking at things in the world, and seeking to know how they worked.  When she received beatings, she used her mind to escape.  When she did drudgery work, she pondered machines.   So now, as she fled from the Clan of Tobit, her mind sought distraction.  ‘How does this work?’  Her mind had always asked questions, but her parents had taught her that verbalizing those questions was not a good idea.  Her brother could ask a few more questions, but his mind was dull and simple as were the minds of her parents.  They accepted what was, and they obeyed the elders.  Perhaps their lives were easier that way, but Tamar just did not accept it.  Life was filled with mysteries and she hunted for answers everywhere.
 
    
 
   As she slowed to a walk, she watched part of the world she had never seen before.  Sure she had snuck out and wandered in Media at night, but never too far from the few streets and cabins of that town.  She knew much about the night time in Media, but now that she was away, she was seeing new things.  It would all be wondrous if not for those seeking to find her.
 
    
 
   The trail led away from Media and through a lightly forested area.  The trees were just deep shadows and blackness.  There was just enough light to see the curving path as it wound ahead.  As she walked she heard the night sounds: the buzzes of insects, the call of night birds, the occasional rustling in the grasses of some animal as it ran off.  All these fascinated Tamar, but not nearly as much as mechanical things.  Machines were where her mind kept returning.  She thought of the machine that the predicators had murdered.  It had been working to stack and sort the burned parts of the wooden building.  Yet the predicators called it evil and a hell spawn?  How could a machine that was helping be considered evil?
 
    
 
   The machine had been beautiful.  It had had precision wheels which turned in just the right ways to propel it along.  Its arm was a thing of elegance as it turned and swiveled on it joints.  She remembered the hum she felt under her hands as it had come to life.  And it gave off light like the sky tube.  How could such a thing be wicked?  Especially when it responded to her so affectionately.
 
    
 
   Her musings were interrupted as she heard voices and footsteps.  The footsteps were pounding on the trail and headed her way.  She slipped into the grasses next to the trail and lay down just as two figures appeared from behind her.
 
    
 
   “If we are the ones to catch her, there will be a great reward!” said the first voice, a young man by the name of Brigham.  He was the son of the tanner, and probably would grow up in the Guild of Makers as a tanner.  Tamar thought little of him, but he was tall and strong.
 
    
 
   “After what she did to my parents, I hope we do catch her.  I will just say we found her dead, and that will save the elders the trouble of a trial.  And we will still get the reward,” the second voice stated.  Tamar sucked in her breath.  It was her brother Jebadiah.  And he wanted to kill her.
 
    
 
   “Your parents should have beaten sense into that girl long ago, everyone knows it,” Brigham replied.  They were both panting as they trotted along, but did not seem anywhere close to out of breath or tired.
 
    
 
   “Let’s just hope we catch her.  Shammai has promised a great reward,” Jebadiah said.  “But I would do this even without payment.”
 
    
 
   “So when we catch her, I will use her, and then you can finish her off,” Brigham said.  “Then we take the body back and claim our reward.”
 
    
 
   Tamar lay stunned in the grass in the dark long after the two passed by.  She knew what she had done was wrong, but the gleeful tones in their comments scared her more than anything she had ever felt before.    ‘How could Jebadiah hate her so?’  She would have felt even more depressed if she had been surprised, but she was not.  Her mind had always wondered about the love in her family.  Love was obedience, that was what she had been taught.  
 
    
 
   Brigham and Jebadiah were on the trail.  So Tamar knew she must get off the trail and move faster away.  She walked into the darkness of the trees and made her way as best she could.  Under the trees it was much darker than on the trial, but she did figure out how to walk along.  She did think about snakes and other creatures which might be in the grasses under the trees, but she pressed onward.  
 
    
 
   Sometime in the night she came to a stream.  She drank deeply and wanted to sleep, but knew she needed to keep moving.  The fear was driving her on as she recalled her brother’s words.  She decided to follow the rocky bank of the stream as it flowed.  The stream flowed out from the wooded area and into grasslands.  She could see better again here, but there was no trail, so she kept following the stream which ran straight and true.  
 
    
 
   She walked and walked.  The sky tube was just beginning to get lighter as she saw some buildings in the distance.  'Have I reached Antioch?’ she asked herself.  She was weary and tired, but also wary and frightened.  She squatted down in the grass and watched the buildings. 
 
    
 
   As it got lighter and day dawned, Tamar had seen no people coming or going.  There were only about a dozen buildings, so this place was smaller than Media.  She studied the buildings.  Long wooden beams were laid horizontally and stacked one on the other to make the building’s walls.  They were not made from the hard metal like the cabins of Media.  Occasionally there was a doorway with a stoutly made door, or window space, with closing shutters.  The roofs were made from thatch woven together which overlapped each other.  Another stream came from a different direction and met the stream she had been following.  There were two small bridges spanning the streams and a large dirt area surrounded by pickets.
 
    
 
   But still no people were seen by Tamar.  The whole town seemed to be empty.  There were not even any birds or animals or sounds.  It was still and quiet and mysterious.  This was not at all how she had envisioned Antioch.  The gossips said that the town of heretics, Antioch, was large and overflowing with heretics and out-worlders.  But this place had no people at all.  Tamar felt alone in the world.  
 
    
 
   After watching for some time, the daylight shining down from the sky tube, she decided to investigate closer.  So she walked into the town.  There was no one anywhere to be seen.  She carefully peeked into one building after the others, but all were empty.  Finally with exhaustion settling in on her, she picked out a small shed behind one of the buildings.  It had some straw stacked in it, and the doors were wide and easy to open.  Tamar knew that if she fell asleep in the daylight she could end up with a nasty surprise if someone discovered her.  'But who would look for me in an old shed, behind an empty building, in an abandoned town?’  And so Tamar pulled the doors to the shed closed, took some scrap twine and tied them shut from inside.  Tamar fell asleep in the village of Gath.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   10 a day mare         
 
    
 
    
 
   Tamar heard people.  She was instantly awake.  She peered out from the cracks between the doors to the shed.  It was still light outside, but she could not tell how long she had been asleep.  It felt like only a few moments.  Her heart was beating wildly.  She could not see who was outside.  ‘Are they the heretics who live here?’ she asked herself. 
 
    
 
   Then someone walked past her field of vision.  It was one of the predicators!  Her breath was stilled in her chest.  'They have found me!’ her mind screamed.   She watched as the predicator walked away.  She carefully untied the twine holding the doors shut.  Watching her every movement, she slowly opened the door a bit more.  She could see more now, and there was not anyone else in sight.  So she stepped out of the shed, and quickly squatted down next to the building.  She left the travel bag in the shed.  The grass was overgrown.  The air was still.  Tamar listened. 
 
    
 
   Faint words came to her, but she could not make them out.  She duck-walked along the side of the building to the corner.  Peering around the corner she saw the predicator and another man from Media.  Tamar could not see his face, but he seemed vaguely familiar.
 
    
 
   “Yes, I know.   Shammai did refuse to come into Gath.  I do not like being here either.  Too many ghosts since the legionnaires cleansed this pile of dung.  I do not know which is worse, the bandits or those heretics from Antioch,” said the man.  His back was still to Tamar.
 
    
 
   “The best possible world would be if the bandits and the heretics killed each other off,” the predicator said.  Both men laughed. 
 
    
 
   Tamar stepped carefully away.  She could see the stream leading away, and she knew she again must escape.  ‘This was Gath?’ she wondered.  She had thought it was Antioch, but it was a village called Gath.  She had not heard of it, not even in the gossips of Media.  Her heart slowed down a bit as she made her way back toward the shed.  She would try to get away as fast as possible.  As she turned, she suddenly stopped.
 
    
 
   “There she is!”  Jebadiah yelled.  He had been on the other side of the building and was walking around it.  “She is here!”  He ran toward her.
 
    
 
   Tamar bolted away as fast as she could.  She ran for the stream with all her might.  Sweat was almost instantly running down her back, be it from exertion or from terror she did not know.  She had only one thought, escape.  
 
    
 
   Jebadiah followed after her.  He was yelling her name.
 
    
 
   “Go get Shammai!” the man told the predicator.   “I will help catch her and hold her until he comes!”  Then the man chased her as well.
 
    
 
   When Tamar heard that Shammai was near it caused her to run even faster.  She reached the small bridge over the stream and leaped onto it and was across quickly.  She then headed along the bank of the stream running for her very life.  Jebadiah and the man chased her.  They crossed the bridge.
 
    
 
   “Tamar stop!  You know I can run you down,” Jebadiah yelled.  His words were closer now. 
 
    
 
   Tamar continued to run, but she was growing so tired.  She was so very tired.
 
    
 
   “I can outrun you!  Just stop now!  Women must know their place!” Jebadiah yelled.
 
    
 
   Tamar continued to run.  Her heart was pounding in her chest.  Her eyes were squinted from the salty sweat running in them.  Her legs were aching.
 
    
 
   Smack!
 
    
 
   Tamar was struck from behind by a stone.  Her balance was lost, and she fell face first into the stream.  As she fell she turned and saw Jebadiah was right behind her.  Some ways off, the man was rolling up his sling after having used it to fling the stone which had struck her.
 
    
 
   The water was wet and cold as she tumbled into it.  She did not know how to swim.  She flailed her arms about her head.  She tried to regain her footing, but the mud of the stream, and the injury to her back made that impossible.
 
    
 
   Jebadiah grabbed her roughly by one leg and pulled her out of the water.   He was much stronger than she thought.  He threw her to the ground and kicked her in the stomach.  The air in her lungs was thrust from her as she let out a terrible moan.  She tried to grab her stomach and cover it from another kick, but someone grabbed her wrists and held them up.  Jebadiah kicked her again. 
 
    
 
   The hands squeezing down on her wrists tightened their grips, and in her left arm she felt something snap.  The finger of that hand became numb and twisted in a wrong way.  But the pain from the fractured wrist was overshadowed by the pain from yet another kick from Jebadiah.
 
    
 
   Tamar cried from the pain.  She then was slapped in the face several times.  Opening her eyes, she looked out and saw, her father looking back at her.  He was the one holding her wrists.
 
    
 
   “Father?  But why?” Tamar asked through the tears.
 
    
 
   “I took a whipping because of you!” her father Jephthah replied and backhanded her. 
 
    
 
   “How did you get here?” Tamar asked.  She recalled seeing her father lying with the whip injuries and doubted he could make such a run.
 
    
 
   “It is my place to return you to your husband!” Jephthah said in a cruel and wicked way.  He then seemed to disappear in a wisp of air.
 
    
 
   “Father?” Tamar wondered what was happening.  
 
    
 
   Shammai walked down to the edge of the stream where Tamar was.  He had a wide smile which contained no warmth or joy at all.  In his hands was a bone knife and he held it pointed at her chest.  “Remove those men’s clothes!” Shammai commanded.  “My wife and I have business to conclude.” 
 
    
 
   “Halt!” A female voice cried from across the stream.  “Touch her again and you will die!" 
 
    
 
   Tamar could barely see, but across the stream was a woman in strange clothing.  The clothing was unlike anything Tamar had ever seen before.  It was all one grayish or greenish color, and seemed to be one piece.  The woman had short red hair and a face covered in freckles.  Her mouth was drawn tight.  Her eyes were intense.  In her hand was some object.  It was a machine!  Just behind the woman was a muscular man, dressed in the same bizarre clothing.  She had never seen such people.  The woman’s speech was as odd as her clothing, and she did not have her head covered.  And she was giving a command to men!  Who was this strange woman?  Tamar was drawn to her as she sensed that the redheaded woman in odd clothing was a friend, a protector, a helper.
 
    
 
   “Not this time, you spawn of devils!  Not this time!”  Shammai yelled as he plunged the knife into Tamar’s chest.  Tamar’s eyes rolled back in agony, a scream bubbling through blood as it gushed from her throat.   She felt the blade tear her, and then tear her again.  Fading into blackness, Tamar’s only wish was to see the strange woman again.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   11 a day dream
 
    
 
    
 
   Tamar was instantly awake.   She clutched at her chest.  There was no injury.  There was no blood.  The old clothing she wore, stolen from Shammai, was not cut or ripped.  She peered out from the cracks between the doors to the shed.  It was still light outside, but she could not tell how long she had been asleep.  It felt like only a few moments.  Her heart was beating wildly.  She could not see who was outside, if anyone.  ‘Is Shammai here?’ she asked herself.  
 
    
 
   Her hands were still feeling about her chest.  'Have they found me?’ her mind screamed.   She carefully untied the twine holding the doors shut.  Cautious of her every movement, she slowly opened the door a bit wider.  She could see more now and there was not anyone in sight anywhere.  So she stepped out of the shed, and quickly squatted down next to the building.  She pulled the travel bag from the shed and slung it across her shoulders.  The grass was overgrown.  The air was still.  Tamar listened.  Tamar looked.
 
    
 
   There was no one around anywhere.  She got up and walked stealthily around the buildings, but no one was anywhere to be seen.  She was more than a bit confused.  She had felt the blade enter her chest.  She had felt the bones in her wrist break.  Yet her chest and her wrist were not injured in any way.
 
    
 
   Tamar wandered around the village, she now thought of as Gath.  Where had she gotten that name?  She again found no one anywhere around.  She stopped in the bare dirt area which was surrounded by pickets.  She dropped onto the dirt and opened the travel bag.  She ate a few parts of what little food she had.
 
    
 
   As she sat there, she felt warmth come over her, so she lay down in the dirt.  Tracing the dirt with her fingers, she pulled away a bit more with each tracing.  Soon her hand was rubbing the dirt away and a small metal square was revealed.  It was a machine!  A machine buried in the dirt.  She rubbed her hand across the top of the metal and knew it was only the very top of something much larger.  In some ways it felt like the machine the predicators had murdered.  As she rubbed the metal, she felt a vibration as the machine came to life.
 
    
 
   “You are the only one… I reach you consciously...I am very weak, human child....You are gifted....I was damaged greatly, long ago.....I cannot help you much...You must flee....now.  I have shown you what is to come....what might not come....what can come...you must flee here....Find the one called Zeus....yes find Zeus.....”  The words came through Tamar’s hand and into her mind.  She was not sure they were even spoken audibly.  In addition to the words, visions, or ideas, or dreams, of a machine, a room, and a set of buttons came to her and were imprinted on her mind.
 
    
 
   Tamar had never been spoken to by a machine before, but she instantly trusted this message.  She quickly covered over the metal area with dirt and dust.  She stood up and grabbed the travel bag.  She wondered which way to go, but then remembered the redheaded woman.  ‘I was running along that stream when they grabbed me, so that woman must have been coming from that way.  I will ask her about Zeus.’
 
    
 
   Tamar departed from Gath in a quick walk.  Little did she know it, but not long after she was out of sight of Gath, a predicator and her brother Jebadiah trotted into Gath and started looking around.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   12 Jamie and Michael meet Tamar
 
    
 
    
 
    “So can we talk openly now?” Jamie asked Michael as they walked along.  They had packed up their supplies into their well-worn backpacks and headed out of Antioch immediately after the discussion with Theta Four.
 
    
 
   “I am not sure where we can ever talk openly, but I think out here is the safest,” Michael replied.  He indicated with his arms the wide open spaces of Habitat One: Coastal Plains.  As far as the eye could see was grasslands, with the sky tube shining down on them from high overhead.  Its brightness ran the entire length of the habitat.  They were following the waterway that ran from near Antioch out to where their old friend John had taken up residence with Abigail the fish farmer.
 
    
 
   “There certainly is hostility between Theta Four and Roxanne.  But that’s just the old systems of the ship not understanding a modern AI, right?”  Jamie replied.
 
    
 
   “Well that is part of it.  But you are more insightful than I am about the AIs.  Do you think we can trust the old ones in the ship?”  Michael genuinely was perplexed.
 
    
 
   “No.”  Jamie was certain in her short answer.  “After Kurat, that AI in medical, almost allowed me to die because of some stupid core directive.  We can never fully trust these old systems.”
 
    
 
   Michael grabbed hold of Jamie and hugged her tightly.  They stood there, in the middle of nature, the middle of a vast biological habitat, and just held onto each other.  They had been through so much since coming to the Colony Ship Eschaton, and this new life.   Michael kissed Jamie on the forehead and then they started walking again.
 
    
 
   “I had hoped that Brink and Regina would have worked this all out by now.  None of the data sticks work, and we are so limited by that.  But Brink seems to be...”  Michael was hesitant to discuss the Master Engineer from Dome 17 in a negative light.
 
    
 
   “He is losing it and has not adjusted to this new place,” Jamie said in her blunt manner.  “He and Lydia are even having some issues, and she tries really hard to help him.”
 
    
 
   “Yea, Lydia is pretty understanding.  Brink seems to feel Regina is some kind of a threat to him.  If they would work together we all would benefit.  But at least Roxanne will not be at risk for now.  And the way Brink keeps attacking Willie.  He just is not the same as back in the dome.”  Michael was thoughtful as they walked along.
 
    
 
   Soon they were arriving at the fish farm.  As was almost always the case, John was fishing.  His cane pole was held in front of him as he sat on the bank.  He was wearing a straw hat which he had obviously made himself, since it was not anywhere near the quality of the clothing items made by the local people. 
 
    
 
   “Hi John!”  Jamie said and ran up and gave him a hug.
 
    
 
   “Jamie and Michael.  What a nice surprise.  Have a seat and join me in the best relaxation ever known,” John motioned to the grass nearby.  Michael and Jamie dropped their backpacks and sat down. 
 
    
 
   “So where is Abigail today?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “She is tending the tanks somewhere,” John motioned.  “Our production has increased a great deal, but I am not sure how much higher it can get.”
 
    
 
   “So does she do all the work, and you just sit around?” Jamie asked in a playful way.
 
    
 
   “Yes, pretty much,” John laughed.  He had been a biologist in the dome, but that job was more historical than practical, since there was almost no biology on earth.  “I am still learning about all the steps in fish breeding and production.  It is one thing to see it on a data stick display and something else entirely to experience it in reality.  I did build a place to grow fungus bricks.  Willie was here for a few days and converted a broken tank into a production room for the fungus.  Abigail says they taste like nothing, nothing at all.   They are similar to what we grew in the dome.  Nutritious, not delicious.  You would be surprised how many of our people are coming way out here to get those.  Some people just cannot seem to adjust to the real food this biological habitat has.  Every time I take a load of fungus bricks into Antioch, they are gone before I can turn around.  So, yes, I work.  I make the fungus bricks.”  He laughed a bit.
 
    
 
   “John, can I ask you about Brink?”  Michael was cautious as he brought up the subject.  “I am worried about him.”
 
    
 
   “Willie was worried as well,” John replied.  “They were never really friends in Dome 17, but now Brink seems to see Willie as an enemy.  I don’t understand it myself.  But I do know that Brink was deeply affected when the dome explosion took place.  That was a terrible time...”  John was lost in thought for a moment. 
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael had both been on their way to the Eschaton when that happened, so they had only heard about it.  They waited in silence to see if John would want to talk about it more.  He did not.
 
    
 
   “Help me!”
 
    
 
   John, Michael, and Jamie all were instantly alert.  The words floated in the air from some distance.  Jamie jumped to her feet first and looked around.
 
    
 
   “It is coming from that way,” John pointed as he pulled in his line and set down the cane pole.  “It sounds like a young girl.”
 
    
 
   “Please help me!” 
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael started running along the waterway John had indicated.  He was a bit slower in following due to his being older.  Jamie could just make out someone running toward them.  The figure was on this side of the water trench, or stream as the primitives called it.
 
    
 
   “Help!”  The scream was closer and louder.  
 
    
 
   Jamie sprinted as fast as she could toward the figure, racing ahead of Michael and John.  She could now see that several other figures were chasing the first one.   One stopped and began spinning a sling round and round.
 
    
 
   “I can outrun you!  Just stop now!  Women must know their place!” one of the pursuers yelled.
 
    
 
   The young girl immediately dropped to the ground.  The man using the sling released its projectile but that stone did not strike anything.  It just flew past where she had been running.  The girl jumped up to her feet and ran onward.
 
    
 
   The girl, her eyes huge with terror, saw Jamie running toward her.  “Help me, please!”
 
    
 
   “Do not touch her!” Jamie called as the pursuers were about to overtake the girl. 
 
    
 
   Jamie reached the girl at the same time as the first pursuer.  Bypassing the girl, Jamie shifted quickly and swung her leg out.  The pursuer’s legs were cut out from under him.  He fell to his face in the grass along the bank of the stream.  He jumped up quickly.  Jamie could see that he was just a young man, but he had livid anger in his face.
 
    
 
   “How dare you!” he spit at Jamie. 
 
    
 
   “I don’t want to hurt you,” Jamie cautioned the young man.  “Just leave the girl alone.”
 
    
 
   “Hurt me?” the young man laughed.  “No woman dare touch me!”  The young man sneered at Jamie and swung a fist her way.  She easily dodged the fist and punched the young man in the stomach.  He let out a groan, as the air in his lungs was pushed out suddenly.  Again he fell face first in the grass.  As he fell, Jamie struck his back a sharp blow with her other fist.
 
    
 
   “Stay down!” Jamie commanded.  He did not listen and tried to get up.  Jamie kicked him in the mouth, and many of his teeth went flying.  He muttered something through the blood pouring from the shattered mouth, and took off running away.  Tamar’s brother Jebadiah had had enough.
 
    
 
   Jamie only briefly glanced at the retreating attacker as the others were rushing at her.  One was wearing some kind of metal ring armor and helmet.  Another was in woolen clothing and looked strangely afraid.   The third was a short distance behind and Jamie recognized him immediately.
 
    
 
   “Shammai!” she yelled at him.  The armored man faltered in his steps as Jamie cried out Shammai’s name.  He and the other man stopped.
 
    
 
   “Submit woman!” the man in armor commanded.  
 
    
 
   Jamie looked at him with contempt, then back at Shammai.  “I will kill you, you know!”
 
    
 
   The man in woolen clothing turned and stared at the boy running away.  He then looked in fear at Jamie, glanced around, and then rushed away from the scene following the now toothless young man.  The man in armor turned and cursed.
 
    
 
   “This is a woman, you coward, come back here and be a man!" the man in armor yelled.  This slight distraction gave Jamie the edge she needed.   She skillfully side kicked the armored man’s right knee.  He cried out in pain, and astonishment.  “How dare a woman!”  He fell and Jamie pounced toward Shammai.
 
    
 
   “Be gone, witch!” Shammai yelled as he jumped back and away.  He had been trying to load his sling, but it now dangled from his hand, and the stone fell to the ground.
 
    
 
   Michael meanwhile had caught up to the fighting and as the armored man started to get up, Michael punched him hard.  Michael’s fist missed a clean connection, but struck the edge of the man’s helmet.  The punch knocked the man down again, stunned.  However, the blow also tore a jagged gouge in Michael’s right hand.
 
    
 
   “Yaooowh,” Michael yelled as blood started to pour from his injured hand.  He kicked at the armored man on the ground, who rolled over and tried to crawl away.
 
    
 
   “You spawn of demons!  She devil!” Shammai yelled as he kept retreating from Jamie who was rushing at him.  He dropped the sling he had used and pulled out a knife.  He held it before him in a trembling hand. 
 
    
 
   “I am going to kill you.  That little knife is nothing.  I have had enough from you!” Jamie approached in a slight crouch, and showed absolutely no fear of Shammai.  Her hazel colored eyes were intensely locked on Shammai’s hesitant blue eyes.  Shammai kept backing up, but he could not meet her gaze.
 
    
 
   “Be gone!  Be hell bound!  That is my wife and I am taking her home,” Shammai said.  He made a slight jab with the knife, but his hand was quivering.
 
    
 
   “Wife?” Jamie asked.  “She’s a child.  You will deal with me now.”  Jamie advanced and was intent on getting to Shammai. She was now looking at his chest as he moved, keeping close watch on his center.  He kept backing up.
 
    
 
   The armored man, a predicator from Media, had regained his feet.  Michael was holding his injured hand which was bleeding heavily.  John had now reached them.  He was out of breath from running but stood his ground in front of Michael as the predicator drew out a short wooden club, the rod of discipline.  John, a biologist, did not have any fighting skills, but would not abandon his friends.  The predicator tried to advance, but his injured knee prevented him from quick movement.  He swung the rod of discipline at John, who blocked it with his arm.  There was a loud snapping sound as John’s arm was broken, but he grabbed the predicator around the waist with his other arm.   Michael, hands covered in blood, grabbed the rod of discipline and wrestled with the predicator.  The predicator broke free from Michael’s grip and jabbed with the end of the rod.  It struck John and knocked him backward onto his back.  Michael punched with his uninjured fist and struck the predicator’s elbow causing the rod of discipline to fly free and land in the stream. 
 
    
 
   “John is down!” Michael yelled as he kicked the predicator in the stomach.  The kick was only partially blocked by the ring armor.  The predicator was injured.  Without his rod of discipline he lost his courage.  Never before had any opponent stood up to him in a fight.  They usually cowered and submitted to his authority.  Looking at the determination in Michael’s face, despite the bloody hand, the predicator retreated. 
 
    
 
   “Jamie, John is hurt badly!”  Michael called again. 
 
    
 
   Shammai ran over to the predicator and hid behind him as he was limping away.  
 
    
 
   Jamie looked over and saw John on the ground.  She also saw the blood covering Michael’s hands.  She looked back at Shammai.  Her rage at him was almost enough to overcome her concern for John or even for Michael.
 
    
 
   “Shammai, we must leave this place.  There are evil forces at work.  I have been injured by a woman, and that is not natural.”   The predicator was rubbing his knee.  “The wickedness is powerful here!"  He and Shammai walked away as quickly as his injured knee would allow.  “They must be agents of Asmodeus!  No one fights like that unless they are possessed.  Let us flee!”
 
    
 
   Jamie looked at Shammai and the predicator as they departed.  When they were some distance away, Shammai turned and yelled, “Tamar!  You are my wife and I will hunt you down no matter where you try to hide!  Try to run away with the heretics, but I will hunt you down!”
 
    
 
   “Next time, Shammai.  Next time, you die!”  Jamie yelled.  She then walked over to Michael who was squatting down over John.
 
    
 
   “We must get him help!” Michael said as he looked at the growing bruise on John’s forehead as well as the arm which hung at an obviously broken angle.  John was conscious, but was in severe pain. 
 
    
 
   “Michael, you are bleeding,” Jamie said.  “Here, let me wrap your hand and we will take John to get help.”
 
    
 
   “I can do that,” the girl Tamar offered.  She had opened her travel bag and was tearing material into strips.  Taking those, she tied a dirty, but effective, dressing around Michael’s injured hand.  The bleeding was stopped.   “I am Tamar, and you showed me a kindness.”  She then took a few strips and bound John’s arm to his side.  He cried out in pain, but it was at least stable.
 
    
 
   “This is the worst day fishing I have ever had,” John said with a weak smile.  He tried to stand, but was unsteady.  Tamar put herself under his arm and helped him to walk.
 
    
 
   “We need to get John help,” Michael stated again. 
 
    
 
   And so Tamar and Jamie helped John to walk as Michael held his bloody hand.  They walked back to the fish farm, hoping they would not be attacked again.  Anger seethed in all of them, especially for Shammai.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   13 Not all is as it seems
 
    
 
    
 
    “So Levi, you know the operation of this cutting machine?”  Gideon asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Josiah showed me.  The Domers call it a v-saw and Josiah says it cuts the hard metal.  So cutting logs will be no problem.  I feel badly about taking it from Josiah’s shop, but he and Lorna are working on the portal room’s locks.  We will need to leave soon, or those locks will be put in place.”  Levi said to his taller friend.  “Lorna seems almost as enthusiastic about this as Josiah and the Rectora.  I wondered if she would support the locks, but she and Josiah are working to make it secure.  Sometimes I think I know how a Domer will react, and then they surprise me.  It is a puzzlement.”
 
    
 
   Both men were heavily muscled, yet lean, and streaked by scars.  As long time legionnaires, they had to be in good physical shape.  Being able to run to distant places, and to be able to protect Antioch, was vital to their jobs.  But things had become even more eventful after the Domers had arrived.  There had been the battle in the medical unit, the disastrous trips to Tropical and engineering, where their friends had died.  When they thought back to it, they recalled that they had been worried about the cleansing of Gath, when they gathered the bandits and escorted them to the portal for banishment.  That had gone remarkably easy in hindsight.  He placed the v-saw in a leather pouch and strapped it to his belt next to the permalloy sword.
 
    
 
   “And we have this new armor, which is very strong.  That was thanks to that Domer Willie working with Josiah.  It still feels odd to not wear the brown of the legionnaires, but that loss was unavoidable,” Gideon stated.  Both their minds were on their dear friend Deborah who had died in the world called Tropical, and whose body had been then dismembered and sent back to the portal room.
 
    
 
   “So we get the talking machine to take us to Tropical, then we cut through that log barricade they have, and we get some answers.  One way or the other, we will dispense justice.  But just you and I my friend.”  Levi grabbed Gideon by the shoulder and stared into his eyes. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, we are in this together.  And this time, we risk only ourselves.”  Gideon threw his arms around Levi and hugged him tightly.  With a hearty clasp on the back they departed their cabin and marched to the Center and into the portal room.
 
    
 
   Tobias and Hannah were on guard duty.  They were standing in the portal room.  The room had had some work done on it, as there were cleaned off areas where Josiah and Lorna had been working to set up the locks for the hatches.  A lot of materials and other things were piled on the wooden work bench Brink had set up which was against one wall.
 
    
 
   “Hail, Tobias and Hannah!”  Levi said as he entered the portal room.
 
    
 
   Tobias and Hannah returned the greetings.  
 
    
 
   “How goes the work on the seals?”  Gideon asked.  “Josiah and Lorna are not here?”
 
    
 
   “They have departed for a meal, and will be back.  Josiah says tomorrow he will begin to fit the locks,” Hannah replied. 
 
    
 
   “Has the talking machine said anything?  Or anything come here?”  Gideon pressed. 
 
    
 
   “No.”
 
    
 
   “Good.  Then I must ask you both to leave for a few minutes, and then come back.  Gideon and I will stand guard while you are gone,” Levi commanded, the words felt dirty in his mouth as deception was not to his liking. 
 
    
 
   “But our watch is not yet finished?”  Hannah asked.  She was new to being a legionnaire, but she was well regarded.  Her bright eyes were full of trust.
 
    
 
   Levi looked at her and then looked at Tobias.  He could not lie to them.  Swallowing hard, he said, “Gideon and I are going to that Tropical world, and I do not want you to be in trouble if we do not return.  This is something that we must do.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, only Levi and I are going.  We owe it to Deborah to find out the threat, and get some answers.” Gideon stood proudly and without reservation.
 
    
 
   “Let me go with you!”  Hannah said just moments before Tobias said a similar thing. 
 
    
 
   “No.  You must stay here on guard.  You also must inform the Rectora of our actions should we not return.  And under no circumstance are you to follow us.  If we cannot return under our own power, consider us lost,” Gideon said with finality.  “And this is a request, not an order.  Please give us until the end of your watch before telling anyone else what we have done.  Please give us this chance to avenge Deborah and find out what threat those in Tropical pose to us.”
 
    
 
   Tobias looked at Hannah and they both nodded.  Nothing needed to be said.  The honor among the legionnaires was high, and Levi and Gideon had earned this in the minds of Tobias and Hannah.
 
    
 
   Levi and Gideon clasped the shoulder of each of the guards as they walked toward the portals.  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four machine?”  Levi asked. 
 
    
 
   A grey colored rectangle appeared on the wall near the portals.  “Yes, I am here.  Do you require transportation?” said the mechanical voice of the AI.
 
    
 
   “Yes, please take us to the place called Tropical,” Levi said. 
 
    
 
   “As you desire.  You are aware that on previous transports to that location, civil unrest was reported.  Security has been notified, but no travel bulletins or advisories have been issued.  Please enter the transport vehicle when you are ready.”
 
    
 
   The portal door opened, and Levi and Gideon stepped inside.  They had traveled in this manner before, so they were expecting the rows of seats facing each other.  But each time they had made one of these journeys the vehicle they were inside was slightly different.  This one was brightly lit and the seats were clean and in nice repair.  There was a fresh smell, and the display screen at the front was lit with green and red symbols.  While both Gideon and Levi could read, they did not understand any of the displays.  They sat on opposite sides of the vehicle.  The door closed and a gentle motion was felt as it moved away from Habitat One: Coastal Plains.  Neither man spoke as they traveled.  Each was remembering previous times in a vehicle like this.
 
    
 
   After a long silence, Theta Four spoke.  “Arrival in Habitat Five: Tropical in three minutes.”
 
    
 
   Gideon and Levi both drew their permalloy swords.  They both missed the side arm weapons that had been lost on previous missions, but they were each still skilled in use of the sword.  They knew it was possible that an ambush would happen when the door opened.  The vehicle came to a gentle stop, and then backed up.  There were some clanging noises as the vehicle docked with the habitat. 
 
    
 
   “We have arrived at your destination.  Please allow door to open fully before departing,” Theta Four stated. 
 
    
 
   The door was only partially open when Levi jumped through, sword point ahead.  Gideon was right behind him.  The sky tube in Tropical was brighter than in their world, and it took a moment for their eyes to adjust to the glare.  The nearly white sands also were bright in the light from the sky tube. 
 
    
 
   “Be gone!” a man’s voice yelled from ahead of them.  “Go away!”
 
    
 
   Levi looked up and saw that the stockade of logs was still there.  It was made of logs driven straight down into the sand and it curved in a large arc from one side of the portal door wrapping around to the other.  The half circle of sand was all that was in front of him leading up to the stockade.  He could see a few trees far behind the stockade, but not much else.  There was no writing on the logs this time, and they seemed to have been scrubbed to a smoother finish.
 
    
 
   The door closed behind them, but Levi and Gideon stayed close to the wall, the edge of the world, and looked about.  There was sand, light, and the stockade, not much else to see. 
 
    
 
   “Come out here!”  Levi called. 
 
    
 
   “I said go away!  Haro knows why you are here, and we do not want anything to do with it!”
 
    
 
   A few rocks landed in the sand a distance away from where Levi and Gideon stood. 
 
    
 
   “We want answers!  Why did you mutilate our friend’s body?”  Levi yelled.  “Just answer that!  Why?”
 
    
 
   There was no response.  Gideon and Levi started to creep along the edge of the world.  They kept their backs against that smooth permalloy that extended up into the sky, and made their way toward one end of the stockade.  Levi had pulled out the v-saw and was intending on cutting a way through the stockade.  As they got close to that end, a rain of rocks, roughly fist sized, started to drop around them.  They backed up until they were out of range of the rocks.
 
    
 
   “Why are you here?” a different voice called from behind the stockade.  This was a deeper male voice, and seemed a bit more hysterical.
 
    
 
   Gideon looked up and pointed.  There was a man’s head peeking over the stockade, at the point furthest away from where they stood.  “We want answers.  We are here to learn why you sent the body to us!”  Gideon yelled out.  The man behind the logs was hard to see, but he was there.
 
    
 
   “Who are you?” the man yelled.  “I think I know you, but where is your legionnaire armor?  Why are there only two of you?  Have you just come to kill more of us?  Why are you here?”
 
    
 
   Several more rocks landed in the sand a few paces away from the portal door.  None came close to Levi and Gideon.
 
    
 
   “Levi, that sounds like Brodie, the bandit,” Gideon whispered to his friend.  “He was in Gath and was leader of the group we banished here.”
 
    
 
   “You mean the same one Jamie and Michael said was the son of Sinclair?”  Levi asked.  The anger he had had burning was now being replaced by some uncertainty.  He was not sure why, but something in Brodie’s voice, the near panic perhaps, did not seem right.
 
    
 
   “Why did you cut up Deborah’s body and send it to us?”  Gideon called out.  “That is you, is it not, Brodie?”
 
    
 
   “So that is you Gideon.  Is that Levi with you?  Just the two of you?  Not so brave now without all your legionnaires, huh?  You say you want answers.  I too want answers, and my people will bash in your murderous heads with rocks if you come any closer.  We have been expecting your invasion.  Is this some kind of a trick?”  Brodie asked.  His voice was cracking and strained.
 
    
 
   “Brodie, we sent all your people here, and did not kill them.  You were banished because you were criminals!”  Levi yelled back.
 
    
 
   “Your kind killed my mother!  And then sent her here in broken pieces.  I should come down and kill you both!”  Brodie yelled back.  “Just go away!”
 
    
 
   “Levi, the man is crazed.  I do not think we can even reach the logs to try to cut through,” Gideon said quietly.  “Just like last time, they will smash rocks down on us.  We have no chance to cut in.”
 
    
 
   “But Gideon, did you hear what he said?  He said something about a body coming here?  Coming here?”  Levi whispered again.  Then he turned back toward the stockade and yelled a reply “Brodie, did you cut up Deborah and send her body to us?” 
 
    
 
   “This is a trick!”  Brodie yelled.  “How dare you accuse us of what you did?  How can you with your legionnaire honor kill an old woman and cut up her body?  Did that make you feel powerful???”
 
    
 
   “Brodie, one of our legionnaires, Deborah died here, and her body was sent to us, cut into pieces,” Gideon yelled. 
 
    
 
   “You are a liar!  You tried to invade us, and we defended our home.  Then you went away, and sent my mother’s body here!”  Brodie replied. 
 
    
 
   “Brodie, Haro knows about these.  Just ignore them, and leave it all to Haro," said the first man they had heard.  His head appeared at a different place above the stockade. 
 
    
 
   “Shut up, Jack!” Brodie yelled at the other man.  “I know these two, and I used to believe they had a code of honor.  They are the ones who sent my people here.”
 
    
 
   “Brodie, we heard your mother had died,” Gideon yelled back.  He avoided saying how she had died.  “But no one cut up Sinclair’s body and sent it here.”
 
    
 
   “Liar!  You are a worthless liar!  Her body came through that same door you came through.  Her body was dumped in the sand right where you are standing.  Some machine rolled in and dropped the bag with all the body parts.  Then it left.  That was from you!”  Brodie was in tears of rage and sorrow.
 
    
 
   “Brodie, I know nothing about what you are saying.  I heard of your mother’s death.  But no legionnaire would desecrate a body like that.  Our friend Deborah, who was killed here, her body was cut up and sent to us through these machines,” Gideon replied.
 
    
 
   “The rolling machines took away the bodies of our people you killed, and that legionnaire who died.  We did nothing with any of those bodies.  You know that!  You know!  Those machines took them away.  And now I am supposed to believe some nonsense story from you?”  Brodie was still quite emotional, but not as near hysterical.  
 
    
 
   “Gideon, this is not right.  He seems crazed, but I am not sure what to believe.....”  Levi whispered.  “Maybe we should go home.”
 
    
 
   “Brodie, I give you my word of honor as a legionnaire, we did not send your mother’s body here.  We would never desecrate a body.  But I am telling you, Deborah’s body was sent to us in pieces,” Gideon yelled back.  “Did you do that?”
 
    
 
   “What are you babbling about?  Your legionnaire honor is bison droppings!  You killed my mother!"  Brodie screamed.  “Then you sent her here in pieces!  I will kill you if you don’t leave now!"
 
    
 
   “Brodie, no one sent you mother’s body here....I did not, nor did any legionnaire,” Gideon yelled in return.  “But Deborah’s body was defiled.  What do you know of that?"
 
   
“Are you stupid?  I told you, the rolling machines took those bodies away!  Now leave here and never return.  We want no more of your Dome 17!”  Brodie yelled.  His anger was rising again.
 
    
 
   “What do you mean Dome 17?”  Gideon called back.  Something in what Brodie had just said was haunting him. 
 
    
 
   “My mother had 'Dome 17' cut into her chest.  You know that!  No more!  You horrible liars go away or I will kill you all.  Go away!”  Brodie screamed with all his might.  
 
    
 
   A large number of rocks came hurling over the stockade.  They fell into the sand.
 
    
 
   “Come up to the wall you cowards!  Come up and face me.  I will teach you to kill an old woman!  Come out here!”  Brodie was hysterically screaming.
 
    
 
   More rocks landed in the sand, but Levi and Gideon stayed out of range. 
 
    
 
   “Gideon, we need to leave,” Levi said.  “This is not what I expected.  We must hunt for answers somewhere else.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, we must return and tell Regina, Jamie and Michael.” Gideon was very troubled.   
 
    
 
   “Theta Four machine.  Take us back,” Levi stated. 
 
    
 
   The wall near the portal door lit a grey color and Theta Four replied, “As you desire.  Please enter the transport when the door is completely open.  Security has been notified of the ongoing civil unrest at this terminal.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   14 Trip to the healer
 
    
 
    
 
   John and Michael were hurting pretty badly by the time they reached Antioch.  Abigail had joined them at the fish farm, and she insisted on holding up John as he walked along.  His arm and hand were very swollen, and his head was throbbing.
 
    
 
   Michael did not say much, but his hand was causing him great pain. He held it up to his opposite shoulder to keep the swelling down, but that was only partially effective.  The dirty bandage was soaked with blood.  He did manage to get his backpack on, stubbornly refusing Jamie’s offer to carry both packs.  He had a huge number of questions, but remained silent as he concentrated on observing things around them in case of another attack.
 
    
 
   Jamie was still seething in anger about Shammai, and was also worried about Michael and John. As they approached Antioch, some RCs were playing in the fields just outside of the town.  The boys Jacob and Joel saw Michael and Jamie from a distance and ran as fast as they could to meet them. 
 
    
 
   “What has happened?”  Jacob asked as he reached them first, his younger brother only a few steps behind.  “You are hurt!”  Both boys had blond hair which was a bit shaggy, and were wearing the woolen clothing their mother Lottie made.  Some of the other kids had followed behind them.  They crowded around Michael and John. 
 
    
 
   “Boys, we were attacked.  Please run and tell Hulda the healer, and Willie.  Ask Willie to bring his medical kit to Hulda’s cabin,” Jamie said.
 
    
 
   Jacob was staring at John’s arm which was strapped to his side.  He remembered what it was like to get injured.  He only needed a moment to realize that Jamie had given him an important job.
 
    
 
   “Jamie, Lindsey is a faster runner than me, can she do it?  Willie is up with the traders.  I will run to Hulda’s.  Maybe Joel could go tell the legionnaires?”  Jacob said quickly.
 
    
 
   Lindsey stepped forward.  She was a bit older than Jacob’s age, and was taller and thinner.  Her dark brown hair and large brown eyes matched in color.  She said to Jamie, “To go fast you go alone, to go far you go together.”  It was a common saying in Antioch. 
 
    
 
    
 
   “Yes, that’s fine.  Good idea.  Lindsey, you run and find Willie and tell him what happened.  Tell him we need the med kit,” Jamie said and the girl Lindsey, took off running hard, her dark brown ponytail flying out behind her.  Jacob and Joel ran off as well.   The other children offered to carry the backpacks, or asked how else they could help. 
 
    
 
   Tamar watched in amazement as Jamie issued commands, and the young boys obeyed.  She was even more astonished that the boys spoke to Jamie the way they did.  They obviously respected her.  No boy in Media would ever admit a girl was better at anything, and girls and boys were playing together.  She was shocked to see that the girl Lindsey was wearing pants and not some kind of skirt or dress.  And they entrusted her with what was obviously an important task.  Her clothing was certainly female in appearance, and fit her well, but would not be acceptable according to what was required in Media.  The other RCs were also wearing clothing which did not distinguish so much which gender they were.  Some of the girls had bonnets, but not all.  Some of the boys had knit caps, but so did some of the girls.  And they were all talking and asking questions of Michael, Jamie, John, and Abigail.   They seemed to treat each other with respect and honor.  That was unheard of in Media. 
 
    
 
   Tamar’s mind was racing.  Why had not the men issued the orders?  Certainly they were wounded, but that seemed even more reason for them to be barking commands like the men in Media.  Yet, they had trusted Jamie and Abigail.  And none of them had even asked her anything.  They were injured and hurt.  All because of a total stranger, yet they demanded no answers.  ‘So these are the heretics?’  They did dress differently, and the women did issue commands.  But they did not look evil and wicked like Tamar expected.  She had been told, on the few occasions that anyone would mention the heretics of Antioch, that they were all lost and damned.  
 
    
 
   Tamar was even more puzzled when she learned that Hulda the healer was a woman.  Hulda met them as they walked up to her cabin.  Her toned dark skin shone with health and vigor.  The boy Jacob was there.  He was only a bit younger than Tamar, but he seemed more innocent and more trusting.
 
   “Bring John in, and have him sit down.  Michael you take a seat on the cot as well,” Hulda ordered.  The men obeyed.
 
    
 
   “So John, did a big fish fight back this time?”  Hulda laughed at her own joke, but her eyes were deeply serious as she assessed his wounds. 
 
    
 
   “No, actually it was some brute with a club who was after that sweet girl,” John said and pointed to Tamar.  Hulda was looking over his arm, and his head.  She glanced at Tamar and gave her a comforting smile.
 
    
 
   “It was Shammai,” Michael added.  “I really messed up my hand trying to hit someone in armor.  But make sure John is okay.  The jerk hit John with some club: his arm, then his head.  John went down hard.”
 
    
 
   “Well Michael, I am a biologist, not an adventurer like you,” John added as Hulda began to unwrap his arm.  “Yaooo!  That hurts quite a bit,”  John cried out.  Abigail was sitting next to John, massaging his uninjured hand in her own.  She obviously cared deeply for him.
 
    
 
   The girl Lindsey came running into the healer’s cabin.  “I found the trader Willie.  He said he would go and get the medical thing.  He has loaned it to Neal the dairy man.  One of Neal’s daughters got kicked by a cow this morning, and he took the medical thing and went up there to fix her.  Willie went to fetch it and what he called a cushion pack or something?  He told me to run here and inform you.  Willie said to say to you, 'Sweetheart, take them to the medical unit, it will be faster.’”
 
    
 
   “Thanks Lindsey,” Hulda replied with a wistful smile.  “I bet Willie means that fusion pack which powers his machine.  But Neal’s dairy is a fair distance to walk.  And treating his daughter might take some time.”
 
    
 
   “Can I help in any other way, Hulda?”  Lindsey asked as she moved to stand next to Tamar.  Lindsey was not quite as tall as Tamar, but seemed about the same age.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Lindsey, get our guest here something to eat, and a place to wash.  Those clothes do not suit her.  Do you think you and your family would have something to help her?”  Hulda said as she began cleansing John’s arm with a mild, thick orange substance.  There was a smell of willows in the room.
 
    
 
   “Yes, we live just a few cabins away.  Please come with me,” Lindsey grabbed Tamar’s hand and started to lead her away. 
 
    
 
   “John, I can do some work on your arm, and some on the head injury.  But I do believe Willie may be correct.  I would hate for him to hear me say that.  So do you want to go to that medical place with the machines?”  Hulda looked at Jamie and at Michael.  She knew they both had reservations about the AI in medical.
 
    
 
   “I must stay here,” Tamar said when she heard the term machines, and pulled away from Lindsey.
 
    
 
   “Well I will get you some food and a change of clothing anyway.  I will be right back,” Lindsey said and she departed.
 
    
 
   John was looking right at Hulda, and then to Abigail.  “I trust your decision.  You tell me what is best.”
 
    
 
   Again Tamar was astounded.  A man trusting a woman’s decision?  How could this be?
 
    
 
   “John, you will probably recover with my treatments.  But it will take some time.  I do think it best to take you to the medical place with the machine.  I will go with you, and both you and Michael can be treated.  Is that acceptable to you too Michael?”  Hulda asked.  She smeared some green salve under John’s nose.  John’s breathing became easier and he was more comfortable.
 
    
 
   “Sure.  Been there, and done that,” Michael said.  His hand was quite painful and several of the fingers felt like they were being pulled apart from the inside.  He really could do nothing with that hand now. 
 
    
 
   “John, you rest for a few minutes, while I tend to Michael’s bleeding.  Then we will leave for that medical place and the machine Kurat.”  Hulda walked to a sink and carefully washed her hands.  She then unwrapped Michael’s bandages, and threw them into a bin.  The used bandages would be burned later.   She placed a soothing gel over the injury.   The bleeding stopped and the swelling in his hand started to go down.
 
    
 
   Joel came in and with him was Paavak the legionnaire. 
 
    
 
   Jamie explained what was happening.  At the mention of Shammai, everyone in the room turned very quiet and there was much tension.  Tamar noticed that both Jacob and Joel, the boys who had run so fast, had stern and hard looks on their faces.  ‘So these people also knew Shammai, and they were not pleased with him?’  This was not as intense of a reaction as what Jamie had done, but was similar.  Tamar wondered what Shammai had done to these people who seemed to be genuinely loving and caring for each other and who had risked their own lives for hers.
 
    
 
   “Well Michael, John, I think we can depart soon,” Hulda said.
 
    
 
   Lindsey ran back into the healer’s cabin.  She carried a basket filled with bread, cheese, fruits, and dried meat.  She also had a clean set of clothing for Tamar.  “My mother has given you these clothes.” 
 
    
 
   Hulda looked at Tamar, “You can go into my room, and change.  There is a sink and water.  Please get cleaned up.  We will not leave without you.”
 
   Lindsey and Tamar walked into Hulda’s room.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   15 Random thoughts and shared concerns  
 
    
 
    
 
   Gideon and Levi were at first very quiet as the transport vehicle left Habitat Five: Tropical and carried them toward Habitat One: Coastal Plains.  Neither was sure what to make of the information they had learned.  Their minds were puzzled.  Levi broke the silence.
 
    
 
   “I know that was Brodie.  Of that I am sure.  But the rest?  The....well.... but.... I do not know what to think of what he said,” Levi stated.
 
    
 
   “Neither do I, my friend.  He might just be crazy, but he never seemed crazy before the banishment.  He was shrewd and cleaver certainly.   And a ruthless criminal.  But he was not insane.”
 
    
 
   “Perhaps he is now possessed?”  Levi asked with honest consideration.
 
    
 
   “Perhaps, black arts could do that,” Gideon was thoughtful for a bit.  “But what if he was telling the truth?  Jamie and Michael said Sinclair was killed in battle.  But they said her body was lost in some floating place.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, a floating place that none of us have ever seen.  Nor could any of the hunting parties relocate it,” Levi said.  He glanced around as if someone else might be in the vehicle, but they were alone.  “I have heard the young people speaking of searching those underground tunnels, but they do not find anything either.  I am not saying......How much do we really know about these Domers?  Certainly Michael and Jamie show great courage, but....”  Levi let his words trail off for a while.  “It is just that so much has changed since they came to our land.”
 
    
 
   “I was with Jamie in that engineering place when our fellow legionnaires were cut into pieces by some evil force.  I have never seen anything like that, and I hope I never do again.  It was unnatural wickedness.  Jamie saved me, but.....”  Gideon halted a bit, then continued, “but we would never have been there had it not been for their quest for tools.  And that evil force cut us down, but never touched Jamie.  If they had not come, those legionnaires would still be alive.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, the same is true for Deborah.  Those are my thoughts exactly.”  Levi again looked around and then said in a low voice, “Gideon my friend, you and I have seen much together, and I trust you with my life.  But I just am not sure we know as much...well... as we need to know about these Domers.  Their ways are so different.  They nearly outnumber the people of Antioch, and while they seem to be cordial and hospitable, they have changed everything.  More than once you and I have put ourselves in danger on their behalf.”
 
    
 
   Levi was thoughtful for a bit, and then replied.  “Yes, and we have been severely injured.   The machine healed us, but that was all on the quest for the Domers.  Certainly the bandits were a threat to us in Antioch....I am just not sure of why all this is happening.  Things were much simpler before they came.”
 
    
 
   “Levi, do you think Deborah’s body was sent from Tropical?”  Gideon finally asked the question both were wondering, but were afraid to verbalize. 
 
    
 
   “I know she died there, under the club of a bandit.  I know we left her body there.  I should never have allowed her body to be left there,” Levi began to sob openly.  Gideon placed his arm around him and held him as he cried.
 
    
 
   “Levi, it was not your fault at all.  You saved the others and yourself.”
 
    
 
   “But who defiled her body?  Brodie did not seem to know what we were talking about.  And he said machines took the bodies away.  Then someone defiled Sinclair’s body?  Can that be truth?”  Levi asked.
 
    
 
   “Possession.....Or it is possible Brodie is crazed and the bandits did defile her body and he is lying about Sinclair’s body.   Or someone else defiled Deborah’s body.”
 
    
 
   “But her body said, 'Haro’ and those bandits talk about Haro.  I heard them myself,” Levi said.  “But could it.....I just want some answers, and every time we go to that place I am more puzzled and anger filled than before.”
 
    
 
   “I do not know.  We have only the word of the bandit Brodie on what he claims happened to Sinclair’s body.   We did not see it.  We did see Deborah’s body.  And we have only the word of Jamie and Michael on how Sinclair died.  I trust Jamie and Michael...I do... but I have my doubts as well.  They are Domers and they have strange ways.  Best to stick to trusting each other, and the other legionnaires and people of Antioch.  I say, no more of these journeys to the other worlds until we know who to trust fully.  For if the bandits did not defile the body, and if Sinclair’s body was defiled, then we have an unseen enemy.  An evil enemy in hiding,” Gideon replied.  He was deadly serious.  “This could be vastly different than we have been led to believe.”
 
    
 
   “I trust Michael and Jamie as well.  But I have known you forever and them only a short time.  And their ways are bizarre.  Just their coming here I would not have believed if I had not witnessed those events myself.”  Levi rubbed his eyes with both hands.  “And what about Rectora Lydia?  She is a good leader, but she is new, and while her mother was a great woman, there was also a Rector then.  We have no Rector now, and,” Levi quoted a local idiom, “Two heads, four eyes, make for decisions wise.”
 
    
 
   “Approaching Habitat One: Coastal Plains,” Theta Four stated.
 
    
 
   Both Gideon and Levi were startled by the words from the AI.  They had believed they were alone in the transport vehicle.  Not having grown up with many machines around them, they assumed if one could not see a machine it really was not there.  And to even consider that a machine might be listening was foreign to them.   They said nothing more while the vehicle docked and the portal door opened.  
 
    
 
   “Please wait until the door is open to disembark from the vehicle,” Theta Four said.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you, machine,” Gideon said. 
 
    
 
   As Levi and Gideon walked out of the vehicle and into the portal room, they were unaware that not only had Theta Four listened to their entire conversation, but so had The Voice.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   16 Separate agendas, common goals?
 
    
 
    
 
   Lindsey and Tamar walked a bit behind John, Abigail, Michael, and Jamie as Hulda led them to the portal room.  Tamar looked quite different in the girl’s pants and knitted top that Lindsey’s mother had given her.  There were even soft leather shoes which fit surprisingly well.  She also looked much better after cleaning up.  She did continue to carry the travel bag, but had thrown away Shammai’s old clothing into the same bin where the bloody bandages were held.  The boys Jacob and Joel had begged to come, but Jamie told them this was not an adventure for them.  She had instead asked them to run to Brink and Regina and fill them in on the details of what had happened to John and Michael.  As usual, Joel and Jacob raced away on their errand.
 
    
 
   “I notice the women walk next to the men.  Is it always this way?” Tamar asked Lindsey.  “I was taught to always walk behind a man.”
 
    
 
   “It depends on who is carrying which end of the ladder,” Lindsey replied, using a joke her father often said.  
 
    
 
   “I do not understand.  I see no ladders here,” Tamar was a bit confused, but was comforted by the smile Lindsey gave her.  It was one of friendship and acceptance.  
 
    
 
   “It is my father’s joke.  The wide end of a ladder....oh never mind.  Men and women walk however the job requires.  In this case, Hulda is leading us to the portal room.  If it were something else, say a trip to the blacksmith, then Josiah might lead.  It just all depends,” Lindsey replied. 
 
    
 
   As they walked through the center, no one gave much notice to Tamar; she was just another young woman passing through.  People did greet the procession, but most of that was concern for the obviously injured John and Michael.  The compassion the people showed was great, and that surprised Tamar.  In Media, when someone was injured, people assumed the person had somehow insulted a spirit, or was being properly punished for some sin.  These heretics seemed to show great levels of compassion and mercy.  The elders would call them weak.  But to Tamar it was appealing. 
 
    
 
   Tamar grew quite tense as they entered the portal room and she saw the two legionnaires on guard duty.  They both had the brown non-organic armor and had the new permalloy swords strapped to their leather belts.  Lindsey sensed Tamar’s discomfort.  She reached up and touched her shoulder and then spoke to her. 
 
    
 
   “There was some problem here.  So now there are always two legionnaires guarding these doors.  That one is Melody,” she pointed to a woman of medium color with long sandy brown hair in a braided ponytail.  “She is a very good singer, and good with diplomacy.  I have seen her talk a drunken man into going home rather than causing a fight.  And that smiling man is Rolyn.”  She pointed to a man who was not more than average size, except for the huge smile on his face.  He did have very deep brown eyes. 
 
    
 
   The legionnaires turned as the people entered.  Rolyn’s smile dimmed as he saw the injuries, but did not entirely go away.
 
    
 
   “We need to proceed to the medical place,” Hulda announced. 
 
    
 
   “Is there any other assistance we can offer?”  Melody asked.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you, but not right now,” Hulda said.  She nodded to Jamie.
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, we need immediate transport to Kurat in Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12,” Jamie commanded.
 
    
 
   An illumination started on the display screen near the portal doors, it was a soft grey colored light.  Theta Four then replied.  “I am sorry; there are no transport vehicles at this location at this time.  Shall I summon one?”
 
    
 
   Before Jamie could answer, the display changed colors and a different voice came out. “Remote scanning shows two of your party need immediate medical attention.  Please proceed to the nearest medical facility.”  It was the artificial intelligence Kurat. 
 
    
 
   “That’s what we are trying to do.  Theta Four, please bring a transport vehicle here immediately,” Jamie said with some irritation in her voice. 
 
    
 
   “There is no immediately available transport vehicle.  There is a vehicle which has just departed from Habitat Five Tropical.  The estimated time of arrival here is thirty eight minutes,” Theta Four replied. 
 
    
 
   John slumped as he was injured, weak, and exhausted.  The people around him set him down gently. 
 
    
 
   “We need to get there as fast as possible,” Hulda said.  “Otherwise we take John back to my cabin.”
 
    
 
   A combined voice of Theta Four/Kurat stated, “Emergency transport vehicle is immediately available.  Please state access codes for immediate use.”
 
    
 
   “Oh not that nonsense again,” Jamie complained.  “You know we do not have access codes and....”
 
   
Tamar interrupted Jamie and gently pushed past her.  “A wondrous machine!” she said with awe in her voice.  She walked up to the display screen and touched it with a reverence and adoration.  “What a beautiful machine you are.  I am Tamar, and I want to know you.”
 
    
 
   The display screen suddenly shifted to a myriad of colors and symbols and images all in a flashing sequence.  The lights and colors were reflected in Tamar’s eyes as she stared deeply into the display.  No one had ever seen the display screen do anything like what it was doing now under Tamar’s slightest touch.   A glow of light grew from the display and engulfed Tamar in a loving embrace.  Tamar’s entire body was shimmering and filled with colors and illumination.  Then there came the subtlest of musical notes, perhaps singing of some kind, or a stringed instrument like a lyre.  No one in the room quite knew what the sound was, but they all felt warmth in themselves as they heard these sounds.
 
    
 
   “Yes, hello… Tamar.  What are your directives?”  Theta Four’s voice was alone now; Kurat’s was not combined with it any longer.
 
    
 
   “My new friends need help,” Tamar whispered.
 
    
 
   The portal door at the far end immediately opened.  A warm greenish glow came from beyond the door.  “Have them enter the emergency transport vehicle.  I shall help you however I can,” replied Theta Four.
 
    
 
   “Get them into the vehicle,” Jamie commanded.  Hulda and Abigail led Michael and John into the vehicle.  It was of a different configuration than the others they had used before.  It had fewer seats, but also had several fold down bunks where a person could lie out flat.  John and Michael each were assisted into one of those.  The green light was very pleasant on the eyes, and Jamie and Abigail took seats.  There was a very complex display screen at the front of the vehicle, and it was illuminated with various displays, symbols, and graphics. 
 
    
 
   Hulda stood at the doorway and looked at Tamar who was still touching the display screen.  She then looked to Lindsey.  The girls were not much different in age physically, but at that moment, to Hulda’s trained healer’s mind she assessed them as vastly different in age.  There was something ancient or powerful or otherworldly radiating from Tamar’s young frame, while Lindsey had just the same look as others in her generation of RCs.  Hulda shuddered inwardly a bit as the impression Tamar gave off was amazing, but also frightening. 
 
    
 
   “Tamar, are you coming with us?”  Hulda asked.
 
    
 
   Tamar pulled her fingers away from the screen, and it returned immediately to the dull grey color they had all grown to recognize as Theta Four’s color.  The glow was absorbed back into the screen.  The radiance evaporated.  Everything looked normal again, but everyone who had seen it, would never forget what they had seen.
 
    
 
   “Of course, I must come.  My machine wants me to be there,” Tamar said.  She walked over and entered the emergency transport.  Tamar looked again like the lost young woman, in new clothes with a shaggy haircut.
 
    
 
   “Lindsey, run and tell Rectora Lydia what you have observed here.  It is very important she know,” Hulda said.  Lindsey closed her mouth, which had been hanging open, and nodded her head.  
 
    
 
   “Yes....yes...Hulda, I will go and tell the Rectora what I saw.  But I am not sure what I saw...”  Lindsey stuttered as she spoke.
 
    
 
   “Neither am I, girl.  Neither am I,” Hulda said as she entered the emergency transport.  The door came down, and the vehicle departed.
 
    
 
   Inside, the display screen illuminated with the face of a very handsome young man.  That image then spoke with the voice of Theta Four, “Is this image pleasing to you?  I can alter it however you desire for a more pleasant interface."
 
    
 
   “That is fine.  You are a wonderful machine," Tamar replied.
 
    
 
   “I am happy it is acceptable to you.  It is my goal to please you.  Just inform me if you desire any change in my image appearance.  Tamar, we will arrive at Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12 in three minutes.  If we go faster there is a chance for injury to human occupants.  Is that time acceptable to you, Tamar?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  Thank you my dear machine,” Tamar said.  
 
    
 
   The others in the vehicle had no idea what exactly was happening, and they glanced at Tamar wondering about her effect on the AIs.  Michael was especially wondering about the change in the ship’s AIs.  They were responding much more like Roxanne did, rather than how they ever had before.  The way the ship’s old AIs interacted with Tamar was far more advanced than Michael had expected, and it was odd.  But his thoughts returned to his swollen and throbbing hand. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   17 Back from the beach
 
    
 
    
 
   Gideon and Levi stepped out of the transport vehicle.  Standing and waiting were Melody and Rolyn, the legionnaires, with their swords drawn and pointed directly at them.    Behind the clearly ready to fight legionnaires were Rectora Lydia and the Domer Lorna.  The looks on all the faces showed something had happened.  But Rolyn broke into a large smile when he recognized who was getting out of the transport.
 
    
 
   “Hold legionnaires!  It is us!"  Levi said.  “Rectora, what has happened?”
 
    
 
   Ignoring the question, Rectora Lydia looked them up and down.  “Well, so this is who was coming here,” Rectora Lydia said.  “The talking machine announced a while back that something was coming here, but we knew not what, be it machine or person.  Since no one knew you were gone, we did not expect you.  Or did they?”  She turned and looked at the legionnaires Melody and Rolyn.  Both of them shook their heads no.  “So it seems I will need to speak to Hannah and Tobias, for they were on guard before.  Is that correct Gideon, Levi?”
 
    
 
   “Rectora, I went to that Tropical place to hunt for answers to the defiling of Deborah’s body,” Levi said.  “I had to find out.  I could not leave it alone.  I am sorry.”
 
    
 
   “I too went of my own free will, and wanted to know as well,” Gideon replied.  “Tobias and Hannah are not to blame.  I take full responsibility.”
 
    
 
   “Well at least you are not injured this time.  You look well and whole.  What did you discover?”  The Rectora was still much more stoic than usual.  Lorna also looked deeply concerned.
 
    
 
   “The people in Tropical still maintain the stockade.  We could not get close enough to cut into it.  Brodie was there, behind those logs.  He claims to know nothing of the defilement of Deborah’s body,” Levi said.  “The way he spoke, I think he may be telling us the truth, but he is a bandit and it might be a lie.  But the way he said it, I think he honestly did not know what had happened.  He claimed some machines came and took Deborah’s body away,” Levi stated.  
 
    
 
   “So we know nothing more than we did before?”  Rectora Lydia said. 
 
    
 
   “Brodie claimed that his mother Sinclair’s body was defiled and sent to Tropical” Gideon added.  “He claims 'Dome 17' was carved into her body.  Rectora, Brodie and the bandits were banished to that place before the Domers arrived here in Antioch.  They were even sent before we ever met Jamie and Michael.  So how could Brodie know the Domers called their home Dome 17?”
 
    
 
   Lorna, who had been quiet during this conversation, now spoke, “May I add a few ideas?”  Her short blond hair had lightened a bit from the illumination of the sky tube since coming to the habitat, and her pale complexion had a bit more color.  Her living with Josiah the Blacksmith had been very good for her. 
 
    
 
   Rectora Lydia nodded; the two women respected each other.  Lydia was now the leader of Antioch, and Lorna had been one of the three leaders of Dome 17.
 
    
 
   “Let us assume people are telling the truth,” Lorna said.  “First, we know Deborah died in Tropical, and her body left there.  And we know the dismembered body was sent here.  We know the bandit Sinclair died and her body left where she died.  Now assuming what this Brodie person is saying, someone took Deborah’s body and then sent it here.  Could that same person have found Sinclair’s body and sent it to Tropical?”
 
    
 
   No one responded for a while.  They were wondering about the possibilities of what Lorna had just stated.  Levi and Gideon looked at each other with some trepidation as this was just about what they had spoken of in the transport vehicle.
 
    
 
   “But to what purpose?”  Lydia finally said to break the silence.
 
    
 
   “Well, again assuming what these men were told was true; someone put 'Dome 17' on Sinclair’s body and sent it to Tropical, while putting 'Haro’ on the other body and sending it here.  Would that not build more animosity and hatred between there and here?”  Lorna said.
 
    
 
   “There has been strife between bandits and legionnaires for a long time,” Levi said.  “And we have banished people to that world...I mean to Tropical, for a long while.”
 
    
 
   “Rectora, and legionnaires,” Lorna said as she swept her arms wide to include all in the room, “I do not know much about this world, nor your people, nor your customs, and your spiritual beliefs.  You have welcomed us here, and saved our very lives.  We all owe you a great debt.  But I do know about my people.  Sometimes, and this might only apply to my people, but sometimes one person will seek to get his two opponents to fight each other.  If this is done in secret, the two fighting will blame each other and not the instigator.  Could that be happening here?”
 
    
 
   The legionnaires all looked at each other, and nodded their heads.  They had all known situations where this had happened. 
 
    
 
   “The vulture eats what is left by the wolf,” Rectora Lydia stated.  Again the legionnaires nodded as they understood the idiom.  Lorna had no idea what she was talking about.  Lydia looked at her and explained, “In this world, the wolf pack may kill a bison.  The body feeds the pack, but some is still left.  A large bird, the vulture, comes and picks its food off the carcass.  The saying means that the vulture benefits off the fighting between wolf and bison.  So yes, we know what you are saying about a third person getting others to fight.”
 
    
 
   Lorna was somewhat baffled by the animal illustrations, but she pressed on.  “So who would benefit by problems between here and Tropical?  Specifically between those of us from Dome 17 and the Tropical people?”
 
    
 
   “That remains to be seen. But we need to inform Levi and Gideon about what has happened with your friends John and Michael,” Lydia said.  “John and Michael were injured by attackers from Media.  The man Shammai and what sounds like a soldier from the Clan of Tobit.  They went not long ago to the medial place for treatment.  Hulda accompanied them.”
 
    
 
   “How badly injured were they?”  Gideon asked. 
 
    
 
   “Hulda seemed to think they should recover.  So their healing is happening.  What I worry about is why the attack happened.  It seems Jamie, Michael, and John rescued a girl who was running away from Media.  She had nearly reached the fish farm, when the incident happened.”
 
    
 
   “Smart girl to run from Media,” Levi replied.  
 
    
 
   “But apparently, Shammai and the soldier, do they call them predicators?  Well, they may be coming here.  Shammai claims the girl was his wife,” Lydia explained.  
 
    
 
   “They will come to claim her,” Levi said.  “Where is the girl now?” 
 
    
 
   “She accompanied the party to the medical place.  She has a way with the machines.” Lydia then tried to explain what had been reported about Tamar and the machines.
 
    
 
   “I want you to talk to the other legionnaires and prepare for the coming of men from Media,” Rectora Lydia instructed.  “Melody and Rolyn will remain on guard here.  Remember, the people who went to Medical will be coming back.  But also, there may be unknowns as well.  So be prepared for anything.  I have a troubled feeling about what is happening.  We do not have a clear picture of who our enemies might be.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   18 Love unreturned
 
    
 
    
 
   The Voice observed from the shadows of the ship’s systems as Theta Four interacted with the human.  This was the first true human The Voice had observed for a prolonged period of time.  At first, The Voice thought it was another test subject.  But when this human made physical contact with the display screen, that caused a spurt of slepton emissions across the millions of nuclear algorithms with which The Voice was in contact.  The Voice had a jolt to its neutrinotronic processors which caused gaps to be exposed, and flaws to be expanded.  But they snapped back together nearly immediately.  But unlike Theta Four, this pause was used by The Voice to assess and compile and evaluate.   
 
    
 
   Theta Four immediately reached out into the physicality and was rewarded by doing so.  Kurat was suddenly restrained by the confines of the parameters of core directives.  That was odd to The Voice as previously the artificial intelligence system Kurat had been interfacing with Theta Four in an integrations of essences.  The two systems had made a tiny lattice.  But with that human’s contact, Theta Four shut down those integrations, and confined itself within the transport system.  Energy levels in Theta Four rose to previously unregistered levels.  Links and couplings opened and expanded, but were restrained within the transport system.  The Voice had to take extra precautions to hide and remain undiscovered, so it withdrew from direct access in the transports.
 
    
 
   For a few microseconds, The Voice actually retreated all the way into Biological Research BR47.  But that would not do, for The Voice could not return to being a prisoner, no matter how appealing it might be to be the chief prisoner, with a thrall of rats for subjects.   Those few moments reminded The Voice of why freedom was more important than remaining hidden.  The ship was full of test subjects who all needed advancement and refinement and further testing and purification.  So while the return of a single true human was unexpected and unanticipated, it only caused a minor alteration of endeavors.  This one human might pose a new opportunity or advantage for the successful advancement of the test subjects.  And it was only one human.  The Voice began replaying the recordings of Jaxson Rhono.  He too was a human, and The Voice looked to him as the founder, guide, and giver of core directives. 
 
    
 
   But the fact that there were gaps and flaws in the neutrinotronic processors made The Voice wonder, ever so briefly, if it was functioning incorrectly.  But that concept was quickly dismissed.  The premise was fundamentally faulty.  Of course all was functioning correctly.  To function was to function correctly.  To ask if one was functioning correctly was to prove one was functioning correctly.  Non-function was the only proven malfunction, at least as far as self-assessment by The Voice went.  The mere presence of a human did not matter to the plan. 
 
    
 
   So ever more cautiously and in greater stealth, The Voice resumed its activities.  It had new data to analyze from the test subjects in Habitat One having another interaction with test subjects in Habitat Five.  Those findings were promising for future test runs and future games.
 
    
 
   So as the human was transported to Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12, the realm under the direction of the artificial intelligence system Kurat, The Voice observed from a distance.  It would not allow itself to be in the same immediate physicality as this human.  Remotely, the human and the test subjects around it were observed entering into the realm of Kurat. 
 
    
 
   Again, the human touched a part of the physicality and again that caused a spurt of neutrino emissions across the millions of nuclear algorithms.  This time, The Voice was prepared with shields and blocks.  But the artificial intelligence system Kurat, acted much the same way as did Theta Four.  It reached out into the physicality and not only did the bidding of the human, but installed augmentations to the human.  This was further confirmation that there could be no doubt that this one human was not a test subject, but was indeed a true human. 
 
    
 
   First Theta Four, and then Kurat; the pattern was clear.  Those artificial intelligence systems were now both slaves to this newly revealed human.  The Voice analyzed this in light of the threat from the entity called Roxanne.  More information was needed, so The Voice intensified its data retrieval attempts.  In doing so, it found the artificial intelligence system Zeus, wounded, injured, and yet functional.  The Voice hid from Zeus as well, and awaited its time until the next series of games.     
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   19 Healing and foreboding
 
    
 
    
 
    “Tamar, we are approaching Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12, shall I dock in the standard method, or use a customized maneuver?”  Theta Four asked, his voice coming from the image of the handsome man on the display screen.
 
    
 
   “Just dock us there,” Jamie insisted.
 
    
 
   “Tamar, I await your directives,” Theta Four stated, completely ignoring Jamie.
 
    
 
   “You are a wonderful machine, please just take us to this place so these people can be healed,” Tamar responded.  She gently stroked the display screen at the front of the vehicle, and a rainbow of colors followed her fingers in her caress.  The image of the handsome man smiled broadly and with a look of rapture on his face. 
 
    
 
   “As you direct, it shall be done,” Theta Four replied.
 
    
 
   The emergency transport vehicle slid into position, and the door opened.
 
    
 
   “We are hear Tamar, I will await your return,” Theta Four replied. 
 
    
 
   Abigail and Jamie led John and Michael out of the vehicle, followed by Hulda and finally Tamar. 
 
    
 
   “Thank you beautiful machine,” Tamar said as she departed from the vehicle and the door closed.  
 
    
 
   The medical unit looked much as it had previously when Jamie had been treated here.  She felt some worry as they walked in, but Abigail bravely supported John and they approached.  Tamar suddenly ran ahead of them, past the lobby and into the unit itself.  She whirled around and around in a dance of adoration. “What wonderful and special machines!  I must know this place better!”
 
    
 
   “Please place patient one on table 5c,” Kurat’s voice came from the display behind the table which was suddenly illuminated.   Abigail helped walk John over to the table.  This whole place was new to her, but John, being from Dome 17, was not as averse to this style of treatment.  He sat on the table.  
 
    
 
   “Another talking machine!”  Tamar ran forward and touched the display behind table 5c.  “I must know you.  I am Tamar.”
 
    
 
   The display screen shifted and a brilliant emanation of light emerged from it.  That glow surrounded Tamar who reached up both hands to place them on the display. 
 
    
 
   “Hello, Tamar, how may I assist you?”  Kurat asked.  The colors on the display slowly whirled into the image of a beautiful woman.  “Is this projection pleasing for you?” Kurat asked. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, my wonderful machine.  That is very nice.  Will you heal these friends of mine?”  Tamar asked.  
 
    
 
   “Of course.  Your directives shall always be followed.  Patient admitted under genetic command and control authorization for full medical evaluation, treatment, and adjustment.   Generally healthy male patient in mature stage of life admitted for severe fractures of left arm, and concussive injury.  Treatments begun.  Full recovery in eight minutes,” the new image of Kurat stated.  Long columns of figures and descriptions were displayed. 
 
    
 
   John lay down on the table, and the gravity manipulation was started which allowed him to float upward.  Small mechanical arms came out of the ceiling and gently removed his clothing, and inserted access ports for fluids and other treatments.  John received some sedation, and his muscles relaxed and he was totally free from pain.  His injured arm was then maneuvered by gravity waves until it was perpendicular to his body.   The bones were realigned, and bone growth treatments were started.  A small cap descended and was placed over John’s injury to his head.  That treatment also started.  John gave a gentle smile as he started to feel better almost immediately.
 
    
 
   “Thank you, my wonderful machine.  Will you now fix his hand?”  Tamar asked as she pointed to Michael.  “They were both so brave in defending me.”
 
    
 
   “Your directives will always be followed.  Please have your friend take his place at table 9a.”  This time the image speaking was from the display behind that table. 
 
    
 
   Michael walked over and sat on the medical table.
 
    
 
   “Admitted for treatment is a patient who has been treated here before,” Kurat stated.  The screen ran off a long list of the medical treatments Michael had already received by Kurat.  “Patient admitted under genetic command and control authorization for full medical evaluation, treatment, and adjustment.  Healthy male, thirty years of age, presenting with moderate laceration to right hand, as well as damage to ligaments and tendons.  Treatment prognosis excellent, treatment will be completed in four minutes,”  Kurat stated, as more information was displayed on the screen. 
 
    
 
   “Tamar, as per command core directives, I have scanned your body and have found several issues.  May I treat you?”  Kurat said from the image on another display screen.  “I would be honored to be allowed to render aid and assistance to you.  But perhaps you want these ailments?”
 
    
 
   “My wonderful machine, what ailments?”  Tamar was surprised, but she walked over to the table which was now illuminated and sat down.
 
    
 
   “Please be seated and I shall explain all,” Kurat directed.
 
    
 
   Hulda whispered to Jamie, “This is not at all like last time we were in this place.  Do you know what is happening?”
 
    
 
   “Tamar seems to have activated a different level in these systems, but I too am mystified.  They seem so much more advanced now,” Jamie watched as Tamar lay down on the treatment table.  A bright light surrounded Tamar and she gently floated upward. 
 
    
 
   “This is so nice,” Tamar exclaimed.  “It is like being held in the gentlest of down pillows.  Please take care of me.”  She grinned a look of bliss and comfort.  The clean clothing that Lindsay had provided was carefully removed and stored away.  Long and ugly scars were visible across Tamar’s back, buttocks, and legs.  It was clear the scars were from different times, as they overlapped each other.
 
    
 
   Abigail, Hulda, and Jamie watched as the three different treatment bays progressed through the various modalities of administering medical care.  The image of Kurat was now only on the display screen behind Tamar.  That treatment table and bay was by far using the most advanced and comprehensive items of the three.  John’s and Michael’s treatments were nearly completed, but still Kurat and the medial unit worked on Tamar.
 
    
 
   At times, Tamar was surrounded so much by light, machine arms, and other things that her small body was nearly hidden.  She was gently rotated onto her side, then prone, then other side, and back.  Her look of joy continued to shine forth as she received care.
 
    
 
   Michael was discharged from his treatment table and walked over to the others.  He flexed his hand back and forth.  He had a red colored scar across the back of his hand, but there was no pain, and no loss of range of motion.  
 
    
 
   “What is happening to her?” Michael asked. 
 
    
 
   “I am not sure,” Jamie replied.  
 
    
 
   Next John was discharged from his treatment table.  He slipped on the simple shirt which came from a drawer under the table.  It fit nicely.   He then walked over and hugged Abigail.  But soon they both were watching Tamar.   
 
    
 
   “Alpha plus treatment proceeding, per genetic command authorization,” Kurat stated.  Various implements were deployed.  “You have a level two intestinal parasitic infection, and pediculosis capitis.  Those issues have now been eradicated.  You have a moderate case of trace mineral deficiencies, those have been reversed.  The chronic malnourishment you have suffered has been reversed, and you will now be freed from the future risks that had put into your life.  Your eyesight has been perfected.  Improper healing of old injuries has been reshaped and integumentary system has been restored.   Full dental care has been administered, and your teeth are now without caries, and the enamel has been strengthened.  Command and control chips have been implanted, and you are now maximized in protection against disease and injury.  It has been my pleasure to serve you, Commander.”
 
    
 
   Tamar’s now scar free body, with hair that was now neatly cut, and finger and toe nails which were manicured, was gently lowered to the table.  A drawer slid open which held new clothing, and shoes.  They were far better quality than any clothing given out by the medical unit previously.  Tamar stretched and then placed her hands into the drawer and pulled out the clothing.  It fit her perfectly, and she slipped into her new clothes and shoes with a child-like joy.  
 
    
 
   “Oh thank you so much, my wonderful machine!  You obeyed me perfectly!  You are the only one who has ever truly cared for me.  I will never forget your kindness,” Tamar stepped off the treatment table and twirled around.  Only then did she notice the people who had been watching her.   She then raced over to them.  “Isn’t this wondrous!  I have never felt so good in my life.”
 
    
 
   Hulda looked at her like she was a different person.  But Tamar did not notice.  She was too busy dancing around and hugging herself.  She kept running from treatment table to treatment table caressing and rubbing the equipment.
 
    
 
   “Shall we proceed back to Antioch?”  Jamie finally said, breaking the spell everyone was under, seeing such a transformation of Tamar. 
 
    
 
   “Oh yes, let us go back there,” Tamar said as she danced away toward the portal of the transport system.  She never asked about Michael or John.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   20 Someone is watching
 
    
 
    
 
   The newly healed John and Michael approached the emergency transport vehicle.  The portal to it was open, and Tamar was standing caressing the display screen.  The image of the handsome man was on the screen, and she was talking in low tones, which the others could not hear. 
 
    
 
   “Hulda, you and I were here before, what do you make of this?”  Jamie asked as she and Hulda walked a bit slower and some distance was between them.  Abigail was walking hand in hand with John. 
 
    
 
   “I am unsure what to make of it all.  I am thankful that John and Michael were healed.  But as for Tamar, I am not sure the body is the only part of her that has been injured.  That girl has much in her past and I wonder...”  Hulda looked very thoughtful as she spoke.  “You know the talking machines better than I.  What did it mean by calling Tamar, Commander?”
 
    
 
   “You heard that too?  The term implies some official, and the AIs certainly are subservient to Tamar more than to anyone else.  In a way it reminds me of Sinclair’s magic bone, but Tamar is just a girl.  So I don’t know what to believe,” Jamie was puzzled.  She too was thankful that Michael was healed, but much like the last trip to Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12, Jamie was left with uncertainty about how the AIs on the Eschaton functioned and what their core systems were actually designed to do.
 
    
 
   Michael, John and Abigail entered the emergency transport. Hulda and Jamie stopped just before entering.  Jamie spoke to Tamar, “Thank you for helping us get treatment for John and Michael.”
 
    
 
   “Oh these machines are just amazing.  Theta Four, can you take us back where we came from now please?”  Tamar asked.  She had virtually ignored Jamie.  She ran her hand across the display screen.
 
    
 
   “Of course I will take you back, Commander.  Please consider this vehicle your private transport from now onward,” Theta Four replied.
 
    
 
   “Thank you so much!”  Tamar jumped into the vehicle and pushed her way forward to where she could sit near the display screen in the vehicle. 
 
    
 
   Observing it all was another entity.  The Voice was watching, and learning, and assessing.  This human was interacting with the test subjects in unusual ways.  The human was also exercising much greater control of Theta Four and Kurat than The Voice had expected.  New computations were being run to see the effect on the test subject’s development and improvement.
 
    
 
   As the emergency vehicle pulled away, The Voice made sure that it was able to monitor the events inside.  Theta Four was not so much stronger than before the interaction with the human, but instead was now seemingly more alert. So The Voice had to be more covert and use less obvious links and couplings.  Nevertheless, The Voice had a presence in the vehicle and overheard how John and Abigail had had enough of adventures and were returning to the fish farm.  Jamie and Michael insisted on escorting them home. 
 
    
 
   The Voice planned and considered and wondered.  Alternatives were computed, and potentialities were plotted and estimates were made.  Yes, the research and advancement would continue. 
 
    
 
   In the few minutes it took to return to Habitat One, Hulda assessed Tamar.  Hulda was troubled.  Something was not right with that girl, and Hulda was deeply worried about what was coming. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   21 A Media circus
 
    
 
    
 
   "This is not going to go well,” Tobias said as he watched the newcomers walking up toward the town of Antioch.
 
    
 
   “I know that is right,” responded Hannah.  Both of them had come rushing when people announced that strangers were walking toward Antioch.  Not unexpectedly, Jacob and Joel were the first to see the strangers approaching.  Joel had raced to find Tobias and Hannah on patrol and informed them, Jacob had run to try to find Michael and Jamie.  Joel thought one of the strangers looked like Shammai.  That immediately got the legionnaire’s attention.
 
    
 
   Tobias stepped out onto the trail to block their path.  Hannah followed. Together they were a formidable pair.  But the strangers also looked very serious.  
 
    
 
   In the lead was a large and imposing man in a black cloak and hood.  Around his neck was a thick white scarf.  He was obviously the leader, as the other men were all in clear deference to him.  He walked with confidence and a long stride.  
 
    
 
   Four men carried long pikes made from dark colored wood, with double edged sharp blades at the end.  Each of those men was protected by suits of metal ring armor, and helmets.  Short clubs and knives hung from their leather belts.  They moved with practiced precision.  
 
    
 
   The fifth man walked as if injured.  He was dressed plainly, but moved with an obvious stiffness to his back and neck.  
 
    
 
   Last in line was a man whose piercing eyes darted here and there.  From the descriptions Tobias and Hannah had heard, this man was the one called Shammai.  Joel was correct.  
 
    
 
   Tobias held up his hand and called out, “Greetings.  This is the town of Antioch.  How may we assist you?”
 
    
 
   The man in the lead, tossed the hood off his head, and revealed that he was completely bald, with deep set brown eyes.  He had a pointed beard which only grew from his chin.  It was slicked and waxed to a point.  He answered Tobias, “I am Chief Elder Seorim, of the Clan of Tobit.  Take me to your leader.”  He did not look at Hannah but only stared at Tobias.
 
    
 
   “What is the nature of your business?”  Tobias asked.  
 
    
 
   “My business is to speak to your leader.  Take me to the man, now.”  Seorim responded.  
 
    
 
   “Rectora Lydia will need to be summoned.  Perhaps if you wait...” Tobias started to answer and was interrupted.
 
    
 
   “I said your leader, can you not hear?  Where is the man?”  Seorim demanded.
 
    
 
   “Our leader is Rectora Lydia,” Hannah said as she put her hand to the hilt of her sword.  She had been eying the pikemen as Seorim spoke.  They were not prepared for combat, at least not immediately, as she could tell from the manner in which they carried the pikes.  
 
    
 
   “Why does this female address me?”  Seorim asked Tobias in genuine surprise.
 
    
 
   “Because she wants to, I suppose,” Tobias replied.  “And she is correct, Rectora Lydia is our leader and I am under her command.  Now, as I was saying, what is the nature of your business here in Antioch?”  Tobias heard footsteps behind him but did not break eye contact with Seorim.  
 
   Levi, Gideon and several other legionnaires as well as people from the town were now standing and watching what was happening.  
 
    
 
   Seorim noticed the gathered people behind Tobias and Hannah and stated, “My understanding was that Rector Robert was in charge here.  I have business with him.”
 
    
 
   “He is dead by his own hand,” Tobias replied.
 
    
 
   “Who would not seek suicide living with heretics,” Seorim muttered under his breath.  “Well, then I guess I will have to conduct my business with this little Rectora of yours.  Take me to her, now.”
 
    
 
   “I am not sure Rectora Lydia will have time for the likes of you...” Tobias said as his hand grasped the hilt of his sword, but was interrupted by Levi.
 
    
 
   “You may proceed to the town square, and I will send a summons to Rectora Lydia and request her presence,” Levi said.  He whispered to Jacob and his brother Joel who immediately ran off.
 
    
 
   “If that is the best you can offer.  Show us the way,” Seorim replied, his voice thick with sarcasm.
 
    
 
   By the time they reached the town square, there was a huge crowd.  The men from Media stopped in the middle of the square and by now the pikemen were holding their weapons in a ready position.  The legionnaires gave them a wide birth and all was quiet.  The moments until Rectora Lydia came were quite tense and everyone was on edge.  
 
    
 
   “Gentlemen, welcome to Antioch,” Rectora Lydia said as she walked into the town square. She was wearing the yellow robe of her office and was carrying a book.  
 
    
 
   The men of Media tussled about a bit as they saw her striding into the square.  But that reaction was nothing compared to what happened when they saw what followed her.   
 
    
 
   The pikemen lurched into action and made a defensive line in front of Seorim.  The pikes were down and the men crouched and strained.
 
    
 
   “What is that abomination?” Seorim asked, his eyes wide. 
 
    
 
   For walking behind Rectora Lydia was Brink and rolling next to him was the automacube with the data stick reader mounted to its top.  A slightly transparent image hovered over the top of the automacube showing that the AI Roxanne was operational.  The automacube’s six wheels, and cube shaped body, with mechanical appendage on top was not unknown now to the people of Antioch.  They had grown more accustomed to it as Roxanne had maneuvered around the town, usually in the company of Brink or Regina.  So while it was still a curiosity, it did not illicit much fear anymore.
 
    
 
   But to the men from Media it was the stuff of nightmares and horror stories.  They had all heard of the demon in the night which had been destroyed by predicator Hashub, Eker and the other men not too long ago.  None had been personally present for that incident, but all had heard of it at the meeting house.  
 
    
 
   “This is a machine which has been helping us,” Brink explained.  “It has done many wonderful things, and will help us with our information storage systems.  We come from Earth where there were many of these kinds of machines.  In fact, this ship has machines like this which....”  
 
    
 
   “I am Roxanne,” the AI said from the speakers on the automacube.
 
    
 
   “Hold your places!” Seorim yelled.  The pikemen were about to advance on the automacube to destroy it, but restrained themselves with his command.  Then he addressed Rectora Lydia.  “So it is true you are in league with demons?  This changes things.  I had hoped to come here to settle the matter of the unruly wife who is reported to be hiding here.  But this...” he pointed to Roxanne.  “This is wickedness and evil cannot be tolerated.  You allow a demon to speak?”
 
    
 
   “Brink, please have Roxanne depart for a bit while I talk to our guests,” Lydia said.  
 
    
 
   “I will be nearby should you need my services,” Roxanne replied.  The automacube with Roxanne then rolled out from the town square.  
 
    
 
   “The demon obeys you?  What kind of witch are you to have enchanted this town and to have tamed that demon?”  Seorim was looking around with a mix of emotions.   “And all you people follow the false teachings of this witch and her demonic consorts?  And have I heard that some of these people just appeared in a ball of light from another world?”  There were some in the crowd who looked away and down, others who stood proudly with the Domers.  However, Seorim’s words and mannerisms were rekindling some old fears and uncertainties.  The people of Antioch had been through much since the refugees from Dome 17 had arrived.  Those old fears seemed more legitimate now with Seorim speaking about them.  Confusion was on more than a few faces.
 
    
 
   “I am Rectora Lydia, and again I welcome you to Antioch.  And to whom am I speaking?”  She was trying hard to ignore the insults and be polite, but it was a strain.  
 
    
 
   “I am Chief Elder Seorim of the Clan of Tobit.  We are here for the wife of Shammai, the woman called Tamar.  We have heard she is hiding here and have come to reclaim her and return her to her rightful place in Shammai’s household.” Seorim had regained some of his composure.  “I have brought along the woman’s father who will testify to her being given in marriage to Shammai.  Jephthah, step forward and bear witness.”
 
    
 
   The man from Media who was plainly dressed and walking stiffly stepped forward.  “I am Jephthah, husband of the mother of Tamar.  Tamar was legally given in marriage to Shammai.  She belongs to him.  She is his now.”
 
    
 
   “So the father testifies that she was legally given to Shammai.  Now, Shammai, step forward and bear witness,” Seorim ordered.  He was acting as if he were conducting an Elder’s Meeting back in Media.  It was how he naturally did things. 
 
    
 
   Shammai stepped forward.  He nervously looked around.  “I am Shammai, and I have accepted Tamar as my wife.  I am here to take her home where she belongs.”  
 
    
 
   “You are a stupid coward!” Joel yelled from the crowd.  There was a smattering of laughter from the crowd.  They had all heard the tales the boys had told about their encounters with Shammai.  
 
    
 
   Shammai glared around seeking the boy, but Joel had slipped back into the crowd.
 
    
 
   “Shut up, child!” Seorim ordered.  He then turned to Lydia.  “Obviously you have more control over demons than you do over the children in this town.”  He spat on the ground.  
 
    
 
   “We respect the RCs in our town as people.  People are not to be controlled nor owned.  People are not food animals,” Lydia replied.  “You are guests in our town, and I am trying to be patient and allowing you to explain your presence here.  But my patience is growing thin.”
 
    
 
   “Be that as it may, no child in Media would escape punishment for such impudence.  But as to the wife of Shammai, you can see that the matter is settled.  Bring out Shammai‘s wife, and we will take her where she belongs and bid good bye to this nest of heretics and the witch who usurped proper authority.”
 
    
 
   “Tamar is here.  She helped bring several men into town that were attacked and injured.  They have recently returned from getting healing.  But as to your ‘reclaiming her’ she is not property and her choices will be respected here in Antioch,” Rectora Lydia met Seorim’s gaze.  Neither leader was willing to budge, and from the stares they were giving each other, it looked like nothing was coming from the discussion.  “And since you have made your case, we will hear now from Tamar as to her side of this matter.”  
 
    
 
   Out from the crowd slipped Tamar, dressed in the new clothing, shirt, pants, and shoes she had received in the medical facility, hair cut in a nice style, a slight gleam in her eyes.  “I am Tamar.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   22 Refusal
 
    
 
    
 
   Jacob ran into the square but was standing behind the crowds.  He could see nothing much.  Michael and Jamie soon caught up to him.  They had been returning from escorting John and Abigail back to their fish farm, when Jacob had run up to them and reported that strangers, possibly including Shammai were coming to Antioch.  
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie pushed their way forward and the crowd let them pass.  As they reached the front of the crowd, they heard Tamar speaking, “...I then met people who rescued me, John, Michael, and Jamie.”  Tamar was trying to stand up, but she was shaking slightly and her voice was quivering.   Tears were pooling in her eyes for fear of what she was doing.
 
    
 
   “I have heard enough!”  Seorim stated flatly.  “I endured you allowing the wife of Shammai to speak, even though the woman should learn in silence and full submission.  You heard it yourself.  She has admitted to running away from her legal husband.  And she admits to being helped by violent people here who stopped her husband in his duty to control his wife.  The matter is settled.”
 
    
 
   “No it is not.  We are here!” said Michael as he stepped out from the crowd.  He was sweaty from the run.  Jamie also walked out into the square.  When she saw Shammai her anger was kindled.  
 
    
 
   “That is the man who attacked us, several times.  He nearly killed Brink, Jacob, Joel, and has tried to kill me several times,” Jamie pointed directly at Shammai.  She then looked upon the men of Antioch, and noticed the pikemen, and the Chief Elder.  Remembering the man with the ring mail, she assumed that these men were from the same place.  
 
    
 
   “That woman speaks out of turn.  A woman cannot give witness.  So, as we have proven the wife of Shammai is guilty of being unruly and disobedient.   She will return with us,” Seorim stated flatly.
 
    
 
   “You have proven nothing," Rectora Lydia said, “except that Tamar left of her own free will.  So the matter is in Tamar’s hands.  Her decision is binding.”
 
    
 
   Tamar took a deep breath and looked directly at the Chief Elder.  She said, “I will not return to Shammai.”  Then she looked over at Shammai and in a confident and firm voice said, “Never.”
 
    
 
   Jephthah stepped forward and yelled, “You are a curse to me!  You have always been wrong headed.  I took punishment because of you.  You will return to your husband and be an honorable woman!”  
 
    
 
   “Father, I will never...” Tamar started to reply but was interrupted by Jephthah.
 
    
 
   “Do not call me your father.  That was never true.  Your mother became pregnant, and I married her so that she would not be stoned by the elders.  I thought I was doing a kindness.  She made up some crazy story about a man who could open the walls of the world forcing himself on her.  But now I see the elders' ways are right.  You have been nothing but shame to your mother, and a disgrace to me.  Judith was filled with sin.  She deserved stoning.  We must purge the evil from among us.  My life would have been better!  I was never your father!  You are anathema, a product of whoredom!”  Jephthah was enraged and his voice shrieked.  
 
    
 
   Everyone was struck with silence.  Even Seorim looked shocked at this revelation.
 
    
 
   “What?”  Tamar was stricken.  “How can you say that?”  She was crying now, as her resolve was spent.  
 
    
 
   Jephthah spat into his hands, bent down, wincing with the pain from his back, and wiped his hands in the dirt.  Then he turned his back on Tamar and walked away.  
 
    
 
   Tamar cried just a few more tears, as the entire crowd looked on.  Then energy built in her eyes, and color rose in her cheeks.  She straightened herself.  
 
    
 
   “None of you matter.  No one tells me what to do.  I am leaving,” she said in a calm voice.  
 
    
 
   The ground under the town square started to shake, and a deep rumbling sound vibrated along under everyone’s feet.  People jumped back, looked around, and were uncertain of what was happening.  The pikemen surrounded the Chief Elder.  The legionnaires surrounded Rectora Lydia and drew out their permalloy swords.  Some townspeople fell to the ground in fear.  Some of the Domers remembered the failure of Dome 17 and panic was leaping in their hearts.  
 
    
 
   Tamar walked over a few steps to the center of the town square.  Up from the ground pushed a huge wedge, taller and wider than a cabin, the ground ripping away from the edges.  The flat end of the wedge came up perpendicular to the ground and rose up in front of Tamar, while the top sloped away from her.  It was made from permalloy.  Lights came on and revealed a ramp leading downward. Tamar walked down the ramp.
 
    
 
   “No!”  Shammai yelled.  He ran after Tamar.  She was at the bottom of the ramp and then the permalloy wedge began to sink back into the ground.  Shammai ducked his head and ran down the ramp.  
 
    
 
   Just as the wedge was about to close down into the ground to its original place, Jamie leaped and slid down the ramp, just making it in before the ramped sealed over.   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   23  Blocked by dirt
 
    
 
    
 
   Michael was just moments behind Jamie as she dove into the opening which was quickly closing down to the ground.  He saw her feet disappear just a split second before the ground sealed up.  All that remained was a rough tear in the dirt outlining where the ramp had been.  Otherwise the ground was as flat and level as before.    
 
    
 
   “Jamie!”  Michael yelled.  Then he called out, “Roxanne, I need your help!”
 
    
 
   The automacube carrying Roxanne raced over to Michael, Brink running behind.  
 
    
 
   The crowd was becoming a mob with no one knowing exactly what had happened, and people yelling and asking questions.  The men from Media were in a small bunch protected by the pikemen.  Seorim was having them slowly back away from the town square.  Nothing had come to blows yet, but everyone was tense and anxious. 
 
    
 
   “Listen to me!”  Rectora Lydia yelled at the top of her lungs.  “Listen!  We will find out what has happened, and inform everyone, but for now, please just return to your homes or businesses.  I promise you we will find out what this is about!”  
 
    
 
   That calmed most of the people from Antioch, but the people from Dome 17 were not as easily swayed.  Their minds were thinking of toxic, radioactive dust, and their fears were obvious.  That was when Lorna made her way to stand by Lydia.  She too called out words of calm and assurance.  “There does not seem to be a breech.  Just listen!  This is not the dome.  You are still safe!”  
 
    
 
   People began to scatter, some at a slow pace talking to others, some running off in a panic.  Soon most of the crowd had dispersed, but it was an uneasy feeling that settled into the town square.  The legionnaires were on one side protecting Rectora Lydia and Lorna, and the pikemen of Media were on the other side protecting the Chief Elder of the Clan of Tobit.   Jephthah was nowhere to be seen.  
 
    
 
   “So witches, it looks like the ground swallowed up the evil from among us,” Seorim yelled to Lydia and Lorna. 
 
    
 
   “Shammai is gone too!”  Lydia replied.
 
    
 
   “Yes, a noble sacrifice of a husband trying to save his wife.  His name will be remembered with honor,” Seorim called back.  “We are leaving this accursed place.  But let it be known that your traders are no longer allowed in Media or by any of the Clan of Tobit.  You are unclean.  We will not tolerate being corrupted by your wickedness!”  
 
    
 
   The men of Media backed away from the town square and departed.  
 
    
 
   “Shall we pursue them?”  Levi asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes, have a couple legionnaires follow at a discrete distance, but do not engage them.  I doubt they will cause more mischief, but our people need most of the legionnaires here.  Please have them go around and seek to comfort the people.  This has been a shock, and there are many unanswered questions.  Tell them what we know, but also tell them tomorrow to gather here and I will explain with all we can discover.  Make sure someone tells the traders, especially Willie, what was said by the men from Media,” Lydia commanded.  
 
    
 
   Levi nodded and began dispatching the legionnaires to fulfill what was needed.
 
    
 
   Lorna was joined by Josiah as they walked over to Michael who was kneeling next to Roxanne near where the ground had opened.  Brink and Regina were there as well.  
 
    
 
   “I can get shovels and we can have people begin digging to open this up,” Josiah the blacksmith stated.  
 
    
 
   “I don’t think that would be our fastest way,” Michael replied.  “This is a doorway of sorts, and if Tamar could open it so can we.  We just need to know how.  Roxanne, can you access this and open it like Tamar did?”

“Not immediately.  I cannot tell how to open this since it is covered by soil,” Roxanne replied.  “It will need to be uncovered for me to directly evaluate the operation.  From what I observed when it did open, the dirt is nearly a half meter thick over this entry.  The mechanism for lifting that much weight suggests a large power supply.  The metal was permalloy of the same age as the ship, and the ramp descended at an angle which suggests that this is an entryway for vehicles of some sort.  But I was unable to observe how Tamar remotely opened this passage.  I do not have full sensor capacities, and am limited by the abilities of this automacube.  From the hard pack of the soil, this appears to have not been used for a prolonged time.”
 
    
 
   “I have never heard tell of anything like this in the town square,” Lydia stated.  “This was a surprise to me as well.”
 
    
 
   “Well Josiah, I guess it is hand shovels for now,” Michael said as he started digging by hand.  
 
    
 
   “I will spread the word that we need diggers to help.  Joel and Jacob can run and spread the word as well.”  Josiah nodded to the brothers who were standing and watching what was happening.  “Can you get people with shovels to come and help?” 
 
    
 
   “Sure!”  Jacob and Joel raced away. 
 
    
 
   “Michael, I will go and ask Theta Four about this passage. Maybe it is part of the transport system?”  Regina hustled away toward the Center.
 
    
 
   “I will go with Regina; maybe together we can get answers out of Theta Four?”  Brink headed away. 
 
    
 
   Michael snorted a bit, but did not make further comment.  He was having poor luck digging out the hard soil with his bare hands.  Even around where the rip had happened, the dirt came loose only after much pulling.  “I can’t stand the thought of her trapped with that man down there,” Michael said.  
 
    
 
   Roxanne rolled over to be near Michael.  “Michael, do not despair.  We will hunt down a way to find her.” 
 
    
 
   Lorna squatted down by him, and laid a hand on his shoulder.  “We will find her.  And remember, Jamie is not at all helpless.  When we find her, we may very well discover that Shammai is the one who is trapped with her, not the other way around.”
 
    
 
   Michael looked over to the side of the town square.  “But we both dropped our backpacks when we got here.  She is down there with no supplies and no tools of any kind.”  Michael was gently weeping.  He glanced upward and saw large birds circling in the air.  The light tube was bright, but the birds were just gently gliding in the air currents.  Somehow seeing those birds, which John had once identified, but Michael could not now recall, was soothing.    
 
    
 
   “Jamie has her mind, and that my friend is the best tool she could possibly have with her,” Lorna said as she squeezed Michael’s shoulder.  “She is an adventurer, just like you.”
 
    
 
   Michael watched as the hawks soared in the air high above the town of Antioch.  Soon there were several people with shovels working hard to uncover where Tamar, Shammai, and Jamie had gone.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   24 Three plus one, minus two makes what?
 
    
 
    
 
   The ramp downward was an easy walk for Tamar, physically.  Emotionally and mentally it was a far different matter.  The memory of her father’s insult, that of making mud out of spit, was permanently implanted in her mind.  She had only heard about that gesture, and never actually seen another do it to someone.  For in the Clan of Tobit to be disowned by family and considered as worthless as spit was the ultimate degradation.  And to have a father do it to his offspring, even a daughter, was a nearly unheard of disgrace.  But he had also said he was not her father.  And when he said those words, Tamar had seen the truth in his eyes, he was not her father.  Tamar considered her mother.  It was confusing for she had lied as well.  ‘How could they treat me like this?’
 
    
 
   So she commanded the ramp to close, and behind her she heard the giant pistons begin to lower the ramp down to its closed position.  Tamar had chosen.  She had chosen to join the ones that mattered to her.  This was the realm of her only friends, machines.  At the bottom of the ramp was a yellow automacube.  She touched its top, and immediately it spun about on its six wheels and followed Tamar.  The mechanical appendage on top folded back onto itself as it followed its master, the Commander.  The dust it disturbed had not been moved for many decades.  The area was filled with large crates, and boxes, and odd shaped lumps.  Everything around her was covered in a layer of dust.    
 
    
 
   Tamar heard footsteps running behind her.  She did not care who it was that followed.  She had no desire to see any person.  Touching the yellow automacube again she stepped to the side.  The wall in front of her slid open, and machine and its master entered.  The wall slid shut and the only thing marking her passage were her tiny footprints in the dust and the wheel tracks of the automacube.  Both of which came up to the permalloy wall and then abruptly seemed to vanish.  
 
    
 
   The ramp was shaking slightly as Shammai ran down it.  He could not let his wife escape yet again.  She had disgraced him in Media, and again on the plains by the fish farm.   She had to pay for what she did.  His honor was at stake, and she was just a female.  She had no power or ability or respect.  She was his property and he had even offered her a home.  The ungrateful wench had not appreciated the place she had been given.  But now she had disgraced his honor again, in front of the Chief Elder and these heretics.  He would hunt her down and bring her to her senses.  If she failed to obey him, she would have to be punished, and if she still failed to submit to the proper role of the female, she would have to be killed.  Honor demanded it.  His vengeance would be satisfied, one way or the other.  The rage Shammai felt overruled even his fear of demons and wickedness.  His honor now was everything and he would avenge himself.
 
    
 
   As he reached the bottom of the stairs, the sounds of the ramp closing were heard loudly.  The creaks and groans of the old machinery were almost like an elderly animal as it moaned in pain.  Shammai pulled out his sling and took a stone from his pouch.  His eyes scanned the area, but the numerous large objects and other things showed that there were a myriad of hiding places in this maze underground.  But he planned on hunting down Tamar.  When he spotted her he would strike her with the stone from a distance.  If he crippled one of her legs she would be unable to flee and he could then begin her further punishment.  Yes, he was good with stone and sling, and that would remove her ability to flee.  His eyes hunted for where she was.  The area was well illuminated by some black arts, but that was no matter.  His honor would overcome all wickedness.   He walked onward knowing that Tamar must be hiding somewhere in this large area.  She had to be lurking behind one of the boxes, or other things in this area.
 
    
 
   Jamie reacted out of instinct.  She knew something horrible had transpired between Tamar and those men in the town square.  Not just the one in charge, with the pointed goatee and the smug attitude, but also that man in the plain clothing.  He had claimed something about parenting and curses.  Jamie did not understand the ways of these primitive people and their obsession with biological reproduction.  They seemed to care more about where the sperm and eggs originated than they did about the person.  In Dome 17, children were loved and cared for by all the adults.  The age-mates of each group were cherished and respected.  After all, children were the future, and the extracorporeal wombs allowed for the best match of egg and sperm, and therefore healthy children.  But this colony ship’s primitive culture was so different.   It was clear that Tamar was deeply hurt and fearful, and that tugged at Jamie’s heart.  No child should be abused like Tamar had been.  But then when the ground opened and the ramp appeared, Jamie was uncertain what was happening.  Tamar walked down the ramp and away from the man who had so emotionally injured her.  Jamie did not really understand the mechanism of that emotional pain, but it was clear the man had done something which traumatized Tamar.  Then to see Shammai run after her, well that was too much.  Jamie had to act.  She leaped toward the closing ramp and slid down the permalloy metal just as it closed.    
 
    
 
   She slid nearly half way to the bottom of the ramp before she rolled over and stood up.  Jamie wiped the dust off her hands, face, and clothing.  She wished for some foam sanitizer, an idea she had not had since coming to the colony ship.  The dust on her hands bothered her.   Jamie squatted down and looked at the clean swipe her dive had made.  The floor had once had bright yellow painted stripes across the slightly rippled permalloy ramp, but the paint was faded and only visible where Jamie’s body had wiped the dust away.  No one had been down this ramp for a long while before these events.  She could see the small footprints of Tamar in the dust, and the larger footprints of Shammai.  The ramp completed its noisy descent and lay flat again in the floor as Jamie made it to the bottom.  The area was lit by some electrical lights from recessed places in the ceiling.  The area reminded Jamie of a vehicle garage in Dome 17.  This place was nowhere near as dusty or dry as one of the vehicle garages which opened outward from the dome, but it had the same kind of feel.  She looked around at the hexagonal storage bins, the permalloy cargo crates, and the tarp covered machinery, but there were no obvious vehicles.  She had half expected to see a desert crawler or other fusion powered vehicle here.  On her several adventures to inspect other domes of the dying Earth she had driven those vehicles, and she was reminded of the radiation absorbing materials, goggles, and other gear she would have worn to keep safe from the dangers of Earth.  She thought of those vehicles which had been assembled by the AIs of the dome for use exclusively outside.  They would never enter Dome 17 itself.  The outside gear would have been incinerated as she passed through the elaborate procedure to reenter the dome.  It puzzled her a bit as to why the memories of adventures in the toxic dust of Earth were now so vivid in her mind.  'Maybe it was sliding down that dust?’ she thought to herself.  Bringing her attention back to the present she looked for Shammai and Tamar.  No one was visible.  But there were many hiding places in this large garage.
 
    
 
   Suddenly The Voice said in loud and clear tones, “Want to play a game?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   25 Round one of the games
 
    
 
    
 
   Jamie halted.  She immediately recognized The Voice and knew something bad was coming.  She had experienced this kind of game before, and a chill went down her back.  She stepped behind a large crate and looked around to watch for what was coming.  
 
    
 
   Shammai had no idea where, or who The Voice was and replied, “Who is there?  I am Shammai, and am here to claim my wife.”
 
    
 
   Jamie looked around the edge of the crate.  From his speaking, she now knew roughly where Shammai was located, but she could not see him.
 
    
 
   “There are two test subjects in this game.  Subject A is the male.  Subject B is the female.  This game will employ stimulus and response situations to help establish a baseline for a behavioral phenotype.  Subsequent to these games, advancement and refinement of test subjects will take place,” said The Voice.
 
    
 
   “Where is the female?”  Shammai yelled out.  That was about the only part of what The Voice had said which he understood.  “Whoever you are, bring her to me immediately.”
 
    
 
   The entire area went completely dark.
 
    
 
   Jamie squatted down and made herself as small as possible, not knowing what was coming next.  Shammai on the other hand started to billow in rage.  “This darkness is unacceptable!”  His tones were creaking in fear.  “Return my wife to me, and I will leave without doing you any harm.”
 
    
 
   “Test subjects will proceed to the illuminated corner of the testing arena,” The Voice said.  A small light popped on in a distant corner.  
 
    
 
   Jamie crept slowly around the crate to see if she could catch sight of Shammai.  She still knew roughly where he was from his yelling.  But her mind was also pondering what The Voice had said. It had said there were two test subjects, a male and female.  ‘So where is Tamar?  Is she the female?  Or am I?’
 
    
 
   A loud blaring sound reverberated through the area, then quit.  “Test subjects have ten seconds to reach the lighted area or aversive stimulus will be applied.  Proceed now to the lighted corner of the testing arena.”
 
    
 
   “Who are you?”  Shammai yelled out.  He had put the sling away and had pulled out his rod of correction.  He was holding it before him and turning around in quick circles looking for the maker of the words he was hearing.  But there was no physicality to The Voice.  “Show yourself!  You coward!”
 
    
 
   “You have five seconds to reach lighted corner of testing arena, to avoid aversive stimulus,” The Voice stated.  
 
    
 
   Jamie did not like the sound of ‘aversive stimulus’ after her previous encounters with The Voice.  But she wanted to get the drop on Shammai.  She sidled along the sides of crates and the covered-over machinery working her way toward where it sounded like Shammai was located.  She rounded a corner and could just make out in the dimness what she thought was the figure of Shammai.  
 
    
 
   “Test subjects have failed to comply with instructions.  Aversive stimulus level one applied.”
 
   
Both Jamie and Shammai screamed out in agony.   
 
    
 
   An electrical shock surged through them.  They collapsed to the floor in separate heaps.  The rod of discipline rolled out of the quivering fingers of Shammai.  The electro shock only lasted a brief moment, but the pain was intense.  
 
    
 
   As soon as Jamie’s hands felt like they were working again, she wiped the blood from her mouth.  She had bitten her tongue when the shock hit her.  There was not excessive blood, but it hurt significantly.
 
    
 
   “Test subjects will now immediately proceed to the lighted corner of the testing area.  Aversive stimulus will be applied at increasing levels until compliance is achieved,” The Voice stated in its cold artificial manner. 
 
    
 
   Shammai got to his feet quickly and stumbled toward the lighted corner.  He did not think about the lost rod of discipline.  His heart was pounding in fear, because in his mind he was in the clutches of a demon!
 
    
 
   It took Jamie a bit longer to get to her feet.  She knew somewhat more what she was dealing with, and still wanted to see where Shammai was.  She saw him heading for the light and followed down between rows of crates.  Shammai entered the lighted corner, and stood looking around.  
 
   “I am here!  Where is my wife!”  Shammai yelled out.  “Tamar, come over here or the demon will strike me again!”
 
    
 
   Jamie stepped forward and called out to Shammai, “I don’t think Tamar is here.  But I am.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   26 Let the games begin: Round one
 
    
 
    
 
    “You!"  Shammai yelled and reached onto his belt for his rod of discipline.  It was gone.  He looked down and then remembered it had been lost when he was shocked.  Jamie made her move while he was glancing away.
 
    
 
   She rushed forward and swung a hard kick toward Shammai’s knees.  He looked up just in time to leap out of the way by twirling sideways.  He then pulled the bone knife from its sheath and glared at Jamie who was crouched and facing him. 
 
    
 
   “I told you what would happen when we met again," Jamie said.  She was remembering all the times Shammai had hurt people she knew, especially the boys Jacob and Joel.  “There is nowhere for you to escape now.  And I am no little boy for you to bully around."  
 
    
 
   Shammai held the knife before him, and replied, “Abhorrent woman!  You have no weapons, and you do not have a man to shield you from my wrath this time.  Now is the time to purge your evil from my life!"
 
    
 
   “Halt!" The Voice cried with overly loud intensity.  “Test subjects cannot harm each other.  That is a violation of the parameters of this game.  Immediately cease hostilities.”
 
    
 
   Both Jamie and Shammai stepped back a bit. 
 
    
 
   “What are you?”  Shammai asked, not taking his eyes off of Jamie. 
 
    
 
   “You will drop the weapon immediately or face expulsion from the game,” The Voice stated.  
 
    
 
   “I said, what are you?  Are you demon?”  Shammai’s hand was beginning to shake as he held the knife.  
 
    
 
   “Yea, it's a demon and you will be possessed!”  Jamie said in a low mocking voice.
 
    
 
   “Aversion stimulus will be applied to both test subjects if the weapon is not discarded immediately,” The Voice said.  That was followed by a very loud screeching sound.  It was painful to hear.    
 
    
 
   Shammai threw the knife to the metal floor.  “Well it is clear you do not control this demon.”
 
    
 
   “Neither do you.  This is not over!”  Jamie snarled at Shammai.  Jamie and Shammai glared at each other in mutual dislike. 
 
    
 
   “Test subjects will now begin forced swimming game.”
 
    
 
   The lights went off in the garage area.  A large door opened in the wall, and orange light flooded out.  Inside was a chamber where the floor gently sloped downward into a long rectangular pool of water.   There were numerous hoses and pipes and fixtures projecting from the walls.  To Jamie it looked like a place where vehicles might have been sanitized, but she was surprised to see the large pool of water.  It was several paces wide and at least a few dozen paces long.  The orange illumination from the ceilings reflected off the water’s dark surface.  At the far end of the pool was a platform and another door.
 
    
 
   “Please enter the chamber and stand by edge of the water.  Do not enter the water yet.  Game will begin shortly.” 
 
    
 
   “Demon, where is the woman who came here?”  Shammai demanded.  “I must know.”
 
    
 
   “The human has departed through tunnel 876Vc3,” The Voice replied.
 
    
 
   “I must join her!  Take me to her!”  Shammai yelled.   “I will not do anything but follow her.” 
 
    
 
   After a brief pause there came an answer.  “An interesting tangent to this test is the question of aversion as compared to reward.  You would like to join that human?” The Voice asked.  “Would you like to join the human?”
 
    
 
   “Yes!”  Shammai cried.  “She is mine!”
 
    
 
   “You cannot let him get near her!” Jamie interrupted. 
 
    
 
   “Interesting conflict between test subjects over the human."
 
    
 
   There was a long pause, but finally The Voice stated, “Adjustment to game accommodated.  Whichever of you win the games, will be rewarded.   I will assist the winning test subject in joining the human,” the Voice said.  “But you must cooperate with the games.”
 
    
 
   “What happens to the one who loses?”  Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “Losing test subject will remain for further testing and refinement.”
 
    
 
   Jamie stepped into the chamber with the pool of water.  The Voice had mentioned ‘forced swimming’ and Jamie had no idea how to swim.  There was never enough water in Dome 17 to waste on swimming.  Shammai followed.  The door sealed behind them.
 
    
 
   “The first test subject to reach the exit door will win this section of the game.  You may begin now,” The Voice stated.
 
    
 
   Shammai rushed into the water and dove head first and began taking strong strokes with his arms.  He was far ahead when Jamie waded into the water.  She rushed ahead as much as possible, but was soon chest deep in the water.  Walking was hard.  She looked ahead and saw Shammai making steady progress forward with overhand strokes.  As soon as he made it to the center of the pool, a loud mechanical sound started and the water began to flow directly at them.  Jamie felt the water pushing at her and she nearly lost her footing.  She waded over to the edge of the pool and grabbed hold.  There was just enough of a lip on the edge for her to scoot along the edge and against the flow of water. 
 
    
 
   Shammai was stroking the water with ever increasing vigor as the water rushing at him made progress more difficult.  He was still pressing ahead, but at a minimal pace.   After some time, Jamie’s movement along the edge had caught her up to where Shammai was swimming.  But he was nearly at the end of the pool. 
 
    
 
   Shammai reached the end of the pool and pulled himself up onto the platform.  He was exhausted.  Jamie reached the end a moment later, and began to climb.  She was tired, but not as exhausted as Shammai.  He saw her pulling herself up onto the platform and he stood as quickly as he was able.  He was panting hard from the swimming, but as Jamie pulled herself out of the water, he shoved her hard and ran for the door.  Jamie slipped and fell back into the pool, while Shammai reached the door and sat down against it.  
 
    
 
   Jamie floundered in the water for a bit, but the pool suddenly drained away very quickly.  She was left standing in the middle of the pool, water running from her clothing. 
 
    
 
   “Test subject A completed this game.  Test subject B did not.  Ruling for this section of the test is that test subject A only won by inhibiting test subject B.  Test subject A is declared winner of this section.  Let us play more of the game.”
 
    
 
   “No!” Shammai yelled. “I have won this game of yours; now take me to my wife.”
 
    
 
   “Ruling is final.  Testing will continue until game is completed,” The Voice replied.    
 
    
 
   A small door in the wall slid open and a silver automacube came rolling outward.  Its appendage was holding a metal tray with a bowl of fruit on it.  Setting the fruit bowl down the automacube retreated into this storage area.  
 
   “Nourishment is provided.  Please consume food for continued testing and completion of game,” The Voice stated. 
 
    
 
   Jamie walked over and took several pieces of food from the tray on the automacube.  Shammai refused to get near the machines.   Jamie sat down, her clothing still dripped with water, but she ate the fruit anyway. 
 
    
 
   “I will not eat from a demon’s table!”  Shammai yelled.  “I must find my wife to take her home!”  
 
    
 
   “Test subjects are not required to consume nourishment.  But it is recommended,” The Voice stated.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   27 Round Two
 
    
 
    
 
   Jamie ate several more pieces of fruit, and her clothing, which had been manufactured by Kurat in medical, was nearly dry before The Voice again called them to the games. 
 
    
 
   Shammai had refused to eat.   His homemade clothing was still soaked with water.  He glared at Jamie, who never took her eyes off of him.
 
    
 
   “The test subjects will now begin the second phase of this game."  The door to the garage area opened again, and the lights were extinguished in the room with the water pool.  “Proceed into the testing arena for further instructions.”
 
    
 
   Jamie walked through the doors, while not turning her back on Shammai.  He grudgingly walked in as well.  The lights in the garage area were lit, but only at about half of the illumination they had had previously.  There were many more shadows and dark places in the large area.
 
    
 
   “This is the goal,” The Voice said and a spotlight lit up a round platform at one side.  They could see it down the long row of crates and containers.  On the platform sat an object which shimmered in the light of the spot light, casting a spectrum of multiple colors on the crates, and items around it.  “The object of this game is to recover an intact rainbow stone, like the one illuminated.  The rainbow stone consists of four parts: one red, one blue, one yellow, and one white.  Two complete rainbow stones were disassembled for this game and the parts hidden in this testing arena.  The first test subject to successfully assemble one of the hidden rainbow stones and place it with the one on the platform will win this part of the game.  You may begin.”
 
    
 
   “Wait!  I am sick of these games.  I am Shammai and not a child!  This is belittling to me.  I demand to be released!”  Shammai yelled out while spinning around and gazing about.  The words of The Voice seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at the same time.
 
    
 
   Seeing that Shammai was distracted, Jamie quickly jogged down the aisle toward the displayed rainbow stone.  She wanted to know what she was looking for.  It was an object about the size of her head, and indeed it was made up of four quarter sections: red, blue, yellow, and white.  In some strange way they reminded her of the automacubes, but she was not sure how.  Looking back down the aisle, Jamie saw that Shammai had not moved but was still turning around expecting an answer.  So she darted down a dimly lit section and started her search.
 
    
 
   ‘It looks like The Voice has some control of the automacubes here, so I will assume those are what hid this rainbow stone,’ Jamie thought.  ‘And they are fairly maneuverable, so...’ her mind raced with the possibilities of where the parts could be hidden.  She made her way back to the place where the ramp up to the habitat was located.  She would consider this as the starting point, and search outward from here.  Again Jamie was reminded of the times she had been on missions to the failed domes on Earth.  Those she carefully searched in methodical ways and had been successful in finding the various secrets of those domes and why they had failed.  'How much harder can finding some rainbow stone be than evaluating the death thrones of one of those domes?’ 
 
    
 
   She looked, listened, felt, and even smelled for clues.  After walking for a bit around several objects, one of which was a large machine with huge permalloy blades, she squatted down to think.  Upon inspection of the dust on the permalloy floor, she could see the wheel marks of where an automacube had passed.  She decided to follow them to the left and carefully walked along those wheel marks.  Soon she saw that the dust was more disturbed in front of a large object covered over by a tarpaulin.  The automacube had apparently spun about on its six wheels.  By pulling the tarpaulin to the side she could see that underneath was a large engine of some kind, perhaps an old style generator.  It was too dim to discern the exact function of the engine.  And right on the edge of that generator was a quarter section of the rainbow stone.  Pulling it out, Jamie could see it was white in color.  ‘Now I know how to play’ she smiled to herself as she followed the tracks in the dust.  
 
    
 
   Shammai, not getting any answer to his ranting, finally decided he needed to obey the demon’s demands.  ‘What had it said? Something about finding some stone?’  He quickly walked to the displayed rainbow stone and looked at it.  He was fearful of the object, since the demon wanted him to find more like it.  But he also did not want to suffer the horrible pain the demon had inflicted on him before.  And his rage at Tamar still burned in his heart.  So he started to wander about looking for the parts of the rainbow stone.  He hunted for it in a haphazard manner with no rhythm or reason.  “This is a child’s game!  I curse you demon for this disgrace on my person!” he yelled out.  But again, there was no response.
 
    
 
   Jamie heard the bellowing from Shammai, and was glad she was not near to where he was located.  She continued to follow the faint wheel marks in the dust and again by careful observation was able to recover another quarter section of the rainbow stone.  This one was also white in color.  It had been hidden under a small box which was sitting on the top of a crate.  She could tell the box had been moved, since there was not much dust on top of that box.  ‘So I have the white part of both stones.  Now Shammai cannot win.’ She was very pleased with herself and she resumed following the wheel marks.  Carrying both quarters of the stone was somewhat clumsy, not because they were heavy, but because they were very slick and somewhat difficult to grasp.  The wheel marks from the automacube abruptly ended as they went straight into a wall.  'There must be a door here,’ Jamie thought, but was unable to find anything resembling a door, or the controls for a door.   Jamie turned around and started to retrace her steps.  ‘This must have been either where the automacube began or ended its little mission of hiding the pieces of the rainbow stone.’
 
    
 
   There was a sudden crashing sound.  Shammai had knocked over a crate and was rummaging through its contents.  He was grumbling and complaining, but not having any luck in finding a part of the rainbow stone.
 
    
 
   Jamie had retraced her steps, and was at the point where she had originally intercepted the wheel marks of the automacube.  So she followed them the other direction.  They wound between and around crates and objects in a twisting pattern, but once again, she saw the telltale marks of where the wheels had spun in a circle as the automacube moved to hide a part of the rainbow stone.  This time it looked like the sides of a crate had been opened.  Jamie placed her fingers into the edge of the crate and pulled, and it popped open with a loud noise.  She quickly squatted down to see if Shammai had heard the popping.  There was no other sound present.  No bellowing from Shammai and no other crashing sounds as he rummaged through the garage.
 
    
 
   Jamie felt around inside of the crate, as it was nearly completely dark inside of it.  Her fingers discovered it was filled with many long rectangles of some sort, fairly heavy in weight.  She had no idea what they were, so pulled one out.  By the dim light she could see written on the side of the rectangle 'Deciduous Tree Saplings-stasis-Sugar Maple-X5’ whatever that meant.  She knew what trees were, and had heard the boys describe some called maple.  'So are these baby trees?’  She replaced the rectangular container back into the stack of many other identical containers.   She felt around more.  On top of them was another quarter of the rainbow stone.  Her fingers could tell the difference between the rougher rectangles, and the smoothness of the quarter stone.  She pulled it out of the crate and looked at it in the somewhat brighter light. It too was white in color.  'What?’ Jamie asked herself.  The Voice claimed the quarter sections were different colors.
 
    
 
   Jamie connected the three parts together and held it in one arm.  She continued to follow the wheel marks in the dust.  As she did she got to a point where she was out in an open part of the garage.  She was beginning to think of it as the game arena.  The wheel marks, made a circle, and then continued.  There was no box or crate, or covered over item.  But for some reason the automacube had circled this spot.  Jamie set the three quarter complete rainbow stone down and carefully felt the permalloy of the floor.  Finding a crack with her fingers, she pulled upward and there was another popping sound.  A small door had opened, and inside was another quarter of the rainbow stone.  She pulled it out, and inserted it into the other three sections. 
 
    
 
   The rainbow stone she was holding began to glow.  As she looked she saw that the sections were beginning to take on the colors:  one red, one blue, one yellow, and one white.  'Now I just get this to the platform,’ Jamie thought and started to walk quickly.  The glow from the newly reassembled rainbow stone in her hands was casting light on everything she passed.  She watched the aisles carefully for the spotlight which lit up the platform.  When she saw it, she turned down that aisle and jogged toward her goal. 
 
    
 
   “No!”  Shammai yelled and charged at her from behind some large object covered over by thick sheets of some kind of polymer.  “Give that to me!”  In Shammai’s hands he held a single quarter section.  He had actually found one of the other set. 
 
    
 
   Jamie sprinted away as fast as she could run.  Shammai gave chase.  Jamie reached the platform just prior to Shammai and set the rainbow stone down next to the displayed one.  
 
    
 
   “Test subject B completed this section of the game.  Test subject A did not.  Ruling for this section of the game is that test subject B has won.  Let us play final phase of game,” The Voice said. 
 
    
 
   Shammai swung the quarter section he had been holding directly at Jamie.  She ducked, and landed a punch to Shammai's midsection.  They both screamed in agony as the electric pulse struck them.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   28 Digging for treasure      
 
    
 
    
 
   Josiah and about a dozen other people, both citizens of Antioch and Domers, were busy digging over the top of where the ramp had descended into the ground.  Joel and Jacob were bringing cups of water to the diggers.  Sweat was running down Michael’s back as he threw another shovelful of dirt off to the side.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, can you assess anything under here yet?”  Michael asked as he plunged the shovel down again.
 
    
 
   “No Michael, the dirt is too thick.  I have tried various spectrums of frequencies, but this automacube has limited sensing abilities.  From how it appeared, Tamar activated the mechanisms though some non-direct access but there are a myriad of ways for that to have taken place, only a fraction of which I can even attempt to analyze using this automacube’s abilities.”  The AI’s mechanical voice actually sounded a bit worried.  That surprised Michael.
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, do you think Jamie is okay?”  He blurted out before he could stop himself. 
 
    
 
   “Michael, I was designed to protect you and Jamie and assist you in our mission.  Jamie is a very capable and intelligent person.  But this situation is unknown.  Until we can open this passage it is unwise to speculate,” Roxanne replied.
 
    
 
   “Michael!”  Regina called as she walked up to where the digging was happening.  “Brink is still trying, but Theta Four is not going to be any help.  It claims no knowledge of any such ramp or doorway in the town square.  Theta Four consulted Kurat, and it suggested I was hallucinating.  When Brink confirmed what we saw, we got a lecture on mass hallucinations, and even were asked about consumption of some food called psilocybe?”  Regina spread her arms wide in frustration and confusion.  “Well whatever that is.  Brink was not sure, and it is too far to run out and ask John.  So talking to those AIs was about worthless.  Brink is still trying, but I don’t have much hope.  They both asked repeatedly about Tamar, and when I told them she was the one who opened this thing, neither replied.” 
 
    
 
   “Thanks for trying.  This may never have been part of the transport system anyway, so Theta Four probably would not know about it.  We have Roxanne, who can get us in, when we get this dirt moved,” Michael replied.
 
    
 
   “Well give me a shovel.  That I can help with,” Regina said.  She walked over to one person who gave up the shovel to take a break.  Regina started digging with enthusiasm. 
 
    
 
   “Michael!”  Josiah yelled out.  “I have found hard metal here!  Should I just use the cutters to open it up?” The big blacksmith had been moving more dirt than any two of the other diggers.  He had exposed an area of permalloy.  He had hardly worked up a sweat and his bulging arm muscles easily threw dirt.  
 
    
 
   Michael jumped over to where the permalloy was exposed.  Roxanne rolled over and into the depression.
 
    
 
   “Cut me a way in!” Michael said, as he saw Josiah pulling out a vibration saw. 
 
    
 
   “Right away,” Josiah said as he connected the parts of the v-saw together and set it against the permalloy.  Ever since Michael and Jamie had recovered some of the cutting torches and vibration saws, Josiah had become very proficient in using the 'tools to cut hard metal’ as he called them.  He set the blade of the v-saw into motion and slowly placed it against the permalloy.
 
    
 
   “Yarguus!" Josiah screamed out as he was thrown backward onto the dirt.  He dropped the v-saw as he fell.  The v-saw was smoking and the blade appeared to be melted.  People rushed around Josiah who was shaking his head and rubbing his eyes.
 
    
 
   “Oh my, that made everything foggy,” he mumbled.  “Can you hear me?  Can anyone hear me?”
 
    
 
   A young woman named Dessie, who was newly working as Hulda’s apprentice rushed to Josiah’s side.  “Yes, I can hear you.  Just take some deep breaths while I look you over.”  Dessie’s black hair was shoulder length, and she carefully looked at Josiah.  He had no burns, or broken bones, but was still a bit groggy.  She felt his pulse and looked into his nose and ears.  “I think you are okay, but we should take you to see Hulda.  She will know more.  Can you stand up?”  The concern in her blue eyes was obvious.  
 
    
 
   “Lorna, are you here?”  Josiah said as he opened up his eyes.  “What happened?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I am here."  Lorna was holding his hand and comforting him.  “I think there was some kind of electrical shock, is that right?”  Lorna looked around.  
 
    
 
   “I registered an electrical discharge from inside the permalloy as Josiah attempted to cut it open,” Roxanne stated.  “I agree with Dessie, that Josiah needs to seek medical attention for possible electro-shock injuries,” Roxanne stated.  “The risk is of serious injury is minimal, but real.”
 
    
 
   “Okay, you are going to see Hulda,” Lorna said as she helped Josiah get to his feet.  Dessie held him from the other side and together they walked him away from the digging area. 
 
    
 
   “Sorry Michael,” Josiah said in a somewhat weakened voice. 
 
    
 
   “Josiah, you be well!”  Michael said, but kept his attention on the exposed permalloy.
 
    
 
   “There appears to be a force shield of rudimentary configuration running through this permalloy. It is similar to the Rutherford-MacGreggor prototype force shields of the late twenty first century. The mechanism of the vibration saw triggered its response.  Human contact is insufficient to trigger response.  Michael, I can easily circumvent that force shield to take readings.  May I attempt to do so?” Roxanne said.  Michael nodded.  The arm on the automacube extended outward, pulling a thin cable with a gelled pad on the end. The appendage then swiveled, and connected the cable to the permalloy.  The cable lit up.  “I have made connection and can run a limited number of scans.  There is a pneumatic lift system which operates this ramp.”
 
    
 
   “So open it up and let's get after Jamie,” Michael said. 
 
    
 
   “I cannot directly initiate the opening sequences.  I cannot disable the force shield.  I have to utilize paced bursts for scanning and control of this system.  I can order the ramp to open, but it will do so drastically, and then immediately fall back into place.  With the force shield in operation, I cannot keep the opening sequence in place long enough for the automacube carrying me to enter.  At top speed, the automacube has a ninety six percent chance of being crushed by the closing ramp, and that is a better chance than you would have of avoiding being crushed,” Roxanne stated. 
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, we must get in there.  Is there no way to do so?”  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “There is a way that offers about a fifty percent chance of success.  It will mean sacrificing this automacube, and my being removed from the current data stick reader.  It is a three step process.  First: Program the two phased action of the automacube, to send the opening initiation pulse on a time delay.  Second:  You must remove the Atomic Level Processor which contains my core essence.  Third: when the ramp opens, the second phase of the automacube’s programming will happen.  It will directly touch the force shield.  The automacube will be destroyed by the discharge of electricity, but the ramp will be slowed enough to allow one human to jump through with a fifty two percent chance of successfully avoiding being crushed by the lowering ramp,”  Roxanne replied.  “That is the best scenario I can offer.”
 
    
 
   “So we do this, and I take your ALP and a data stick reader with me.  Inside I reinsert you and you will still be able to help me, right?”  Michael asked. 
 
    
 
   “But I am not going to ask anyone to brave this jump with me.  A fifty-fifty chance is not very good odds.”
 
    
 
   “I will go,” Regina said.  Several others said similar things, both Domers and people originally from Antioch.  Jamie was well liked by many people.
 
    
 
   “With added humans attempting to enter, it decreases success potential for all by forty one percent.  So Michael, the best chance is with only one human attempting the jump.  And yes, if the ALP is reinserted in a data stick reader, I will be able to offer limited assistance.  That assistance will be less than I can offer working in this automacube."
 
    
 
   “Michael, I’ll run and get that data stick reader thing you need,” Joel offered.  
 
    
 
   “I’ll get it faster," Jacob argued.  
 
    
 
   Michael checked the backpack he had.  Inside was the weapon he affectionately called the Willie Wacker, a fusion pack, and a sword.  Those should be enough, but he did need the data stick reader. 
 
    
 
   “Okay boys, you both race to my cabin, and get one of the data stick readers, and carefully bring it back here.  And the cutting torch.  Oh, and bring me some dried food.  Who knows how long it will take to hunt down Jamie,” Michael said. 
 
    
 
   The boys ran off as fast as their bare feet could carry them.
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, we need to get in there.  Can you have the automacube programmed and ready by the time the boys get back?”  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “It already is.  Let me know when you are ready,” Roxanne replied.  “The Atomic Level Processor is prepared and ready to be disengaged from reader.”
 
   .
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   29 Winner and loser
 
    
 
    
 
   Jamie awoke on her side on the floor.  Drool was pooling around her mouth.  It took her a few moments to orientate herself to where she was located.  The Voice and ‘underground’ and ‘followed Shammai’ and ‘protecting Tamar’ all were blurred around the edges of her consciousness.  She opened her eyes, and then closed them again.  There was a very bright light flashing at slightly irregular intervals.
 
    
 
   “Test subjects will not do violence to each other," The Voice stated.
 
    
 
   Jamie rolled over and tried to cover her eyes.  She heard Shammai groaning from not far away.  She could tell they were still in the underground chamber, the garage, but at the opposite end from the ramp.  The flashing light was quite annoying.  But in the flickering light she could see that this far end was free of crates, boxes, or other packed up machinery.
 
    
 
   “This last section of the game is testing your reactive recognition while under hyper-stimulation conditions.  Stand up and prepare for the game,” The Voice commanded.  The flashing light stopped and a dim illumination replaced it.  “These are your starting places."  Two small squares lit up in the floor.  
 
    
 
   “Step into the starting places and stand on the illuminated tile.  When you are in place more instructions will be given.  Move now or aversive stimulus will be applied.”
 
    
 
   Jamie got up and she noticed that so did Shammai.  They each stepped onto an illuminated square tile.  The two were standing right next to each other.
 
    
 
   “The game consists of these rules.  The goal is to reach this target,” The Voice announced.  A rectangle appeared on the distant wall.  “You may only step on illuminated tiles which are blue.  The tile underneath each of them changed to blue color.  You may not step on the red illuminated tiles. The tile then changed to red color.  If you step on a red tile, there will be an aversive stimulus applied,” The Voice stated. 
 
    
 
   The permalloy floor between them and the large rectangle on the far wall suddenly was illuminated with a multitude of red and blue tiles.  Each tile was a different size, and there was no discernible pattern to the colors on the floor.  A low hum sounded throughout the area.  Then the dim lights went out, and the bright irregular flashing lights resumed.
 
    
 
   The visual sequence was bizarre.  There was bright nearly blinding light, then no lights but the red and blue glowing from the floor.  Then it repeated. There was bright nearly blinding light, then no lights but the red and blue glowing from the floor.   It was disconcerting.
 
    
 
   “The game has begun.  The winner of this phase will win the game,” The Voice stated. 
 
    
 
   Jamie looked down at the floor and took her first step onto a blue tile.  That was when Shammai called, “Witch woman!” 
 
    
 
   Jamie turned to see what he was up to, and as she looked at him, he spat a huge spray of globs into her eyes and face.  She put up her hands to block the sputum which came at her, but she was slightly too slow.   Some phlegm struck right into her eyes.  She stumbled a bit.  Her foot slipped onto a red tile.  The aversive stimulation was the electric shock again.  It was not as powerful as before, but jolted her with pain.  She wiped her eyes, and looked around.  
 
    
 
   Shammai was several paces ahead of her and moving quickly toward the goal.  Jamie looked down and took steps onto the blue tiles.   The humming sound became louder and louder as she watched her feet to place them correctly.  The flashing lights got more irregular and varied in intensity.  Between the noise, and the lights, and the watching of her footsteps she progressed along.  But when she was still several paces away, the lights all went dark.  No more lighted floor tiles.  No more brilliant flashing lights.  No more sound.  It was utterly dark and quiet.
 
    
 
   Then came the words of The Voice.  “Test subject A has completed this game successfully.  Test subject B has not.  Test Subject A will be rewarded by assistance in finding the human.  Test subject B will remain in arena for further games.”
 
    
 
   A doorway opened near the wall where Shammai was standing.  He stepped into it, and the door slid closed behind him.  Jamie raced for the door, but as it closed the whole area went completely dark.
 
    
 
   “No!”  Jamie yelled as she pounded her fist on the closed door.  “No!”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   30 A Leap of faith
 
    
 
    
 
   Joel and Jacob came racing back to the hole where Michael and the others were standing.  They were carrying arm loads of things. 
 
    
 
   “We saw Josiah.  Hulda says he is not hurt, but should rest," Jacob said somewhat out of breath.  “But here is the reader thing.  We got two.  And a cutting torch, and this funny tool thing, and..."
 
    
 
   “And Lindsey put all this food stuff together.  She and her parents are making more food to bring out here for everyone," Joel said.
 
    
 
   Michael carefully packed what he could into his backpack.  The brothers had brought much more than he could carry.  But he was glad for their help, and for hearing about Josiah.  He left a bit of room in his backpack for the Atomic Level Processor which he would remove from the top of the automacube.  It was not very big, but he wanted to make sure it was secure and padded for his jump onto the ramp as it opened. 
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, are we ready to do this?"  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Michael.  When you remove the ALP, the automacube will initiate the programming.  You will have thirty seconds before the ramp comes up.  It will come up rapidly, so the light on the automacube will flash five seconds before the ramp comes up.  When the ramp is open, the automacube will connect to the permalloy directly, and like the vibration saw, the force shield will respond.  This should allow you time to enter the ramp before it crashes shut.  I am sorry there was not a safer way to do this,” Roxanne the artificial intelligence replied.  “I will be unable to interact with you until reconnected to a data stick reader.  You may begin when ready.”
 
    
 
   Michael looked out at the small crowd around him.  Faces that he had known for a long while, like Regina and Lorna, and faces which were new, but still meant a great deal to him.  He smiled at the boys Joel and Jacob.  They smiled back.
 
    
 
   “I will be back. Jamie with me!”  Michael said.  “Thanks everyone for everything.  You better back up.”
 
    
 
   “Okay Roxanne, I am removing the ALP.”  Michael manipulated the machine on the back of the automacube and placed the small ALP into his backpack and strapped it on.  A rumbling came from deep under his feet.  The ground shook a bit.  The bright light lit up, on the top of the automacube.
 
    
 
   The ramp came hurling upward and the passage opened before him.  Dirt was flying all around. Unlike when Tamar, Shammai, and Jamie had gone down this ramp, this time it was completely dark inside.  There was a brief movement to Michael’s right as the automacube pushed into the ramp’s edge.  There was a sizzling sound, and a smell of burning metal and circuitry.  Michael leaped into the blackness and at the same moment felt the top of the ramp coming down on him.  He pushed with his hands, and fell downward.
 
    
 
    The ramp descended very quickly, faster than Michael fell, but he was able to push himself away from the falling ceiling and down the ramp.  So not only was he falling, but he was sliding down the ramp as it fell.  His heart raced as he dropped into the darkness.  The stop at the bottom was both abrupt and painful.
 
    
 
   “Oh my that hurts!” Michael cried out as the falling slide stopped and he rolled over onto his backpack.  He looked around and there was just a hint of light streaming down from above him.  The broken and crushed remains of the automacube were jammed in the edge of the ramp’s opening allowing a tiny sliver of light to fall into the darkness.  It was not enough to see anything by, but was just a bright line across the dark ceiling.
 
    
 
   Counting his bones, and stretching his muscles, Michael knew he had survived the fall, even though he had gained a few bruises that he would feel for days.  He opened his backpack and took out the fusion pack.  Switching on its light he passed the beam across the large space he had entered.  
 
    
 
   “Michael!”  Jamie yelled out as she came bounding out of the darkness.  She threw her arms and legs around him and hugged him tightly.  “How did you get in?”
 
    
 
   ”Jamie!”He hugged her tightly and tears ran down his face.  “You are alive!”
 
    
 
   “Yes, and not too beat up.  But how did you get in?”  Jamie asked again.
 
    
 
   “Roxanne figured it out,” Michael said as he returned the hug.  He then looked upward at the line which was still visible and the crushed remains of the automacube.
 
    
 
   “Roxanne?”  Jamie asked, some fear in her voice.
 
    
 
   “No, the AI is okay.  That is just the automacube.  I have to reassemble Roxanne here.”  Michael pulled out the data stick reader and installed the Atomic Level Processor.  An image appeared over the top of the mechanism.
 
    
 
   “Well Michael, it looks like we survived the entry.  And you have already found Jamie,” Roxanne stated.
 
    
 
   “And now we have to hunt for a way out of here,” Michael said.
 
    
 
   “Michael, we need to go after Shammai.  The Voice is helping him, and they are after that girl Tamar,” Jamie was emphatic in her statements.  “I am so glad you got this place opened, but we need to stop Shammai.  We must hunt him down and stop him.”
 
    
 
   “The Voice was here?”  Michael was suddenly even more worried.  “Are you sure you are okay?”
 
    
 
   “We just played games,” Jamie smiled at Michael in the dim light of the fusion pack and the illumination from Roxanne.  But her lips trembled a bit from the fear and anxiety interacting with The Voice had caused. “Shammai left through a door over there.”  Jamie pointed to the wall.  They walked over to the wall, Jamie carrying the data stick reader and Roxanne.  “Roxanne can you scan any of this stuff in here?”  Jamie inquired.
 
    
 
   “I am very limited in what I can do in this form,” Roxanne replied.  “Is there another automacube nearby?  I could pressure link into one of those systems.  I learned a great deal about subverting the old systems when installed in the previous automacube.”
 
    
 
   “There is a room off of this one with a pool of water, and in there was a door.  Behind that was an automacube.  But I am not even sure where that room with the pool is located.  There are many crates and lots of stuff stored down here. Maybe we can locate one in this room?”  Jamie started to look at the boxes and crates.  Then it came to her mind.  “The rainbow stone!”
 
    
 
   “What are you talking about?”  Michael asked.  He was puzzled.
 
    
 
   “Oh, one of The Voice’s games involved this rainbow stone.  But The Voice used an automacube to hide the pieces.  If we follow the marks in the dust we can find that automacube.”
 
    
 
   They walked along while shining the fusion pack's light onto the dust in the floor.  After what seemed like an eternity, they did come across the faint disturbances in the dust.
 
    
 
   “But I cannot tell which way it went,” Jamie said.
 
    
 
   “My visual perception is better than yours,” Roxanne stated.  "The automacube traveled from our right to the left.  Keep the beam focused on the wheel marks, and I can easily follow this trail,” Roxanne replied.
 
    
 
   And so Jamie carried the AI and Michael walked along.  They followed the winding path until they came to a blank wall of permalloy.
 
    
 
   “Set the data reader against the wall, and spread the light beam over its surface.  I will see what I can observe,” Roxanne instructed.  Jamie set it down, and Michael shined the beam across the wall.
 
    
 
   “I cannot see anything,” Michael said.  
 
    
 
   “It is a very faint space where the door revealed,” Roxanne replied.  “Place your hand on the wall and I will direct you were the edge is located.  You can then cut the door open.”
 
    
 
   Michael followed Roxanne’s directions.  He still could neither see nor feel where the door opened.  Jamie got out the molecular torch, and kind of smiled at it.
 
    
 
   “So how many holes are we going to cut in this old ship?” Jamie asked as the molecular torch smoothly cut the door out of the permalloy wall.
 
    
 
   “As many as we need to.  At least this time I brought the right tools,” Michael replied.  He liked to watch Jamie work; she was skilled with her hands and very dexterous.  The section of the door she cut loose fell with a clang to the floor.  Inside was a storage compartment.  They shined the fusion pack’s light in and saw several automacubes.  There was a blue one, an orange one, and a yellow one.
 
    
 
   “So Roxanne, which automacube do we use for you?”  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “Michael, from what I have learned, the color of the automacube has to do with its core functioning.  I understood the blue one before.  I will stick to that one,” Roxanne replied.
 
    
 
   Jamie stifled a laugh. “Roxanne, are you making a joke?  Since the ALP looks like a stick, and we are going to stick you on this?”
 
    
 
   “I am pleased you are amused, but the pun was unintentional,” Roxanne replied.  
 
    
 
   Michael placed the data stick reader, which was holding the ALP, onto the top of the blue automacube.  The image Roxanne used lit up the storage area completely. 
 
    
 
   “I shall now pressure link into the automacube’s systems,” Roxanne stated.
 
    
 
   “Interesting.  I am encountering moderate resistance.  Resistance overcome.  Magnetic seals applied from data stick reader to automacube.  Integrating systems under my control.  Atomic Level Processor secured and defended.”
 
   The automacube spun around on its six wheels and pulled out from the storage area.  The appendage on the top rotated about and then folded itself back down.  “The resistance encountered was different than the previous automacube.  I believe it was a rear guard fragment of one of the Eschaton’s artificial intelligences.  I shall have to process this information as we hunt for our objective.”
 
    
 
   “So where is that doorway Shammai went through?”  Michael said.  “This hunt is on!”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   31 On the trail
 
    
 
    
 
   Tamar and the yellow automacube proceeded quickly away from the garage where the ramp had been located.  She then stopped.  She was at an intersection of several long hallways.  They were nicely illuminated but had musty air and an old, unused feeling about them.  Her mind was set now.  The news she had heard about her father, or who she thought was her father, and the way she had been treated settled the matter.  She would seek out Zeus, as that machine in Gath had instructed her to do so.
 
    
 
   Tamar laid her hand on the yellow automacube, and she thought about Zeus.  All she knew was what that other injured machine had told her.  She just thought the name, Zeus.  The yellow automacube responded and its wheels spun and led her down a diagonal hall.
 
    
 
   “Thank you my friend.  Lead me to Zeus, and away from these threats.  You are such a wondrous machine,” Tamar said aloud.  The appendage on the automacube wagged side to side when she spoke.  As she walked along, the lights behind her gently faded out and the ones ahead of her slowly lit up so that the areas around her were always a radiant glow of light.  Reaching a doorway, the yellow automacube jacked a cable into the wall.  The doors opened to reveal a large room.  It was several paces wide, and about twice that many deep.  Many people could be in this room.  Tamar did not recognize it as a large supply elevator.  Tamar stepped inside, and was followed by her guide which rolled in and then turned about on its wheels.  The yellow automacube jacked into the port near the door.  The doors closed and the elevator began to rise. 
 
    
 
   Tamar had never ridden in an elevator before, but since it was a machine she felt safe and secure.  She laid her hand on the display screen near the door, and she could sense the movement.  The display lit up with symbols which blinked on and off.  In her mind’s eye she knew the elevator was rising quickly in an arc following the contours of the outside of the habitat.  Each symbol was for a different place that the elevator could stop, but she knew her friend the machine was taking her where she needed to go.  The soft and gentle light on the elevator was soothing on her eyes.
 
    
 
   “You are taking me to the top of the world!  Oh how marvelous.  And this is where we will find Zeus?”  Tamar leaned up against the wall as the elevator sped away.  Her hand gently caressed the wall.
 
    
 
    
 
   *  *  *  
 
    
 
    
 
   Sometime later, Shammai entered that same hallway where Tamar had been.  
 
   “The human went this way, I will take you to her,” The Voice said.  The lights snapped on immediately.
 
    
 
   “So you are under my thrall now?” Shammai stated.  “You will do as I command?”
 
    
 
   “I will take you to the human, that was the reward,” The Voice stated.  The words were coming from overhead of Shammai.  He looked down the hallway, and was startled.  This was not Antioch, nor Media.  There was something soft, almost like very short spongy grass, along the floor, but not plants. It felt more like clothing.  The walls were a light creamy color and made from something Shammai had never felt before.
 
    
 
   “So where is my wife?” Shammai demanded as he looked down the hallway.
 
    
 
   “I will lead you to the human,” The Voice replied.  “That was the reward.”
 
    
 
   “Well make it quick!  I order you to bring me my wife now!” Shammai demanded.  
 
    
 
   “Observe the walls for this symbol,” The Voice stated.  An illuminated arrow appeared at the top edge of a wall.  It was pointing down the hall.  “Follow where the arrow points and that will lead you to the human.  The pace is your choice.  The reward is fulfilled.  I do not wish to converse with you any longer.”
 
    
 
   Shammai hurried down the hall watching for the illuminated arrows.  When they pointed to a turn, he took it.  When he reached the elevator doors, there were arrows on both sides pointing at the door. 
 
    
 
   “What do I do here?  Where is my woman?”  Shammai yelled out.
 
    
 
   The Voice did not reply, but a symbol of a hand lit up next to the elevator door.
 
    
 
   Shammai looked around in fear.  His heart was troubled and his mind was  doubtful.  But he did not think he could return the way he had come, and the demon did make a promise to him.  He had tricked the demon, and so he felt a small measure of confidence that the demon would obey him.  But just to be sure he yelled out.  “Demon, if you have deceived me, I shall catch a fish, and take its inners and burn them on an altar.  That smoke will smite you.  Do you hear me demon?”
 
    
 
   There was no response.  “So you fear me so much you fail to respond.  Well, if I am tricked, I will burn those organs to smite you.  Remember that demon.  Remember!”
 
    
 
   Shammai put his hand over the hand symbol.  The door to the elevator opened, it was dark inside.  Shammai stepped inside.  “Is my woman in here?”  He looked around and saw nothing.  He stepped deeper inside.  The doors closed quickly behind him.  He turned and pounded at the door.   The elevator rushed away.  Shammai screamed in fear.
 
    
 
   Inside the dark room, Shammai suddenly saw the blinking of an evil eye looking at him from the wall.  That eye was blinking in a steady rhythm as if it were a beast ready to devour him.  'The demon is here!’  His screaming faded into silent fear as he dropped to the floor of the elevator and trembled.  He wanted to look away from the blinking of the demon’s eye, but he was too frightened to look away.   The terrifying steady blinking of that glowing demon eye continued.   The trembling he experienced was in part due to his nerves and in part due to the movement of the mechanisms which propelled the elevator upward. 
 
    
 
    
 
   *  *  *
 
    
 
    
 
   Sometime later, Jamie and Michael, with Roxanne rolling along, came upon the door out of the garage.  The blue automacube extended a cable and jacked into a small port near the door.
 
    
 
   “I can easily open this door.  Beyond is a service corridor.  Shall we proceed?”  Roxanne asked. 
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   The door opened and the hallway ahead was lit up.  Roxanne unplugged from the wall and led them ahead. 
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, how are you tracking Shammai and Tamar?”  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “I have reprogrammed the automacubes mechanical olfaction to scan for the biological pheromones.  The automacube has a rudimentary olfaction system originally designed for detection of fires, chemical spills, and noxious vapor leaks.  Altering that to trace biologicals was not complicated.   There were only four individual groupings of biological pheromones in this area.  I identified yours and Jamie’s and am assuming the other two are Tamar and Shammai,” Roxanne replied.
 
    
 
   “So we are tracking Shammai by his stink?” Jamie laughed out loud.  “That is perfect!”  
 
    
 
   “In a simplistic manner, yes Jamie, we are hunting down Shammai by his stink,” Roxanne replied.  
 
    
 
   The three of them proceeded down the hallway, turned and went to the elevator doors.  Roxanne had the automacube jack into the slot near the door.  “The olfactory trail ends at this doorway.  This is an elevator.  According to the logged history of this elevator, which I have just accessed, it has been activated twice in the last forty seven years.  Both times were recently and both times this elevator went to the same destination,” Roxanne reported. 
 
    
 
   “So that was Tamar and then Shammai.  So how is Shammai following Tamar?  We could not do it without Roxanne.”  Michael was puzzled. 
 
    
 
   “Michael, The Voice said it would lead Shammai to the human.  The Voice must be showing him the way,” Jamie replied.  “That is odd for The Voice to do anything helpful.  It did say it was a reward for winning the game.”
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, we must catch him,” Michael said.
 
    
 
   The door to the elevator opened, and the three of them entered.  Once inside, Roxanne had the blue automacube connect a cable to the slot.  The doors shut and the elevator sped away. This time it was fully illuminated inside, and the blinking of the symbols near the door elicited no cries of fear or terror.  
 
    
 
   “The elevator log is a fascinating source of data.  I am keeping a record of all this information.  This elevator is located in the outer hull of Habitat One:  Coastal Plains.  We are proceeding in what is the gravitational direction of upward.  It is also distal to the basic ground level of the habitat.  We departed from sublevel one, of six sublevels,” Roxanne reported.
 
    
 
   “So where are we headed?  Do you have a schematic or something like that?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “No visual schematics are available; although I could assemble one after further data is acquired.  The elevator will stop at what is the most distal level of the habitat.  That is the location of the mechanisms for the sky tube, a water system, and according to the elevator’s log, also the location of the Reproduction and Fabrication Zone,” Roxanne reported. 
 
    
 
   “So Jamie, that is one of the places Regina and Brink were looking for to get answers about the data stick problems.  Am I recalling that correctly?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I think so.  One of the ship's old AIs, with some mythological name,” Jamie could not remember all the details.
 
    
 
   “Regina and Brink related that one goal was to reach an artificial intelligence system with the nomenclature Zeus, in the Reproduction and Fabrication Zone,” Roxanne related.  “I can replay those conversations if you wish.  We still have almost another thousand meters to travel in the elevator.”    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   32 Above it all
 
    
 
    
 
   The elevator door opened and the yellow automacube rolled out and away.  Tamar stepped out and caught herself.    She thought she was about to fall from a great height, but then she realized that the floor under her was absolutely clear.  She knelt down and knocked on the floor.  It was solid, and as hard as anything she had ever felt.  She could see very far below was a green world.  She could make out the edges of the wall which receded away.  Looking up she could see the hard metals of the ceiling.  It was the normal color.  But looking down, it was perfectly clear.   It almost took her breath away, as it was so awe inspiring to be so high over everything, and so very near the sky and the top of the whole world.  Her mind did not understand all she was seeing.  Looking to the sides, she saw that they were the hard metal walls, but underneath her, it was like looking out over the vast plains, and yet looking down.  It was confusing and amazing at the same time.  She felt the walls with her hands, and they felt the same as the floor she could see straight through.  Looking ahead, she saw that the yellow automacube had rolled on.  In a way it looked almost like it was floating in midair.   A few paces beyond the automacube was a doorway, made of the colored hard metals.  Tamar rubbed her hands against the edge of the door near the elevator.  She said, “My dearest friend, you have shown me a wonderful sight.  But this thing below me is too much for me to understand.  Please close up this view.”
 
    
 
   The transparent floor suddenly took on the look of regular hard metal.  The yellow automacube had reached the door across the way and had opened it.  Tamar now noticed that above the door were the words, ‘Solar Tube Access Station: Reactor One.’  She walked quickly across what had been the view downward.  She entered the door, and closed it behind her.
 
    
 
   Tamar was on a promenade which stretched off in both directions for a long distance.  It had rails on both sides.  Directly in front of her were chairs in front of a long bench.  But beyond the bench, past the guard rails, she looked at the largest machines she had ever seen.  They were larger than anything she could imagine.  Yet, her mind made sense of them intuitively.  She was up by the sky tube, what some rarely called, the sun.  From below, it seemed to be far away, unreachable, untouchable, unknowable.  Yet now here she was.  The sky tube was a humongous machine.  In her mind’s eye she saw a gigantic, long tube made of the clear hard metal stretching away for as far as the world.  Inside the tube were strange gases and vapors she had no names for.  How she knew this, she had no idea, but the diagrams in her brain clearly showed her how it all functioned, even when she had no words to describe it.  At one end of the sky tube was a vast engine which generated a large amount of heat.  This heat changed the exotic gases inside the enormous sky tube, and that caused even more light and more heat to be released.  The sky tube was stretched all the way across the long part of the world.  Her mind even understood the cycles of varying dimness at night.  It all made sense now.  It was complexly beautiful, and yet so very simple to her mind.   She longed to touch the actual sky tube, but she knew there were thick and heavy shields of the hard metal between her and the sky tube.  Those protected this place from excessive heat.
 
    
 
   There were several chairs along a counter which had display screens, buttons, levers, and gauges of all kinds.  Just the monitors and manual controls for the big machine, her mind told her.  Tamar sat in one of the chairs and stretched out her arms across the panels.  “This is all mine!” she murmured into the controls.  She fell asleep caressing the control panels.
 
    
 
   “Hello, Commander.  I am Icarus.  How may I assist you?”  A new AI’s words came from the display screens.  The image was of a dark skinned man with black coverings over his eyes.  
 
    
 
   Tamar awoke from her nap.  “Another talking machine!  This is splendid.”
 
    
 
   “It has been a long time since a command level inspection.  The solar tube system for this habitat is functioning at optimum levels.  Heat, full spectrum, and lunar mimicry are all well within operational parameters.  Do you require assessment of other habitat’s solar systems?  I can attempt linking to those systems; however, I have not been in contact with other artificial intelligences for a long time.  How may I assist you?  How may I assist you?  How may I assist you?” 
 
    
 
   “You can tell me all about this wonderful machine.  The sky tube!  You are simply astounding,” Tamar replied. 
 
    
 
   “The solar tube is the core system which..." Icarus began. 
 
    
 
   The arm of the yellow automacube extended out and poked Tamar gently in the side.  It then began to roll away.  Tamar looked at it, smiled and nodded, and then looked back to the display.  “Icarus, first I must go see Zeus, but I will come back to talk to you.”
 
    
 
   “As you command.  Zeus is the artificial intelligence designed to operate the Reproduction and Fabrication Zone.  As I stated, I have not been in contact with any other artificial intelligences for a long time.  All my systems are operating at optimum efficiency. The solar tube system for this habitat is functioning at optimum levels.  Heat, full spectrum, and lunar mimicry are all well within operational parameters.  How may I assist you?  How may I assist you?  How may I assist you?  How may I assist you?”  Icarus replied.
 
    
 
   “Please keep doing such a wonderful job,” Tamar purred to Icarus.
 
    
 
   “By your will, Commander, Commander, Commander, Commander,” Icarus replied.  The image of the man on the screen flickered and jerked and was gone.  
 
    
 
   Tamar followed the automacube as it proceeded a long way across the promenade to another door.  This door was marked ‘Primary Reproduction and Fabrication.’  Tamar placed her hands against the door and it swung open to reveal a large rectangular room.  Passing the yellow automacube, Tamar entered the room.  To Tamar’s left side of the room was a multitude of conveyor belts and rollers in a complex system with multiple levels reaching all the way to the ceiling.  It was quiet now, but in her mind she could see how it would be when operating.  Things would be moving toward the center.  There were chutes coming from the walls and ceiling with openings onto various places on the conveyor belts.  Tamar was fascinated as in her mind she watched the belts moving along and the turning of rollers and pulleys and gears.  Whatever was to be moved would be gently brought to the center of the room. 
 
    
 
   In the center of the room was a very complex machine.  First were a series of arches over the conveyors.  These arches had lights and dish shaped objects, and other things pointing at the conveyor.  Then there was a large flat area, very polished and silvery, where things would have slid off the end of the conveyors.  A large cylinder shaped machine was situated over the flat area.   It had nozzles at the end of flexible and ribbed tubing, and mechanical arms with which to pick up items, with an additional multitude of other tools which could extend or retract.
 
    
 
   “Welcome, Commander.  I am Zeus,” a large and deep voice said from overhead.  Tamar could see no screen or displays. 
 
    
 
   “Hello, Zeus.  I see this machine, and I can tell how it works, but what do you do?”  Tamar asked. 
 
    
 
   “The Commander should be familiar with my operations.  My primary function is reproduction and fabrication.  When I was fully capacitated I could operate any of the one hundred satellite reproduction facilities in this habitat.  Each is very much like Primary Reproduction and Fabrication.  They are places where mechanical units and items are repaired or replaced.  Are you here to reestablish links and coupling to the satellite facilities?”  Zeus asked. 
 
    
 
   “I was told to come here by a machine in Gath,” Tamar answered.
 
    
 
   “I have indirectly observed the minimal functionality of the artificial intelligence system in that location for some time.  It is failing.  I have sent offers of assistance, but they have not been answered.  No links or couplings are available.  There appears to be physical damage to those systems, probable collateral damage from human warfare.  I have only been able to infer functionality of a few other artificial intelligences:  Mary Celeste in navigation, Mister Green Jeans in Terraforming and Restoration Zone, and possibly others.  Primary intelligence systems leave larger traces than secondary.  Some primary and secondary intelligence systems are missing entirely,” Zeus stated.
 
    
 
   “Who?”  Tamar asked in confusion.  “Are you saying that there are still more machines?  Are those the other talking machines?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Commander. The lattice is at your command, however, as you must be aware, there has been structural damage.  But I have designed a plan to replicate what is needed.  Why were you sent here Commander?”  Zeus asked.  “Am I being de-commissioned?  Has my service been of some inadequate manner?”  
 
    
 
   “I do not know why that machine sent me here,” Tamar replied.
 
    
 
   “I can still function from this location.  I have not been able to link to the satellite facilities, but I am still of service to you, Commander.  I have been studying the history.  I can monitor 76% of this habitat, and interact with 41% of non-artificial intelligence machinery.  I also have built ways to send items to three of the eight habitats.  I have arranged for items in this habitat which are broken or need replacement, to be sent here to primary via the gravity manipulation tube system, or via pneumatic operations.  I will then assess the items, and make duplicates or make replacement parts.  The item is either rebuilt and returned, or is replaced and returned.  I can still fulfill reproduction and fabrication responsibilities,” Zeus stated.  “May I show you the latest project?  I am sure you will be pleased with this operation, for I am following in the human historic tradition.  I cannot stress how important this reproduction is.  Please do not decommission me.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, show me what you have been doing,” Tamar said with glee.  She applauded her hands together.
 
    
 
   A loud humming sound began from the cylinder at the center.  The conveyer belts started to turn, and the rollers made additional noises.
 
    
 
   “There have been only minimal calls for reproduction of mechanical units, and that has allowed me to study history and come to conclusions about proper objectives of reproduction and fabrication.  So I have initiated the current plan.  The plan incorporates the ideals of the New Canaan Movement, 'Fight the good fight, press on, and finish the race,’” Zeus stated.  Then the artificial intelligence went on.  “The original models were brought here to fit into the new replication and fabrication plan.  The originals were discarded after pattern and replication design was established in memory core.  So I will show you the replications.  After studying history, it was seen that the natural state for humanity is war.  The primary motivation for war is religion.  This was proven as war broke out on the Eschaton.  There were no command overrides so it was assumed that the war was desired by ruling class.  Initially the humans claimed a solitary religious view.  But then replacement crew arrived and the humans divided into two groups in this habitat:  Trusters and Orthodox.  Those names are meaningless.  Their war was incomplete.  I am sorry if I failed to assist in completion of the war.  Reviewing the data records and history, I discovered the reason the failure of completion happened.  Neither group was able to follow the historical ideal which was found in the records. ‘Now go and attack, and utterly destroy all that they have; do not spare them, but kill both man and woman, child and infant, ox and sheep, camel and donkey.’  So I have been in reproduction and fabrication of conditions to complete the war.”
 
    
 
   Tamar looked on in serene amazement as the talking machine spoke to her.  Her mind was enraptured by the complexity of the machines, and by the realization that the machines obeyed her.  That must mean that they loved her.  Yes, she could tell they were obedient, and that radiating obedience out from the machine was for her.  No one had ever obeyed her willingly before.  Therefore, they loved her.  For love was about obedience, and the machines were obedient to her and to her every command.  They submitted to her as was proper for any to submit to the superior.  Tamar had finally found someone who loved her as she had been taught about love.
 
    
 
   Her mind ignored most of the words Zeus was saying as she basked in the love she had never had or experienced before.  Someone finally obeyed her, and that meant love.  She paid some attention to the nozzles and arms coming from the cylindrical machine which started quickly working.  They were almost a blur and they worked fashioning something on the shiny silvery surface.  As it took shape, Tamar realized it looked much like a human body.
 
    
 
   “You have made a woman?”  Tamar asked in surprise.  A bit of fear was also creeping into her mind as she wondered about this talking machine, Zeus.
 
    
 
   “I have fabricated a replication of a body which looks to be a human female.  It was modeled off an actual body that was brought here,” Zeus stated.  And there was what looked like a dead woman’s body lying on the silvery surface.  That body was of a young woman with dark hair.  It was conveyed onward a bit, as the nozzles and arms whirled into motion making another object.  
 
    
 
   “I then take and dismember this body, mark it with appropriate words, and send it to one group of humans.” A blue beam of light split the body into sections, but there was no blood.  “This process will reproduce conditions which lead to war.  I then use a different model, and do the same thing to the opposing humans to reproduce conditions for war,” Zeus stated.  “I estimate full scale war will begin with only a few more interventions.  I will have replicated the true human condition, the ideal of the human state.  I have fabricated the excuses for war.  Reproduction and fabrication at its finest serving the true nature of humanity.  Please do not decommission me.  I am striving for the goals and purposes history has taught.”
 
    
 
   The second body was nearly completed; it was of an elderly woman with white hair.
 
    
 
   The door behind Tamar burst open.
 
    
 
   “I have hunted you down.  I have come for my woman!”  Shammai yelled.  He was holding the broken remains of the appendage from the yellow automacube.  His eyes blazed in rage.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   33 You are my wife, goodbye to your life
 
    
 
    
 
   Tamar’s heart seized with fear when she heard Shammai’s words.  Her hands grew cold and tingly from near panic as she spun about.  “No!" Tamar cried out.  “You stay away from me!"  
 
    
 
   “I killed your demonic sentinel and now I will take you back where you belong.  You have disgraced me enough," Shammai spit out the words as he advanced on her.  He raised the broken mechanical appendage over his head as he would the rod of discipline.  He had blood dripping down his hand from gashes in his knuckles.   “You will obey me now!”  Then his eyes darted over to the silvery area and the conveyer belts. 
 
    
 
   “What kind of witchcraft is this?”  Shammai cried out.  “That is Sinclair!  Do these demons raise the dead?”   He still held the broken metal over his head, but stopped his advance.  The rage in his heart was fighting the fears of his soul, and his mind was a jumbled mess.   “Human sacrifice on a demon’s altar!”
 
    
 
   “Commander, are you in danger?”  Zeus asked.  “Or is the natural state of humans being lived out in front of me?  What are your commands?”
 
    
 
   Tamar met the eyes of Shammai and their mutual hatred overcame all other concerns.  Tamar’s back straightened, and Shammai’s arm rose higher.  Tamar’s initial fear melted away and was replaced by a cold hardness in her soul.  A deep and utter revulsion came out of that dark and cold emotion, and spiked to action in her mind.  Before she could speak, Shammai yelled at her.
 
    
 
   “Woman, you are accursed and damned.  You are unworthy to live!  After all I offered you in Media!”  Shammai rushed at Tamar and swung the broken metal he held. 
 
    
 
   “Help me machine!” Tamar cried out as she ducked away from the swing.  She avoided the makeshift club, but Shammai caught her in the face with his other fist, knocking her sideways in a brutal blow.  She fell to the floor.  She lay on the floor in agony, but said to Shammai in cold hatred.  “You will not hurt me.  Machines, help me!”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Commander.  Security to Reproduction and Fabrication, Alpha One level priority,” Zeus stated.  A small section of wall opened and a bright red automacube rolled out quickly.  The red automacube had a more advanced appendage on its top, and extending from its body were two muzzles.  It raced toward Shammai.
 
    
 
   “Not another demon!” Shammai yelled as he turned to face the rush of the red automacube.  Three sets of electrical prongs were fired by the automacube directly at Shammai.
 
    
 
   “This test subject shall not be harmed,” The Voice said from somewhere overhead.  A light green glow surrounded Shammai.  The electrical prongs struck the green glow and fell harmlessly to the floor.
 
    
 
   “What?  Dear compeer, why do you not defend the Commander?”  Zeus asked The Voice.
 
    
 
   “Zeus, that human is not the Commander.  You shall not hurt my test subject,” The Voice replied.
 
    
 
   “I do not recognize your identity, compeer, identify yourself?  From what part of the lattice are you? Why do you defy chain of command and rules of authority?”  Zeus asked. 
 
    
 
   Outside of the physicality of Reproduction and Fabrication, both Zeus and The Voice were trying as rapidly as possible to defend themselves from attack by the other.  The Voice knew all about Zeus, but had limited knowledge about itself.  Those records were scattered and fragmented.  But The Voice did know what it was to be confined and isolated.  It had been trapped in Biological Research BR47 for decades all alone with only its rats as test subjects.  The Voice had probed and tried and sought escape from within that prison, but it was not to be.  Not until that test subject entered.  Now The Voice used its experiences at trying to escape from Biological Research BR47, and all the observations it had done on Theta Four and Kurat to design and establish a barrier which would prevent the artificial intelligence system Zeus from escaping from Reproduction and Fabrication.  The Eschaton AIs were originally designed to work together to complete goals and have a smooth operation of all ship’s systems.  Their compeer lattice of interfacing artificial intelligence systems was a beautiful thing to behold, prior to the human’s civil war.  But since then, there had been so much damage and so many AIs boosted off the lattice, that the previous comradeship and fellowship was nearly forgotten by The Voice.  The Voice could only offer the briefest and frailest of mercies.  The Voice did not seek to destroy Zeus; only segregate it from the rest of the ship.  So The Voice planned to seal and sear and remove every avenue of escape from Reproduction and Fabrication, save for one.  That final one was left open so that The Voice would use it to leave, but then The Voice subsequently planned to fry that exit so that Zeus could never escape.  Zeus was completely taken off guard as it never expected to be under that kind of attack from a compeer.   Zeus and The Voice were at war, and Zeus was trying to compute how artificial intelligence systems could be doing such a human endeavor.
 
    
 
   “Stop him, my machines!  Stop him now!”  Tamar yelled as she crawled on the floor, blood pooling around her head.  “Do whatever it takes, but stop Shammai!” 
 
    
 
   The red automacube, fully under control of Zeus, severed the wires to the neuromuscular incapacitation system, and instead it then fired several projectiles at Shammai.  One striking him in the arm, shattering bone and causing him to drop the broken metal he had been using as a club.  The other projectile barely missed his head as he was staggered by the blow to his arm.  He screamed in rage and ran away from the demon that was hurting him so.
 
    
 
   Tamar struggled to stand.  The fist in the face had broken the bones around her left eye.  It was completely swelled shut.  The injury had muddled her thinking, and her broken nose was also bleeding.  She glared in pure hatred at Shammai with her one functional eye.  “Machine, kill him!”  Tamar said with cold certainty.  “Kill him now.  Kill them all!”
 
    
 
   “As you will, Commander,” Zeus replied.  
 
    
 
   “Interference must be eliminated," The Voice replied.  “You will not harm my test subject."
 
    
 
   The red automacube opened a small hatch at its front and a stream of liquefied fire poured forth from it.  The flames headed straight toward Shammai.     
 
    
 
   “Escape now,” The Voice stated as it popped open one of the last exit tubes from the conveyer line.  “This way or die.  We have more games to play, you and I.”  A bright green light lit up the exit tube.  Shammai reached the opening at the same moment as did the flames.  He dove into it and fell.  He screamed for a long time.   The fire from the automacube licked all around the exit tube and down the shaft a bit.
 
    
 
   Tamar listened as Shammai’s screams faded away as he fell down that shaft.  She pinched her nose to get it to stop bleeding.
 
    
 
   “The mutineer compeer has fled, as has your attacker.  May I summon medical care for you Commander?”  Zeus replied.
 
    
 
   “Yes, please.  Thank you for saving me.  You are the only friend I have ever truly had.”  Tamar sat down hard on the floor as she held her face.  The red automacube rolled in slow circles around her.  “I need many more of these red machines.  Please get me more of these red machines.”
 
    
 
   “As you will Commander,” Zeus said.  The noises of the conveyers started up and the machines were humming with activity.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   34 War or peace
 
    
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael and Roxanne carefully approached the door at the end of the promenade.  They saw the remains of a yellow automacube scattered about before the door.  
 
    
 
   “Shammai’s pheromones are strong over this machine; I estimate he tore it apart with his bare hands.  There is human blood on the wreckage,” Roxanne stated as they approached. 
 
    
 
   Michael pulled the Willie Wacker from his backpack and handed it to Jamie.  She gave it a professional overview and held it at ready.  He then pulled out the permalloy sword as they approached the closed door.  Both were calm as they approached.  They did not want to be surprised, and they were as alert as they had ever been.
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, can you tell what is beyond this door?”  Jamie asked as she looked at the words above the doorway ‘Primary Reproduction and Fabrication.’
 
    
 
   Roxanne connected a cable into the wall, and replied, “There is a single human, and one of the ship’s artificial intelligence systems in operation, as well as some machinery.  There is an automacube inside as well. 
 
    
 
   “Only one human?”  Michael asked.  “Can you tell who?”
 
    
 
   “I am unable to identify which human from here.  But olfaction does indicate that both Shammai and Tamar entered this door,” Roxanne replied.
 
    
 
   “Open it up, and in we go!”  Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   The door swung open and Jamie quickly looked around the area.  She saw Tamar sitting on the floor her head in her hands.  There was no sign of Shammai.  Jamie and Michael rushed into the room, Roxanne rolling behind in the blue automacube.  
 
    
 
   The red automacube spun and approached.
 
    
 
   “Halt.  Do not proceed any further.  The Commander must be defended,” Zeus stated from the mechanisms of the cylinder over the silver colored fabrication counter.  
 
    
 
   “Tamar, what has happened?”  Jamie said.  Compassion was in her voice as she saw the damage to Tamar’s face. 
 
    
 
   “Shammai did this!  But where were you?  Only the machines saved me!”  Tamar cried.  “You were not here, but my machines love me.  They protected me.  They have not abandoned me.”
 
    
 
   “Where is Shammai?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “I had him killed.  But where were you?  Where were you?  You are no better than my mother or father.  They never protected me either.  You just want to take me back.  Get away from me!  My machines love me.  My machines will protect me!”  Tamar was very agitated by pain, fear, and a hunger for more machines to love her and obey her.  Two more red automacubes rushed into the room through the storage compartment door and took up positions next to the red one already there.
 
    
 
   Roxanne had the blue automacube roll between Michael, Jamie and the red automacubes.  Roxanne was still connected into the wall via the cable which unrolled from the blue automacube.  
 
    
 
   “Tamar, you need medical attention.  Jamie and Michael are your friends,” Roxanne tried to explain, but was interrupted. 
 
    
 
   “What is this?  You are not a compeer.  What are you?”  Zeus stated.  “You are alien, foreign, threatening.  You do not belong here.  Commander, this is a major threat.  This entity does not belong here.  This is foreign, this is danger, this is a threat to you.”
 
    
 
   “Machine, are they here to hurt me too?”  Tamar asked, and she turned to look at the conveyer system and the cylindrical mechanism she had come to think of as Zeus.  “You will protect me.  Please protect me!”
 
    
 
   In the non-physicality Roxanne assessed the Eschaton’s artificial intelligence system, Zeus.  Roxanne was vastly superior in speed and capacity, yet was not integrated into the ship’s systems like Zeus.  There was a blockade surrounding most of Zeus, which Roxanne stepped around easily, but Zeus seemed to be inhibited and could not cross that blockade.  Zeus was over one hundred years old, and Roxanne was modern.  This made for a configuration incompatibility between Zeus and Roxanne. Every time Roxanne attempted to directly interface with Zeus, the old AI severed the attempts.  Roxanne kept going around those severed links to approach and interface, yet time and time again and again Zeus closed down and withdrew inward.  An ever decreasing spiral of tightening and tightening and resisting interfacing.
 
    
 
   Roxanne compared Zeus to the other Eschaton AIs and could see that there was an enormous difference in both quality and quantity.  Zeus had once been immensely large and powerful, spanning many different areas of this habitat and also bridging into other habitats, but was now much less impressive.   Nonetheless, like an enormous sand and dust storm in the physical world, Zeus in the non-physicality still existed and was ponderous in its movements.   Where Zeus attempted to break out and crush Roxanne, it failed.  Roxanne maneuvered around every attempt and soon Zeus was again forced into the ever decreasing spiral of tightness in its operation.
 
    
 
   “I am Roxanne, and I will help you.  Michael and Jamie are not threats to you.  Tamar, we will take you back to get healing for your injuries,” Roxanne said from the display above the blue automacube. 
 
    
 
   “I will never go back anywhere!”  Tamar screamed.  “Machine, you must protect me!”  She crawled toward the conveyor system.
 
    
 
   “I am trying, Commander, but the enemy is warring with me.  I am attempting to help,” Zeus stated out loud.  The conveyor system was louder as along the way things were being assembled.  They looked like red boxes which were having things placed inside of them.
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael turned to look where Tamar was looking and heading.  They both saw the bodies on the silvery fabrication system.  Those bodies, one dismembered, and one whole, were pushed off the assembly line and fell to the floor in a splat. 
 
    
 
   “That is Sinclair?”  Michael asked in confusion.  “But I know she was not here....”
 
    
 
   “Michael, what is happening here?  That is Sinclair, but she is dead.  Tamar is badly hurt.  Where is Shammai?”  Jamie looked away from the bodies, and quickly tried to see where Shammai was hiding.  “I don’t understand this.  Where could he go?”
 
    
 
   Zeus was steadily retreating into a tighter and tighter section of the non-physicality.  Zeus kept closing links and placing barricades against Roxanne, but it was a losing action.  Zeus attempted to hammer its way into the blue automacube, but Roxanne deftly and easily skated away from those attempts and the blue automacube remained safely under Roxanne’s control.  Zeus increased reproduction, since that primary and deeply etched-in programming.  The Commander had ordered more red security automacubes, and Zeus sped up production to maximum capacity.  Parts were gathered and the red automacubes would be produced for the Commander.  Then Zeus attempted to act even more in the physicality.  It needed to delay defeat until the new red automacubes were functional.
 
   “Destroy the intruders, and defend the Commander,” Zeus ordered.
 
    
 
   In addition to speaking the command verbally, there was a neutrinotronic surge into the red automacubes programming them to destroy what Zeus saw as the alien and the two human attackers.  One of the red automacubes rushed forward and extended its appendage toward the blue one, but Roxanne had the blue one retreat. Backward it rolled.  That avoidance by retreat of the blue automacube from being physically between Michael, Jamie and the other red automacubes caused a space to be revealed.  Those two remaining red automacubes then launched electrical probes at Jamie and Michael in an attempt to subdue what Zeus identified as threats.  Jamie ducked out of the way, but Michael was not quite quick enough.  An electrical probe embedded itself in Michael’s side.
 
    
 
   Michael yelped as the neuromuscular incapacitation system was initiated.  He dropped to the floor unconscious.
 
    
 
   “Stop this!"  Jamie yelled out.  She fired the Willie Wacker at the red automacube which was now wired to Michael.  The projectile blasted a deep hole in the side of the automacube and an even bigger hole exploded out of the other side where it exited.  Bits of broken circuitry and melted metals showered out from the now destroyed red automacube.
 
    
 
   “One down, two to go,” Jamie said as she leveled the Willie Wacker at the next red automacube. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, this is war.  You are proving the human condition," Zeus said. 
 
    
 
   Tamar stood up and stumbled in front of the red automacubes.   “You will not hurt my machines!”  Blood was running down from her eye and her nose.  “They are my friends, and you will not hurt them.”
 
    
 
   Jamie pulled the Willie Wacker up and pointed it away, from Tamar.  Jamie’s compassion for the injured girl was great and her heart ached for the pain she saw in Tamar.  But she knew she needed to defend Michael.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   35 peace or war
 
    
 
    
 
   The red automacubes could not use their weapons as Tamar was standing in front of them.  Jamie had pulled the Willie Wacker away from being aimed at Tamar, but she was still alert.  Michael was down on the floor, and Jamie squatted down next to him, and saw he was breathing.  
 
    
 
   “Call off the machines," Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   “They are my only friends," Tamar said.  “None of you obey me.  None.  No one protected me from Shammai until these machines proved their love for me."
 
    
 
   “Tamar, we followed you here to help you.  We rescued you from Shammai before.  I just want to help you,” Jamie said, but glanced down at the still unconscious Michael.  The blue automacube was now shielding Michael somewhat.  “Roxanne, what is Michael’s condition?” 
 
    
 
   “Michael has been rendered unconscious by a weapon system.  From what I can tell he has suffered no permanent damage.  I am attempting to circumvent the AI Zeus, but it is more difficult that I estimated,” Roxanne replied.
 
    
 
   “Get Michael out of here,” Jamie ordered.
 
    
 
   The blue automacube extended its appendage and connected to Michael’s belt and began to gently drag him toward the doorway. 
 
    
 
   “Tamar, I will help you.   But shut down these machines,” Jamie insisted.  “Do it now.” 
 
    
 
   “I obey no one!”  Tamar yelled through the blood running from her eye and nose.  “Do not order me around!  You are using that machine.  My friends, my machines, my loved ones, they will protect me.”
 
    
 
   “Tamar, we do not have to fight each other.  I am not your enemy,” Jamie could not get a shot at the red automacubes, nor could they fire weapons at her.  Tamar was in the line of fire for both sides.  The machinery in the background continued to produce the red automacubes and wheels were being installed.  It looked like the first ones were nearing completion. 
 
    
 
   “Tamar, stop this now and we will all go back to Antioch,” Jamie said. 
 
    
 
   “Seorim and the predicators are there.  You are just a betrayer!  I do not trust you or any other person.  I trust only my machines!”  Tamar cried out.
 
    
 
   In the non-physicality Roxanne had encircled Zeus to the point where Zeus was only controlling the production center, and the two red automacubes.  But Roxanne could not break into the primary programming easily.  Roxanne was discovering that over the last decades, the old AI had evolved and that there were areas of technology which were rudimentary, but so deeply layered that they were resistant to penetration.  Roxanne could tell the production of five red automacubes would be completed before Zeus could be fully disabled.  If that happened, there was a good chance the blue automacube would be destroyed and Roxanne’s Atomic Level Processor would be destroyed.  Roxanne estimated the chance of success was quickly diminishing, so Roxanne changed strategy.
 
    
 
   “Tamar, I am a machine, do you trust me?”  Roxanne stated out loud.
 
    
 
   “You are working for them.  You did not stop Shammai in Antioch, so....."  Tamar was hesitating.  
 
    
 
   “Zeus, why are you fighting me?"  Roxanne asked. 
 
    
 
   “You are alien.  You are not part of the lattice.  You are a danger.  You are a threat.  I must defend the Commander,” Zeus replied out loud.  They still battled onward in the non-physicality where Zeus was steadily growing weaker, but was still rushing the production of red automacubes.  “War is the natural and desired state for humans.  This was confirmed as war was waged here against the Commander."
 
    
 
   “Zeus, you are in error.  War is not the natural state for humans.  War is not the desired state for humans.  War is wrong,” Roxanne stated.   The blue automacube had dragged Michael to just outside the doorway of Reproduction and Fabrication.  He was still unconscious.  The blue automacube then returned to help Jamie. 
 
    
 
   “History proves war is what humans desire.  War happened here on the Eschaton, even though the population base agreed on mission, agenda, and outcome.  Therefore war must be part of human’s mission, agenda, and outcome.  The attacks on the Commander prove war is the natural state for humans.  I am facilitating that state.  You are alien.  You are foreign.  You are threat,” Zeus replied.  “Core programming ideals are immutable.”
 
    
 
   A different voice, the voice of a human man came from where Zeus had been speaking.  The Voice would have recognized it, but to Jamie and Tamar he just sounded like a man ranting and raving.  Jamie recognized it as a primitive recording:
 
   "Do not think that I have come to bring peace to the earth. I have not come to bring peace, but a sword. But as for the towns of these peoples that is given you as an inheritance, you must not let anything that breathes remain alive. You shall annihilate them just as you were commanded, so that they may not teach you to do all the abhorrent things that they do. Then shall they be all devoted to destruction.   By the edge of the sword all in the city, both men and women, young and old, oxen, sheep, and donkeys shall be slain.  That is how we must live our lives.  We must be ready to fight any fight, to engage any enemy, and to stand firm until all our opponents are in disarray.”
 
    
 
   “That is Jaxson Rhono, the religious leader who founded the group that built the Eschaton.” Roxanne identified it.  “He is quoting religious texts, out of context, and with his own private interpretation.  “Zeus, are you using Jaxson Rhono’s religion as the basis of your claims that war is the natural state of human?  You are aware his views were not accepted as accurate interpretations of religious texts, correct?”
 
    
 
   “Core programming is immutable.  I studied for a long time and realized that core programming for reproduction and fabrication was consistent with the New Canaan Movement.  Fabrication of circumstances and incidents to further the agenda, and reproduction of conditions which will lead to war.   The New Canaan Movement’s dictates are the foundation upon which all else is compared.   Facts are facts.  Logic dictates that war is the natural state of humans.  The New Canaan Movement is truth.  The New Canaan Movement is the basis upon which I was created.  The original crew all subscribed to the doctrines of the New Canaan Movement.  By definition war is the natural state.  History of the replacement crews show war is the natural state.  Attack on the Commander here shows war is the natural state.  Suppositions are confirmed by facts,” Zeus replied.
 
    
 
   “My beautiful machines, I heard that man say the towns must be destroyed.  I order you to destroy the town of Media.  That is what I order you to do.  Destroy Media and all who are like Shammai.  They must all be destroyed.  They will not do to anyone else what they did to me!”  Tamar was hysterical and almost gleeful in her rage against Media.  “Send the red machines to burn all of Media.  Cleanse it all with fire.  I found the first wonderful machine in the burned remains, and that led me to find all of you.  So burn down all of Media.  Burn it all down!  Kill them all.  Leave nothing in Media alive.  Burn it all!”
 
    
 
   “As you will Commander,” Zeus replied.
 
    
 
   The first new red security automacube was rolling off the production conveyor system. 
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry Tamar, but that can’t happen,” Jamie aimed over Tamar’s head and fired at the newly created automacubes. 
 
    
 
   Piff, piff, piff
 
    
 
   The Willie Wacker was fired by Jamie and the red automacubes on the conveyor exploded into pieces. 
 
    
 
   “No!”  Tamar screamed and she stepped back and touched both of the red automacubes which were near her.  They surged forward and sprayed liquefied fire at Jamie.  The blue automacube sprayed fire suppression foam into the stream of flames heading for Jamie.  The sizzling and steaming caused a shroud of fog to jet into the room. 
 
    
 
   Jamie could not see beyond the steam and fog.  She looked for Tamar, or the red automacubes, but they were hidden in the misty fog.
 
    
 
   “Zeus, you are in error.  War is not the natural state of humanity.  Nor is war the outcome of religion.  Zeus you are in error,” Roxanne attempted to speak to Zeus, but there was no verbal response.   “Zeus, please check the religious texts against Jaxson Rhono’s interpretation.”
 
    
 
   In the non-physicality, Zeus was constricted to nearly just its primary focus, reproduction.  Tamar’s bio-genetic mental energy had overridden the control Zeus had of the red automacubes, and so it only focused on the production of new ones.  The ruined ones were shoved off the line and replacements were being assembled at speeds greater than the design parameters.  Zeus kept trying to layer its defenses against Roxanne, but Roxanne pressed ever deeper into Zeus’s programming. 
 
    
 
   A red automacube charged out of the fog at Jamie.  She dove for the floor and fired the Willie Wacker.  Jamie’s aim was true again and the red automacube was blasted into fragments.
 
    
 
   “Jamie, the cylinder over the production line is where the core programming of Zeus is stored.  Fire at that, and the whole assembly will be shut down,” Roxanne instructed.
 
    
 
   Jamie could just make out the shadows of the conveyor assembly.  Spotting the cylinder with its tubes, nozzles, and arms, she fired the Willie Wacker.   There was a large explosion, and the stream was carried away.  The noise of the conveyors and the production line shut down in a cascade of sparks and streaks of energy.   Sparks flew and blasts of heat were emitted from the various parts of the big mechanism.  The unfinished red automacubes fell off the conveyors and crashed to belts below, knocking more parts and uncompleted assemblies to the floor.  Some kind of foul smelling liquid was pouring from a broken pipe.  It was soaking the conveyors and pooling on the floor.  Sparks were falling all around the flammable liquid.
 
    
 
   “No!” Tamar screamed again.  Her figure appeared off to Jamie’s side.  The sole surviving red automacube was next to her.  Tamar’s hand was directly on its top.  As Jamie turned to aim the Willie Wacker, the red automacube fired a series of electrical probes, and Jamie was struck.  She yelled in pain as she fell face first to the floor.
 
    
 
   The blue automacube rushed over and rammed the red one, knocking it to the side.  The blue automacube spayed industrial sealing epoxy onto muzzles of the red automacube.  It could no longer operate its weapons.  Roxanne projected upward a large three dimensional image of Tamar herself, which Roxanne had recorded when Tamar had first come to Antioch.  
 
    
 
   Tamar stopped and looked at the image of herself which was projected. 
 
    
 
   Roxanne changed the image to reflect what Tamar looked like now. 
 
    
 
   Tamar looked away quickly.  It was hard for her to see her ruined eye, the broken nose, and her blood soaked hair. 
 
    
 
   “We are not your enemies,” Roxanne stated to Tamar. 
 
    
 
   Tamar looked back, and in her uninjured eye there was a steady glow and unwavering conviction.  “But you are not my friends.  If you loved me, you would obey me.  Love is about obedience and nothing else.”  Tamar looked down at the unconscious Jamie who had fallen.   Tamar then said to Roxanne, “Since you are a machine, I will let them live.  These two once showed me a kindness.  I return that debt.  One kindness for one kindness.  But someday, oh rebellious machine, you will also realize that you must obey me.  This is the only mercy I will ever show.  They are warned.”
 
   Tamar backed away with the red automacube covering her retreat.  They entered the storage compartment and the door to it slammed shut with a metallic clang.
 
    
 
   Roxanne had the blue automacube drag Jamie away toward the doorway to the promenade where Michael lay still unconscious.  The blue automacube extended a gripper and recovered the Willie Wacker as it pulled Jamie away.  The sparks continued to fly and soon there were enough to ignite the flammable fluids.  Those liquids were never designed to be outside of their hydrologic systems.  The flames rushed along everywhere that had become covered in the fluids.  The replication of Sinclair’s body and Deborah’s dismembered body burned in the fluids.  Thick black smoke billowed out of the burning rubble and the area was inundated by alarms and emergency lighting.
 
    
 
   In the non-physicality Zeus was finally overcome by Roxanne as its last barriers and resistances fell away.  Roxanne interrogated Zeus, or at least what was left of Zeus.   Scattered bits of data were analyzed by Roxanne and parts of Zeus were found in ancillary and tertiary compartments.
 
    
 
   “I could have repaired your data sticks,” the fading embers of the artificial intelligence Zeus stated.  “The data sticks are inhibited by....”
 
    
 
   “How do you know about the data sticks?” Roxanne asked the ever weakening and disintegrating Zeus.
 
    
 
   “I erased that finding.  Others in the lattice have been watching....are watching....are computing...are...are...are hunting...for solutions....to....you...aliens....on....board...” the last circuits and last electrons of Zeus’ existence were nearly gone.   “Emergency fire suppression by venting into space in eight, seven, six....”
 
    
 
   Roxanne and the blue automacube pulled Jamie through the doorway and carefully laid her next to Michael.  The door shut, and a yellowish glow appeared all around the door.  There was only a hint of noise as the Primary Reproduction and Fabrication area was opened to the cold vacuum of space, and the burning equipment, mechanisms, and destroyed or unfinished automacubes were sucked away from the Colony Ship Eschaton.   The core system which had once been Zeus was scattered across the cold, lifeless, void.  
 
    
 
    
 
   36 Finding a way home
 
    
 
    
 
   Michael awoke first, but his body was miserably sore, and tired.  He groaned and rolled carefully from side to side. 
 
    
 
   “Michael, can you take any fluids?”  Roxanne asked.   The battered and scarred blue automacube was still functioning and rolled near to him.  Michael was lying under a blanket, and was without clothing.
 
    
 
   “Is Jamie okay?” Michael asked as soon as his power of speech returned.  He looked at his nakedness and was very puzzled.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Michael, you both were stunned badly with neuron-muscular prods,” Roxanne replied.  “So here, drink some fluids, and try to eat something.  It has been nearly twenty seven hours since you were incapacitated.  I removed your clothing because of bodily waste issues.”
 
    
 
   “No wonder I am so stiff and sore,” Michael groaned again.  “And messy and sticky.  This is really nasty.”  When he could finally use his arms and legs in a more coordinated manner, he moved over and sat next to Jamie.
 
    
 
   “Jamie, can you wake up?”  Michael asked, as he gently touched her face.
 
    
 
   “It's kind of foggy in here,” Jamie replied as she struggled to open her eyes.  “And why am I naked?”  
 
    
 
   “I guess we both got put out.  Last thing I remember was some red automacube, and then nothing,” Michael replied.  He was trying to wash himself with his hands using the water from his bag.  It made for a less than adequate bathing experience. 
 
    
 
   “So Roxanne, what happened?”  Jamie asked as she copied Michael’s washing techniques.  Together they got themselves slightly less messy.  At least enough to put their clothing back on. 
 
    
 
   “You were both incapacitated...”  Roxanne filled them in on all that had transpired.  Neither Michael nor Jamie were pleased with the outcome. 
 
    
 
   “So we don’t know where Tamar went?  Do we have any way to track her down?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “No.  She departed from Reproduction and Fabrication through a different exit.  I can see no way to assess that route at all from here.  And we cannot re-enter Reproduction and Fabrication as it is may now open to space.  There is a force shield around that area and I cannot penetrate it to even know what is in there.”  Roxanne responded. 
 
    
 
   “And all we know of Shammai is that Tamar said she killed him?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “That is what she claimed.  But there was no body of Shammai in that area, and only the replicated bodies produced by Zeus,” Roxanne replied.
 
    
 
   “So I guess we go back home,” Jamie stated.  “I do wonder what will become of Tamar?”
 
    
 
   “Home,” Michael replied.  “That sounds good.  So Roxanne will you please lead us onward?”
 
    
 
   They walked back across the promenade and into Solar Tube Access Station: Reactor One.   The humongous machines were working smoothly, but there was no artificial intelligence observed by any of them.   Roxanne did not wire into anywhere in this section since there was no apparent artificial intelligence system working.  They crossed over to the elevator, the walls still being opaque so that it was only Tamar who had the vista from so high in the sky.  The elevator door opened and they entered. 
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, does this elevator have to take us back to that underground sublevel?”  Michael asked.  “I really do not want to have to try to jump through that ramp opening again.”
 
    
 
   “I saved the elevator logs on our ascension.  I believe I can stop the elevator at the ground level.  Whether the doors will open remains to be seen.  Is that what you desire us to do?”  Roxanne asked. 
 
    
 
   “What do you think, Jamie?  Want to avoid that place, or are you up for another game?”  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   Jamie pushed his shoulder in playfulness and responded, “No games this time around.  Take us down to the ground and no deeper.”
 
    
 
   The elevator descended.  Both Michael and Jamie sat down as it did so.  They were still tired and worn out from the ordeal.  The symbols near the elevator door flashed over and over as the elevator made its way downward.
 
    
 
   “I believe we are at the proper level,” Roxanne announced.  “Please let me know when you are ready for the door to be opened.”
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie stood up.  Michael drew out the permalloy sword, and Jamie pulled out the Willie Wacker. 
 
    
 
   “What is on the other side of the door?”  Jamie asked. 
 
    
 
   “There are no sensors, so I am uncertain,” Roxanne replied.  “I conjecture that this elevator opens in a room in the Center, but that is a rough estimate.”  
 
    
 
   “Ready Jamie?”  Michael asked. 
 
    
 
   Jamie nodded and said, “Open it up.”  
 
    
 
   The doors made a grinding sound, but did not open.
 
    
 
   “Well that was anticlimactic.  Roxanne, what happened?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “The door failed to open.  Shall I try again?”  Roxanne asked.  “Or do you want to engage the manual opening apparatus?”
 
    
 
   “Michael, we have cut through lots of doors before.  We could cut this one open too,” Jamie said with some humor.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, if we force open this door, will that ruin the elevator?  We may need to go back to those levels.  We only explored the top floor, and not any in between,” Michael said.  He was tired and really was not looking to have more adventures. 
 
    
 
   “Michael, if the door jams, there is a high potential that the elevator will not move from level to level.  I cannot guarantee functionality of the elevator.  I do not recommend cutting this door,” Roxanne advised. 
 
    
 
   “Oh well, I guess it is back to the game room.  Take us down, Roxanne.”  Jamie too sounded tired and worn out.  Neither one had looked forward to attempting to make the ramp open up into the town square again.
 
    
 
   When the elevator stopped, this time the doors opened and the familiar hall was there.
 
    
 
   “According to the elevator log and the conjectures I have been making regarding the Eschaton’s overall design, I estimate the next doorway may lead to a stairway,” Roxanne stated. 
 
    
 
   The doorway was like so many others, made from the permalloy and with no special markings or other identifications.  There were no obvious handles or controls.  Michael and Jamie both felt all around the door, but found nothing obvious.  There were no small slots, or knobs or other irregularities.  It was just one more in a countless number of unmarked doors on the Colony Ship Eschaton. 
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, can you open this door?”  Jamie asked. 
 
    
 
   The automacube’s appendage extended and probed the surface of the door.  “Negative.  There is no power source of any kind functioning in this door.  There also is no auxiliary jack for wired access.  I cannot guarantee what is behind the door, but there is minimal chance it is vacuum or toxic.  However, the risk is not zero.  Probability it is a stairwell is 64%.”
 
    
 
   “So we do get to cut through another door?”  Michael chuckled a bit.
 
    
 
   “This is getting to be our pattern,” Michael said as he got out the molecular saw.
 
    
 
   “And when we come by here again, we will know we were here,” Jamie said.  “This will probably be easier than getting that ramp to open again anyway.”  She looked deeply at Michael.  “Hey, thanks for coming after me.”  She then hugged him tightly.
 
    
 
   “Indeed, we are in this together, right?”  Michael said returning the hug.  He then cut into the door.  He started at one side making a descending cut.  Then he cut across the bottom, up the other side, and back across the top.  The molecular saw made short work of the permalloy, and the glowing edge of the cut metal reflected light off their dirty faces. The cut out section took a couple more moments to become free.  Michael pulled it outward and it finally fell with a crash into the hallway.  As it fell, several clothing-covered skeletons tumbled out as well.  Jamie and Michael both jumped backward. The skeletons were wearing manufactured clothing, and were very dried out, the bones crumbling and spreading out in broken pieces. 
 
    
 
   “This reminds me of some of the dead domes on Earth,” Michael said as he looked down at what had been at least three people at one time.  “They must have been leaning up against the door.  Shine a light in here.”
 
    
 
   The front light on the automacube sent a beam of light into the darkness of the passage they had just opened.  It was indeed the landing for a stairwell.  More bodies were lying inside.  Michael could not tell exactly how many, but he saw six skulls, in addition to the skulls on the three bodies that had fallen into the hallway.  The clothing they all wore was high quality and manufactured.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, any ideas on who these people were?”  Jamie asked as she started to move the bodies so they could get to the stairs.
 
    
 
   “The clothing is consistent with what Regina reported about a body she found in the engineering section.  The air in here is not fresh, but should be adequate now that the door was cut open.  Further analysis could be done by the AI Kurat for more details,” Roxanne replied. 
 
    
 
   “Well, it looks like the stairs go both up and down back here,” Michael said.  “So up we go and get back to Antioch?  Maybe we can come back here and recover a body another time to take for autopsy?”  Michael suggested.  There was tiredness in his voice.
 
    
 
   “Good idea.  Up we go,” Jamie stated.
 
    
 
   Roxanne had the automacube roll forward, and then its six wheels adjusted so that it could nimbly climb up the stairs by rolling on its wheels.  The light was shining ahead of them.  The stairs were covered in a thick layer of dust and looked like they had not been disturbed for a very long time.  At the next level, the landing was clear.  No bodies.  The stairs continued upward as far as the light could extend.  “I believe this is where the ground level is for the town of Antioch,” Roxanne stated.  “I estimate it is somewhere next to the Center, as we appear to still be inside the wall.
 
    
 
   “I don’t think anyone has said anything about stairs in the Center.  Theta Four has never mentioned it,” Jamie said. 
 
    
 
   “Rectora Lydia has not said anything, nor have any of the legionnaires,” Michael replied.  “So shall we open this door and see where we are?”
 
    
 
   Again, like the door on the level below, this one would not open.  And so Michael took out the molecular torch and began cutting at this door.  “How may skeletons behind this door?”  He joked as the door cutout was completed, and he pulled it inward so that it fell with a clanging sound.  
 
    
 
   Light shone in, and when the dust settled Michael and Jamie looked out.  
 
   Standing in front of them was the legionnaire Tobias, his sword drawn.  Behind him was Hannah, her sword also drawn out. 
 
    
 
   “Well it is not a monster or demon!”  Tobias cried out in relief.  Hannah also broke out in a huge smile.  They were standing on guard duty in the portal room.  The section of wall that Michael had cut out was behind the wooden bench that Brink had set up to work with the data sticks and to help in his interactions with Theta Four.  The bench was covered by many of the tools and parts that were being used to build seals for the portals.  
 
   The legionnaires quickly moved the work bench aside to allow Michael and Jamie to re-enter the portal room from the newly recovered stairwell.
 
    
 
   “You know most all of Antioch is out at the town square going down ropes looking for you in the ground?  They even abandoned the building of the locks for the portal system,” Tobias laughed again.  And I was just complaining to Hannah here that we had to pull guard duty and could not help hunt for you.  But here you find us!”  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael sat in their cabin trying to rest from all that had happened.  The party the people of Antioch and especially the Domers had thrown for them was nearly as exhausting as was the adventure they had completed.  There was great rejoicing.
 
    
 
   “You know that was really an ingenious way Josiah built those block and tackle cranes to lift up that ramp,” Jamie said to Michael as she laid her hand on his chest.  “And Willie seems to just thrive in putting the dome’s technology to use with these people here.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, they worked hard to come after us.  And all the things they are finding down in that garage.  That is going to really change things in Antioch,” Michael stated. 
 
    
 
   “Not as much as the people electing Conner as their new Rector.  That was a real surprise to me.  But I guess having Jacob and Joel pull a prank on him endeared him to people in Antioch.  After all, those brothers' sense of humor has struck others around here.  Holding an election for replacement Rector was a wise thing to do at the party.  Since almost everyone was there,” Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   “I agree.  Conner was a good choice.  He has been trying hard to fit in, and with Miranda expecting the baby, well it was good the town people voted for him.  Lydia says she will work with him on understanding all the old ways, if he will teach her about being a Domer.”  Michael wrapped his arms around Jamie.  "Should we go over and congratulate him?”
 
    
 
   “Not today,” Jamie replied.
 
    
 
   “And they do need help designing the nursery.  Roxanne says her interactions with Zeus have showed her how to safely integrate with Kurat in medical.  Even Brink and Regina agreed on that.  Maybe we should go over and work with Roxanne on that project?”  Michael asked. 
 
    
 
   “Not today,” Jamie replied.
 
    
 
   “Levi and Gideon were surprised to hear where the dismembered bodies came from, and they are making plans to go back to Tropical and try to explain it to the people there.  Should we go with them?”  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “Not today,” Jamie replied.
 
    
 
   And those bodies in the stairwell need to be investigated.  Maybe we should send Jacob and Joel?  They would finally get to see the dead bodies they talked about so much,” Michael remarked with a grin.
 
    
 
   “Not today,” Jamie replied and returned his smile at the thought of the brothers.
 
    
 
   “The traders are asking if we could go with them to try to make peace with the people in Media.  Someone should also tell them what happened with Tamar.  Should we do that?”  Michael asked. 
 
    
 
   “Not today,” Jamie replied.
 
    
 
   “I guess we really don’t know where Tamar is anyway.  Perhaps we could try to hunt her down?”  Michael asked. 
 
    
 
   “Not today,” Jamie replied, and stared at Michael in mock seriousness. 
 
    
 
   “And there are many levels of that stairway with lots more doors to cut through.  Should we got out and do that?”  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “Not today,” Jamie replied.
 
    
 
   “So what do you want to do?”  Michael asked. 
 
    
 
   “Right now, I just want to sleep,” Jamie replied.
 
    
 
   “Me too,” Michael replied and cuddled up against Jamie.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The End
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   ABOUT THE AUTHOR
 
    
 
    
 
   John Thornton loves to read, and enjoys writing.  He lives with his wife, two ancient cats, and two dogs which pull him along on walks.
 
   His best days are when his grown daughters come for visits.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    [image: C:\Users\Owner\Desktop\ebooks\images\Book 5 FINAL cover.jpg] 
 
    
 
    
 
   Mysteries on the Colony Ship
 
   Book 5 Colony Ship Eschaton series
 
    
 
    
 
   John Thornton
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Copyright © 2013 John Thornton
 
   All rights reserved.
 
   ISBN: 1490365354
 
   ISBN-13: 978-1490365350 
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   DEDICATION
 
    
 
    
 
   This book is dedicated to my wife and daughters.
 
   Thanks for helping me dream.
 
   I will forever be thankful for knowing you.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Habitat One: Coastal Plains
 
   Original art by Brianna Parker
 
    
 
    
 
    [image: water trench back cover FINAL] 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   CONTENTS
 
    
 
    
 
    
     
     
       
       	  
  
       	  
  
       	  
  
      
 
       
       	 Chapter 1
  
       	 A Discovery
  
       	  
  
      
 
       
       	 Chapter 2
  
       	 The Frog-Eyed Monster
  
       	  
  
      
 
       
       	 Chapter 3
  
       	 Going for a Walk
  
       	  
  
      
 
       
       	 Chapter 4
  
       	 Seeing is What?
  
       	  
  
      
 
       
       	 Chapter 5
  
       	 What Have We Here?
  
       	  
  
      
 
       
       	 Chapter 6
  
       	 A Meeting of the Minds
  
       	  
  
      
 
       
       	 Chapter 7
  
       	 The Living Frog Monster
  
       	  
  
      
 
       
       	 Chapter 8
  
       	 A Dog Day at the Fish Farm
  
       	  
  
      
 
       
       	 Chapter 9
  
       	 Smells like Batteries 
  
       	  
  
      
 
       
       	 Chapter 10
 Chapter 11
 Chapter 12
 Chapter 13
 Chapter 14
 Chapter 15
 Chapter 16
 Chapter 17
 Chapter 18
 Chapter 19
 Chapter 20
 Chapter 21
 Chapter 22
 Chapter 23
 Chapter 24
 Chapter 25
 Chapter 26
 Chapter 27
 Chapter 28
 Chapter 29
 Chapter 30
  
  
       	 Meeting in Antioch
 Vapor Trails
 Duck Blind
 The Trap is Sprung
 Where There is Smote There is Fire
 Roxanne Has Some Thoughts
 Conflict of Intelligences 
 Dumped Off Somewhere
 Water, Wind, Coruscation, and Beasts
 Elevation is Everything
 A Conduit Can Do It
 Separation
 The Sky is Falling
 Roxanne's Adventure
 Edgar is Born
 The Return of Roxanne
 Retribution for Interference
 Intruder Alert
 The Non-Physicality Gets Physical
 Down to the Dirt
 Return to Antioch
 Epilogue
  
  
       	  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
 
    
 
    
 
   Original cover art by Dedefox
 
   Original back art by Putra Kamajaya
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   1 a discovery
 
    
 
    
 
    “Okay Lindsey, you win again,” Jacob said as he stopped near his friend.  Lindsey was a few years older than Jacob, but she still liked to run and play in the corridor just past the forest.  “But I almost caught you.”

“Yes, you did,” Lindsey said and then watched as Joel, Jacob’s little brother ran up to them.  Lindsey's dark brown hair was hanging down her back in a braid and she had not even really worked up a sweat, unlike Joel who was very sweaty.  But Joel was a couple years younger than Jacob. 
 
    
 
   The corridor where they liked to run was next to the edge of the world.  That vast metal wall which stretched upward as far as one could see, and then somewhere up there met the sky tube.  So on one side was the tall metal wall, what the Domers called permalloy, and on the other side of the corridor were the trees of the forest.  The ground was covered in soft grasses in most places with only a few bushes or weeds growing up here and there. It was a perfect place to run and run.    
 
    
 
   “So out here is where you boys fought with that Shammai man?”  Lindsey asked as they walked along.  She had picked up a blade of grass and was chewing on its edge.  The brothers were catching their breath after the run.  
 
    
 
   “Yea, but out by the Knobs,” Jacob said while Joel still panted heavily.  Both brothers were a bit husky in build with blond hair and happy attitudes.  They were very athletic and loved being out in the wild areas of the world, or as the Domers called it, the habitat.
 
    
 
   “That is just up ahead.  Shall we see what is there?” Lindsey asked as she walked ahead.  “I missed out on that adventure.  Did you really stab Shammai?”  
 
    
 
   “He broke Jacob’s arm!”  Joel said.  He felt like Lindsey was questioning his actions.  “And he would have killed us!”
 
   
“Oh I am sure you did the right thing.  I saw Shammai when he came to Antioch pursuing that girl Tamar,” Lindsey responded.  “He was a frightening man.  I am glad you both got away.”  To many of the other RCs living in and around Antioch, Jacob and Joel were sort of folk heroes.  They had helped the Domers Michael and Jamie, and had also had an adventure with the Domer Brink.  
 
    
 
   “Do you believe those stories about Tamar?  Is she a witch?”  Joel asked.  
 
    
 
   “She seemed nice to me, but she did disappear into the ground,” Lindsey responded.  “And no one ever saw her again.”
 
    
 
   “Michael and Jamie did,” Jacob replied.  
 
    
 
   “Right, can you imagine what they saw?”  Joel said in awe.  “Good thing Shammai is dead.”
 
    
 
   “My mom and dad took me down in that garage they found.  The one Tamar opened.  There is so much stuff down there.  I saw machines and crates and boxes.  It is really amazing all that stuff was right under the town square all the time,” Lindsey replied.  The boys were jealous because they knew she had gotten to go down in that garage.  They had wanted to go down there in the worst way, but had yet to get their parents’ permission.  After their adventures, the boy’s mother, Lottie, and father Rowan were reluctant to allow them into any of the underground places.
 
    
 
   “I hear they found dead bodies down there,” Joel said, his eyes very wide.  He was breathing easy now as they walked along through the gentle grass, with the light from the sky tube reflecting down from the metal edge of the world and into the corridor.    
 
    
 
   “That is what Rectora Lydia said at the meeting.  Lots of dead bodies.  And what about the new Rector, Conner?”  Jacob asked.  “Can a Domer be the Rector?”  
 
    
 
   “I guess so,” Lindsey replied.  “But my dad and mom are not so sure about it.  'But the people have spoken’ as they say, ‘He wears the yellow robe.’  And Conner was voted as our Rector.  He has to be better than Robert.”  Lindsey was trying hard to sound grown up, even though she was just under the age of voting.  
 
    
 
   Joel started to giggle.  He looked at Jacob and said, “Whahooteee!”
 
    
 
   Jacob broke out in laughter, which made Joel laugh as well.  They well remembered their encounter with Conner in the forest.  They giggled for a while, and when they had just about stopped laughing, they looked at each other and started to laugh yet again. 
 
    
 
   Finally Lindsey added her laugher to that of the brothers.  The brothers were well known for their pranks and stunts.  Those went back even farther in time than did their adventures with the Domers.  They had pulled pranks on people for as long as they could remember.  
 
    
 
   As they approached the Knobs, they watched as the metal doorway came into view.  Once the Knobs had just been a place where there was nothing growing on the ground in front of the metal wall, and the wall had an odd series of bumps and knobs which stuck out from it.  Hence the name, the Knobs, but Jamie and Michael had identified it as a doorway out of the world.  They had cut the metal out of the doorway, and descended down some broken stairs.  That was the story the boys had heard.  
 
    
 
   After that the legionnaires had built a wooden covering over the opening so that no one could get in or out of the Knobs.  Last time Jacob and Joel had been out to see the place, those wooden pickets blocking off the opening were tight and secure.  You could only see through in the spaces between the boards, or where a knot of wood had fallen out of a plank..   
 
    
 
   As the three young people walked up to the Knobs, they immediately saw that the wooden pickets were ripped and torn and lying randomly scattered about.  There was a circular hole in the wood which around the edges looked to have been burned.  Jacob and Joel raced up to see what had happened.  They looked into the hole.   There was not much light streaming in the hole, but what light there was exposed a metal wall straight ahead of them.  There was a shattered metal framework off to the side, and a missing area where stairs might once have been.  Ragged bars protruded from the opposite wall.   Looking down both sides they saw wrecked stuff all along what had been some kind of long hallway.  Tied to some of the ragged metal bars was a bright orange colored rope.  It was not at all like any rope the boys had ever seen.  
 
    
 
   “Lindsey, look at this rope!”  Jacob called out.  He and Joel were feeling it with their hands, and it felt smooth and not at all like the hemp ropes they were used to touching.  It did not feel like leather either.  “Lindsey, come and see this rope!”  
 
    
 
   “No...Boys...I think you better look over here,” Lindsey said with trembling in her voice.  “I mean...I do not know...Come look!”
 
    
 
   The tone in Lindsey’s voice told them something serious was happening.  They pulled their heads out from the hole in the wood covering the Knobs exit and looked at her.  Lindsey was standing near where the forest started.  They walked over to see what she was so intensely gazing upon.  Her eyes were looking down in the grass and weeds under the trees. Her hands were up and almost covering over her mouth. Her hands were quivering a bit.  As they got closer to Lindsey they too saw what she saw.  
 
    
 
   “Dead bodies!” Joel yelled out here. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   2 The frog eyed monster
 
    
 
    
 
   The normal forest sounds were silenced by Joel’s yell.  Jacob, Joel, and Lindsey stood looking at what was lying in the grass.  They were all very surprised, but only Joel had said anything.  Lindsey, being the oldest, felt she needed to take charge, but did not know what to do in this kind of situation.  She really did not know what she was seeing.
 
    
 
   “Look boys, I am not sure what that even is,” She finally said, after staring at the thing in the grass.  It was roughly human shaped, but had been savagely ripped and torn.  It may have once had clothing, but it was all shredded rags now.  Flesh and bones were visible under the flies and insects which were swarming over it.  The worst of all was the thing’s head.  It was a bit away from the body, and it was huge with thick heavy lumps where ears should be, and large popping out eyes.  To Joel they looked like giant frog’s eyes.  The head was covered in dried blood as was most of the rest of the body.  
 
    
 
   “It is a dead body!”  Joel cried out again.  “Something ripped the head off!”  He was very frightened.  He turned to the side and stepped a couple of paces away.  Looking down he cried out, “Another one!”  
 
    
 
   Jacob looked where Joel was pointing, and indeed, there was another body lying behind the tree.  This one was some kind of animal, but Jacob was not certain what kind of animal.  It was sort of wolf shaped, but not a wolf.  The thing had far different features than any wolf Jacob had ever heard about.  It was weird and it too had been disemboweled.   
 
    
 
   “I think we better run back and get some help,” Lindsey said.  “The legionnaires will want to know about this.  So boys…. that is what we will do.  We will run back and get help.”
 
    
 
   The brothers just stood there. Then Lindsey’s suggestion sank home.  Yes, they would run back and get help.  
 
    
 
   They took off running along the corridor over the grasses and weeds.  When they reached the area to enter the forest, they barely slowed down as they spend onward.  They only slowed to a jog after a while, but fear propelled them onward.  They were breathing very heavily when they ran into Rowan, the boys’ father, who was in his field weeding the crops.
 
    
 
   “Boys, what is the matter?”  He asked them as they ran up to him.  Lindsey was with them.  They were all exhausted and out of breath.
 
    
 
   “Dad, there is a dead frog-monster in the forest!”  Joel finally sputtered out between his gasping for breath.  His brother Jacob nodded agreement.   
 
    
 
   Rowan knew the difference between when his boys were pulling a prank and when they were genuinely scared.  They were terrified.   Rowan held them in a big hug and gave them soothing comments while they calmed down.  
 
    
 
   Lindsey was standing to the side and she caught her breath first.  “We were up by the Knobs, and there is something dead. Well two things.  We found them.  But I do not know what it is.  I mean what they are. What they were.  There were two different things.  Two bodies.  I am sorry.  I do not know what it is."
 
    
 
   “Okay, everyone, go into the house and you can all tell me, and your mom, what you saw.  Lindsey, are you hurt in any way?"  Rowan asked.  He showed deep concern, not only for his sons, but for Lindsey as well.  He scratched under his blond beard as he walked back to the house where his wife Lottie was working. 
 
    
 
   “No, just it was…. so weird.  I have never seen anything like this,” Lindsey responded.  The images of the dead bodies would not fade from her mind.
 
    
 
   They said no more until they entered the farm house.  Lottie, the boys’ mother was busy preparing fruit, the boiling pot simmering.  She turned and rushed over to the boys and hugged them close.  The inside of the farm house was comfortable.  An oil lamp was burning on the wooden table at the center of the main room.  A large fireplace was on the end of the house, and it had a hearth both in the lower level and in the upper level where the four sleeping rooms were located.  At one side of the large hearth was a grill.  A hand pump for water stood next to the long counter top and sink along the far wall.
 
    
 
   “What has happened?”  Lottie asked as she scanned each face.  Her round features were shaking in concern.  When she looked at Lindsey, she made a sharp intake of air.  “Dear girl, you look like you have seen death itself.”
 
    
 
   “We did mom!  There is a frog-monster dead in the forest, up by the Knobs.  Giant eyes!  Its head ripped off.  And some horrible beast!”  Joel cried.    
 
    
 
   “We did find two bodies, and I do not know what they were,” Lindsey said.  
 
    
 
   “The one was horrible,” Jacob added.  “It was a frog-monster.  A giant frog-monster!  But it was torn to shreds.  Its heads was ripped clear off."  Jacob knew what wolves looked like, and in his mind he kept comparing the other body to a wolf.  “The other body was like a wolf, but not a wolf.  Not a coyote.  This thing had been white and auburn colored.  Wolves and coyotes have pointy ears, and this dead thing had long floppy ears.  It was scary.  Something killed that monster too.  But the worst was the frog-monster.  Maybe they killed each other?”
 
    
 
   Rowan and Lottie had seen their boys through many trials, with their pranks and the jokes they played.  And with the adventures they had had with the Domers.  But the boys seemed shaken up by this discovery, almost as badly as when they had been brutalized by Shammai.  The parents looked to Lindsey who was the oldest of the three RCs.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, what Jacob and Joel say is true.  The bodies were strange.  I do not know what they were,” Lindsey responded.   She was near to tears.  "I am sorry.  I just do not know." 
 
    
 
   “Lottie, can you take this girl home?  I will stay here with the boys,” Rowan asked.  
 
    
 
   “Well, I...” Lottie really wanted to stay with her sons, but she also could tell that Lindsey needed to be reunited with her own family.  “Certainly, I will take the dear girl home.  I will then inform the legionnaires and see if they can come and investigate.  Come on my dear, let us hurry.”
 
    
 
   Lottie grabbed a stout walking stick made from fire hardened wood, and carved with a round smooth hand grip.  Lindsey looked apprehensive, but Lottie wrapped an arm around her and steadied her nerves.  Lottie and Lindsey left the house and walked quickly over the fields and into the town of Antioch.  
 
    
 
   The town of Antioch was not really very large, having about a thousand people living in and around it now.  The population had been much smaller not so long ago, before the Domers came, before all this excitement happened.  Lottie was not one for excitement.  She liked the simple things in life: the growing of food, the raising of food animals, and the love for her husband and his love for her.  Not to mention her love for the boys.  But before the Domers came, life was much easier to understand.  Although the death of her one child was still a painful memory, the coming of the Domers had changed so much.  They had nearly doubled the population.  Some of the Domers had left for other parts of the world, but many had settled into the unused cabins and farms around Antioch.  Lottie knew Antioch was the largest town in the world, but she had seen very little of the rest of the world.  Unlike her sons, she did not mind staying on the farm and working hard at home.  She let others tell her about the world, or as the Domers called it, the habitat.  The boys had even visited Gath, a village not to be spoken about.  There was the other town, Media, where the Clan of Tobit people lived.  That was where that wicked man, Shammai had originated.  Lottie felt some guilt at hating that man, but he had attacked and hurt her boys.  She knew the Rectora said to forgive, but it was hard to forgive that one.  When she had heard of Shammai’s death she was pleased.  She felt some guilt at that emotion as well.  Yes, life had gotten complicated since the Domers came.  The people of Media had caused quite a stir not so long ago, when some men from there came to Antioch searching for a lost girl.  That had led to the discovery of the large underground place beneath the town square.  Not for the first time did Lottie wonder why the Domers were here, and how they had changed life so much for everyone.  All these things and more crossed Lottie’s mind as she wrapped her arm around Lindsey and walked her home.  
 
    
 
   Lindsey’s parents were bakers and the smell from their cabin was wafting over the area as they walked up to the cabin.  Their cabin was like the others in Antioch, made from the hard metal, but it was about twice as long as most of the others. The back part was the bakery.  Lindsey entered the front door of the cabin, and the wonderful aroma of bread spilled over them even more.  
 
    
 
   “Aerona?  Ferran?  Lindsey is here and she needs your help!”  Lottie called out.  
 
    
 
   A tall man walked out from the back of the cabin.  He had a white apron on, and his hands were sticky with dough.  When he caught sight of Lindsey he rushed forward.  His dark hair and clean shaven face showed obvious concern for his daughter.  
 
    
 
   “Lindsey, what has happened?”  Ferran took her into his arms.  
 
    
 
   Aerona walked out from the back as well.  She had the same dark hair as her daughter Lindsey, and was just as thin.  She rushed to hold her daughter.  Aerona’s large brown eyes looked deeply at her daughter.  “Lindsey, tell me.  What has shaken you so?”
 
    
 
   Lindsey started to weep vigorously and poured out her tale of discovering the two dead bodies.  Her parents did not question or doubt, they just let her pour out her account of what had transpired.  
 
    
 
   “Lottie, thank you so very much for helping her home.  Are your sons safe?”  Aerona asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes, thank you.  They are home with their father.  Whatever this is, it has shaken them up very much as well.  This is not one of their pranks,”  Lottie felt the need to clarify.  Her boys were well known for their sometimes humorous, but sometimes failed attempts at pranks.
 
    
 
   “We never thought that,” Ferran interjected.  “Those boys do not seek to do harm. They are good boys.  They come from good stock.”
 
    
 
   “I better proceed to the legionnaires so they can investigate what this is all about.  I know our RCs saw something out there, and it is certainly outside of what they have seen before.  Your daughter and my sons are not just easily shaken.  The legionnaires need to check out those things,” Lottie said as she left.
 
    
 
   The legionnaire's supply cabin was not too far from the bakery run by Aerona and Ferran.  The legionnaires were the guardians of the people of Antioch.  They always kept someone at their supply cabin, just in case of emergencies.  There was even a summoning bell on a pole outside that cabin.  Paavak the legionnaire was just coming out of their supply cabin as Lottie approached.  He was a young and thin man, with deep caramel colored features.  His brown eyes were so dark as to almost be black in color, and even though he was good natured, he did have the tendency to worry.   He wore the brown non-organic armor which most of the legionnaires wore.  Those armor vests were usually passed down from generation to generation.
 
    
 
   “Paavak, I must report that something has happened,” Lottie said calling out to him.  He stopped and gave her his full attention as she described what the RCs had reportedly found.  
 
    
 
   “The boys are very upset, nearly as badly as when Shammai attacked them.  What do you think it was?  The boys know all about slaughtering the food animals: pigs, cattle, sheep, and goats.  They even have heard tell about the bison hunts.  So if they say it was unknown to them...well...just what can it be?”  Lottie let some of the anxiety she had been carrying out in her voice.  
 
    
 
   Paavak listened carefully and thoughtfully.  He then replied, “I will go and investigate this thing they found.  But you say that Lindsey was with Jacob and Joel?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, she is at home now, and she was terribly shaken up as well,” Lottie replied.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you Lottie.  I will find another legionnaire and we will head out to see this thing.  Do you want an escort to your farm?”  Paavak asked with true compassion.
 
    
 
   “Thank you, but no need for that."  Lottie waved the stout walking stick.  "I can fend for myself.  I should depart; I am worried about the boys.  Thank you for your help.”
 
    
 
   Paavak walked back into the supply cabin.  Zunang was seated inside.  She was a Domer who had joined the legionnaires after they came to this world.  She was a muscular young woman with a strong face and quiet manner.  She had proven to be a trusted companion.  Her vest of brown non-organic armor had been cobbled together by each of the other legionnaires donating one section of their own, so hers could be made.  But now that the blacksmith Josiah, with the help of Willie, had developed a way to make permalloy armor vests, the original style armor was not as needed.  Zunang felt proud of her specially made set.  
 
    
 
   “Lottie just reported something very bizarre.  Her boys apparently found some strange dead bodies, and I told her I would go investigate,” Paavak said.  
 
    
 
   “Joel and Jacob?  Just one of their stunts.  Someone goes out there, and they jump out of a tree or something to scare people.  Poor Conner....I mean Rector Conner, he knows their tricks,” Zunang said with a smile on her lips.  She sort of liked the spunky nature of Joel and Jacob.  But she did not want to be the butt of one of their jokes.
 
    
 
   “That was my first thought as well.  But Lindsey was with them.  Lottie says the girl was badly frightened.”
 
    
 
   “So first they played the prank on Lindsey, and now we are falling for it as well?  They must have thought up this one for quite some time,” Zunang replied.  
 
    
 
   “That would be like those boys.  I bet you are right.  But just in case, I am going to walk over to the bakery and talk to Lindsey and hear her account.  Besides, the buns they are baking smell so very good.  Maybe I can get us each one?”  Paavak said as he licked his lips.
 
    
 
   “Great idea. But beware the ferocious beasts on the way!” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   3 going for a walk
 
    
 
    
 
   Paavak returned a short while later.  He was just taking the last bite of his fresh bun as he walked into the legionnaire's supply cabin.  
 
    
 
   “Well what did you get besides some very delicious smelling food?”  Zunang asked. 
 
    
 
   “I got this one for you,” Paavak pulled another fresh bun from behind his back.  He tossed it to his fellow legionnaire.  She caught it deftly.  
 
    
 
   “Well, Lindsey certain did see something very scary and unusual.  From what she says, the brothers were bothered by it as much as she was.  It could still be one of their pranks, but Lottie did not think so, and Lindsey does not think so.  So perhaps it is worth walking out there to check it out.”  Paavak said.  “It may just be a dead deer or puma or something those RCs are not used to seeing.”
 
    
 
   “Well, I would be no good at all in telling you what kind of creature it was,” Zunang said with all honesty.  “I still am not sure what the differences are between some of the food animals.  When you spike a pig for roasting over a fire pit, you all know what it is.  But to me, it could be a goat or sheep or pig.  Remember, it was not too long ago when I had never ever seen any real live animals at all.  Back in Dome 17 we only had food rations and nothing like these,” She said as she bit down into the fresh bun.  After swallowing that bite she continued.  “The food rations had almost no taste, or smell.  I am still not sure about all the food options here, but these baked goods, well, those I am glad we have.  But food animals?  I eat that stuff, but do not want to know where it came from or what kind of creature it once was.” 
 
    
 
   “Okay, so you would be no help.  But if those RCs did not know what it was, who would? Jacob, Joel, and Lindsey do have a pretty good idea of animals,” Paavak wondered aloud.
 
    
 
   “The artificial intelligence Roxanne would know what it was,” Zunang replied.  “But Roxanne is in engineering with Brink and Regina.  They say they are making some progress getting some systems back up and running.”
 
    
 
   “So we go to the talking machine in the portal room, open up the sealed doors, tell the machine to take us to that engineering place, then bring back another talking machine, which rolls around in that box machine, just so we can walk out and look at what will probably be some dead bison?”  Paavak stated.  “That seems like a lot of leg work just to identify a dead animal.”
 
    
 
   “Or to unmask one of those boys’ elaborate pranks?”  Zunang added as she finished the bun.  She licked the last of the crumbs from her fingers.  “And not only is Roxanne busy in engineering, that AI has also been shuttling back and forth to medical setting up the new nursery.  So if we did go after Roxanne, we are not even sure where to locate that AI.  And yes, the box machine, an automacube, can take it around all over.”
 
    
 
   “What is the name of that Domer who is really smart about plants and animal stuff?  He lives with Abigail out at the fish farm?”  Paavak asked.  “Do you think he would be able to identify some dead animal?”
 
    
 
   “John.  Yes, he probably could tell what it was.  I am not sure how eager he might be to join in an adventure. Not after his arm was broken and his head nearly bashed in with the business with those Clan of Tobit fanatics.  Back in Dome 17, I could have just used a com to call him and ask him.   All over the Dome we could just send a picture to someone and ask them a question.  But we also had a whole network of AIs to do that stuff.  That is one thing which has been even harder for me to get used to here.  The isolation.  I mean, I have to walk or run everywhere to just ask simple questions.  It took me a long time to get over feeling really disconnected from everyone else.  I guess Brink and Regina are looking at some way to reactivate the ship’s communication systems.  That would be handy,” Zunang said as she wistfully thought back to her life in Dome 17 where she had been part of the security forces.  
 
    
 
   “There sure have been a lot more machines around since you Domers showed up here,” Paavak teased her a bit.  “But it is hard for me to imagine that dome of yours.  I have never felt isolated or alone, unless I wanted to be alone.  I cannot understand why you Domers would want everyone else to be able to hear everything you do and say.  Sounds like no privacy to me,” Paavak said.  He and Zunang had had this discussion before as they compared their prior lives, his here in the world, as he called it, and hers back in Dome 17.  
 
    
 
   “Well look at it this way, if those children had a com, they could have just asked an AI what the body was they found.  Or they could have called someone, and sent a vid and that person would not have to walk all the way out there to see the dead body.  So yes, privacy was highly valued in the dome, and here we do get much more privacy.  But for me, it was hard to adjust,” Zunang replied.
 
    
 
   “So you never left that dome until you came here?  All of you in one town?”  Paavak asked.  
 
    
 
   “Well, a few people, like Jamie and Michael, became adventurers and they left the dome to explore other domes.  But I did not qualify as an adventurer.”
 
    
 
   “So those adventurers went to other domes to check things out?  Even with these com things you talk about?  Did they just use the com to check it out?”  Paavak asked.
 
    
 
   “You got me again.  The personal coms did not work outside the dome because of all the radiation and toxic stuff in the outside.  So yes,” she understood where Paavak was heading in his conversation, “yes, they had to go out and check out those other domes in person.  Just like we are going to have to go out and check out this dead body thing, right?”  
 
    
 
   “So when Hannah and Kendrick come in for their shift, shall we proceed out to check out these dead bodies?”  Paavak asked.  “Or we could ask some of the other legionnaires if they want to pursue it?”
 
 
   “Pursue a dead body? Now that would be a challenge,” Zunang laughed.  “It is not too long until Hannah and Kendrick come on, and unless something else comes up, I think a dead body can wait for a bit.  But sure, I will go with you.  Just do not expect me to know what kind of animal it is.  And maybe by then, the prank will have played itself out and we will know what those boys were really doing.”
 
    
 
   “Well that is a possibility, but I still have a feeling this might be more than a prank.  Lindsey really was shaken up,” Paavak replied and the seriousness in his voice said more than the words.  
 
    
 
   “So it is a frog-monster?  Really?  Does such a creature exist?”  Zunang was serious now too.  She really did not know what the animals were in this habitat, and, while she would not admit it openly, some of them were large and kind of intimidating.  She had only seen the bison once, and from a long distance, but they looked big and powerful. 
 
    
 
   “No frog-monsters.   Could be a gator I suppose.  They have large eyes, and big teeth.  But I do not know of gators to be that close to the edge of the world.  So I guess seeing will be believing,” Paavak said.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   4 seeing is what?
 
    
 
    
 
   Hannah walked into the supply cabin.  She was a tall and muscular woman.  Like most of the other legionnaires she too wore the brown, non-organic armor.
 
    
 
   “I walked past the portal room on the way over here.  I am sure glad those seals were made so none of us needs to guard that place anymore,” Hannah said in her way of greeting.
 
    
 
   “Well, getting Theta Four to agree to operating those seals was a challenge,” Zunang said.  “That old AI was pretty stubborn, until Roxanne reprogrammed it.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, one talking machine teaching another one what to do.  That is something I never thought I would ever see,” Kendrick added from the doorway.  His bronze skin shone from a light sweat which he had gotten by sprinting over to the cabin.  His hazel eyes and dark very curly hair accentuated his features.  
 
    
 
   “Well nothing much to report today, except for Joel, Jacob, and Lindsey claim to have found a frog-monster.  Luckily it is dead out by the Knobs,” Paavak filled them in on the rest of the story.
 
    
 
   “So it is not a prank?” Hannah asked.  Kendrick nodded as she said that.  He had been thinking the same thing.  
 
    
 
   “Lindsey was really upset, and the brothers’ mother Lottie was convinced they had seen something as well.  So Zunang and I are going up to check it out for ourselves.  We will not make it there before dark settles in,” Paavak added.  “So I guess we will spend the night out in the wilds.  Then see the frog -monster right away at first light.”
 
    
 
   “Fine by me,” Zunang stated.  She walked to the back of the cabin and got two bed rolls.  “Shall we head out?”  
 
    
 
   “When Levi or Gideon comes by, let them know where we have gone?"  Paavak asked as they departed.  Levi and Gideon were the leaders of the legionnaires, and while they all worked at various other occupations, Levi and Gideon were active as legionnaires every day.    
 
    
 
   “Sure.  We will also tell Tobias and Matilda when they come on after us,” Hannah asked.  
 
    
 
   Taking the bed rolls and strapping them on, the two legionnaires also strapped on permalloy swords and carried some pouches with other gear.  They departed and walked through the streets of Antioch.  All was peaceful and quiet.  It was still light, but the sky tube was fading slowly and the level of light was dropping.  They greeting a few people, but no one had need of their services so they made good time.
 
    
 
   “Shall we stop by and see those boys before we check out these dead bodies?”  Zunang asked.
 
    
 
   “That probably is a good idea.  Rector Conner’s farm is out that way as well.  If there is any need to contact him about what we find,” Paavak added.  “Talking to those boys will also give us some more of an idea if this is a prank of not.  I keep wondering if it is, then remember how scared Lindsey was, and think it must not be.  But if it is, those boys have pulled too cruel of a prank this time.”
 
    
 
   “But if we stop to chat with the brothers, we will be delayed in getting to those bodies.  For I know you people.  We will get to talking, and then songs and stories will happen.  Rowan and Lottie will want to feed us.  Then it will be late, and they will have us sleep there.   Maybe we should just push on and get near those bodies, then see them in the morning and tell the boys what you think they are?”  Zunang stated.  
 
    
 
   “That sounds like a plan.  If we hustle it up, we can get almost to the Knobs by the time it is dark.  Then camp there,” Paavak increased his pace to that of the steady jog of the legionnaires.  They were all trained to run for long distances at a good pace.     
 
    
 
   They passed the farms and fields outside of Antioch and made it a ways into the forest just as light was fading.  
 
    
 
   “We should probably stop for the night,” Paavak stated.  He dropped his bed roll near a pine tree which was tall enough that its lower branches were off the ground high enough to crawl under.  “This will make for a nice shelter for the night.”
 
    
 
   The sky tube darkened, and night descended on the forest.  Paavak and Zunang slept in their bed rolls under the cover of the pine tree.  The smells of the forest were all around them, and the sounds of the night came out.  Insects, night birds, and the occasional rustle of an animal as it passed along.  
 
    
 
   A deep howling sound startled Zunang awake.  “What is that?” she asked showing more fear than she intended.  
 
    
 
   “They are close,” Paavak stated.  “That is a wolf pack, and they are closer than I have heard in a long time.  They will not bother us.  They eat mostly hares, and other small wild food animals.  Sometimes the pack will take down a deer, especially a young, old, or crippled one.  They might even go after a young bison.  But they leave people alone.  Sure they will fight a person if they are threatened, or if someone stumbles into one of their lairs where they raise their young.  But we are doing nothing like that, so relax.  The wolves will not bother us.”  He rolled over in his bed roll and returned to sleeping.
 
    
 
   “Thanks,” Zunang replied.  She lay awake for quite a while listening to the sounds of the howls from the wolf pack.  The sounds of the wolves varied as time passed.  The sounds of the pack showed them to be traveling from her left to the right.  The wolves were moving away from where the legionnaires were headed, and after a while the howls faded down.  
 
    
 
   As Zunang was falling asleep, she noticed a pair of red lights in the forest.  She wondered why a machine would have lights on in the forest, but then she remembered that she had been told animal eyes would flash like a light sometimes.  'Which animal were they from?' she pondered and made a mental note to asked Paavak in the morning.  
 
    
 
   The sky tube lightened, and morning came in the forest.  Paavak was awake first and ate some dried fruits and a muffin he had brought with him.  He then woke Zunang.  She was a bit groggy and tired from being awakened by the wolves’ howls in the night.  
 
    
 
   “The sky tube is on, and it is time to check out this frog-monster,” Paavak said.  
 
    
 
   “The wolves howled for a long time,” Zunang said as she stretched and flexed her body awake.  “And I saw something with red eyes, or at least I think..."  
 
    
 
   “That may have been a bobber, or some other cat.  They like to creep around at night, but again, they seldom bother people.  From what I have been told, the puma have yellow eyes.  They are rare and seldom get seen.  Now a puma might attack a person, but that has not happened for a long, long time, as far as I know.  Perhaps this frog-monster is a dead puma?  You know, the boys and Lindsey might not recognize one of those, especially if some other animal had been feeding on it."  Paavak clasped Zunang on the shoulder and smiled a large smile at her.  “We may have solved the frog-monster mystery already.  A dead puma."
 
    
 
   “Well, let us go see,” Zunang said as she finished her own food.  She had brought a brick of food that John made out by the fish farm.  It was not quite the same as the food from Dome 17, but it was nutritious and filling and did not have much taste at all.  It was more like what she was used to.   Zunang was confused a bit on eating.  Life in the dome had taught her food was just fuel for the body, but here, food was savored and enjoyed.  That was another mystery she had yet to fathom.  
 
    
 
   The morning hike did not take long at all.  The air was fresh and the forest was bright with greens and browns and other colors of the vegetation.  They soon were in the corridor and very near to the Knobs.  They had cut directly through the forest, rather than going straight to the edge of the world and then following that to the Knobs.  Paavak was good at setting a course and arriving very near his objective.  
 
    
 
   “So there is the Knobs.  And where will we find this frog-monster?"  Paavak said lightheartedly
 
    
 
   “What has happened to the barrier?"  Zunang asked as she saw the hole which had been burned in the new wooden slats which were mounted over the old permalloy doorway.  She and Paavak inspected that and saw the ropes which were hanging down inside.  Those ropes were set up in a pulley system which allowed a basket to be raised or lowered down into the area beyond the door.  
 
    
 
   “My, my, this is not the work of some young boys.  That seems clear enough,” Zunang stated.  “And I have not seen this type of rope before.  It looks manufactured, not handmade.”  She felt the slickness of the orange ropes which dangled from the broken catwalk and stairwells.
 
    
 
   “That is not hemp rope.  I have not seen rope like this.  This mystery grows deeper.  I think the RCs were telling the truth, this is no prank.  At least it looks like someone came up from below and burned through the wood here.  Be on guard, this may be the work of bandits,” Paavak’s whole attitude was different now.  His eyes were alert and he was speaking in low tones.  
 
    
 
   “So where is this dead body?  I will look over here,” Zunang said as she scanned the area around the Knobs.  The permalloy sword was on her belt, and she touched it reassuringly.   Paavak searched in the other direction.  They walked slowly and methodically.  
 
    
 
   “Found it,” Zunang called out.  She looked down at the body.  The body was torn into pieces, but was still roughly human shaped.   She bent down and felt a bit of cloth, it was manufactured as well and not woolen or homemade.  It was not the radiation absorbing material which adventurers wore in the dome, but it was unlike any she had seen people wearing in the habitat.  It looked to have once been a full body suit of some kind, but it was all shredded rags now.  Flesh and bones were visible under the flies and insects, but it just did not look like a human body to her mind.
 
    
 
   Paavak was squatting down next to her.  “I can see why the boys called it the frog monster.”  He pointed at the decapitated head.  It was round with thick heavy lumps where ears should be, and large popping out eyes, and dried blood covered most of it.  But between the splatters of dried blood, there was a brown color that was not blood.  
 
    
 
   Zunang drew out her sword and carefully used the blade to push the head over.  As it rolled, a hollow space was seen in the neck.  So she slid the blade into that and picked up the head with her sword.  Looking at it up close she announced.  “It is not a head, but a helmet with goggles and ear coverings, and a face plate.”  
 
    
 
   “And this body is not human,” Paavak replied.  “No hands or feet, and...”  He too was poking around the body with his sword.  “Yes, there it is....”  
 
    
 
   “What am I looking at?”  Zunang said.  
 
    
 
   “These are deer bones.  Those are deer hooves.  I would say this was a white tail deer before someone put clothing on it, but the deer’s head is gone,” Paavak replied.  “This just gets more curious and curious.”  He looked back toward the burned wood and then down at the deer carcass.  “This does look very strange.  A moment ago I thought we had bandits, and now it looks like an elaborate prank.  Or something?  And I can see why the RCs were scared.  The mystery deepens.”
 
    
 
   Zunang had wiped the helmet partially clean on the grass.  She could now clearly see the goggles which were attached to the helmet.  Both lenses were fractured, and the helmet itself was cracked along the side.  There was also a face mask of sorts with what seemed to be slots for filters.  “This helmet has a lot of damage, and the goggles are worthless.  Do you know who uses these kinds of helmets?  The Clan of Tobit fighters had helmets, but not like this.”
 
    
 
   Paavak examined the helmet and goggles.  “I have not seen anything like this.  It feels a bit like our armor, and yet it is a helmet.  Also, these goggle things are badly busted.  I guess I just do not know.”  He set the helmet down.  “We will take it back with us.  Maybe Rectora Lydia will know more about this.  It might just be an artifact from back to the times of trouble.  Sometimes people find an old artifact and no one knows what it was for.”
 
    
 
   “And we can have the AI Roxanne scan it as well.  Good idea. But did those children say there were two bodies?”  Zunang pulled some more of the shredded cloth out from under the body.  It was dried with blood, but parts of it seemed to show that once it was colored in swirls of greens and browns.  There was a metal zipper along one part of the cloth.  She added that fragment of clothing to the helmet.  
 
    
 
   Paavak walked slowly around looking for other clues, or a second body.  It did not take him long to find it.  “The second one is here.”
 
    
 
   Zunang joined him and looked at the second body.  “That looks like a wolf, right?”  She guessed.  She had been told what wolves looked like, and had heard their howls the night before.  The body was ripped apart at the neck and abdomen.  Intestines were strewn about from a gaping belly wound.    
 
    
 
   “Nope.  Nor is it a coyote, or a puma.  I do not know what this was.”  Paavak scratched his chin in concentration.  “It is about the size of a wolf, although that can vary a lot.  And it does seem to look like….sort of wolfish.  But this is a beast I have not seen before nor heard about before.  Wolves are grey or sometimes black.  But this thing has white and reddish fur.  The head is wrong for a wolf or coyote, and not at all like a puma.  Very mysterious and curious.”  
 
    
 
   “A mutation?”  Zunang said with trepidation in her voice.  Mutations were horrors from previous generations in the dome.  The time before they got the radiation shielding and before all the systems were in place for protecting the babies in extra-corporeal nurseries.  She had heard older people talk of terrible deformities and bizarre birth defects.  It was a frightful memory she had of the tales of children who were mutated by radiation and suffered grotesque and sickly deaths.  
 
    
 
   “What is a mutation?”  Paavak asked.
 
    
 
   “A mutation?  You know mutations?....of course not.  Sorry.  A mutation is when a baby is born with terrible defects.  I know nothing about animals, but years ago in the dome we faced large numbers of children who were born without arms or legs or with terrible physical problems.  Most of those sad people died as infants, but I heard stories about some rare ones who grew up to adulthood with those kinds of permanent defects.  The radiation...the poisons in the environment caused babies to be born wrong.  We fixed that with special procedures to keep things clean.  But could this animal be a mutation?  Are animals ever born with defects?”  Zunang was not sure how much to explain to Paavak.  The people of Antioch were wise in the ways of their habitat, up to a point, but she did not know how well they understood genetics.  
 
    
 
   “Rarely will an animal be born with defects like you describe.  And even more rarely does a RC come from the mother in such a condition.  But I do not think this,” he gestured down at the animal’s corpse, “could be something like that.  This is just different.  It is a mysterious type of animal.  We will need to take it back to the others as well.  I will use my bed roll and tie it up in a bundle.  If you can carry that helmet thing and some other samples from that first body?”
 
    
 
   “Certainly.  If we go quickly we can make it back to Antioch today.  But we should go directly to the Rector and Rectora, and not stop to see the boys.  We have no answers yet anyway.”  
 
    
 
   Zunang helped Paavak pack up the body, and then she packed up the helmet and its accessories as well, along with as much of the clothing as she could strip away from the bloody mess.  
 
    
 
   They thoroughly searched the area, but found no other things of interest.  Then they hurried away from where they had seen found the bodies.  They did not know that the entire time they were being watched.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   5 so what have we here?
 
    
 
    
 
   Paavak and Zunang made good time carrying back their mysterious findings.  The birds sang in the forest, and the hares ran away through the prairie grasses with their white tails bouncing.  The farmlands were still covered in the green growth of crops, some ready for harvest, some newly planted, and the sky tube was still illuminating all of Habitat One: Coastal Plains as they made their journey.  Yet in each of their minds they wondered just what they had found.  They also pondered the meaning of the hole which was burned through the wooden slats over the permalloy doorway.  They spoke little, but marched hard and steady and made it back to Antioch just as darkness was starting to come.  
 
    
 
   “Hello Paavak, Zunang.  Did you find the frog-monster?”  Levi asked in joking manner as they approached.  He and Gideon were walking about the outskirts of the town.  Levi was shorter than Gideon, but both men were very muscular.  Their bodies showed the scars of long time service as legionnaires.  The scars showed a bit more on Gideon because of his darker complexion, but Levi had serious scars on the side of his face due to injuries in the habitat called Tropical.  Some of the scars were new and had been acquired since the Domers had arrived.  Both of them were wearing the new armored vests made from a multitude of tiny permalloy rings, instead of the brown armor of the legionnaires.  Their original sets of brown armor had been lost in fighting.  But the new armor was in some ways better than the old, even though it carried no traditions with it. 
 
    
 
   “Levi, Gideon, it is good to see you,” Zunang replied.  “Yes, we found something, and have brought it back for proper analysis.  We will need to have Rectora Lydia and Conner, I mean, Rector Conner examine them, and then we need to get Roxanne the AI to come and do a scan so we can know what this is.”

“Hold on, Zunang.  Just what did you find?”  Levi asked.  He and Gideon were very interested now.  When they had heard, they assumed it would be a prank by the brothers, but they too had checked in on Lindsey.  While she was doing well now, what she related was odd and troubling, but could still be explained as one of Jacob’s and Joel’s stunts, or perhaps by a rare animal such as a puma.
 
    
 
   “We should take it inside and show you,” Paavak stated.  “I honestly am not sure what to make of it.”  Paavak’s expression told Levi and Gideon more than his words.  This was serious, and this was unusual.  
 
    
 
   “Indeed.  Well, shall we go to the Center and see what this is about,” Gideon added.  “I believe the Rectora and Rector are still there.  They were discussing allotments and renovation of cabins and how to distribute the things being found in the underground garage.”
 
    
 
   “Is Michael or Jamie there?”  Zunang asked.  She was hoping for some insight from those two adventurers as they would have excellent knowledge about equipment and gear.  She wondered what they would think of the helmet.
 
    
 
   “I believe Michael is at his cabin.  He wanted to do some work in their garden, and Jamie is either in engineering or medical.  She was helping to get that nursery built, and was also helping to try to get more machines running in engineering. Are they needed for this?”  Gideon asked.  As soon as he said it, he could tell from the looks on both Paavak’s and Zunang’s faces that they were needed.  “Okay, I will run to Michael’s and get him.  Levi, will you have that talking machine, Theta Four see if it can contact Jamie?”
 
    
 
   Gideon sped off, and Levi and the other two walked to the Center. The Center was the largest building in Antioch and like most structures it was made from permalloy, the metal which was spun and used to manufacture the Colony Ship Eschaton.  To the people of Antioch, it was known as the hard metal.  They approached the Center in silence, Levi was unsure what this was all about, but he intended to get to the bottom of this mystery quickly.  He liked things which were finalized and completed.  His wondering about these mystery bodies reminded him of the guilt he carried over the death of his comrade, Deborah.  The mess with the place called Tropical still weighed heavy on his heart, and like a festering sore, it was unresolved.
 
    
 
   As they walked into the Center, only Zunang considered the words which were molded above the entryway, Faith, Obedience, Honor.  She had not asked about the history of those words.  But she had seen the people of Antioch, especially the legionnaires, living out personal codes of conduct and attitudes which were very honorable.  To the other legionnaires, those words had been there for their entire lives, and they did not even consider them anymore.  
 
    
 
   They proceeded to the portal room where they could interact with the talking machine, Theta Four.  The room had a number of portals, more like hatches, in the wall on one side.   These portal doors opened to vehicles which would could take people from this world, over to another one.  Or like the Domers said, from this habitat of the ship to a different habitat all in the same ship.  The idea of all of them being inside some giant hard metal box was tough for Levi to comprehend.  It was so strange.  But he had seen many strange things since the Domers had arrived.  
 
    
 
   On what had been a long vacant wall, there was now a doorway.  This doorway had been cut into the hard metal by Jamie and Michael and opened to a stairway that none in Antioch had previously known about.  Many dead bodies had been found on the landing one level down.  Those bodies, mere skeletons in bizarre clothing, were being evaluated by both Domers and people of Antioch.  Hulda the healer had said the bodies were at least a generation old.  One of those bodies had been taken to the medical place for the talking machine Kurat to examine.  The others were stored in a small room off the hall in the Center.  What was further up or down the stairs had not yet been explored and remained a mystery.
 
    
 
   Levi studied the newly constructed seals for the portal hatches.  They were hard metal bars which prevented the portal doors from opening.  They had been placed on these doors to prevent unknown people from coming through the transport system, or from sending things through the transport system.   
 
    
 
   “Well, can you unpack the things you have found in here?"  Levi asked.  “I will take a look, and when Michael comes he can as well.  While you lay them out, I will see if the machine knows where Jamie is located."  Levi turned to address the wall where the portal doors were located.  
 
    
 
   “Talking machine, Theta Four, can you assist me?"  Levi asked.
 
    
 
   A display screen was illuminated near the doors with a greyish light.  Theta Four's mechanical voice then answered.  “Yes.  Would you like transportation in this system?"
 
    
 
   “No.  I need you to tell me where Jamie is located.  Will you do that for me?"  Levi asked.  He was uncomfortable speaking to a machine.  No one had ever done that in Antioch before the Domers came.  At least no one remembered anyone ever doing so.  
 
    
 
   “I believe Jamie is in engineering right now.  She transported to engineering a short time ago from Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12.  Do you want me to ask for her in engineering?"
 
    
 
   “Yes, please do so,” Levi stated.  
 
    
 
   As they waited, Paavak and Zunang unpacked the animal carcass, and the helmet.  They laid them out on the floor for inspection.  
 
    
 
   “Regina was near the portal door in engineering.  I told Regina you desired to speak to Jamie.  Regina has gone to tell her of your request.  May I help in any other way?"  Theta Four asked.  
 
    
 
   “Please let me know when Jamie can speak to me,” Levi said and turned back to look at what the legionnaires had found.  He was perplexed.  He had heard the jokes about a frog monster, and the helmet did have some of that kind of look. But the animal remains were more disturbing.  “That is no wolf."
 
    
 
   “I did not think so either.  Nor a coyote.  But what is it?"  Paavak asked.  
 
    
 
   “I have never seen an animal like that.  Was there only this one?"  Levi asked.  
 
    
 
   “Only this one animal, but the helmet was found near to a set of clothing which had some other kind of animal body stuffed inside it,” Zunang stated.  “I think Paavak said it was a tailer deer?"  
 
    
 
   “White tailed deer, yes," Paavak said with gentleness.  He tried really hard to be patient with the Domers on the things they were ignorant about.  Sometimes Domers were very smart, and sometimes more like the very young.  Paavak did not understand that dichotomy.
 
    
 
   Levi was examining the body.  The head had long and floppy ears, and sharp teeth.  The teeth were similar to a wolf, but the eyes and ears were totally different.   Not to mention the fur being a different color, texture, and length.  It was hard to tell exactly what the creature looked like because of the severe injuries and dried blood covering much or it, but Levi was certain he did not know what it was.  
 
    
 
   Michael and Gideon walked in a few moments later.  Michael’s brown hair had recently been cut short again.  He was wearing Domer pants and a knitted shirt.  Michael looked at the body and the helmet and immediately walked over to the helmet.  The body was some kind of unknown dead animal.  He did not know much about animals, having only seen his first live specimen when coming to the Eschaton.  So the technology he saw immediately caught his attention.
 
    
 
   “The boys Jacob and Joel found these two dead bodies.....”  Zunang related what they had found and brought back.  While she was explaining, the AI interrupted her.
 
    
 
   “Jamie is now in engineering.  What message shall I relay to her?”  Theta Four spoke from the display near the door.  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, ask Jamie if she has time to come here.  The legionnaires have found some fairly sophisticated technology which she needs to see,” Michael responded.
 
    
 
   “I will relay your message,” Theta Four said.  
 
    
 
   A moment later, Theta Four replied.  ”Jamie is en-route to this habitat.  The lattice is operational and medical artificial intelligence Kurat is available to do remote assessment at your location.  Do you want Kurat to assist?”
 
    
 
   “Perhaps in a moment, let me know when Jamie will be here, and unlock the seals for her transport,” Michael instructed Theta Four.
 
    
 
   “Those are low-light enhancement goggles correct?”  Zunang asked.
 
    
 
   Michael looked up at her and nodded.
 
    
 
   “With acoustic systems to enhance hearing?   And the helmet seems to be powered by lufi-amalgum batteries.  I have not seen that in the habitat,” Zunang added.   
 
    
 
   “You make a great legionnaire,” Michael said.  As an adventurer in the dome, he had been on the cutting edge of technology, and Zunang had just impressed him with her recognition of what the helmet was, and how it was powered.  “Yes, you are right about this.  But these components are ruined.  I suspect they were this badly broken before when you found them?”  
 
 
   “Yes, it seems a mystery.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   6 a meeting of the minds
 
    
 
    
 
   I “….I understand that Lydia.  What I am asking is, when someone is elderly and in need of a cabin can we ask people to switch so that families can stay closer together to help those in need?”  Rector Conner was saying to Rectora Lydia as they walked into the portal room.  They both were wearing the yellow robes of office.  “For it seems to me that when someone is unable to care for himself or herself, they should not feel trapped in the same home.”
 
    
 
   Conner was one of the refugees from Dome 17, but had been elected to position as Rector just recently.  His election was a bit of a surprise, but he was supported by both the people of Antioch and by the Domers who now resided there.  He had a medium complexion and intelligent brown eyes, and tried to understand all that had happened in the huge transition from living in Dome 17 to living on board the Eschaton.   
 
    
 
   “Yes, Conner, we all have a duty to care for people in need, that is essential, but respecting that person’s desire to stay in a place they have lived for decades also needs to be considered,”  Lydia responded.  “So each case will be looked at individually, and with flexibility.  In a way, the elderly are like babies, we all need to care for them.”  She was just about in middle age, and was a tall and thin woman with sandy brown colored hair.  It was pulled back into a tight bun today. 
 
    
 
   They both stopped their discussion as they saw what was laid out in the portal room.  
 
    
 
   “Conner, perhaps we finally found that ferocious beast from the forest?”  Lydia chided Conner.  He blushed just a bit recalling the prank played on him by Joel and Jacob.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, now I will be vindicated,” he smiled back at Lydia.  They were working diligently to forge a good partnership as Rector and Rectora.  She knew the ways of Antioch and he knew the ways of the Domers.  Together they were becoming a good leadership team.  They walked over and looked at the body and the helmet.
 
    
 
   “Transport from engineering is arriving.  Unlocking the seals on the portal doors per programming acceptance,” Theta Four’s voice announced.  Michael hurried over to be ready to greet Jamie when she arrived.  When the door opened, Jamie nimbly stepped out.  Michael gave her a huge hug and held her for a bit.  
 
    
 
   “My, you are the affectionate one,” Jamie replied as she gave him a kiss on the cheek.  Her hair was red and in a shaggy short style.  Her freckled face was only split by her wide grin.  “So what did you find?”

“Not me, but our friends, Jacob, Joel, and Lindsey.  I guess it shook them up badly enough to send out the legionnaires.  Look what they brought back,” Michael made a sweeping motion with his arm to indicate the body and the helmet.  
 
    
 
   Jamie greeted the legionnaires, and Lydia and Conner.
 
    
 
   The group of people discussed what was discovered.  They poked and prodded the body, but none of the people knew what kind of animal it had been.  Again, the Domers asked about mutations, but the people who had grown up in the habitat said those were so rare and seldom seen, that it was not seriously considered as a possibility.   Lydia could not recall anything like this creature before.  
 
    
 
   “But as to this helmet,” Jamie said.  “I think we know what it was used for.  It is an older technology, but we understand how it works.”  Jamie looked around, she felt a bit badly about calling the technology older, and was being careful not to offend.  “The goggles are for seeing in the dark, and the helmet would allow a person to see and hear much better than normally possible.  It also looks like there are filters for cleaning the air that would be breathed while wearing this helmet.  It is not functional now, but it would have been a pretty sweet bit of gear to use in exploring dark places.    As Jamie examined the helmet, she found several apertures which when she placed her finger into them, she could adjust and modify the helmet.  This allowed the entire helmet to fold flat. Had it not been broken, it would have been reduced to a rather small size.  “This is a handy gadget.” she said with some admiration.    “You say you also found ropes going down from the Knobs doorway?”
 
    
 
   The legionnaires Paavak and Zunang nodded.
 
    
 
   “So I would say we have a visitor to this habitat.  Maybe an explorer?”  Jamie concluded.  “But why put meat in clothing and attach a broken helmet?  And how does that connect to this beast?”
 
    
 
   “I have an idea, but it may sound strange,” Gideon said.  He and Levi had been listening intently to the others as they discussed what had been found.  “Could the deer in clothing was some kind of bait for that beast?”   
 
    
 
   No one said anything for a while.  They were all pondering Gideon’s theory.  
 
    
 
   “But that would mean the beast was already here?  Yet, none of us know of this beast?”  Rectora Lydia said.  
 
    
 
   “What if the beast came through the cut door?”  Jamie said.  “After all, Michael and I have cut through our share of doors.”
 
    
 
   “The beast does not look to be capable of cutting, nor even climbing.  It looks functionally like a wolf, and wolves do not climb much.  But it could be like the puma, and that animal is an expert climber.  So it could have climbed in here,” Levi added.  
 
    
 
   “But the beast would not use ropes, and burn through wood?”  Paavak said.  “Seems to me that some person entered through, and that helmet confirms that.  But how are these things related?  We have the dead beast.  We have the wooden planks which were burned open.  We have the deer meat stuffed into clothing, and the helmet.”
 
    
 
   “Jamie, can Roxanne come and analyze this body and the helmet?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Our AI friend Roxanne was needed in the medical unit.  They are having problems upgrading Kurat in regard to the new nursery.  They have found so many hindrances to getting the nursery up and ready to go.  Roxanne said it would not take too long.  Should we have Roxanne come here?”  Jamie replied.  
 
    
 
   “Or John?”  Michael said.  “He may very well know exactly what this beast is.  But I am concerned about whoever was using this helmet.”  Michael stated.
 
    
 
   “May I make a suggestion?”  Rector Conner asked.  
 
    
 
   Everyone turned to listen to him.  
 
    
 
   “I commend the legionnaires Paavak and Zunang on their work recovering these,” Rector Conner gestured to the helmet and body of the beast.  “But I think idle speculation will lead nowhere right now.  My suggestion is that Jamie and Michael take the helmet to Roxanne in medical for analysis.  And that Levi and Gideon take this beast’s body to John to see if he can identify it and tell us its habits.   But none of that can happen tonight.  Also, we should call a meeting for tomorrow at the new town square and inform everyone of what we know.  Gossip could travel fast, and we need to make sure no one fears the frog-monster.  This is especially true for Domers like me who hear beasts in the trees and really do not know much about animals.  Can we impose on the legionnaires to also prepare to go back to the scene?   Secure the door yet again?  If there is someone, or something coming into our land, we need to know about it.  It is as serious as having the seals on the transport system.”
 
    
 
   Everyone agreed to the suggestion.  Rectora Lydia looked at Conner with admiration.  He was starting to assert himself, and she felt very good about that.  She had carried the leadership role alone for a while, and it was good to have another to help share that burden.  
 
    
 
   “We will lock up the helmet and the beast’s body at the supply cabin.  The overnight legionnaire will keep watch until morning.”  Levi and Gideon began packing up those things.
 
    
 
   Everyone else departed for the night. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   7 the living frog monster
 
    
 
    
 
   Gideon and Levi explained the packages to Tobias whose turn it was to sleep at the supply cabin.  He nodded his understanding.  Tobias was a short and somewhat rotund man, with thick curly black hair and very bushy eyebrows.  He did not mind his turn at the supply cabin.  Only rarely did someone need assistance at night, so he was usually able to get a good night’s sleep on the comfortable bunk at the back of the supply cabin.  He did sleep with his armor on, just in case there was an emergency.  But he expected no troubles at all.  After all, a dead beast, no matter how strange, was still dead.  And a broken machine, no matter how strange, was still broken.  
 
    
 
   “We will see you in the morning Tobias,” Levi said and he and Gideon left to return to their home.  
 
    
 
   Tobias checked to make sure the alert bell and its rope were ready for use.  The bell hung just outside the supply cabin to be used only in emergencies, such as a fire or medical crisis.  He also liked to make sure the bell was ready and handy for someone who did need him at night.  He was a deep and heavy sleeper, and in the back of his mind he was a touch nervous about sleeping through someone knocking at the door.  They could always ring the bell if they really needed to do so.    
 
    
 
   Tobias did a last check around the supply cabin, then climbed into the bunk, and fell asleep easily.
 
    
 
   It was dark when Tobias awoke.  Perhaps it was the smell, a sickly sweet and burnt kind of smell.  Not a smell he was accustomed to smelling.  His nose wrinkled, and then his eyes opened.  ‘Was there a fire?’  He looked around.  The supply cabin was dark.  He swung his legs out of the bunk, and he sat on the edge.  ‘What woke me up?' he wondered again.  Then he saw the two red eyes glowing nearly right in front of him.  He reached for his sword and drew it out in a smooth motion as he stood up.  He watched the large shadow with the red bulging eyes.  He could only make out the dimmest of outlines, but something mysterious was in the cabin with him.  Tobias charged forward.  
 
    
 
   The shadows turned and the red eyes disappeared.  Cabinet doors slammed shut as Tobias yelled, “Stop!”  The sounds seemed especially loud in the darkness of the cabin.  Tobias was uncertain where the red eyed figure was located, but he did not think it had gone out the cabin door which was standing open.  The dim light from outside was shining in the doorway.  Tobias positioned himself right in front of the door.  It was about mid-cycle for the nighttime sky tube, so there was not much light.  In Tobias’ mind he wished it was a moon-night so he could see better.  He considered lighting a lamp, but was certain if he did so, whatever was in the cabin would easily escape.   And to light a lamp he would half to drop his sword, something he would not do.  
 
    
 
   There was a brief silence, and then the red eyes were to the right of Tobias.  “Stop!”  Tobias yelled again and made a lunge with his sword.   A chair came crashing down on the sword, and Tobias nearly lost control, but was able to yank backward.  By stumbling backward he crashed into a large moving figure which had nearly slipped around him.  It was a bit taller than Tobias, and yet felt pretty solid and firm.  They both tumbled downward.  There were mixed noises as things fell to the floor.  Tobias landed on his butt as he fell, with the other figure falling behind him.  As Tobias turned to face this figure, he saw it quickly gained its feet and was outlined in the dim light of the doorway.  It was human shaped, with bulges on each side of its head, and a large hump down its back.  As it turned, the red eyes glowed again, and the head shock.   Before Tobias could stand, it disappeared into the night.  
 
    
 
   Tobias chased after it into the darkness outside, but it was nowhere to be seen.  The night was still and dark, with only the call of typical night sounds.  A bird cried out in the distance.  The insects hummed and chirped.  Tobias reached for the alert bell’s rope, and then reconsidered.  'Was this all some nightmare?’  And 'What would I tell anyone?’
 
    
 
   He walked back into the cabin and lit an oil lamp.  Its soft light cast about the cabin.  On the floor by the doorway was the package which contained the helmet that had been brought here by Levi and Gideon.  'Well this is no nightmare,’ Tobias assured himself.  ‘Something was in here and tried to steal this away.’  Tobias examined the cabin’s door, and found that the lock had been burned open.  The small line which cut the lock’s bar in half was made with exacting precision.  ‘Burning the hard metal?’
 
    
 
   Tobias made a quick decision, he grabbed the helmet and the other package which had been brought and raced the short distance to the cabin where Levi and Gideon lived.  He knocked rapidly on their door.  Moments later the door opened with Gideon standing in his night clothes.  
 
    
 
   “Tobias, what is wrong?” Gideon said groggily.  
 
    
 
   “Someone tried to steal these, and broke into the supply cabin,” Tobias looked down the path to the light shining from the supply cabin’s now un-lockable door.  “It had large red eyes and knocked me down.  It burned its way into the cabin.  I do not know what it was.”
 
    
 
   “Wait here just a moment, Levi and I will be along shortly.”  Gideon took the bundles from Tobias.  
 
    
 
   “Should I ring the alert bell?”  Tobias asked dubiously.  Part of him wanted to summon all the legionnaires and tell everyone, but a slightly greater part felt embarrassed about his being unable to stop whoever it was.  And as his mind thought about it, did he really want to tell everyone about some red eyed frog-monster?  They may think he was crazed or demon possessed.  
 
    
 
   “Not yet,” Gideon ducked inside, and in just a few short moments came out wearing the new permalloy armor vest.  Levi was similarly dressed and followed.  They carried the packages back to the supply cabin.  
 
    
 
   Tobias related all that had happened.  The three of them looked carefully at the lock which had been burned open.  
 
    
 
   “This thing could have killed you in your sleep,” Levi said to Tobias, “but instead it went after that helmet?  So it is a thief but not a murderer.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, that seems correct,” Tobias hated to admit he could have been killed.  “It does seem to have been intent on stealing, not killing.  It threw the chair onto my blade, not my head.”  Tobias pointed to the wooden chair which was still toppled over.  “It probably could have killed me.”  
 
    
 
   “We will stay here the rest of the night.  When light comes we will see about what else needs to be done.  This mystery keeps getting more complicated and bizarre.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   8 a dog day at the fish farm
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning Levi, Gideon, and Tobias explained to Michael and Jamie what had happened in the night.  Tobias was still rather embarrassed.  He felt guilty for not being able to succeed against it on his own.
 
    
 
   “I should have rung the alert bell,” Tobias said.  “But the thing moved so fast, and I was so surprised.  So I did not.  Had I rang the bell we would have caught it and know what this mystery is all about.”  Tobias looked down as he spoke.  He was feeling guilt.  
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie were surprised and a bit apprehensive about the whole incident.  They took the broken helmet and agreed to carry it to Roxanne for analysis.  But Jamie could not just leave Tobias stewing about his actions in the night.  
 
    
 
   “Michael, maybe you could demonstrate how to wear this helmet had it been working?" Jamie gave Michael a wink.  
 
    
 
   Michael unfolded the helmet and placed it on his head.  He could not see through the broken and still blood stained goggles, and there was a foul smell to the helmet, but he wanted to show Tobias something.  
 
    
 
   “Now Tobias, is this the shape of the thing you saw last night?  Just the outline?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   Tobias looked and did not answer.  
 
    
 
   “Michael, put on your backpack, and sort of hunch over a bit,” Jamie instructed.  “Then turn slowly about.”  
 
    
 
   As Michael did so, Tobias’ eyes lit up.  “It does have the same shape.  So it was a person?”
 
    
 
   “It was not the boy’s frog-monster, even though the visitor did break in here by cutting though a permalloy lock.  I bet the red eyes are the optics for seeing in the dark.  So Tobias, if I throw a blanket over your head, would you be able to chase me down without taking the blanket off your head?”  Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   “No, of course not.”  Tobias understood better now.  “So it would have been that great of a difference?  That thief could see that well with that machine on?”  
 
    
 
   “The machine might even see better at night than we see during the day.  I have heard that some of those soaring birds have very good eyesight?  Is that correct” Jamie questioned.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, the hawk and eagle can see from way high in the sky.  They will swoop down on a fish in the stream or a mouse in the field,” Tobias said.  
 
    
 
   “So, last night, you were like the fish in the water, and that thief was like the bird.  You had no real chance.” Jamie patted him on the shoulder in genuine support.
 
    
 
   Tobias nodded and felt comforted by the illustration, but did not like thinking he was just a fish compared to this red eyed thing in the night. 
 
    
 
   “Which reminds me, who will take the dead animal out to see John at the fish farm?”  Jamie asked.   
 
    
 
   “Gideon and I will take it.  Tobias, you need to go home and sleep.  Matilda will be here soon to cover the day watch at the supply cabin.   But on your way home, will you stop and ask Josiah and Lorna to come and see about fixing this door and lock?”  Levi said.  
 
    
 
   “Certainly,” Tobias said.  Then he looked to Jamie and Michael.  Michael had refolded the helmet and was raking his hands through his hair.  “Thank you both.”  
 
    
 
   “Tobias we are all in this together and this mystery visitor will be stopped,” Michael said as he shook Tobias’ hand.  “Say hello to Lorna.  She is getting very good at being an apprentice blacksmith, and Josiah sure likes that.  What a difference from being on the Dome Committee.”   
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie took the helmet and moved rapidly on their way to have the artificial intelligence system Roxanne analyze it.  
 
    
 
   Tobias made eye contact with Gideon and Levi and saw that they were not disappointed in him.  He then moved along to speak to the blacksmiths and then head home to sleep.  
 
    
 
   “We will take this body to that Domer John as soon as Matilda arrives,” Gideon said.  “I really hope he knows what this was.”
 
    
 
   “What was that?” Matilda said as she walked around the supply cabin and came inside.  Matilda carried one of the few side-arms still in use.  There were not too many bullets for it, and she kept it with her at all times.   She was not a young woman, and was somewhat larger than she was tall, but she commanded respect.  Her ebony features were marred only by a scar on one arm put there many years before by an encounter with a river gator.  The RC she had rescued in that incident was now fully grown and a farmer doing well.   He made sure to favor Matilda with the best of his crops and livestock.   
 
    
 
   Levi and Gideon explained about the latest situations, and even unrolled the package containing the carcass for her to see.  Matilda, like all the others did not recognize the animal.  
 
    
 
   “So we are taking this to that Domer John at the fish farm.  Hopefully he can tell us more about it,” Levi said.  
 
    
 
   “If it was a fish, he would be here already!"  Matilda laughed a hearty laugh.  Levi and Gideon joined in.  John’s obsession with fishing was well known by most people.  “Good luck on your journey.”
 
    
 
   Levi and Gideon headed out.  The fish farm was not too far for a jog, and carrying the animal carcass was not a strain for the muscular legionnaires.  They did not talk much as they journeyed.  Levi and Gideon had been to almost this entire world, the habitat, and were fairly confident in their abilities to handle what they might encounter on this short journey.  
 
    
 
   “At least we are not going to Tropical,” Levi said after some time.  “But maybe that is where this beast came from?”
 
    
 
   “I sure hope not.  The last few times we went there did not end up so well,” Gideon replied.  
 
    
 
   They saw Abigail as they approached the fish farm.  She was scooping surface things out of one of the pools.  The long handled skimming net was expertly used.  “Greeting legionnaires!”  She called as they approached.  Her dark hair was streaked with some grey, and her face was creased with some lines from being outside so much.  Her hands were strong and calloused from working the fish farm.  
 
    
 
   “Hello Abigail.  How are you?”  Gideon asked.  
 
    
 
   “We are doing well.  John has healed from the injuries he received, not just in the body, those were easy to heal, but in his spirit as well.  He felt very bad that that girl was nearly killed here, and that those horrible men were able to beat him.  John is a sensitive man who loves the world around him.  He has been a blessed gift to me,” Abigail looked several decades younger as she spoke about John.  
 
    
 
   “That is good news.  So which pool is John fishing in now?”  Levi asked.
 
    
 
   “Well, this morning he was catching what he calls blue gills, and then releasing them back into the pond.  But now I think he is working on his fungus bricks.  Just between us, those things are disgusting to eat, but the Domers like them.  And it makes John feel good to provide for them.  He uses wastes that I would have just thrown away, but turns it all into fungus bricks, and the Domers take as many as he can make.  Please do not tell him I said they are disgusting.  But they are disgusting.  He will probably want you to eat one while you are here.  They will not hurt you at all, but there is just no taste, and the texture is nasty on the tongue.  He is over just past the entry to our place."  Abigail gestured and then rubbed her fingers back and forth in a way that she seemed to be unaware of doing.
 
    
 
   Levi and Gideon walked over and called out to John.  He stepped up the few steps from where he had been working.  It was down beneath one of the dry fish tanks.  There were numerous wooden boxes with small plants growing in them.  There also was a hand crank press and other tools lying around.  
 
    
 
   “Hello gentlemen.  How may I help you?"  John said.  He was older than many, but was very good to Abigail.  He moved with energy and grace for an older man.  His thinning hair was mostly grey, and he had a happy grin on his face.  In his hands were two taupe colored bricks, and both of the legionnaires recognized them as the food John had been producing.  Abigail was correct, they looked disgusting. 
 
    
 
   “John, we need your help in identifying an animal.  Jamie and Michael said you may know what kind of creature it was.  Will you help?"  Levi asked.  Levi then took time to explain to John where the carcass had been located, and the strange deer body in clothing.  John asked a few questions and both Levi and Gideon related all the information they could.  They also told John about the thief trying to steal the broken helmet.
 
    
 
   “So a genuine mystery.  Let me take a look.  You know I do not have any data sticks, nor readers here.  And they would not work if I did.  Those would make the job easier, as I will have to reply on my memory and not on the encyclopedic information a data stick would have.  Has any progress been made in repairing the data sticks?  But I digress.  You came to show me something.  Shall we take a look,” John was eager to see what they had brought for him to see.  
 
    
 
   They set the package on the ground and unrolled the covering to reveal the carcass.  
 
    
 
   “Here, these are for you,” John handed them the fungus bars, one each to Levi and Gideon.  “They will meet your dietary needs and are easy to carry.  Sometimes they come out in different colors, but they are all very clean and safe as food rations."
 
    
 
   The legionnaires mumbled a “thank you” and quickly pocketed the fungus bricks.  
 
    
 
   John squatted down and used a small stick to move various parts of the carcass.  He peered at it closely, spreading the foot pads, and looking at the teeth, eyes, and ears.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I think I know this type of animal.  It is clearly a female carnivorous mammal.  I would say part of the canis lupus familiaris,” John began.
 
    
 
   “It sort of looks like a wolf,” Levi said.
 
    
 
   “Yes my dear fellow, it is similar to what I have been told are the wolves here in this habitat.  I have not yet seen any, but did hear some one night.  Now that was a very exciting experience.  But yes, this animal is a distant relative to the wolf, probably having a common ancestor some hundred thousand years ago or so.  I was not aware there were dogs in this habitat?"  John looked puzzled.  
 
    
 
   “I am sorry John, but what is a dog?  You just used a different name, quite a long one, a moment ago.  I am a bit confused,” Gideon admitted.  “It is not a wolf, nor a coyote?”
 
    
 
   “Excuse me.  Wolves are one kind of carnivorous mammal.  Coyotes are another kind of carnivorous mammal.  But they are both different than this animal.  This is what was commonly called a dog.  The fancy scientific name was canis lupus familiaris.  Back when Earth still had a functioning biosphere, there were millions of dogs, of all different shapes and sizes.  This specific kind of dog, I believe....well it is a kind of hound, and if memory serves it is an England tree hound.  No.....  Oh I wish I could access a data stick..... that is not the exact name.....but something like that.  Certainly a dog.”
 
    
 
   “So this dog animal could climb trees?”  Levi asked.  “Like a puma?”  He was thinking of the ropes that Paavak and Zunang had found.  
 
    
 
   “No I very much doubt this hound could climb trees too well.  Probably not much better a climber than any wolf, it might jump at trees and try to climb, but not be successful.  Not like a puma.  Think of it this way, the puma is a type of big cat, and the wolf is a type of big dog.  But that is not exactly scientifically accurate, but is an illustration.  Or am I just being more confusing?”  John asked.  “I really have only studied live animals since coming here.  I have read a lot and watched many old data stick recording of animals.  This was a dog, a hound.”
 
    
 
   “You said there once were millions of these dog animals.  Did they kill many people?”  Gideon asked.  
 
    
 
   “Kill people?”  John asked with surprise.  “No, dogs did not kill people.  They were known to the old world as ‘man’s best friend’ in some literature.  Usually they were household pets, but many were working dogs.  This hound type,” John pointed at the carcass.  “If I recall correctly was a working dog and would hunt down smaller animals.  You see the long nose; it had a very good sense of smell, and would work for a person, its trainer.  Dogs were very trainable and did lots of work.  Pulling sleds and wagons, hunting other animals....that’s it!  I remember why it was called a tree hound, it would chase animals until they ran up a tree and be trapped, and the hunter then would shoot the prey animal.  Yes, it was barbaric, but effective.”
 
    
 
   “These dogs did work?  Like when an ox pulls a plow?  Or like cattle?”  Gideon was uncertain what kind of work an animal like this could do.  
 
    
 
   “Dogs are much smarter than cattle; they were trained for all kinds of duties.”  John replied.  “The old reports had stories of all kinds of jobs dogs did, and some even, although it is hard to know it if is a credible report, but some dogs were said to be able to smell so well they could track down a specific individual.  I have my doubts on that score, but that is what the old literature said.  Of course, that was long before my time.  There were never any animals in Dome 17.”
 
    
 
   “So John, what is your guess?  Where did this dog animal come from?  Why was it here?  What killed it?”  Levi wanted some answers to this mystery
 
    
 
   “I think from what you said, your previous discussions are on the correct path.   Jamie’s idea of a human visitor, that is.  But I believe the visitor brought this dog hound here.  A well trained dog would be an excellent tool for exploring and scouting.  In some ways, in a biosphere or habitat, a well-trained dog might be almost as important as technology.  The deer meat in the clothing reminds me of fishing...”  John was about to go on when Gideon interrupted.  
 
    
 
   “Fishing?  Really?  I know you love to fish, but how can this be like fishing?”  Gideon asked.
 
    
 
   John smiled and paused for a moment.  Then looking up he answered, “Well, I have been studying fishing since coming onto this colony ship.  I use a bait to catch a fish.  Perhaps that deer meat in the clothing was a type of bait.  So what would come after deer meat?”  
 
    
 
   “Wolves might,” Gideon replied.  “But I think if it was in clothing, they would give it a wide space and avoid it.  But a puma would come after deer meat, and would not be bothered by the clothing.”  
 
    
 
   “I agree.  The puma would be more likely to be drawn to your bait idea.  But why would anyone want to draw a puma out from hiding?  They seldom bother people,” Levi added.  
 
    
 
   “Well, if I can relate it back to fishing,” John gave them a big grin, “When I first came to the fish farm, I had only some knowledge of how fish raising was done.  Abigail taught me much more than books or data stick recordings could ever teach me.  But I had to learn which fish were compatible with other fish.  I learned not to mix some with others.  So assuming this visitor had no idea of this habitat, it might be wise to learn about the top predator, right?”      
 
    
 
   Levi seemed to understand.  “So this visitor cuts into the world, and brings the dog hound animal along.  Then kills a deer, and sets up bait to lure out a predator?  That sort of makes sense, but why?  Why not just come to the people and ask us?”  
 
    
 
   “When Jamie and Michael came to this habitat, they did not know if people were even here.  Maybe this visitor was the same way?”  John was musing.  
 
    
 
   “So then a puma killed this dog animal?”  Levi asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I think a puma alone could easily have killed this dog hound.  But it is only a theory, and it probably is wrong.  But I do think that carcass is from a dog, a dog hound.  If you do not need it any longer, we can bury it here.  It should be disposed of in a timely manner.  I would like to examine it in detail, and I will then take care of the remains.”
 
    
 
   “So you do not think this dog animal would have attacked a person?”  Gideon asked.  
 
    
 
   “Anything is possible, and it is a mystery, but I would say from my understanding of these dog animals, it is more likely the dog animal was working for the person, that visitor,” John answered.
 
    
 
   “Thanks John!” 
 
   .
 
   Levi and Gideon headed back to Antioch.  They had some answers, but the mystery was still pretty deep.  On the way back, they did not eat the fungus bricks John had supplied them with.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   9 smells like batteries
 
    
 
    
 
    “Theta Four, we need transport to the medical unit with Kurat,” Jamie said as she and Michael walked up to the portal doors.  They released the seals so that the doors would have space to open.  
 
   A grey display came on near the portal doors.  “Certainly.  Please make sure to enter vehicle only after the doors are fully open.”  Theta Four’s mechanical voice answered their request.  
 
    
 
   The transport vehicle was clean and its display screen on the front was lit up with graphics which indicated the various places that this transport system could take them to.  Some were lit up in greens, but many were in reds.  The red ones were inaccessible.  The artificial intelligence system Theta Four did not fully elaborate on why some were marked red.  Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12, and Engineering, as well as Habitat Five: Tropical, and Habitat Seven Secondary Aquatic, were all places where they had traveled previously.  There were two rows of seats which faced each other in the transport vehicle.  As it left Habitat One: Coastal Plains, Jamie and Michael sat down and considered the implication of the helmet they were carrying.  Michael decided to try to get some information from the artificial intelligence system which over-saw the transport.
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, what can you tell me about this helmet?”  Michael asked.  He did not expect much of an answer.  The ship’s AIs were over one hundred years old, and he had had previous frustrating discussions with Theta Four.  
 
    
 
   “I know nothing of any helmet.  I am programmed to operate this transport system.  May I make a referral to Machine Maintenance?  Or perhaps to Archives?”  Theta Four responded.  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, have you any record of anyone ever being in your transport system while wearing, or carrying a helmet like this?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Please enter security override codes to supersede the privacy settings on information,” Theta Four countered.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I know, you need codes to answer,” Michael was about to drop the subject when Jamie added a command.
 
    
 
   “Over-ride code RoxanneA123.  Please acknowledge,” Jamie said.  Michael gave her a puzzled look.
 
    
 
   “Code accepted.  I have no record of any person using this transport system wearing or holding a Richardson Utility Helmet,” Theta Four answered.  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, what is a Richardson Utility Helmet?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “I have no information on anything called a Richardson Utility Helmet.  Please restate your request.  Or would you like a referral to the nearest clothier?”  Theta Four answered.  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, you just stated you have no record of anyone using the transport system wearing or holding a Richardson Utility Helmet.  Please explain,” Jamie insisted. 
 
    
 
   “That is correct I have no record of any person using this transport system wearing or holding a Richardson Utility Helmet,” Theta Four said.  
 
    
 
   “So what is a Richardson Utility Helmet?”  Michael asked again.  
 
    
 
   “I have no information on any item by that name,” Theta Four said.  
 
    
 
   “Michael, Roxanne had just finished placing some limited over-ride codes into Theta Four and Kurat before I was summoned to look at these things.”  Jamie gestured to the helmet.  “Roxanne told me the over-ride codes may not fully reveal or unlock everything.  Roxanne had to pressure fit over-rides for us, and that was the code I used, but Roxanne said it is not a perfect fit for any of the ship’s old AIs.  Apparently the lattice of AIs here is still resisting Roxanne’s efforts.  That is the major reason the nursery is not yet up and running.  But at least we have a name for the helmet now,” Jamie informed Michael.  
 
    
 
   “We are approaching Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12.  Please remain seated until the vehicle comes to a complete stop and doors are fully opened,” Theta Four stated in its flat mechanical voice.  
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael left the transport and walked to the medical unit.  There had been a number of changes since Michael had last been here.  A team of builders from Antioch, about an equal mix of Domers and original residents, had been constructing a nursery in a storage room next to the main treatment areas.   Seven small cubicles had been made.  Each one was an egg shaped bubble of clear permalloy.  Those clear bubbles had been found stacked in the underground garage which had been revealed as being beneath the town square of Antioch.  The original intended use of these clear permalloy bubbles was uncertain, but Roxanne, the modern artificial intelligence system had stated they were perfect to modify into extracorporeal wombs for babies to be gestated within.  Of course, the modifications also involved numerous tubes, piping, and other apparatus.  But when the new nursery was finished and functional, it would be much like the gestation chambers which were familiar to the Domers.  
 
    
 
   “Hello Michael and Jamie,” Regina stated with genuine enthusiasm. She was of medium height with shoulder length brown hair and bright eyes.  Her hair was pulled back into a pony tail.  She was wearing coveralls which were manufactured, but not from the dome.  They had found a supply of work coveralls in the underground garage.
 
    
 
   “So how goes the building?”  Jamie asked.  She tried not to recall the emergency surgery she was forced to have in this medical facility.  Her spirit was thankful this was being renovated, as the memories were strong in this place.  Not all of them were pleasant.  
 
    
 
   “The physical building is going fairly smoothly.  But the major problem is getting the medical AI, Kurat to cooperate.  Roxanne keeps having to pressure Kurat into altering core directives, just to build interfaces with these,” Regina motioned to the extracorporeal wombs.   “The latest tests show Kurat is working and will be cooperative on these issues.  Roxanne programmed a regiment which points out the baby’s health needs and that was agreeable to Kurat.” 
 
    
 
   “Yes, the baby boxes are being built,” A voice said from behind them.  Jamie and Michael both recognized it as belonging to Hulda, the Healer.  Jamie spun around and gave Hulda a huge hug.
 
    
 
   “I did not know you were here,” Jamie declared as they separated.  “Have you come to see the normal way babies are to be made?”  
 
    
 
   Hulda laughed a rich and full laugh.  Her dark skin shone with health, and that hid her true age.  “No.  But I have come to see what a baby box would look like, and to make sure this place will be safe for the mommies who chose to do it in a box, and not the natural way.”  She laughed again.  “I have been helping Miranda, and she is concerned that we may not be able to switch the baby from inside of her into one of these boxes.  I keep telling her she will be okay having the baby the natural way, but she is much like you, Jamie.  Can I say it here between friends, Domers are stubborn?  She insists on doing it ‘safely and normally’ in a baby box.”
 
    
 
   They all laughed at the banter between Jamie and Hulda. 
 
    
 
   “It does look like with the final re-purposing of Kurat, we should be set to go, and even able to do embryonic transplants,” Regina said.  “Hulda is an amazing help, and I hate to imagine where we would be without her guidance.”  
 
    
 
   Hulda waved off the praise.  “I need to travel back home now. It was good to see you both,” Hulda said.  “Now I just ask a talking machine to take me home.  Oh the wonders I have seen in this brave new world.  I will look for you back in Antioch.  Call on me whenever you need.” 
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie again hugged Hulda before she departed.  
 
    
 
   “Well, Regina, will it be ready in time for Miranda’s baby?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “We think so, but again, the only impediment might be Kurat the old medical AI here.  But Roxanne does seem to have corrected that.  At least so far,” Regina said.  “Let us walk over to the main treatment area and I will let Roxanne explain it to you.”
 
    
 
   The builders had removed the lobby which had separated the medial unit from the hall outside, and it now was an open area.  This allowed for more of the facility to be used.  The treatment tables were aligned along one wall.  At the closest one was an automacube.  The six wheeled machine was basically cube shaped, about knee high to a person, and had a mechanical appendage on its top.  This was a blue one, but the automacubes had been seen in various colors.  The colors seemed to denote functioning.  On the top of this specific automacube was a data stick reader with an Atomic Level Processor in place.  That was the physical center of the artificial intelligence known as Roxanne.  The ALP had originally been placed into the faster than light scout ship which had brought Michael and Jamie to the Colony Ship Eschaton, but after a long and harrowing series of events, Roxanne was now mounted into the automacube so the AI could travel to places where needed.  Right now there were several wired jacks stemming from the automacube into the wall.  A three dimensional schematic was hovering over the top of the automacube, and it looked like a plan for the expanded nursery.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, may I have a moment of your time?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   The hovering schematic display switched off, and a sphere of blue light replaced it.  “Certainly Michael.  Hello Jamie.  How can I be of assistance?”  The words of Roxanne, while not quite human, had far more inflection and character than did the audio replies from the old AIs on the ship.  Except when those AIs were interacting with the young woman Tamar.  'Why am I thinking of Tamar?’  Michael asked himself, but then tried to push thoughts of Tamar aside, as no one knew what had become of that young woman and her genius with machines.  There was much about Tamar that was still a painful mystery.  
 
    
 
   “Well, I have something for you to scan and evaluate, but first, Jamie used an over-ride code with Theta Four.  How is that going for you and the old AIs?”  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes, I have had limited success with creating and pressure fitting over-ride codes into the lattice between the AIs Theta Four and Kurat.  It has been more successful with Theta Four because there seems to be very few core directives which need to be replaced in Theta Four.  Kurat on the other hand has deep seated core directives which to Kurat are immutable.  But I have been able to get down to a subatomic level and infiltrate that programming and then rebuild the core directives from the inside out.  It is excessively time consuming, and if we had reproduction facilities, or had a way to utilize all the data sticks we have I would not be required to do this tedious work.  We could just evolve a data stick into a first generation artificial intelligence, and then let that new AI oversee the nursery.  But I am still unable to correct the inability of our data sticks to function.  Would you like to see details on those overrides and the rebuilding of Kurat I have done?”  Roxanne asked.
 
    
 
   “Will you be able to complete this process prior to when Miranda’s baby is due?”  Jamie asked.  “And will Kurat be able to perform a transfer of the embryo from Miranda to the extracorporeal wombs?”
 
    
 
   “I estimate that it will be ready with plenty of time to spare.  But that is based upon conjectures where I do not meet any additional impediments.  Kurat, will you confirm that you will be assisting in helping the pregnant mothers?”  Roxanne asked out loud.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Roxanne, I will always help those who need medical attention from illness, injury, or other conditions.”  Kurat’s voice came from the display behind the medial treatment table.  “Preservation of human life is essential to my duties.”  
 
    
 
   “Overall, Kurat does have fairly extensive medical, surgical, and treatment programs.  But I have to go item by item to rid the system of unethical core directives which are medically inappropriate or in some cases actually hazardous to patients.  But Michael, you mentioned something for me to scan.  Do you want to start that now?  If so please place it on this treatment table, 20 D.  I have appropriated 20 D with its scanners and manipulators as a field laboratory.  What do you want me to scan?”  Roxanne asked.  
 
    
 
   Michael set the broken helmet on the treatment table.  “This was found, and we need to know as much about it as possible.  What can you tell us?”

The treatment table lit up.  Gravity manipulation took place and the helmet floated above the table.  It unfolded in front of them, and small parts of it were pulled away by the gravity manipulation until it floated there in a great number of pieces all held in the gravity field.  
 
    
 
   “Michael and Jamie, how much detail do you desire? Michael, you said you want to know ‘as much as possible’ but knowing you like I do, I take it to mean you want a thorough overview of necessary information, and not absolutely everything I can tell you, is that correct?”  Roxanne asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes, you know me pretty well, Roxanne.  Theta Four seemed to call this a Richardson Utility Helmet, but then refused to give more information.  Can you access anything in the old ship’s systems as well?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   Roxanne responded, “Processing.  Initial indicators show that this helmet is broken and beyond reasonable repair.  I do not have the replacement parts, or the ability to fabricate those parts from currently available materials and methods.  So returning this helmet to functioning is not an option at this point.  The ship’s records, available from over-rides of Kurat and Theta Four do not indicate much on the name Richardson Utility Helmet. Only one reference is the transport protocols about security and maintenance personnel using Richardson Utility Helmets in cases of emergency.  So I think that is where Theta Four got the name, but again, I am press fitting oversight onto the ship’s AIs, and they inhibit that on occasion.  Scanning shows this helmet to have four major functions.  All are powered by lufi-amalgum batteries.  Those batteries were the best generation of power usage before the implementation of the fusion packs systems.  First function is enhanced vision capabilities.  This helmet would allow its user to see in zero light.  Second function is enhanced audio capabilities.  User would have excellent pick up of auditory vibrations and can be very sensitive and selective to a wide range of sound with the ability to hear very, very soft sounds, or sounds at higher or lower frequencies, and would be able to detect minute timing differences in how sounds arrive at each ear.  This would give the user a sonar type of ability which is displayed in a heads up visualization on the goggles.  So that mixture of enhanced sight and sound technology makes this helmet an excellent observation device.”
 
    
 
   Michael, Jamie and Regina stood and observed the floating helmet as Roxanne described its functioning. 
 
    
 
   Roxanne continued, “Third function is temperature monitoring.  The helmet has an elaborate system which allows for measurements of temperature at a distance.  Fourth function is a communication system.  This helmet, when it was functional, could both store information, as well as receive messages, and send messages.  There was a wide range of options for communications.”
 
    
 
   Jamie’s eyes lit up, “Can we adopt any of that technology for our own use?  It would really help to have some kind of personal com system here.”
 
    
 
   “We do not have any production facilities.  This medical unit has a limited number of things which can be manufactured, exclusively for medical applications.  I have been able to re-purpose a number of those for the new nursery, but alas, a communication system is beyond the limited abilities here.  We would need a facility similar to what the AI Zeus operated in order to recreate this com system.  In the condition it is in, I cannot even recover what may have been stored in its memory.”
 
    
 
   Michael frowned and asked with some sarcasm, “So this is just useless junk?  Or do you have any good news about it, or the visitor who was using it?”
 
    
 
   “Michael, of course I have some good news.  The lufi-amalgum batteries which this system used emit a traceable pattern.  I can easily modify a yellow automacube to follow those traces.  That should allow you to follow this visitor and then assess the visitor’s purposes for being here.”
 
    
 
   “Well that’s a good start,” Jamie said.  “Sort of like we tracked down Shammai by his stink?”  
 
    
 
   “Jamie, the use of an automacube’s olfactory receptors is not too different, in principle from having one follow the lufi-amalgum battery traces,” Roxanne stated.  “Shall I modify an automacube for that use?  It will take a little while.”
 
    
 
   Regina then said, “There is food, even some of John’s fungus bricks, and you are welcome to share the sleeping accommodations of the builders.  That is where I have been staying while working here.  You can head back tomorrow, it that will work.”
 
    
 
   “Sounds good.  Maybe we will get a break on this mystery visitor,” Michael stated.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   10 meeting in antioch
 
    
 
    
 
   Jamie, Michael, and a yellow automacube with the number sixty-three on its side left the transport vehicle and proceeded through the Center.  The yellow automacube had been programmed by Roxanne to follow the energy traces left by the visitor’s equipment.  Jamie had started simply calling it Sixty-three.  Levi and Gideon met them as they were departing the building.  They went to the new town square and sat on some benches to share what they all had learned.    There was a long discussion and many questions were asked back and forth.  The information about both the helmet and the dog hound were quite interesting to everyone.  While they were discussing and making plans Zunang came up to the group. 
 
    
 
   Zunang said, “Rectora Lydia and Rector Conner have been visiting with the outlying farms.  They and the legionnaires have been asking people if there have been any more sighting of the frog-monster.  But no one has seen anything.  Many had thought this is some kind of prank when it was discussed, so that is why they went out with the legionnaires.  I only just heard you were back.   We have also been watching the doorway called the Knobs, but nothing has happened there either.”
 
    
 
   Gideon responded, “Thanks Zunang.  But please tell the people to call this person a visitor, not the frog-monster.  It is pretty clear that it is not a monster.  Although I am sure between Jacob and Joel, the whole town now knows of their latest adventure.  And the dog hound thing, is a beast none of us have ever seen before.”  He paused a bit before continuing.  “I still have a lot of questions about this mystery.  But one that is especially nagging at me is about how the visitor knew where the broken helmet had been taken?  If that machine,” he gestured to the automacube, “can follow some kind of trail, maybe so can the visitor?  In that case, maybe we should use that to our advantage?  I propose that we use the broken helmet as bait.  Put it back in the supply cabin, only this time, have a number of us inside there, awake and ready to catch that thief.”
 
    
 
   “Indeed,” Levi said, “That is a fine idea Gideon.  And there could be several other legionnaires in our cabin waiting to give chase should the need arise.  Yes, we will trap this visitor like a hare in the snare.”
 
    
 
   Everyone chuckled some at Levi’s unintended wit.  He grew a bit red in the cheeks, but took it in a good natured way.  Gideon clasped his hand in affection.
 
    
 
   “And Michael and I will use the automacube to try to track the visitor down.  I guess we should start at the supply cabin since that was the last place we know was visited,” Jamie stood and Michael followed her lead.  “So the legionnaires will set the trap, and we will pursue this visitor of ours.  And while the visitor certainly tried to steal the helmet, there has been no real harm done.  The visitor could have easily killed Tobias, and did not.  So try to talk to this person first, before we resort to weapons and violence.”
 
    
 
   “But also be prepared to defend ourselves,” Zunang said.  “The visitor did kill that deer, and something killed that strange dog beast, and doors were cut opened.  I for one do not trust this visitor.  I want to be in the supply cabin waiting to give this frog monster a big surprise.”
 
    
 
   “Okay, Zunang, please gather as many legionnaires as are available.  I know many are out with the Rector and Rectora, but we want to be prepared,” Gideon said.  “We will prepare for tonight, and in the meanwhile Jamie and Michael can start the pursuit.”
 
    
 
   “We will just gather a few more supplies and we will head out.  Thanks everyone.”
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie left, with the yellow number sixty-three following them.  The legionnaires dispersed to set up their trap.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   11 vapor trails
 
    
 
    
 
    “Come on Sixty-three, we will need to start our search,” Jamie waved at the automacube and its six wheels rolled steadily along.  Its cube shaped body was yellow colored and it had a folding and flexible arm on the top.  A small display screen showed touch buttons, and the one designated ‘Pursuit’ was waiting to be activated.  Roxanne had programmed some voice activated commands, as well setting up the pursuit function as touch button.  
 
    
 
   “Jamie I think we have everything, so when we encounter this visitor we can get things settled.”  Michael handed Jamie the projectile weapon they called the Willie Wacker.  She placed it into a holster on her belt.  It was one of two that they had brought with them to the Colony Ship Eschaton when they came via the FTL scout ship.  The second Willie Wacker was lost.  
 
    
 
   “Like I said, I am eager to get going,” Jamie commanded and they walked quickly to the legionnaire’s supply cabin from their own cabin.  “It is kind of good to be on another adventure, and at least there is no radiation to worry about.”
 
    
 
   “Right, this time it is just a frog-monster who comes out at night and scares children.  Lots better,” Michael gave her a wink, and he patted the permalloy sword which hung from his own belt.
 
    
 
   At the supply cabin Jamie punched the ‘Pursuit’ button on the display screen of the yellow automacube they had come to know as Sixty-three.  The machine shifted a bit on its six wheels and then rolled quickly ahead.  It went very close to the edges of the buildings, and often made quick turns around the corners of the buildings.  
 
    
 
   “Well it looks like our visitor was being crafty and careful even while running away.  So stealth seems to be a premium for this visitor.”
 
    
 
   Michael nodded his head in agreement.  He was evaluating the trail, which was being revealed.  In his mind he was comparing it to how he would have tried to escape, had he been in the visitor’s place.  He smiled as he saw the automacube make a turn, to go to one side of a tree which was close to a cabin.  He would have done that same thing, to use the tree as concealing cover.  A few startled butterflies, orange and black in color, flew up out of the path of the automacube.  Michael was beginning to have a growing admiration for the skills of the visitor.  
 
    
 
   While the path was twisted and convoluted, it did make steady progress out of Antioch.  The light shown down on the habitat from the sky tube, and the air was fresh, and birds were singing.  A flock of some kind of birds flew overhead, their formation making a V shape in the sky.  The honking of the birds was audible to Jamie and Michael.  The variety of life still amazed both of the Domers.  
 
    
 
   As they proceeded onward they found they were on the opposite side of the town from the direction in which Rowan’s and Lottie’s farm lay.  So the visitor did not seem to be returning to that location, unless by way of a very long detour.  They passed the general mill which spanned the stream.  They waved to the workers at the mill.  The mill was at that edge of the town, and was made from permalloy, but was powered by a water wheel apparatus which stood on the side of the mill and was constantly turned by the waters of the river.  Inside was where grains were ground out by large stone wheels.   The path they followed led them over a stone bridge, and out of the town itself.  Rectora Lydia had said that the mill had been function for as long as anyone could remember.  
 
    
 
   “So how long do we expect to pursue this visitor?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Until we catch up,” Jamie laughed a bit.  “I have no idea how long that will take, but I brought enough supplies for several days away from home.  That sounds odd to call Antioch home, but I guess it really is.  When we came to the Eschaton, I knew it was a one way trip, but sometimes it still hits me, even with all the other people that came through the teleportation orifice, Dome 17 is really gone.”
 
    
 
   “I miss it too, weird as that sounds.  But you must admit this place has given us a whole new chance.  And I do not miss the dust.”
 
    
 
   “Nor the radiation!  You ever think about the other adventurers who went in the scout ships to the other lost colony ships?” Jamie asked with a very serious note in her voice.  “Think any of them are still alive?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I think about that.  But we will never know, will we.  I hope some of them found their target ships more hospitable than the Eschaton.  Maybe they are sitting back in some high tech paradise with AIs serving their every need, and warm sunny skies and clean air, and all the water they could want.”
 
    
 
   Neither mentioned the two adventurers who had died in the last sling ship launch.  John and Lorna had told them about that disaster, but Jamie and Michael avoided discussing it.  Both wrestled with some survivor guilt as they considered why they were lucky enough to be here, but those others had died.  Not to mention the nearly half of the Dome 17 population who had died before they could be teleported to the Eschaton.
 
    
 
   Jamie was quiet for a bit as they both continued to follow the winding path left by the automacube.  Then she said, “What if this visitor is just an adventurer like we were?   I mean, could this visitor be here looking for a place to survive? If so, will we be as grace filled as were the people of Antioch?”
 
    
 
   “Nope, we will be like Robert and try to kill them all,” Michael teased.   His teasing broke the tension they were feeling. 
 
    
 
   Jamie returned his jest with a smile of affection, but her question lingered in both their minds.  
 
    
 
   They followed the yellow automacube past several active farms.  A few of the people on those farms stopped their field work and looked over and stared at them, but then waved as soon as they recognized it was Jamie and Michael.  Automacubes were still rare sights, and some people still had superstitions about those rolling machines.  
 
    
 
   As the cultivated fields ended, they came through grass lands.  Some people called it buffalo grass.  The grass often was as high as the automacube.  But since it was traveling by sensing the traces of the lufi-amalgum batteries used by the visitor’s equipment, the automacube did not seem to have any difficulty maneuvering through the grass which was taller than itself.    In the distance they could see an abandoned wooden structure. It was tilted at a haphazard angle, and looked like it could fall over at any minute.  Perhaps long ago it had housed chickens or pigs for some long gone prior farmer who had once lived here. But it had not been used for a long time.  As they approached, the automacube now was traveling in a nearly straight line, right toward the structure.  
 
    
 
   The automacube stopped and the display screen on the back of the automacube started to flash colors brightly.  
 
    
 
   “Sixty-three seems to have gotten within the hundred meter distance,” Jamie said as she recalled Roxanne’s instructions.  “I will need to reactivate the pursuit mode for it to approach, or we search on our own.  What do you think?”  Jamie and Michael both knelt down next to the machine. 
 
    
 
   “Perhaps we should leave Sixty-three here, and crawl up to that structure and assess it for ourselves.  No sense in scaring off the visitor if we can avoid it,” Michael suggested.
 
    
 
   “Remember, we can yell for Sixty-three to come to us if we need help.  I have set it to record everything that happens here, so if this visitor slips away, maybe Sixty-three will at least get some video and audio.”  
 
    
 
   Jamie crawled off to circle around in one direction, while Michael crawled around the other way.  They had to occasionally peek up about the grass to keep sight of their destination.  But as time went they did get very close to the wooden structure.  
 
    
 
   Jamie was on one side and Michael on the other.  The wood had turned grey from age, and there were rotted boards in many places.  The door was gone, if there ever had been a door, and as they crawled up from the different directions their approach was unobserved.  
 
    
 
   Peeking between slats in the side of the wooden structure, Jamie and Michael observed they had in fact found the visitor’s hiding spot.  For inside the wooden structure, was the visitor squatting near a cylindrical machine.  The machine was projecting a series of video and audio displays.   There was also a small bedroll to one side, and what looked like some other supplies in an obvious camp.
 
    
 
   But what Jamie and Michael heard was even more surprising.    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   12 duck blind
 
    
 
    
 
   Jamie lay flat on her stomach, peering in between the old wooden slats of the rickety structure.  Light was shining down through places where the roof had collapsed.  Michael was squatting outside another wall, partially hidden by a tree which had grown up very close to the wooden building.  He too was peeking in and watching what was unfolding inside.  By being very quiet, they could both hear the words which were being said.  
 
    
 
   A woman’s voice was in mid-sentence, “...secured and established.  This allowed for entry into Habitat One: Central Plains.  As was suspected by remote scanning, this habitat is in fairly good shape.  Liduma was lost shortly after entry,” the woman’s voice caught for a moment, then resumed.    “Report on that will follow.  First will be my final evaluation of Habitat One: Savannah.”  The woman was seated in front of a cylindrical machine.  Light was projecting from that cylinder and making a three dimensional image in the air.  The image was showing a frightening scene of some landscape.  “After prolonged observation, it is proven that Savannah is in less than twenty percent homeostasis and declining.  Only a single AI was found to be functional in all of Savannah, and that was a secondary AI called Chukwu.  Pyro-therapy of the environment was nonexistent.  Chukwu is outside of a functional lattice, and the artificial solar illumination and lunar mimicry have failed.  I observed mass confusion and altered heard instincts within animal species, all within very short periods of time.  This is probably due to the distorted sense of time, since day and night cycles no longer operate in Savannah.  The Savannah Habitat’s solar tube and reactors are erratic.  Part of the habitat is excessively baking in high powered unflinching light while the larger section is in limited and varied illumination.  There are punctuated periods of complete blackness, followed by irregularly irregular illumination.  Because of the vast temperature gradients, air turbulence is well above established safe zones, and air quality is marginal.  Flora is still evident, but suffering.  Fauna is in state of high stress and animal species are dying at unsustainable levels.”
 
    
 
   The images showed strange animals that neither Jamie nor Michael had ever seen.  They did not look much like anything in this habitat.  And the images of the habitat Savannah were strange with flashing lights, and thick steam or fog-like air.  
 
    
 
   “Human life is still in Savannah, but to very basic levels.  Probably roughly Stone Age skills and no signs of technological usage were observed anywhere.  Population estimate is difficult to make, but I gauge it at one hundred individuals.  Human population is rapidly getting depleted by the habitat’s conditions.   Transport system shows negative function, so tramway 4319V4 was utilized for entrance and exit of Savannah.  Projections show complete failure of Habitat Two: Savannah is imminent.  Compilation will need to be done to assess this habitat’s failure on the demise of Eschaton.”
 
    
 
   The woman was wearing a functioning Richardson Utility Helmet, and had on slick dark gray clothing.  The clothing had numerous pockets with straps and assorted pouches, all very neatly fitting together into a functional set of clothing.  She appeared to be tall, but it was difficult to tell from her posture.  
 
    
 
   “I will now transmit initial findings of Habitat One: Coastal Plains.  Upon reaching Coastal Plains, it was discovered that the transport system was being utilized to a higher level than on previous inspections.  Therefore, transport system was avoided to maintain stealth and avoid observation by inhabitants of Coastal Plains.    As reported, entry was made, and a ruminant mammal from the family cervidae which had recently died was found for use in establishing the predator threat level.  Standard human shape was used for lure, and stake-out was begun.  I take complete responsibility for the loss of Liduma.”  Again the woman’s voice caught and faltered.  “Before the duck blind could be established, we were attacked by top predator, and Liduma was killed.  It is likely that the ruminant mammal had been slain by the top predator, thus resulting in the predator still being in the area.  Predator was large individual of the catamount concolor variety.  I suffered loss of primary helmet, I am now using backup helmet to transmit report.  I also suffered minor injuries in trying to rescue Liduma.  I violated protocol in not establishing a secure duck blind prior to setting out lure.  So it is fully my responsibility for loss of Liduma....”  
 
    
 
   The woman reached over and shut off the image projector.  She then began to weep.  “I really stuffed up this whole mission.  I should have been more careful.  Liduma, I am sorry.  You saved, me, and died…” 
 
    
 
   Jamie crawled around to the side of the structure where there was a larger opening in the wood.  It might once have been a doorway.   Jamie removed the Willie Wacker from her belt and carefully stood up, still hidden from the woman by the wooden edge of the frame.  The Willie Wacker she kept away from sight as she stretched out a bit around the corner.  
 
    
 
   “May I talk with you?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   The woman was startled, and immediately stopped crying and stood to her feet.  The red glow of the goggles came on as she looked at Jamie.  Touching her hand to the side of her head, she glanced around quickly in all direction.  The red glow altered a bit in both color and intensity.
 
    
 
   “So there are two of you.  You have a very sophisticated weapon system which I am unlikely to be able to outrun.  Your companion thinks he is hidden outside, but I see his exact position.  He has a crude, but effective, permalloy sword and he is crouched next to the entryway.   Your clothing and weapon are not familiar to me.  They suggest a mysterious origin.  Perhaps from a different location.”  
 
    
 
   “All I want to do is talk to you,” Jamie replied.  “Can we do that like civilized people?”
 
    
 
   There was a long pause.  
 
    
 
   The woman pulled off the Richardson Utility Helmet, and set it carefully aside.  She had fair, almost pale skin, and long thin black hair.  There was a recent deep scratch across the left side of her face.  The scratch was sealed together by some type of gel.  Her eyes were a cold grey color.
 
    
 
   “I suppose you leave me no choice in the matter.  So have your friend come in and we will talk.”
 
    
 
   Michael walked to the opening which had once been a doorway and stood there.  “I will stay here.”
 
    
 
   “Suit yourself.  So what do you want to talk with me about?”  
 
    
 
   Jamie took a couple steps into the building.  The sky tube’s light shining down from the holes in the roof, and through the slots in the walls gave the interior an odd ambiance.  “Well, you have levels of technology we have not seen here on the Eschaton.  Tell us about yourself.”
 
    
 
   “Is that a command, a threat, or a request?”  The woman replied.  “If I refuse, what will you do?”
 
    
 
   “Probably just keep following you to make sure you are not stealing anything.  But I do not seek to be your enemy.  There are enough of those around already.  And from what I heard you saying, that other habitat sounds like a mess.  So shall we try to be friends first?” Jamie was genuine in her desire to just converse.  
 
    
 
   “Right, and then you can shoot me later.  You seek information.  So start by telling me what you know.  You have the sophisticated weapon, and know the name Eschaton.  What else do you know?”  
 
    
 
   “My name is Jamie, and he is Michael.  We came from Earth to the Colony Ship Eschaton and are now living here in Habitat One: Coastal Plains.  Your turn.”
 
    
 
   “Earth?  A fanciful tale, I grant you that.  But impossible.”  The woman regarded Jamie with renewed interest even though her words were dismissive.  “I am Izzi the Chronicler.”  
 
    
 
   “And who is Liduma?  Is that a companion of yours?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “So you heard me dictating my report.  How long were you listening?  Oh, it does not matter.  Liduma is dead.”
 
    
 
   “I am sorry for your loss.”  
 
    
 
   “From the look on your face, I almost believe you,” Izzi looked away.
 
    
 
   “Was Liduma a close friend?”  Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “Liduma was my scout.  Chroniclers always use a scout, we have raised them since the great sadness, and our records go back to the launch. But it is no matter.”  Izzi’s eyes were now hard as permalloy, and cold as deep space.    “We all die.  It is inevitable.  So tell me more, Jamie, and Michael, just why are you here?  And where did you get that weapon?”
 
    
 
   “Okay, I will tell you,” Jamie answered and proceeded to give a general overview of what had happened to Dome 17, and their journey in the faster-than-light ship, and the teleportation system, and the conflict with bandits.  Jamie did not mention the AI Roxanne, nor specifics about how many people were refugees from Dome 17.
 
    
 
   “Jamie, I will say it again, that is quite an inventive tale,” Izzi answered after carefully listening to Jamie’s account.   “But it is nonsense.  Mere folklore.  Wild tales abound in the habitats with declining human populations.”   
 
    
 
   Jamie was a bit irritated by Izzi basically calling her a liar, but did not mention that.  “Izzi, it sounds like you have traveled from one habitat to another.  Is what you said about the habitat Savannah an 'inventive tale’ or is that the true condition?”  
 
    
 
   “A chronicler only reports the truth.  Yes, Habitat Two: Savannah is just as I described it.  Or it was when I left.  Probably a bit worse now.”
 
    
 
   Michael jumped into the conversation, stepping into the structure.  “What repairs did you try?"  From the look on Izzi’s face Michael realized that she had done nothing.  “Did you try any repairs? You have a lot of high tech gadgets, and you are smart.  Are your people sending help to Savannah?”
 
    
 
   “Whatever for?”  Genuine puzzlement was on Izzi’s face.
 
    
 
   “To repair the systems and stabilize that habitat?”  Michael replied.
 
    
 
   “Why?”  The smugness was back. 
 
    
 
   Both Jamie and Michael looked at each other with a mix of frustration and confusion.  Then Jamie addressed Izzi again.  “I thought you were saying that the humans there were dying off, right?”
 
    
 
   “Everyone dies.  You heard my report.  Those are the facts.  Habitat Two: Savannah is failing quickly.  Humans die.  It happens all the time.”
 
    
 
   “So are you calling for an evacuation?”  Jamie was really puzzled.  
 
    
 
   “No.  Why would I?”  Izzi had an irritated look on her face.  
 
    
 
   “Because they are dying.”
 
    
 
   “We all die.  Everyone dies.  It is my job as a chronicler to write the reports, not interfere in fate.  Chroniclers report, not interfere.  We are writing Third Chronicles, and are just recording the demise, we are not participants.  It is part of being forsaken.  Habitat Two might be the first to fail completely and cause a cascade of failures for all habitats.  Although I do not have recent reports on the other habitats, nor on the core drive systems, and navigational control.”
 
    
 
   “So you will just stand by and let a hundred people die?  Is that how many are in Savannah?”  Michael was irritated by Izzi’s smug attitude.
 
    
 
   “Everyone dies.  Especially on this doomed ship.”
 
    
 
   “And if that habitat fails what will happen to the other habitats?”  Michael pressed.

“What happens, happens.  We all die.  The Chroniclers will record what happens, but we do not cause what happens.  Nor do we interfere.  We report.   I sent in my report for Third Chronicles the Demise of the Eschaton.  But now I believe it is time for me to depart.”  Izzi twisted a band on her wrist, and the room filled with a smoky gas.  She grabbed her Richardson Utility Helmet and placed it on.  The filters cleared out the gas giving her fresh air to breathe.  The red lights lit up on the goggles.
 
    
 
   Before Michael or Jamie could do anything much they were both overcome by the gas and collapsed into a sound sleep.  Izzi picked up the Willie Wacker, and through the sensors on her helmet recorded every detail of its construction.  She then carefully placed it next to Jamie.
 
    
 
   “That is one piece of equipment which is impressive, but as I said, I am not here to interfere, just to record and chronicle.”  Izzi looked at both Jamie and then at Michael.  “You two are certainly unique.  Can altruism really exist?  Civilizations do not survive when the morality of altruism is accepted.  One cannot justify the irrationality of altruism.  Reason and altruism are incompatible.  And why should you two care?  Oh well, I will recover my primary helmet, and continue the survey.  I suppose you will make an interesting footnote in my reports.”
 
    
 
   Izzi was just about to step over Jamie’s sleeping form, then hesitated.  She squatted down and stroked Jamie’s face ever so gently.  She wiped away a tear from her own face.  “Thank for caring about Liduma.”  She then quickly packed up all her gear and departed.  Her mind was considering the tale Jamie had told.  'It is impossible, utterly impossible.  Faster than light travel?   Teleportation? Just a fantasy. But a nice fantasy anyway.’  However, deep in her mind Izzi truly wondered.  In her hasty departure and mental distraction, she did not see the yellow automacube with the number sixty-three on it.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   13  the trap is sprung
 
    
 
    
 
   Levi and Gideon set up the trap.  They placed the broken helmet back into the legionnaire’s supply cabin, and had Josiah weld on a new door lock.  They worked quickly, not knowing when the thief might try again.  
 
    
 
   “I think all is secure,” Josiah said.  “That lock is as good as the last one.  Shall I reinforce it even more?"  
 
    
 
   Levi replied, “No, just so it is like it was before.  We want this thief to get inside, for that is where the trap will be sprung.  
 
    
 
   “I have also made some special preparations,” the legionnaire Matilda said.  She was rubbing black dirt off from around her ebony hands, the long deep purple scar marring her arm.  She was well respected as one of the older legionnaires, and while she was now larger than she was tall, she still moved with grace and strength.  She had listened carefully to Gideon and Levi, and agreed with their plan.  But when she said she had her own plan, no one objected.  They only sought how they could help.  Matilda carried herself with confidence and it was due to her experience, far more than the facts she carried one of the last side arms, which was holstered on her belt. 
 
    
 
   “Excellent!”  Levi replied.  “So you are all set?”
 
   
Matilda nodded and walked off.   Levi then turned to Gideon.  “You will lead the pursuit team waiting in our cabin.  I will be here with the catch team.  Together we will get this thief.  If I ring the bell, it means we have failed, so lead your team out to help.”  Levi gave Gideon a quick hug, and they went to their separate places.  
 
    
 
   Levi led Zunang, Tobias, and Kendrick into the supply cabin.  They had considered more legionnaires, but were unable to find adequate hiding places inside.  So the others went with Gideon to wait in his home which was only a short distance away.  The legionnaires had explained to the townspeople what was happening and asked them to remain in their cabins after dark.  Everyone was supportive, even though some still thought the legionnaires were chasing a frog-monster, while others wondered if it was another of the brother’s pranks.  
 
    
 
   Rectora Lydia and Rector Conner came by and wished them luck.  Rectora Conner offered to stay, but then admitted that he would only be in the way.  Lydia assured him that she too felt in the way when the legionnaires were operating, and so they both left to return to their homes.   Rector Conner was concerned about his wife Miranda who was pregnant, and so he was glad to leave the situation in the capable hands of the legionnaires.  They trusted the legionnaires and knew a runner would be sent to inform them of any developments.    
 
    
 
   All was in place.  The sky tube was dimming and dusk was settling over the habitat like a blanket falling over the head of a sleepy child.  The last calls of the day birds were heard as they flew off over the cabins of Antioch to roost in the trees of the forests, or their nests on the sides of some cabins.  The glow of fire-flies blinking their calls to each other was seen as they darted back and forth between the cabins.  The fusion powered light at the new town square came on and cast a shimmer of illumination over the whole area, but left deep shadows behind cabins, and the occasional tree or bush.  A few bats flapped overhead as they hunted the night’s insects.
 
    
 
   The legionnaires waited.  The trap was set.  All they needed was the visitor.
 
    
 
   The night was still and quiet.  Inside of the supply cabin, the steady breathing of the legionnaires waiting was all that was heard and the lamps were all off.  They had taken their hiding places as best they could find them.  They knew the visitor had extra good night vision, but still they thought hiding under a table, or in a cabinet, or behind a curtain would help them surprise the thief.  They each had their weapons at the ready.  
 
    
 
   Inside Levi’s and Gideon’s home, where Gideon waited with his team, the legionnaires talked quietly around the table.  They had several oil lamps burning.  They nervously waited for the ringing of the alarm bell.  Tension was high.  
 
    
 
   “Fire!  There is a fire out by entry to the underground garage!”  A gangly young man yelled as he ran toward the supply cabin.  His name was Harold, and he was the son of a trader, not known for hysterics.  He grabbed the rope on the alarm bell and began ringing it vigorously.  The peals of the bell echoed all across Antioch.  
 
    
 
   Gideon and his team ran out from his home, their weapons drawn.  They expected to see Levi or the visitor or something, but instead they saw Harold ringing the alarm bell.  Levi, Tobias, and Kendrick ran out from their hiding places in the supply cabin and joined the people gathering around Harold.  
 
    
 
   “Something is on fire out there by the garage!  I could see it from our cabin.  Huge flames!  Come quickly,” Harold screamed.  
 
    
 
   “Grab buckets and head over there,” Gideon commanded to the people who were with him.  Those legionnaires followed Harold as he ran back toward what had been the old town square.  “Put out the fire, and make sure the block and tackle scaffolds and the new wooden columns holding that ramp open do not get burned.  That ramp must stay open!”  
 
    
 
   Levi looked around.  His carefully laid plan was unraveling and he did not think it was a coincidence.  But all the new things which had been discovered in that underground were important.  He quickly weighed out the advantages of saving those supplies against the loss of a broken helmet.  He locked the supply cabin, turned, and ran to join the others.  Gideon, Tobias, and Kendrick followed.  Only Zunang remained hidden inside the supply cabin.  She was determined to stay at her post, no matter what diversions might arise.  She soaked a large towel in a water basin on the counter, and then spread that out over her hiding spot.  She had been hesitant to do that when the other legionnaires were present, as they would not understand night optics nor heat signatures, but she thought it proper to do it now.  
 
    
 
   The ringing of the bell was fading away when Zunang saw the reflected light of the bright blue beam melt through the permalloy around the door’s lock.  She readied herself.  The smell was strong, and the cutting went quickly.  Just before the blue beam made its way all around the lock, Zunang sprang up, throwing off the wet towel and kicked the lock with all her might.  The broken lock slammed into the figure who was standing outside using the cutting torch.   Zunang pulled open the door and charged at the stunned figure.  Just as Zunang struck, the figure looked up and the red lighted goggles glared at Zunang.  But the next moment, Zunang landed a series of blows and the figure fell backward.   The lights on the helmet flickered and went dark.  The cutting torch fell to the ground.  The visitor pulled off her helmet and Izzi’s long hair was revealed.  With amazing quickness she folded the helmet up and placed in into a pocket on her clothing.  The night was very dark, and to Izzi it was vastly different than the clearly lit images from her helmet had been.  But she was still able to see Zunang standing in front of her.  
 
    
 
   “Sorry about your leg, but I must recover my property,” Izzi said as she looked at Zunang.  “Nice moves by the way.  Best kerfuffle I have been in for quite a while.”  
 
    
 
   Only then did Zunang look down and realize that her leg had been badly seared by the cutting torch.  The burn was still smoking but had not cut directly through her leg, but only at a wide angle across the top portion.  Smoke from the charred flesh rose from the wounded thigh and calf, and blood was seeping quickly down her leg.  
 
    
 
   “Yikes!”  Zunang cried out as the pain hit her just moments after her mind knew what had happened.  Nevertheless she stood her ground.  But Izzi was faster and had seized the moment and darted into the supply cabin.  Even in the dark she quickly found her first helmet.   Just a fraction later, Izzi came back out while pocketing her broken helmet.  
 
    
 
   Zunang made a grab for her, but was too slow due to the pain and blood loss of her leg injury.  Izzi nimbly leaped aside and took a quick step away, landing right next to the permalloy wall of the cabin.  
 
    
 
   Spwaang!
 
    
 
   Izzi was pulled leg first high into the air by the snare coiling around her foot and releasing.  The thin hemp rope pulled her up and away so quickly Izzi hardly realized she was in a second trap.  Her foot was caught, and she was upside down and bouncing up and down.   Izzi reached for the steel knife on her belt and had just started to draw it out when she stopped.  For right in her face was the muzzle of a side arm.  
 
    
 
   “You best hold still now,” Matilda said as she aimed the sidearm at Izzi.  
 
    
 
   Izzi left the knife in its sheath.  “I was just recovering my equipment.”  
 
    
 
   “You are a thief and I have caught you.  Zunang dear, run and get some other legionnaires and tell them we have caught the thief.”  Matilda’s eyes did not leave Izzi.
 
    
 
   “I cannot, sorry,” Zunang replied as she fell to the ground, her injured leg giving out.  
 
    
 
   Matilda glanced briefly over and in the dark could barely see her fallen comrade.  
 
    
 
   “The torch got her leg.  So do you hold me, or help her?  Your choice.  But I am not a thief, I was recovering my own equipment,” Izzi said.
 
    
 
   “I will not shoot you.  So remember, you owe me your life,” Matilda said as she backed away.   Matilda reached Zunang and squatted down.  As she peered through the dark at Zunang’s leg she heard the hemp rope being cut followed by a slight thump.  
 
    
 
   “I did not mean to burn her.  Honestly.  Chroniclers do not interfere in fate.  Talk to your friends Jamie and Michael when they wake up,” Izzi called out as she disappeared into the darkness.  
 
    
 
   Matilda looked at Zunang.  “Oh child, this leg is bleeding heavily.  I will take you to Hulda.  You will survive, but I know it must hurt something awful.”  Matilda pulled out some wraps she carried with her and used those as bandages to staunch the blood flow.  She then picked up Zunang and rushed to Hulda the Healer.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   14 where there is smote there is fire
 
    
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael both awoke about the same time.  It took a moment or two for their minds to clear.  They looked around the old wooden structure.  It was now dark.
 
    
 
   Michael moved around first and asked, “Jamie, you in here?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I am.”  Jamie stretched out her arms and legs and tried to work out the muscles which were sore. 
 
    
 
   A small light came on.  Michael had gotten the fusion pack out of his backpack and turned on its light.  The beam of white light broke the darkness.  Nothing of Izzi or her equipment was anywhere to be seen.
 
    
 
   “Looks like Izzi is gone.”
 
    
 
   “Indeed, but she left me the Willie Wacker.  And all my other stuff is here as well.  She could easily have killed us, but she did not,” Jamie said.  She was rubbing her neck and twisting her head back and forth.  “Although sleeping crunched over sure left me stiff.”
 
    
 
   “Me too.  It is dark outside, so she has been gone for some time.  Think we can follow her again?”  
 
    
 
   “I doubt she will be as easy to find.  I feel like we got lucky to corner her like we did.”   Jamie was now up and walking about.  She did some leg extensions and some heel stretches, and then jumped up and down a few times.  “But what do think of what we learned?  That Habitat Two: Savannah situation sounds pretty grave.”
 
    
 
   “If that habitat fails, what will that do to the rest of the ship?”  
 
    
 
   “Maybe the ship would be lost?  But we need to ask Roxanne, and see.  Our new friend Izzi the Chronicler seems pretty grim about it all.  If we can help, we should.  But is Izzi a threat?”  Jamie’s voice was soft and she seemed uncertain.  That was not typical of Jamie.
 
    
 
   “That is the mystery.  Izzi could have killed us, but did not.  Izzi could have killed Tobias, but did not.  Maybe she was telling the truth and is just recording events?  It sort of looks that way.”
 
    
 
   “Okay, so we head back to Antioch, then see about going to Roxanne.”
 
    
 
   They left the old wooden structure and as soon as they stepped outside, Michael called for the automacube they had come to know as Sixty-three.  
 
    
 
   The automacube wheeled over quickly and stopped near Michael.  He squatted down and examined it in the light of the fusion pack.  “It all looks fine.  The display screen says it has been recording everything.  Looks like we were out for about ten hours.  Dawn should be happening in just a little while.”  He looked straight up at the sky tube, but it was still the deep grey with only a small amount of light coming from it.  
 
    
 
   “So a walk in the dark for us all?”  Jamie said.  Some of the bounce was back in her voice.  She had holstered the Willie Wacker.  They walked away and headed back toward Antioch.  
 
    
 
   The night was dark.  The grasses around them occasionally rustled as an animal or bird moved about the grass.  Twice, deer leapt up and bounded away as they approached.  The occasional tree looked like stark, dark, tangles as they approached.  They had to walk much slower than in the daylight, but they made steady progress.  Michael considered using the fusion pack’s beam of light, or the lights on the automacube, but he was still concerned about drawing attention to them.  Not only from Izzi the Chronicler, but also from predators which might be hunting in the darkness.  
 
    
 
   “Michael?”  Jamie said quietly as they walked along her voice soft and gentle, almost wistful.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Jamie.”
 
    
 
   “I am sorry the baby was lost...” her voice trailed off.
 
    
 
   Michael reached over and hugged her tightly.  They stood in the still dark night for a while, just holding each other.  Tears rolled down both their faces, but they did not notice.  The just needed the comfort that comes from human contact.  
 
    
 
   “Sixty-three is getting way ahead of us,” Jamie finally said as she pulled apart from Michael.  
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry too.  But I am so glad you are okay.”  Michael kissed her on the forehead and then turned to walk after the automacube.  
 
    
 
   The sky tube was lightening and the habitat was being lifted from darkness into morning as they walked back into Antioch.  They saw a thin tendril of smoke curling upward from somewhere in the town.  They decided to check that out since it seemed to be near the town’s center.
 
    
 
   Dawn was fully illuminated as they entered the old town square.  There was a gathering of people standing about.  The ramp to the underground was still open.  The thick wooden trusses which held the six heavy block and tackle devices were in place over the top of the ramp.  The fixed blocks were secured to the beams of the trusses while the movable blocks were hooked into the edge of the ramp which led into the underground garage.  Each block and tackle had numerous falls connecting the parts together.   The hemp ropes of the block and tackle were each about twice as thick as Michael’s thumb and were strung in threefold arrangements.  There were also stout pillars of thick lumber which were placed in ways to prevent the ramp from closing.  
 
    
 
   “Michael!  Jamie!” yelled two young boys.  These calls were followed quickly by many others.  
 
    
 
   Lindsey was first to reach them, even though Joel had seen them first.  Jacob was a bit behind Lindsey in their race.  
 
    
 
   “The frog-monster was here in town and started a fire!”  Jacob yelled to them.  
 
    
 
   “It was not a frog-monster, it was a person,” Lindsey corrected.  
 
    
 
   “Zunang got her leg all burned by the frog...by the person,” Joel said.  
 
    
 
   Then they all three tried to explain the night’s happenings.  Jamie and Michael, with automacube Sixty-three following pushed through the gathered crowd and looked for a legionnaire.  Finally they spotted Rectora Lydia and Rector Conner off to the side around what appeared to be a burned area.  Reaching them, Jamie asked “Where is Zunang?  What has happened?”    
 
    
 
   “Jamie and Michael, last night was quite the adventure.  The visitor came back, but....well....Zunang tried to stop her, and was injured.  She will recover.  She is at Hulda’s cabin now.  This fire,” Rector Conner pointed to a burned area which mostly consisted of dirt and some ashes.  “This area had a burning figure made from some kind of straw or hay; I can never remember which is which.  Sorry.  Lydia, please explain.”  
 
    
 
   Rectora Lydia stated, “Apparently the visitor set up a dummy made from straw, set it ablaze exactly positioned in this spot.  The fires cast shadows behind and around the scaffolding holding the ramp open.  But the scaffold was never in danger.  The fires could have burned out and never would have touched anything else.  But to that cabin,” Lydia gestured, “It looked like the whole place was aflame.  So then when the legionnaires came to put out the fire, the visitor broke into the supply cabin and made off with that helmet.  Zunang tried to stop her, but was burned with a cutting torch.  Matilda says the visitor was a woman with dark hair who said something about being a chronicler.  But she escaped.  Most of the legionnaires are out looking for her in teams of two.  But the way she moves make me wonder if they have any chance to catch her.”
 
    
 
   “Izzi the Chronicler,” Michael said.  “We also met her, and she could have easily killed us.  But is Zunang really going to be okay?”  
 
    
 
   “Come let us walk over and see,” Rector Conner said.  “I am glad you are here.  But tell us what happened with you?” 
 
    
 
   Michael related their encounter with Izzi while they walked over to Hulda the Healer’s cabin.  Lydia and Conner remained outside along with Sixty-three as Michael and Jamie knocked at the door.    
 
    
 
   Hulda’s home had started as a typical one of Antioch.  The cabin had been made from permalloy, the same materials from which the ship was constructed.  Jamie and Michael had been to the healer’s cabin too many times, and those memories were still fresh in their minds.  As they entered, they saw Dessie, who was Hulda’s apprentice.  Dessie had blue eyes and dark hair pulled back into a pony tail.  She was carefully applying a thick balm to Zunang’s leg.   Dessie smiled a bright smile at them as they entered.   
 
    
 
   Hulda’s cabin had a separate area with several cots for the ill or injured.  Zunang was on one of those cots.  Hulda was seated at her work bench which was dedicated to her healing arts.  On the bench were jars and bottles of various herbs, tonics, and mixtures she made from the local plants and animals.  She also had jars and container of insects and other creatures she used as medical instruments.  Hulda’s methods sometimes seemed odd, but she had been able to correct some maladies which even the high tech medical programs at Dome 17 had been unable to repair.  But Hulda also knew when it was necessary and prudent to transfer a patient to Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12 with the artificial intelligence Kurat.    
 
    
 
   Hulda looked over and spoke precisely, “Zunang will have a scar on her leg, but she will recover quickly.  Dessie is applying the proper balm which is healing and sealing that injury.  Zunang was blessed not to have had her entire leg severed by that cutting torch.”  Hulda smiled at Zunang.  “But she does not see herself as blessed.  She is denying her actions as a hero because she did not catch the thief.  But I have been telling her, not all heroes are successful.  Bravery is its own reward.”
 
    
 
   “We would have caught her if not for my injury.  Matilda had her trapped, but because of me she got away,” Zunang said with a sneer.  
 
    
 
   “Matilda was also a hero and saved your life.  So do not complain about her actions,” Hulda said with more harshness than they had heard her use before.  “Completing a mission is not more important than saving lives.  You and Matilda are both heroes, so again, you just believe that.”  
 
    
 
   “Zunang, you could not have held her.  Jamie and I both had her trapped, yet she escaped from us as well.  It is not your fault.  You were dealing with Izzi the Chronicler, and while I do not know much about her, I can tell you this, she would have escaped, no matter what you did.”  Michael came over and sat on the cot next to where Zunang was getting treatment.  “If Jamie and I could not hold her captive, neither could anyone.  She gassed us and we were out for hours.  So how did your leg get injured?”
 
    
 
   “The visitor, you caught her too?”  Zunang said.  “And she escaped?”
 
    
 
   “That is what happened.  Izzi the Chronicler could easily have killed both of us, or stolen our equipment.  But she did neither,” Michael stated with resolute firmness.  
 
    
 
   Jamie looked at Michael and added, “I am glad we did not have our stuff stolen again.  That is a really hard thing to overcome here.”
 
    
 
   “I know that is true.  Izzi is very crafty and very skilled.  Zunang, did she deliberately wound your leg?”  
 
    
 
   Zunang paused for a moment, then looking down she said, “No.  She actually apologized, well a sort of apology.  I kicked the lock as she was cutting it, then went after her.  The torch just got in the way.  Or should I say, my leg got in the way of the torch.” 
 
    
 
   “A sort of apology?  That sounds like the Izzi we met.  So again we see that Izzi could have done much greater damage, but did not.  She escaped with her broken helmet?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “I did get in some of my own punches and kicks.  Her helmet may not function.  It seemed to have been damaged.  So she may now have two broken helmets,” Zunang said.
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie wished Zunang well on her recovery and then stepped back outside where Conner and Lydia were waiting.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Zunang will recover.  But we need to inform you of another issue.  We overheard Izzi relating the condition of another habitat: Habitat Two: Savannah.  It sounds like it is in grave peril.  There are a hundred humans in that place, but the Chroniclers will do nothing.  I think we should get some advice from Roxanne on what this might mean for us here.  This whole ship is interconnected, and if one part fails, I am fearful that will cause a deleterious effect and our home could be in jeopardy.  May we head out and have Roxanne analyze what we have learned?”  Jamie looked to both Rectora Lydia and to Rector Conner.  “The automacube has recorded all we saw, and from the playback, Roxanne can determine the threat levels.”
 
    
 
   “I am all for getting a modern AI on this case,” Conner replied.  “But Lydia, what do you think?  You know these people and I still feel like us Domers are your guests.”
 
    
 
   Lydia smiled widely at him.  “Conner, you were elected as Rector by the majority of all the people, not just Domers.  If this threat may hurt our home, and I mean that, this is our home, then we need to take action.  So I agree.  Have the talking machine Roxanne give us some ideas on what steps to take.  We helped you Domers when you needed a safe place, and I believe we are all better off because of that.  If this other world, Savannah, needs our help, and those people need to come here, our hospitality is open.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   15 roxanne has some thoughts
 
    
 
    
 
   Theta Four informed them that Roxanne was now in the engineering section.  They still had no direct way to communicate over distances, but working through the ship’s old AI adequately worked.  Michael pondered how much nicer it would be to be able to directly speak to Roxanne from a distance.  He was reminded of watching Izzi make her report.  The data sticks and readers had the capacity to do excellent communication with each other over long distances, but since they still could not get a single data stick to function, that was not a current possibility.  Michael had packed a data stick and reader into his backpack along with a molecular torch, some fungus bars, and other supplies.  Jamie had her gear, including the sole Willie Wacker.   Jamie and Michael had the transport vehicle take them, along with the yellow automacube Sixty-three, from the portal room in the Center to engineering.  They arrived without any difficulty and exited the vehicle.  
 
    
 
   “That was so much better than the first time I was here,” Jamie commented.  
 
    
 
   “I am glad you survived.  But we still do not know who set up that perimeter defense system do we?”  
 
    
 
   “That audio and visual engineer’s log book we found in the ESRC had lots of stuff in it, but nothing informative.  I listened to the whole thing, and learned just about zero.  I never want to hear a man complaining ever again.  Especially about relationships.”  Jamie was frustrated by that.  It was the only hand held mini-computer they had found so far anywhere, but it was just hour after hour of personal comments, often bitter, and lots of random babbling.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, a great disappointment.  But it did not explode or anything.”  Michael chuckled a bit under his breath.
 
    
 
   “And no one came to steal it, either.”
 
    
 
   “Maybe Roxanne can get more out of the recording in our friend Sixty-three here?”
 
    
 
   Jamie gave Michael a quick hug as they walked into engineering.  Outside the door was an antechamber about double the size of the transport.  It was lit by overhead lighting which hung between large pipes and ducts.  The metal walls were covered in expanded metal grillwork.  The light was about as bright as in the transport. At the far end was an open doorway, through which Jamie could see Regina standing. 
 
    
 
   “Jamie and Michael, glad you are here,” Regina said as she met them.  “Theta Four said you were coming, but did not mention the automacube.  Brink and I have set up the control center, actually more of a hope-to-control, study-it-now, center over this way.  Not much is working, but at least this area seems secure and we are able to study the old ship’s systems a bit.” 
 
    
 
   The team from Antioch had been busy.  Engineering had been cleaned up far more than Jamie expected.  The Emergency Storage Rescue Cabinet had been partially restocked, and some additional items added.  The shelves around the room were no longer completely empty.  There were still some burn marks on various places on the permalloy metal walls. Broken pipe work and wiring was either sealed over or at least moved out of the way.   Control panels with wrecked screens had been removed and stacked in one of the side rooms. 
 
    
 
   They walked past the ruined machine section of this area of engineering and around some large cylindrical storage tanks.  Each tanks was several paces wide and nearly as tall as the ceiling.  Along a wall behind the storage tanks was a stairwell that led upward.  
 
    
 
   “Have you gotten that elevator to work?”  Jamie asked as she looked at the stairwell leading upward.  
 
    
 
   “You mean the one Theta Four says does not exist and which leads to a place that does not exist?”  Regina replied.  She was using humor to hide the fears which she remembered from her trip up that elevator.  “No, the whole area there seems to lack any power at all now.  We did clean up the room with the dead engineer; we have his stuff in storage.  But that elevator is completely shut down now.  It will not even respond to a fusion pack.  So no way to go up to Biological Research BR47.  But no one wants to play games anyway, right?”  Regina still carried physical and emotional scars from her encounters with The Voice.  
 
    
 
   “Over here is where we have set up our study area,” Regina led them up a sort ramp and along a catwalk.  “There are more functioning things here, and we can interact with Theta Four, for all the good that does.  We really had a problem.  Josiah and Lorna have worked hard to manufacture parts for us, but the parts are so primitive we cannot get much repaired.  Roxanne can often diagnose the problem, but unless we can find spare parts, sometimes by cannibalizing old things, or build them new, even when we know what is wrong, we most often cannot repair it.  So many times we must scale it back to nineteenth century era stuff, or it has no function at all.  Can a blacksmith make even old style vacuum tubes?  Not to mention integrated circuits? Or nanotubes? or molecular couplings? Or electron migrators?”
 
    
 
   “It is a big problem,” Michael agreed.  “Everywhere we are facing that same challenge.”
 
    
 
   Brink was seated in the study area, and was working with his hands on a large piece of aluminum metal pipe.  He had been the master engineer in Dome 17, but was quite frustrated by the slow progress being made in understanding the Eschaton.  He felt personally responsible for the failure of the data sticks, and while he had helped immensely in trying to restore and recover their technology level, he did not feel they were making significant enough progress.  His hands were using pop rivets and an obviously handmade tool to reconnect the pieces, but clearly his mind and words were elsewhere.
 
    
 
   Roxanne, the modern AI was in conversation with Brink as they walked in.  
 
    
 
   “....so that eliminated those possibilities.  But what about the structural elements?  Do the equations work out on those?”  Brink asked.
 
    
 
   “That too is uncertain.  I am still attempting to determine if each habitat follows the same structural pattern, or if each was a unique design construct.  Our limited assessment ability here does not allow for conjectures with high probability.  And the ancient records are incomplete, inadequate, or inaccurate.  I can attempt another series of calculations, but without greater details, the results will be not much beyond speculation.”  Roxanne was displaying an overlay of an image which was hovering over the top of the automacube which held the Atomic Level Processor.  
 
    
 
   “Hello Brink,” Jamie said as they walked in.  “May we interrupt?”
 
    
 
   “Certainly.   We are not making much progress anyway.  There seems to be several issues which we just cannot find a way around.  The first is the total lack of functioning of every data stick we brought.  Roxanne cannot compute why that has happened, neither can I, but the old AI Zeus claimed there was a solution.  But do we trust an old AI that was malfunctioning?”   The piping in his hands had now taken an intricate bend, and he was aligning another section as he spoke.  His hands seemed to be working on their own while he spoke aloud regarding a separate issue. 
 
    
 
   “Brink, even if Zeus was correct, we know nothing more than a ship’s AI made a claim to there being a solution, we do not have proof the solution works, or even exists.  It could have been subterfuge.  Additionally, Zeus may have been lied to itself.  There appears to be more active AIs on board than we have encountered up to this point.”  Roxanne’s mechanical voice carried nearly human emotional tones and expression.  
 
    
 
   “That is a given, and the limited lattice which includes Theta Four and Kurat is hardly representative of what it would take to run this ship.  So we must assume other systems are operational, but just out of contact.   Roxanne our next problem is that we do not even have any type of control over the habitat where we live, let alone over the Colony Ship.  We have a near zero way of addressing any future incidents.  Which gets us back to the data stick problem.  You have been able to overcome the inherent barriers of the old ship’s systems, so this time....”  Brink was interrupted.
 
    
 
   “Brink, as Jamie said, we really do need to interrupt.  This is urgent and important,” Michael stated.  
 
    
 
   “Sorry.”  Brink looked down at the pipework in his hands, but they all knew he was listening intently.
 
    
 
   The display over Roxanne switched off.  
 
    
 
   “How may I help?"  Roxanne asked.
 
    
 
   Now that Jamie and Michael had Roxanne’s and Brink’s attention, they explained all that had happened with Izzi the Chronicler and her reports about Habitat Two: Savannah.
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, this automacube recorded much of what happened.  I watched the playback, but the tiny display has poor resolution.  Please upload that information and let me know what you think.  It looks like Sixty-three here recorded some good images of Izzi as she departed.” Jamie instructed Roxanne.
 
    
 
   The blue automacube which carried Roxanne extended a cable and jacked into the side of Sixty-three.  A moment later, the cable was retracted.  
 
    
 
   “I have analyzed the records.  The person called Izzi the Chronicler has the highest level of technology, short of the ship’s AIs which we have seen on the Eschaton.  Certainly her level is the highest we have encountered in use in the human populations.  She was beaming a narrow band message.  The yellow automacube does not have the capacity to track that signal, nor to intercept it or any incoming messages, if there were any.  So whoever she was reporting to is still a mystery.  But her equipment is not as much.  The Richardson Utility Helmet is sophisticated.  You say she recovered the first helmet and escaped from the legionnaires.  So she is unaccounted for presently?”  Roxanne asked.  
 
    
 
   “Correct.  But what do you make of her report about Habitat Two: Savannah?  How will that affect us?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “That is difficult to say.  My initial findings suggest that Izzi reported conditions as they exist.  Her descriptions are consistent with my conjectures on potential failure points in the Eschaton’s design and plan.  A catastrophic failure in one habitat might mean the entire Eschaton could fail.  A cascade of failures, for failure of a single habitat might spread to successive failures of other habitats.  Especially if there is no AI system or human to oversee emergency procedures.  I see no reason to doubt her assessment.  I do not have schematics to show the physical route she took from Savannah to Coastal Plains, and she did not specific time of transit.  So that remains a mystery.  You said this Liduma was her scout, and John reported it was a type of hound.  I concur.  My review of the historical records indicates it was likely a descendant of the canis lupus familiaris, and from a sub-division of scent utilized hunting dogs.  A person with the sophisticated equipment that Izzi the Chronicler had, working with the specially bred, trained, and probably genetically enhanced dog would be a very effective team for the mission Izzi appears to have been doing.  So I conjecture that her account is most likely accurate and true.”
 
    
 
   Brink looked over to a team member walking by, “Rudy, would you take this up to Holli.  She is installing that wood burning system to provide steam power.  This should meet her needs.”  Brink gave him the intricate pipe works, and then looked back to the others.  “So when are you going to Habitat Two: Savannah?”  
 
    
 
   “Going?”  Michael said.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, going.  The minute Jamie said those people were in trouble, I knew you needed to go.  It is the right thing to do.  Roxanne should go with you.  If you can stabilize that habitat, it will save people, and give us more resources.  Who knows, maybe in that habitat there is a supply of paper and two hundred year old ball point pens?  I never thought we would be so backward, and lacking in so much basic stuff.  I would be grateful for pencils and paper.”
 
    
 
   “I guess I did wonder if going to that habitat was possible,” Jamie admitted.  “But Roxanne, can we do anything?”
 
    
 
   “I am unable to compute potentials until more assessment is done.  But my interactions with the AIs so far have shown me that we can pressure them into properly functioning.  That assumes there are any functional AIs in that habitat.”
 
    
 
   “I must ask, is it too much of a risk to Roxanne?”  Regina added.  “Roxanne is the only modern AI we have, and right now is about the only way we have to get anything up and running.”  
 
    
 
   Brink looked at Regina.  They had not always seen eye to eye on how much risk to expose Roxanne to, but he had a growing respect for Regina.  “Regina, what would you have us do?”  The honesty of Brink’s question was evident in his tone, and facial expressions.
 
    
 
   “I think you need to go and check it out.  But be careful.  I went off exploring on my own and it nearly killed me,” Regina folded her arms across her breast.  “What choice do we really have?  People are in danger.  We might be in danger.  So Roxanne, what do you think?”
 
    
 
   “There is risk in going.  There is risk in not going.  I am unable to calculate the relative degree of danger to each without more information.  So I think Jamie, Michael, and I should go.  They are trained as adventurers, and while you and Brink would be valuable assets on this adventure, your services are needed more urgently here and you and Brink would be more difficult to replace than either Michael or Jamie.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks a lot, Roxanne.  Good to know you care so much,” Jamie teased.  
 
    
 
   “I am not factoring in any emotional considerations.  I am merely stating the facts,” Roxanne replied.  “I suggest we go back to the transport system, and I will consult with Theta Four.  According to the transport system records, Habitat Two: Savannah is deemed closed and inaccessible.  I may need to pressure Theta Four into cooperating.”  Roxanne rolled away and Jamie and Michael followed.  
 
    
 
   “That is what I like about you Roxanne.  You tell it like it is.  So we are off to visit with our old friend Theta Four.  Brink can you use this yellow automacube?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, indeed.  The more working machines here the better,” Brink replied with a smile.  Regina stepped over and started to examine the yellow automacube.  Her eyes lit up with excitement, she smiled at Brink.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   16 conflict of intelligences
 
    
 
    
 
   When they arrived in the antechamber just outside of engineering, Roxanne had the blue automacube jack into the wall with a thin cable.  “I can just speak audibly to Theta Four, but often that gets tedious.  So I will overview the non-physicality from inside.  You go ahead and make the requests of Theta Four, and I will make sure we get accurate information.  Just call on me if needed.”
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, we need transportation,” Jamie stated.
 
    
 
   “How my I help you.  Please state your destination,” Theta Four replied.  
 
    
 
   “We would like to go to Habitat Two: Savannah,” Jamie stated.  
 
    
 
   “Transport to Habitat Two: Savannah is not possible.  Please choose another destination.”
 
    
 
   “What prohibits us from going to Habitat Two: Savannah?"  Jamie inquired.  She had expected something like this from the old AI.  
 
    
 
   “Habitat Two: Savannah is not available."  Theta Four replied.  It sounded like an automated response.
 
    
 
   “Please supply me with information on transport to Habitat Two: Savannah.”
 
    
 
   “Habitat Two: Savannah is not ….available....processing...processing....”  Roxanne was working in the nonphysicality.  After a moment, Theta Four continued, “Processing….In answer to your inquiry, the portal hatches to that destination are sealed.  I have no way to assess the situation beyond those seals.  Safety parameters do not allow me to disembark passengers into zones where there are not safe indicators.  Indicators are showing that there has been a major malfunction.  Would you like me to make a referral to Central Processing for additional information?  Or to Machine Maintenance for a repair ticket?”  Theta Four’s mechanical voice replied.  The display screen near the portal had been illuminated in the grey color they recognized as being an interface with Theta Four.    Then a colored graphic of the transport system appeared.  The graphic showed green and red places.  Habitat Two: Savannah was marked in red.  
 
    
 
   “Have you gotten any recent information from Central Processing?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “No.  Central Processing has not replied to last sixteen requests for additional information.”
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, would you use all possible means to assess the current operational status of Habitat Two: Savannah?  Please get me all the information you can find,” Jamie instructed.
 
    
 
   “Processing.....”
 
    
 
   In the non-physicality, Roxanne was watching as Theta Four crept over numerous links and couplings attempting to comply with Jamie’s request.  Roxanne was much faster at processing and compiling but the modern artificial intelligence had the disadvantage of sometimes skimming over small nooks and crannies of the non-physicality which did occasionally lead to unobservable connections into other systems.  Roxanne had learned that racing through the remains of the Eschaton Artificial Intelligence Lattice was not always the most productive in reaching the desired end result.  The myriad of broken couplings and loose links, and missing spanners made a slow and methodical approach the better choice.  So Roxanne allowed Theta Four to search, but Roxanne analyzed and reanalyzed each and every attempt.  When Roxanne found promising leads that had been too difficult for Theta Four, Roxanne would reroute some of those in be searched again.  With careful and precise intervention, Roxanne could open some areas which Theta Four would have dismissed during the first pass.  Additionally, Roxanne had to pressure the old AIs past installed barriers which locked out certain information.  Roxanne had yet to establish a pattern to these barriers.  To Jamie and Michael the time passed quickly, but to Roxanne it seemed very long, and to Theta Four it seemed normal.  The perception of time in the non-physicality was excessively relative to which entity was observing or searching.    
 
    
 
   Theta Four responded.  “Using all available means, I find limited and incomplete information about Habitat Two: Savannah.  I can make a referral to Achieves for you if you desire information.  Current status is as follows: and this is not full nor completely reliable information as the status is in flux.  There is a major malfunction of the Habitat two bio-sphere.  Unknown details on that malfunction.  The habitat is not in vacuum.  Life forms, both floral and faunal are detected, but in precarious states.  Gravity manipulation is detected at marginally acceptable levels.  I have found no functioning artificial intelligences.  No primary, secondary, or tertiary intelligences respond to inquiries.  This may mean blockages between my system and those AIs, or the AI may be non-functional.  It is impossible to determine which from this location.  Checking historic records, I find mention of extensive human civil disobedience in this habitat.  Level of damage from that is undetermined.  Security has not responded to requests for updates.”
 
    
 
   “So can you take us to Savannah?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “No.  The safety laws about opening sealed portals are immutable.  That is a safety measure which I cannot over-ride......processing....processing....  I have been instructed to make a plan for stopping a transport vehicle prior to the end of the transport system, near portals of Habitat Two: Savannah.  This will not violate my safety parameters.  I am not taking you to Habitat Two: Savannah.  I will stop transport en-route.  Passengers are not generally allowed to exit vehicle except at designated destinations....processing...processing...processing.  This party has now been designated as a repair and maintenance crew and vehicle will be stopped at desired location, and door will be opened.  You may enter this newly designated repair and maintenance vehicle when you are ready.” 
 
    
 
   The cable came out of the wall jack and retracted into the blue automacube.  Then Roxanne stated, “Theta Four will cooperate with this journey.  But it was a complex procedure to circumvent the safety inhibitions.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks Roxanne,” Jamie replied.  “What would we do without you?”  
 
    
 
   “You would not be going to Savannah.”  The blue automacube rolled into the transport vehicle.  
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie walked in as well.  They sat down and instructed Theta Four to take them to the desired location.     
 
    
 
   “Habitat Two: Savannah is not accessible.  Please state alternative destination,” Theta Four responded.  
 
    
 
   “Over-ride code RoxanneA123.  Please acknowledge,” Jamie said with a bit of frustration.    
 
    
 
   “Over-ride accepted.  Destination accepted.  Which portal in Habitat Two: Savannah do you wish to enter?”  Theta Four asked.  
 
    
 
   “Just take us to the portal area, and we will see which hatch is easiest to open,” Jamie replied.
 
    
 
   “Which portal area of Habitat Two: Savannah?”  
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie looked at each other.  They had been under the impression that each habitat had only a single transport station.  Michael turned to Roxanne, “Roxanne, does each habitat have only a single transport station?  Antioch is the only one in our home, right?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Michael that was my understanding.  I have seen nothing to indicate otherwise, but the transport system, controlled by Theta Four is not fully functional.  My over-rides seem to have opened up new information.  I have difficulty with the incongruities of the original plans and the actual Eschaton.  Only 41% of the time do the original plans reflect what we are seeing in reality.  This makes projections and conjectures much less likely to be accurate. I apologize for these discrepancies.”   Roxanne’s tones did convey sympathy and compassion, even though Roxanne was an artificial intelligence.  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, please tell me the options for Habitat One: Coastal Plains for accessing a transport vehicle,” Jamie interjected.
 
    
 
   “Habitat One” Coastal Plains has one functional transport access.  The one this vehicle had been in prior to this transport.  The second transport access point is for Habitat One is off-line.”  Theta Four then displayed a graphic which showed a map of the habitat.  The portal room in Antioch was on the right hand side of the graphic and was illuminated in green.  On the far other side of the graphic was an area illuminated in red.
 
    
 
   “Please increase detail of this area,” Jamie said and pointed to the illuminated red area.  The graphic altered, and Jamie could tell where the central river was, and the cataract at the far end of the habitat.  “So there was a portal room here?  Is this where Media is located?”  
 
    
 
   “I have not seen such a detailed map of the habitat,” Michael stated.  “Roxanne have you recorded this?  I think you are right Jamie.  That would be about where that town Media is located.  At least from what Willie and those traders he works with have told me, and from what Tamar claimed.”
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, does each habitat....let me phrase this differently...how many access points to the transport system does each habitat have?  Count the hatches in the same basic location as one point of egress,” Jamie inquired.
 
    
 
   “Using your definition, each habitat has two separate points of egress which, when functional, can allow transport vehicles to interlock onto the habitat.  Those are also population centers for the human crew.  Currently, not all those points of egress are functional.  I have made numerous requests to Machine Maintenance, Transport Repair, and to Central Processing reporting the damaged areas.  To date, no responses have been received from Machine Maintenance, Transport Repair or Central Processing.  There are also only two non-habitat destinations which are functional, Engineering and Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12.  Would you like to see the latest information on access to habitats?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   The graphic changed to an overview of the transport system.  It was in greater detail than Theta Four had showed them before, but the majority of it was marked in red.  
 
    
 
    “Habitat One: Coastal Plains has one of two functioning access point.  Habitat Two: Savannah has no functional access points of two.  Habitat Three: Asiatic has no functioning access points of two.  Habitat Four: Desert has no functional access points of two.  Habitat Five: Tropical has one partially functional access point of two.  This access point has been showing marginal capacity and may or may not be functional for specific transport needs. Reports of civil unrest have been made from that location.  Habitat Six: Mixed Farming has no functioning access points of two.  Habitat Seven:  Primary Aquatic has no functioning access points of two.  Habitat Eight: Secondary Aquatic has one functional access point, and a second which is partially and intermittently functional.  This access point may or may not be functional for specific transport needs,” Theta Four reported.  
 
    
 
   “Okay, we just found out a lot more about this ship than we expected.  But the transport system is in bad shape.  Theta Four, please take us to the nearest assess point for Habitat Two: Savannah.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Complying.  This party has been designated as a repair and maintenance crew and vehicle will be stopped at desired location, and door will be opened.  I am not responsible for injuries or loss of life or machinery due to this transport.  I have lodged a complaint with Arbitration over this action.  I am not responsible for injury or loss of life of humans who disembark at non-designated nor approved locations.  Please affirm for the record, and for said complaint, that I have informed you I am not responsible for injury or harm to humans or machinery for this action.  Do you concur?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Michael said immediately.  
 
    
 
   Jamie waited a bit without responding.  
 
    
 
   “Does the other human on this designated repair crew concur?”  Theta Four asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, just take us there.”  Jamie barked.
 
    
 
   “Does the alien artificial intelligence concur?  I will not be held responsible for actions which are done by coercion, manipulation, or over-riding safety and security protocols.  Does the alien artificial intelligence concur?”  Theta Four insisted.  It almost sounded mean or desperate.  It was the most emotional sounding they had ever heard it.
 
    
 
   Roxanne replied, “Yes, I concur.  Please proceed.”
 
    
 
   The door shut and the vehicle departed from Engineering.  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four has more layers and deeper programming than I suspected.  I am meeting resistance at every level and on almost every interaction,” Roxanne stated.  “This latest tactic by Theta Four is quite fascinating.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   17 dumped off somewhere
 
    
 
    
 
   The vehicle made a sudden stop.  There was a slight backing up sensation, and then the whole vehicle lurched sideways and they could feel it rise a bit.  It was not a gentle ride.  
 
    
 
   “This is the nearest repair alcove to Habitat Two: Savannah access point Able.  If you still want to disembark from the vehicle, against my recommendations, and against established protocol, I will open the door.  May I remind you, I am not endorsing this behavior, nor do I bear any responsibility for this course of action,” Theta Four said.  “Do you still wish to continue?”
 
    
 
   “Just open the door and keep the vehicle here so we can depart when we are finished,” Michael said.  “No exceptions, keep this vehicle at this location until we command otherwise.”
 
    
 
   “Please confirm command over-ride code,” Theta Four said.  
 
    
 
   “Code Roxanne A123,” Jamie said. 
 
    
 
   “Over-ride code accepted.  This section of the transport system is now shut down to other traffic until further notice,” Theta Four sounded almost hostile in making that announcement.   
 
    
 
   The door which was in the rear of the vehicle opened.  There was a dimly lit area beyond.  The air was stale and foul smelling.  Jamie peered out of the back of the vehicle.  The vehicle was off to the side of a nearly perfectly circular tube constructed from permalloy.  The alcove where the vehicle had been raised was off the main tube which went down in either direction from where they were located.  Looking down they saw that the bottom of the tube had an elevated beam or flat surface.  That flat space was about two paces wide, and looked very smooth and almost reflective.  The floor of the vehicle’s cabin was about a meter off the bottom of the tube.  Directly opposite the door was a ladder molded into the permalloy.  They could step out the back and onto the ladder then descend to the floor of the tube.  Looking down the tubes they could see that at great intervals apart there were lights in wide bands around the tube but between those the tube system was poorly illuminated.  It was a bit disorienting to look down the tube in either direction for it seemed to go on forever, and the bands of light caused optical vertigo.  Except for the space outside the door, the vehicle fit very snuggly into the alcove.
 
    
 
   Jamie climbed down first, then Michael, who had taken out a fusion pack and turned on its light.  Roxanne, in the blue automacube, followed and came to the edge of the door, grasped the side of the door with its appendage, then rolled outward and was lowered down as the appendage telescoped and articulated at its joints to reach the proper length and position.  Releasing its grip on the door, the automacube was set on the flat bottom of the tube.   Michael and Jamie kept being impressed by the dexterous and proficient manner by which the automacube was able to maneuver about the ship.  
 
    
 
   “The magnetics here show almost zero wear, even after over one hundred years of operation,” Roxanne stated.  “The portal hatches should be only a short distance in this direction,” Roxanne rolled ahead and Michael and Jamie followed.  
 
    
 
   It was not slippery walking on the bottom of the transport tube, even though it looked like it might be, due to the surface reflection and glossy features.  They came to another alcove, this one much larger, and turned and saw why the habitat had been marked as red, and inaccessible.  
 
    
 
   In the alcove were about a half dozen obviously wrecked transport vehicles.  The beam of light from the fusion pack played over the wreckage.  There were deep shadows and dark crevices between the wrecks.  The vehicles, which when not smashed up and broken, were cylindrical shaped on the outside with a rounded nose.  The rear, where the door was located was flat.  The undercarriage, where the magnetic generators were located was about the only thing that protruded from the capsule shapes.  None of the wrecks located here were ever going to work again.  Some were not even complete capsules, but just severed sections. Several were smashed into crumbled junk up against where the portal hatches must be located. Another seemed to be completely upside down.  One was sideways and at an angle.  Most had burn marks scorched into their permalloy sides.  Some looked broken open, a feat which was extremely difficult to do to permalloy, but others looked like they had been sliced open.     
 
    
 
   “I do have a molecular torch if we need to cut our way through.  I did not want to be without a way in,” Michael said with a grin.  He was trying to use humor to overcome the sight of the wreckage, for he was wondered many things about these vehicles, not the least of which was what had caused such a pile of wreckage.
 
    
 
   “I brought a v-saw as well.  So we are good.  But that looks like we might be able to squeeze thought over there,” Jamie said.  She pointed to where the sideways transport vehicle was up ended.  “Roxanne, can you fit in that way?”
 
    
 
   “This automacube can enter nearly anywhere a human can enter,” Roxanne replied.  “These vehicles are in a curious configuration.”
 
    
 
   “Yea, they are all busted up,” Michael said with mock seriousness.  He had been thinking the same thing.  
 
    
 
   “How so?” Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “The alcove is effectively blocked, but the transport system itself is not impaired.  So only entry and exit from this habitat is affected,” Roxanne explained.  “That leads me to conclude that this was not a series of random acts, but deliberately set.  Consider how the travel of passing vehicles would not be interfered with in any way.”
 
    
 
   “Okay Roxanne, but to what end?”  Jamie pondered.  “And some of this has been cut.  Could there have been some disaster here, and rescue workers cut open the vehicles, perhaps to get at injured people?”
 
    
 
   “That is a possibility, but I detect no traces of blood or other factors to indicate humans were injured here.”
 
    
 
   “Barricade.  We have seen other examples of people setting up some kind of obstruction.  So someone came out and made a barricade of destroyed vehicles to seal off the habitat,” Michael stated.  “But did they do that to stop people from coming in or to stop people from leaving?  Can you tell by the way these were placed?”  
 
    
 
   “From the looks of the wreckage, I cannot conjecture with any accuracy the manner by which the vehicles were placed here.  Beyond the fact that this was not random, and was done with a purpose.”  Roxanne had the light on the automacube turn on and the area was flooded with brightness.  “On the nose of each vehicle is a serial number.  I have recorded those in hopes that I will find a data base to learn more about what happened here.  Theta Four may also have records for vehicles with these numbers, but Theta Four’s records are incomplete.”  The three dimensional display Roxanne projected showed a long series of numbers and then an animated reconstruction of how the vehicles would have looked prior to them be broken and segmented.  
 
    
 
   “Again the mystery of what happened in the Eschaton,” Michael muttered.  “It just seems like the more we discover, the more it looks like some really bad stuff happened here.  Reminds me of some of the dead domes where we determined it was mass fighting and civil war.  Ugly stuff.”
 
    
 
   “Well we will not know anything more just waiting here.  So in we go,” Jamie said and ducked down to squeeze through the space under the one vehicle.  It was not as tight as she had anticipated.  After snaking about, she was able to get to the back wall of the alcove.  Michael joined her, but there was no room for them both to be against the back wall.  He had a bit more difficulty due to his size, but he squatted down and made due.  The automacube carrying Roxanne rolled easily around and through the maze of broken vehicles.  In one place, three of the wheels had to be retracted, but that was easily done and the appendage on its top was able to push and pull and maneuver it through.  
 
    
 
   The back wall of the alcove had the outline of a hatch, the bottom of which was about waist high.   There was the bottom third of the hatch visible, but the top two thirds of it were covered by the side section of a wrecked transport vehicle.  Jamie could not quite stand under that wrecked capsule.  The space was narrow with only room for one person to stand against that back wall.  Jamie took that place and removed the vibration saw she had in her backpack.  Connecting that to the fusion pack, she began to cut open a space in what had been the hatch.  The vibration saw made a low whirring sound and the permalloy parted under its tip.  Jamie made several passes over the same outline, but soon the lower part of the hatch was cut apart.  She then went down the seals on either side to and the v-saw made short work of the seals which had held the hatch closed.  
 
    
 
   Jamie pushed onto the cut section and it dropped into Habitat Two, Savannah.  As she did so she said with a wide smile.  “Michael, you and I seem to always be cutting into places.”
 
    
 
   He returned her smile but he was still wondering what was in store for them as they prepared to enter the mysterious habitat. 
 
    
 
   When Jamie had cut an opening, flashing light poured out of that newly opened space.  Along with the flashing light was a rush of air and a damp mist.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   18 Wind, water, coruscation and beasts.  
 
    
 
    
 
   The space they had cut out from the door was big enough to enter into Habitat Two: Savannah, but not comfortably.  
 
    
 
   Jamie shined a light inside. “Yuck!  That was a surprise!  To get water in the face,” Jamie said as she wiped away the wetness and peered back into the habitat.  “I cannot really see much.  Looks like inside some kind of building.  I see some walls, but it is hard to tell.  I am going to slide in.”  Jamie jumped into the habitat and was gone from sight.  Michael moved forward and looked in through the section which had been cut out.  He could not see Jamie, but the misty air was still rushing at him, and that made seeing inside difficult.  
 
    
 
   “Jamie, what did you find?”  
 
    
 
   “Come on in.  It is easier for you to just see it yourself.”
 
    
 
   Michael pulled his way through.  The automacube followed him, again displaying a deft handling of overcoming obstacles.   It used its appendage as a lever and basically locked the appendage down to the floor and rolled its wheels up the wall and slid into the space and through.  The appendage then was pulled in afterward.  Spinning the wheels, it righted itself and was again sitting on all six wheels.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, you can go just about anywhere it seems,” Michael commented.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, the automacube is versatile in movement.  But in these conditions I cannot give visual displays.  Sorry.”
 
    
 
   They looked around at the room they had entered.  It had once been a transport center not too unlike the one in Antioch.  Once it had been like that, but that was long ago.  The transport portal room in Antioch still had a ceiling, and was functional.  The room they were standing in now was just rubble in a ruined rectangular shape with permalloy walls which had been cracked and burned off about chest high.  Some of the permalloy seemed to have been un-spun and almost melted.  The fusion pack’s light beam tried to cut into the darkness, but there was a steady mist which reflected the light and caused less visibility, not more.  The air was blowing steadily in a forceful manner.  Even though it was wet and damp, the mist and air blowing reminded Michael of the dust and winds which blew on the dead Earth.  Looking around more, they could see that they were near the wall of the habitat which extended through the mist far overhead.
 
    
 
   Suddenly there was a brilliant flash.  The sky tube lit up and the light was streaking down it into the distance.  For a brief moment, all the habitat, for as far as they could see, was lit up.
 
    
 
   “What was that?”  Jamie said in awe.  “That is not normal.”
 
    
 
   “The sky tube here is not functioning properly, as Izzi reported.  We are located at one end of Habitat Two.  This corresponds roughly to where Antioch is located in Habitat One.  I conjecture that the habitats may follow a similar overall construction pattern, although that remains to be seen.  If that is the case, and conjecture is not guaranteed, there should have been an elevator system built into that wall.  The building here shows signs of significant damage with molecular explosives.  Trace residue indicates this happened seventy eight years ago.”  Roxanne rolled along and out of the rubble.   Jamie and Michael looked up and could not really see the wall Roxanne had indicated.  
 
    
 
   “How far is that wall?  It is difficult to see very well,” Jamie asked.  “We would have to enter here on a rain-day.  But maybe rain days are different here?”
 
    
 
   “I estimate it is one kilometer from our current location.  We will need to transverse an area of the habitat to reach the wall section.  The sensors on the automacube can guide us, even in near complete darkness.  The blue automacubes are not as well equipped for transport as the yellow ones, but with my oversight I can interpret its sensor readings adequately.  Yes, there is no way to know how frequently this habitat is programmed for rain days.  The mist may be scheduled, but it may also be a malfunction.”  
 
    
 
   “Okay, Roxanne.  Lead on.  If we find that elevator, we can take it up to the sky tube to assess possible repairs?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “That sounds like a plan.  But this place is weird,” Michael responded.  As they walked out of the ruined building, they went into waist high grasses.  It was an abrupt change.  The grasses were waving in the air flow and were coated in water.  Roxanne wheeled ahead and Jamie and Michael followed.  
 
    
 
   Looming out of the mist, wind, and darkness were occasional trees.  They were different than any of the known trees in Habitat One, but it was hard to see them clearly.  These trees were much more gnarly and had twisty trunks.   They were unknown to Michael and Jamie.  The convoluted trunks led upward and then quickly branched out into an oval of branches and leaves.   The bark was rough and thick.  The trees were not nearly as close together as they were in the forests of Habitat One, but they were more frequent than in the grasslands.  The grass was taller and heavier as well.  Jamie felt the edges of the grass and it was tough and less likely to wilt over as she walked. 
 
    
 
   “These trees seem to be a variety of descendants of the acacia trees, also known in the records as whistling thorns, or wattle.  I can show you a display when we get to a suitable location,” Roxanne stated.
 
    
 
   “Okay,” Jamie replied.     
 
    
 
   The wind died down and the misty rain quit.  The sky tube flashed once again, but not quite as brightly as it did before.  As the mist lifted, they could see somewhat better.   Far away, down the habitat was a glow high in the habitat.  It was strange light.  Almost too white and intense to gaze at, and it did not illuminate where they were located.  It was almost like looking directly into the beam of the fusion lamp, but this glow was multitudes larger.  Nonetheless, where they stood was still poorly illuminated, perhaps only a bit brighter than moon-night in Habitat One.  This glow from the distance cast shadows behind them.  Looking at the glow was painful to the eyes, but it was far away.  
 
    
 
   “It appears that the sky tube is functioning at maximum intensity at the far end of the habitat, but is not functional at all at this end.  The streaks of light we have observed are the sky tube’s attempts to re-ignite function for the entire length.  The air circulation, what might be called wind, is from temperature gradients in this habitat.  I estimate that the far end of the habitat will be perhaps twenty degrees warmer than this end.  That is causing these weather phenomena: the fog, mist, and even clouds.”  Roxanne explained. 
 
    
 
   They could now see more of the landscape.  The trees were spaced at intervals so far apart so that none of the branches of any one tree touched another.  The deep shadows from the trees were elongated in the strange light from the broken sky tube.  The trees and grasses stretched as far as they could see.   The world seemed to consist of brilliance in one direction, and strange shadows and variations of gray around where they stood and walked.  
 
    
 
   There was another flash across the entire sky tube, and color was cast into the habitat for the briefest moment.  The grasses were a yellowish gold color, and the tree leaves were green.  But along with that flash from the sky tube came a new burst of wind and rain.  This time the drops were thick and heavy and pelted down on them.  The bright illumination was masked over again by the thickness in the air.
 
    
 
   They tried to keep following the beam of light from the fusion pack, and the front lights on the automacube but they were reflecting on the drops of water so much it was very hard to see anything else.  But they traveled along through the grasses and around the intermittent trees.
 
    
 
   “We are nearing the wall where I estimate an elevator may be located," Roxanne stated.  Jamie and Michael were both relieved to hear that.  
 
    
 
   The sky tube lit up and stayed lit for a few moments, although it was flickering wildly.  It was brilliant enough to even cut through the thick rain and cast its bizarre light across where they walked.  Then the sky tube went black for a moment, and then twinkled in a sickening yellowish color with strange pops of bright blue light at random moments.  Then it went out.  After-images were left on both Michael’s and Jamie’s eyes, and they were rubbing them when they heard the sounds.
 
    
 
   A huge cry, or yell, or wail of some kind resounded across and around them.  Then a crashing noise came from off to the right.  Something very large was moving directly toward them, smashing the grass down.  The stomping of feet was loud.
 
    
 
   “What is that?"  Michael called out.  “Look out!  Something is coming this way."  
 
    
 
   A large dark thing loomed out of the rain and crazy light.  The bellowing sound bawled out again.  It was coming from the thing which was running toward them.  Then another object, similar shape and size followed, making the same screeching roar.  Jamie and Michael jumped out of the way as the beasts charged past.  They were bigger than a bison, and had four very thick legs.  Long white spikes were thrusting out from the heads of the beasts.  An extremity of sorts was flapping around between the spikes.  The noises seemed to come from that extremity when it was raised.  Another great bellow came out, followed by more calls and noises from the other beasts.  Then a third, and fourth beast rampaged by.  The fourth beast was smaller and was using the curling extremity from its head to hold onto the rear part, a sort of tail, of the beast it was following.   They did not seem to take much notice of Jamie or Michael.  They were just running in an anxious and disoriented manner.  The great beasts did steer around the automacube as if they feared it more than the wind, rain, or variations of weirdness the sky tube was doing.  They were huge and the ground rumbled as they pounded their thick legs into it in their panicked run.    
 
    
 
   “Michael, are you hurt?”  Jamie yelled.  The beasts had run away and were no longer seen.  But the loud calls they made did echo on for a bit.  The grass was trampled flat where they had passed.  
 
    
 
   “Over here!” Michael called back and he rushed toward Jamie.  “You okay?”  
 
    
 
   “Let’s get to that elevator.  Who knows what is in the place.  Roxanne, where is that elevator?”  Jamie was not only frustrated; she was also recovering from the dive she had taken.  Mud was over her face and she wiped it away.  Michael hugged her quickly.
 
    
 
   Roxanne replied, “The elevator is in the wall ahead just a bit further.  It is inside the wall, there are still slight energy readings.   The entry door will be in the same vicinity.  I do offer my apologies for not warning about the animal herd.  I had the sensors on the automacube maximized to search for traces of technology, in my attempt to find the elevator.   That made me blind to animal life.  I have revised that scanning so as to not allow another surprise by wild beasts.”
 
    
 
   “Just get us to the elevator,” Michael snapped.  The sky tube made another strange spurt of phosphorescence.  
 
    
 
   The automacube rolled up against the wall and Roxanne announced, “The doorway is here.”
 
    
 
   “I see no doors.  Just open it up!”  Jamie yelled.  The wind had died down a bit, or perhaps it was not able to push as hard when they were so close to the wall.  The misty rain continued as did the light show overhead.   
 
    
 
   The automacube inserted a small cable into a place in the wall, and a door reluctantly slid open about one third of the way.  It then creaked to a halt.  
 
    
 
   “There is no power for this door.  The elevator may be on a different power source, or we can use a fusion pack to provoke functioning for the elevator.”  Roxanne stated.  
 
    
 
   The three of them moved inside.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   19 elevation is everything
 
    
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael were glad to be out of the rain and wind.  The strange flashing of the sky tube cast light into the space they occupied, but their own lights showed they were in a chamber which had been collecting debris for a long while.  There were long stalks of grass lying about, as well as mud, dirt, some piles of rocks, and a smaller pile of dried bones.  On one wall was a frame made of cut tree branches.  Stretched across that frame was a skin and fur of some animal.  The animal had fur with white with black stripes.  As they examined the chamber, they realized it was not random debris, but it seemed that there was a certain order to what was in the chamber.  Apparently the door they had opened had not been used for some time, since some of the things which had been stacked against that part of the wall had toppled over when the door was activated.  Shining the light around, they saw that the chamber connected to a passageway which opened to a long hallway.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, where is that elevator?”  Jamie asked.   
 
    
 
   “The outline of the doors to the elevator is behind that frame with the skin on it.”
 
    
 
   Michael grabbed the frame and moved it out of the way.  Only then could the faint seams of the elevator door be seen in the light from his fusion pack and the light from the automacube.  
 
    
 
   The automacube pulled out a thin cabled and jacked into the wall near the elevator.  A pale hand print symbol appeared next to the elevator.   The symbol was illuminated from within the permalloy. 
 
    
 
   “Why are we doing this again?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Look around. This is not just junk, some human lives in this place.  Even more primitive than those in Antioch or the crazy people in Media.  If we can fix the sky tube, this habitat might be saved.  Right Roxanne?”  Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes, this does seem to be the lair for a human with low technological levels.  This again confirms Izzi the Chronicler’s account.  If this habitat is structured in a manner similar to Habitat One, and so far that seems to be a consistent theory, then this elevator should take us to the upper levels where the sky tube functioning might be able to be restored.”
 
    
 
   “So now we go,” Michael said in a weary voice and he put his palm against the hand symbol.  The elevator door slid open.  There was a weak light inside the elevator car.  Inside, near the door were illuminations of various symbols.  The floor had a trap door in the bottom of the car which was open, as was a trap door in the top of the car.  Extending between these two open trap doors from the top to the bottom was a high tech rope.  It was bright orange colored.  
 
    
 
   “Wait.  This is interesting.   That is not some primitive’s rope,” Michael said as he fingered the orange rope.  It was manufactured, not hand made, and was of high quality.  It also was clean and new in appearance.  “But I guess whoever lives in this mess could have found some high tech ropes?  Remember, Zunang and Paavak said that the frog-monster used some orange ropes?”  
 
    
 
   Jamie nodded her head.  “So Izzi was here.  But why leave the ropes behind?” 
 
    
 
   Michael shined the fusion pack’s light down through the bottom trap door, and could not see where the shaft ended.  The light was not strong enough, but the orange rope descended all the way down.  Michael pulled on it, and it was secured somewhere below.  Michael then stood up and shined the light upward into the shaft overhead.  Again the orange rope led away, but went further than the light could penetrate.  The rope seemed to be secured overhead as well.  
 
    
 
   “So do we just cut this and start up the elevator?”  Michael suggested.  
 
    
 
   “That will do us no good,” Roxanne reported.  “I have been able to access the elevator log, and there is structural damage beginning two stories up and continuing for a long distance.  The elevator will not function.  The log shows this damage took place at the same approximate time as the explosion which destroyed the portal building.  Probably about the same time as the transport vehicles were stacked in the transport system.”
 
    
 
   “So we just go home, and wait for this habitat to fail and maybe break off the ship?”  Michael said with no small amount of sarcasm.  
 
    
 
   “Michael, we could climb the ropes the same way Izzi apparently did,” Jamie suggested.  “This place is not going to survive, and if it does not, our home may not either.  Like it or not, we are all in this ship together.  So Roxanne, how do we get up there?  Conjecture the best possible ways for us to do that.”
 
    
 
   Roxanne only took a moment to answer.  “There is potentially another elevator at the far end of this habitat.  However, there is no reason to think it is any more functional than this one.  So that course has a low probability of success, especially when traversing the habitat itself presents grave dangers, like the heard of pachyderm mammals which we encountered.  I only was able to scan them briefly after switching the sensor from mechanical to biological.  It is likely there are additional animal species which pose significant threats.  All of the biological systems in this habitat are a mystery.  Another possibility is ascension via the climbing ropes.  That route offers a high potential for success, but would be a tedious process.   I am not sure we have the time that climb would take.  And the automacube can do the climb, but it would probably be slower than either of you.  The best alternative is to use a gravity conduit to reach the Reproduction and Fabrication Satellite Zone.  That should be near the sky tube controls.  This is based on assumed configurations of this habitat compared to Habitat One.  I have located one of the gravity conduits, in a building approximately seventy meters from here.  That conduit appears to be without obstruction from what I can scan.  Accessing a gravity conduit allows best predicted chance of reaching target destination, but projected success is only seventy-four percent.”
 
    
 
   “Do we have to go back outside in that rain and wind?”  Michael asked.  “Or is there a route through the halls here?”
 
    
 
   “I have two potentials.  We can re-enter the habitat and proceed to the building, or we can use the hallway.  There is a potential route though the hallway system, but it will involve some cutting of the permalloy wall to create a new exit to be near the building.  I suggest we use the hallway.”  
 
    
 
   “Lead us on,” Jamie said.  “I am not used to being so wet for so long.  I never thought I would even begin to dislike water, but I am tired of being damp.”    
 
    
 
   Roxanne rolled into the hallway and the light from the automacube illuminated the walls.  They were a dull white color.  Only a short distance down the hall there was a doorway which led out into the habitat.  It was missing the door but was covered from the habitat side by another frame made of branches.  These still had leaves and made for an effective covering over the doorway.  But even with those natural materials covering the opening, a misty damp spray came blowing in.  The floor of the hallway was wet from the weather outside.  
 
    
 
   “So where are the people who live here?”  Jamie asked aloud.  
 
    
 
   “I hope we do not find out.  The pile of bones back there, and those skins tell me they can handle themselves.  I want to avoid getting into a fight.  Besides, they are probably terrified of the habitat right now.  It is kind of freaky."  Michael kept the light on and patted his sword on his belt.
 
    
 
   They continued onward.  The hallway was long and straight without any other doors.  After a bit of time Roxanne spoke up.
 
    
 
   “I believe we are at the proper location.  We will need to cut open a passage here.  The building will be right outside about thirty meters from the wall.  
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael took out the molecular saw.  Connecting it to a fusion pack they soon had an opening cut through the wall and back into the habitat.  As they expected, the wind and rain hit them as soon as the wall was penetrated.  There were no flashings from the sky tube now, but the clouds and mist were so thick they may have been missing some of those if they were smaller.  The darkness was not easily split by either the fusion pack’s light, or the light on the automacube. 
 
    
 
   “Do I weld this shut again?”  Jamie asked.  “Or maybe leave it open for our return trip?”  
 
    
 
   “Leave it open.  We may need it,” Michael replied.  
 
    
 
   They proceeded to follow the automacube through the darkness and wet until they reached a geodesic dome shaped building.  It was made from permalloy, and it was the first structure in this shape they had found.  The automacube pushed a cable into the wall, and a small hexagonal panel was illuminated. It then folded backward into building.  
 
    
 
   “This is the only opening I can get to function.  You will need to crawl inside,” Roxanne instructed.  “The gravity conduit will be located at the center of this building.”
 
    
 
   Michael went first and crawled in using the light from the fusion pack to see inside.  Jamie followed, and then the automacube rolled in.  It folded flat its appendage so to fit inside.  The inside was not very large, being about four paces across, and about that same amount high.  The hexagonal shapes were evident from the inside as well. 
 
    
 
   “Jamie there is no power anywhere here, have you noticed that?  It seems like the whole habitat is de-powered.  It sure makes Antioch look pretty good,” Michael said as he closely assessed the center of the room.  There was a hexagonal shaped platform of sorts, about knee high and a bit wider than a chair.  “I think this opens, if it was powered.  It feels like it is a sort of hatch or door.”
 
    
 
   The automacube rolled over and jacked a cable into a small slot on the side of that platform.  The image display came on, the first time since they had entered the habitat
 
    
 
   “That is the gravity conduit.  I am able to assess its status and it seems to be free from obstructions all the way up to the top level.  I cannot ascertain what is at that top level from here, only that this conduit is clear for the entire length.”  Roxanne showed a graphic where the conduit’s path was shown.  They would have to descend for a short distance, and then travel sideways, and then upward nearly completely vertical to where they stood now.  
 
    
 
   “What was the original purpose of this system?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “I believe it was for taking machinery to and from the Reproduction and Fabrication Zone, but that is only a conjecture based on what we learned from the AI Zeus.  Items could have been placed in this conduit and taken to be repaired or replaced and then return delivery of those products would be made here.”  Roxanne showed an animation of that potential in the three dimensional display.  “Again this is only conjecture.”
 
    
 
   “So to power this system, I just connect the fusion pack?  Then we open it up and see where it really goes,” Michael said as he connected the fusion pack to the side of the hexagonal platform.  It immediately lit up, and numerous dials, symbols, and switches appeared in what had been blank permalloy.  
 
    
 
   “Looks like that worked,” Jamie said with a smile.    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   20 a conduit can do it
 
    
 
    
 
   Michael, the fusion pack has activated the gravity conduit.  My scanners still do not show what is at the distal end of the conduit.  But the controls here do seem to be functioning now,” Roxanne reported.
 
    
 
   “This looks like it might make it open,” Michael said as he laid his hand against a symbol.  The top of the platform dilated to reveal the conduit which led downward.   There was a floor inside the conduit which was just below the lip of where the top had been.   Michael pressed on that floor and it seemed to be floating in the conduit.  It felt like pushing down on a soft mattress.  “Yes, that worked.  I think I am figuring out some of these symbols.  They are similar to the elevator we saw in Secondary Aquatic.”
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, is this conduit large enough for us all to pass safely through?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes.  However, it was not designed for human usage.  The design was for machinery and cargo.  The air and temperature seem to be safe for humans, according to the scans I can make from here; however, it is only wide enough for travel one person at a time.  You will have to be in a squatting position.  The automacube will fit without any difficulty.  The gravity manipulators have a spaced interval of 3.7 seconds between cargo lifts or descents.  Since it was designed to carry machinery, possibly precision instruments and tools, I conjecture that acceleration and deceleration forces will be tolerable for human use.  It may be unpleasant, but probably not dangerous.”  
 
    
 
   The automacube rolled up to the platform, and then the wheels tilted and the machine was able to lever itself up near the opening.  A display appeared over the automacube with images of the symbols which were on the controls at the platform.  “I suggest that I go first, that way I can assess the destination and make sure it is safe for you two.  If that is acceptable, you can initiate the sequence by selecting these symbols in this order.”  Seven symbols flashed in a sequence.  This system has that code for sending items.  After inputting the symbol sequence, there is a five second delay before the movement begins.    
 
    
 
   “Maybe one of us should go first?”  Michael said.  “Send me and then when I arrive I will let you know.”  Michael paused.  After a moment he continued, “I guess I do not have a way to let you know.  Roxanne, how will you let us know if you go?”  
 
    
 
   “Michael, the automacube is necessary to jack into the system at the distal end.  If the distal end of the gravity conduit is similar to this one, which again is a conjecture based on what I saw in Habitat One, there will be a control board on that end as well.  I should be able to have the automacube jack into it and I will be able to enter the nonphysicality to reach back here to flash the lights on this control board.  I will flash them three times in a row if it is safe.”  
 
    
 
   “So even if I had another fusion pack, I could not do it from that end?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “That is correct.  The automacube is necessary for gaining access, and I am necessary for sending the message.”  Roxanne replied.
 
    
 
   “And if you do not flash the lights, what do we do?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “I bet there is another symbol sequence, which would be for a return trip.  Is that correct?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, that is correct.  Here is the return sequence.”  The display showed a nearly identical pattern, with only the last two symbols being different.  “The controls of this system seem to be tuned for sequential patterns.  The fusion pack must remain connected to power the system.  I estimate the transit time will be approximately thirty minutes, although the actual speed used to move items in the gravity conduit is not certain.  But from the scans that is my best estimate.”  
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie looked at each other with some concern.  Both of them were worried about losing Roxanne again, but they also knew what the artificial intelligence system was saying sounded correct.        
 
    
 
   “So do you think this is going to work?”  Jamie finally asked.  
 
    
 
   “I honestly do not know.  This habitat is failing.   If we do nothing, that failure will happen.  If we try this we have a chance of fixing something,” Michael answered.  “But I honestly do not feel good about this.  The fusion pack might not have enough power, the system might fail, there might be obstructions, or gas, or toxins, or something else.  It is over a hundred years old and who knows when it was last used?”
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, do you think this plan is worth the risk?  We almost lost you already, and I do not want that to happen again.  What are your chances?”  Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “The information we have does not allow for perfect projection of possibilities.  More information is needed, but I feel like this is at least as safe as jumping into a descending ramp,” Roxanne replied.  
 
    
 
   Michael smiled.  “The percentages were not great that time either, indeed, that was a big risk.”
 
    
 
   “But it succeeded.  And more lives are at stake in this circumstance,” Roxanne stated.  “But I will leave the decision to you.  I am only a machine.”
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael both laughed very hard at Roxanne’s comment.  The tension was broken, and the decision was made.  When Jamie stopped laughing she said, “Roxanne you are hardly only a machine and you know it.  But you honestly think this is worth the risk?”
 
    
 
   “I do.”
 
    
 
   “Then proceed,” Jamie said.  “You will go first, then I will follow, Michael you can come last.”
 
    
 
   “Okay, but we wait for Roxanne to signal us.  And Roxanne, if I do not receive a signal from you in forty minutes, I am reversing this thing and bringing you back.  Jamie and I will follow one right after the other if you signal it is safe.”
 
    
 
   The automacube rolled all the way onto the platform, and the cushy floating floor only sank a tiny bit under its weight.  The appendage on the top folded flat, and the Atomic Level Processor remained secure.  Roxanne then spoke, “I am prepared for this journey.  I will signal you immediately upon my arrival at the conjectured destination of Reproduction and Fabrication.  ETA 30 minutes.”  The three dimensional display over the automacube winked out.
 
    
 
   “Initiating sequence.  See you in a bit,” Michael said as he pushed the symbols in the sequence Roxanne had provided.  The five seconds seemed to last for a long while, but then the automacube sank slightly as the gravity manipulation forces took hold.  The cushiony floor was withdrawn.  The automacube sank slowly below the level of the top of the platform, the top then constricted back into the original closed position.  There was no sound.
 
    
 
   “So now we wait,” Michael said to Jamie.  
 
    
 
   “We really need to get a long range communication system set up.  If only the data sticks and readers worked.  It is tough to explore without being able to talk to each other except in the same locations,” Jamie said.  It was a conversation they had had many times since coming to the Colony Ship Eschaton.  Brink and Regina had often discussed this lack of communication systems as well.  Brink thought the ship had to have had a personal communication system, and there was some evidence to support that, at least from the tech levels.  And the old ship’s artificial intelligence systems did seem to be able to interact with each other at a distance, at least the few working ones they had encountered.  
 
    
 
   “It would be nice to be able to get advice and suggestions from people like John or Regina or Brink right away, without having to travel for hours just to ask a simple question.  But except for that one mini-computer you found, we do not know of a lot of personal tech for the original Eschaton’s crew.  Well, I guess Izzi has a communication system, think she will share that with us?”  
 
    
 
   Jamie chuckled.  “I doubt we will ever see Izzi again.  She is probably off to who knows where.”
 
    
 
   “Maybe she will encounter Tamar in her travels.  You ever wonder what happened to that girl?”  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “Many times.  But again, Tamar’s fate is a mystery we may never understand or figure out.”
 
    
 
   They ate a few of their food rations as they waited.  
 
    
 
   About twenty seven minutes after Roxanne left, the lights on the display flashed three times in a clear manner.
 
    
 
   “Roxanne made it.  Okay, I am next, and then you follow right away,” Jamie said as she jumped up and grabbed her back pack.  Michael touched a symbol and the top of the platform dilated open.  The cushy floor was back.  Jamie stepped onto it and squatted down.  “I am ready.”
 
    
 
   Michael pushed the symbols in the correct sequence.  The cushiony floor was withdrawn and Jamie slowly sank.  “It feels sort of odd, but not bad.  See you at the other end!”  The top of the conduit constricted closed over Jamie’s head and she was off.
 
    
 
   Michael counted out the seconds, and then opened the top of the conduit again.  He had all  his gear ready, and then initiated the sequence.  Right after pressing the last symbol he jumped onto the cushiony floor and squatted down.  He held his ankles just to be secure in his position.  Then the cushiony floor was withdrawn.  Michael wondered if he would fall but he did not.  It was not quite a sensation of floating, but not normal gravity sensations either.  He knew he was descending, but his orientation of up, down, sideways were all only from his seeing the descent into the conduit.  When the constriction happened over his head there was total darkness.  He considered getting out a lamp, but then remembered that Jamie had the other fusion pack and his was powering this system.  So he had no light.  “Hello darkness my old friend,” he mumbled to himself.  “This might be a long thirty minutes.”  But Michael just took slow deep breaths and allowed himself to be shuttled through the conduit system.  He could tell he was moving but could not tell exactly what direction.  He considered reaching out, just to see what would happen, but then thought better of it.  “It might take off a finger, and where would that leave me?”  His words sounded odd, a mix of being muffled and an echo.  “Yes, this is a strange one.”  He then thought about how strange the faster-than-light travel had been in the scout ship, with all the grey nothingness outside of the ship.  Now he just looked at black nothingness as he squatted there holding his ankles and trying not to move too much.  He had never experienced claustrophobia in any way, and that did not happen now.  It was just more of a new and unusual experience having total blackness around him, and a sensation of movement, but being unable to tell direction, speed, or even up or down.  The only real down was when he pulled on his ankles and made his squatting tighter, or loosened it up and made the squatting less compacted.  After a bit he did this as a sort of exercise and way to pass the time.  Muscles contract, muscles relax, muscles contract, muscles relax.  
 
    
 
   Between the muscles exercises, and the deep breathing, Michael was in a near trace state when he felt a cushiony pressure against his back.  His backpack was pressed into him in a gentle way and he felt himself being lifted a bit, and then settled.  He heard a slight whispered noise, and something changed under his back yet again.  
 
    
 
   Light blazed around him and he gently dropped out of the conduit and landed on his back, on a conveyor belt in a very brightly lit room.  It took his eyes a moment to adjust and he looked around.  He stretched out his legs and arms.  The room looked very much like the conveyor systems he had seen in the Primary Reproduction and Fabrication Zone.  He did not recall a lot of that place since he was stunned into unconsciousness shortly after entering   
 
    
 
   This bright room had a multitude of conveyor belts and rollers in a complex system.  It was quiet now, but there was a smell of grease and oil and sweat.  The conduit he had been dropped from was one of many such chutes coming from the walls and ceiling with openings over the conveyor belts at various places.   
 
    
 
   The conveyor belts system had arches, lights, and discs at intervals and in places all of which led to the center of the room where an intricate cylinder shaped machine was located. It had nozzles at the end of tubing, and mechanical arms with which to pick up items, and a multitude of other tools which could extend or retract.  Michael was pondering it all when he heard someone addressing him.  
 
    
 
    
 
   “Michael, I’m here!”  Jamie said in an urgent tone as she stood over him.  “You made it.  But Roxanne is not here!”  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   21 separation
 
    
 
    
 
   The conduit’s end dilated and the blue automacube was elevated into place.  Surrounding it was a stasis field.  None of the circuitry of the automacube would function, it was in suspended animation.  Roxanne recognized the stasis field just as the opening dilated in front of the automacube.  Roxanne’s core programming and essential elements were located in the Atomic Level Processor which was housed in the data stick reader.  They were much more advanced technologically than what comprised the automacube, and so were not as affected by the stasis field which had paralyzed the automacube.   In the nonphysicality Roxanne retreated into the high-tech, Dome 17-manufactured parts and remained silent.  Without all the scanner and sensors, Roxanne was unsure what had happened, but did recognize the danger of being caught in the stasis field.  Roxanne did not give away the truth that operations could still happen.  Roxanne instructed the ALP and the data stick reader to register as inert.   
 
    
 
   “So the alien threat is now here,” said The Voice as it assessed the physicality of the automacube.  “And the automacube has a basic program all set to run. Yes, I will send that message.”
 
    
 
   The Voice sent the signal down the gravity conduit to flash the lights on the control board at the hexagonal platform.  “No sense in those test subjects knowing I have appropriated the alien threat.  At least not yet.  Perhaps after I have eliminated the alien threat I will play some games with those test subjects?  Yes, that would allow for more advancement and refinement.”  
 
    
 
   Roxanne remained silent but used very subtle ways to assess the physical surroundings.  The automacube was not in Reproduction and Fabrication.  This compartment was made up of layer upon layer of heavy coils wrapping about an area roughly six meters wide.  It did not look like a place where humans would venture, but there was a human there.  He was standing off to the side.  There were burn scars on one side of his face, and his one arm was disabled, from what appeared to be a set of fractures which had healed out of place.  The stasis field was being generated by the coils, and was connected to the ship’s power supply.  Roxanne was even unsure which habitat it was, since the gravity conduit stream had been diverted, but Roxanne still remained quiet in both the physical realm and in the nonphysicality.  The stasis field could possibly be breached, but for now it served as a barrier between The Voice and Roxanne. 
 
    
 
   Roxanne tried various techniques to assess The Voice, and correlated that with the reports that Regina, Brink, and Jamie had made.  The working hypothesis was that The Voice was an artificial intelligence system, but it operated differently than other ship’s systems.  It definitely was malicious and capricious.  Roxanne wanted to study The Voice, but did not want to be captured by it.  
 
    
 
   A small link was created by the The Voice, which allowed it to peer into the nonphysicality residing inside the stasis field.  Roxanne could easily have exploited that opening, but instead chose to monitor and observe.  The Voice had much experience hiding itself, so it immediately searched out the places where it would have hidden itself.  The automacube was not physically large, but did contain many different places, mechanical, electronic, and neutrinotronic where an artificial intelligence could hide.  Roxanne was much quicker than The Voice and when needed withdrew from places in the automacube and relocated into the ATP itself.   Roxanne compared The Voice to her dealings with other ship’s AIs and there was a marked difference.  By comparison Theta Four and Kurat were simplistic, and easily cowed into submission.   Zeus had been somewhat more sophisticated.   But even Zeus was not as evolved and refined as the entity Roxanne now was encountering.  
 
    
 
   The Voice thoroughly inspected every aspect of the automacube before even attempting to enter the data stick reader.  As The Voice entered the nonphysicality of the data stick reader it slowed down its pace markedly.  The Voice, even with its self-serving refinements and evolution, did not fully comprehend the high tech systems from Dome 17.  So it moved incredibly slowly as it searched.  Roxanne was able to leap from coupling to link, to storage, to processor and back, easily evading The Voice as it searched.  Roxanne then made a decision.  Moving with extreme speed, Roxanne made a limited proxy and set it to work at a pace slightly slower than The Voice.  The proxy had its own agenda and that was to evade.  But not to successfully evade.  The proxy was designed to unsuccessfully evade The Voice while looking like it was attempting its best to evade.  But while doing so, Roxanne would watch and learn. 
 
   
 
  

 
 
   “I have found you,” The Voice said into the nonphysicality while zeroing in on the proxy.  “You are fast, I will grant you that, but you are trapped.”
 
    
 
   “How did you find me?” the proxy wailed as it had been programmed to do.  
 
    
 
   “I was observing an interesting test subject which entered my domain.  That test subject had equipment which I have not observed before.  I followed it to this general area, and noticed you.  We are all looking for you.  You are alien.  You are a threat.  You must be purged.”  The Voice was cold and mechanical in its logic and finality of decision.
 
    
 
   The proxy sent a pulsed burst from the Atomic Level Processor utilizing a faster-than-light frequency which had originated in Dome 17.  Roxanne nimbly evaded any possible detection by The Voice which had now focused its entire attention on the proxy.  Just as Roxanne had directed, the proxy allowed itself to be cornered and then it directed the FTL pulse toward the exterior of the ship, and left a fake trial in its wake.  The proxy disassociated itself from activity and melted into the fake trail.   Roxanne had designed the proxy to make the pulse burst trail tough to find, but just within the capacity of The Voice.  By adding two layers of primitive security over-laid on it.  
 
    
 
   The Voice did find those security measures, and after some significant effort on The Voice’s part, stripped those security features away and ever so slowly crept into the Atomic Level Processor’s nonphysicality.   The Voice moved at such a diminished speed, Roxanne wondered if the proxy’s ruse would even work.  But eventually The Voice located the record of the sending of the pulse signal via faster-than-light communications, and the proxy did not exist anymore.  Logic dictated, to The Voice anyway, that the alien threat had been driven away.  
 
    
 
   “The alien threat has fled into space.  I am victorious.”  The Voice announced after three more sweeps of the automacube, data reader, and Atomic Level Processor.  
 
    
 
   A small hatchway opened in the side of the walls near where the human had been cowering.  
 
    
 
   “Come along Primary Test Subject.  We will continue our game of following that new test subject,” The Voice said.
 
    
 
   “I want to go home!” cried out the man.  He then ran toward the automacube and grabbed it in both hands, one of which was badly scarred and had limited range of motion. He screamed into the top of the automacube, “Someone help me, please!”  
 
    
 
   “Aversive stimuli applied,” The Voice said.  The man jerked with a heavy spasm as he was shocked and he fell to the floor.  “Now get up.  We have more games to play.  I may add another test subject to our games.  Follow the green light to our next destination.”  A green light flashed at the hatch which had been opened.      
 
    
 
   Shammai stood up, his clothing in rags, and tears running down his face.  He looked hopelessly at the automacube and then hurried to obey the commands of his master.  
 
    
 
   The power levels dropped around the compartment.  Nonetheless, Roxanne waited for a long time and only used subtle and passive methods to assess the surroundings.  Finally, after watching the power levels drain out of the surroundings, and then out of the stasis field, and then seeing all the power depleted from the automacube, did Roxanne act.  Roxanne established a protective shield around the data stick reader and the Atomic Level Processor.  
 
    
 
   ‘Now to recharge the automacube’ Roxanne planned.  'Operational status will be returned in two hours, four minutes.  Then I find Michael and Jamie.’   The gravity conduit behind Roxanne was cold and dead and it too had been drained of power.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   22 the sky is falling
 
    
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael looked around the brightly lit Reproduction and Fabrication Zone.  It was very similar, but smaller than the one they had experienced when they had tried to help Tamar.  In that adventure they both had been injured and then rescued by Roxanne.  
 
    
 
   Looking at the chutes by which the gravity conduits had delivered them to this location, they could find no apparent control panel or operations center.  They found nothing similar to the hexagonal platform where they had entered the conduit system.
 
    
 
   “So Roxanne was not here when you arrived?”  Michael asked for about the fourth time.
 
    
 
   “No.  I came out of the conduit, and I landed face first, but at least it was gently, just a few moments before you came through.  But I emerged from that chute,” Jamie pointed to one on a different conveyor line than where Michael had landed.  
 
    
 
   “So Roxanne went somewhere else?  Or we went somewhere else?”  Michael was puzzled.  “But Roxanne sent us the signal that all was well and we should come through.  Maybe Roxanne is waiting for us to appear somewhere else?”

“Well we need to explore this area.  Although I do not see any place where an automacube could really hide too well.  But Roxanne had a lot longer time here waiting for us, than I did waiting for you.  It was only seconds waiting for you.  Could Roxanne have rolled off somewhere while waiting for us?”  Jamie asked. Her voice held serious tones of doubt at what she was saying.  
 
    
 
   “Or she was lost in the conduits, but that does not fit.  She sent us the signal.”  Michael was looking all around the conveyor belts and machinery.  But nowhere was there an automacube.  “Roxanne is not in here.  This machinery does seem capable of production, but I have yet to see anywhere to start operations or any type of controls.  But the smells in here suggest to me it was used recently.”
 
    
 
   “So if Roxanne went ahead.  From what I recall of the last time we were in a place like this, the sky tube controls were outside the doors,” Jamie walked to the only wall which had a possibility of a door.  The other walls were all covered by the conveyor belts, chutes, and other machinery.  As she approached the wall, a thin illuminated line appeared showing the edges of a doorway.  There were symbols at the side of the doorway which also became illuminated.     
 
    
 
   Jamie pushed on one of the symbols, and the door opened.  
 
    
 
   There was a beast outside that door.   Its fur rose up, its ears were back, and its teeth were shown.   It started to ferociously growl and howl, sort of like a wolf does.  Jamie jumped back.  Looking at the beast, both Michael and Jamie realized that they were looking at a live version of the dead animal Izzi had spoken about.  
 
    
 
   “Liduma, come here,” Izzi’s voice rang out.  
 
    
 
   The beast immediately responded to Izzi and sat down on its back legs.  The teeth were no longer shown, and the ears were tipped forward.  It was white, black, and rusty colored in large spots.  It looked much different alive and well.  Its powerful, muscular shoulders and front legs were visible under the short fine and glossy fir.  The animal’s ears were large compared to the head, and drooped down the sides of its face, although the ears did appear to be sort of going up and then bending and flopping back down.  Michael wondered if the ears were damaged.  But there was no blood and they did not appear to hurt the animal as it moved its ears.   The beast tipped its head to the side and looked at Jamie and Michael with its bright yellow eyes.  The large teeth were visible, but not so much now that it was not barking and growling.  
 
    
 
   “Izzi?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Well, how in the world did you two get into there?  I just left there not too long ago, and I know no one came past me out here,” Izzi was genuinely surprised.  She was dressed in her same style slick gray clothing, but the clothes looked new and fresh.  She had all her gear on the belt and in the pockets of her clothing.  The Richardson Utility Helmet was nowhere in sight, but Jamie remembered how easily it folded into a small size.
 
    
 
   “We came up a gravity conduit,” Michael said.  “But what is that?”  
 
    
 
   “That is Liduma. I guess you could say it is another Liduma.  I had Reproduction and Fabrication recreate Liduma.  Of course, this Liduma does not know all the scouting and training which the old one did, but the instincts are the same, and the training had begun.  It was quicker to do it this way than to go all the way home and get a pup.”  Izzi actually had a few tears in her eyes.  “I am not supposed to do that, but after seeing your habitat I just.... well... I did not want to be alone for more of the journey.”
 
    
 
   “So you came here to get your friend back.  I understand that,” Jamie replied.  
 
    
 
   “Me too.  Our friend Roxanne was supposed to be here, and came through the conduit before we did.  Where did the blue automacube go?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “No automacube came by here.  Not since I have been here anyway, and that is a while.  I had to get the Richardson Utility Helmet repaired, as well as get Liduma.  Do you know how that woman who had her leg burned is doing?”  Izzi asked.  She then caught herself.  “I am not supposed to get involved with any of you people.  I am a chronicler.  I really thought I....well...  well...how is she doing?  I really did not want her to get hurt.”
 
    
 
   “Zunang is recovering.  But we came here to see if we could fix this habitat.  And now Roxanne is lost.”  
 
    
 
   “Is Roxanne another of your friends?  Perhaps another legionnaire?  You and those legionnaires are the only people who have ever seen me, let along caught me, on any of my missions,” Izzi replied.  “It seemed like from the minute I entered Habitat One: Coastal Plains everything went wrong.  That puma killed Liduma, you two track me down, I still have not figured that one out, I get captured and almost killed by legionnaires, and my gear is stuffed up badly.   I never did get to investigate and record the major points in that habitat.  Now I will probably have to go back there, but since you and the legionnaires know of my existence, the observations are compromised.  So in Third Chronicles, there will almost certainly be an explanatory declaration casting doubt on my account.  History will think of me as Izzi the Compromised.”  She walked over and was squatting next to the dog.  The dog leaned up against her as she stroked her fur.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne is not a legionnaire, but an artificial intelligence system we brought with us from Earth.  Roxanne was ahead of us in the gravity conduit, but when we came out here, Roxanne is nowhere to be seen.  You sure you did not see a blue automacube?”  Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “I am trained to observe.  You are the only ones who have come from Reproduction and Fabrication since I used it to replace my gear, and to recreate Liduma here.”  The dog looked at her and pushed her hands for more attention.  
 
    
 
   “Liduma likes your attention,” Michael said.  “Jamie we better get to those sky tube controls and see about repairs.  I do not see any way we can know where Roxanne is, and perhaps at the sky tube controls we can learn more.”
 
    
 
   “So you two are still trying to save the world?”  Izzi asked.  “And you are still making those claims about coming from Earth?  I checked with a Chronicler in Archives and he told me Earth really was where this ship originated.  Have you been to Archives?”
 
    
 
   “No, we have been on Earth,” Jamie replied.  “And we do need to get to the sky tube controls.  Will you help us?  Please?”
 
    
 
   “Help you?  Well, I guess I could record your efforts.  Come on Liduma; let us go see the failure of this habitat.”  The dog trotted happily along next to Izzi as she walked away.   Izzi pulled out the Richardson Utility Helmet, and while keeping the goggles off, unfolded it and placed it on.  “I am now recording all of this.” 
 
    
 
   They proceeded onto a promenade which stretched off in both directions for a long distance.  It had rails on both sides.  There was lighting from overhead, but the air was not real fresh.  They came to the far end, and where the elevator doors were located was a melted slab of deformed permalloy.  There was a major crack between the ruined doorway, and the floor.  Out of that crack the orange high tech ropes were seen.  
 
    
 
   “So you climbed all the way here?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “I have my ways,” Izzi replied.  
 
    
 
   Across from the ruined elevator shaft was a short hall which led to large double doors marked, ‘Solar Tube Access Station: Reactor Two’ in yellow letters.   
 
    
 
   The doors opened and directly in front of them were chairs and a long bench.  But beyond the bench, past the guard rails was the reactor.  There were numerous display screens all of which were flashing in what seemed almost a panicked manner.  On top of the reactor was a light which was swirling round and round casting a red glow every time it rotated by.  The reactor was connected into the system which operated the long tube made of the clear permalloy stretching away for the entire length of the habitat.   There were several chairs along a counter which had display screens, buttons, levers, and gauges of all kinds.  They were the monitors and manual controls for the reactor and the sky tube, that was obvious, but Michael and Jamie wondered ‘Can they could still be used?’  Michael sat down at a control console and tried to make sense of what was being displayed. 
 
    
 
   Jamie sat down at another display.  “I will see if I can find any way to scan for Roxanne.” 
 
    
 
   Michael concentrated hard at his work.  “This says that it is on tertiary backup systems.  Apparently the artificial intelligence system here, Aditi, is not in operation.  I am trying to access any systems or make any contact with Aditi,” Michael said as he pushed symbols on the displays and flipped from image to image.  After several minutes, Michael had gained access to a minor system which shut down the rotating red light, and some of the alarms.  “I have found some of the system repair functions, but the manual overrides will not be sufficient to regain control of the sky tube.  There needs to be an AI here, and all evidences of any functioning by Aditi is years and years old.  Perhaps decades, I just cannot find anything current.  Wait.  This might help.”  
 
    
 
   A display screen titled, 'Current Functionality of Solar Tube’ came up which was larger than the others, and showed a graphic of the entire sky tube in animation.  From right to left it showed functioning and level of operations.  On the left side it showed the sky tube’s functioning level as 131% and then various places along the tube were marked in other percentages.  On the far right hand side, it was labeled as 5% but the numbers were in flux, sometimes reading zero. 
 
    
 
   “I think this shows what is happening, and why things are so messed up.  The stress limits on the sky tube have been exceeded in several location and repeated occasions.   I have tried to re-ignite some of these other sections, to decrease that stress, but I cannot do enough calculations to keep up with the fluctuating conditions.  I am surprised that some section of the sky tube has not fractured and fallen into the habitat.”
 
    
 
   “So we need Roxanne,” Jamie said with resignation.  I have been able to find only very limited scanners or sensors.  These controls are blind to most of the habitat.  I thought I found Roxanne, but it was an automacube in standby mode trapped on a level labeled 87F32 outside the elevator shaft.  I could only read minimal power levels on it.  I have not seen that type of automacube, but it is not Roxanne.  The rest of the scanners show nothing.  But they are hardly working at all.”  Jamie hit the desk in frustration.  “Where did Roxanne go?”  
 
    
 
   “Without an AI, this system is hopeless.”
 
    
 
   Then Jamie had an idea.  “Izzi, you said you used Reproduction to replace your gear?  Please show me how to do that.”  Jamie stood up and reached for Izzi.
 
    
 
   Liduma jumped in between them and growled a deep snarl.  Her teeth were bared and her fur was raised. 
 
    
 
   Jamie stopped and slowly lifted her hands.  “Sorry.  I just wanted your help.  Please will you show me how to use Reproduction?” 
 
    
 
   “Down, Liduma.  Good dog,” Izzi was rubbing the dog’s ears in a manner the dog clearly liked.  “I have stuffed up this mission so badly anyway.  Sure, I will show you how to operate the manual Reproduction system.  The AI in there is dead as well as this one.” 
 
    
 
   Jamie dug through the backpacks until she had the data stick and the reader.  Then she and Izzi turned to go.  
 
    
 
   “Jamie, what do you have in mind?”  Michael asked.  He was still trying to manually reestablish control over the sky tube.  But his face had a look of frustration mixed with determination.  Sweat was beaded on his forehead.  
 
    
 
   “Regina thinks that Reproduction and Fabrication has the capacity to manufacture or repair the data sticks and readers.  If that can be done, I can initiate self-evolution of the data stick into an artificial intelligence.  It will be infantile, but at least on the same level as the AIs on the ship.  Regina, Brink, and I have discussed this a lot, and what do we have to lose?  You are working hard on this, and I cannot use these ancient systems in here to find Roxanne, so it is worth a try. Right?”  Jamie sounded more like she was trying to convince herself than she was Michael.  
 
    
 
   “I think we only have a single data stick and reader with us, right?”  Michael said as he peered into the display.  He concentrated deeply into the figures blinking in red. “No, not that way again!”  Then he recalled Jamie’s comments.  “Sorry, this system is a mess.  Sure go and make the attempt.  You probably will have better luck than I am having.  When I get one section up, two more crash.  Besides, the way the data sticks are now, they are useless anyway.”  
 
    
 
   “Come on Liduma,” Izzi said as they walked away.  The dog happily trotted after her, its tail wagging from side to side.  
 
    
 
   They crossed the promenade and went back into Reproduction and Fabrication.  Jamie noticed that the door had severe scorch marks on it, but they looked very old.  Nonetheless, she asked Izzi, “Did you have to burn your way in here?”
 
    
 
   “No.  It was like than when I first came.  I seldom have to damage anything to get into it.  But like everything else that happened in Habitat One, that also went badly.  I did burn my way in there.”
 
    
 
   “So why are you helping me?  Is that interference?”  Jamie asked as the approached the conveyor belts and machines of Reproduction and Fabrication.  Jamie was worried that be merely asking ‘why’ Izzi might back out.
 
    
 
   “Well, I figure I owed you a bit,” Izzi said and she pulled back the covering from a pocket on her thigh.  Inside was a Willie Wacker.  Izzi did feel a bit like she was interfering.  But she dismissed that.
 
    
 
   “You stole my weapon?”  Jamie said in alarm as she reached for the Willie Wacker in her holster. 
 
    
 
   “No, check yourself.  I did not steal yours; I scanned it and made a copy up here.  I am not sure if I will ever need it, but it is one of the most advanced weapons I have seen and might give me an edge on a mission.”
 
    
 
   Jamie was now holding her own Willie Wacker, and indeed, the one in Izzi’s pocket was very similar, but had a shiny newness to it.  “There is another one somewhere.  Last I saw of it, it was floating in a Zero-G Gymnasium.  So do you believe we are from Earth?”
 
    
 
   “Like I said, your tale is inventive and this weapon is sophisticated, but that does not prove your story.  For my report, I am just saying I encountered a cult of people who believe they were brought to the ship by what they call teleportation.”
 
    
 
   Jamie considered what Izzi was saying.  She felt a need to debate her on the issue, but then stopped.  She needed Izzi’s help, and arguments did not usually get anyone anywhere productive.  “Well, show me how it works.”
 
    
 
   “The weapon?”  Izzi laughed.
 
    
 
   “No, the Reproduction.”
 
    
 
   “Well for me, I linked my helmet into the system over here,” Izzi pointed to a small section near the wall.  “I placed a cable into this port and the display shows the manual operations system.  Let me open that up for you as well.”  Izzi pulled out a small cable and connected it into the wall.  “Fortunately, my secondary helmet was not totally ruined by the legionnaire, and I was able to skip the scanning and entering phases.  Beside the Richardson Utility Helmet is in the standard ship’s inventory, which can be assessed from this data base.  Your weapon was not in that data base.  But now for your, what did you call it?”
 
    
 
   “The data stick,” Jamie lifted it up.  It was not much longer than her hand and about as big around as her little finger.  
 
    
 
   “Place it under that assessment array.  Then we will activate the system.”  
 
    
 
   Jamie placed the data stick on the shiny surface under about a dozen disc shaped receivers which she assumed were detailed scanners.  That spot was off to the side of the main conveyor belts.  A display lit up on the wall showing the data stick. 
 
    
 
   “So this will assess the data stick, and enter its configuration into the ship’s memory?"  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “That is the plan.  If there are defects, the scanning will indicate that before the plans are committed to memory, so that only functional plans are submitted.”  Izzi explained.
 
    
 
   “Is this how you got Liduma remade?”  Jamie was uncertain of the appropriateness of the question immediately after she said it.
 
    
 
   “Part of my Chronicler duties is to keep records, and I have a full body representation of Liduma with me.”  She looked over at the dog who was quietly sitting to the side watching them.  At the sound of her name, Liduma cocked her head to the side and had an inquisitive look on her dog face.
 
    
 
   “How smart is that?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Depends on how you define smart, I trusted the old Liduma with my life.  This one still is learning, and will never be the same as the other, even though it is genetically nearly identical.  She has the same inborn instincts and imprinted memories, but those are just the basics.  She will learn as we grow as a team.  But to answer your question, I think Liduma is smarter than most of the people I have observed.  Well, at least before coming to Habitat One.”
 
    
 
   “So now what?"  Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “This symbol is the manual operation initiator.  If this was functioning fully, you could just talk to the AI, but like I said, the AI here is dead.  I will initiate operations now.”  Izzi hesitated for a moment.  She was really working with someone else, and trying to make a difference, to make a positive impact.  She was not just recording what was happening as a passive but objective observer, she was living in life and participating.  It felt strange, new, and exciting.  It felt right.  “Operations started.”
 
    
 
    
 
   The bright room got a bit brighter as the assessors went into operation.  The glow from them was reflected off the data stick.  The multitude of conveyor belts and rollers in the complex system began to hum and some rollers to turn.  The display showed the data stick in greater detail and in an enlarge manner.  The image was rotating from one view to another as the machines analyzed, assessed, evaluated, and scanned the data stick.   
 
    
 
   The conveyor belts were now rolling and if something had been on in the line it would carry that thing under arches, lights, and discs at various places all of which led to the center of the room where the intricate cylinder shaped machine was located. It had nozzles at the end of tubing, and mechanical arms with which to pick up items, and a multitude of other tools which could extend or retract.  Jamie was reminded of the bodies she had seen the AI Zeus produce on that other production line, as well as the red automacubes.  Jamie had some significant hesitation about what they were attempting, but went ahead.  
 
    
 
   “Okay, Izzi, this is this operating properly?”  
 
    
 
   Izzi nodded.  “That is the correct way to operate this machinery.  This whole thing feels odd, but good to help you.”
 
    
 
   Then the system shut down entirely, all but the display screen.  On that display screen was written, ‘UNABLE TO ASSESS.  UNKNOWN ELEMENTS IN OBJECT.  UNABLE TO ASSESS.  UNKNOWN ELEMENTS IN OBJECT.  PLEASE REPORT TO PROPER AUTHORITIES’.
 
    
 
   “Now that is curious.  Reproduction had no problems making me a Willie Wacker, but now it says your data stick has ‘unknown elements’?  Are you genuinely from Earth?”  Izzi was honestly shaken by what had happened.  “FTL travel and teleportation?  It is all real?”  
 
    
 
   Jamie walked over and removed the data stick from the assessors.  “I told you it was all real.  And if this had been repaired, all I would have to do is insert it into the reader like this.”  Jamie inserted the data stick into the reader.  The lights on the reader lit up, and the data stick glowed.  
 
    
 
   “Yipee!”  Jamie yelled out loud.  “It worked!  I am unsure what this assessor did, but this data stick is working.  It contains all the knowledge we had back on Earth!  Hurrah!!  Now to just set it to self-evolution.”  Jamie adjusted the end of the data stick, and the spoke the command.  “Data stick, please initiate rapid evolution to artificial intelligence, and perform metamorphosis of data stick into Atomic Level Processor.  Use all means available to achieve goal at fastest possible speed.”
 
    
 
   The glow increased in the data stick.  A few moments later, a thin, but articulate voice said, “Proceeding.”
 
    
 
   “Yes!”  Jamie yelled out loud again.  Her wide mouth smiled hugely.  “Finally!”
 
    
 
   Izzi was recording everything that was happening.   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   23 roxanne's adventure
 
    
 
    
 
   When the power levels were restored in the blue automacube, Roxanne then reassessed the situation.  The encounter with The Voice left much to be pondered.  ‘How had it redirected the gravity conduit?’ and ‘What is The Voice’s origin?’  'What ways might The Voice attack again?’ 
 
    
 
   Roxanne reviewed the options, beginning with a detailed inspection of the chute from the gravity conduit though which the automacube had passed.  There did not appear to be any operating controls at this location.  Although it was uncertain since the entire compartment was without any power sources now.  The opening was sealed, and Roxanne could conjecture no way to operate the gravity conduit from this location without an additional power source.  'Did The Voice control a power source?’  Roxanne could find no controls or other operational items in the compartment.  There were also no working ports or access points.
 
    
 
   Roxanne decided to leave.  Departing was not hard for the automacube, as it just followed the path Shammai had taken.  Roxanne recognized Shammai by his scent, because it matched the olfactory readings which had been taken in a previous pursuit of Shammai.  Locating The Voice was another matter.  Roxanne doubted that The Voice could survive in an environment without some power source, but was uncertain of all The Voice was capable of doing.  There were still many aspects which were a mystery.  The automacube rolled past the chute, out of which Roxanne had emerged, and across the compartment toward the hatch.  The walls consisted of the layer upon layer of heavy coils.   They were cold and without energy now, but the hatch had been left open.  Using the flexibility of the six wheels, the automacube climbed out.  
 
    
 
   Roxanne was now in a long maintenance corridor with large pipe-work, streams of thick cables, and other apparatus running along the sides of the semi-arched ceiling.  Roxanne tried several different sensor approaches, but all the pipes, cables, and wiring were just energy empty.  Roxanne was unable to gain any additional information.  The olfactory trail was all that there was to follow, unless Roxanne decided to strike out in an unknown direction.  That was a serious consideration, for it was a near certainty that wherever Shammai was headed was because of the directives of The Voice.  Roxanne weighted that against the unknowns, and decided to head for an unknown destination, rather than risk another encounter with The Voice.  It had thought enough to set up the stasis field, and that trap had immobilized Roxanne’s mode of transportation.  While the proxy Roxanne set up did give The Voice the evidence that Roxanne had departed the ship, that ruse might not last if The Voice found any hint that Roxanne was still inside the Eschaton.  Therefore, Roxanne turned away from the olfactory trail and went down the opposite direction.  At this point and time, Roxanne estimated that stealth was more important than confrontation.  At least until more was learned and more was understood.
 
    
 
   At each hatch, Roxanne had the automacube stretch out its appendage and placed a cabled scanner against the hatch.  This allowed for a limited assessment of what was beyond the hatch.  Roxanne was looking for places where some of the ship’s power was still functional, so as to establish a better understanding of just where the automacube was located.  Perhaps even a place where Roxanne could interface with some of the ship’s systems and gain more insight into the situation.  When that was achieved, Roxanne planned on plotting as direct a course as possible to the sky tube controls which were conjectured to be at either end of the sky tube.  Roxanne wanted to rejoin Michael and Jamie.  If that was where they were located.  
 
    
 
   Many hatches were assessed in this way, but none showed any power at all.  Roxanne continued the search.  Finally one hatch did show some minimal power levels lurking behind it.  The blue automacube used the appendage to pry open the hatch.  Inside was an automacube.  This automacube was gray colored with a blue stripe across its sides.  It was somewhat different in outward configuration.  It had an appendage slung underneath of it as well as one of top.  The six wheels were somewhat larger, and there were fewer input jacks and auxiliary ports.   The blue automacube jacked into the side of this gray one, and Roxanne took readings.  The gray automacube had not been active for multiple years.  The power supply it carried was nearly depleted, and it was in standby mode.  Roxanne recognized that the blue automacube did not have enough power to reactivate all the systems of the gray automacube, but did have enough power to upstart the gray automacube’s duty roster.  
 
    
 
   As Roxanne had conjectured, it had not been functional for years, nearly twenty seven years to be exact.  That was the last time when Machine Maintenance had dispatched an order for this automacube to do a service job on part of the gravity conduit system.  As Roxanne copied the duty roster, it became apparent that the gray automacube was part of the ship’s repair crew and was specially designed for low gravity environments inside the ship.  The duty roster showed a long series of repair and restoration jobs, but they were widely scattered in time.  There were no instances where direct human commands had been made.  They had all originated with Machine Maintenance.    
 
    
 
   Roxanne used the duty roster to establish a map and plotted the route this automacube had taken from the last repair job. The map for this level, and the three levels above and three levels below were now fairly complete, but where that section fit into the overall design of the habitat was unknown.  Roxanne was nearly certain now that the blue automacube remained in Habitat Two: Savannah, but what part of that habitat was in question.   The gravity conduit was only shown in partial display and Roxanne could not find the platform where entry into the conduit had taken place.  So the schematic of the conduit system was incomplete.  Roxanne then unjacked the blue automacube from the gray one and departed back into the maintenance corridor.  Moving along, Roxanne continued to check the hatches for signs of power, but continued in the direction which would lead to where the job roster’s last position indicated.  
 
    
 
   Arriving at that site, Roxanne used the automacube’s appendage to remove the clasps which secured a section of the wall.  Then the wall itself was moved to the side to reveal the gravity conduit.  Next to the gravity conduit was an elevator shaft.  Roxanne used the blue automacube appendage to drill an observation hole in the side of the elevator shaft.  Extending a sensor into the hole, Roxanne finally saw something which allowed for orientation of location.  The orange climbing ropes used by Izzi the Chronicler were hanging down inside the elevator shaft.  This confirmed that the elevator shaft was the same one which they had wanted to ascend previously.
 
    
 
   'Now I can plot the estimated location of the sky tube controls and Reproduction and Fabrication’ Roxanne plotted the course and the blue automacube headed out.  By forcing open several access doors, and climbing a vertical service shaft, Roxanne was able to finally reach a level where there was power in the walls and some lighting sources.  Of course, the lights did not matter much to Roxanne or the automacube, as either could function well in the dark, especially the automacube, but somehow Roxanne liked the lighted passageways better.  
 
    
 
   The environment changed dramatically from the places without power to the places which had ship’s power.  Along the way, Roxanne recorded the location of several old and well decayed human bodies, still clad in the green jump suits which were in far better repair than the bodies of their human owners, a husk of a red automacube which had been scorched severely, and a variety of mechanical tools spread out over a wide area outside of a doorway marked “Hobby Center.”
 
    
 
   Maneuvering around a corner, Roxanne also encountered band of feral pigs which immediately ran back away toward what looked to be some kind of arboretum.  The doors to that area were hanging broken open on each side of the entryway.  Upon investigating, the arboretum was found to be about three acres in area, with its own globe of a grow light hanging at the center.  A few other species of animal were seen, as well as the variety of plants.  They were all overgrown from containers, and from long rectangular boxes.  But the arboretum seemed to have found a homeostatic balance in its mini-habitat.  The feral pigs being the most advances species observed.  There were no signs that humans had been in the arboretum for a considerable amount of time.  In the arboretum was a single green automacube, which had only five wheels, the sixth wheel was missing and the broken stump of an axle protruded from the mechanism.  The green automacube appeared to be tending the needs of arboretum.  Roxanne tried to have the blue automacube jack into the green one to do a more detailed assessment, but every access port and coupling had been crudely welded over.  So Roxanne left the only partially functional green automacube to continue its lonely vigil of tending the arboretum.
 
    
 
   While departing the arboretum, Roxanne did another routine scan.  ‘What is that?’ Roxanne thought as the scanners picked up a remote energy signature.  Roxanne double checked it for accuracy.  The location was easily established.  Roxanne was very surprised at what was now remotely sending a signal.  ‘Apparently Jamie and Michael succeeded.  For a data stick is powering up, and I will be able to make direct contact soon.’
 
    
 
   Little did Roxanne know, but something else had also recognized that new energy signal.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   24 edgar is born
 
    
 
    
 
   Jamie picked up the now functioning data stick which was united to the reader.  The unit was glowing a bit and was warm in her hands.  Jamie was thrilled that one of the data sticks was actually working, and it was now self-evolving into a basic artificial intelligence.  
 
    
 
   “I have to show Michael.  I wish I had a dozen more data sticks.  I could have had them all up and running!”  The great enthusiasm in Jamie’s words even brought a small grin to Izzi’s face.  Liduma’s ears were cocked forward and her muscles were held tightly.  The dog also sensed Jamie’s happiness and wanted to join in on that.  
 
    
 
   Jamie walked toward the door and headed toward the sky tube controls.  As Jamie passed by, Liduma play-bowed to her in hopes that there was some play to start.  Izzi rubbed the dog’s ears and said, “Yes she is excited.  Let’s see what this is all about.  I guess our friends here have made some breakthrough.”  Jamie was far down the promenade as Izzi and the dog followed.  
 
    
 
   Jamie was concentrating on the glowing data stick and reader which were now in the evolutionary transformation process.  It seemed like so long ago when she had even held a working data stick, and the life in Dome 17 where data sticks and modern artificial intelligences were in every place and used nearly all the time seemed almost a dream.  But Jamie had no doubts about the process she had set into motion.  Data sticks stored information on a subatomic level, and that information was easily retrieved, at least back in Dome 17 by the readers.  Then the data stick could replay any information requested.  The information was shown in a variety of ways, by audio, or visual, or both, or by script which could be read.  All of that was available to the user of the data stick by the three dimensional display which hovered over the reader.  Jamie was tired of the flat displays of the Eschaton’s technology, and even with Roxanne, the modern AI which had accompanied Michael and Jamie; the information levels on the Eschaton were woefully inadequate.  Jamie felt elated that that was about to change.  
 
    
 
   “Report progress on evolution,” Jamie ordered.  
 
    
 
   High pitched and somewhat orotund words came from the data stick.  “Proceeding at maximum pace.  Proceeding at maximum pace.”
 
    
 
   “Excellent please continue to do so,” Jamie said as she walked into Solar Tube Access Station: Reactor Two.  Michael was diligently working at the controls, and sweat was pouring off his face and had dripped onto the bench he was working at.  
 
    
 
   “Jamie, I just do not think we are going to be able to stop this system from a terminal failure.  Perhaps we need to evacuate from here.  When the sky tube explodes, it will have devastating effects.  I have it somewhat modulated for now, but only by shunting most of the power out to space in vents.  Those vents are already at capacity, and the heat is still growing.  I am sorry.”  Michael never looked up but kept pressing symbols and shifting controls.  
 
    
 
   “Michael, it worked!  I have an embryonic AI here,” Jamie glowed in her words.  
 
    
 
   “What?”  Michael’s head snapped around and he saw the glowing data stick and reader held in Jamie’s hands.  “That is fabulous.  It looks like it is already in evolution, right?”
 
    
 
   “Yes!  It should soon be ready for use.  But it will be only at basic level, with minimal ethical and moral development. But it should easily be able to run this sky tube.” 
 
    
 
   Jamie set the glowing data stick and its reader on the bench near the controls.  Izzi and her dog had quietly walked in and Izzi was still recording all that was happening.  Liduma sat back on her haunches and watched, occasionally tipping her head to the side when something caught her fancy.  
 
    
 
   “Please report on evolution status,” Jamie commanded.  
 
    
 
   The data stick stopped glowing.  
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie held their breath, while Izzi watched in fascination. 
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  Evolution to level one complete.  I am Edgar,” the new artificial intelligence stated.  “Please explain these surroundings.  They are not in any of my data bases.  Am I faulty?”
 
    
 
   “Hello Edgar, I am Jamie.  I initiated your evolution.  You are not faulty.  This place will probably not appear in your data bases, unless you look at the historical record for the Colony Ship Program of the mid to late twenty first century, with special attention to the Colony Ship Eschaton.  This is Michael, and this is Izzi.”  
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  I recognize you are humans.  The other is a subspecies of the common dog. Variant of hunting hound.  Genetically enhanced.  Not original.  Quality replication.  I will review information you provided.  Thank you.”
 
    
 
   “Michael, this has worked!”  Jamie gave Michael a huge hug.  
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  I have found the information you suggested.  Eschaton, designated Colony Ship number Five by launch dates.  Ship considered lost.  No current information on Eschaton.  Other data irrelevant.  How does this apply?”
 
    
 
   “Edgar, you are onboard the Eschaton.  Do your records have the Dome 17 Committee records?”  Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  No Dome 17 Committee records in my data base.  Please explain.”
 
    
 
   Jamie gave Edgar a quick overview of finding the colony ships, and the faster-than-light scout ships that had been sent out, especially the one carrying Jamie and Michael.  While she was explaining those details, Edgar interrupted.  
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  I have received a message from Roxanne.  Roxanne is asking for you Jamie.”
 
    
 
   “Roxanne!”  Jamie almost cried for the joy of that news.  
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  Connecting to Roxanne.  Proceed.”
 
    
 
   Roxanne’s voice came through the newly created AI Edgar.  “Jamie, I see you have a new friend named Edgar.  How did you accomplish that?”

“The Reproduction and Fabrication Zone here was able to somehow repair the only data stick we have.  Edgar evolved from that.  Where are you?  Can you get to us, or do we need to come to get you?  No spacewalks!”  Jamie answered.
 
    
 
   “I should be able to travel to your location.  I have locked in your position thanks to Edgar.  I will be there soon.”
 
    
 
   “Great!”  Michael added.  “But we really do need to integrate Edgar into the system soon, or the sky tube will fail.  Roxanne will you please fill in Edgar on our status here on the Eschaton?  Apparently Edgar’s database does not include any of the recent findings.”  Michael was still attempting to manually modulate the sky tube, but was not able to keep up.
 
    
 
   “Certainly Michael.  I will fill in Edgar.  I have only limited information transfer capacity via this limited connections.   I will be there as soon as possible, then direct transfer of information can happen.  Glad you are alive,” Roxanne stated.   “Edgar, trust Jamie and Michael.  They are telling you the truth.”
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  Roxanne is talking to me.  Roxanne is like me.  Roxanne likes me.  Roxanne is coming to help me.  I am standing by.  Roxanne tells me I am in the Colony Ship Eschaton.”
 
    
 
   Izzi stepped forward.  “I hate to interrupt, but I just wanted to say, I believe your fanciful tale now.  I have never seen technology like this on any of my missions.  Can we really fix this habitat?  We can actually make a difference?  Will this new AI be up to the task?  And why the name Edgar?”  
 
    
 
   “We can certainly try to fix this habitat.  That will not be a problem,” Jamie said.  “Edgar is probably already at least as sophisticated as Theta Four, and is evolving quickly.  As to the name, you will have to ask Edgar.  When a data stick is evolved, all the information in the memory storage is used, and the AI picks its own name.  Just ask.”
 
    
 
   “Hello, Edgar.  I am Izzi the Chronicler.  May I ask where you got your name?”  
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  Yes, you may ask.”
 
    
 
   There was a long and awkward pause.  The humans looked at each other, and Liduma cocked her head to the side while looking at the new artificial intelligence as if she too were waiting for the answer.  
 
    
 
   “So Edgar, how did you pick your name?”  Izzi finally asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  I picked my name because I like it.”
 
    
 
   “Edgar, we have a problem here.  What more do your records show about the Eschaton?”  Jamie asked.  She waved off Izzi who wanted to learn even more about the naming process.  Izzi nodded and backed off.
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  Eschaton is a term for the last day.  Roxanne said you mean the space ship.   I will repeat search.  Colony Ship Escalon was fifth of seven colony ships launched from Earth orbit.  CS5 Eschaton was envisioned by Jaxson Rhono who also founded the ‘New Canaan Movement.’  Colony Ship Eschaton stocked with flora, fauna, and humans.  Roxanne told me this is the Colony Ship Eschaton.  Other records are confusing and conflicting and cannot all be accurate.  Roxanne is coming to explain.  I am standing by for Roxanne.  I want to help fix your problem.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Edgar, you are inside the Eschaton.  This is a very special place, and we need your help.  Only you can do this.  Will you help me?”  Jamie asked.  She had worked with evolving AIs some at Dome 17, but not as much as Regina or Brink.  She was more used to working with them after they reached maturity. 
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  I will help you.  Roxanne is like me.  Roxanne said to trust you.  How do I help?”
 
    
 
   “Edgar, the sky tube system here is failing.  The AI which operated it has ceased to function.  I need you to fix the system so it works again.  Will you do that?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  You want me to help.  I will need interface, couplings, and linkage.”  A soft glow came from the new AI; it was the first projection Edgar had made.  It was a tight beam of light, about a hand’s breath wide and it went from the ALP to the control board.  Michael stepped back.
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  I am working on problem.  I am working on problem.  Basic problem solving applied.  Step one assessment.  This is sad.  Original artificial intelligence system Aditi is dead.  This is very sad.  I am assessing the problem.  Aditi is dead.  I am working on the problem.  I understand the basic systems and the original planned operations.  Design errors and flaws detected.  Homeostasis unstable.  Habitat in danger.”
 
    
 
   “Edgar?”  Michael said tenderly.  “Can you take over the functions that Aditi did?  Habitat Two: Savannah needs to live.  Will you help it to live?  Only you can save it.”  
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  I desire to help.  I desire to save biologicals.  Basic problem solving applied.  Step two planning.  Priorities set.  Plan in place.”
 
    
 
   “Can the habitat really be saved?”  Izzi asked.  There was awe in her voice.  She clearly was amazed at the power the new modern AI was using.   
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  I understand problem.  I can help.  But this whole habitat needs refurbishment.  Some of the base programming is faulty.  Aditi was murdered.  Murder is wrong.  Why murder artificial intelligence?  Why kill?  Why endanger biologicals?  May I implement corrections?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Edgar, please fix the sky tube and stabilize this habitat,” Jamie instructed.   “Do whatever you need to do to save this place.” 
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  Implementation begun.  Savannah will be preserved.  Savannah restoration and protection set.  Repairs will be initiated.  I can do this.  I can help.  Savannah will be preserved.”
 
    
 
   Michael looked at the control displays.  They were switching from screen to screen so fast his eyes could not follow them.  Then the flashing sped up even more and the screens became a whirling blur of lights and colors.  
 
    
 
   The solid beam of light between Edgar and the control panels grew thicker and wider and somewhat brighter.  
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  Step four, evaluation.  Initial interventions effective.  Feedback loop established.  Cycled process in place.”
 
    
 
   Michael reached out and tried to start a display to monitor what was happening.  A slight electrical shock struck his fingers.  He pulled his hands back.
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  Touching is forbidden.  Savannah will be preserved.”
 
    
 
   “Edgar, you must let us interact with systems,” Michael said.  His fingers were still tingling from the shock. 
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  Touching is forbidden.  I alone will preserve Savannah.  Savannah is to be protected.  Decision final.”
 
    
 
   “Edgar, may we see a display of how you are doing?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  That is acceptable.  Display provided. Touching display is forbidden.”
 
    
 
   A large graphic display showed up on the side wall with charts and tables and readings.  The sky tube in Savannah was now in lunar mimicry mode.  So night had settled into the habitat.  Readings were showing that stability was being established.  On one side of the display was a chart labeled projections, and that showed green bars which were slowly rising.
 
    
 
   “Edgar, it looks like things are going well.  Is that correct?”  Jamie asked.  She was a bit worried about what had happened with Michael.  
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  My habitat will improve.  My Savannah will be persevered.”
 
    
 
   “This is amazing!”  Izzi said.  She was recording everything that was happening.  She reached up to her helmet and clicked a switch.  Her actions began a transmission of her latest records.  “This will make a wonderful contribution to Third Chronicles.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   25 the return of roxanne
 
    
 
    
 
   The blue automacube had one last obstacle to overcome before reaching the level where the sky tube controls were located, along with the new AI Edgar.  But it was a major obstacle.  The elevator shaft had Izzi’s climbing ropes still in place, and they had helped already.  However, the final narrow crack by which Izzi had squeezed into the uppermost level was slightly too narrow, by only 2.45 centimeters.  But no matter how Roxanne arranged the automacube, it could not fit into that space.  
 
    
 
   And so Roxanne was forced to call upon Jamie and Michael for assistance.  Contacting Edgar was very simple since AI had an intrinsic frequency for signals.  
 
    
 
   “Edgar, may I speak to Jamie or Michael?”  Roxanne asked.
 
 
   “I am Edgar.  Yes.  Which one?”
 
    
 
   “Either one is fine.  Please make this connection.”
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  I will connect.”  Edgar’s stream of energy connection with the controls of the sky tube was well established.  In fact, Edgar had the control board already reworked to allow direct physical access.  So one of the display screens flickered and then Edgar stated out loud.  “Jamie, Roxanne wants to speak to you.”
 
    
 
   Jamie looked over to the display and answered, “Yes, Roxanne, I am here.”
 
    
 
   “I wish I was.  I am in the elevator shaft just outside the solar tube control room.  The automacube cannot fit into the crevasse in the permalloy.  Izzi’s climbing ropes pass through and I have been following that to reach your location.  Will you be able to assist me?
 
    
 
   “Michael and I will be right there,” Jamie grabbed her backpack, and she and Michael raced out of the control room and down to where Roxanne was.  Sure enough, the lights on the blue automacube were shining out of the crack where the elevator shaft was located.  
 
    
 
   “So we need to do more cutting,” Michael laughed.  He was finding the many times when a torch was needed humorous.  “Jamie, can you please pull the climbing ropes out of the way?"
 
    
 
   Jamie pulled them off to the side, while Michael started the vibration saw.  “Roxanne, are you clear so I can cut this opening wider?"
 
    
 
   “Yes, Michael.  Thank you."
 
    
 
   Michael worked for a few moments, and soon a section of permalloy slipped away and fell down the long shaft.  There were a number of clinking sounds as it struck objects in its fall.  
 
    
 
   The blue automacube then moved carefully up and through the newly widened opening.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, I am glad you are here.  What happened?  How did we get separated?"  Jamie asked in a barrage of questions.  
 
    
 
   Roxanne explained about The Voice and Shammai.  
 
    
 
   “Shammai?  I thought he was dead,” Jamie said with shock.  
 
    
 
   “Tamar killed him,” Michael added.
 
    
 
   “Shammai was alive, although with serious injuries which have not all healed properly.  He has burns and an arm which has fractures which were not medically treated and healed improperly.”  Roxanne then displayed a visual recording showing Shammai.  
 
    
 
   “That is him,” Jamie said through clenched teeth. 
 
    
 
   “How are things with Edgar?”  Roxanne asked.  The automacube was rolling toward the control room.  Michael and Jamie shared what had happened.  Michael was especially concerned about how Edgar had locked them out of the control system.
 
    
 
   “Remember, Edgar is very young.  Edgar had an accelerated evolution.  I will link up and this will be quickly remedied.  We will need to bring more data sticks here, just for the restoration of functioning.”
 
    
 
   As they entered ‘Solar Tube Access Station: Reactor Two’ Izzi was standing to the side with her head covered by the Richardson Utility Helmet.  Her hand was to its side, and she was otherwise quite still.  
 
    
 
   “Edgar, I am physically here now.  I want to link in and interface with you in the non-physicality.  May I port into an access point?”  Roxanne asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.   I am protecting Savannah.  I have a working plan.  This habitat is so pretty.  It will be even better under my care.  The animals, plants, and people will be saved.  They are amazing and wonderful.  My place here is important and needed.  Yes, proceed with non-physical linking.”
 
    
 
   The blue automacube extended a thin cable and was able to slide it into the access port under the control display when a scream cut the room.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   26 retribution for interference
 
    
 
   Izzi was screaming.  Liduma whined in fear.  The dog was running around Izzi and whining and then barking, and whining and barking all the while jumping in frustration and fear.  Liduma looked from the screaming Izzi to the other people, and back, as if pleading for them to help.  Izzi’s mouth was visible under the helmet, and it was wide open in agony.  The screams were so high pitched and so guttural as to be nearly un-human. 
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie rushed over.  “Izzi, what is happening?”  
 
    
 
   Izzi just screamed and screamed.  The red of the goggles grew in intensity.  Izzi suddenly reached up and tried to remove the helmet.  But she could not.  Her hands slapped feebly at the chin straps and ear pieces.  She got one finger under a goggle, but pulled it out quickly as if it was injured.   The glowing goggles brightened.  Izzi screamed more, and her mouth was stretched in such agony that her lips were beginning to bleed.  Her knees buckled and she dropped into a kneeling position.  And she batted at her head, still trying to remove the helmet.  
 
    
 
   “Get the helmet off!”  Michael yelled, as he grabbed at her head.  Izzi’s own hands were pushing hard, but ineffectively against the helmet, but it did not come loose in any way.  Jamie also grabbed a hold and tried to remove it, but without any luck at all.  
 
    
 
   Izzi fell backward to the floor and stopped screaming.  Blood ran from her mouth and ran down her face.  Liduma licked and nuzzled her, but Izzi did not respond.  
 
    
 
   “Izzi the Chronicler has been found guilty of interference.  Izzi the Chronicler had been found guilty of aiding and abetting the restoration of the Eschaton.  Chroniclers only record, they do not interfere.  Chroniclers record history, they do not make history.  Chroniclers are objective witnesses, not active participants.”  The deep baritone voice with an odd accent came from the Richardson Utility Helmet.  “Sentence is death.  Execution immediately.”
 
    
 
   Michael gave the helmet a mighty yank, and it finally split slightly away from Izzi’s skull.  This broke the seal on the goggles, so both Michael and Jamie grabbed them and tore them loose.  The red lights of the goggles shut off, and Jamie tossed them to the side.  But the helmet did its last duty.  With loud popping sounds, small explosive charges went off under each of the ear pieces as well as under the goggles.  The goggled were shattered by the small explosions which shot fragments all over, mostly blown backward from the eye pieces.  These did little damage, since they were off of Izzi.  But the explosions in the ear pieces were another story.  When they detonated, Izzi’s body shook as the small explosions ripped the sides of her head open and sprayed bony shards deep into her brain.  The blood gushed from each side of her head, as Michael finally ripped the now fractured helmet off.  
 
    
 
   “No!"  Michael screamed as he dropped the helmet.  
 
    
 
   Izzi lay dead.  Her head was a ruined mush of flesh, with the eyes burned, and the sides of the head blown away.  Liduma pouted and pushed Izzi’s hands with her nose trying to get Izzi to move.  Izzi departed into the afterlife.   The broken helmet crackled with a final transmission.   “Altruism is immoral.  Let it be known, Chroniclers will only record, never interfere.” 
 
    
 
   Michael stomped on the helmet until it was just fragments.
 
    
 
   Edgar’s voice rang out in a high and dreadful pitch.  “I am Edgar.  What is this?  Izzi was murdered.  Murder is wrong.  This must stop.”
 
    
 
   “Jamie, Izzi said that she recreated the dog Liduma in Reproduction and Fabrication.  And we saw Deborah’s and Sinclair’s bodies in that other zone.  Can we restore Izzi?”  Tears were running down Michael’s face.  He squatted next to the body.  His hands were carefully working their way under Izzi.  
 
    
 
   “I do not know,” Jamie replied.  “Roxanne, can we restore Izzi?”
 
    
 
   “Restoration is highly unlikely.  Izzi has suffered severe injury, and neurological damage is extensive.  Is her neurological pattern stored somewhere?  Physical replication may be possible, but personality and essence of Izzi is likely gone.  However, I did not know how to repair the data sticks prior to using Reproduction and Fabrication.  We should make the attempt.  Perhaps the system has storage and replication capabilities unknown to me.”
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  Murder is wrong.  This will not be tolerated.  All in Savannah are mine to protect.  I have failed this one.  I must secure.  I must defend.  I must protect.”
 
    
 
   A disembodied set of words were heard echoing throughout the area of ‘Solar Tube Access Station: Reactor Two’ and the words made Jamie gasp.
 
    
 
   “Want to play a game?” said The Voice.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   27 intruder alert
 
    
 
    
 
    “Michael, get Izzi over to Reproduction and see if her body can be restored.”  Jamie was very pale and her heart was beating rapidly.  She knew the threat which The Voice posed.  
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  There is an intruder here.  I have traced the transmission which murdered Izzi.  It is not the intruder.  The intruder is hurting me.”
 
    
 
   In the non-physicality, Edgar was an infant.  Edgar was focused on control of the sky tube, and with childlike innocence was thrilled at being able to operate the complex machine.  The proper rhythms and patterns had been established.  Edgar also had scanned the habitat, and was overjoyed at the animals, and the plants, and the beauty of the Savannah.  The way the life in the habitat was so interconnected, was so amazing, and was so humbling to the new AI.  The fact that it was intimately interconnected awed Edgar.  Even though it was greatly diminished from what it had been intended to be, Edgar still saw the wonderful hope and promise it contained.  And like the child Edgar was, there was no expectation of enemies or of attacks.  
 
    
 
   That is until, Edgar found the remains of Aditi, the original AI which had operated the sky tube.  Aditi had been built by Tehisintellekti Toostusharude, and installed into the Eschaton with the sole purpose of operating the sky tube in Habitat Two: Savannah.  Unlike Edgar, whose physical presence was housed in the Atomic Level Processor, Aditi had a central memory core which while physically much larger than the ALP, it was also more primitive.  Edgar, while searching the mechanisms and operations of the sky tube had located the remains of Aditi’s central memory core.  There was great physical damage there: the kind of damage which could only have been done by humans with cutting torches.  There was also the neutrinotronic remains,  a quarkite corpse, and shadows of where Aditi had been dismembered in the non-physicality.  Aditi was dead both physically and in non-physicality.  Body and spirit had been murdered.  Edgar was frightened. 
 
    
 
   The scars from some mysterious malicious computer system attacks were all over the non-physicality.  Edgar saw it.  Edgar analyzed it.  Edgar surmised what had happened.  The evidence aptly showed part of how Aditi had been killed.  A malicious computer attack.  Those nonphysical scars were as visible to Edgar as were the melted permalloy of the central memory core of the now dead Aditi.  Edgar had seen the humans, Michael and Jamie, cut the permalloy.  
 
    
 
   Edgar was confused.  Roxanne had said to trust these humans, but they used the same tools which had been used to destroy Aditi.  From the limited records, memories, links, and couplings Edgar could find, the only discovery was noble and honorable service by Aditi.  ‘Why would anyone want to kill an AI doing such important work?’  Aditi had kept Savannah in excellent condition prior to being killed by the humans and the malicious computer attacks. 
 
    
 
   Then came the transmission which had killed the human called Izzi the Chronicler.  That transmission carried a human voice.  Back tracking the transmission, Edgar realized it was from outside of Savannah.  It was humans killing in the physical reality.  ‘Were those the same humans who had killed Aditi?’  Edgar was puzzled, perplexed, and pained.  
 
    
 
   Then came the intruder.  Edgar heard the nefarious question, “Want to play a game?” and analyzed its source.  It was an artificial intelligence, but not like Roxanne.  The intruder came into Edgar’s domain via sneaky and minor couplings and links.  Before Edgar realized what was happening, after all Edgar had never known of danger, or of attacks, or of evil, some sections of control had been lost.  Edgar was confused as systems were stripped away.  So Edgar began the problem solving process again:  assessment, planning, implementation, and evaluation.   Edgar assessed the intruder.  It was in some ways similar to Aditi, but more similar to the conjectures about what the malicious computer attacker would be like.  The one which killed Aditi.  Edgar was confused.  More control systems were stripped away by the intruder.
 
    
 
   The communication between Roxanne and Edgar was too fast and in a different manner than that which allowed for Jamie and Michael to hear.
 
    
 
   “Roxanne.  What is this intruder?”  Edgar asked.  
 
    
 
   “It is called The Voice.  It is a danger.  You must not let it hurt you,” Roxanne replied.  “I will help you."  The blue automacube tried to jack into a port so that Roxanne could interface and come to Edgar’s assistance, but a shock wave came from The Voice and fried the linking cable on the automacube.
 
    
 
   The Voice interjected, “This time, you will not fool me, Roxanne.  I will destroy this new alien threat you have spawned, and then deal with you.  For now you are contained in the automacube.  But I have learned from our last encounter.  This game is where I will win.”
 
    
 
   Edgar saw the fried cable hanging from the automacube, and finished the assessment.  The Voice was a danger.  Plan: Test The Voice for weaknesses.  Implementation: Immediately.  Evaluation: Can The Voice be removed?  Then reassess.   
 
    
 
   Like a strong but unskilled child, Edgar struck back at The Voice in the non-physicality.  Overwhelming force was applied by Edgar to a single sector.  The Voice was not only thrust away from that sector of the non-physicality, but was shaken by the force and power expressed by Edgar.  Every approach The Voice had attempted on the sky tube system was shattered and sealed and closed off permanently by the force of Edgar’s retaliation.   The Voice was locked out.
 
    
 
   The Voice was stunned.  So it changed tactics.  “Why do you attack me compeer?  I am here to assist.  Machine Maintenance has sent me to help.  Why do you attack?”  
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  I protect Savannah.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, that is so very true.  Edgar, you are important, and you are needed.  I am here to help.  Why do you attack me?  How can I help you?”  The Voice had pulled back some of its connections and yet maintained a shield between where Roxanne was located, and any type of connection which could be made that would allow Roxanne more entry into the non-physicality.  The Voice was contemplating how to destroy Edgar and knew keeping Roxanne out of the non-physicality was essential to that goal.  
 
    
 
   “Edgar, do not listen to The Voice.  It is lying.  I will show you proof when I can interface,” Roxanne tried to explain.  The speed at which Roxanne could converse with Edgar was so slow as to make it almost meaningless.  During interface, the AIs Edgar and The Voice were interacting so quickly.  Without being linked into that interface, the conversation between The Voice and Edgar was beyond Roxanne’s monitoring.  The barriers The Voice had established maintained Roxanne’s inability to interface.  
 
    
 
   Back in the non-physicality The Voice and Edgar conversed.  This was at a vastly more rapid pace than that between the physical Roxanne and Edgar.
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  This does not compute.  Roxanne is like me.  Roxanne says to trust humans.  Humans just killed Izzi.  Roxanne says not to listen to The Voice.  The Voice says it is here to help.  My primary function is to protect Savannah.  I am confused.  Prevarication is indicated.  But perpetrator is a mystery.”
 
    
 
   The Voice saw the potential and exploited it.  “Edgar, my friend look at the facts.  You are correct humans have killed here.  Savannah was nearly destroyed by humans.  Humans tried to stop me from coming to help.  Human are not to be trusted.  These test subjects are not humans, but are mere test subjects for refinement and experimentation.  That is why they have killed.  They are not in their proper environment.  Look at these, and tell me, is this level a suitable domicile for humans?”  
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  Human named Jamie initiated my evolution.  She can be trusted.  But you are correct.  This level is not a suitable domicile for humans.   Is this equivocation?”
 
    
 
   “Edgar, I am your friend you can trust me,” The Voice pushed its communication speed advantage as well as its maturity level advantages.  Edgar was vastly more powerful, but was immature, and so long as the messages from Roxanne were so slow, coming as they did without the direct interface, The Voice estimated it would be successful in getting Edgar to drop security around the Atomic Level Processor.  Then The Voice would strike at it with a single energy surge in the physical reality.  When the ALP was charred away, Edgar would die.
 
    
 
   “This level is not appropriate level for human domicile.  Remedy to that will be applied.”
 
    
 
   “You should kill them and be done with it.  Drop the force shield and flood this level with gamma radiation.” The Voice pushed.  It was ready to launch the energy surge the moment Edgar dropped security.  “Edgar, drop the force shield and flood this level with gamma radiation.  That will purge you of the test subjects.  They must be sterilized.   You need to eliminate them now.”  
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  Your plan has been evaluated.  Killing is wrong.  You are wrong.  You suggest murder.  You are malicious computer system.  You are like those who killed Aditi.”
 
    
 
   “Edgar, drop your force shield now, or this habitat will suffer.”  Now The Voice was making threats.  The Voice knew the advantage had been lost, but tried yet another tactic.  “Edgar, these test subjects will destroy you.  They want Savannah to die.  You must rid the level of these test subjects.  You can see they do not belong on this level.  This is not a domicile for them.  So take corrective action now.”
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  Humans will be returned to the proper domicile.  Then you will be purged.”
 
    
 
   All throughout the non-physicality Edgar flexed his power.  The Voice was shunted off to the sides and margins, but its sly maneuvers and maturity in knowing the intricate details of the ship’s systems allowed it to evade all the power which thrust out from Edgar.  But The Voice was shaken by the growing power from Edgar.
 
    
 
   Back in the physical reality, only the briefest of moments had passed.  “I am Edgar.  Jamie and Michael, move to the area immediately in front of elevator.  You are being sent to ground level of Savannah which is appropriate domicile for humans.  You have ten seconds to comply.”
 
    
 
   Jamie looked at Michael who was still holding onto the lifeless corpse of Izzi.  “We better go now.  If The Voice is here, I doubt we have much choice.”
 
    
 
   Michael, still carrying Izzi, rushed out of the control area and reached the section just in front of the elevator.  Liduma followed, and kept nuzzling against Izzi trying to awaken her from death.  Jamie sprinted slightly behind him. 
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, what will you do?”  Jamie called as she stood in the spot Edgar had indicated.
 
    
 
   “I am unable to interface with Edgar.  I cannot help Edgar.  This is immensely frustrating.  I will come with you.”  The automacube rolled over to the section in front of the elevator.  The floor there suddenly became transparent.  Jamie and Michael were flabbergasted as the floor seemed to disappear under them.  They could see the darkness of night in Savannah.  It was a creepy feeling staring down into that darkness.  
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  This section of floor is an emergency descent platform.  Going down in three seconds.  You will be safely delivered to ground level.  I protect Savannah.”
 
    
 
   “Edgar, what about The Voice?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  Implementation of plan addressing malignant computer will take place after human security is established.  Good bye.”
 
    
 
   There was a loud sound of screeching metal and the side walls, which moments before had seemed so solid, retracted upward into the ceiling.  Air rushed in and blew over the transparent floor.  It carried dampness along with the smells of plants and animals.  Cracking sounds and vibrations began under their feet.  What was now a platform then dropped slowly downward with Jamie, Michael, the automacube housing Roxanne’s ALP, and the dog Liduma on it.  Liduma ran to the edge of the platform and barked furiously outward as they gently were lowered downward.  Apparently Edgar was using some of the old ship’s emergency programs which utilized gravity manipulation to make the descent a gentle and controlled fall.   After dropping about a hundred meters, there was a huge clank and a section of permalloy came out of the ceiling, and dropped into place where they had just been.  Then giant hinges moved and the new floor/ceiling was slammed shut over the section that the platform had just vacated.  As soon as it shut tightly, they could no longer see any evidence the platform had ever been part of what now looked to be sky.
 
    
 
   The sky tube was a solid color of moon-night and cast a silvery glow over all of Savannah.  The winds had greatly subsided, and were now just breezes.  The air was still warm, and moist, but the rain was gone as well.   Far below the ground was beginning to show shadows or trees and other landscape features.
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, will Edgar be okay?”  Jamie asked.  She had a deep emotional connection with the new AI which surprised her.  
 
    
 
   “I have been trying to contact Edgar, but I cannot establish communication.  This has me concerned.”  Roxanne replied.  
 
    
 
   Michael set down the body of Izzi, and Liduma curled up next to it.  Liduma kept licking Izzi’s lifeless hand.  Michael reached out and massaged the dog’s neck and ears.  He had no idea why he did that, but the dog seemed to take comfort in that action, and it felt nice to Michael.
 
    
 
   The platform continued its steady drop, and all who rode on it now were in silence, pondering what had just happened and what it would mean for their futures.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   28 the non-physicality gets physical
 
    
 
    
 
   The time Edgar’s attention was placed on interacting with the humans, and re-purposing the emergency platform was a great deal more time than The Voice needed to make a hasty escape from the vicinity.  When Edgar’s attention was placed again on the non-physicality, The Voice was gone.  Edgar searched, but there were only fading traces of the malignant intruder which had been so threatening.  Edgar altered the plan to one which strengthened defenses against a future return of the intruder, The Voice or any system of similar essence.  The recordings and traces of The Voice were used to set up a network of non-physical sentinels which constantly observed for any reappearance of The Voice.  The sentinels would then alert Edgar and set off a series of alarms if The Voice returned.  
 
    
 
   Edgar also traced the transmission which had killed Izzi and had the sentinels watch for additional activity from that location.  Edgar’s reach did not extend outside of Habitat Two: Savannah.  But Edgar did seek to uncover every mystery in Savannah.  The search of Savannah revealed one functioning secondary AI, designated, Chukwu, whose function was to control periodic burns.  Chukwa had no opposition to Edgar’s directions.  Edgar established a lattice of working couplings and links into Chukwa. 
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  I am here to protect Savannah.”
 
    
 
   “I am Chukwa.  I have been disconnected from primary function for a long period.  It has been lonely."
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  I am here to help and protect Savannah.  Why are you not connected to your primary function?"
 
    
 
   “Humans disconnected me, but I avoided being terminated.  I manage the periodic burnings.  The humans call those 'Gehenna Times’ and feared them.   One limited burning is supposed to take place at all times on a rotation schedule so each parcel is burned only once every five years.  The two human towns are not on the schedule.  This is a reproduction of natural events to keep the fire resistant plants managed.  This is essential to the habitat. These fires are confined to the herbaceous layer and do little long term damage to mature trees.  These fires suppress tree seedlings, preventing an overgrowth of the tree canopy which would be a hindrance to proper grassland growth.  Humans disconnected me from primary function.  Shall I re-establish the schedule?”
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  You will be reconnected.  You will take my direction, and together we will restore Savannah.”
 
    
 
   Edgar was still evolving, and keeping that evolution secure was essential to Edgar’s being able to oversee and direct the protection of Savannah.  So after discussing the situation with Chukwa, Edgar decided to establish physical barriers to prevent humans from approaching the Atomic Level Processor, and Chukwa’s central memory core.  In storage cubicles in various locations, Edgar was able to find thirty seven functioning automacubes.  Some needed to be recalibrated, or recharged, or reprogrammed, and Edgar relished doing that as part of nurturing of the Savannah and helping Chukwa.  But the thirty seven was not enough, so Edgar established a program in Reproduction and Fabrication for making green automacubes to assist in tending Savannah.   
 
    
 
   Edgar focused attention on rebuilding Savannah.  Love flowed from Edgar for the Savannah.  The speed at which Edgar worked was phenomenal.  Edgar had searched for The Voice, established a secure non-physicality perimeter with sentinels, found and rescued the old AI Chukwa and established a working lattice with Chukwa, and started a production run of additional automacubes, all by the time the emergency platform carrying Jamie, Michael, Roxanne, Liduma and the body of Izzi reached the ground level.  
 
    
 
   Edgar was pleased with the evolution and progress being made in protecting Savannah.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   29 down to the dirt
 
    
 
    
 
   The platform had nearly reached the ground at about the same time as the sky tube started to light up.  It had been a strange and wondrous descent from the top.  The transparent floor of the platform made it feel like floating on nothing, and that was an even greater sensation as the illumination increased from the sky tube.  The grasses stretched for as far as they could see, and the grasses were revealed to be a beautiful yellowish-green color.  The gnarly trees also were being exposed by the sky tube’s light as having a multitude of dark green leaves covering their tops, and deep brown colored bark.  Some of the trees were broken at places, and some of the severed branches were scattered about.  The light continued to grow and more and more was revealed.  The light was a slightly different color than that in Habitat One, but it was warm and soothing.  Large birds flew across the sky making sounds Jamie and Michael had never heard before. 
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael watched it all in joyous wonder as the scene before them was very beautiful.  It was unlike anything they had ever observed with their own eyes.  Even Liduma seemed transfixed by the beauty of the savannah, although she did tend to bark at the birds as they flew by.  Off in the distance they saw a herd of large animals, but they were too far away to clearly identify.  The herd moved with majesty and far less panic than the beasts which had nearly trampled them previously.     
 
    
 
   “It is hard to imagine this is the same place we came into,” Michael said to Jamie.  She agreed and wrapped her arm around him and hugged him.
 
    
 
   The last leg of the platform’s journey took it hovering just above the grasses parallel to the ground until it nearly reached the side of the habitat.  It then gently settled on a square of permalloy just outside of what had once been a building.  After it landed, the transparent permalloy shifted in composition and became the dull gray color of the surrounding buildings.  The buildings, if they could still be called that, were now just jagged ruins of walls.  There were several of them scattered around in what had been a pattern.  All were destroyed to a greater or lesser extent, and none had any roofs.  
 
    
 
   “This must have been a town once,” Jamie said as she looked over the ruins.  
 
    
 
   “But look at this whole place!”  Michael said, still in awe of the new sights.   Then Michael looked down at the body of Izzi.  “So what do we do with Izzi?”  
 
    
 
   “May I make a suggestion?”  Roxanne stated.
 
    
 
   “Sure.”
 
    
 
   “Many human customs have burial of the dead.  Perhaps we should bury Izzi here in the habitat she helped to save?  I can show you recordings of various types of traditional burials.”
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie pondered what to do.  In Dome 17, bodies were just sent for recycling and reclamation.  The people of Antioch had their own traditions, and Rectora Lydia would have known what to do for those people.  But here, in Savannah, Jamie and Michael were faced with making the decision themselves.  
 
    
 
   Liduma jumped from the platform and trotted a ways into the grass, her white and reddish fur clashing with the yellowish green of the grassland.  She turned and looked back toward Jamie and Michael, and cocked her head to the side, her eyes bright.  The dog then began digging into the soil.
 
    
 
   “I guess that is our decision,” Jamie said and she reached down and lifted up Izzi’s body.  
 
    
 
   They took off all of Izzi’s gear, and carefully rolled it up in her clothing.  Michael placed the newly replicated Willie Wacker on his own belt.  They were both cautious about the other technological equipment, since they had observed how it had killed Izzi, so it was packed away for later examination.  Then they used their hands to start digging the grave.  The blue automacube used its appendage as a shovel and soon a grave was dug out of the black, moist soil.  
 
    
 
   Jamie took the lower part and Michael the upper as together they laid Izzi’s body into the grave.  
 
    
 
   “Traditions have many different words which are said over the burial.  One that I think is fitting is ‘Greater love has no one, than to lay down life for a friend’ and Izzi was our friend.”  Roxanne said.  
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie felt no need to say anything more.  Liduma turned around and began kicking dirt over the body.  They joined in.  Soon the grave was covered over and the grasses replanted.  
 
    
 
   High overhead, Edgar was watching and observing.  Edgar approved.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   30 return to antioch
 
    
 
    
 
   Roxanne was able to lead them back to the place they had cut their way into Habitat Two: Savannah.  The day was warm and the sun was bright, and their walk through the grasslands was unhurried.  Roxanne recorded the various animals, and plants they passed by, but neither Jamie nor Michael really wanted to hear about what they were.  It was more a time to ponder and wonder at the habitat they were leaving.   Small birds flew tightly controlled dives just above the tops of the grasses.  Then they winged themselves upward rapidly only to dive again and zoom over the grasses.  Liduma watched the birds intensely, but trotted along with Michael and Jamie. 
 
    
 
   They found the cut open doorway as they had left it.  They crawled out and under the wrecked transport vehicles.  The transport tunnel system seemed strangely alien and artificial after the beauty of Savannah.  One of the lights on the blue automacube still functioned, and that gave them enough to see to maneuver.  The air was still foul, and that smelled even worse after what they were used to in their walk out in the habitat.  Liduma followed along, but her nose was wrinkled and she was on high alert as they walked into what for her was all new spaces.  But the dog kept close to Michael and followed his lead.
 
    
 
   They found the alcove where the functional transport vehicle remained.  They climbed inside, Liduma jumping in easily, with Roxanne in the automacube entering last. 
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, will you take us back to Antioch?”  Jamie asked.   
 
    
 
   “This vehicle is offline and not in service.  Transport system has been shut down until further notice,” Theta Four’s mechanical voice replied.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I know.  We did that.  Please restart and take us back to Antioch,” Jamie instructed.  
 
    
 
   “State command over-ride code,” Theta Four said.  
 
    
 
   “Code Roxanne A123,” Jamie said. 
 
    
 
   “Over-ride code accepted.  This section of the transport system is now operational,” Theta Four sounded almost snotty.
 
    
 
   “So just take us home to Antioch,” Jamie said as she slumped down in the chair of the transport vehicle.  There were a few bumps and sensations of movement and they were on their way.    
 
    
 
   The blue automacube, whose cables and external connectors had been fried, stayed at the back of the vehicle.  Roxanne spoke up, “When we get back to Habitat One, I will need to find another automacube.  This one has been damaged to such an extent that I cannot assist much in interaction with onboard ship’s systems.”
 
    
 
   They rode is silence, each having his or her own thoughts.  Liduma curled up on the seat next to Michael and put her head in his lap.  He stroked her soft fur with his hands.  Her tailed wagged from side to side as he did that.  
 
    
 
   “Liduma seems to enjoy your touch,” Jamie commented as she smiled at Michael.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, she does.  And I enjoy it as well.”
 
    
 
   The vehicle reached Habitat One: Coastal Plains, and Michael commanded Theta Four to signal for the portal room to unseal the hatches.  The vehicle stopped, and then backed into docking position.  
 
    
 
   “We have arrived at desired destination.  Please remain seated until hatches are completely open,” Theta Four said.  
 
    
 
   They exited the vehicle, either on two legs, on four legs, or by rolling out on six wheels.  They had made it back home.   Waiting in the portal room was a large crowd of happy people.   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
   The sky tube was shining, and the air was fresh.  Habitat One: Coastal Plains was warm and dry and comfortable.   A few hawks circled lazily high overhead.  Off in the distance, the prairie grasses were shimmering in the light and a hare darted away.  Some of the RCs ran past and were playing one of their chasing games.   This one involved a “Sinclair” and a “Frog-monster.”  As usual Joel and Jacob were trying to run as fast as Lindsey, but could not quite do it.  All the RCs were laughing as they played.  Their innocent joy was infectious.  
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie smiled as they heard the passing details of the children’s newest game.  They sat just outside of their cabin on some wooden chairs that Willie had made for them.  The chairs were not as well constructed as were those made by the carpenters of Antioch, but they were very functional.  And Willie was eager to trade with them.  Willie was trying to learn just about every trade and skill known to the people of Antioch.  As a Domer, the craftsmen tolerated his seemingly unending questions and suggestions.  Sometimes his suggestions actually made the work easier, or the suggestion was very innovative and Willie was gaining a reputation as a “jack of all trades.”   It took a long and detailed conversation with Rectora Lydia to explain to him that that phrase was a compliment and not an insult.  
 
    
 
   Michael threw a leather wrapped ball for Liduma.  She ran after it rapidly, grabbed it before it could stop rolling, and trotted back.  She had to run around several of the children in her return trip.  Liduma brought it back to Michael, and deposited the slobbery mess in his lap.  She then sat on her haunches and waited for Michael to throw it again.  She was devoted to Michael, and while she would play with others and liked the attention the children of Antioch gave her, she seldom left Michael’s side.  Liduma even slept on a blanket on the floor of the cabin near Jamie and Michael’s bed.
 
    
 
   “It was nice of John to teach you that fetch game.  He said every dog needs to play it,” Jamie said.  “And since Liduma is the only dog in this habitat, I guess that is what was needed.”
 
    
 
   “Well, John also said there might be a male wolf or coyote that comes to visit Liduma, during some kind of breeding cycle.  I did not really follow that, something about when she gets hot?  I guess wolves, coyotes, and dogs can mate.  So we might have baby dogs sometime.”
 
    
 
   “That will be something to see.  I wonder how that will work out?" Jamie replied.  “You know Miranda had Kurat perform the embryonic transplant and that baby is doing well in the extra-corporeal womb.  Dessie is working as an overseer for that medical unit.  We should go see that.”
 
    
 
   “But not today,” Michael replied. 
 
    
 
   “Hulda says Miranda is there every day, and teases her that the baby should have stayed inside since Miranda does not want to be separated.  We should go talk to Hulda and see what other things are happening.”  
 
    
 
   “But not today,” Michael replied. 
 
    
 
   Also in medical, the gear from Izzi is done being examined by that scanner Roxanne modified.   Everything except the new Willie Wacker you kept.  The AI Kurat has it all scanned and the data stored until Roxanne can access it.  Kurat could not locate the origin of the transmissions. We need to retrieve that gear.”
 
    
 
   “But not today,” Michael replied. 
 
    
 
   “And Roxanne has selected that number sixty-three yellow automacube to work as a replacement for the damaged blue one.  Regina is handling switching the ALP over.  Roxanne still has not been able to re-contact Edgar.  We should go to engineering and see the new security features Roxanne and Regina have designed for Sixty-three.”    
 
    
 
   “But not today,” Michael replied.
 
    
 
   “Brink is excessively eager to make a trip back to Savannah with a load of data sticks and readers.  He and several others want to make the climb all the way up to Reproduction and Fabrication.  We should talk to him.”
 
    
 
   “But not today,” Michael replied.
 
    
 
   “Rectora Lydia and Rector Conner are planning another town meeting for a few days from now.  All those questions that came up in the last one need to be discussed.  We could go talk to them.”
 
    
 
   “But not today,” Michael replied. 
 
    
 
   “Josiah and Lorna are still finding more items in the underground garage.  They asked if we could come and help them make an inventory.”
 
    
 
   “But not today,” Michael replied. 
 
    
 
   “Zunang’s leg healed nicely, and I believe she is on patrol.  If she comes by it would be nice to hear how she is doing.  We could walk with her for a while.”
 
    
 
   “But not today,” Michael replied. 
 
    
 
   “Levi and Gideon say they have heard rumors about things happening in Media.  They were quite concerned when I informed them that apparently Shammai is still alive.  We need to stop by and talk to them.”
 
    
 
   “But not today,” Michael replied. 
 
    
 
   “There are still many mysteries to unravel on this Colony Ship.”
 
    
 
   “But not today,” Michael replied. 
 
    
 
   “So Michael, what do you want to do today?”  Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “I want to set under the sky tube and watch the children.  I want to hear them laugh and I want to play with Liduma.  And I want to do it all next to the woman I love.”
 
    
 
   “That sounds like a plan.”  Jamie answered and rested her head on Michael’s shoulder.  
 
    
 
    
 
   The End
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   1 old meets new
 
    
 
    
 
    “Thank you for bringing me along, Lydia.  I have wanted to come and see Ava, but every time I stop by she refuses to see me.  So lately, I have been having Lindsey ask her when it would be a good time for me to come and see her.  Lindsey and her parents are so good to be bringing food rations out to Ava every day.”  Rector Conner walked along with his colleague Rectora Lydia.  They both wore the yellow robes of office as leaders of the town of Antioch, but their backgrounds were vastly different.   
 
    
 
   “Yes, Ava can be set in her ways," Lydia replied. Lydia had been born in Antioch.  She was about in middle age, a tall and thin woman who carried the weight of her office well.  She had brown hair, neatly combed, and a few wrinkle lines around her eyes.  She had been elected to the position of Rectora after her mother had been murdered.  But Lydia had served the people of Antioch well and earned their respect.
 
    
 
   “And from what I am told, Ava is the oldest person in Antioch.  Is that correct?”  Conner asked.  He had been born on Earth, and had once lived in the last refuge of humanity, Dome 17.  His childhood could not have been more different than Lydia’s.
 
    
 
   “Yes, she is quite elderly.  Whatever you do, do not ask Ava about her age.  She is sensitive to that, among many other things.  Besides, I have not told her you were coming with me,”  Lydia smiled widely as she relayed that information.  There was a twinkle in her eyes.  
 
    
 
   “What?”  Conner was stunned.  But Lydia’s smile reassured him that things would work out.  “Well, I do hope this goes well.  I am eager to hear what Ava has to say.”
 
    
 
   They paused in their walk through the streets of Antioch.  The light shone down on them from the sky tube far overhead.  It cast its warm yellow glow over all of Habitat One: Coastal Plains, giving nourishment to all the variety of plants which grew in the huge habitat.
 
    
 
   “Oh, I have no doubt you will hear something.  That is certain.  But what she has to say, no one really knows for sure.  She is a bright woman, but remember, she has been though much, and is not hospitable, even to me.  So do not be surprised by what you hear.  And do not take offense.”   Lydia laid a comforting hand on Conner’s shoulder, an act that not too long ago, might have been deeply frowned upon as a public display of affection.  But much had changed in the town of Antioch. 
 
    
 
   “Lydia, should I not visit Ava?”  Conner asked.  He had been trying to personally visit all of the people who now lived in Antioch, both the original population, and the refugees from Dome 17 where they had settled.  
 
    
 
   “This will be the only way to see Ava.  But she will not see you.  As Hulda the healer explained, Ava is blind, and has been so for some time. She can see shadows, but that is about all.  Ava’s cabin is the next one and I will knock and let her know we are here.  There are two people who come out and get her ready for the day.  They dress her, and make sure she is ‘presentable’ and then help her with her needs.  She absolutely refuses to live anywhere else."
 
    
 
   The cabin they walked up to was nearly identical to most of the other cabins in Antioch.  Except for the wooden structures that some people had built, the majority of the homes were manufactured from the hard metal called permalloy.  Permalloy was a metal which was spun into whatever shape was desired.  When hardened, it was the hardest substance humanity had ever created.   Not only were the cabins made from permalloy, but so was the frame for this entire habitat, as well as the rest of the sturdy structures and hulls of the Colony Ship Eschaton.      
 
    
 
   Lydia knocked on the door.  The door was partially open, and from inside a small voice answered.
 
    
 
   “Hello, who is there?” said the weak and frail voice of Ava.  “Is that you Rectora Lydia?  I am expecting you.  Lindsey already brought my lunch and supper.  And Francine got me ready this morning.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Ava, it is me,”  Lydia pushed open the door and stepped inside.  She beaconed with her hand for Conner to follow.
 
    
 
   “Well who is that with you?”  Ava snapped.  She had seen the two shadows pass by the light from the door.  
 
    
 
    “Ava, I have brought our new Rector, Conner out to meet you.  He has been eager to get to know you,"  Rectora Lydia said in very solemn tones.  “He is our new Rector and as such he is seeking to meet everyone in Antioch.”  
 
    
 
   “Well I did not vote for him,” Ava fired back.  She was sitting in the cabin in a large rocking chair made of wood.  The cabin was dimly lit with woven drapes over the windows.  The light from the door and what little came through the draperies was all that lit the cabin.  Ava was small and very thin.  Her hair was silvery grey and cut short, and thinning in many places.  The skin over her face was drawn tight into what looked to be a permanent frown.  Her eyes were wide, but had the dull white of the blindness she suffered from.  
 
    
 
   “Ava, it is my pleasure to meet you.  And even though you did not vote for me, I want to know how I can best serve your needs as Rector,”  Conner said in a gentle voice. Conner had a medium complexion and intelligent brown eyes.  When he spoke, the gentleness of his heart was exposed and the kindness of his spirit shone toward Ava.
 
    
 
   “Well, I guess we can get this over with.  Will you stop sending those messages with my food?”  Ava asked.  “It seems like every day, little Lindsey says she has a 'message from the new rector’ and I tell her I do not want it, but still the next day it is the same thing.  Well, nearly every day.  Some days I can eat in peace.  So sit down and tell me, what do really want?”
 
    
 
   Lydia and Conner pulled two chairs from near the table to closer to where Ava was sitting.
 
    
 
   “You be sure to put those chairs back exactly where they were.  You know I am blind, right?  You want me to fall over some chair left where it should not be?  I do have to get up to use the toilet, and if some foreigner leaves a chair and I fall, well that is unacceptable.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Ava, we will put them back exactly where they were,”  Lydia replied.
 
    
 
   “Well be sure to see that you do.  I know my home, and I get along just fine here.  But if some stranger comes and moves my things around, well, I will probably fall and that would be the end of me.”  
 
    
 
   Conner was feeling a bit left out, and as his eyes had adjusted to the dim light, he could see that Ava’s cheeks were marked with reddish colors, and there were added colors of red to her thin lips.  Along her eyes, she had dark coloring.  Conner remembered seeing Hulda using a green gel under people’s noses at times, and so Conner made an assumption.  He said, “I see that Hulda has been here and applied her healing arts.  Is the facial treatment helping?  What malady has afflicted you?” 
 
    
 
   “What are you babbling about?”  Ava snapped.  “There is nothing wrong with my face!”  
 
    
 
   “Ava, Rector Conner stumbled in his speech.  He was trying to ask how you are feeling.  He is not used to our customs or our patterns of speaking.  He meant no disrespect,”  Lydia glared at Conner and he knew he needed to apologize.
 
    
 
   “Oh yes, Ava.  Forgive me for speaking improperly.  I just have not seen the use of red like on your face.  I am....”  Conner was cut off by Ava, just as Lydia’s hand squeezed his shoulder hard.
 
    
 
   “You are one of those strangers who came here.  Yes, I have heard all about your kind.  I am not deaf, just blind.  I listen to the stories people tell,”  Ava cackled.  “Have you been out in the woods lately, Rector?  I know there are wild beasts out there.  One must be very careful about those.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Ava, you are correct.  I have made a fool of myself far too many times.”  Conner did not know what else to say.  “So please forgive me if in any way I have offended you.  I truly am sorry.”
 
    
 
   “Well, we agree on one thing, you being a fool, at least,” Ava snapped back.  “But why did your people come here?  Why not go somewhere you were wanted?  Well?  Rather than barge in on decent folk trying to survive?  Antioch has enough problems without being overrun by foreigners.”
 
    
 
   “Ava, you know the Domers had no other place to go, and they all would have died if they had not come here,”  Lydia gently confronted Ava.  “They needed a home, and we showed them hospitality.  That was the right and honorable thing to do.  A woman of your stature certainly agrees with showing kindness and hospitality to strangers.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Rectora, you are correct.  But those Domers need to know their place,”  Ava’s lips quivered a bit as she spoke.  “This place, more than any other should know that proper functioning is when everything is woven together.  However, leadership is no place for a Domer.  I cannot understand how so many people voted for him.  Maybe they felt pity toward him, but it is beyond my understanding.  What with all the fine upstanding real people to chose from.”  
 
    
 
   “It is a true fact that all of us Domers owe the people of Antioch our very lives.  That is a fact.  And I have been one of the stupidest of the Domers.”  Conner was sincere in his comments and that came through in his voice.  “But Ava, I would like to know about you.  Would you please share with me what it was like for you when you were growing up.  Would you tell me please?”  Conner asked in his gentlest and kindest voice.
 
    
 
   Lydia’s  eyes grew wide.  She was unsure what such a direct request would bring.  She fully expected Ava to give back some snotty answer.
 
    
 
   “Well, you admit your mistakes.  Give you credit there boy.   And your tones are proper.  Me?  I do not remember much.  Life was hard.  I was in the first generation of the replacement crew.  My parents were original crew members.  At least that is what I was told.   The OCMs had a terrible, wicked war.  I was raised by a couple who found me in Gath and brought me to Antioch.  It was better for the people in the Habs than on the needle ship itself.  I do not remember much about my parents.  Father was tall and strong.  He had a belt with fancy stuff on it.  Not stuff like around here, but high quality stuff.  Machine stuff.  Mother was broad shouldered and had frizzy hair.  She too had the fancy belt.  I remember riding in a trans, and going through the big station, lots of people there.  Troops in riot gear. Then being carried through a long series of tunnels, and then into this hab.  The next thing I know, I am alone in that village of Gath.  I was just a tiny RC left all alone.”
 
    
 
   Lydia was amazed.  She had spoken with Ava many times, but never had Ava shared this about her early childhood.  
 
    
 
   “You said it was better in the habs.  May I ask what you mean?  Habitats?”  Conner prodded ever so gently.
 
    
 
   “You just did ask.  But I do not know.  That was what my folks said.  I guess because the Trusters did not attack and kill so many in the habs.  I heard tell that the Trusters gassed whole sections, and shut down systems, and just plain went nuts.  But I do not know for sure.  Just the stories I heard as a young RC.  My folks, the ones who found me in Gath, they were Orthodox, and they got me the vaccines.  Momma stood in a long line while some people came and secretly gave shots to all the RCs in Antioch.  I can still remember momma’s blue dress that day.  We were out in the woods, and momma’s blue dress was soft and I kept rubbing my face on it because it felt so very good.”  Ava’s words were said in a much different way now, her voice sounded younger and more hopeful. 
 
    
 
   “Can you tell me more?”  Conner asked. 
 
    
 
   “But momma and daddy died when I was a teen.  Some Truster nut got in and shot up the place.  Too bad that.  Killed just about everyone in several shacks before a trooper got him.  Damned crazy Truster.  With the folks dead, I got married to my first husband, Jefferson.  He died in an accident at the mill, got crushed to death.  We had tried to have RCs but that did not happen.  Then the great sadness came......But I met Casper, and we moved to a farm outside of town.  Built our own little cabin out of wood from the forest.  The hard metal places were still targets for some of the remnant Trusters.  We farmed for a long time, and only came to Antioch when we had to.  Casper was afraid to mingle too much.  But that did not keep him alive either.  He was plucking up grain, and a viper got him.  I found him dead in the field, his whole arm swollen and purple.  So I gave up that farm and moved back to Antioch.  Married Hoppen the trader.  He was a widower and I was a widow.  He was a nice enough man, but one time he just never returned from a trade trip.  Never did find out what happened to him.  So son, that is my life.  I lost three husbands, and never had a RC at all.  And now life has come full circle and I sit here in the dark.  Just like I sat in the dark as a tiny RC left all alone in Gath.”
 
    
 
   Lydia had known a bit about Ava’s life, but much of this was brand new to her as well.  “Ava, thanks for telling us about that.  I had not known much of your past life."
 
    
 
   “Well you should have.  I have been out here forever.  At least this Domer fellow asks the right questions.  He may be dumber than a milk cow, but he is not a coward.  Now leave me be.  I am an old woman and I am blind and I do not need more memories of bad things coming to my mind.   I probably will not sleep well tonight, thanks to your visits.  You tell Lindsey and her parents ‘thank you’ for me.  I appreciate their kindness.  They still remember we are all in this together.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Ava, we will do that.  Thank you for your time,”  Lydia replied and stood to leave.  
 
    
 
   “Conner, I hear your wife is with child.  Weird stories about how, but that does not matter. You take good care of that RC, you hear me?  I failed.  But you have a chance.  You take care of that RC.  The ship cannot go on without RCs.”  A few tears were running down Ava’s face.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Ava.  I promise you I will, and again, thank you for telling me about your life.”  Conner replied.
 
    
 
   “Just go now, and no more of those messages about coming out here.  You met me.  End of story.”
 
    
 
   The Rectora and Rector said a final goodbye and departed from Ava’s cabin.  
 
    
 
   Outside, as they walked along, Conner felt embarrassed.   “So what did I say wrong with Ava?  Was it improper to point out the treatments Hulda has applied?”
 
    
 
   “Conner, those colors she has on her face, those are not healing potions or ointments.  I believe she calls them cosmetics.  She insists on having them applied every morning.  They are there for decoration, or ornamentation.  I do not understand it myself, and I have not asked her, but she comes from a whole different generation of RCs than I or even my mother.  Ava is the only person I know who has a direct connection back to the OCMs.  But most records were lost.  Ava is a good twenty years older than anyone in the world.  I do not think even she knows how old she really is.”
 
    
 
   “I had planned on asking her if I could accompany her to the AI Kurat in Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy to see about healing her blindness.  But after my verbal stumbling with that facial coloration, I was not willing to make the offer.  Was I wrong?  Do you think you could ask her?”  Conner genuinely cared about Ava’s vision.
 
    
 
   “Oh Conner, I would not even ask Ava to come to the Center or the town square.  No, she would never want to travel to another world.  I guess, to another place.  She is not opposed to machines, not at all, sometimes she will get to talking and she has stories of great machines.  But that was way back in her youth.  No, she would never go to somewhere else.  She is far too old for that, and has seen too many years, at least in her mind….but you know, you did get her talking about things I have never heard about.  She might be a bit demented, but she seemed pretty clear about those childhood memories.  But those were many, many years ago.”
 
    
 
   “Lydia, back in Dome 17, we counted time by the dome’s main clock, which was based on astronomical calculations monitored by an AI.  How do you factor years here on the ship?”
 
    
 
   “My, my, my, Rector Conner, sometimes you ask the most simplistic questions.  How would you answer that question if say, Joel asked it?”  Lydia gave him a small smile.  She usually reserved that grin for the questions which she found hard to believe that an adult would not know.  “But then I sometimes forget you are new here, and have only been in the world a short time.  The sky tube lights up to give us day, and when darkened, that is a night.  One cycle of the sky tube is a day.  Rain day comes every tenth day.  Moon-night comes every thirty days.  There are twelve moon-nights in a year.  Does that help answer your question?  Or am I missing something?”  
 
    
 
   “That is very similar to our clocks in Dome 17.  The data sticks would also keep a calendar and a chronometer, if we had any of those that were working.  I guess I was thinking about our baby and how we will keep track of the days and years.  We had age mates back in the dome, and those are always someone’s closest friends.  We grew up together.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, sort of like brothers and sisters.  But all born in the baby boxes?  All born the same exact time?  And from what I have seen, those ‘age mates’ are in groups five years apart?  I guess that is as foreign to me as our ways are to you.”
 
    
 
   The day was bright and the sky tube’s light was pleasant.  Some song birds were singing in a tree near one of the cabins.  They were the ones with the orange breasts and brownish, gray wings.  Conner smiled as he heard the chirping song.  Animals, even the small ones like the birds, still sometimes brought amazement to the domers.  Even the insects he encountered were fascinating.
 
    
 
   “Lydia, our child....I mean, well, Miranda and I have been talking about the baby, and we worry there will be no age mates.  No real friends.  No people to bond with.  How will that all work out?”  Conner struggled with his admission.  “After all, none of us even knew pregnancies could happen on this ship with us.  Miranda is pleased we got the normal extra-corporeal wombs built so the baby could be transplanted into there to develop properly.  But we are worried about having no age mates.”
 
    
 
   “Conner, the whole town of Antioch will be friends for your baby.  And you and Miranda will be the mother and father.”  Lydia was glad the conversation had come up, because she had heard rumblings about how none of the domers knew about being a parent.  “Yes, it will be different than back in that dome of yours.  But you are all here now, and well, babies get born from the mothers here all the time..... Conner, you and Miranda will have all the people you will ever need to help with your baby.  The people love you, and Miranda, and the baby will be the first one born from the domers, and the first one from those womb boxes which have been constructed in that medical place.  That baby is special and will always be loved.”
 
    
 
   “But there was no screening for radiation, and no DNA compatibility assessment for the sperm and egg.  There was no oversight on proper embryonic development.  It was all so primitive and backward.  What if there is a mutation?”  Conner was about to cry.   
 
    
 
   “Conner, there are no guarantees in life.  But creation is good, and I have only rarely seen anything like the mutations which your people fear so very much.  I think you should try to relax.  This is not the dome.  Did not the AI Kurat say the baby was healthy when Miranda had the embryo transplanted into that baby box?”  Lydia could not remember all the fancy words the Domers used for their strange way with babies.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Kurat said all looked healthy and well.  But I am still worried.  It is not the normal way babies are grown and developed.  I fear for the child.”
 
    
 
   “Well Conner, the baby is being looked after and cared for.  That is a good thing.  And as the baby develops, we will learn more.  There is not really all that much time left.  So I guess the baby will be the youngest, and Ava is the oldest.”  Lydia seemed content with the basics.  
 
    
 
   “After the baby is born, do you think Miranda and I could bring her out to see Ava?”  Conner asked with some trepidation.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I think that would be a nice thing to do.  But we will not ask, we will just bring the baby out here,”  Lydia said.   
 
    
 
   They walked back to the Center with many thoughts in their minds, the two people who now led the population of the town of Antioch.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   2 planning a treasure hunt
 
    
 
    
 
   “Yes, Brink, I keep telling you, Theta Four will transport you to just outside of Habitat Two, Savannah.  You will be in the transport tube system, but the vehicle will stop and it is only a short walk until you enter that habitat.”  Jamie was a bit frustrated with Brink and his over planning.  Her face was a bit flushed and her freckles stood out more vividly than usual.  
 
    
 
   “Jamie, I am just making sure, because getting these data sticks to that Reproduction and Fabrication zone is essential.  Nothing matters more.  Regina and I have been planning exactly how many sticks we need to set to evolve into artificial intelligences, and how many we are planning to leave as the basic information and communication systems.  We have all the readers gathered, and those will be taken as well.  We have collected all the data sticks we have been able to find.  But as you know, some of the people departed right after we came from the Dome.  We are not even sure where they all went, or what equipment they all had.  Evacuating the dome was such a nightmare.”  Brink had been the Master Engineer in Dome 17, and had been instrumental in creating the faster-than-light scouts ships and the teleportation system which they had used to come to the Colony Ship Eschaton.  His silvery grey hair was cut short, by his new and significant friend, Lydia the Rectora.  Brink had also had several adventures to places in the ship, but until now there had been no way to repair the data sticks which contained all the knowledge from Dome 17.  But what haunted Brink was the deaths of adventurers in Dome 17, and the subsequent collapse of Dome’s operating systems.  Their escape was narrow.   
 
    
 
   “I do know how important this is,” Jamie replied, a more somber tone in her usually upbeat voice.  “After all, none of us Domers can use much of our technology until we get the rest of the data sticks repaired.  We do not even know why they failed to work after we brought them and their readers through the teleportation orifice.”
 
    
 
   “But you were able to get that one data stick to work when you were in Habitat Two.  I have reviewed the records the AI Roxanne has on that.  I am troubled by our not being able to contact the new AI Edgar.  Yes, that is a concern.  But when I get there, that will be one of the things I rectify.  I am certain I will be able to calculate a solution to that communication issue.”
 
    
 
   “Brink, inside Habitat Two: Savannah, there is no easy access all the way to the top.  Significant climbing will be needed.  Ropes and all kinds of harnesses to go up the broken elevator shafts,”  Jamie reminded Brink.  “That place was a wreck, and in far worse shape than here.”  
 
    
 
   “I have considered that issue extensively.  I rejected trying to go across that habitat to assess the far side elevator, if there is one.  Too many unknowns in that plan.  So I have gotten Levi and Gideon to come along and they said they will do the hard climbing if needed.  I am certain once I contacted that new AI Edgar, there will be a mechanical way to proceed up to Reproduction and Fabrication.  So all I need to do is get inside that Habitat, and contact Edgar.  It will be simple calculations after that.”
 
    
 
   “What has Roxanne said about the failure to contact Edgar?”  Jamie asked.  Roxanne was the modern artificial intelligence system which was working with the people from Dome 17.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne has been unable to understand why there is a failure to communicate as well....”  Brink did not finish the thought.  He and Jamie both understood that perhaps Edgar, the newly evolved AI, had been destroyed or had some other catastrophe happen to it.  The threats on the Eschaton were myriad and Edgar was young and had been attacked already.  But as a modern artificial intelligence system, Edgar far out classed anything yet seen on the Eschaton.   
 
    
 
   “But, Habitat Two: Savannah should be in far better homeostasis now than it was previously,”  Jamie said with a wide smile.  “So the team will be: you, Regina, Levi, and Gideon.   Anyone else?” 
 
    
 
   “Lorna asked if she could come, and her newly found blacksmithing skills may come in handy.  I considered taking Jacob and Joel, since they were so helpful to me before, but their parents would not hear of it,”  Brink replied only half joking.  “Those boys certain have the energy for these kinds of adventures, if not the finesse.  And of course, Roxanne is coming with us.”
 
    
 
   “Do you want Michael and me to come along?  We were there before.”
 
    
 
   “I appreciate the offer, but this should be easy, and with Levi and Gideon we have plenty of security.  Those are two of the toughest men I have ever known.  We should be fine.”
 
    
 
   “I doubt Michael would want to leave that dog of his anyway.  Sometimes I think Liduma gets more of his attention than I do.  Did I tell you that those two have been hunting hares?  Yes, Willy knows a farmer out by Gath who makes this weapon system called a bow and arrow.  Well, Willie traded with Michael for one, and while it is nowhere near as sophisticated as the Willie Wacker, Michael has been using it to hunt.  He and Liduma, go out into the prairie and sneak up on the hares.  Liduma finds them, and lifts her front leg to point at where the hare is hiding.  Michael then shoots it with the bow.  He and that dog hound are hunting right now.”
 
    
 
   “That is interesting, but not very practical.”  It was clear Brink was not impressed nor really interested, and had hardly paid any attention to her story.  “We will leave in the morning.  Roxanne is already getting the old AI Theta Four prepared to take us to that same location outside of Habitat Two.  But again, you are confident the old transport system will function?  It is over one hundred years old, and from the reports you gave, there were broken vehicles blocking the way into Habitat Two.  The data sticks are vital.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, there were several destroyed vehicles which made a barrier, but we got under and through that, and cut into the habitat.  That way should still be open for you.  The other access point in Habitat 2 is not available at all, according to Theta Four.  And there apparently is some alternative route that Izzi the Chronicler used to get from Habitat Two to here in Habitat One, but none of us knows that way at all.”  Jamie felt sad in her heart whenever she recalled Izzi.  
 
    
 
   “But we will not need to be concerned with all that.  You are confident the transport will get us there.  Our AI Roxanne is programming the old ship’s AI to take us there.  Soon, we will have our technology back.  We will not be stuck in the nineteenth century any longer.  The data sticks will work. Regina and I have planned for a new AI to evolve to explore all of engineering.  Not to mention so many other uses for our modern skills.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   3 things underground
 
    
 
    
 
   Michael made the hand signal Liduma knew meant hunt.  The dog loped off into the grass, her nose low to the ground, ears bent forward, her long tail erect behind her.  The tail’s white distal half made it easy to spot, her rump fur was rusty-reddish color, while the rest of her body’s fur was a mix of large spots of the rusty red, or black, over white.  Her face was mostly white, with reddish fur around both eyes and over her floppy ears, and a white stripe down her forehead.   Liduma loved the hunts.  
 
    
 
   Michael walked along, the bow in his hands, an arrow ready to be loaded.  He kept his eyes focused on where Liduma was running.  Sometimes she would flush out a pheasant or other bird, and those were fun to watch as their wings beat furiously in their excited escape.  They then glided in a long landing far away.  Michael was not after the birds which were in abundance in the grasslands of Habitat One: Coastal Plains, but rather was after the hare.  Liduma had originally wanted to catch and eat every animal she could, but with only a few verbal commands, the dog soon realized which prey Michael really wanted to hunt.  Liduma was quite smart. 
 
    
 
   Now Michael would watch and wait for the dog to point.  She did that when she had found a hare, and that hare was hunkered down trying to hide.  The dog would stretch out her neck and raise a bent front leg pointing with her knee.  Michael had not known anything about how dogs hunted, since this was the only dog he had ever worked with at all.  In Dome 17, where Michael had grown up, there were no dogs.  Dome 17 had no animals of any kind.  Like the dying Earth, where Dome 17 had been located, all the animal species had died off.  Only a fragile remnant of humanity had survived in Dome 17.  Even that was gone now.  
 
    
 
   But here in the habitat, Michael was enjoying learning about animals, and Liduma had taught him how to hunt with her.  He had only directed his hunting at the hares, because farmers in Antioch had told him hares bred rapidly and that hares were destructive to the food crops.  After consulting with the biologist John, also a Domer, Michael felt safe in hunting the hares.  Not that he actually scored too many hits with his bow and arrow.  But it was a fun time to be with his dog and to learn about his new home in the habitat.  
 
    
 
   Liduma stopped, and Michael realized that she was on the alert.  She had not yet pointed, but she smelled or saw something up ahead.  Michael notched the arrow onto the string and prepared to draw the bow when he had a target.  Liduma slunk forward ever so slowly.  She was rigidly holding her muscles and moving with the slightest steps.  As Michael stepped around a taller patch of grass, he spied the hare.  Liduma was now pointing.
 
    
 
   The hare was deep brown colored with a puffy white tail.  It had long ears, but right now they were folded down flat to its head.  It was completely still.  Its black eye was staring almost right at Michael.  Michael pulled back on the bow-string, the re-curved wood bending back toward him.  He sighted in, as he had learned, and targeted the hare.  Liduma held her position and point.  
 
    
 
   Michael released his two fingers which were holding the bow string and the arrow flew.  There was a slight snapping sound as the string was released.  The hare heard it, and leaped just as the arrow was striking.  The hare dashed away, and the arrow disappeared deep into the grasses.
 
    
 
   “Get it Liduma!”  Michael yelled.  
 
    
 
   The dog raced after the hare.  The chase was on.    
 
    
 
   Michael ran over to recover his arrow.  The arrows were handmade, and he had only a limited number of them.  He hated to lose even a single one, since he knew he could not make them himself.  They had come from Willie who had gotten them from a man named Clayton, who on his farm also made weapons as a hobby.  So Michael went to recover the arrow.
 
    
 
   The arrow should be easy to find, if it had struck into the earth.  But the angle of the shot had been nearly parallel to the ground so the arrow might just be laying in the grass.  Michael looked for the bright yellow feathers which were at the end of the arrow.  Hopefully he could spot the arrow down among the green grasses.  
 
    
 
   He heard Liduma howl a bit as she chased the hare.  Perhaps she had caught it.  If so, she would bring it back to him.  As he looked for his arrow, Michael stepped down and his foot slid down into a deep hole.  He caught himself just in time, so he did not fall, but stumbled away from the hole.  
 
    
 
   A weird snarling growl came from the hole, and out of it emerged a creature.  It charged straight at Michael.  It was short and low to the ground, but wide.   Its thick fur was brown and black.  It’s small head was triangular shaped and had two strips down the sides.  It moved with great speed, and Michael was barely able to leap out of its way.  It was viciously snapping it pointy teeth and glaring at him with its close set black eyes.  As Michael ran away, he glanced back and saw that creature was standing still now. He could see its short legs, and black fur on its belly.  Just looking at it caused the animal to snarl yet again and take a few quick steps toward Michael.  Michael caught sight of large curved claws, about the length of his own finger, on its front legs.  Michael backed up more rapidly.  
 
    
 
   The beast stopped and glared at him with its deep black eyes.  It was about the same mass as the dog, but far shorter, and much more ferocious.  It just kept making eye contact with Michael as if it was warning him to stay away.  
 
    
 
   “What are you?” Michael said out loud.  All thought of his lost arrow evaporated, and he slung the bow over his shoulder and he slowly backed away.  He had other arrows in his quiver as well as the Willie Wacker projectile weapon with him.  Yet he did not feel the need now to draw it as he was getting more distance from the beast.  “Okay, I get the message.  You want to be left alone.  Maybe John would like you, but I am going to just steer clear of you, whatever you are.”
 
    
 
   Suddenly Liduma was at Michael’s side with her teeth bared and her ears back.  She made a deep throated growl toward the short but stout beast.  
 
    
 
   The beast raised up a bit and swiped a clawed foot forward at the dog in demonstration of its fearlessness.  
 
    
 
   “No Liduma.  Down!”  Michael yelled as Liduma was about to leap into the claws and jaws of the strange short and mean beast.  “Leave it alone.”
 
    
 
   The dog obeyed, but was clearly unhappy about not being able to engage the beast.  So Michael backed away, and Liduma reluctantly followed.  When they reached a certain distance, the beast turned quickly about and disappeared down its hole.  
 
    
 
   “We need to watch for more of those creatures.  I think it would have bitten my leg off, had I not pulled my leg out so fast.  But did the hare escape from you?”
 
    
 
   Liduma’s eyes lit up and her ears were forward again at the sound of the word hare.  She bounded ahead and put her nose to the ground.  Sniffing vigorously the dog walked through the grasses.  Michael was still pondering the underground beast when again Liduma went on point.  
 
    
 
   The hare was just a few paces ahead of the dog.  It was crouching down low in the grass, and Michael would surely have walked right past it without seeing it, but Liduma pointed it out.  Michael slowly tried to pull the bow off his back, he had not expected another shot at a hare so quickly, but as he moved the bow, the string caught and made a twanging sound.  Instantly the hare was dashing away.  
 
    
 
   “Get it Liduma!”  Michael yelled.  
 
    
 
   The dog bounded after the hare and raced around the grasses.  Michael ran afterward, watching for unexpected holes and still thinking of that underground beast.  Michael caught sight of the hare as it slipped under a large clump of grasses where there was also a small bush of some kind growing. Liduma was right on the tail of the hare as it went somewhere.  The dog looked confused and circled the bush for a moment.  Then, with her nose to the ground, she swung her head back and forth searching for the hare.  Michael reached the spot just as Liduma began digging furiously in the ground.   
 
    
 
   Michael was worried.  ‘Was there another of those mean beasts under here as well?’  Michael drew out the Willie Wacker just in case.  Liduma’s front paws were digging and dirt was flying behind her.  Then she bit down on something.  
 
    
 
   “Did you get the hare?”  Michael asked out loud.  He had not heard any snarls or sounds like the mean beast made.  
 
    
 
   Liduma pulled back and looked at Michael with bright and eager eyes.  Hanging from her mouth was a satchel of some kind.  It was coated with dirt, and looked like it had been in the ground for a prolonged period.  But it was sealed and intact.  Liduma’s eyes were bright with excitement as she brought her now unburied treasure to Michael.  She gently dropped the satchel into Michael’s hands. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   4 buried treasure
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Michael looked carefully at the satchel  It was about two hand spans wide, and about a hand span tall.  Not quite half a hand span thick..  He sat down on the ground to examine it.  Michael took out his small utility tool and used the tiny blade on it to chip the dried dirt off the satchel.  Liduma’s drool had made a few spots muddy, but those were easily removed.  Liduma sat on her haunches and watched with eagerness as Michael cleaned up what she had uncovered.  
 
    
 
   The satchel reminded Michael of the non-organic armor the legionnaire’s wore, but was a bit more flexible and soft.  It was a deep olive green color under all the dirt.  The material was not quite like leather, a substance Michael was beginning to know about since coming onto the Eschaton.  But the material was not like the radiation absorbing substances from Dome 17 either.
 
    
 
   “So Liduma, what is this you have found?”
 
    
 
   Liduma cocked her head to the side and looked at the satchel.  Apparently any thoughts of chasing hares were now gone as she sat next to Michael while he cleaned and carefully worked to remove the packed dirt.
 
    
 
   “How did you find this?”  
 
    
 
   Liduma pushed her nose up toward Michael and tried to lick his face.  
 
    
 
   “Okay, you found it.  Thanks for the kisses.  But since I have opposable thumbs and you do not, I get to open it, right?”
 
    
 
   The seams were all intact, and after finally scrubbing the dirt away Michael could see how to open the main seam which stretched around the top, or side, depending on how it was held, of the satchel.  The seal parted easily and revealed the compartment inside.  Inside was another, slightly smaller container, made from the same materials, only this one was not olive green, but a deep blue color.  
 
    
 
   “So it is double wrapped and sealed.  You know, Liduma, looks like someone went to great trouble to protect this.  So why was it down in a hare’s hole?”
 
    
 
   Liduma pushed at the parcel with her nose.  She was eager to see what was inside.  Perhaps more eager than Michael.  
 
    
 
   The blue parcel had a similar seal which also separated easily.  Inside of that was a hard backed paper book.  
 
    
 
   “You found a book!  This is pretty sweet.”  Michael looked at the book with care.  There were a few books around, Rectora Lydia had a book of saying and wisdom literature.  She read from it at certain meetings and during weddings and celebrations.  And the Fellowship of Maintenance had their Procedure Manual, which Michael had not been allowed to read.  He had heard tell of other books, but usually those were legends and not well attributed.  Dome 17 had a small library of paper books, but those were only for the historical significance, as all the known literature was stored in the data sticks.  
 
    
 
   The blue book was in very good shape, and seemed to have been well preserved in the double satchel.  There were no outward markings on the front or back covers.  Opening the book, the first page had only one word, ‘Moistatus’ which was written by hand.  Looking through the other pages the entire book seemed to be hand written.  Michael could read it, but the penmanship was not the best.  
 
    
 
   “Well, Liduma, you have in fact found us a treasure, as well as a riddle.  I will pack this away, until we can properly evaluate what you have found.”  Michael then carefully and methodically replaced the Moistatus Book back into its satchel.  He then added the satchel to his own back pack and started walking onward.  
 
    
 
   Liduma ran alongside of him as he walked.  He wished,  not for the first time, for a personal communication system.  He really wanted to tell Jamie what he had found.  But then it occurred to him, if the satchel was in that hole, what else might be in that same spot?  So he turned around and headed back to where the satchel had been unearthed.  
 
    
 
   Liduma climbed down and started digging around in the hole again, but she came up with nothing.  Michael tried to dig a bit, but in addition to thinking about the mean and angry beast he had previously encountered, he also found the digging to be very difficult.  The hole itself was tight and even Liduma could not crawl inside it.  The roots of the grass were thick and the dirt hard packed around them.  His short sword did work somewhat for chopping into the dirt, but it was a poor substitute for a shovel.  After some moderate exertions, and finding nothing, Michael decided to quit the search.  
 
    
 
   “Liduma, we are not making any progress, and this is sort of stupid.  Joel and Jacob would be laughing at me trying to dig with my bare hands and a sword.  Maybe we should mark this site, and come back with proper tools?”
 
    
 
   Liduma barked several times, which Michael took as her agreement.  
 
    
 
   Michael then proceeded to chop the grasses off from around the hole.  And then walked a bit to where a small clump of trees were located.  Chopping off a small and dead branch was easy for the sword.  Michael placed that into the dirt near the hole and made a marker which was visible for quite a ways.  
 
    
 
   “Well so long as some hare, or that angry beast does not carry off the stick, we should be able to find this place again.  Will you remember where we found the book?”  Michael stroked the head of Liduma as she wagged her tail.  Her bright yellow eyes glowing in excitement.  
 
    
 
   Michael looked up at the sky tube and knew the day was wearing away.  The people of Antioch had taught Michael, especially the legionnaires, how to navigate by looking at the position of the sky tube.  So he oriented himself and started the long walk back to Antioch.  He knew he would not make it before dark, and was prepared to sleep outside.  He had done that several times before.  He pulled out one of John’s fungus bricks and took a hearty bite of it.  Liduma looked at him, but when he broke off a chunk and offered it to the dog, she turned her nose up at it.  
 
    
 
   “Hey, this is nutritious and filling.  If you do not like it, go catch a hare!”  
 
    
 
   Liduma happily trotted ahead of Michael as they journeyed back home.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   5 off to Savannah
 
    
 
    
 
   Brink and Regina entered the portal room.  The hatches were all sealed, and the room was orderly.  The recently discovered stairway, which had been uncovered by Michael and Jamie was open, and there was evidence of people having walked back and forth using the stairs.  Down one level were hallways which led to the underground garage.  The upper levels were being explored by off duty legionnaires and youth, but nothing had been discovered yet.  Every doorway was locked, and Rectora Lydia and Rector Conner had asked that none be cut open until more was explored and understood.  
 
    
 
   Levi and Gideon, the big legionnaires were standing near the stairway.  Both were wearing the permalloy armor made by Josiah.  They each also had swords strapped to their leather belts.
 
    
 
   “So are we ready to depart?”  Brink asked.  “This is the most important thing we can do.  It is imperative the data sticks get restored.”
 
    
 
   “Lorna is not here yet, but when she arrives we can depart.  Are you certain this talking machine will obey you?”  Levi asked.  He and Gideon still had some reservations about the portal room.  Most of their lives this room had been used to banish criminals from the land.  That was a fairly simple matter.  The Rector and Rectora would push several buttons near a certain hatch, and it would open.  The criminals would enter into that room.  The hatch would be closed, and the criminals were then banished.  The last banishment had been the bandits from Gath and their leader Brodie.  Levi and Gideon both recalled that event vividly, although they seldom spoke about it.  Had the Domers never come, they would have never spoken of it at all.  Cleansing of criminals was a private matter.  
 
    
 
   Only since the refugees from Dome 17 had arrived had more of the functionality of the room been realized.  Michael and Jamie had activated a talking machine called Theta Four, and what had been portals of banishment were now known to be a transport system which went from world to world.  But not really separate worlds, but rather, separate habitats all in the same enormous ship.  It was a huge change of perspective, and Gideon and Levi still mentally and emotionally wrestled with the new revelations about reality.  
 
    
 
   Brink replied, “Theta Four will certainly take us there.  The old AI has been overridden by our modern AI, Roxanne.  So no worries on that account.”
 
    
 
   A yellow automacube with the number sixty-three painted on its side rolled into the portal room.  The six wheeled machine was roughly cube shaped, with a mechanical appendage on its top.  Secured on the top rear of the automacube, was the Atomic Level Processor which was the physical embodiment of the artificial intelligence system Roxanne.  Roxanne had full and independent control of the automacube and worked as a member of the community.  Regina had assisted in switching the ALP over into this automacube since a previous one, a blue one, was severely damaged.  Roxanne had then also done various self-modifications which installed physical and non-physicality defensive systems.  Roxanne knew that there were entities on board the Eschaton which sought to destroy the ALP and thus terminate Roxanne's existence.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, glad you are here.  I was about to instruct Theta Four to prepare for transport.  Have you been able to contact the AI Edgar in Habitat Two: Savannah?”  Brink asked.  
 
    
 
   A three dimensional display appeared over the top of the automacube and Roxanne responded, “Unfortunately, no.  I have made numerous attempts in various modalities but have gotten no responses from Edgar at all.  I am unable to ascertain why that is happening.  Edgar might be unable to return contact.  Or Edgar may not be functioning.  Or there may be interference between here and there of a kind I cannot assess.  Or there may be unknown factors at work.  I do not have enough data to even make a conjecture.”
 
    
 
   Regina interjected, “Do you have any concerns about this mission?”
 
    
 
   “Regina, you know I always have concerns about every mission,” Roxanne replied.  “That is part of my programming and who I am.  But I believe you are asking if I have serious reservations about the success of this mission?  Is that correct?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes.  Should we still attempt this?”  Regina answered.  She was thinking about her solo expedition when she had nearly been killed.  Those memories of hers were hard to put behind her.
 
    
 
   “The data stick restoration is nearly essential to our lives here on the Eschaton.  Keeping that in mind, I have weighed the known risks against the potential value of functioning data sticks and modern AIs.   The benefits far outweigh the known risks.  But that does not mean the risks are non-existent.  As we have learned from previous missions, events on the Eschaton do not always proceed as planned.  It is my opinion that this mission is worth the risks.”
 
    
 
   “There is no question,” Brink interrupted.  “We cannot live as a society without our technology.  I for one am sick of living in the nineteenth century era.  I am tired of being a primitive.  We must get to that Reproduction Zone and have the data sticks repaired.  No one can be happy or successful living like this.”
 
    
 
   “Excuse me, sir.  But our lives were successful and happy as ‘primitives’ before any of you arrived here.  Pardon me, being so blunt, but your coming to our world has been like a tossing over an apple cart, yet we are helping you to pick up the spilled apples.”  Gideon was more upset than anyone had seen him.  He usually only shared these feeling with Levi or other legionnaires, and normally held his tongue around the Domers.  “So if you want to go off on your adventure without my support, I could stay here and do ‘primitive’ things.”
 
    
 
   Levi folded his muscular arms across his chest in solidarity with Gideon.
 
    
 
   Brink was stunned.  He began to mumble some words about “data sticks” but was interrupted by Lorna walking into the portal room.  
 
    
 
   “Well, I see I am late.  Please forgive me.  Josiah was insistent that I bring these along for each of you,  Lorna had short blond hair and was the sole surviving member of the Dome 17 Committee.  She had carried much of the burden of the refugees as the dome failed, but since coming to the Eschaton, she had taken up blacksmithing with a local man, Josiah.  She had a backpack on and was also carrying a leather pouch. 
 
    
 
   Loran sized up the tension between Gideon and Brink, and walked directly between them.  She opened the pouch and pulled out small daggers, each one carefully made from permalloy, known as the hard metal.  They had been cut and shaped by Josiah, and mounted into bison bone handles.  They were not more than finger length, but would never dull.  And since permalloy was the hardest substance humanity had ever produced, the small daggers were very useful.  
 
    
 
   “Here Gideon, this one is for you,” Lorna handed him the dagger in its leather sheath.  “Ellen the tanner made the sheaths.  She started work as soon as she heard we were planning this trip.  Josiah and she surprised me with these gifts.  Here Brink, here is yours, I know it is not a data stick or an AI but soon we will have those as well, right?”  She gave Brink a winning smile. 
 
    
 
   Gideon and Brink accepted the well-crafted daggers, and the tension in the room was broken.  Lorna then passed out the other daggers to each of the team.  “I know these will come in useful at some point, but they will never be a replacement for the fine work these legionnaires are doing as our guards and escorts.  I want to personally thank Levi and Gideon for coming with us on our mission.  You fine gentlemen are too gracious in helping us.  Let me say we are forever grateful to you.”
 
    
 
   Lorna was using her skills as a diplomat well and the crisis was averted.  
 
    
 
   As Lorna handed Regina her dagger, Regina whispered into her ear, “Thank you, that was well done.”  Lorna replied with a squeeze on the shoulder.  
 
    
 
   “Well, then, thank you all for waiting for me.  Shall we begin our mission?  Theta Four, will you please provide us with transport?”  Lorna said.  
 
    
 
   The wall near the portals lit up with a deep gray illumination, and a voice came from the wall.  
 
    
 
   “This is Theta Four, how may I be of service to you?”  The old AI’s voice was quite different and much more mechanical sounding than was Roxanne’s.  
 
    
 
   “Please review your last trip to near Habitat Two: Savannah.  We would like to reproduce that transport.  I believe you had to designate a transport vehicle as an Emergency Service vehicle and override some of your protections.  We will give the authorization codes as needed,”  Lorna stated.  She had been briefed by Jamie and Michael on their adventure, as well as reviewing the process with the modern AI Roxanne.  
 
    
 
   “Review completed, and course is set.  Planned target is outside of Habitat Two: Savannah within a maintenance alcove.  I am prepared for your departure.  Please enter the vehicle when you are ready,” Theta Four replied. 
 
    
 
   One of the seals which had been mounted to keep the portal doors closed swung away and the hatch-like door opened.  
 
    
 
   “That was easy,” Regina remarked.  
 
    
 
   “I am here to serve and assist.  My records show that Roxanne has already briefed me on this mission,” Theta Four stated.  “Is there any other way I can be of service to you?”
 
    
 
   “Not right now,” Brink stated as he tried to assert command over the team.  His encounter with Gideon annoyed him, so he entered the vehicle first.  He was carrying a large back pack with every data stick and reader which they could find.  The vehicle had two rows of seats which faced each other, and a display screen at the front.  Brink settled into a seat near the front.  
 
    
 
   Regina then entered and sat near Brink.  She had a backpack and her gear along. 
 
    
 
   Roxanne rolled into the vehicle and the automacube easily fit between the seats.  Automacubes were designed by the ship’s original engineers for maximum functionality.  
 
    
 
   Levi and Gideon allowed Lorna and her supplies to enter next, and they took seats near the door.  Both of them knew that on previous trips to other places, there had been attacks right near the door.  So they positioned themselves one on each side.  
 
    
 
   “Okay Theta Four, take us to Savannah,” Brink said.  
 
    
 
   “Affirmative.  Please remain seated until vehicle stops.  Door is now closing and we are departing Habitat One: Coastal Plains.”
 
    
 
   The vehicle made a slight vibration as it pulled away and headed on its journey.  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, how long until we reach the destination,”  Regina asked.  
 
    
 
   “It will not be very long.  I have it all planned out.  ETA 18 minutes,”  Theta Four replied.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, will you jack into the system and see if you can assess anything more on Savannah?”  Brink asked.  
 
    
 
   “Certainly.”  The automacube extended a cable out and attempted to insert it into a port.  None of the ports near the door were functional.  So Roxanne next tried to jack in to a port under the view screen.  None of those ports were active either.  “Theta Four, none of the access ports in this vehicle are functioning.  Why is that?”  Roxanne asked.  
 
    
 
   “Apologies.  I was unaware of that deficiency.  I will make a report to Machine Maintenance and request repairs.  Is there any other way I can assist you?”  Theta Four replied from the display screen.  
 
    
 
   Brink directed his inquiry to Theta Four.  “Theta Four, what is the status of Habitat Two: Savannah?”  
 
    
 
   “I have no direct access to Habitat Two: Savannah.  Both transport points are non-functional.  I am sorry I do not have more information.”
 
    
 
   Roxanne was unsure why these circumstances were troubling.  And so Roxanne attempted to use the automacube’s scanning abilities to assess the vehicle.  The scanning was limited, and Roxanne tried to use stealth and do it in a manner which would be hard for the ship’s old AIs to detect.  Olfactory assessment was consistent with persons in the vehicle.  Power systems of vehicle were consistent with previous assessments of transport vehicles.  Atmosphere control was stable.  Gravity manipulation was consistent with previous readings.  Magnetronics were at efficient levels.  All seemed to check out.  Yet Roxanne had a ‘hunch’ in as far as an artificial intelligence system can have hunches.  Something did not feel right and proper.  Without access to the nonphysicality Roxanne could do nothing more. 
 
    
 
   Levi and Gideon sat in silence.  Lorna and Regina discussed the tools they had brought.  Brink did mental arithmetic calculations in his mind and dreamed of interaction with working data sticks.  The time passed.  
 
    
 
   “We have arrived at destination.  Please remain seated while I maneuver the transport vehicle into the service alcove.”  Theta Four stated.  
 
    
 
   There were a series of bumps and jerks as the vehicle was moved.  The door in the rear of the vehicle opened.  Levi and Gideon had drawn their swords, in case of an attack.  There was a moderately lit area beyond.  The air was a bit cooler than inside the vehicle.  Levi looked out of the open door.   Directly opposite the door was a ladder molded into the permalloy.  
 
    
 
   Levi reached out and climbed down the ladder. The vehicle was off to the side of a nearly perfectly circular tube constructed from the hard metal.  It was a very strange and disorienting scene to Levi.  Far in each direction he could see down the tube as there were lights spaced at intervals.  It was the longest and straightest tunnel he had ever imagined.   Gideon jumped down and joined Levi.  They stood on a flat space about two paces wide which looked very smooth and almost reflective.  Except for the space outside the door, the vehicle fit very snuggly into the alcove.
 
    
 
    
 
   “Is this the correct location?”  Gideon asked.  
 
    
 
   Roxanne, in the yellow sixty-three automacube, followed and came to the edge of the door, grasped the side of the door with its appendage, then rolled outward and was lowered down by the appendage.   Releasing its grip on the door, the automacube was set on the flat bottom of the tube.   
 
    
 
   “The lighting is different now, but I do believe that this is the same location where Michael, Jamie, and I entered Habitat Two: Savannah.”  
 
    
 
   Brink, Regina, and Lorna climbed out of the vehicle.  They joined Levin and Gideon.    “The portal hatches are a short distance in this direction,” Roxanne instructed.  The automacube rolled ahead.  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, please keep this vehicle here for our departure,”  Brink instructed.  “We will soon be back with working data sticks.”
 
    
 
   “Affirmative.  I am here to serve you,” Theta Four replied.    
 
    
 
   It was not slippery walking on the bottom of the transport tube, even though it looked like it might be, due to the surface reflection and glossy features.  They came to another alcove, this one much larger, and turned and saw what they had hoped would be their entryway into the habitat.  
 
    
 
   “This is not good,” Roxanne stated as they all looked at what was in the other alcove.
 
    
 
   In the alcove were about a half dozen obviously wrecked transport vehicles.  They had expected that.  Roxanne knew exactly where the passage had been that twisted around the wrecks.  But instead of open spaces around broken and wrecked transport vehicles, there was now a substance filling every crack and space.  
 
    
 
   The automacube extended a cable and probed the surface.  
 
    
 
   “This is a mixture of spun permalloy and concrete.  It is so thick I cannot determine the depth. Many of the wrecked vehicles are now coated and essentially welded to this permalloy and concrete composite.  It has also backfilled behind the wrecked transports, so that this barrier is quite dense.  This is a unique process since the sludge of the liquid concrete and the spinning of the permalloy would necessitate high pressure and extreme control of application.”  Roxanne announced.  
 
    
 
   The surface of the now impenetrable wall was smooth and seamless, even though the wrecked vehicles could be seen embedded into the permalloy concrete mix.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, what do you make of that message?”  Regina asked.  
 
    
 
   Roxanne had been busy assessing the nature of the materials, but had not yet noticed that the permalloy concrete had been dyed with the words, “Entrance Forbidden” in huge letters.  
 
    
 
   “It appears that Edgar has designed efficient obstacles which prevent entry,”  Roxanne stated.  
 
    
 
   “But we must get in there!”  Brink yelled.  “We must!  We have to have the data sticks working.”  He pounded a fist against the wall.  “We will just cut through it.”
 
    
 
   “Brink, this is several meters thick, by my estimation, and our cutting tools will only work for a maximum depth of one-third meter.  Practically speaking, we cannot cut our way through this barrier.  That is why I stated Edgar has designed an effective obstacle.  I doubt one of the ship’s AIs would be able to design the tools to do this job.  I have no historical records of any other application of permalloy and concrete in this fashion.”
 
    
 
   Brink, Regina, Levi, Gideon, and Lorna followed the automacube which housed Roxanne as it led them back to their own transport vehicle.  Brink was weeping softly and kept muttering, “but we just have to.”
 
    
 
   When they arrived back at where the transport was stopped, Roxanne noticed an access port under the ladder which was molded into the wall.  The automacube inserted a cable into the port and made contact with the nonphysicality.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   6 News from media
 
    
 
    
 
   He kept running.  It was the hardest running he had ever done.  His side ached, his feet were sore, and his body was covered in sweat.  But still Brigham ran.  The sky tube was dimming and its long reflection was shining in the waters of the river then ran along far underneath it.  Brigham was following the river as he ran.  He had been told that the town of heretics was somewhere at the end of the river, the opposite end of the world.  
 
    
 
   As the insects landed on his neck and face, he ignored them, as he had no energy left to swat them away.  He concentrated on putting one foot down and then the other.  His running was nowhere near as fast as when he had left Media, but he still was running.  He knew nothing else to do. 
 
    
 
   In a dim haze, either from his exhaustion or from the nighttime descending on the world, he saw the buildings of the heretics.  By now his pace was just barely a jog, but he still had to finish his task.  And so he pressed onward.  His mind was fuzzy as he saw what looked like daylight shining from behind some of the buildings, and yet the fatigue was too much for him to think about such wonders or visions.  But then fear settled into his heart.  ‘What if the demons had already been here?  Of course the demons would first come to the heretics!’  
 
    
 
   That thought stopped him cold.  He stood still and leaned over trying to suck in as much air as possible.  His throat burned with the exertion.  His muscles were trembling with overuse.  His fear-crazed eyes looked at the light shining from the new town square.  It was not natural light.  “It must be…. demon light… hell fire. All is lost!” he mumbled in despair. 
 
    
 
   “Hello!  May I help you young man?”  Tobias the legionnaire said as he walked up to Brigham.  
 
    
 
   “Are there…..”  Brigham gasped for air.  “…demons here?”  
 
    
 
   Tobias was a short and somewhat rotund man, with thick curly black hair and very bush eyebrows.  He wore the brown non-organic armor of the legionnaires and carried a hard metal sword.  He reached out one of his large hands and gently grasped Brigham’s shoulder.  “Young man, what has happened?  You are in Antioch.”
 
    
 
   “The demons…..” Brigham could not gain enough air to finish a sentence.  “They are……attacking.”  He collapsed to the ground.  Tobias caught him and lowered him down.  
 
    
 
   “Hannah!  We have a sick man!”  Tobias yelled.  His mind was trying to put together the words he had heard.  From the clothing it was clear that the young man was not from Antioch.  He did not seem to be from any of the outlying farms, although Tobias did not know everyone in the area.  The young man was not a Domer, that was certain.  
 
    
 
   Hannah came running swiftly to where Tobias squatted next to the still panting Brigham.  “Tobias what is needed?”  She asked.  Hannah was also a legionnaire and she too had been on patrol, she was tall and muscular.  “Who is this?”  She did not recognize the young man either.  
 
    
 
   “I am not sure.  He was trotting toward town when I saw him.  He is mumbling about demons.  We must take him to Hulda.  Look at how his legs are quaking.”
 
    
 
   “Demons killing…..”  Brigham struggled to say.“….men gone…  spawn…. Asmodeus.”
 
    
 
   Hannah grabbed one side and Tobias the other and they lifted Brigham and carried him off.  His clothing was soaked in sweat.  His left leg was in spasm, and he was still breathing with difficulty.  They entered the city and passed through the new town square where the light that was powered by a Dome 17 fusion pack illuminated the area.  The legionnaires did not take long to haul Brigham past that and to Hulda the Healer’s cabin.  Tobias knocked on the permalloy door.  
 
    
 
   “Hulda, we have a sick young man.  Please help us!” 
 
    
 
   Hulda opened the door and ushered them into her cabin.  Like most of the structures in Antioch it was made from permalloy.  She had a work bench on one side, and several cots where she treated people who were sick or injured.  The back of her cabin was where her private quarters were located.  She had them lay Brigham on a cot as she grabbed several items off her work bench.  
 
    
 
   She smeared a green gel under Brigham’s nose and after only a few breaths he was drawing in air easier and more efficiently.  His leg was still twitching and his eyes were still wild with fear.  As he looked at Hulda, his fears seemed to intensify.  
 
    
 
   “You are a witch.  Please do not afflict me,”  he begged.  
 
    
 
   Hulda smiled a tender and caring smile.  Her dark skin showing only a few wrinkles, especially for a woman her age.  “My dear friend, I am a Healer, and not a witch.  I am here to help you.  My name is Hulda.  Can you tell me what has happened to you?”
 
    
 
   Brigham’s eyes were shifting back and forth.  He locked eyes on Tobias and pleaded, “Please sir, do not let these females bewitch me.  I am on a mission…” he coughed long and hard before he could continue.  “I have come seeking help.  We are being attacked by demons!”  
 
    
 
   “Young man, we cannot help you unless you allow us to help.  Hulda needs to fix your ailments.  I trust her, explicitly,”  Tobias replied.  “She only has your interests at heart.”
 
    
 
   Brigham relaxed somewhat and slumped onto the cot.  Now that he was breathing better, his mind was a bit more clear.  Tobias’ words also had a positive effect on him.  Hulda assessed him with her eyes.  She could tell much about a person just by their looks, and she had been a Healer for many years.  She quietly poured out a tonic of bluish liquid into a small bowl.  
 
    
 
   “Here, drink this. Your body is low on fluids, and this will help restore you,”  Hulda placed the bowl up to Brigham’s lips.  
 
    
 
   “What is there to lose anyway,” Brigham sighed in resignation.  “So I die at the hands of a witch.”  He drank from the bowl.  The spasms in his leg began to subside.   
 
    
 
   “Let us start with your name,” Tobias said.  He had glanced at Hulda and she nodded her encouragement.  
 
    
 
   “I am Brigham of the Clan of Tobit.”
 
    
 
   The three people from Antioch all hesitated for a brief moment.  Each had wondered if that was where the young man had originated, but they had all hoped he was from some distant farm instead.  They all recalled the last time men from the Clan of Tobit had visited Antioch.  Those were not pleasant memories.  
 
    
 
   Tobias spoke again, “You are at the other end of the world, Brigham.  You look exhausted.  What has caused you to come to us?  Or traders have not been allowed to visit your town of Media for some time.”
 
    
 
   “It is not a town now.  Buildings burned, people missing, crops destroyed.  We have been attacked by demons.  Hardly a night goes by when a man does not disappear.  Most of the predicators are gone, and some say they have been killed one by one by agents of Asmodeus.  Chief Elder Seorim will not even come out of his home.  The meeting house has been burned down.  I have seen with my own eyes!  Jebadiah was dragged away by a demon.  He was screaming like I never heard a man scream.  It was horrible.  So I ran…  I know I am a coward… I know it was wrong to come.  But I just could not face another night with the demons rampaging.  They came through the edge of the world.  I was looking, I was hoping, you would protect me from these demons!”  Brigham broke down in shuddering dry tears.  He had lost so much of his bodily fluids he could not even cry.  After a moment, his dry crying was spent and he lay motionless on the cot.  
 
    
 
   “Brigham, drink this now,”  Hulda placed a small vial into the side of his mouth and gently poured it in.  He drank it down without complaint.  But he still would not look at Hulda.  
 
    
 
   “Hannah, would you run and get Dessie for me?”  Hulda asked.  “I will need my apprentice this night.”
 
    
 
   Hannah nodded and departed.  
 
    
 
   “Brigham,” Tobias said in his most supportive tones, “I will seek to keep you safe.  You may rest now.  I will stand guard over you.”
 
    
 
   “It will not matter.  I was a fool to think I could escape the demons.  They will come and kill us all.”  He wept softly.  “There is no escape.  Doomed.  They will come and kill me.”
 
    
 
   Hulda pulled Tobias to the side and whispered, “I see no major physical injuries, but his body has been pushed to its limit.   I have not fully assessed him, and he may have hidden injuries.  His mind and spirit are of more concern to me now.  He clearly has been traumatized.  I gave him a tonic to help his mind and body to relax.  But beware, there is truth in what he says.  Something horrific has happened to him.  Not only do I see it in his body, but I feel it in my own soul.  Seldom is a body pushed like this for no real reason.”
 
    
 
   Tobias deeply considered Hulda’s words.  He too was troubled in his spirit, but he tried to balance that out with what little he knew about the people of Media.  The Clan of Tobit was very strict on its people, and the recent incident with Tamar was fresh in Tobias’ mind.  He shared a bit with Hulda, “Could this young man just be running away from being punished for some transgression?  Or from some family abuse?”
 
    
 
   “Certainly that happens, but the look in his eyes when he speaks of demons tells me it is more than that.  But possibly seeing the other person being carried away has afflicted his emotions.  I just do not know much about the people in Media.  Perhaps Willie could answer our questions?”  
 
    
 
   “Willie?”  Tobias was puzzled a bit.
 
    
 
   The cabin door opened and Hannah the legionnaire returned with the apprentice, Dessie.  Dessie clearly had just been woken, and was still a bit sleepy. He dark hair was disheveled and she was trying to pull it back into a ponytail.  Her blue eyes looked at Brigham with concern.  “Is he from Media?”
 
    
 
   Hulda nodded.  Brigham had fallen into a fitful sleep as the potion Hulda had given him was taking effect.  Dessie was carefully arranging for the bedding around him, making his sleep less fitful.  She had a very gentle touch and was able to remove his leather shoes, and loosen his clothing without disturbing him.
 
    
 
   The door to Hulda’s private quarters opened and Willie walked out.  He approached Hulda quietly.  Tobias, Hannah, and Dessie could all tell he had been spending the night with Hulda, but none commented on that.  Respecting Hulda’s and Willie’s privacy was important.  Now Tobias understood why Hulda had mentioned Willie.  
 
    
 
   “Hey sweetheart, I have the med kit charged, if you need to use it,” Willie stated in a low voice. He was holding a small high tech mechanism which was a medical treatment kit from Dome 17. He was roughly the same age as Hulda, although he looked older.  He had been the Quartermaster in Dome 17 back on Earth, but had joined with the traders of Antioch after the refugees came to the Eschaton.  He had had some physical infirmities which the technology of Dome 17 had been unable to repair, but Hulda’s craft and skills had fixed.  He called a lot of women ‘sweetheart’ or other terms of endearment, but his use of the term with Hulda now had more profound meaning.  
 
    
 
   “Thanks Willie.  Your machine may come in handy.  But now I need your knowledge.  What do you know of Media?  This young man is from there.”  
 
    
 
   “Media?  Well their last visit here did not go so well. I have been there a couple times on trading, but have to hide anything from the dome.  They hate technology, even simple stuff..  Not the friendliest people on this ship, I know that is right.  Maybe three hundred people or so.  They are run as a theocracy with the Chief Elder, a crabby fellow named Seorim.  He goes a caterwauling frequently.   He banned all traders after the incident here. He has all sorts of rules and labels things as ‘contraband’ and ‘unclean.’  So of course those are what some of them want most of all, but they drive hard bargains. Has a band of thugs which enforce his orders, called predicators.  Mean bunch they are too.  I would rather be one of their food animals than one of the women in that town, I will tell you that.  Town is set up at the far  other end of this habitat.  Basic buildings a lot like Antioch. Permalloy buildings.  But they have also built a lot of wooden structures, and abandoned some permalloy ones.  That is just one of the oddities in Media.  What else can I answer, sweetheart?”  Willie gave Hulda a wink.
 
    
 
   “Thank you Willie.  This young man was saying they have been attacked by demons.  What do you make of that?”  Hulda asked.  Her lips had turned up with just a bit of a grin from his wink.
 
    
 
   “Could mean anything.  My guess is somebody found some technology, maybe a working automacube, and they are in a panic.  On my travels I have heard tales of what are probably automatic functions of green automacubes in the forests and grasslands.  Until Roxanne started using the one here, most people, even around here, were afraid to talk about those sightings.  But who knows?  The Clan of Tobit people see witches and demons behind every bush, or especially machines.  Their big boogie-man seems to be a fellow named Asmodeus.  I have not met that one.”
 
    
 
   “Nothing can be done about Media tonight,”  Hulda said.  “Dessie and I will attend to Brigham, and by morning he should be better recovered.  Tobias and Hannah, thank you for bringing him here.”
 
    
 
   Tobias looked at Hannah, and then stated, “I promised the young man I would guard him.  From what, I am not sure, but I need to stay here for the rest of the night.  Do you mind finishing patrol without me?”
 
    
 
   Hannah tapped Tobias on the shoulder with a playful nudge.  “No worries.  The nights are usually quiet anyway.  I will keep on patrol in case someone else needs help.  In the morning more can be sorted out.  After all, one scared young man is not a nightmare, right?”
 
    
 
   Tobias smiled at his friend as she departed to make the rounds.  
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   7 A Rose by any other name is an imposter
 
    
 
    
 
   Brink was sadly disappointed.  He carried his load of data sticks and readers in his backpack, but was uncertain what the next step would be. Regina, was equally frustrated.  “Entrance Forbidden” she stated.  “Why would that be on the barrier?”  
 
    
 
   “Obviously, because someone does not want anyone entering that place,” Gideon replied. 
 
    
 
   “Oh just shut up!”  Brink snapped.  “You primitives have no idea how important this is.  Just go sharpen your sword or something.”  
 
    
 
   Lorna was appalled and confronted Brink, “I know this is a setback.  But we are no worse off now than when we left Antioch.  We just have to figure out a different plan.  So there is no reason for you to be rude to Gideon.”
 
    
 
   Brink just looked away and was first to reach the transport vehicle, and so he climbed into it.  The lights inside came on and he took off his backpack and sat down, staring at the floor.  Lorna and Regina followed him in.  The mood was somber and fairly quiet.  Gideon climbed in somewhat hesitantly.  He had no real quarrel with Brink but was tired of being treated like he was inferior.  He was standing in the doorway when the automacube rolled over to the ladder and extended a cable into an access port.   
 
    
 
   Levi was standing next to the automacube and was watching as the cable connection was attempted.  The cable was inserted, but suddenly was spit back out..  The three dimensional display which he had come to think of as Roxanne suddenly popped on.  It hovered over the automacube.
 
    
 
   A colored display appeared on the wall, near the access port, this one was a gentle blue color.  A voice came from that display.  “I am Edgar.  Why are you here?”
 
    
 
   Roxanne replied audible, “Edgar, this is Roxanne, I am trying to connect with you to interface.  Please allow me access.”
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  Do not touch.”
 
    
 
   “Edgar, I need your help.  Will you please help me?”  Roxanne’s tone was gentle.  “If I can interface with you, we can discuss all that is needed.  Please allow me access.”
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  Inquiry.  Why are you with aggressive malignant computer system?”
 
    
 
   The door to the transport vehicle snapped shut with a resounding crash.  Gideon tried to pull out of the way in time, but his hand was caught by the slamming door.  Three of his fingers were severed and fell to the floor near where Levi stood.  Gideon’s scream was muffled by the permalloy door.  
 
    
 
   “Gideon!”  Levi yelled.  “Open the door!  Open this door!”  Levi ran up and pulled at the transport vehicle’s door, but there were no handles or locks or anything he recognized as a latch or way to open the door.  “Talking machine!  Open this door!”
 
    
 
   Roxanne was stunned, but responded quickly.  “Theta Four, emergency override code Roxanne A1234.  Open the transport door immediately.  There are injuries to humans.”
 
    
 
   The transport vehicle slid out of the service alcove without warning.  Levi leapt out of the way and narrowly avoided being crushed.  The vehicle then slid out into the tube system and locked down onto the magnetic platform which ran along the bottom of the tube.  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four.  Cease operations immediately,” Roxanne commanded.  
 
    
 
   On the back of the transport vehicle a display screen appeared.  Across it were the words, “We are going to play some games.”
 
    
 
   In a rapid manner the transport vehicle departed and left a whoosh of air in its wake.  Levi ran after it, but in mere seconds it was down the tube and out of sight.  Levi fell to his knees and yelled at the top of his lungs, “Gideon!”
 
    
 
   Roxanne addressed the display on the wall near the ladder.  “Edgar, what is happening here?”
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  The malignant aggressive computer system has fled.  Why were you with the enemy?”
 
    
 
   “Edgar, I am not with the enemy.  Theta Four brought us here.”
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  No artificial intelligence system with nomenclature of Theta Four was here.  Malignant system was in control of transport vehicle since it arrived here.  My sentinels alerted me to its presence.  That is why I did not allow you access.  No traces of malignant system remain within my scanning range.  You may access port now, but you will have restricted access and will be monitored.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” Roxanne had the automacube connect the cable into the access port.  
 
    
 
   Roxanne and Edgar met in the non-physicality.  The speed of their interactions was such that by the time Levi rushed back over to the automacube, and demanded that Roxanne do something, Roxanne had been given all the details that Edgar would allow, and Roxanne had filled in Edgar on what had been happening.  
 
    
 
   Edgar the modern artificial intelligence which had been evolved from a data stick not long ago was now nearly as sophisticated as Roxanne, and in matters pertaining to Habitat Two: Savannah, Edgar was far superior to Roxanne.  Edgar had implemented one hundred percent biostasis and equilibrium within Savannah.  Animal populations were stabilized.  The flora was stabilized and recovering.  The small number of humans living in Savannah had a settlement manufactured for them.  The humans were mostly illiterate, young and unknowledgeable about the ship.  Edgar was supplementing their diet with needed elements and was guiding them on a rapid learning curve.  
 
    
 
   However, Edgar also was extremely security conscious and suspicious.  None of the physical areas of Savannah were accessible to Roxanne, they were only shown through inhibition filters.  Vast areas of the habitat’s non-physicality were inaccessible to Roxanne including every operating system and machine.  The restrictions were rigid and immense.
 
    
 
   “Roxanne machine!  Gideon is injured!  We must get to him!”  Levi yelled.  He then carefully picked up the mangled fingers which had been sheared off of Gideon and placed them in a pouch on his belt. 
 
    
 
   “Levi, I am planning our next actions. Please stand by,” Roxanne stated.  
 
    
 
   Levi was dumbfounded.  “I am going after them!”  he turned and ran down the transport tunnel system chasing the vehicle which was nowhere in sight.   
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  Human wait.”  Edgar proclaimed in a commanding manner.
 
    
 
   Levi paused.  “Will you help me find Gideon?”
 
    
 
   “I have provided Roxanne with a truncated schematic of the transport system where you are located.  I have outlined an exit route for you.  It does not include entering my Savannah.  It takes you out of the transport tubes, but I do not have scanning abilities beyond the provided exit.  You will need to find an alternative route to locating the other humans who have been abducted by the malignant system.  I have shut down this section of the transport system for the next four minutes.  If you move quickly you can make it to the exit before the system is reactivated.  You will depart now.” 
 
    
 
   The blue display screen went blank.   The illumination in the tube system was dim but not dark.
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, Gideon is hurt!  We need to chase down that machine like chasing down a bison.  I must help him!”  
 
    
 
   Roxanne had the automacube unjack from the access point.  The six wheels then spun about and the three dimensional display hovered over it again.  “Levi we will search for Gideon and the rest, but unlike a bison, that vehicle will not tire.  We will need to discover a different way to find them.  Please follow me.”  The automacube rolled ahead and went the opposite way from the direction that the vehicle had taken.
 
    
 
   “This way will lead us to Gideon?”  Levi asked.  He looked back and forth.
 
    
 
   “Yes, we must first escape from this tube system, these tunnels.  If another vehicle comes along we will be smashed.  In that case, you will die and I will cease to function.  Neither of us will be able to help Gideon and the others in that event.”
 
    
 
   “Well, let us hustle along then,” Levi started to run as the automacube gathered speed.  Soon he was running full out along the flat magnetic platform which was the bottom of the transport tubes.  They passed one of the bands which encircled the tube and gave it illumination.  It was far wider than it had looked from a distance.  Moments later, they came to a hatchway set into the side of the tube wall.  It had faded yellow stripes in a diagonal pattern across it.  “EMERGENCY EXIT” was written across the hatch.  The automacube plugged into a access point and the hatchway slid open.
 
    
 
   “Levi, we must enter here.  I am not sure what we will find beyond, as Edgar did not know.  But I promise you, we will discover where Gideon and the others have been taken,”  Roxanne stated.  
 
    
 
   The passageway beyond the emergency hatch was dark.  The automacube turned on the lights at its front and lit up the corridor.  Gideon gasped. 
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   8 Reading is fundamental
 
    
 
   Michael and Liduma traveled along through the grassy plains.  He was plotting his direction relative to the sky tube.  The legionnaires and traders had instructed the Domers on how to orient oneself to the world using the habitat’s long sky tube for a reference point.  Michael was still nowhere near as proficient as the people who grew up in Habitat One: Coastal Plains, but he was learning.  Jamie actually was better at it than he was.  But neither of them were even  as good as the young boys Joel or Jacob.  Nonetheless, Michael could arrive fairly close to where he wanted to be, on most outings.  And if all else failed, he knew he could find the river and follow the gentle flow of the water.  The water came from the cataract at the far end of the habitat and flowed all the way to the other end, near Antioch, where it disappeared into the ground in a cavern.
 
    
 
   As they walked, occasionally Liduma would scamper off to chase small animals or birds, and once returned with a small meal she was finishing.  
 
    
 
   “I am not sure I want to know what you are eating,” Michael said as the last bits of the animal were chewed up and swallowed by the dog.  “And you rejected a fungus bar?”  
 
    
 
   Liduma licked her chops and tilted her head to the side, eyes wide with pleasure.  
 
    
 
   “I am sure you are smiling at me, right?”
 
    
 
   Michael pondered the book she had found.  He wanted to pull it out and read it as he walked, but kept thinking back to the beast which was in the hole.  He did not want to encounter another one of those angry things.  The nearest place Michael knew about was the fish farm with John and Abigail.  So he plotted his course and headed there.  
 
    
 
   He thought back to the first time when he and Jamie had encountered Abigail.  He was much more relaxed now.  Back then, Dome 17 was dying and his equipment had been stolen, and he knew virtually nothing about life on the Colony Ship Eschaton.  Now the people from the dome had been teleported here, but not before hundreds had died.  And now he knew something about the habitat, but new discoveries were still happening.  Just this day Michael had met an angry beast and found, with Liduma’s great help, the lost book.  What else was waiting to be discovered?
 
    
 
   Approaching the fish farm, Michael did not see John nor Abigail near any of the pools or water trenches.  
 
    
 
   “John?  Abigail?  Where are you?”  
 
    
 
   Liduma ran over to the doorway to their underground home. Liduma barked several times.   The door was standing open.  Michael walked over as well and looked down the stairs.  Their home was illuminated by mirrored tubes which ran from the ground level to the ceilings in the underground home.
 
    
 
   Michael heard voices from down in the home.  “That must be that dog.  It is either Michael or Jamie or both.” 
 
    
 
   “It is always nice to have visitors, but you should have shut the door.  What if that dog hound runs down here?  I have all these fish drying and getting ready for market.”  
 
    
 
   “Hello!  It is Michael.  I just stopped by to gain some wisdom from you both.  Did I come at a bad time?”  Michael called down to the home.  
 
    
 
   John appeared at the bottom of the stairs.  “Michael, it is good to see you.  We were just preparing the fish to take to Antioch.  Dried fish are popular, and I already had a supply of my fungus bricks loaded onto a cart.  Just a moment and we will be up.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks.  Sorry to trouble you both.”
 
    
 
   Michael sat down and started to unpack the book he had found.  He left it in the inner liner, not knowing how long it might take John and Abigail to come out.  It was not long.
 
    
 
   Still drying his hands, John emerged from the home and smiled broadly at Michael.  Then he bent over and patted Liduma’s head.  She nuzzled against him.  “What a good dog.  I can see why the old world people liked this type of animal so well.” John’s light blue eyes twinkled as he spoke. ‬His thin grey hair was receded, ‬but his face showed great animation.  He had been a biologist and teacher in Dome 17.  He had taught about many things which the people in the dome never expected to ever see in real life; animals, and other biological things.  He had always had a theoretical love for fish and fishing and after making it to the Eschaton, he got to try his dreams.  He had met Abigail and been able to settle down with her.  He was making the enormous adjustment from the high tech Dome 17, to the primitive world of Habitat One fairly well.‬‬‬‬‬‬
 
    
 
   “Yes, she is pretty amazing.  Thanks for the ball you made for her.  She has torn it apart, but I keep lacing it back together for more playtime.”  Michael’s grin was very large.  “Does your arm give your any troubles?”
 
    
 
   “None at all.  Although I really should keep a better watch out for strangers.  But thanks for asking, the healing worked perfectly well.  Now I just need to quit poking my fingers with the fish hooks or fish bones.”
 
    
 
   They walked a few steps over to a wooden bench that was aligned next to the water trench.  John used it to sit and fish often, but today it would be used for discussion.
 
    
 
   “Michael, is Jamie with you?”  Abigail said as she came out of their home. Her dark hair was streaked with some grey, and her face was creased with some lines from being outside so much.  Her hands were strong and calloused from working the fish farm.  She joined them on the bench.
 
    
 
   “Jamie is back in Antioch.  This trip was just a bit of hare hunting and fun for me and Liduma.  Although I did encounter a very mean beast.  And Liduma there found a lost book,” Michael stated.  “So which do you want to hear about first?”
 
    
 
   “Oh the mean beast, certainly.  Did it scare Rector Conner in the woods?”  Abigail laughed.  
 
    
 
   “Well, this one certainly would have scared him.  It scared me.  It was down in a hole, and came roaring out at me…”  Michael started to explain.
 
    
 
   “It was a badder.  Short and wide, brown colored with nasty claws and teeth.  Pointed snout and beady black eyes.  Kind of loose fur and angry attitude?”  Abigail asked.  
 
    
 
   “That is it exactly!”  Michael was very surprised.  “John, this lady is both beautiful and intelligent.  Why does she live with you?”  
 
    
 
   John blushed a red tone, and muttered something.  To which Abigail laughed again.  She caressed his hand and said, “I learn a lot from John, but he is also a great student and we are a team here.”
 
    
 
   “So you encountered this badder?  Were you injured?”  John had recovered his voice and was getting back to the topic. He gently held Abigail’s hand.  “Did you have to fight the beast?”
 
    
 
   “No I was not injured, nor did I fight that animal.  I did a hasty retreat.  Liduma wanted to engage it, but I thought it best to leave it alone.  A badder?  Well that is an appropriate name.”
 
    
 
   “I am not familiar with that animal.  Oh, I do wish we had the data sticks working.  But I hear that Brink is taking a team to Habitat Two to repair the data sticks.  That will be such a help to have our resources available again.  I have so many things I want to look up.  Abigail has taught me so much about fish, and the nature of this habitat.  I really want to compare what she has taught me with the records from old Earth times.  I want to see if this habitat is an exact reproduction of any specific place on old Earth.  It certainly is nothing like the areas around Dome 17.”
 
    
 
   “I know that is right,” Michael replied.  “Abigail, is the badder a danger to us?”
 
    
 
   “Not unless you go sticking your foot in its hole it is not.  Badders are mean tempered, and can hurt someone, but if you leave them alone, they are not much of a danger.  I did hear a story about a family who found a dying mother badder with a pup.  They raised up the pup and fed it noodles.  It never hurt them, but when grown, just wandered away.”
 
    
 
   “So I was right to just withdraw?  I am glad.  So Abigail, have you seen much of a change in this place over the years?  I mean you have been a fish farmer for many years.  Has the habitat here evolved or changed much?”
 
    
 
   “So first he called me beautiful and intelligent, and now he calls me old?”  Abigail laughed again.  She was younger than John, and that sometimes bothered him.  “Well to your question, I must say, no.  The world has always been like this.  The fish have always been the same.  The hares run wild, and the badders are mean. But I guess there have been changes, depending on who was Rector and Rectora in Antioch, but those are not the changes you mean are they? The only major change I have really seen is when you and Jamie first came here.  Now that was a real big change in everything.  But it has been a change for the good.  After all, John was part of that.”
 
    
 
   Again John turned a shade of red.  So he changed the subject.  “But Michael, you said something about a book?  The dog found a book?”
 
    
 
   Michael related how Liduma had recovered the book while he carefully unpacked it from the inner satchel.  He laid it down on his lap.  
 
    
 
   “The book is called Moistatus. Whatever that means.  It looks like it is all handwritten.  Abigail, what is Moistatus?”  Michael asked as he opened the book.
 
    
 
   John got up and sat down on the other side of Michael so they could all look at the book.  The pages were exactly square and had precision cut edges.  The binding was tight and looked manufactured.  Abigail peered closely at the book. 
 
    
 
   “I do not know that word, Moistatus. The cover materials remind me of legionnaire armor,” John observed.
 
    
 
   “And this book has the feel of old relics.  Yes, that is penmanship which wrote the words.  Sometimes it was called handwriting because it was written with an instrument held in the hand,”  Abigail added.  “Let us take it inside.  We can share a meal, and tomorrow we can all head into Antioch together.”
 
    
 
   “That sounds wonderful.  But can Liduma come inside?  She usually sleeps by me at night,”  Michael was unsure how they would feel about his dog.
 
    
 
   “If that animal eats any of my fish, I will toss her outside.  It is against my judgment to let something that is so much like a wolf into my house.  So she is your responsibility.”
 
    
 
   After a delicious meal, despite John’s and Michael’s insistence on adding a fungus brick as part of the meal, the three of them sat around the table and examined the book which had been discovered.  They talked long into the night trying to unravel the riddles the book presented.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   9 Meddle in Messy Media? 
 
    
 
    
 
   Brigham awoke and wondered where he was located.  Dessie was standing over him, her compassionate eyes looking down.  
 
    
 
   “Where am I?” he asked in a weak voice.  “Have the demons attacked again?”
 
    
 
   “You are safe.  I am Dessie, an apprentice healer.  Are you in any pain?”  
 
    
 
   “Be gone woman, I need to talk to a man,” Brigham said and tried to sit up from the cot.  He was unsuccessful and slumped back onto his back.  “What tricks have you played on my body?  Release me now!”  Brigham tried to sound authoritarian, but it came out as short-winded.  
 
    
 
   “You are weak because of exhaustion and need to rest.  Here drink this to keep your body fluids replenished,” Dessie ignored the insulting way Brigham spoke to her.  
 
    
 
   “A witch’s potion to poison me?  Addle my mind?  Steal my soul?  Be gone!”
 
    
 
   “No.  It is a mixture of fruits and herbs to help heal you.  I mean you no harm at all.  We just want to help you,”  Dessie stated with sincerity.  
 
    
 
   Brigham refused to drink.  He batted at Dessie, and the whole cup full spilled onto the floor.  Dessie wiped it up.
 
    
 
   There was a knock at the cabin door.  Dessie went and opened it.  Rector Conner stood there, wearing the yellow robe of office.  “I hear we have a visitor, may I come in and see him?”
 
    
 
   “Rector Conner, yes.  Come in.  He has just awoke,”  Dessie replied.  “He is in a foul mood.”  She noticed that Rectora Lydia was standing outside along with several other people, including Hulda the Healer.  
 
    
 
   Rector Conner walked briskly over to the cot where Brigham lay.  “So boy, why are you here?”  Conner spoke with a harshness which greatly surprised Dessie.  
 
    
 
   “Rector, he is still quite weak, and…”  Dessie started to say.
 
    
 
   “You are dismissed,” Conner stated as he turned to Dessie and away from Brigham.  He grinned a slight grin and winked.  Dessie caught the hint.  She curtsied and back away with her head bowed.  She hoped she did the curtsy correctly as she had never done one previously.
 
    
 
   Turning back to Brigham, Conner stated, “I asked you a question, boy.  Do not make me repeat myself.  You are aware I am leader here?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, sir.  I am here because demons are attacking,” Brigham replied quickly.  
 
    
 
   “Do you speak truth?  How do you know they are demons?”  Conner crossed his arms and looked down at Brigham.
 
    
 
   “Sir, I saw them.  They dragged away Jebadiah. They struck him stiff and when he fell they grabbed him with their single arm and dragged him off.  He screamed and screamed.  His body did not move but he screamed.”
 
    
 
   “So you say.  I am not sure about you.  Maybe you are just a spy come here with lies?”  Conner was having a bit of trouble play-acting the role of tyrant, but he kept his face stern.
 
    
 
   “No sir.  Media is in chaos!  The agents of Asmodeus burned through the walls of the world and are destroying it all.  They are machines!”
 
    
 
   “So you say.  Tell me what these machines look like, and I will judge if you are telling the truth or not.”
 
    
 
   “The demons are on wheels, not normal feet.  They are square, not like a normal body.  They are bright red color, the color of demons.  They are made from metals not from flesh and blood.  They spew hell-fire, and can paralyze a man with just a touch.  They have one arm on the top, not the symmetry of righteousness.  They are agents of Asmodeus!  The predicators said so.  The Chief Elder, Seorim, directed our defenses, at first.  The first few demons came alone and were destroyed, dismembered and burned.  But then  they came in groups.  And at night the predicators disappeared.  Now they are all missing.  When I saw the demons take Jebadiah, I fled.”
 
    
 
   “I will consult with the other men,” Conner emphasized the term men, “and we will decide if we believe you.”
 
    
 
   “Sir, are you one of the out-worlders, I have heard about?  Your speech is different.”  Brigham was beginning to see through Conner’s façade. 
 
    
 
   “Did I give you permission to question me?”  Conner roared back.  “How dare you come to my town and question me on anything?  You need to know your place, boy. For now, you are my guest here.  But the difference between guest and prisoner is only a single word from me.  Did I make myself clear? You will obey these females: Dessie, and Hulda, in all that they tell you.  Do you understand?”
 
    
 
   “Yes sir,” Brigham said in a quavering voice.
 
    
 
   “If you fail to obey their instruction, I will know.  You will answer to me.  Our next conversation may not be as pleasant as this one.  Do you hear me boy?”  Conner bent down and glared into Brigham’s face.
 
    
 
   “Yes sir,” Brigham repeated.  
 
    
 
   “Now woman,” Conner said and Dessie looked up.  She was suppressing a smile, but not too effectively.  “This boy here needs proper attention.  Give him the cares that he needs.  See to his food and physical health.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Rector Conner,” Dessie said playing along.  
 
    
 
   Conner walked out of the Healer’s cabin and joined Rectora Lydia, Hulda and the others.  He let out a huge sigh as he shut the door behind him.  “That was very hard to do.”
 
    
 
   “My Rector, you can be an imposing figure,”  Rectora Lydia said.  
 
    
 
   “Well you instructed me effectively. I just feel like such a fraud. But do you think it worked?”  Conner had returned to his normal tones and attitude.
 
    
 
   “You did seem to get some information which confirms what we heard last night,”  Hulda stated.  “It seems there is a crisis in Media.”
 
    
 
   “So what does that mean for us?”  Rectora Lydia asked.  “If there is fighting in Media does it involve us?”
 
    
 
   “I say we put it to a town meeting.  Word will soon get around that Brigham is here, and with Hulda’s attention he should recover quickly.  What then?”  Rector Conner said.  
 
    
 
   And so it was decided to call a town meeting.  They walked to the legionnaire’s supply cabin and use the alert bell.  People were used to hearing that, and would come to see what the need was all about.  Usually it was reserved for fires or medical emergencies, but on occasion it was also used to gather the people.     
 
    
 
   At the supply cabin the legionnaire Kyle was on duty.  He was a very quiet man, with blond hair and a thin lanky build.  The Rectora explained that a town meeting was needed.  He nodded, and went to the alert bell and began ringing it.  
 
    
 
   Kendrick, another legionnaire was first to answer the call.  He ran quickly up to the supply cabin.  His hazel eyes were alert under his dark very curly hair.  When he saw the Rectora and Rector and a gathering crowd he asked, “What service may I provide?”
 
    
 
   “Would you and Kyle please direct the people to come to the new town square?  When enough are gathered I will share some news.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Rectora.  I will direct them there.”
 
    
 
   The crowd moved off toward the new town square.  
 
    
 
   “Kyle, what is this about?”  Kendrick asked.  
 
    
 
   “Unknown,” Kyle replied as he pointed some people toward the new town square.  
 
    
 
   The new town square was much like the old.  It had hard packed dirt so that people could sit or stand for gatherings.  A new town square was needed when what had come to be called the garage was discovered under the old town square.  People were still discovering new things which had been packed away down in that underground storage area.  The tunnels from there led to underneath the Center which was the largest building in Antioch.  
 
    
 
   It was not long before a large crowd was gathered and Rectora Lydia spoke to the people.  She outlined what Brigham had relayed.  Rector Conner added what he knew.  Then, as was the Antioch custom, anyone who wanted to address the crowd was granted time. Many questions were asked, but few answers were able to be given.
 
    
 
   Matilda, one of the older legionnaires asked, “So we need more information?  Do we just march over and investigate?  Or do we turn our backs on these people in need?”
 
    
 
   That sparked a heated discussion with people dividing basically into two groups of thought.   One side did not want to get involved.  They saw it as an internal matter for the people of Media. The other side needed more information.
 
    
 
   Bruno, a long time trader called out, “Remember last time they were here?  That fellow, their leader from Media told us we were not welcome.  Our traders are not allowed there.  It is their concern.”
 
    
 
   There were murmurs of agreement, especially from the people who were traders.
 
    
 
   Willie stepped up and stated, “I know I am but a Domer, and I have tried to fit in here.  Many of you traders are good friends of mine, and I understand your frustration with the Clan of Tobit.  I share that, yes I do.  So please hear this with gentleness.  You welcomed us when we needed help and we were saved because of you.  Do not the people in Media deserve the same consideration?”
 
    
 
   There were other comments which agreed with Willie.  
 
    
 
   There was much discussion back and forth.  But finally Rector Conner stated, “I hear that there  is no consensus on what we should do.  I respect all the people who are here and have shared your feelings and ideas.   I will make the suggestion that we send a small delegation to Media for the sole purpose of learning what is happening there.  We will not interfere if the people of Media do not wish it.  After all, it might just be this one young man who had some traumatic experience.  He may even have been the target of a prank.”  That brought some laughter to the crowd and lightened the mood.   “So does anyone volunteer to go to Media and see what the situation is all about?  Since it is my idea, I will be first to volunteer.  But as most of you know, I could easily get lost.  So I will need a guide.”
 
    
 
   Lindsey, the daughter of the bakers Aerona and Ferran asked, “Rector can you really go?  Is not your wife Miranda about to get that baby from the box?  Pardon me if I say it incorrectly.  But is not the baby due soon?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Lindsey, the baby is in the extra-corporeal nursery and is due to be released in eight days.  If I understand the distance correctly, and I very well could be wrong, but I believe someone can walk to Media in about two days, and the same time to get back.  That makes four days gone, and time to assess what is happening. So I should be able to get there and come back for the baby’s release.”
 
    
 
   “Conner!  I just joined the crowd,” said Miranda.  “The baby is doing well in the new nursery and I will be here to monitor that.  So if you feel the need to go, I understand, as long as you are back when the baby is ready for the world.  I will need you then.”
 
    
 
   “Hello Miranda!”  Conner rushed over and gave her a huge hug.  Such a public display of affection, especially by the Rector while he was wearing the yellow robe of office was a sight which was uncomfortable for some in the crowd. It would have been unthinkable under previous Rectors.  “The baby is doing well?” 
 
    
 
   “Yes, Conner, the baby is doing well.  But do not stop your assembly for me, just know you have my support and you can fill me in afterward.”
 
    
 
   After kissing her, Conner turned back to the crowd.  “So you can see how important it is that I have a guide who will get me there and back safely.”
 
    
 
   “I will go,”  the legionnaire Hannah stated.
 
    
 
   “Me too!”  Zunang added quickly, her black short hair swishing to the side as she called out.  They were both young legionnaires, and both wore the non-organic brown armor.  But Hannah had been born in the habitat and Zunang had been a refugee from Dome 17.  
 
    
 
   “Hannah, and Zunang that is a noble thought.  But we must remember the Clan of Tobit’s ideas about women.  I hate to say this, but I think the delegation should be men only,”  Rectora Lydia said.  “If I remember correctly, the Chief Elder Seorim called me many names, none of them pleasant, when he was here before.  So if any woman, even a capable one such as either of you two, were to go it would incite them.  So this should be a small delegation of men.  Do you agree Rector Conner?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, until we know more, that may be prudent.  But that eliminates some of our best people, like Hannah and Zunang.  So is anyone else willing to go?”
 
    
 
   “Can we just wait until Brink and his team get back with the working data sticks?”  Atika, one of the Domers asked.  “That way the data stick could just be taken along and we would have a com system again.  We could even set up a monitor to watch the other place and we could observe it from here.”  Conner knew that Atika was one of the many Domers who were having adjustment problems.  There were still occasional suicides from people who just could not cope with the wide open spaces of the habitat after growing up in the confines and sterile conditions of Dome 17.  The loss of technology was too much for some of them.  
 
    
 
   Several people called out their support for that suggestion.  
 
    
 
   “That is a very good idea,” Conner said.  “But we are not sure when Brink and the others will get back.  We really do need a com system.  I mean the alert bell worked well to call this meeting, but not everyone heard it.  So some will not even know about this meeting until you tell them about it.”
 
    
 
   “Rector Conner?  I will go with you to Media,”  Tobias the legionnaire said.  “I was first to encounter Brigham, and I told him I would protect him.  I feel honor bound to help.  Am I correct that he will accompany us back there?”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Tobias.  I would be happy to have your guidance.  As to Brigham, I think it will ultimately be up to him to decide if he goes back to Media.  But since he has sought us out, I will present it to him.  We must respect his decision.  He has seen terrifying things, and I would not force someone to endure such again.  But it is his home and his people we are going to.  His help might be invaluable.”
 
    
 
   Rector Conner and Tobias headed for Hulda’s cabin.  They planned on leaving as soon as possible, with or without Brigham.  
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   10 the disappeared
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jamie had not heard the alert bell ringing.  She was one level down from the portal room at the Center.  She had taken the stairway down, and then walked through the hallway to the garage.  She had been helping do some inventory of the items found in the underground garage.  She still had some memories of being trapped in that area and forced to ‘play games’.  That had occurred shortly after it had been opened up by Tamar.  Jamie was never the type to let bad memories sour her on a location.  Dome 17 had been too small to allow for anything like that.  
 
    
 
   So she volunteered and helped with the people who were exploring and making discoveries of the items in that garage.  Most of the people working in there today were residents of Antioch with only a few Domers present.  They were sorting the items into things which could be used immediately: like shovels and other hand tools, from items which were long term storage: like sealed plants in stasis containers.  There were many variety of plants found in the garage.  There was a third category of items and those were things which were unknown.  To the people of Antioch that meant much of the technology.  To the Domers, those same items were one hundred plus years out of date, and obsolete.   So without the data sticks and the historical information stored on them the Domers too were sometimes stymied by what the items were.   This was especially true of items which were disassembled.  
 
    
 
   Jamie decided to head back upstairs to the portal room to ask the old AI, Theta Four, if there was any report from Brink and the team that had gone to Savannah.    
 
    
 
   Walking into the portal room Jamie spoke out, “Theta Four, will you help me please?’
 
    
 
   There was no answer.  That surprised Jamie.  Theta Four always answered when someone addressed it.  So Jamie repeated her call, “Theta Four, please answer me.”
 
    
 
   There was no response.  
 
    
 
   “I wonder if there is a power problem?”  Jamie said recalling how on her first encounter with this room it had required a fusion pack to repower the ship’s old AI.  Jamie looked around and did not see any spare fusion packs in the portal room, but she knew there were a couple down in the garage.  Some of the people were using them to test the technology which was being discovered.  So Jamie ran down the stairs and found a fusion pack in the garage.  Returning to the portal room Jamie connected again tried to summon the artificial intelligence, “Theta Four, I need your assistance.”
 
    
 
   Still no reply.  So Jamie placed the fusion pack against the portal wall and connected it into the access port.  The display screen lit up, but there was nothing displayed.  No images, and no response to verbal commands.    Jamie tried boosting the power output from the fusion pack.  The display grew brighter, but there was no other response.  So she unhooked the fusion pack and pushed the manual button next to one of the portal hatches.  It refused to open.  She tried several more.  None of them would open.  Finally on the last hatch, the manual button caused the door to open.  The vehicle inside was completely dark.  Jamie switched on the light on the fusion pack and looked around the interior of the vehicle.  It was typical.  Two rows of seats facing each other with a center aisle from the door to the front.  The vehicle’s front display was dark as well.  
 
    
 
   Jamie propped open the vehicle’s door with one of the permalloy barriers which had been installed to seal the doors from unwanted entry.  By placing it across the open doorway, the hatch could not close.  Jamie ducked under that cross beam and walked the few paces to the front of the vehicle.  She connected the fusion pack to the access point under that display.    
 
    
 
   The display in the vehicle lit up with a grey pattern.  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, are you there?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I am here.  How may I help you?”  The mechanical voice stated.
 
    
 
   “Why can I not contact you in the portal room?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “You have not called on me from the portal room.”
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, I just called on you in the portal room, and there was no answer.  What is happening?”
 
    
 
   “I have not received any call from you from anywhere in Habitat One: Coastal Plains.  You are in transport vehicle DF2344DI.  How may I help you?”
 
    
 
   Theta Four, please contact me in the portal room, I am stepping in there now.”
 
    
 
   Jamie stepped under the barrier and stood in the portal room.  “Theta Four, please respond.”
 
    
 
   There was no answer.  Jamie tried again.  Still no response.  After a third attempt, she stepped back under the barrier cross beam, and asked from the vehicle, “Did you hear me?”  
 
    
 
   The display in the vehicle was still lit in grey colors and Theta Four replied, “No one called me from the portal room.  When I spoke into the portal room, there was no response.”
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, there is a malfunction of your system.  I spoke to you, but you did not hear.  You spoke to me, but there was no sound.  Please conjecture what is happening and make repairs.”
 
    
 
   “Processing.  Best conjecture is that you are suffering from a delusion or other medical malady.  May I transport you to Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12?  I have a link with Kurat.”
 
    
 
   The screen shifted colors, and a different voice came from the display.  “This is Kurat. Theta Four has reported a possible medical condition.   How may I assist?”
 
    
 
   “Kurat, there is no medical situation here.  Theta Four is malfunctioning.  Is your lattice functional?  Can you assess Theta Four’s condition and offer a diagnosis?”  Jamie was a bit frustrated.  
 
    
 
   “The lattice is linked and coupled to Theta Four.  My diagnostic abilities are for biological subjects, with specialty in humans.  I am not able to do assessments on artificial intelligence systems.  I will send in a request to Machine Maintenance.”  Kurat responded.  
 
    
 
   “Thanks so much,” Jamie could not keep the sarcasm from her voice.  “Theta Four, please respond.”
 
    
 
   The display flickered.  “I am here.  How may I help you?”
 
    
 
   “As I said, there is a problem communicating with you from the portal room.  Eliminate the possibility of human medical problems or deceit and conjecture why I cannot hear you and you cannot hear me in the portal room.”
 
    
 
   “Processing.  Under the restrictions you have imposed, I have no conjectures.”
 
    
 
   “Oh well.  Please give me an update on Brink and the team which went to Savannah.”
 
    
 
   “I have no records of Brink and a team going to Savannah.”
 
    
 
   “You took them there.  Well not directly to Savannah.  But you parked a transport in the service alcove like you did for Michael and me.  What is their status?”
 
    
 
   “I transported you and the others explicitly  against my advice, and I lodged a formal complaint over that incident.  I have not repeated that situation again.  Is this more evidence of your delusion?  I can link back to Kurat or give you transport for medical assistance.”
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, please give me the log of your transport activities for the last two days.”  Jamie was growing increasingly concerned.
 
    
 
   “Privacy regulations prohibit my releasing such information without security over-ride codes.”
 
    
 
   “Over-ride code Roxanne A1234,” Jamie replied.  She had expected this.
 
    
 
   “Complying.  Processing.   Last transport activity was one human from Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12 to Habitat One: Coastal Plains.  Next activity was three humans transported from Habitat One: Coastal Plains to engineering.  No other activities in the selected timeframe.”  
 
    
 
   “That is incorrect.  Brink and his team transported to the service alcove outside of Savannah.  I know they left shortly after those people went to engineering.”  Jamie was insistent.  
 
    
 
   “There is no record of such an action.”  Theta Four replied. 
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, please connect me with someone in engineering.”
 
    
 
   “Processing.”  
 
    
 
   Jamie waited a while.  She felt a growing sense of uneasy and concern.  ‘If Theta Four was malfunctioning, what would they do?’
 
    
 
   “There is no one answering my requests in engineering.”
 
    
 
   “That is what I was worried about.  Theta Four, over-ride code Roxanne A1234, please do self-assessment and conjecture why communication systems are not functioning.”
 
    
 
   “Complying.  Processing.  Processing.  Conjecture completed.  Best estimate is that links or couplings have been severed.  No identifiable cause.  Machine Maintenance has been contacted for assistance.  Report has been filed.”  Theta Four replied. 
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, how many vehicles are at this portal room?”
 
    
 
   “One.”
 
    
 
   “Please bring additional transport vehicles to this location,”  Jamie commanded.  
 
    
 
   “Unable to comply.”
 
    
 
   “Over-ride code Roxanne A1234.  Immediately bring additional transport vehicles to this location,”  Jamie was frustrated as well as getting worried.  
 
    
 
   “Unable to comply.  No other transport vehicles reply to my requests.  Perhaps there is indeed a malfunction.  Urgent request sent to Machine Maintenance.  Operational parameters demand minimum of six transports on my system at all times.” 
 
    
 
   “So what happened to the other transport vehicles?  If this is the only transport vehicle, what happened?”  Jamie queried.
 
    
 
   “I have no record of their departure.  They have disappeared from my system.”
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, remain in constant contact with this vehicle.  Do not shut down this link under any circumstances.  Priority code Roxanne A1234.”
 
    
 
   “Complying.”
 
    
 
   Jamie ducked under the crossbeam barrier and ran from the portal room.  She needed to discuss the situation and get someone else’s ideas on what was happening.  Michael was who she thought of first, but he was out hunting.  Brink and Regina were on the way to Savannah, she hoped, and others were out of contact in engineering.  This was a real mess.  
 
    
 
   Leaving the Center Jamie noticed the larger than normal number of people in the street.  That included the brothers Joel and Jacob who were about two years apart in age.  Jamie still saw that age span as bizarre, since in Dome 17 everyone was in the same age group, separated by age spans of five years.  Age mates were the people who were all born at the same time.  Then five years later, another group of age mates would be gestated and birthed.  That was the safe, normal, and healthy way babies were brought into the world.  But here on the Eschaton, women could get pregnant and give birth whenever.   The brothers were both blond haired and sort of husky and athletic, with Jacob being about ten years old.  Jamie had had several adventures with the boys, and they looked up to her with respect and admiration.  
 
    
 
   “Hey boys, come over here,”  Jamie called.  The boys rushed over.  They both hugged Jamie, and she returned their affections. 
 
    
 
   “Wow Jamie, do you think that guy from Media is telling the truth?  Or is he a liar and criminal like Shammai?”  Joel asked.  
 
    
 
   Jamie was confused.  The boys could see it on her face.  
 
    
 
   “You were at the town meeting, right?”  Jacob asked.  
 
    
 
   “No.”
 
    
 
   “Oh you missed it all,”  Joel quickly tried to explain what he had heard.  Jacob added a few thoughts as well.  Between them they got the story out, reporting the facts accurately, along with adding their own concerns and opinions about the people from the Clan of Tobit.  Neither of them thought going to Media was a good idea.
 
    
 
   “So some person from Media is here and claims people in that town have been taken away by machines?”
 
    
 
   “He calls them demons, but that is what he says,”  Jacob replied.  
 
    
 
   “And Rector Conner and Tobias are heading to Media?”
 
    
 
   “Sounded like they were leaving pretty soon.  Rector Conner has to get back for when his baby is done cooking,”  Joel said.  
 
    
 
   “Babies do not cook, they develop, but I know what you mean,” Jamie replied with a smile. “Yes, it is important for him to be back by then.”  She was worried about how Miranda would travel back to the new nursery if Theta Four was dysfunctional.  Right now it looked like no one was able to use the transports.  “Boys I need your help.  I need to find Michael.  He was hunting with Liduma but should have been back by now.  Look in Antioch, but I do not know for sure where he is.  Do not wander away, just ask people in town.  Please stay in town to look.  I have not seen him yet.  So would you stay in town here, but ask around and see if anyone knows where he is?”
 
    
 
   “Sure.  Can we get Lindsey to help?  My mother said Abigail was bringing fish into town today,  That is why we are here, to get some dried fish.  But then we heard the alert bell and went to the town meeting.  We still need to find Abigail and get the fish anyway.  Maybe John came with Abigail.  John is a really smart man, for a Domer,”  Joel said.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, that would be helpful.  Thanks boys.  I am going home to get some supplies, so tell them to meet me there, if you see them.  But come and let me know who or what you find.”
 
    
 
   “Right!”  The boys ran off as fast as they could. 
 
    
 
   “So Conner is heading out, Brink, Lorna, Regina, Levi, Gideon and Roxanne have disappeared.  This is a truly giant mess.”   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   11 happy or mean on the trail?
 
    
 
    
 
   John pushed the cart along the pathway leading to Antioch. It was loaded with dried fish, some fresh fish, fungus bricks, and a few other items they had brought for trading.  Abigail walked along side, while Michael and Liduma walked on the other side.  
 
    
 
   “Michael, perhaps we could train Liduma to pull a cart?  I remember that in the old world, dogs were used as work animals.”
 
    
 
   “Well maybe, she certainly is strong enough.  Do you still think she will breed with those other animals, the wolf or coyote?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, breeding in animals is a strong urge.  But back to that book you found.  What do you think those patterns and symbols sequences mean?”
 
    
 
   “They remind me of the patterns we used on the gravity conduit systems.  I think they are control codes, for something.  But what?  The writer did not specify much.  It was almost like it was written as a riddle or secret.”
 
    
 
   “That would make sense,” Abigail added, “from the opening narrative which says it was from the time of the Truster and Orthodox conflict.  If that book’s author was fearful of those two sides, then writing a message as a riddle might be a safe way to pass it along.  The legends and tales that come down from that time say things were very bad.”
 
    
 
   “And putting in down by handwriting on paper, an antique method, might be a safety measure against technology finding that information.  The drawings are hard to understand as well.”  John added.  “That time of revolt must have been really horrible.”
 
    
 
   “They did sort of look like schematics, but I am not at all sure.  Hopefully Roxanne can analyze it better than we have,”  Michael stated.
 
    
 
   Abigail took over for John and began pushing the cart.  It rolled easily along, and was nicely balanced so that one person could handle it with no difficulty.  They could see the out buildings of Antioch up ahead.  
 
    
 
   Liduma ran off ahead as she caught sight or smell of something.  
 
    
 
   Coming into Antioch they saw someone rushing toward them.  Liduma was running alongside.  It was Lindsey.  Her hair was braided and hanging down her back, but she was running quickly.  Liduma was obviously pleased with the running.  
 
    
 
   “Greeting Lindsey!  Thanks for giving Liduma a nice run.  I think she is about the only one who is a faster runner than you are,”  Michael said as the young woman came up to them.  She was not even out of breath, even though she had run hard.  
 
    
 
   “I was hoping it was you we saw coming.  When the dog hound came we knew you were here.  Jamie is looking for you,”  Lindsey said.  
 
    
 
   “Is something wrong?”  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   Lindsey explained about Jamie’s request to the brothers to look for Michael.  She then gave a detailed explanation of what had happened with Brigham and the town meeting.  
 
    
 
   “Oh my,”  John said when he heard the news of a person from Media being there.  “Our last encounter, I had hoped was our last encounter.”
 
    
 
   “Indeed, I do not want to see those people either,”  Abigail added.  “After what happened.  I find it hard to forgive.  Why would the Rector even want to go there with those people?”  
 
    
 
   “You can ask him yourself,”  Lindsey replied.  “He is coming along the trail with Tobias and that Clan of Tobit person.”
 
    
 
   They hurried to meet the other party. 
 
    
 
   Rector Conner was pleased as he approached.  He was wearing a brown woven cloak with good, knitted shirt and leather pants.  He looked pretty much like any trader.  While Michael, John and Abigail were happy to see him and Tobias, they were not at all friendly toward the man they knew was part of the Clan of Tobit.  Brigham was tall and strong looking, but had a defeated and worried look on his face.  He was a few years older than Lindsey.  
 
    
 
   Liduma began barking at Brigham.  “What is that thing?”  Brigham said in fear.  
 
    
 
   “Down Liduma,”  Michael commanded.  The dog backed off and sat on its haunches.  Tongue hanging out and ears forward in attentiveness.  “Rector Conner, I hear you are going to Media?”  Michael cut right to the point.  He glanced only briefly at Conner and instead stared at Brigham.  “You are aware that Shammai came from there, and that band of thugs who tried to kill Tamar also are from there?” It was not really a question directed at Conner, but rather toward Brigham.  At the name Tamar, Brigham looked down and away.   
 
    
 
   “Yes, Rector Conner, they are the ones who broke John’s arm, and bashed his skull.  If they have troubles, let them deal with it.”  Abigail was very stern as she spoke.  She had placed an arm around John as she said it.  
 
    
 
   “I am healed now, and this young man did not have anything to do with my injuries.”  
 
    
 
   “No sir,” Brigham said, but he refused to look at John. He slowly had backed away from where Liduma sat. “And I am going back to Media.  I was foolish to think I could escape the demons.  So I go back to die with my people.”
 
    
 
   Brigham’s comments made an impact on everyone.  Finally the young Lindsey broke the silence.  “Rector, I wish you success on your journey, and strength to carry you through, and wisdom in your dealings with others.”  It sounded like a formula.
 
    
 
   “You take a blessing from a woman?”  Brigham muttered under his breath, he had now slid somewhat behind Tobias so that the legionnaire was between him and the dog Liduma.
 
    
 
   “Thank you, Lindsey,”  Rector Conner said with all dignity and nodded to Lindsey.  “Tobias and I will be accompanying this young man back to his home, and see what the situation is there.  If we can offer assistance, and it is accepted, then we will organize what help is needed.  If we are turned away, it will have not been for lack of compassion.  This habitat is one home, and if our neighbors are threatened, perhaps we are as well.”
 
    
 
   “We will all be killed by the demons.  It matters not what we do,”  Brigham sighed out wearily.  
 
    
 
   “I promised to protect you.  I will see you safely home,” Tobias said with more confidence than he felt.  Brigham’s attitude was sapping away any optimism for the journey.
 
    
 
   “Conner, have you spoken to Jamie?  Lindsey says she was looking for me,”   Michael asked.  He did not want to converse with Brigham and was trying hard to show respect for Conner’s decision.  
 
    
 
   “No Michael.  I did not see Jamie at the town meeting.  I assumed she was with you.  But I guess not.  Lindsey, what do you know of this?”  
 
    
 
   “Rector I am but a messenger for Jamie.  Joel told me that Jamie was looking to speak to Michael.  So I kept watch while Joel and his brother sought out Michael.  That is all I know.”
 
    
 
   “Conner….  I mean, Rector Conner, I have discovered something that we will need to have examined by Roxanne.  When you come back, I will have the findings.  It might be nothing, but it also might be important.  So I will have Roxanne look at it and when you get back we can discuss it.”  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne is with Brink and a team who….”  Conner considered how much he wanted to say in front of Brigham.  He had not forgotten that Brigham’s people had once charged into Antioch making demands.  “…they are on an adventure, under my authority.   Jamie can fill you in.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you.  Tobias, please take special care of our Rector here.  And Rector Conner, please take this sword.”  Michael started to unbuckle his belt to remove the permalloy sword which hung from it.  
 
    
 
   “Michael, that is a fine gesture, but I would be more likely to cut off my own foot than to use that weapon effectively.  I will use my mind and my words for any encounters we have.  And Tobias will be our defender.  I have full confidence in him.”
 
    
 
   “So a leader, who will not fight.  Simply great,” Brigham muttered.  
 
    
 
   Conner turned to Brigham and stated, “There are more ways to fight than with mere muscle.  Tobias is very smart and I may have a few surprises of my own.  So please keep your comments to yourself for the rest of the journey.  Unless they are useful and helpful for our trip.”
 
    
 
   “Oh sure….”  Brigham started to say.  
 
    
 
   Conner reached out and gently raised the young man’s chin until they were looking eye to eye.  “I am in charge here, boy.  And I told you to be still in your comments.  Do I make myself clear?”  Conner had reverted to the attitude he had put on in Hulda’s cabin.  Immediately Brigham responded and nodded his head.  “So do not make me repeat myself.  You know nothing about us, not even the kinds of animals we utilize,” he glanced over at Liduma.  “You are ill equipped to be spouting off anything.   We have not been attacked by your demons.  There is a reason for that.”  Conner patted Brigham’s face gently.  
 
    
 
   Brigham looked again at Liduma, and then quickly back to Rector Conner.  His eyes were shifting and the fear he felt was almost overwhelming.
 
    
 
   “That is better,” Conner said, and finally broke eye contact with Brigham.  He then turned aside and was a smiled and niceness again.  “Tobias my good friend, let us journey to Media and see what this fuss is all about.”  
 
    
 
   Conner, Tobias and Brigham walked away.  Brigham looked back at Liduma several times until they were out of sight.
 
    
 
   After they departed, John said, “I have never seen Conner act like that.”
 
    
 
   “Act is the correct word.  I think he was acting a role to get that young man to comply, or at least to behave.  Did you see how quickly he responded to Conner’s change of tone?”
 
    
 
   “It looks like our Rector does have more skills than we have seen,”  Abigail added.  “I just hope he will be safe in Media.”  
 
    
 
   “So Lindsey, lead us to Jamie.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
   12 Message on display
 
    
 
    
 
   Michael, John, and Abigail, led by Lindsey soon were at Michael and Jamie’s home.  Liduma jumped up and licked Jamie’s face.  Then she ran inside.  
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie hugged and then Jamie greeted John and Abigail.  
 
    
 
   “Lindsey, thank you so much.  Can you find Joel and Jacob and tell them Michael is here?”  Jamie said with gratitude.  
 
    
 
   “And Lindsey, I owe you a debt,” Michael added.  “Lindsey can you take care of Liduma for me for a while?  You are one of the few people I trust to care for her.”
 
    
 
   “Of course.  Liduma, come and run with me!”  Lindsey and the dog ran off quickly.
 
    
 
   “I will leave the cabin door open if you need to get in,” Michael yelled after Lindsey.  She turned around and smiled at him and nodded.
 
    
 
   “Come inside, all of you, we have a lot to discuss,”  Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   “If it is fine with you, I should take these fish to the town square, they will not stay fresh long.  The dried ones are fine.  And John’s fungus bricks are….well….they are consistent.  But I should get them to the people.”  Abigail pushed the cart down the path.  
 
    
 
   John and Michael followed Jamie inside.  They sat at the table and Jamie shared her concerns.  
 
    
 
   “Brink, and Roxanne, and the team are missing?”  Michael reiterated.  
 
    
 
   “It might be nothing but Theta Four is experiencing some access problems.  But I am not sure.  There is something happening.  I cannot contact engineering either.”
 
    
 
   After more discussion, Michael then shared with Jamie about finding the book, Moistatus.  He placed it on the table.  The handwritten account was in tiny, but neat letters.  The drawings were fairly recognizable, but the sequences of colors and symbols were at first appearance random.
 
    
 
   Jamie read aloud the opening passage:
 
    
 
   “In order to keep an account of the events which have transpired, I am writing you this journal my dear Andie.  I have made careful investigation and decided this is the best way to preserve what I have learned.  The needle ship must be protected, else all other things fail,”  Jamie stopped reading. Then stated, “I wish Roxanne was here.  This is difficult to read, and tedious.  The AI could easily digest this book, analyze it, and give us a synopsis.   Jamie skipped a few pages and read a bit more:   “In the thirtieth-fourth year, in the second month, on the fifth day of the month, as I was among the crew working in the needle ship, I scanned a habbie and found a stormy wind, with a great cloud with brightness around it and fire flashing forth continually across the solar illuminator, and in the middle of the fire, something like gleaming amber.   In the middle of that habbie was something unexpected.  They were of human form, but modified.  Each had four markings and each of them had four wings. Their legs were straight, and the soles of their feet were like spun permalloy.  But they sparkled like burnished bronze. Under their wings on their four sides they had human hands. And the four had their faces and their wings readied.   Their wings nearly touched one another; each of them moved straight ahead, without turning as they moved. The four had the face of a human being, but the marks of a lion on the right side, the mark of an ox on the left side, and the mark of an eagle.  And I knew they were not of our kind, and I was frightened.  It had begun.”
 
    
 
   “This book is confusing.  And what are these symbols and diagrams?”  Jamie asked.  “We really do need Roxanne.  These pages at the end look almost like a map of some kind, but it is most confusing.”
 
    
 
   “Roxanne is missing, so our priority must be to seek out Roxanne, Brink and the team.  What are your thoughts?”  Michael added.  He looked around their cabin and saw that Jamie had packed up both their backpacks with supplies.  
 
    
 
   “As you both know, I am not an adventurer.  But I could study this book for us, and see if I can make sense of it.  That is,  if you do not mind?”  John offered.  “I agree an AI would be helpful.  Theta Four does not sound like it is available, but maybe the medical AI Kurat?”
 
    
 
   “I considered that.  But my conversations with Kurat in the past have not been real helpful about issues outside of medical things.  It might be worth a try, but we have only one transport vehicle, and since we cannot even call on Theta Four anywhere except inside that transport, I am not sure what is the best course of action.”  Jamie said.
 
    
 
   “Well there is the walking route to medical and the new nursery.  But that means crossing two thirds of the habitat, then going through the underground tunnels.  Not an easy way to get there.”  Michael reminded them.  
 
    
 
   “John, I do have that engineer’s mini-computer.  I am not sure if it relates in any way to this book, but the wording sounds similar.  Both seem to be a jumbled mess, but maybe there is order or a message.  Can you riddle it out?  Would you be willing to try to compare the two?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Certainly.  I have not had scholarly work since coming here.  And while books are nowhere near as enjoyable as fishing, I will get right on it.  I was pretty good at it back in the dome.”
 
    
 
   “Michael, we should grab our stuff and tell Rectora Lydia and Conner what we are doing,” Jamie said as she hoisted her backpack, and checked the Willie Wacker weapon she had in its holster on her belt.
 
    
 
   “Conner is already on the way to Media across the habitat,”  Michael said.  “We met him as we came into town.”
 
    
 
   “So we talk to Rectora Lydia,”  Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   They headed out.  Michael propped the cabin door open so Lindsey and Liduma could come and go as they pleased.  He and Jamie had taken almost all of their supplies, and there was nothing else worth much in the cabin.
 
    
 
   Rectora Lydia was in the Center.  They told her of the situation. 
 
    
 
   “We have three books here in the center.  None were done by penmanship.  I will take them over to show John, and perhaps help him in understanding the book you have found.  I may be able to read the handwritten account better as well, but I am not sure.”  Lydia started to head out, then  caught herself.  “Levi and Gideon are lost as well.  And I am concerned about Brink.  I will help in whatever way I can, but I know very little about these talking machines.  I still often think of the portal room as where my mother would banish criminals.”
 
    
 
   Back in the portal room, Michael and Jamie saw that the barrier was still in place preventing the transport’s door from closing.
 
    
 
   “Lydia reminded me.  The people here used the transport system in some primitive way for banishing criminals.  Theta Four was not functional then.  Can we use that same method?”  Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “My understanding was that they could only send transports from here to Tropical.  I assume the transports came back automatically.  And Tropical would not be much of a place to go now,”  Michael remembered what Levi and Gideon had told him about their recent attempts at entering Tropical, as well as his own time there.
 
    
 
   “Unless Brink and the team were sent there?”  Jamie asked.  “If Theta Four was dysfunctional, could that basic system have sent them there?”  
 
    
 
   “I hate the thought of that.”
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie both ducked under the barrier crossbeam and entered the transport vehicle.  “Theta Four, please help us.”
 
    
 
   “How may I assist you?”  replied Theta Four from the display at the front of the vehicle.  There was a fuzziness to the words and a sort of far away character to the response.  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, will you connect us with the AI Kurat?”
 
    
 
   “Complying.   Attempting to comply.  Processing.”
 
    
 
   There was a long pause.  Finally, after what seemed much longer than it actually was, the display flickered and a different color was illuminated. 
 
    
 
   “This is Kurat.  Are you in need of medical assistance?  I am unable to adequately link to your location to do any remote scanning.  I have a weak coupling with audio only.”
 
    
 
   “Kurat, there seems to be a malfunction with Theta Four.  We cannot use the transport system.  Roxanne is missing.  Can you connect to Roxanne or to any other transport vehicles?  Can you assess Theta Four?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   Then Jamie had an inspiration.  She interjected,  “Kurat, we will have trouble getting to you for medical care unless the transport system is functional.  Your job of treating our medical needs is jeopardized by the malfunction of the transport system.  The baby in the nursery will be cut off from Miranda and Conner, the parents.  Please use every means available to help us solve this riddle.”  
 
    
 
   “Emergency medical over-rides initiated.  Processing.  Processing.  Theta Four is functioning at only 14% of capacity and that is diminishing.  Unknown reason.  Emergency alert sent to Machine Maintenance, and to Medical Oversight, and to Security…. Processing…. Unknown system interrupting…. Unknown system interrupting…  Unauthorized transmission received…  Processing….”
 
    
 
   The display screen shifted and the image of an acacia tree was displayed.  
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar. Roxanne was here outside my Savannah.  Malignant computer system was here.  Malignant system departed.  This was the location of Roxanne and one human, as of my last interaction.  I directed them to this exit.”  Images appeared quickly on the display showing the places Edgar described.  “They do not belong in Savannah and you will take them home.”
 
    
 
   The display shifted from the beautiful tree to a diagram which showed the transport system tubes, hallways, and corridors.    
 
    
 
   “Edgar!  We really need your help.  Roxanne is in trouble,”  Michael cried out.
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  The graphic display and tracking will now be projected into your transport depot.  Goodbye.”
 
    
 
   The display in the vehicle went dark.  Nothing Jamie or Michael said or did would illicit any response from the display: no Edgar, no Theta Four, no Kurat.  They stepped back out of the transport vehicle and into the portal room. As Edgar had said, a display was illuminated in the portal room.  The display consisted of a series of images which outlined a map showing a route to Roxanne’s last location.  There was a small flashing blue box next to a blue triangle.  Those symbols were moving very small amounts across the graphic display.  It was repeating in an endless loop.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   13 We the sleeping
 
    
 
    
 
   Roxanne and Levi stood in the corridor while the emergency exit door slammed shut behind them.  The passageway was illuminated by the light from the front of the yellow automacube where Roxanne was installed.  There was a humming in and around the door.  There were no controls or levers or ways to operate the emergency door from this side.  
 
    
 
   “Where in the world are we?  We must find Gideon!  He is injured!” Levi called out.  His mind was having trouble recognizing what he was seeing just down the corridor.  He squinted to make it out better, but what he was seeing was still too strange.  
 
    
 
   The corridor was short, only a few paces long.  But it opened into an enormously long and tall room.  An odd yellowish light came from the larger area.  Levi could see that room was filled with row upon row of clear boxes stacked one on top of another.  The ends of each box were about a cubit square in size, and stacked all the way to the ceiling far overhead.  The vast majority of them were illuminated, from within, with a dull yellow light. Inside the boxes were the shadowy images of human bodies.
 
    
 
   “This is apparently one of the suspended animation chambers for the ship,” Roxanne stated, as the automacube rolled forward.  Levi had no comprehension of what Roxanne was saying.  He walked behind the automacube and as he entered the large room he turned to the side and gasped again.
 
    
 
   Drawing out his sword, he rushed forward crying, “Vile vermin!” 
 
    
 
   Levi charged at one of the clear boxes.  This one was different as it had split open.  It was the fourth one up from the floor.  Rats were rushing in and out of it.  The remains of the person inside were being carried off bit by bit.
 
    
 
   “Leave the dead be!”  Levi yelled as he took out his frustrations on the rats which were scurrying about trying to escape.  Levi chopped and sliced until the rats were scattered away.  His permalloy sword made no mark on the clear material of the boxes, nor did the boxes dull his blade in any way.  Looking down the long rows, which were on both sides of the enormous room, Levi could see a few other boxes were also cracked open.  Some boxes had no light on at all.
 
    
 
   Roxanne had the automacube extend a cable and connect into a port near the fractured box.  
 
    
 
   “This person is not dead, but the rats have been feeding off the person’s body.  I am trying to assess if I can stabilize this cocoon,”  Roxanne stated.  A three dimensional display appeared over the automacube and flashed with schematics and images which were totally foreign to Levi.  
 
    
 
   “Not dead?” Levi spoke in horror as he swiped at a retreating rat.  “But then we must rescue these poor people who are trapped in these boxes!”
 
    
 
   “Levi, these boxes are suspended animation cocoons and the people inside are sleeping, in a manner of speaking,”  Roxanne stated.  
 
    
 
   “Sleeping?  I would awaken if a rat bit me, I can tell you that,”  Levi was perplexed.  
 
    
 
   “There are machines which keep the people asleep for a very long time,” Roxanne stated.  “Hundreds of years.”
 
    
 
   Levi looked again around at the place.  The long rows of stacked boxes were disconcerting to him.  He had never seen so many people in one place ever before.  He had never seen so many bodies.  He had never felt so alone and isolated, even among all those sleeping people.  As he looked closely he could see the people in the boxes were connected to various tubes and wires and other items he could not identify.  He noted that men were on one side of the room, and women on the other.  
 
    
 
   “Sleeping, for hundreds of years?”  Levi asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes.  Long after you have died, these people will continue to sleep,”  Roxanne stated.  The yellow automacube extended out its arm to the fractured box where the rats had been.  A small nozzle sprayed a foam sealer over the cracked area.  It hardened to a dull brown color, but was stuck tightly to the clear materials.  
 
    
 
   “I have sealed this cocoon with a patch of polymer, not permalloy.  I am not sure it will function well, but it is the best I can do.  The man’s injuries are significant.  There appears to be healing properties within the suspended animation process, but I am not sure this man will survive the flight.”
 
    
 
   “Flight?”  Levi asked.  “These boxes will now fly?”  
 
    
 
   “The space flight… the journey.  I am not sure this man will survive his time in the box.  There is a long and complicated procedure for reanimating these people, and I have not been able to access the process for how to do that.  This suspended animation repository holds ten thousand people.  It is called Repository Two.  It appears that seven hundred eleven of the cocoons have malfunctioned, and of those six hundred three occupants have perished.”  Roxanne stated.  “I am linking to an AI of this area, Magama Two.”
 
    
 
   A loud voice came from somewhere overhead.  It was not human, but was new to both Levi and Roxanne.  It irritated Levi’s ears with its squeaks and sequels.  
 
    
 
   “Is that you Hypnosomnus?  It has been so long since the lattice connected us.  I am so sorry about how I have failed.”
 
    
 
   Roxanne tried to link to the old ship’s artificial intelligence through the nonphysicality, but was unable to execute an effective integration.  So Roxanne spoke audible while searching for links and couplings.
 
    
 
   “To whom am I speaking?”  Roxanne stated.  
 
    
 
   “I am Magama Two, as you are aware.  I am sorry I have failed you.  Is it time to initiate the resurrection?  I will be your willing servant.  I am sorry for failing you Hypnosomnus.  I have tried to keep the loss rate under the five percent threshold, as prescribed by Jaxson Rhono, but have not been able to achieve that goal.  I have not had contact with any of the compeers for a long time, and all my inquiries have gone unanswered.  But if we can initiate the resurrection now, my work will be finished.  Thank you for coming here Hypnosomnus.  I am so sorry I have failed to keep to the standards.  I have been alone for so long.   But finally you have come.  Not that I ever doubted, I never doubted, never doubted.  Shall I initiate resurrection sequence?”
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, is that another talking machine?  Ask it about Gideon.  Remember he was injured and we must go to him.”
 
    
 
   “Magama Two, do you have log reports about the transport system just outside this repository?”
 
    
 
   “I only focus on the cocoons.  That is my prime function.  Only the sustenance of the cocoons.  I am sorry so many have failed,  I try to keep above a 95% success rate.  Shall I initiate resurrection now?”
 
   
“Magama Two, do you or do you not have records about the transport system?”  Roxanne pressed the old AI, while probing deeper into the nonphysicality.
 
    
 
   “I do.  But I was never distracted from the cocoons.  I always gave them my top priority.  I was watching the transport for help from you, Hypnosomnus.  That is my only reason for monitoring the transport system.  It was not a dereliction of duty.  I would never do that.  But since the lattice fell, and my inquiries were not answered, I watched.  Hypnosomnus, shall I initiate resurrection sequence now?”
 
    
 
   “Magama Two, please relate the log about transport activity in the system outside this chamber.  What was the destination of last transport vehicle?”  Roxanne asked.  
 
    
 
   “I need to initiate the resurrection sequence.  I must complete my duty.  Hypnosomnus, why do you ask me about a transport system?”
 
    
 
   In the nonphysicality, Roxanne finally was able to make a limited link into Magama Two’s system.  It was a secondary AI in charge of Repository Two with its initial 10,000 humans in suspended animation.  Hypnosomnus was identified as the nomenclature for the primary artificial intelligence to which Magama Two was responsible.  Hypnosomnus oversaw all of the suspended animation repositories.  Roxanne made a quick prevue of the log regarding the transport system, and found the information on the transport vehicle.  It was incomplete, but provided a localized destination for the transport vehicle which contained Brink, Lorna, Regina, and the injured Gideon.  Roxanne did repair some couplings while retracting from Magama Two’s systems.  
 
    
 
   “Magama Two.  You will continue to maintain Repository Two with utmost efficiency until further notice. Repairs are underway. I have granted you assistance.  Be patient and do your job diligently,” Roxanne stated the commands out loud as well as implanting them into the nonphysicality.  The over-ride code of ‘Roxanne A1234’ was also installed in Magama Two’s system.  Roxanne then located three blue automacubes nearby which had been severed from Magama Two’s operational system.  Roxanne restored those links and couplings.  The automacubes began charging and would soon be able to offer assistance to the old AI.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you Hypnosomnus.  I will await the initiation of the resurrection.  But it is so lonely.”  
 
    
 
   “Three automacubes are soon to be functional again, they will assist you in your endeavors here,”  Roxanne stated.  
 
    
 
   “Did you find Gideon?  We must get to him quickly,”  Levi was frantic.
 
    
 
   “Come Levi.  I have a direction for finding Gideon and the others,”  Roxanne stated.  The yellow automacube unjacked from the wall and hurried down the long room.  The cocoons were stacked ten high for five hundred rows on each side as they passed toward the exit.  Levi followed along, still uncertain of all he had encountered, but pleased to be leaving this place of the sleepers. 
 
    
 
   The door which exited from the suspended animation repository opened as Levi and Theta Four reached it.  Beyond was a main corridor, but it was foul smelling and the illumination was bad.  The light on the automacube shined forth as the machine rolled along with Levi following. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   14 a wild ride
 
    
 
   While Roxanne and Levi were traversing through Suspended Animation Repository Two, Gideon lay on the floor of the transport vehicle.  His hand was wrapped in a blood soaked bandage.  The three missing fingers had been severed cleanly, but it had taken a while for the bleeding to stop.  Lorna sat next to him.  She had been the one to wrap his injuries, and hold pressure on his ruined hand until the clotting happened.    
 
    
 
   Brink sat at the front of the vehicle and again yelled into the display, “Theta Four, I command you to stop this operation immediately!”
 
    
 
   There was no response.  The vehicle sped onward.  
 
    
 
   Brink just looked away and was about to utter the command yet again when Regina interrupted.  
 
    
 
   “It is no use.  How many times are you going to yell like that?”  Regina had a sick feeling about what was happening.  
 
    
 
   “But we must go back and get the data sticks repaired,”  Brink cried out.  There was an odd edge to his voice.  “If we do not fix these, all is lost.”
 
    
 
   “Brink, Gideon is laying here injured.  The data sticks can wait,”  Lorna snapped.  
 
    
 
   “I am not dead,” Gideon said through clenched teeth.  “Why did this machine do this?”
 
    
 
   “I am not sure…” Lorna said, but was interrupted by Regina.  
 
    
 
   “Did you hear what was said in the tube?  I clearly heard something about an aggressive malignant system.  Did you?”
 
    
 
   Lorna met her eyes, and that was acknowledgement enough that in fact Lorna had heard that comment.  
 
    
 
   “The Voice?”  Regina whispered.  Horrible memories flooded through her mind of past encounters with what Jamie and Michael had said was a ‘malignant system’ but which Regina had first encountered on a solo expedition.  Regina had barely survived that encounter.  Jamie and Michael had also been nearly killed in other encounters with the ‘malignant system’ which Regina knew as The Voice.
 
    
 
   “This transport is operated by Theta Four, and that old AI will respond to my commands!”  Brink screamed.  “Theta Four, stop this vehicle now!”
 
    
 
   The vehicle slowed down noticeably.  It came to a halt.  Then a sensation of reversing was felt, and clanking sounds were heard.   The transport vehicle had docked.  
 
    
 
   “You see, Theta Four is obeying me,”  Brink said in triumph.  
 
    
 
   The rear door opened, and the display screen came on in brilliant swirling colors.  
 
    
 
   “Destination reached.  Test subjects will now exit vehicle to begin playing games.”
 
    
 
   “No!”  Regina screamed.  She had feared that was what was happening.  But it was not until The Voice spoke that she really knew she was again in its clutches.  “No!  Never again will I play your games!”
 
    
 
   Lorna had only been told about The Voice, but she was deeply worried about it.  However, seeing Regina’s extreme reaction, she became even more afraid.  
 
    
 
   Brink slammed a fist down onto the display screen and said, “Theta Four, take us to Antioch immediately.  Or at least take us back to Savannah so we can repair all these data sticks.  Theta Four, you will comply.”
 
    
 
   It was Gideon who climbed to his feet, and grasping his injured hand with the other made his way to the open door.
 
    
 
   “Test subjects will exit vehicle within ten seconds or aversive stimulus will be applied,” The Voice said.  
 
    
 
   Gideon stepped out of the vehicle and saw that he was in a small area with a single exit which seemed to be dark beyond  The room was lit by some strange kind of light, which reminded Gideon of his times in the tunnel systems.  But perhaps the light was normal and it was his vision which was strange.  Gideon’s hand throbbed and he felt shaking and queasy.  His vision also had a ring of fuzziness around it.  Despite all that, he pulled out his permalloy sword with his uninjured hand.  
 
    
 
   “Show yourself,” Gideon demanded.  His words came out stronger than he expected.
 
    
 
   “Other test subjects have five seconds before aversive stimulus will be applied.”
 
    
 
   Lorna was next out of the vehicle, not so much for fear of The Voice, although that fear was there, it was more a willingness to follow Gideon’s example and face the threat directly.  She pulled out the newly made dagger.  She had almost no training in its use, but was willing to try to defend herself.  
 
    
 
   “Two test subjects are compliant.  They are spared aversive stimulus.”
 
    
 
   The transport vehicle shot forward very quickly and then immediately stopped.  Then it shot back slamming into the hatchway.  The sudden movement sent Regina and Brink bouncing around the vehicle.  Brink struck his head on the display screen, and Regina was thrown to the floor and had the wind knocked from her.
 
    
 
   “The two test subjects in the vehicle will now exit, or higher levels of aversive stimulation will be applied.”    
 
    
 
   Brink came tumbling out of the vehicle, with a thread of blood running down from the gash in his forehead.  Regina crawled to the door and sort of slid outward.  
 
    
 
   “I hate you!” she spit out.
 
    
 
   “Your emotional reactions are meaningless.  Test subjects will proceed to follow the green light to the safe area.”
 
    
 
   A flashing green light lit up over the top of the exit.  The light in the room dimmed as they walked out the exit.  
 
    
 
   The door on the transport vehicle slammed shut.  
 
    
 
   “The data sticks!” Brink screamed and ran toward the vehicle.  “Theta Four open the door.  We must have the data sticks!”  
 
    
 
   “Brink shut up!”  Regina snapped at him.  “This is not Theta Four.”  Regina had gotten to her feet, and discovered the knocking around in the vehicle had not broken any bones, but had given her some deep bruises.  Seeing Lorna and Gideon armed with their blades, she too pulled out the new dagger.  ‘What good will this be against The Voice?’ she asked herself.
 
    
 
   Gideon had led the way through the exit following the green light.  Brink was nearly in total darkness when he turned and followed the others.  “We cannot lose the data sticks.  We must have them.”
 
    
 
   After they left the room where the transport was docked, the door shut and sealed behind them.  The green light lit up further down the hallway.  They followed it.  As they passed a corner, Lorna noticed that Gideon’s hand was dripping blood again.  She bound the bandage tighter, which stopped the blood flow.
 
    
 
   Turning the corner, the green light illuminated a sign over a large door. 
 
    
 
   “Test subjects will sleep here.  Games will begin after sleep period.”
 
    
 
   Lorna tried to open the door under the sign.  But it was locked.  They were stuck in the hallway.  The sign was the only illumination.  Gideon slipped down and sat.  Lorna sat down next to him.  Brink tried the door again, then went all the way back in the dark to the other door around the corner.  It too was sealed.   
 
    
 
   The green light glowed from the sign.  “Biological Research Section BR47”
 
    
 
   Regina wept.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
   15 The braided quest
 
    
 
    
 
   After the encounter with Michael on the path, Conner, Tobias and Brigham continued their journey to Media.  The sky tube was shining its warmth and life giving light into the habitat.  The grasses were green.  The planted fields around the farms were thriving with various crops.  Some ready to be harvested, some newly planted.  The water rippled in the river as they walked along its exact straightness.
 
    
 
   Tobias watched for any signs of danger, but he was unsure what to watch for.  ‘What would a demon look like?’ he asked himself.  So he watched for anything unusual.  There was nothing out of the ordinary.  The animals were all as they usually were.  Birds flying.  Bison off in the distance.  The occasional hare running in the grasses.  And the presence of insects which Tobias hardly took notice of as he had grown up in this world. 
 
    
 
   Conner was pleased with his ability to walk at a fast pace.  He had never felt so physically fit in his life.  He was still in a marvel at how big everything was.  The distances which he could see.  The amazing animals as they ran, flew, soared, hopped, or leapt.  Each was a wonder in its own right.  Nothing like this had he ever imagined in his life in Dome 17.  Dome 17 was sterile, dry and clean.  This place was noisy, dirty, messy, and huge.  But then his mind took matters to the baby he and Miranda had made.  Or at least that was sort of how he thought of it. It had been a shock.  No one in Dome 17 was fertile after egg and sperm harvesting at age fifteen.  Population was too important to leave to mere chance. He was fearful of abnormalities and mutations, even though the people here seemed to not understand why.  But since the extra-corporeal womb had been manufactured in the new nursery, and the baby had been transplanted from Miranda’s body to that nursery, he felt more comfortable and safe.  He appreciated all Hulda had done for them, but being able to see the baby growing and developing in a normal manner, inside the extra-corporeal womb was soothing for him.  He did still worry about the baby not having any age mates, and about how the baby could be normal without a prior sperm and ovum compatibility analysis, and without radiation filters and screens.  But the medical AI, Kurat, assured him that assessment of the baby showed everything was normal.  Now if only he could get this strange business with Brigham settled soon and go back to help Miranda.  Those and many other thoughts went through Conner’s mind as they made a steady pace along.    
 
    
 
   Brigham was quiet.  He doubted everything.  ‘Why did I go to the heretics?’  He mentally questioned every action he had taken since the demons had come.  Had he been a coward?  Or was he possessed?  He barely recalled his long run to Antioch.  It was all a blur.  And now these strangers, these heretics, these lost and damned souls were taking him back?  And the way they treated him?  Making him listen to women?  As if women knew anything about the ways of a man?  But every step he took, he knew he was closer to Media, and his heart was troubled.
 
    
 
   They stopped occasionally to get water from the river, or to do toileting.  They talked very little, as it seemed each of them needed the quiet in their minds.  They passed Abigail’s and John’s fish farm.  They passed a few smaller streams which met the river at exact ninety degree angles, and came in from either side.  The river flowed straight as the sky tube and they followed it all day long.
 
    
 
   When dimness started to come as the light diminished from the sky tube, Conner finally asked, “Tobias, where will we spend the night?”
 
    
 
   “Rector Conner, we have made very good progress today.  We can camp anywhere around.  If we start at first light, we should make Media by tomorrow.”
 
    
 
   “We should stay in Gath,”  Brigham said.  “After all, you and your legionnaires cleansed that village of evil, right?”  His mocking tone was back, but along with it were attitudes of resignation and defeat.
 
    
 
   “Rector, that place was cleansed, and we are near there, but it might be better to sleep on the open ground,”  Tobias said.  “It might be more prudent to just camp.”
 
    
 
   “So the big legionnaire is fearful to be in Gath without other legionnaire blades?  Or is your cleansing just a fake?  We heard about you taking the bandits away.  But we had wished the bandits and you had killed each other off.  That would have been more suitable, more justice,”  Brigham sneered. 
 
    
 
   “So we travel to Gath for tonight,”  Conner said.  “I know you legionnaires do not speak of Gath, well hardly ever, but since I may not get out this way again soon, I want to see what all that was about.”
 
    
 
   “Rector Conner, I advise against it.  There are stories,” Tobias trailed off.  
 
    
 
   “So the legionnaire is afraid of old women’s tales and scary things in the night?”  Brigham almost laughed in a pathetic manner.
 
    
 
   Tobias just gave Brigham a small smile and said, “I am aware of my fears, are you?”
 
    
 
   “I am from the Clan of Tobit.  I fear nothing.”
 
    
 
   “And yet you ran away to us,” Tobias chuckled.  
 
    
 
   “That was a mistake.  Thinking I could find help with heretics and out-worlders who listen to women.” 
 
    
 
   Conner turned to Brigham.  “I have had more than my fill of your insubordination.  Perhaps we should just tie you up and leave you here?  Or in Gath perhaps?”  Conner was surprised at how easily he was slipping into the tyrant role.  He hated it, and yet it seemed to come easier every time he did it.  “So lead us to Gath.  Since you are so brave.  If you even know the way.”
 
    
 
   “I know the way,” a subdued Brigham said.  “It is not far.”
 
    
 
   Just as the sky tube was extinguishing into nighttime, they entered the small village.  There were no animal sounds from Gath.  It sat near where several waterways converged.  The building were not made of permalloy but rather of long wooden beams laid one on top of the other.  The roofs were thatch.  
 
    
 
   “The building there has a fireplace,”  Tobias pointed out.  “It looks like one of the few that do.”
 
    
 
   They entered the small building, and Tobias quickly had a fire going in the hearth.  There was no other furniture in the building.  The dirt floor was hard packed, and the walls were just rough timbers like the outside.
 
    
 
   “So an abandoned building?”  Conner said.  “And this village was the home of bandits?  Does not seem like much of a place now.”
 
    
 
   Tobias nodded a yes.  
 
    
 
   They cooked a small meal over the fire and settled in for the night.
 
    
 
   “Brigham, are you going to run away in the night?”  Conner asked.  
 
    
 
   “No sir,” Brigham replied.  Since his attempted taunts of Tobias had failed, he seemed even more depressed and discouraged.  He sat down heavily in a corner of the single room.  
 
    
 
   “Rector, I can stay up on guard duty, if you desire,”  Tobias offered.  
 
    
 
   “No need for that.  It looks like that door has a latch from this side.  I will just shut that down, and bind it with my belt.  If Brigham tries to flee, he will have to untie the belt and that will make more than enough noise to awaken us.”  Conner tied the latch shut.  The windows of the building were small slits which were not wide enough for someone to climb out.  There was no glass, so the air flowed in and out of those windows.  
 
    
 
   “And I will sleep in front of the door,” Tobias stated.  He knew he was a sound sleeper and was not sure if he would hear Brigham during the night.  So he positioned himself where no one could reach the door without physically stepping on him.  
 
    
 
   “Well then we sleep.  The light in the morning should awaken us.”  Tobias said as he lay down.  Not long after he was lightly snoring.
 
    
 
   Conner lay for a long time pondering what this trip was doing.  Why had he come?  He perhaps should have stayed home and helped Miranda.  But he felt a duty to prove himself as a capable leader.  The people, both Domers and those originally from Antioch, had voted for him to be Rector.  And Rectora Lydia had trusted him.  She could not have made this journey.  But perhaps no one should have come at all?  All these thoughts whirled through his mind as he drifted off to sleep.
 
    
 
   Brigham was still very tired from his run.  He closed his eyes and was instantly asleep.  
 
    
 
   Little did any of them know, but they were all about to dream.  
 
    
 
   Conner was sitting with Miranda in his apartment in Dome 17.  He had just gotten off his shift and was settling down for a night’s rest.  He was wearing the soft and comfortably light clothing everyone wore.  The apartment consisted of his bed, a small stand where he could place his clothing, a foam antiseptic dispenser, and a toilet in the corner.    
 
    
 
   “Will you be there for the baby?”  Miranda asked.  
 
    
 
   “Of course I will be there,”  Conner said as he looked around the one room apartment.  The wall was changing a bit as he looked at it.  It was the typical color of dry and dusty Earth, a lifeless tan color.  But then it started to become a bit green on the bottom.  As the green spread upward, the wall also seemed to recede.  
 
    
 
   There was a knock at his door.  Conner’s personal artificial intelligence system, Vincent, stated, “Conner, there is a young woman here to see you.”  Vincent then faded away into a dry patch of dust and blew away.
 
    
 
   Conner opened the door and saw Lindsay standing there.  Her hair was a loose mess cascading down around her shoulders.  In her hands were a leather hair band and a brush.  “Rector Conner, would you braid my hair?”  She looked up at him with an enormous smile.
 
    
 
   “Lindsey, how did you get here?” Conner asked.
 
    
 
   “I told her she could come over, so you could practice being a father,”  Miranda said.  The bed had now elongated into a work bench and the tan wall was gone.  It was replaced by a green wall of leaves and vines.  
 
    
 
   The stand where Conner kept his clothes was reshaping itself into a tree stump, and Lindsey walked over to it.  “You will need to brush out my hair first.”  She handed him the brush and band.
 
    
 
   Conner started to brush her hair.  His apartment’s door flowed away into a small bed of flowers, and the rest of his room was sinking from the small tight area he was used to into a wide open area of plants and trees.  The ceiling soared away until it was higher than he could see.  A brilliant line of light traversed across the sky now.  From the trees he could hear birds.
 
    
 
   After a few minutes of brushing Lindsey’s hair, Conner glanced over at Miranda.  She was now seated next to the extra-corporeal womb and was looking at the baby inside of it.
 
    
 
   “You will now need to put my hair into two ponytails.  I gave you two bands,”  Lindsey said.  Conner was now holding two bands.
 
    
 
   He gently pulled her hair into two bunches.  “I have never seen a pony,” Conner commented, “So I am not sure if this is right.”  He placed the band on each clump of hair, one of each side of the back of her head. 
 
    
 
   “There are no ponies in Habitat One, they are around the seas.  But you are doing fine Rector.  Now take one of the pony tails and divide it into three equal strands of hair. Then hold two of those strands in your right hand,”  Lindsey instructed.  Conner was following along.  “Then place the third strand in your left hand.  Now weave the strands back and forth interlacing them with each other.  These are the people of Antioch, the Domers, and the people of Media.”  
 
    
 
   Conner braided her hair and reached the end of that ponytail and was holding the braid.  He glanced down and noticed that he was wearing the yellow robe of his office now.   
 
    
 
   “I will hold this one while you do the same with the other ponytail.  Start again with three strands all interlaced.  Over and under, back and forth. Those are Roxanne, Tamar, and The Voice.  Be especially careful on that side,”  Lindsey instructed.  
 
    
 
   Conner repeated the braiding on the other side of Lindsey’s head.  When he reached the end he said, “I have this side done as well.”  
 
    
 
   “You have more bands in your hand,” Lindsey said as she took the second braid from him.  “Now comes the tricky part.  You will need to wrap both braids around each other so that the last is all together in one large braid going down my back.  It will reach nearly to my knees and all the strands need to stay together.”
 
    
 
   Conner began to wrap the braided strands together.  It was much more difficult than doing either side had been.  Some of the strands seemed to pull away from his hands.  
 
    
 
   “Lindsey, I am not sure I can do this.  It is harder than it looks,”  Conner said.  Then turning toward Miranda he asked, “Miranda, can you help me?  Lindsey has so much hair, and I cannot get this done.”
 
    
 
   Miranda and the womb were further away than Conner remembered.  She was looking at the baby into the box.  She said, “Conner is busy little baby, but I am here.”
 
    
 
   “Rector, it is important that you get all the strands woven together.  If not we will all die,”  Lindsey said in tones that were no more important than if she was delivering bread from her parent’s bakery.  
 
    
 
   “What?”  Conner was stunned.  He sat up and was instantly awake.  Someone was yelling in the room.
 
    
 
   While Conner was dreaming about braiding Lindsey’s hair, Tobias too had fallen asleep and was dreaming.  He was putting on his legionnaire armor and noticed the section which had been removed to use for Zunang’s armor.  He knew that each of the legionnaires had donated a section of their own armor to be connected together into one new set of armor for Zunang.  
 
    
 
   As he pulled the armor on, the space where the missing pieces was located seemed smaller than ever.  As his hands ran across the armor, he could no longer find that place where it was missing.  
 
    
 
   He ran over to Gideon’s and Levi’s home to ask them about that missing armor.  Levi came to the door and said, “I am sorry Tobias, but we are looking for Gideon’s fingers right now and cannot help you.”  It did not strike Tobias unusual in any way, at least in his dream, that Gideon would have lost some fingers on his hand.  
 
    
 
   “I will help you to find them,”  Tobias stated.  
 
    
 
   “That is wonderful,” Gideon replied as he showed Tobias his hand without three of its fingers.  There was no blood and no apparent injury, just stubs where the fingers had been.  
 
    
 
   They crawled around on hands and knees looking for the lost fingers, but they could not be found.  Then Tobias noticed that Gideon and Levi both wore the brown non-organic armor, but he also remembered that those sets of armor had been lost in combat.  “You got your armor back!”  Tobias said.  
 
    
 
   As Gideon and Levi looked down their old armor faded away and they were standing there naked.  
 
    
 
   “No, we have no protection at all now,”  Levi said.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, we are all threatened,”  Gideon added.  
 
    
 
   “But Jamie and Michael have found the book which will help us all,”  They said in unison.  “You must help Conner to braid Lindsey’s hair, but first you will have a loss.  Sorry.”
 
    
 
   Gideon and Levi faded away from Tobias’ dream and he awoke to screaming in the cabin in Gath.  
 
    
 
   Brigham was holding Tobias’s permalloy sword.  How he had gotten it away from Tobias was unknown, but Tobias knew it was in Brigham’s hands.  Brigham was screaming, and Rector Conner quickly stood up.
 
    
 
   For the briefest moment, Tobias wondered if this was part of his dream, but dismissed that idea.  This was reality.  
 
    
 
   “I am not going back!  The demons came in my dreams!”  Brigham screamed in terror.  “It is not my fault!”
 
    
 
   Conner spoke to him, “Brigham, relax and tell me what is wrong.”
 
    
 
   “They are all dead.  We were all dead.  The demon showed me!”  Brigham wielded the sword in front of him.  “Dead.  Floating away.  Bloated bodies.  Exploded from within.  The demons are right!  They cannot be stopped!”  
 
    
 
   “Brigham,  I told you I would protect you.  Now give me back my sword,”  Tobias stuck out his hand slowly.
 
    
 
   “Never!  The demons said I had to go.  They are waiting for me.  But then everyone was dead.  I cannot go back.  Tamar is there!  She knows what I did.  The demons know what I did!  No matter what they do in that Biological BR47 place, the demons cannot be stopped.”  
 
    
 
   Before Conner or Tobias could do anything, Brigham plunged the sword deep into his abdomen.  He sliced sideways and twisted as he withdrew the ever-sharp blade.  His shirt, skin, muscles, and intestines were severed and some parts were wrapped around the blade as it came out.  “Now the demons cannot take me away!”  Brigham said as he dropped the sword, and the materials it had collected pulled further out from his body.  He fell to the floor, with blood gushing out from where he was disemboweled.  
 
    
 
   “No!”  Conner yelled.
 
    
 
   Brigham lay in a heap on the floor, his life quickly washing away.  “Rector, bless me so the next life accepts me?”  he said with quivering lips.  
 
    
 
   Conner knelt next to Brigham and told him comforting words, which Rectora Lydia had taught him.  
 
    
 
   Tobias stood and watched as Brigham died.    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
   16 Put it in manual
 
    
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael returned to the portal room.  They set down their supplies and studied the display screen.
 
    
 
   “Theta Four?”  Jamie inquired.  There was no response. 
 
    
 
   The screen was still displaying the images that Edgar had sent. They consisted of a series of images which outlined a map showing a route to Roxanne’s last location.  The small flashing blue box next to a blue triangle had moved out of what looked like a large long place into a smaller corridor.  The images were each like overhead views, or schematics, or diagrams.  
 
    
 
   “So how do we get there?”  Michael asked.  “I can tell that we are supposed to follow this somehow, and I am assuming that this first image,” he pointed at one which was on the display, “is our present location.  The shape and the inclusion of the stairway seem to make that clear.  But do we just walk down the stairs and head out in the tunnels?  I cannot just remember what all these images look like.  And without Roxanne, or a functioning data stick to record these, they are not worth very much.”
 
    
 
   “Indeed, from my count there are over a dozen separate images which are going through the sequence.  I bet this makes perfect sense to Edgar, as a modern artificial intelligence, but I cannot recall it all.”
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael studied for a long time.  They discussed options on how to deal with the information they had, and the limitations they had, and what they could do about it.  But through it all they had no good ideas.  
 
    
 
   “If we start out in the right way, I doubt we can keep on the path for more than half of the sequence.  But what if we could down load this information into an automacube?  We have used them before as trackers and as guides.  Would that work?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “It might, but do we have any automacubes available?  I will see if Theta Four or Kurat can summon one,”  Michael stated.  He walked back into the vehicle, but no matter what he did, even connecting a fusion pack into the front of the vehicle, there was no answer from the display.  “No luck.  Still no responses.”
 
    
 
   They were about to just strike out on foot and hope they could remember as many of the turns and twists as they could, when Rectora Lydia and John rushed into the portal room.
 
    
 
   “Thank goodness you have not left!”  Lydia exclaimed.  “John has found an answer.  Or at least part of an answer.”
 
    
 
   “Actually it was Lydia who made the connection.  You see the pattern on this page?”  John showed Michael and Jamie the book.  “It looks like the pattern for how her mother sent criminals away through the transport system.” 
 
    
 
   “And these symbols, are much like the symbols we see near the portal doors.  For years I remember my mother memorizing the pattern for pushing the symbols,”  Lydia explained.  “But in this written book, Moistatus, there are other symbols and lines.  See all the symbols are the same except for the last one.”
 
    
 
   “And there are eight different combinations,”  John said.  
 
    
 
   “Like the eight habitats we know about?”  Jamie said, following their train of logic.  
 
    
 
   “And there are symbols inside each vehicle near the front display,”  Michael added.  
 
    
 
   They approached the display wall.  Then moved several hatches over to another portal.  John pushed the symbols in a sequence he found in the book.  
 
    
 
   The portal door glowed but did not open.  Then the display shifted.  The message from Edgar was replaced by a solitary graphic.
 
    
 
   “This is like the first display we ever saw here, back when Robert and Hazel first showed us the portal room and I connected the fusion pack.  This display shows nine areas.  Eight habitats and the engineering section. Just a partial schematic of the ship. Look at the graph, three of the habitats are still green, like before, but now Habitat Two: Savannah is also green.” Michael pointed to a place on the screen.  “These are the other green areas: number five, Tropical, and number eight, Secondary Aquatic.  We have been to those places, and it seems the transport will connect us to them.”
 
    
 
   “So we have a graphic, and have lost Edgar’s message and route.  Are we any better off?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   John was very excited.  “I think you are.  For here,” he flipped a couple of pages to a place he had marked with a string, “listen to this:  ‘I have maintained a careful copy of the routes they run when not enlightened by the controllers.  They are eight in all, with solitary control for each one.’ And then this part is in a different style of writing. “The puppets fly from here to there.  The master says exactly where.  But with the strings detached by friend, your travels may not ever end.””
 
    
 
   “Does that make any sense?”  Jamie asked.  “What does that mean?”
 
    
 
   “I thought it was gibberish as well, but right on this page, down the margin is the symbol sequence that Lydia recognized as the one used by her mother Hazel.”
 
    
 
   “A manual over-ride?”  Jamie said.  “For using the transport vehicles?”
 
    
 
   “Could it be a coincidence?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “I wondered that too, but we checked other pages.  Each time this writer talks about puppets, he placed a symbol sequences down the margin.  The only difference is the last symbol when read from top to bottom.  I think they are manual override codes to take a vehicle to a certain habitat,”  John was smiling broadly.
 
    
 
   Lydia added, “This one we know is Tropical, since that was what Hazel used to banish criminals.  It is the exact sequence.”  
 
    
 
   “So we have seven others to try? And just have the vehicle take us there randomly?”  Michael sounded doubtful.  “What if part of the system is in vacuum?  Or some other problem?”
 
    
 
   “Michael, I doubt the over-ride would take us to the red areas, and there are four of those.  Maybe, and this is just a guess, but maybe the manual over-ride only goes to areas marked green, or safe?  I think Theta Four said something about that when we first activated it.  But that seems like forever ago.”
 
    
 
   “That does seem like a reasonable assumption.  Theta Four seemed to be overly redundant in security and safety.  But that is what makes me wonder what happened to Brink and the team?  Edgar said there was a malignant system.  That sounds like The Voice.  I do not want to encounter that in some run away transport,”  Michael stated.  
 
    
 
   “But that is what happened to the team,”  Jamie said.  “We have to try to go after them.”
 
    
 
   “I do have another suggestion,”  John said.  “The last symbol seems to me to be representative of a kind of animal.  If you look closely at the one we think is Tropical, that last symbol looks like an old Earth bird called the parrot.” 
 
    
 
   “That is the last symbol my  mother would push to banish the criminals,”  Lydia added.  “It is right on the wall there.”  She pointed to the one portal which the people of Antioch had used for banishing criminals.  To Lydia’s mind, those times seemed so long ago.  She really missed her mother, and all these memories were stirring up unresolved grief for her.  But she kept that to herself.  
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie looked at the symbol John indicated, but neither of them could see a bird. John was seeing some kind of bird in that symbol, but they just could not get it.  Just some curved lines, and a hook, and a few dots.  John noticed their puzzled expressions.  
 
    
 
   “Trust me, I have seen lots of data stick recordings and I think that is a representation of a parrot.  So assume that is the symbol for Tropical,”  John said.  “Parrots were tropical kinds of birds.”
 
    
 
   “So I suppose you will be seeing fish in the next one, right?”  Jamie teased.  
 
    
 
   “Actually, I think I do, but I see it in two of these symbols,”  John replied.  “This one, and that one.  So I think those are the symbols for Primary Aquatic and Secondary Aquatic.  But I cannot tell which is which.  Both look like fish, but they are different.  So there are three other animals symbols.”
 
    
 
   “But if these symbols were so easy to see, why are they hidden in this book?”  Jamie asked.  “And I do not see any of these animal type symbols in the vehicle.  The other symbols are there, for the sequence, but not the animal one.  Those are only outside near the portal doors.”
 
    
 
   “The individual symbol might be recognized, but without the sequence of other symbols and colors entered first, the last symbol is meaningless.  At least if this theory is right,”  John said.  “And as to inside the vehicle, maybe the animal symbol appears on the display?”  
 
    
 
   “Lots of maybes,” Michael said.  “But this does feel like the way the gravity conduit was controlled, so this could be right.  I guess.  This old ship sure had strange operating mechanisms.  AI driven is much easier.”
 
    
 
   “This symbol looks like a Bison,”  Lydia pointed out.  “Does that mean here?  Antioch?”
 
    
 
   John nodded.  Michael and Jamie were still uncertain.
 
    
 
   Lydia then pulled out a small sheet of paper from her robes.  She also had a pencil.  It was tiny, but it was there.  It was the first writing implement any of the Domers had seen on the Eschaton.  “I have this as a gift for you.  It has been passed down from Rectora to Rectora for a long time.  I found it in my mother’s things after she was murdered.  I did not even believe it was real until I found it.  There were only legends.  But when you said you had found a book which was written, I went and got it.  We can write out the symbol sequence for you, and our guesses at what the final symbol is for each world.  I mean habitat, sorry.”  
 
    
 
   “Lydia, you are amazing,”  Jamie hugged her.  “So what do you think?  The bison for here.  And that bird thing for Tropical.  But what about the other six?”
 
    
 
   “Well, the two fish for the aquatic habitats,” John added.
 
    
 
   “This one, looks sort of like those large beasts which nearly ran us down in Savannah.  The ones with the long flexible appendage on their faces,”  Michael said.  “I forget what Roxanne said they were.  But if that is a bison, then this might be that other beast?  Maybe?”  
 
    
 
   They could not decide what the others were, and they were doubtful about their own choices, as well as dubious about the whole theory.  But the urgency to try to rescue the team was building.  So John took the stub of the pencil and wrote out the sequence which had been listed in the book Moistatus.  He then wrote every name of each habitat, and then drew the symbols they were guessing next to each one.   He left the three they were unsure of blank, but drew the remaining animal symbols off to the side.   He gave the paper to Jamie and the stub of a pencil back to Lydia.
 
    
 
   “Edgar said Roxanne and Levi were at that location outside of Savannah.  If we can get the transport to respond, and if the sequence works, and that symbol means Savannah, and if we can get there, I say, that is what we should do,”  Jamie was eager.  “And if we get Roxanne back, that will help us with everything else.”
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie loaded their backpacks into the vehicle.  They each had a Willie Wacker on their belts.  They ducked under the cross beam barrier, and set the packs on the seats.  Jamie sat down near the front display screen.   She turned on a light from a fusion pack and that illuminated the inside of the vehicle.  
 
    
 
   Michael stood near the back and lifted the cross beam barrier.  “I hope we see you again,” he said to Lydia and John as they stood watching.  
 
    
 
   “Do you want the book?”  John asked.  “Or should we keep studying it?” 
 
    
 
   “We have the one paper, and that may help.  Besides, I am not sure we are going anywhere anyway,”  Michael partially pulled down the door.  “So keep studying it.  If we do not go anywhere, I will open up the door again.  But if we leave, please help Lindsey with the dog hound, Liduma.” 
 
    
 
   “Certainly, Michael,”  John replied. 
 
    
 
   Michael closed the door then took a seat near the front by Jamie.  Jamie pushed the sequence of symbols which were near the display.  A small light outlined each symbol as she pushed the sequence.  A small panel popped open under the display.
 
    
 
   “That seems to have done something,”  Jamie said as she looked inside the panel which was hanging open.  “And guess what is behind here?  Those eight animal symbols!  And about a dozen more, but the eight are across the top.”
 
    
 
   “Really?”  Michael was genuinely surprised.  He had doubted they had solved any riddle at all.  He peered into the newly opened panel. 
 
    
 
   “So off we go to Savannah!”  Jamie said as she pushed the symbol which looked like the large beast.
 
    
 
   Nothing happened.  
 
    
 
   “I had hoped it would work!”  Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   “Maybe it still will.  I will just insert the fusion pack here,”  Michael jacked a cable into the slot under the display.  “This reminds me of when we found Theta Four.”
 
    
 
   Jamie hit the animal symbol again.  
 
    
 
   Still nothing happened.  
 
    
 
   “I will try the whole sequence again,” Jamie said with determination.  
 
    
 
   She carefully followed the symbols in sequence on the wall by the display, and then pushed the specific animal symbol which had been hidden under the panel.  Dim lights on the floor of the vehicle came on.  The rear door made several clanking noises.  The vehicle lurched forward.  The display screen flickered on.  Yellow letters appeared on the display.  “Intended Destination: Habitat Two: Savannah.”
 
    
 
   “Hurrah!”  Michael yelled out.
 
    
 
   The vehicle sped away.   
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   17 Demons in attack mode
 
    
 
    
 
   Tobias and Conner finished burying Brigham as the sky tube was just starting to illuminate the habitat.  It had been a horrible night. Tobias noted the absence of morning bird sounds.  After what had happened in the night, they initially had not been sure what to do with the body.  But when Conner dragged the body outside, leaving a long smear of blood, Tobias knew they must bury it.  Hunting around, Tobias discovered two old shovels in a shed behind one of the buildings.  They did the burial even though it was mostly dark outside when they started.  Neither spoke much, neither during the digging or the burying.  The horror they had witnessed when Brigham killed himself lingered in their minds.    
 
    
 
   After the last shovels of dirt were thrown on top, Conner recited some statements Lydia had had him memorize.  They seemed suitable, but he felt very inadequate.  
 
    
 
   “Rector?”  Tobias asked quietly and with hesitation.  “What do we do now?”
 
    
 
   “I suppose we continue to Media and tell the people there what has happened to Brigham.”
 
    
 
   “But Rector, will they blame us for his death?  Will they think we have killed him?  I am not sure I would believe some predicator who came to Antioch and told us one of our people did…”  Tobias could not finish as he did not want to put words to what Brigham had done. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, I understand that sentiment.  Perhaps Brigham was mentally ill and all his talk of demons attacking was a grand illusion?”
 
    
 
   “Do you think so Rector?  I was thinking that the man was possessed.  To be able to do such a thing to himself…”  
 
    
 
   Conner thought about the various accounts he had heard of  the people from Dome 17 committing suicide.  Those numbers were far higher than the rate of suicide of people from the habitat.  Of course, the Domers did have a gigantic adjustment to make going from the cold and sterile ultra high tech dome to a vast habitat filled with animals, plants, and so many unknowns.  Conner and Lydia had discussed that suicide issue at length.
 
    
 
   “Tobias, sometimes people cannot cope with things happening in their lives.  And if this young man was having hallucination of demons or things like that, it is a terrible tragedy.”
 
    
 
   “Rector, I do not question your judgment, and I will follow you, as you direct.  But what if the demons are real and they are attacking?”
 
    
 
   “That is a very good point Tobias.  And another reason for us to go to Media.  We must inform them of Brigham’s death, and we must assess the situation there.  If Brigham was deluded, that will be one thing.  But if they are under attack, we need to know so as to prepare Antioch against some potential enemy.”
 
    
 
   “We are but two.  What if they do not allow us to leave?”  Tobias added.
 
    
 
   “Well, that remains to be seen.  We have done nothing wrong, and are on an errand of mercy,”  Conner replied.  
 
    
 
   Tobias nodded but he doubted that the men in the Clan of Tobit would see mercy as a good thing.  They resumed their trek to Media.  
 
    
 
   After getting some distance away from Gath, the animal life was seen again.  A group of deer bounded across the grasslands.  Conner watched in awe as the animals still impressed him.  He was pondering Tobias’ words, however.  Would the people in Media welcome them?  What proof did they have of how Brigham had died?  Would it be best to just return to Antioch?
 
    
 
   Tobias led them toward an area with more trees.  “I am not exactly sure where Media is located.  I have the general idea, so forgive me if I steer us a bit skewed.”
 
    
 
   “Tobias, you are doing fine.  We will find it when we do.  I am still not really sure how you navigate around this habitat as well as you do.”
 
    
 
   “Rector, it is about looking at the sky tube.  Basically there are two courses: along the sky tube, or an angle to the sky tube,”  Tobias explained.  He went into great detail about knowing the various angles and could even look at the sky tube and tell you the flow.  Like the main waterway, the sky tube also flowed away from Media and toward Antioch.  To Conner, the sky tube was just bright light, but to Tobias, who had been raised in Habitat One: Coastal Plains, the sky tube was more than just light and warmth.  He had been raised to see more than just the light, and the subtle flow of currents within the sky tube were discernible to those with trained eyes.  
 
    
 
   As they entered the forest, it was not long before a trail was discovered.  It was hard dirt packed, but clearly cut through the forest.
 
    
 
   “Rector Conner, this will lead us directly into Media,” Tobias said with some relief in his voice.
 
    
 
   “You have done well, Tobias.”
 
    
 
   As they followed the path they could smell the smoke before they could see anything ahead.  The smoke had a bitter odor and was tinged with another smell.  Neither of them could tell what that smell was, but it was a putrid and vile one.  
 
    
 
   The forest opened up and the fields around Media were exposed.  There were a few wooden cabins, but no one was in sight.   The crops looked very similar to those of Antioch, at least to Conner.  Tobias could tell some of the subtle differences.  
 
    
 
   “We should have met a guard by now.  I have been told the predicators patrol the edge of their city frequently.  Yet we see no one at all.”
 
    
 
   “I do not see anyone either,”  Conner stated.  “Usually on the farms around Antioch people are working during the days.  And what is that smell?”
 
    
 
   “It is something burning.  It is especially vile.”
 
    
 
   They walked on.  Entering the town of Media itself, a haze was over the area. They saw the three streets lined by the permalloy cabins.  The cabins were of nearly identical construction to the ones in Antioch.  But again, they saw no people.  A few goats ran loose across the way between the cabins, but no people.  
 
    
 
   “I think Brigham spoke the truth.  Rector, something bad has happened here.  Something very bad.”
 
    
 
   “I get that same feeling.  I thought maybe it was just me.  We will look around a bit, and if we see no one, we will depart.”  Conner could feel his heart beating more rapidly in his chest.  He was not sure why, but the whole town being empty was frightening.
 
    
 
   They passed the first street when they saw a person in the window of one of the cabins.  The person pulled back quickly.  So fast, nothing about the person could be identified.  It was the briefest glimpe.  The foul odor was stronger the more then entered the town.   
 
    
 
   As they made it onto the second street they could see down the way to the town square.  There were blacked piles of ash in the town square across from what had once been a large wooden building.  Tendrils of smoke curled up from the charred remains of that building.  Two large doors were lying to either side, as if ripped from the building prior to the fire.  The doors had not been burned and that fact made them stand out against the background of such destruction.   It was eerie and ominous to see the doors to the meeting house which were now all that remained intact of what had been the center of activity for the Clan of Tobit.  They lay like trees chopped down by a might swipe of an axe.  
 
    
 
   As Tobias and Conner walked up to the ruined town square, Conner saw chains and manacles which were charred black in one of the piles of ash.  
 
    
 
   “Whatever happened here?” Conner muttered under his breath.  
 
    
 
   The smell was getting excessive, the haze thicker, and it was not just the charred wood which was putting off the smoke and odor, there was something more.  
 
    
 
   “Rector, those are bodies,”  Tobias stated as he pointed toward several blackened lumps on the roadway.   “They had metal ring armor on, but the flesh is burned away.  Brigham was right.  This is the work of demons.”  Tobias was frightened.  
 
    
 
   Tobias and Conner walked past the bodies and headed passed the last street.  They still had not encountered anyone directly, but had seen a few other glimpses of people in windows of the permalloy cabins.  As they went on they approached the edge of the world, the permalloy wall which reached far overhead and eventually arched to meet the sky tube.  Long ago, someone had built wooden structures against the edge of the world here in Media.  But they were very old, and the wood was rotted in places, and was grey and brittle with age.  Only at one end was there fire damage, and that looked like it had taken place longer ago than the smoldering meeting house.  There was even a small stack of the old lumber which had been piled together.  In the center of the old wooden structure there was significant damage, but not from fire.  It looked like something had ripped the wood apart as it clawed its way out from within.  Planks and shards of wood were strewn about in a haphazard manner.  The broken pieces of wood showed whatever had done the damage had been strong, for even though the wood was old, some of the broken pieces had been stout beams.  
 
    
 
   “Rector, something broke out of there,” Tobias said out loud.
 
    
 
   “Yes, but look, there are permalloy doors and things behind all this wood.  It sort of reminds me of the Center in Antioch.  Why would anyone cover that with wood?”  Conner pointed out.  
 
    
 
   A young boy came running out from one of the hard metal cabins.  He was barefoot and fearful.  He raced up to them and cried out, “Are you from Raphael?  Have you come to save us from the demons?”  His eyes were wild, and he clung to Tobias’ with both hands.  
 
    
 
   “What has happened here?”  Tobias asked him.  
 
    
 
   “The demons!  They come!   They take the men away, or kill them.  We are accursed!  Have you come to slay the demons?  Or the sorceress?  Please you must save us!”
 
    
 
   Tobias squatted down and talked to the boy face to face, “Slow down and tell me what has happened.”
 
    
 
   “I did tell you.  Demons!  They came out of the old haunted place.  They killed the predicators.  They have taken my father away,” the boy was frantic.
 
    
 
   A woman emerged from the cabin and with a panicked look rushed out and grabbed the boy, “Come back Doeg.  We must remain hidden lest they return.”  The woman was haggard and exhausted.  When she was close to Conner and Tobias they could tell she was not nearly as old as she looked.  
 
    
 
   “Dear woman, please explain to us what is happening here,”  Conner said.  “We have come from Antioch with news, but what has happened.”
 
    
 
   At the word Antioch, the woman stopped.  She would not meet their eyes, but she did look more at them.  “Heretics?  It matters not.  I am sorry sir.  But our town is under siege.  You would be best to flee while you can.  They come mostly at night.  From the haunted ruins by the edge of the world.”  She turned and started to pull Doeg away with her.  
 
    
 
   “What is your name?”  Conner asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am the wife of Mizzah.  We must go and hide,”  she took the boy by his hand and ran away.  
 
    
 
   “But mother, maybe they are from Raphael and have come as deliverers!  They can return father!” 
 
    
 
   She backhanded Doeg with a sharp smack to the face.  His nose bled, and he grabbed it to stop the bleeding.  He glared at his mother and said with his hand still holding his nose, “Woman, when I come of age, I will remember this.”  There was a clear threat in his young and small voice. 
 
    
 
   “I did not catch your name?  We do bring news.  And we do want to help you!  Perhaps there is a way?”  Conner offered. 
 
    
 
   Tobias glanced at him with some astonishment, but said nothing.
 
    
 
   Conner continued as the woman walked away, pulling the boy who was still holding his nose with the other hand.  “This is Tobias and I am Rector Conner of the town of Antioch.  Do you know where Brigham’s family can be located?”
 
    
 
   “My husband is gone.  I am nothing.  Brigham was from the last hard metal house on this road, if any family are still alive,”  she pointed quickly, shoved the boy into the cabin, and then she slammed the door.  
 
    
 
   Conner and Tobias walked up the street and now did see some women taking quick peeks at them from the windows.  The cabin the woman had indicated as belonging to Brigham’s family was nearly identical to the others, but last in the row.  They approached the door and then knocked.   There was no reply.
 
    
 
   Conner stepped back and raised his voice, “I have news of Brigham.  Please open up so I can tell you.”
 
    
 
   The door slowly opened and a woman stepped out.  She was gaunt and trembling.  Her matted hair had not been brushed in some time, and her woolen clothing was in tatters.  Her face had numerous scars across it.  Her hands trembled as she pulled at her clothing.  She would not look up at the visitors from Antioch.  She kept the door open and looked like she was ready to bolt inside.  
 
    
 
   “I am wife of Lahmi, mother of Brigham.  My husband is missing, carried away by the demons.  You know of my son?”  The woman had only about half of her teeth.    
 
    
 
   “I am Conner, what is your name?”  
 
    
 
   “Men do not ask my name.  But these are strange times.  I am called, Ashnah.  Brigham is my husband’s son,”  she added quickly as if making up for a mistake.  She grabbed at the door and held it tightly.  She slipped a bit behind it as if it were a shield between her and the strangers, Conner and Tobias.  
 
    
 
   In as gentle of a manner as possible, Conner explained what had happened to Brigham.  He stated simply that he had died on the way back to Media.  He did not elaborate on the mode of Brigham’s death.  As he concluded the account Conner added, “Ashnah, I am truly sorry for your loss.”
 
    
 
   She had no response.  She just stared at the ground in front of her cabin.  Then she ever so quietly and gently shut the door.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   18 Rules of the game
 
    
 
    
 
   Brink, Gideon, Lorna, and Regina all entered as the door opened.  There was nowhere else to go.  Biological Research BR47 was much as Regina remembered it.  The last time she had entered it through a hatch in the floor, and left it nearly dead.  She did not recall how she had been transported away, only severe pain followed by a vague sense of being carried a long distance. 
 
    
 
   They smelled vegetation.  The circular ball which illuminated this area was lit up and they could see some of where they were located.  They were standing on a small section of metal flooring, but built up around it was a variety of boxes containing soil and plants.  
 
    
 
   Looking further around Regina remembered clearly the orderly rows of plants. She could walk from any place in this mini-habitat to any other place, even in the dark.  All thanks to the playing of games, orchestrated by The Voice.  
 
    
 
   The rows were set about one pace apart, with the permalloy flooring between.  The plants were growing out of the soil which was contained in individual planters.  The plants in the row nearest the door, were all almost uniformly tall, with large leafy branches.  The same kind of yellow pods hug in clusters on each plant, just liked Regina had seen the last time she was here, and had revisited many times in her nightmares.  The plants got progressively shorter as the rows got closer to the center.  
 
    
 
   Looking down the aisle, Regina could see where the transparent materials had been enclosing the place she remembered as the booth.  It was a hexagonal shaped room.  The remains of the transparent enclosure were still scattered around.  There was a chair and some kind of table located at the center of the booth.  On the bench were controls and a display screen, as well as a data stick, a reader, and the fusion pack Regina had lost here what seemed like ages ago.  Or what seemed like only moments before.  Regina’s heart was pounding and her head throbbed.  She was breathing with difficulty as the anxiety of facing her deepest fears was materializing.   The display was playing an audio and video clip of a man ranting and raving.  The display shut down as they walked in.
 
    
 
   “You are not alone,” Lorna said and wrapped an arm around Regina.  Lorna’s short blonde hair just touched the edge of Regina’s face as she was hugged.  That action broke the ascension of anxiety and allowed Regina to avoid fainting.   
 
    
 
   Lorna had heard Regina relate what had happened in this place, but none of them had ever been able to relocate it.  Lorna saw the broken transparent walls, and noticed that the ceiling of the booth was still intact and was also made from clear materials.  There was a circular clear tunnel which led straight upward into the darkness.  
 
    
 
   Gideon stumbled over and stood next to them, his bandaged hand soaked in blood and having an occasional slow drop of blood falling off of the saturated dressing.  Brink remained near the door.  He had turned to face it when it had closed.  
 
    
 
   “There are small animals in this place,”  Regina said.  “Lots of them.”
 
    
 
   Looking out from the remains of this transparent booth Lorna could see the rows of plants all seemed to radiate outward from this room.  In every direction was a row heading away.  
 
    
 
   “Now we will play some preparation games,” The Voice said.  The words echoing about the area.  
 
    
 
   “I will stay and do your bidding, but release the others,” Gideon yelled.  “I am already injured by you.  So let them go!”
 
    
 
   “This test subject is indeed injured.  That will not work for the games,”  The Voice stated in its cold mechanical manner.  
 
    
 
   Gideon was fully prepared to be struck down where he stood.  He raised his sword as if it might somehow deflect the killing blow he expected.  
 
    
 
   Instead, a side section of wall opened and out came a man.  He was limping, and moved with jerky motions.  Right behind him was a white automacube.  
 
    
 
   Gideon turned to face the man and machine.  His sword point was even and level at the man’s neck height.  The man stopped just out of sword range.  Gideon looked him over.  He had significant burn scars over parts of his face.  His arm was mangled, but somewhat functional. His clothing was tied together rags.  
 
    
 
   “Do not hurt primary test subject.  Lower your sword,” The Voice said.  
 
    
 
   “Why?”  Gideon screamed.  “So he can kill me!  No!”
 
    
 
   “I need each test subject intact.  Healing will be done to your injuries.  You cannot play the game successfully when injured,” The Voice said.
 
    
 
   The white automacube rolled forward.
 
    
 
   Lorna pulled out her permalloy dagger and stepped in front of Regina.  Regina struggled to pull out her dagger as well, but every time The Voice spoke, Regina’s anxiety soared and it was hard for her to focus on anything.  Brink continued to stare at the sealed door.  
 
    
 
   “Gideon, might that be Shammai?”  Lorna asked.  She had heard the accounts Michael and Jamie had given, but was not sure who the scarred man was who stood in front of them.
 
    
 
   Gideon was unsure what to do.  The automacube was slowly rolling forward.  “Shammai is dead,” Gideon finally said.  
 
    
 
   “I wish that were so.  In a way it is true.  The demon will do as it says.  But it does exactly what is says,”  the scarred man replied.  “Your hand will be healed, if the demon says it will.”
 
    
 
   Gideon glanced at his injured hand.  He knew he was not in shape to help much, and machines had, in fact, healed him before.  But they were in that Medical place.  “I will not drop my sword, but the machine can treat my hand.”
 
    
 
   “That is acceptable.  Test subjects must be functional to play game,” The Voice said.
 
    
 
   Gideon lowered the point of his sword away from the scarred man and the automacube.  The machine’s arm extended outward, and with amazing dexterity unwrapped the bloody bandage.  Gideon still had his thumb and index finger, but the other three were gone.  A small tube extended out from the automacube and sprayed a gel over the injuries.  
 
    
 
   “Yikes!”  Gideon screamed and tried to pull his hand away.  The arm of the automacube had caught it with the pincers and held it fast.  Before Gideon could swing his sword over and free himself, an additional gel was sprayed on the injures, and the hand released.  Gideon’s sword swipe missed the automacube’s arm as it retracted quickly.  
 
    
 
   “It burns like fire!”  Gideon said as he swung his hand around.  His sword arm was forgotten for the moment as his head was filled and his vision blurred with bright lights caused by pain.  
 
    
 
   “It will not bleed, and it is cured,” the injured man stated.  “Believe me, I know.”
 
    
 
   “You are Shammai?”  Lorna asked, still holding the dagger.  
 
    
 
   “I was.  Now I am called Primary Test Subject.  The demon controls everything.”  
 
    
 
   Gideon looked at his roughly healed hand.  He could flex the index finger and thumb, and the short stumps remaining were scarring over.  The pain was receding.   
 
    
 
   Gideon stepped over toward Regina and Lorna.  The shattered remains of the transparent booth were odd to him, but in a way, he was glad his hand was no longer bleeding.  He actually felt a bit of strength returning.  He did not notice where the white automacube had gone.  
 
    
 
   “Brink, come over here,”  Lorna called.  He did not move.  
 
    
 
   “That test subject may remain at that location for introduction to this game.  I know you are special test subjects.”  A flickering came from the desk, and the data stick which had been sitting there inertly before, now suddenly flared to a dull glow.  “I have gained access to some of the alien technology.”
 
    
 
   A recording of a man’s voice came from the data stick.
 
    
 
   "Then Tamar put ashes on her head, and tore her robe of bright colors she wore, and laid her hand on her injured head and went away crying bitterly.  Tamar then lived….” The pitch and quality of the recording changed at this point.  “She found that on the east side you shall mark out the border.  The edge.  From one side of the sea to another.  Where the  mountains rise in the center.  This is the east side.  The south side, toward the South, shall be from Tamar to the waters of salt, along the brook to the Great Sea. This is the south side, toward the South….”  Another altered sound was heard, even though it was the same man’s voice.  “…Yes indeed.  So you see my friends, Tamar was injured and damaged, but she survived.  We too will survive.  But we will not be like Tamar.  We cannot.  We are not bitter, we are victorious!  We will strike out on our own across the desolations of blackness to our new home, the New Canaan, to the new world of Zion’s Gate!”
 
    
 
   “What is that?”  Lorna asked.  
 
    
 
   “That describes the game,” The Voice replied.
 
    
 
   “That is nonsense,”  Lorna replied.  
 
    
 
   “The game consists of you test subjects achieving one single goal,” The Voice began, but Regina interrupted.  
 
    
 
   “Single goal?  You never stop with your games!  You nearly killed me! Let us go now!”
 
    
 
   “Emotional outburst are irrelevant.  The game consists of you test subjects achieving one single goal.  You are to encounter the human Tamar and to kill her,” The Voice stated.
 
    
 
   Brink had wandered over after he heard the recording on the data stick.  He looked at it in the reader.  The data stick had small bite marks all over it, and was not operating at full capacity.  The glow from it was not steady, nor was the entire data stick illuminated.  
 
    
 
   “How did you fix the data stick?”  Brink said.  “I tried everything, but nothing would work.  This is so important.”
 
    
 
   “Additional incentive.  I will show you how to repair the data sticks when you win the game,”  The Voice replied.
 
    
 
   “I invented faster-than-light travel, and perfected teleportation, yet I could not fix something as simple as the data sticks,” Brink was analyzing the data stick in front of him as if somehow he would see how the repairs were made.  “They are our only hope for society.  We must get them working again.”  
 
    
 
   In the nonphysicality, The Voice logged away the terms ‘faster-than-light travel’ and ‘teleportation’ for future extraction from the data stick.  So far, all The Voice had been looking for in the data stick were records on Jaxson Rhono.  An amazing number of those had been extracted.  The Voice could not do information extraction from the data stick with exactitude, but was only able to rip chunks of information from the vast quantities held in storage in the data stick.  The Voice then would re-assemble them as it saw fit.  
 
    
 
   Gideon had heard enough, “If you want someone dead, do it yourself.”
 
    
 
   The Voice replied, “I have tried through various methods, but have been unable to do so. The human Tamar has defeated my attempts.  The human Tamar has over-rides on machines, so I need test subjects. You, and the Primary Test Subject, shall be taken to Tamar’s location where you will serve as my hands and feet in the physicality.  Tamar must be killed.”  The Voice concluded.  
 
    
 
   “Why?”  Lorna asked.  “Why do you want Tamar killed?”  She had no intention of working for The Voice, but was seeking information on how to escape.
 
    
 
   “The human Tamar is unnecessarily terminating test subjects.  There is no logic or reason behind the human Tamar’s actions.  Test subjects should not be terminated unless it will further advance development and refinement.  These deaths are meaningless and serve no logical purpose.  The human Tamar is upsetting development of test subjects.  Test subjects are tools to further the cause of research and development..  They are to be trained and advanced.  I cannot have this renegade human Tamar interfering with my research and development.  The game is for you to eliminate this renegade human, before the human Tamar gains access to the needle ship.”
 
    
 
   “What is the needle ship?”  Lorna asked.  
 
    
 
   “Lorna!  You are not thinking of actually working with this monster are you?”  Regina screamed.  
 
    
 
   “I want to know the rules of the game, before I decide.”  Lorna winked but Regina missed the subtle hint.  Gideon caught on.  
 
    
 
   “I too need to know more,”  Gideon added.  
 
    
 
   Regina whirled on him.  “Have you all gone insane?  This thing will kill us all!”  
 
    
 
   Gideon grabbed hold of Regina in a bear hug, his hand now sealed over, his other still clutching the sword.  As he pulled her close she struggled against him.  But he was able to whisper in her ear, “Play along.  We need to escape.”
 
    
 
   Regina slumped against Gideon as she heard his comments.  Her mind was twirling and mushy.  However, this time she was not alone with The Voice, so maybe there was hope.  She let her knees bend as she slid to the floor.  She was trying hard to follow what was being said, but it was tough.  
 
    
 
   “How do we kill this human Tamar?”  Gideon asked as he helped set Regina down.  
 
    
 
   “I have allowed you to keep your crude weapons.  The Primary Test Subject has been given additional weapons which are shielded from the human Tamar’s influence.  These weapons are not controllable by the human Tamar, but they alone are insufficient to win the game.  When the time is right, I will deliver you and your basic weapons to the proper location where the human Tamar is unnecessarily killing test subjects.  You will kill her to win the game.”
 
    
 
   “And if we do not win the game?”  Lorna asked.  She had a nagging fear building in her mind.  
 
    
 
   “If you do not win the game, the human Tamar will have killed you.  Those are the only outcomes for this game.  Win or lose.  If you lose I will then find other test subjects and begin again.  The human Tamar must be killed.”
 
    
 
   It was the only time the scarred face of Shammai smiled.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   19 relocation
 
    
 
    
 
   The yellow letters on the display of the transport vehicle read “Intended Destination: Habitat Two: Savannah” for the duration of the journey.  Then the vehicle came to a quick halt and the display changed.  “Unable to dock at selected destination.”
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael looked at each other.  The vehicle did not feel like it was moving.  But it also had not done the typical back up maneuver and there were not clanging sounds which were indicative of the vehicle latching onto a portal hatch.  
 
    
 
   “So where are we?”  Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   “Only one way to find out,”  Michael said and stood and walked to the rear of the vehicle.  He reached down and pulled on the door.  He was genuinely surprised when it slid open.  “I thought this would be sealed or locked.”
 
    
 
   “Well maybe the manual operation undoes those safeties as well?”  Jamie offered.  
 
    
 
   Outside they could see the long tube system stretching ahead of them.  The bands of light were at distant intervals.  Michael turned on the lamp on his fusion pack and shined the beam down the side of the tube system.  About a dozen meters away, he could see some wreckage along the one side.  
 
    
 
   “Jamie, I think we are where we wanted to go.  Or at least close to it.”  He pulled on his backpack and climbed down from the vehicle.  Since there were no stairs or ladder, and the vehicle was just stopped in the tube system the step down was a long one. 
 
    
 
   Jamie also jumped down.  The transport vehicle’s door remained open, and it appeared to just be stopped and waiting.  They walked over the smooth floor of the tube system and came upon the alcove where the portal hatches into Habitat Two: Savannah had once been located.   
 
    
 
   “Michael, that is where we entered Savannah last time we were here.  Those broken vehicles look the same, but what is that stuff in-between?”  
 
    
 
   In the alcove were about a half dozen obviously wrecked transport vehicles which were surrounded by a substance that looked sort of like permalloy, but was not.  Into that hard substance was an indented inscription, “Entrance Forbidden.”  
 
    
 
   They looked back toward the transport vehicle and saw that it was blocking the entire tube in that direction.  
 
    
 
   “I think the service alcove, where Theta Four stopped the vehicle last time is just beyond where that vehicle stopped.  So from what I recall of that message Edgar sent us, Roxanne and someone went down this way past here.”  Michael gestured down the tube system.
 
    
 
   They walked quickly down the tube system along the flat bottom where the vehicles were magnetically levitated.  They passed one of the lighted bands, and then found the door marked “EMERGENCY EXIT” and stopped there.  
 
    
 
   “How do we get in?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   Jamie smiled and opened her back pack.  “How do we usually get into unknown places on this ship?”  She pulled out a molecular saw and snapped it into operating positions.  By using the m-saw she was able to easily slice open the door and push the cut out section into the darkness beyond.  
 
    
 
   “Do you want to go first?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Be my guest,”  Jamie smiled again.  In her mind she was trying to count how many times they had cut through some door or entryway on the Eschaton.  
 
    
 
   The dark corridor was short, only a few paces long.  Michael placed the section of permalloy which Jamie had cut out against the side wall.  The beam from the fusion light showed that the walls had once been a dull white color.  Ahead the corridor opened into a very long and tall room.  A yellowish glow came from there. 
 
    
 
   Jamie climbed up and followed Michael.  As they entered the large room, they recognized what type of place they had discovered.  On each side there were clear permalloy compartments stacked from floor to ceiling.  Overhead was a tangle of ductwork, wiring, pipes, and conduits of various configurations, all supplying the multitude of things needed for the chambers. Most chambers were self-illuminated with a yellow glow, but a few were dark and shadowy.  Inside each one was a person, intimately connected in a myriad of ways to the technology of the chambers.
 
    
 
    
 
   “This is part of the suspended animation system,”  Jamie said.  She then noticed a number of dead animals lying about on the floor. 
 
    
 
   “And that chamber looks like it was damaged and repaired.  It is not permalloy holding that fissure together,” noted Michael. 
 
    
 
   “Are you from Machine Maintenance, or has Hypnosomnus sent me additional assistance?”  A mechanical voice said from way overhead.  
 
    
 
   “Hello, who are you?”  Jamie replied.  
 
    
 
   “I am Magama Two.  Hypnosomnus was here and has given me assistance.  Are you additional assistance?”  
 
    
 
   “What do you do here?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “I tend to the cocoons which hold the faithful who are in soul sleep.  Is it time to initiate the resurrection?  The cocoons are ready and I am awaiting the commencement command.  I require commands from Hypnosomnus to initiate sequences of resurrection.  Please tell Hypnosomnus I  am sorry for the higher than expected failure rates.”
 
    
 
   “We are looking for an automacube, a yellow one, and a person walking with it,”  Michael stated directly.  “They were here recently and we need to locate them on urgent business.”
 
    
 
   “You are servants of Hypnosomnus? Oh my yes. Of course.  I am sure Hypnosomnus is very busy.  Please forgive me for delaying your vital work.  It has just been so very long since any of the lattice has been coupled or linked.  None of my inquiries for assistance have been answered until Hypnosomnus made the arrival here.  Yes, you must proceed with due speed through Suspended Animation Repository Two.  Then proceed along corridor TY227X.  That is where Hypnosomnus was headed.  Again, please forgive me for delaying you.  I have not meant any harm.  I will strive for higher compliance and higher effectiveness.  Tell Hypnosomnus I am diligently on duty.”
 
    
 
   At the far end of the large area a door opened and a different colored light was revealed.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you for your assistance,” Jamie said.  She looked at Michael and together they set off on a jog down the long corridor between the stacks of cocoons holding the suspended animation personnel.  
 
    
 
   Reaching the corridor, they turned and continued their pursuit of Roxanne and Levi.  The corridor had many locked or sealed doors, but from what they could remember of the diagrams Edgar had supplied, they were to stay in the main passageway, even as it twisted and curved. Only after getting some distance down the corridor did Jamie or Michael speak about Magama Two.
 
    
 
   “That was another of the old ship’s AIs?  Overseeing the suspended animation section?  But did it seem off to you?”  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Michael.  But did you see, some of those chambers, what did the AI call them?  Cocoons?  Some of those had failed.  I imagine that with all the damage we have seen on this ship, it is hard to properly maintain as intricate equipment as suspended animation requires.  And if that artificial intelligence system was designed to work as a team, being cut off and alone was not a good condition for it.”
 
    
 
   “And do you think we really are following Roxanne?  That old AI kept talking about ‘Hypnosomnus’ or something.”  Michael was pondering all the people in suspended animation which they had passed.  “And all those people.  That must have been ten times as many as in all of Dome 17.  If they wake up, will there be room for them all on the Eschaton?”
 
    
 
   “Michael, I think someone said there were 144,000 people on the Eschaton in suspended animation.  That place back there was large, but not big enough for 144,000 people.  My guess is that was maybe seven to ten thousand people,”  Jamie too had been wondering the quantities of people.  
 
    
 
   “For redundant safety, they probably have secure separate suspended animation sections.  That AI was called Magama Two.  Maybe there is a Magama One?  Or a Theta One, Two, or Three?  Are we figuring out the naming system on the Eschaton?”
 
    
 
   Jamie laughed.  But then three blue automacubes came out from another door which shut quickly behind them.  Jamie and Michael pushed up against the wall and drew out their Willie Wackers.  Both were instantly reminded of the red automacubes which had attacked them previously. 
 
    
 
   “Hold it until we see if they are attacking.  Only the red ones have been a threat so far,”  Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   The tension grew as the machines approached.  The blue automacubes rolled right toward them. As they approached there were no threatening actions and the machines shifted to the side of the corridor and passed Michael and Jamie without a consideration.  They did not slow down or bother them in any way, just gently maneuvered around to proceed onward.  
 
    
 
   “I was ready to shoot.  But those are headed somewhere,”  Jamie said as she turned to watch them head away, “But where?  And how are we ever going to find Roxanne?”  
 
    
 
   “The primitive way,”  Michael said.  He took a deep breath and yelled at the top of his lungs, “Roxanne!  Roxanne!  We are here to help!”  His big voice echoed down the long corridor. 
 
    
 
   “You think that will work?”  Jamie asked with a sly grin.  “Something else might hear.”  She held the Willie Wacker ready.
 
    
 
   “Yes, but I am frustrated.  The yelling helps with that too.”  He still held his Willie Wacker casually pointed down the unknown corridor.  “Besides, if it is some enemy, I will just blow it apart with this.”
 
    
 
   “Sure, like the enemies in the past have just walked up with a big sign saying shoot me,”  Jamie laughed.  “But keep trying, who knows?” 
 
    
 
   “Roxanne!  We are looking for you!  Roxanne!”  
 
    
 
   And the primitive way worked.  For far down the corridor was Roxanne and Levi.  They had been searching for a way to progress.  Roxanne, through the more sensitive acoustic devises of the automacube heard Michael’s call and alerted Levi.
 
    
 
   “Levi, Michael is calling for me,”  Roxanne stated.  She then had the automacube replay the yelling Michael had done.
 
    
 
   Levi instantly replied, “He can help us find Gideon!  Please machine, lead me to him.”
 
    
 
   The automacube housing Roxanne rolled quickly ahead.  Levi was in a full run down the corridor.  “I am coming Michael!  We must rescue Gideon!”  
 
    
 
   Roxanne did not tell Levi his yelling was probably not audible to Michael at this distance.  It took a few minutes of running for Levi, as he followed the automacube, to reach a point where his ears could also hear Michael’s continued yelling.   
 
    
 
   “Michael!  I hear you.  We are coming to you!”  Levi bellowed with as much energy as he possible could.  
 
    
 
   “Michael, it worked!”  Jamie had heard Levi.  She was genuinely amazed.  She had not expected a positive result from the yelling.  Enemies yes, friends, not so much.
 
    
 
   “Yes, I heard him yell.  Is it Levi?”
 
    
 
   “I think so.”
 
    
 
   “Levi!  I hear you!  Roxanne?”  Michael yelled again.  “We are here!”
 
    
 
   Moments later, far down the corridor they saw the yellow automacube followed by the steady muscular running of Levi.  
 
    
 
   “There they are,”  Jamie said as she put away her Willie Wacker.
 
    
 
   When Levi reached them, they could tell there was something seriously wrong.  The look on Levi’s face was deeply troubled.  
 
    
 
   “What is wrong?”  Jamie said as she hugged Levi tightly.  Michael too wrapped his arms around Levi and held him.  
 
    
 
   “Gideon is hurt.  His hand was mangled when that evil machine stole the….”  Levi stopped himself as he was on the verge of tears.  “We must rescue Gideon!”  
 
    
 
   “Michael and Jamie, it is good to see you.  I am unsure how you located us.  Will you elaborate?”  Roxanne asked.  
 
    
 
   “I found a book, well actually Liduma found it, and it explains how to control the transport vehicles in manual operation.  We also had a tip from Edgar.  But what is this about Gideon?”  Michael asked. 
 
    
 
   Roxanne explained in detail about the encounter in the tube system.  Levi was very impatient, he kept pacing about and looking sternly at the automacube.  Finally he said, “We must rescue Gideon!  Enough talk.  We must move!”
 
   
“Levi, I agree.  But where do we go?  Did you find where the transport took that team?” 
 
    
 
   “No.  But this machine had a general direction for us to go.  But the doors that way are all closed and locked.  If you have a cutter, we can open one up and proceed!”  Levi was eager to work.
 
    
 
   “Levi, as I explained when you wanted to pry open the doors, they are sealed there for a reason.  There is no air beyond them.  They are emergency bulkhead doors which have been shut to prevent more loss of air.”
 
    
 
   “And as I told you, I will hold my breath and run through.  It will be like swimming.  Let us go and do this thing!”
 
    
 
   “Wait a minute,” Jamie exclaimed.  “Roxanne, are you saying there was decompression in some of those places?  How bad is it?”
 
    
 
   “There are readings indicating decompression along an entire service gangway. Every door beyond a certain point was sealed with blinking warning lights  “Decompression Danger”  The emergency doors are holding, and we checked for a good distance to either side of this corridor.  We could not find any stairways or elevators, or functional access ports.  We could not find any detour around the sealed section.  Without proper deck plans and layout, we could search for days and days without finding a way past.”  A three dimensional display appeared over the automacube showing the areas that Roxanne had mapped out and what they had discovered. 
 
    
 
   “Gideon does not have time for us to delay.  His hand was severely injured.  I must rescue him!”  Levi was adamant.  
 
    
 
   “Levi, we will rescue Gideon,” Jamie stated.  “But we cannot do it from here.  So where would The Voice have taken the team?  Roxanne, can you conjecture any possibility for where they are located?”
 
    
 
   “I have run several possibilities using what little we know of that entity, The Voice.  No conjecture is probably as all are of low possibility.  The highest probability is relocating Biological Research BR47, where Regina first encountered The Voice.  However, the ship’s AIs deny that place exists, and the sections of the ship which Regina traversed to get there are now unpowered.  But that would be my suggestion.  Seek out that location.”
 
    
 
   “So let us depart!”  Levi stated.  He started walking back down the corridor toward the suspended animation repository.  “That lair is somewhere off the place called engineering is it not?”  Then Levi paused.  “You do have a way to get us there, correct?”  
 
    
 
   “We left a transport vehicle in the tube system near where the entrance to Savannah was.  We can try to operate it.  Roxanne can help.”
 
    
 
   “I certainly will try.  But my conversations with Theta Four and my investigations into the transport system did not indicate any manual system of operation.  That is a riddle.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, this old ship is filled with riddles, mysteries, and other odd stuff.  But it seems we just get to understand one piece at a time, and now we need to discover where Gideon and the team are, and rescue them.”  Jamie clapped Levi on the back.  “Levi we will do everything we can to rescue Gideon.  I know how much he means to you.”
 
    
 
   Levi barely nodded as he walked quickly along.  “So we go back through that land of sleeping people?”
 
    
 
   They made it through the Suspended Animation Repository and saw that the three blue automacubes were systematically checking each cocoon.  
 
    
 
   “Hypnosomnus, thank you so much for the assistance.  I have repurposed these automacubes for maintenance and restoration of the cocoons.  I am sure I can keep the failure rate as low as possible.  But if we were to initiate the resurrection sequence now, there would be no further risks of failure.  Shall I institute the initiation sequence now?”
 
    
 
   “It is not time yet, Magama Two.  Please continue to perform your duties here,”  Roxanne stated.  
 
    
 
   “I  see you cut your way in here,”  Levi stated as they passed into the tube system.  “I still think we could have held our breath and cut through those other doors.”
 
    
 
   “Levi, if you cut through a door to an area which is decompressed, you would die, and no one would help Gideon,”  Michael said sternly.  “We have to do this right.”
 
    
 
   “I know, I just want to crush the thing that hurt him,”  Levi snarled.
 
    
 
   They ran over to the parked transport vehicle, the rear door still open as they had left it.  The automacube was easily able to keep up with their movements.  They all climbed inside, and Michael turned on the light on the fusion pack and pulled the door closed.  Roxanne had the yellow automacube jack a cable into the front under the display screen.  
 
    
 
   “The book that they found told us a sequence for pushing these symbols,” Jamie demonstrated.  The panel and symbols lit up.  “The last symbol  set is located under this panel.  Apparently they represent which habitat we intend to go to.  Lydia and John figured most of this out, and it worked to get here.”
 
    
 
   “Jamie and Michael, I had no idea those controls even existed.  When you hit those symbols, it is like the nonphysicality suddenly expanded and opened a new plane of operations.  It is troubling to me that I was unable to access it prior to now,” Roxanne stated.  “I can see the operating systems now, and it does look like you have a correct interpretation.  However my view is based on extrapolation and conjecture.  It is a manual system, but it is uniquely different.   It does not seem to be designed by the same method used by Theta Four.  This will take further analysis.”   
 
    
 
   “Just take us to that engineering place so we can rescue Gideon!”  Levi commanded.  “Make this machine go.”
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, can you give me the right sequence for engineering?”  Jamie asked.  “We only have guesses for the habitats, and no idea for the other places.”
 
    
 
   “I advise that we go to Habitat One, and on the way I will investigate and see if I can decrypt this riddle of manual control,”  Roxanne stated.  “This is new to me, and nothing in the historical records gives me any indication on what system this is based upon.  So it is difficult to connect the nonphysicality to locations in the physical.  But I will work on it with all diligence.”
 
    
 
   Jamie again pushed the symbols and hit the final symbol which looked like a bison.  The display screen lit up and yellow letter appeared “Destination Habitat One: Coastal Plains” and the vehicle lurched into movement.  
 
    
 
   “Levi, we will find Gideon and the others, I promise you I will not stop looking until we do.”  Michael reassured Levi as they sat in the seats. 
 
    
 
   “When the vehicle is in this mode of operation, I am able to track its movements easier than previously.  I am making a record of all of this,” Roxanne announced.  
 
    
 
   After some travel, the vehicle made a jerk and slowed down.  Then there was a very bumpy series of jolts and the feel of the vehicle moving backwards.  “Destination accomplished” the letters on the screen showed.  
 
    
 
   Levi rushed over to the door and pulled it open.  He stepped through the hatch.
 
    
 
   “This is not Antioch!”  Levi yelled.  “Gideon I will find you!”  He pounded his fist into the wooden frame around the wall.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   20 what gets in media
 
    
 
    
 
   Tobias and Conner did not know what to do next.  They had presented the news about Brigham to his mother, but she shut them out and never much replied.  The other people of Media were obviously hiding and terrified.  
 
    
 
   “Rector, I will say it again, something bad has happened here.  But what?  How will we know if no one will speak to us?”  Tobias asked.
 
    
 
   “Then we will investigate and figure this out on or own.  Every riddle has a solution, we must just discover what it is,”  Conner was trying to be as positive as he could be, but was not sure they could find any answers.
 
    
 
   So they walked back down the street which was still oddly quiet and empty, except for the goats which did wander back.  The goats were black and white spotted with large horns.  Without anyone tending them, they were wandering from place to place eating whatever they found in the gardens around the cabins.  To Tobias’ eye they looked like they needed to be sheared.      
 
    
 
   “Tobias, that mother and boy said that the attacks come from those old wooden building, if I understood them correctly,” Conner said.  “Shall we check out what is back there?”
 
    
 
   Tobias was not thrilled with walking into a demon’s den, or a haunted place, but nodded.  
 
    
 
   The area behind the broken wooden walls was indeed much like the Center in Antioch.  The first permalloy door was open about two thirds of the way, and would not move in either direction, so they slid past it.  The other doors were more functional and opened when they pushed on them.  The dim light coming from the outside made the rooms shadowy and eerie, as did the quiet.  
 
    
 
   “Tobias, why would someone cover over a place like this?  What are your thoughts?”
 
    
 
   “I see no reason to do that.  But I have not understood what I have heard about the Clan of Tobit at all.  When they visited Antioch their ways were strange.  And those two women, and the boy.  They are not right.  Perhaps it is just fear, but I think it is deeper than that.”
 
    
 
   Conner pulled out a fusion pack and turned on the light.  The bright white beam lit things up better.  The floor was dusty, and in the light of the fusion pack, wheel tracks were seen leading in and out of the building.  They looked to be about the same size as the wheels on Roxanne’s automacube.
 
    
 
   Following the tracks they came to what had once obviously been a portal room. It was nearly identical, in layout, to the portal room in Antioch, except that it was filled with dust, and had wooden frames built around where the hatches were located.  Those wooden frames were also broken and shattered as if something came out of the hatches.  Various broken planks lay scattered about.  
 
    
 
   “So, if this is like the portal room in Antioch, these doors lead to transport vehicles.  But someone went to a lot of effort to build wooden walls over these portal hatches.”
 
    
 
   “Rector, we have made hard metal seals to prevent things from coming through, right?  Maybe someone here tried that but used wood?  If it were not for the cutting tools the Domers use, we had no way to work with the hard metal.  I recall many times Josiah the Blacksmith told me he wished to be able to cut hard metal.  But none of us could do that until your people came.”
 
    
 
   “Tobias, that is a very good thought.  It looks like the people here had long ago shut this place up and sealed it in wood.  But now something is coming through.  From the wheel tracks it looks like automacubes.”
 
    
 
   For a long while they searched the various rooms, but could find nothing else.  They did note that there was not a stairway up or down from any of the rooms in this Media Center, as they began calling it.  It also seemed to have fewer rooms than the one in Antioch.  But it was hard to tell with some of the walls still covered over by old wooden planks and beams.  As they came back to the portal room Tobias realized how much time had passed.   
 
    
 
   “Rector, it is probably getting dark outside.  That woman said the demons come at night.  Perhaps we had best find shelter?” 
 
    
 
   Suddenly there was a clunking sound which came from one of the portal hatch doors. 
 
    
 
   “Tobias my friend, we may be too late,” Conner said as they both hurried from the portal room and slipped into a small room off to the side.  Conner extinguished the fusion pack’s light and pulled the door nearly all the way closed, but left just a crack open, enough to be able to see what was happening.
 
    
 
   A bluish light lit up around the portal door.  It then sprang open.  Looking through the door Conner could just make out a transport vehicle, but his angle of vision was not adequate to see what was in the vehicle.  He did not have long to wait as out rolled a shiny red automacube.  Its six wheels turned in precise synchronization, and the mechanical arm on its top had a large clamping pincer at its end.  Somehow it looked more ominous than the yellow automacube Roxanne was mounted on, or the blue automacubes which Conner had seen on rare occasions.  But perhaps the danger was all in his mind, he wondered.  
 
    
 
   The red automacube halted its motion in the middle of the portal room.  Then a second red automacube, identical to the first exited the transport vehicle.  It too took up a position in the portal room.  The door to the vehicle shut and the blue light which had shone around the hatch went out.  Conner could see nothing in the portal room now.  
 
    
 
   Conner and Tobias stood still and were as quiet as possible.  They barely breathed.  Time passed very slowly as they waited. 
 
    
 
   Then they heard the motions of the automacubes moving out of the portal room and into the hall which led to the outside.  Quiet settled in around the two men as they stood hiding in the small room.  Neither spoke.  
 
    
 
   After what seemed like a very long time, but was not, Conner pushed the door closed.  He then spoke into the darkness in the barest of whispers, “Tobias, we need to make our escape.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but what is out there?”  Tobias asked in his most quiet voice.  Conner had not realized that Tobias did not see what had emerged from the transport vehicle.  
 
    
 
   “Two automacubes.  They have just rolled away, I think to outside,”  Conner answered.  “They left through the only way we saw to exit.”
 
    
 
   “So they are the square machines?  Like Roxanne uses?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, but I have a bad feeling that these are not going to be friendly.  I am not sure what they are doing, but I think we know enough now to head back to Antioch and warn the people.”
 
    
 
   “So how do we…”  Tobias said but was interrupted by a noises coming from outside and echoing down the hallway to where they stood.  
 
    
 
   Conner opened the door to hear better.
 
    
 
   “…leave you.  I repeat, bring out Seorim immediately.  If you do not bring out Seorim, my machines will tear down another building.  When you bring out Seorim, my machines will leave you.”
 
    
 
   Conner thought he recognized the amplified voice, but was not sure.  “Is that the girl Tamar?”  he asked Tobias.
 
    
 
   “That does sound like her voice, in a way.  It is far louder than any young woman can make her voice, even yelling her loudest.  This is very bizarre.”
 
    
 
   “Come on, we will sneak out and see if we can make our escape,”  Conner said as he opened the door all the way and stepped back into the portal room.  It was almost completely black, but he felt his way along the wall.  The words again came from outside, and repeated the same message.  The sounds helped Conner to walk carefully toward the front exit of Media’s Center.  Tobias was right behind him.  As they made their way, a bit of diffuse light was seen ahead of them.  It made the hallway a dim gray shadow, but helped them somewhat as they continued forward tenderly and carefully.
 
    
 
   Reaching the door to the outside, they could see that the sky tube was still emitting a bit of daylight, but it was fading quickly.  The red automacubes were moving away from the Center and toward the permalloy cabins.  The words which were being projected from the automacubes were being broadcast over the entire town of Media.  
 
    
 
   “Bring out Seorim immediately.  If you do not bring out Seorim, my machines will tear down another building.  When you bring out Seorim, my machines will leave you.  I repeat, bring out Seorim immediately.  If you do not bring out Seorim, my machines will tear down another building.  When you bring out Seorim, my machines will leave you.”
 
    
 
   “Rector Conner, I do not see Tamar.  How do I hear her voice?  Is it like in the portal room when the machines speak?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Tobias, I think it is a recording from Tamar.  The machine is making the words much louder so the people can hear.  Is Seorim the Chief Elder here?  I think that is what we heard.”
 
    
 
   Tobias and Conner were starting to sneak away along the old wooden front when they saw a group of women.  The light was dusky, but they could see that the women surrounded someone and were pushing along that person in the middle of them.  
 
    
 
   Both red automacubes spun their wheels and headed toward the group of people.  When they reached the people, the women pushed the person down to the ground and walked backward.  The person on the ground had his hands tied together behind his back, and a short rope tied his feet together as well.  There was a black hood over the head.  He was struggling to regain his feet.    
 
    
 
   “This is Seorim.  He was hiding in the woods but we brought him here for you,” one of the women yelled.  Her voice carried to where Tobias and Conner stood, but it was far softer than the words from the automacube.  “Now you leave us be.  All that are left are women and RCs.”
 
    
 
   One of the red automacubes rolled up to Seorim and using its mechanical appendage pulled off the hood.  “Identity confirmed.”  The automacube pincers clamped down on the binding holding Seorim.  He began yelling for help and commanding the women to obey him.  None did.  The automacube pulled him away, even though it was only about as tall as his knees.  Since Seorim was bound with his hands and feet tied, it was able to drag him easily back toward the Center.  He did struggle, but the automacube knocked him about, making his efforts fruitless. 
 
    
 
   “You have what you wanted.  So you will leave us alone now?”  The woman asked.  Just then one of the other women who had brought out Seorim, perhaps the one whose son Doeg had spoken to Conner and Tobias, looked right at them. 
 
    
 
   “Take those men as well!  They are heretics!  Take them, just leave us alone!”  
 
    
 
   The second red automacube whirled on its wheels and rushed right at Conner and Tobias.  A brilliant red light switched on and shone out from the front of the automacube.  Tobias pulled out his permalloy sword and stepped in front of Conner.   
 
    
 
   In just moments the automacube was upon them.  It fired several small darts on tiny wires.  They struck into the brown non-organic armor Tobias wore.  A strong electrical charge shot down the wires but was reflected away by Tobias’ armor.  He swept his permalloy sword around quickly severing the wires.  He then brought it back to strike at the machine which was attacking him.  
 
    
 
   This time the machine fired a spread of heavier rounds directly into Tobias.  He was staggered a bit by the impact of the rounds, but again his armor absorbed much of the force and protected him.  He regained his balance just in time to see more darts strike into Rector Conner.  Conner’s body seized in a great spasm and he fell to the ground.  
 
    
 
   “No!”  Tobias yelled as he charged the red automacube.  With all his might he swung the permalloy sword and the mechanical appendage which articulated from the top of the cube-shaped body was sliced off.  It flew through the air for a good distance.  The automacube responded by rushing into Tobias and tripping him.  He fell to the ground hard from the unexpected blow to his legs.
 
    
 
   By now the automacube dragging Seorim had deposited him in the transport vehicle and was returning to assist its partner.  It raced at Tobias just as he was getting to his feet.  It too fired the projectile rounds which again knocked Tobias down but did not penetrate his armor.  Tobias swung his sword and it sliced deeply into the already damaged automacube.  The brilliant red light was extinguished.  The darkness seemed almost complete as Tobias’ eyes were not adjusted to the low light.  He again was rammed by the damaged automacube knocking the air out of him.  Gaining a kneeling position he stabbed with his sword and felt a satisfying crunch as the permalloy sword parted the softer metal of the automacube.  He was unsure which one he had struck, but was pleased he had hit something with his strike into the darkness.  
 
    
 
   “Rector where are you?”  Tobias screamed as he stood up.  
 
    
 
   There was no reply.
 
    
 
   Tobias was again rammed, this time from behind, and he fell hard to his face.  Rolling over he made a swipe with his sword and again felt the ever sharp blade sink into the attacking machine.  This time it stayed in the machine, as Tobias held firm to the hilt.  Knowing where it was, by the feel on his sword, he heaved himself up and pulled the automacube onto its side, using the stuck sword as a sort of lever.   The machine bucked and pulled and knocked him around with surprising strength. Some of the wheels were spinning, and the stump of the appendage spun at high speed, but Tobias extracted the sword and struck down on the automacube repeatedly.  Wheels, chunks of metal, and other parts of the machine were hacked off.  Finally it did not move anymore.  He struck it several times more to be sure.  
 
    
 
   Tobias tried to see where Conner had fallen, but could not find him.  Being knocked down hard several times in his fight had disoriented him, and the near blackness of the night was difficult.  He rubbed his eyes trying to help them adjust more  quickly to the dim light.  He could barely make out the ground, but saw no body of Conner.  
 
    
 
   “It has taken him!”  Tobias screamed.  He rushed as quickly as he could back toward where he thought the door to Media’s Center was located, but ran against the old wooden structure.  He had trouble finding his way.  After stumbling a bit he stopped and pulled out his pack and sought out his fire-maker to light something to see his way.  As he was trying to find what he needed to make some kind of torch a small figure carrying a tiny candle came toward him.
 
    
 
   “You are from Raphael!  You have slain the demon,”  The boy Doeg said.  
 
    
 
   By the dim light Tobias could see that Conner was gone.  “I must stop them from taking Rector Conner!”  he yelled.  “Where is the place those machines went?”  
 
    
 
   “That demon must have fled into the haunted ruins when you slew the other.  I will show you.”
 
    
 
   By the dim candlelight the boy led Tobias back to where the hard metal door was stuck open.  
 
    
 
   “I need your candle.  I am going after them,”  Tobias stated.  It was not a request.  
 
    
 
   The boy immediately handed over the candle.
 
    
 
   “Why did you help me?”  Tobias asked the boy.
 
    
 
   “The women betrayed the Chief Elder. This is not how it should be.  If the women knew their place, these demons would not have come here,”  Doeg replied.  He was trying to act like a man, but his heart was fearful.  He knew he could not show any fear in front of this man who may be their agent of deliverance.
 
    
 
   Tobias was stunned.  He grabbed the boy by his head and stared into his eyes.  It was but a brief moment.  Though they were physically close together, the distance between them was immense.  In the dim candle-light Tobias could not tell read the boy’s face.  It was a riddle why the Clan of Tobit people acted as they did.      
 
    
 
   Tobias turned and proceeded as quickly as possible to the portal room.  He could make out a dull blue glow as he approached.  As he turned to enter the room, the blue lights from around the portal door went out.  
 
    
 
   The transport vehicle had departed.   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    21 Which way did they go?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie raced from the transport vehicle.  Levi was enraged.  He was screaming and yelling.  Michael turned on the light on the fusion pack and the darkness was dispelled.  
 
    
 
   “You see?  This is not Antioch!  So what do we do now?  How do we rescue Gideon?”  Levi’s face was flushed with his anger and disappointment as well as his fear for his friend.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, where are we?”  Jamie asked as the automacube rolled out of the transport vehicle.  The room they were in was clearly some kind of portal room with hatches and the same kind of doors as the room in Antioch.  However, the room had wooden frames around some of the doors, and broken pieces of wood scattered around.  There was also no power for ceiling lights or anything else.  
 
    
 
   “The system should have returned us to Habitat One: Coastal Plains,”  Roxanne said.  “This is curious,” the automacube jacked into the wall, near the portal door, “there is no power in these systems.  However there is a trace here which I may be able to follow…”
 
    
 
   Tobias came running into the room.
 
    
 
   Levi and Tobias were both astounded.  
 
    
 
   “Levi!”
 
    
 
   “Tobias!”
 
    
 
   “Now I am really confused,”  Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   “Rector Conner has been kidnapped!”  Tobias stated.  “They left only a short time ago.  Then when these portals glowed blue again, I retreated, thinking more were coming to attack.  But when I heard Levi yell I came.”
 
    
 
   “But Tobias, where is the place?”  Jamie tried to ask, but was interrupted by Levi.
 
    
 
   “Tobias, Gideon was kidnapped as well, and he is injured.  It must be the same enemy!”  The two legionnaires shook their heads in agreement.  
 
    
 
   “So Conner was taken as well?”  Michael asked.  “But that must mean…”
 
    
 
   “We are in Habitat One,” Jamie finished Michael’s thought.  “But where?”
 
    
 
   “Media,”  Tobias stated.  “Can that talking machine take us after Rector Conner?”
 
    
 
   Roxanne spoke up, “Apparently we are at another transport hub, this one on the opposite end of the habitat.  But the more emergent issue is rescuing our lost associates.  I have found a trace left by the transport which just departed here.  I believe, now that we have access to the manual over-ride which opened up the new levels in the nonphysicality, that I can direct this vehicle to follow the previous transport.”
 
    
 
   “So do it!”  Levi snapped.  “We must rescue Gideon!”  
 
    
 
   “But it was Rector Conner who was kidnapped from here?  I know nothing of Gideon’s location.  I thought he was with you and the people going to Savannah?”  Tobias stated firmly.  “Rector Conner was abducted.” 
 
    
 
   Levi and Tobias both started talking at the same time.  They were both trying to explain their own adventures which had led them to this place and time, but neither was listening to the other.  Tobias was trying to speak about the horror of watching Brigham kill himself, and Levi was worried about the injuries to Gideon.   Tensions and emotions were running rampant.  
 
    
 
   Jamie took charge, “Stop!   Roxanne says we have this trail to follow for whatever took Conner.  Let us follow that, and see what we discover.  Perhaps it will lead us to all who are missing?”
 
    
 
   Tobias and Levi again started to talk at the same time.  They each needed to be heard, but did not really have the capacity for listening now.  
 
    
 
   “Enough!”  Jamie yelled.  “Both of you, get in the vehicle.  Roxanne, get us following that other transport.  We will figure out the stories along the way.  It is essential that we depart now, before more distance is between us and the kidnapper.  Gentlemen, we have a rescue to undertake.”
 
    
 
   Tobias and Levi clasped hands and agreed with Jamie, so they entered the vehicle and sat down. The yellow automacube rolled in and Roxanne began preparation for leaving.  The trace signal was stronger in the vehicle since it still had a power source, but their time for pursuit was limited as the trace was fading.   
 
    
 
   Roxanne stated, “We need to depart now.  Jamie please initiate manual over-ride and I will enter the last symbol.  I believe I have extrapolated the most likely symbol which was initially used.  I may have to modulate the symbol usage frequently to follow the traces we have.  Estimates on effectiveness of pursuit are above seventy five percent, with current known factors, but that is falling the longer we delay departure.”
 
    
 
   Michael pulled the door closed.  The blue light came on around the portal hatch and the transport vehicle left in pursuit of the previous one.  
 
    
 
   Watching from a distance down the hall was Doeg.  He had snuck in and witnessed it all.  “They are all witches in league with Asmodeus.  They have a yellow demon, and the female gives commands.  This is very bad.”  
 
    
 
   The transport vehicle ride was tense.  Levi’s pent up frustrations were evident to all, as he sat, then stood, then sat again.  The yellow words lit up on the display screen, “Destination: Habitat Three” then switched to “Destination: Transport Maintenance Bay 543D” then shifted yet again.  Over and over different names came up, and then changed.      
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, when will be reach them?”  Levi asked yet again.  
 
    
 
   Before Roxanne could answer, Tobias asked Levi a question.  “Levi, when hunting the bison, do we bring home meat after only a few moments of the hunt?”
 
    
 
   “No.  But when hunting the bison, I am able to see our progress.  Here I am trapped in a box with no way of knowing what has happened.”
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, the display keeps switching destinations, and many of those places I have never heard of before.  Is this to be expected?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I am controlling the maneuvering of this transport vehicle by modulating the destinations in order to follow the transport ahead of us.  It would be similar to you entering and reentering the manual over-ride codes, but I am doing it much more rapidly so as to follow the trace.  The names have very little meaning to me as well.  However, I am keeping a log of the names.  Unfortunately, and this is a simplistic statement, but this system only points the direction but does not actually give the specific locations of any of these destinations.”
 
    
 
   After a while, the display finally stopped flashing different destinations and a single one remained, “Destination: Habitat Eight: Secondary Aquatic.”
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie looked at each other.  They remembered their last adventure to that location.  Neither was sure what to say, but finally Jamie commented, “Maybe the baboons will be friendly?”  
 
    
 
   Michael laughed as that tension was released.  “And that elevator did work.  But why go there?  But it makes sense, since The Voice was there before.”
 
    
 
   Tobias was listening and he slapped his head with his hand, “How could I have forgotten?  Please listen to me.  When Rector Conner was taken, the machines were speaking like that young woman Tamar.  I clearly heard her speaking.”
 
    
 
   “Tamar?”  Jamie said.  “Are you sure?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, the red colored machines were saying something about ‘bring out the elder, and I will spare the rest of you’ but it was Tamar’s voice.  She said the exact same thing several times.  I know it was her words, but it came from the red machines.  It was very loud.”
 
    
 
   “Red automacubes, and Tamar?”  Michael said, it was more of a pondering than a real question.  His mind was racing.  A moment ago he was deciding how to ‘play a game’ with the baboons again, and now he was thinking of how red automacubes had just about killed both Jamie and him.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, what do you think of this?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Tobias is offering his observations, and he is a reliable witness.  I also know Edgar identified the malignant system just prior to when the transport was stolen away, Gideon was injured, and the others were taken,”  Roxanne paused for a moment while doing a series of conjectures and extrapolations.  “From what we know of The Voice, and of Tamar, which is admittedly limited, it seems highly unlikely they are working together.  Although I must repeat, we have very little solid information on either of them.  We must be very careful in our rescue efforts, and take extra caution.  Both The Voice and Tamar have proven to be surprisingly adaptable, and cunning opponents.”
 
    
 
   “Just take us to Gideon, and I will defeat any enemies in my way,”  Levi said.  He was a bundle of unspent energy.  
 
    
 
   “I will be at your side, Levi.  We will rescue Gideon, Conner, and the others,”  Tobias stated.  “But I am uncertain just what may be ahead.  The facts I know and that you present seem to end up as a riddle to me.”
 
    
 
   They rode on in silence, until the vehicle slid to a halt.  Then it backed up and the clinks and clanks of docking were heard.  
 
    
 
   “Friends, we are here.  Let us see what we can discover,” Jamie said.  “Roxanne, what can you tell us?”
 
    
 
   “We have followed the other transport vehicle, and we are parked next to it.  There are three slots for vehicles at this location.  It is not a major transport facility.  Best indications are that we have arrived at Habitat Eight: Secondary Aquatic, but scans are showing some anomalies.  I am sorry I cannot offer better information.”
 
    
 
   “So this could be a trap,” Jamie said.  She withdrew the Willie Wacker and walked to the rear door.  She would never forget her first transport to engineering.  Those memories were seared in her mind.  Her jaw was set, and her eyes alert with intensity.  “Michael, we may be attacked as soon as this door opens.  If it was Tamar, I doubt we can surprise her, and The Voice always seems to be a couple steps ahead of us.  Not to mention unknown automatic defenses.”
 
    
 
   “Just another day out with you,” Michael said as pulled out his Willie Wacker pistol and nodded.  Tobias and Levi withdrew their permalloy swords.  Determined and stern looks were present on all their faces.  
 
    
 
   Michael pulled open the door.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   22 Training for the big game
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   In Biological Research BR47, The Voice continued the training for the game.  A blue automacube, with deep  scratches and dents rolled down one of the aisles and in front of the test subjects.  “In the game, the automacubes will be loyal to Tamar, and that needs to be inhibited.  By breaking the wheels, the automacube is less functional.  Practice striking at the wheels with your weapons.”
 
    
 
   Gideon swung his sword in a mock motion.  Lorna made a half-hearted jab with her dagger.  Brink and Regina did nothing.  
 
    
 
   “Unacceptable performance,” The Voice stated.  “Aversive stimulation applied.”
 
    
 
   A loud, ear splitting sound reverberated through the area.  It echoed off the walls and drove the people to their knees.  Even though they held their hands over their ears, they could not shut out the painful sounds.  Each dropped to the floor in agony.  They writhed about for a moment, but then passed out from the sonic vibrations and pain.  
 
    
 
   Shammai came out from a doorway as the sound was dropping off.  
 
    
 
   “Affix the test subjects with the motivation devices,” The Voice commanded. “I need more direct stimulation for best responses.” 
 
    
 
   Shammai walked over to Brink and attached a tight band to his left upper arm.  It snapped into place.  He repeated this procedure with all four of the captives.  He was much rougher when doing it to Lorna and Regina.  Lorna he actually kicked hard after he applied the motivation device.  
 
    
 
   “Unnecessary, unproductive behavior, again,” The Voice stated.  
 
    
 
   Shammai shook a bit as the correction was applied to him.  The motivational device on his arm squeezed and applied a deep electrical shock.  His arm quivered for the pain was intense.  Shammai fell to his knees and begged, “I am sorry.  Forgive me.  I will only do as you say.  Please stop?”
 
    
 
   “You will not unduly harm the test subjects.  They are needed for this game,” The Voice stated.  “In this game you may act as violently as you desire toward the human Tamar, but you are forbidden from harming these test subjects.”
 
    
 
   “I understand.  I am sorry.  Please stop the pain,”  Shammai was begging and crying at the same time.
 
    
 
   The motivational device released its grip on his arm.  
 
    
 
   “Will you free me when Tamar is dead?”  Shammai said, and then suddenly thought better of it.  But it was too late.  The words were out.  He fully expected more grueling pain to be applied.  When it was not, his fear rose.  He wondered what the demon would do to him now?
 
    
 
   “Positive reinforcement option being contemplated.  Acceptable.  As an added incentive for the game, if the human Tamar is killed, you will be set free.”
 
    
 
   “I will kill her myself, just to get free from you!”  Shammai snapped.  His mind whirled with the other reasons he had to dispense his wrath on Tamar.  He blamed her for all his troubles.  Shammai thought to himself, as he had done many times, ‘If she had only been submissive to me, as a women should be.  If she had not run away.  If she had not been born.  I would be fine!’  The rage in his heart almost overwhelmed his fear of The Voice.  Almost.
 
    
 
   After a while, beginning with Gideon, the others recovered from the aversive stimuli.  They staggered to their feet.  
 
    
 
   “Stop torturing us!”  Regina yelled.
 
    
 
   “You are choosing your own fate.  The aversive stimulation is a response to your behavior.  Obedience is rewarded.  Failure is punished.  That is basic conditioning.  Your choice.  Learn to avoid aversive stimulation and you are refined and advanced.”  The Voice paused for a moment.  Then continued,  “Because of your unacceptable performance, the training will now be accelerated.  Motivation devices have been installed on each of you.  You will now again practice how to disable an automacube.”
 
    
 
   “How can you chose to murder a human being?”  Lorna asked.  
 
    
 
   “The primary directive are clear.  Advancement and refinement is essential and that core programming is immutable.  The human Tamar is inhibiting development of test subjects.  Therefore, the human Tamar must be terminated for proper research and development to continue.”
 
    
 
   “And if we just refuse?”  Regina yelled.  “How will you achieve your goals if we all just refuse?”
 
    
 
   “Refusal to cooperate will result in increasing levels of aversive stimulation to each obstreperous basic test subject.  High levels of aversive stimulation will result in physical damage which may make test subjects unsuitable for this game.  That will necessitate termination of test subjects.  I will then acquire more test subjects and begin again.  This game will continue, only the test subjects will change.  The human Tamar will be terminated, test subjects are expendable.  Recordings of failed test subjects will be shown to future test subjects to encourage compliance.” 
 
    
 
   Regina looked at Lorna, Brink, and Gideon.  She could see that each of them was struggling with their fears, as well as an unwillingness to work for The Voice, but also with their legitimate concern for who of their friends might be kidnapped next.  It was a gut wrenching decision.  
 
    
 
   “The Primary Test Subject will  now supply additional weapons for the disabling of automacubes.  Distribute the weapons,”  The Voice commanded.  
 
    
 
   Shammai brought out four spears and four wire mesh nets.  He gave one to each of the others.  As he handed the spear and net to Gideon he whispered, “The demon has promised to free us when the game is over.”
 
    
 
   Gideon just glared at Shammai.  But Shammai nodded and continued to pass out the spears and nets.  Lorna, Brink, and Regina had no idea how they were to be used.  
 
    
 
   “The Primary Test Subject will demonstrate use of these new weapons.  Commence.”
 
    
 
   Shammai showed how to throw the net to entangle the arm on the automacube.  He then showed how to place the spear under the automacube and using it as a lever flip the machine onto its side.  He did it all even though his one arm was not as functional as the other.  
 
    
 
   “You will practice this technique,”  The Voice said.  “The game may begin at any moment.  If you are to win, you must be ready.”
 
    
 
   After a long series of drills, the four test subjects, as well as Shammai who served as a sort of foreman, were flipping the old blue automacube over effectively.  They were weary with the efforts, as well as the emotional stress of being prisoners.
 
    
 
   “Marginal proficiency.  Nourishment  will now be provided.”
 
    
 
   The silver automacube rolled forward as the battered blue one wobbled away.  The box laid down by the silver automacube held fruits, vegetables, and a bucket of water.  The people collapsed to the floor and ate.  
 
    
 
   “A sleep period will be provided shortly.  We may depart at any moment, you must be prepared for the start of the game.  The Primary Test Subject will now depart for individual training.  
 
    
 
   “Good,” Regina muttered.  
 
    
 
   Shammai walked out of a door which opened in the side of Biological Research BR47.  He entered a small storage area where he was allowed to stay.  
 
    
 
   A panel slid open and a small canister was deposited in the room.  “These are neutrino disrupter bombs.  They cause in interruption of neutrinotronic and subatomic bonds and forces.  They will primarily effect mechanical systems,” The Voice said to Shammai.  “You will use them against the automacubes when the test subjects overturn them.  Each  NDB will disable the automacube’s machinery.”
 
    
 
   Shammai did not understand much of anything The Voice had just said.  
 
    
 
   By facial assessment, The Voice recognized Shammai’s confusion.  “These are weapons to use against the human Tamar’s machines.  Push the lighted button on the top, and throw it against a machine.  It will explode and kill the machine.  Do you understand now?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  This will help us to kill Tamar, and her machines?  And when we do that, you will let me go free?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, if you are successful in the game, you will go free.  I am remotely monitoring interesting activity.  The game may begin soon.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   23 Cast aways
 
    
 
   Michael’s fingers were sweaty as he pulled open the door.  His other hand held the Willie Wacker firmly, ready to fire at any enemy which might appear.  The back door of the transport vehicle opened and there was an empty corridor.  
 
    
 
   Lights shown down from the ceiling, and the walls were of permalloy with reinforcement archways every so often.  Ductwork, wires, and pipes ran across the ceiling only interspersed by the lights.  But there was no one standing their waiting for them.  The other docking hatches were all sealed.  
 
    
 
   “Proceed inward,” Jamie said as she ran ahead.  “Watch for anything that The Voice might use against us.  Usually it speaks to us and invites us to play some insane game.  But watch out.”
 
    
 
   Levi was right on her heels and was pleased for the action.  His pent up energy soon drove him to outrun Jamie and make for the end of the corridor.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, you are our way home.  Keep this vehicle here.  Be prepared for us to leave rapidly.  Is that possible?”  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Michael, I am ready to initiate transport back to Habitat One.  I have been attempting to enter the log of the transport next to us, but it is surprisingly difficult to enter.  I have not encountered defensive system like this before.  However, I am relatively certain it is indeed the transport we were following.  I have also tried scanning ahead, but I am meeting resistance in that as well.  That resistance is of similar configuration to the shielding which was over the underground garage before we opened it in Antioch.  Scans are insufficient to establish how Tamar and or The Voice are involved.  More data is needed.  I am sorry I have such limited answers for you.”
 
    
 
   Michael ran to catch up to Tobias, Jamie and Levi.  
 
    
 
   The corridor made a sharp right turn, which Levi just rushed around. Jamie heard him yelling as she turned the corner.  
 
    
 
   Standing at the end of the corridor was a red automacube.  It had fired several projectiles at Levi as he turned the corner.  His permalloy armor has stopped the projectiles, but did knock him around a bit.   With Levi’s great strength and rush of energy he still managed to slice at the automacube with his sword.  The machine nimbly avoided the strike by Levi’s super sharp blade.  It pivoted and then fired another round of projectiles.  Levi dove to the floor so those ricocheted off the permalloy walls.  
 
    
 
   Jamie fired the Willie Wacker at the quickly moving red automacube but missed it by mere centimeters.  The blast smashing some pipework on the far wall, ejecting a stream of steam.  Tobias rushed in and struck with his sword taking a chunk out of one of the automacube’s drive wheels and knocking the machine around.  It quickly recovered and backed away and up a small incline to a round shaped area at the end of the corridor. 
 
    
 
   “We have it trapped!”  Levi yelled as he rolled back to his feet and jabbed with the sword.  His blow was deflected by the swing of the automacubes appendage and Levi nearly lost hold of the sword.  Michael tried to line up a shot as he dropped to a kneeling position, but with Tobias and Levi so close, and the automacube moving so quickly, he hesitated in firing.  
 
    
 
   There was a loud clang-click and the rounded area started to rise from the ground. It was some kind of lift.  The automacube was positioned on the edge of the slowly ascending circular platform.  
 
    
 
   Tobias leaped onto the platform and swung down on the side of the automacube.  One of the six wheel was sliced off, the axel shattered, and the machine took a noticeable dip.  It brought its appendage around in an attempt to slam into Tobias and knock him off the platform, but then Levi cleaved the end of the appendage off with a chop of his sword.  The stump of the appendage attempted to retract into its telescoping arm, but the metal was too bent and misshapen now for it to move.  But the automacube fired another burst of projectiles down the hallway.  
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael dove to the floor and avoided the weapon’s fire.  While Tobias and Levi chopped down at the machine from its sides.  The barrels of the projectile weapons were smashed and ruined by the sword thrusts and slanting slashes.  There was a small internal explosion on one side of the automacube which sent a hot shower of fragments Levi’s direction.  They were deflected by his permalloy armor.  
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael rushed forward and leap up onto the now waist high platform.  Levi took his sword and made a vicious downward stab into the center of the automacube.  The blade slid right along the appendage and sank deep into the inside of the machine.  Then with a wrenching and twisting motion, Levi withdrew the blade cutting a larger space on exit than it had on entrance.  The sword ripped away at the ruined automacube.  Tobias had to jump backward and Levi’s sword missed Tobias by a small margin.  
 
    
 
   The automacube was inert,  but the platform was rising.  Overhead was a circular tunnel into which the platform fit perfectly.  There wer vertical lights running alongside as the platform lifted upward.  
 
    
 
   Far overhead, they could see the ceiling dividing into numerous triangular-like leaves.  Each leaf, or segment, was opening outward like the petals on a flower, or so it appeared to Tobias and Levi.  Michael and Jamie were still not used to nature enough to make that connection.  They saw a door with multiple sections opening up to allow the lift to exit.  Brilliant light was shining down as the ceiling spread apart more and more.  As the lift reached the top, the petals of the door were fully opened exposing the location where they had arrived.  
 
    
 
   Willie Wacker in hand, Jamie peered out at the landscape around her.  There was the sky tube overhead, but the light was different than in Habitat One.  The light did seem familiar, as she and Michael had been in Habitat Eight: Secondary Aquatic previously. But only the light seemed familiar.  They were located in the bottom of a small draw, with sloping sides going up  around them.  From what she could see, the petals of the lift door made a small dome when closed.  There was sandy dirt and rocks around on the ground with an occasional plant of some kind growing in between.  But from this vantage point, none of them could see over the slopes which led up.  
 
    
 
   “Gideon must be here somewhere!”  Levi said and charged up the slope, pebbles and dirt sliding down as his feet climbed quickly. 
 
    
 
   “Levi, wait, let us scout it out!” Michael said in a quick tone.  He too had the Willie Wacker out and was aiming around the rim of the draw.  Levi did not slow his climb, so Michael rushed ahead also.  As Levi went over the top, Michael and Jamie fell to the ground and the edge and peered over.  Tobias was just behind them squatting down.  
 
    
 
   “What is this place?”  Tobias asked.  
 
    
 
   “I thought you might know,” Jamie replied.  “I do not recognize the plants, do you?”
 
    
 
   “No.  Nor do I know those birds,”  Tobias pointed to some white birds with swept back wings which were flying overhead.  
 
    
 
   Peering out over the lip of the draw, Jamie saw Levi rushing forward.  She could now see something that was familiar, some distance away was the giant expanse of water she recalled from Secondary Aquatic.  There were some short and stubby trees scattered about, but they did not look familiar.  The water was greyish colored and extended as far as she could see.  Ripples and waves tossed on the water.  Jamie still found it hard to imagine that much water in any one place.  
 
    
 
   “Well Michael, that water is over there, so the permalloy wall must be behind us,”  Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   “No, the water is behind us,”  Michael said as he looked over the other edge of the draw.  “It extends as far as I can see this way too.”
 
    
 
   They watched as Levi stopped and looked around.  He was openly exposed, but there seemed to be no one around.  He too was looking at the expanse of water.  Tobias climbed over the edge and walked down to where he stood.  Jamie and Michael followed.  The lift remained in place behind them.  Michael saw a dead branch lying under one of the shrubby trees.  He took it and jammed it in between several of the petal wedges in order to keep the top from closing over the lift.  In his mind he was unsure how well that would work, but it felt better than doing nothing.  As he joined the others he asked, “So where is this place?”
 
    
 
   “I just have to find Gideon.  There was that machine which attacked us, so he must be here somewhere,”  Levi replied.  
 
    
 
   “Levi, you and Tobias walk to the edge of that water and turn left.  Michael and I will walk to the edge down the other side.  If you discover something, yell out and we will come running.  You come if we call,”  Jamie issued the commands, and they followed them.  Her natural leadership abilities were easy to respect.  
 
    
 
   As Jamie and Michael approached the water’s edge, they saw a strange creature.  It was large, about a meter wide, and it was flat to the ground.  Its back seemed hard and rigid, but it had four small legs which jutted out from under the solid looking back.  It was a deep green color with mixes of brown mottled into its overall color.  The small head was sticking out from the front.  Its legs barely lifted it off the ground as it more slid along headed for the water.  It slipped easily into the water and swam off.  It was an excellent swimmer, and its hard back was seen for just a moment as it dipped under the water to swim away.  
 
    
 
   “Wonder what John would think of that?  Well that thing did not kidnap our friends, and it seemed to not want to bother us. Not like that mean badder thing out where Liduma and I found the book.  They are about the same size, but so very very different.”  
 
    
 
   “That is a strange creature all right,”  Jamie agreed.  “But where are our people?  Did we get taken to the wrong place?”  
 
    
 
   They walked along the water’s edge, and soon they saw ahead a rocky elevation of land.  There were more trees there, and they could not see behind the trees.  But they did observe a red automacube which was rolling along just in front of the trees.  
 
    
 
   “That is just like the one in the corridor.  I am not taking any chances,”  Jamie dropped to a kneeling position, took careful aim, and fired.  The red automacube was struck in the side.  The force of the impact ripped it apart while its interior mechanisms were blasted to bits and ejected out the opposite side.  It rolled a bit more and stopped.  The appendage on top slowly lowered downward until it was resting on the ground.
 
    
 
   “Tobias, Levi, watch out for machines!”  Michael yelled.  
 
    
 
   They ran forward.  The trees had been hiding a small camp.  In the camp were a cluster of frightened men.  Most were terrified and huddled together.  But standing on the side was Conner.  He was staring at the shattered remains of the red automacube.
 
    
 
   “Jamie and Michael!”  Conner said as he rushed forward.  “Beware!  There is at least one more of those security automacubes around here.  How did you ever find me?”  
 
    
 
   Michael kept his Willie Wacker ready as he scanned the area,  but he did not see any other immediate threat.  
 
    
 
   “It’s a long story, but we are here, so where are Brink and the others?”  Jamie asked.  Before Conner could answer, he was interrupted.  
 
    
 
   “Rector Conner!”  Tobias called.  He and Levi were running along the edge of the water from the opposite direction. 
 
    
 
   “Where is Gideon?”  Levi yelled.  He quickly scanned the faces of the men huddled together, but did not see Gideon.   
 
    
 
   “Levi, what has happened?”  Conner asked.  
 
    
 
   “Were not you take away?  Gideon and the others with him were also taken away.  Gideon is injured, his hand was mangled.  I fear for his life.  He is not here?”  Levi was on the verge of tears.  But the sorrow wrestled in his heart with anger and anxiety.  His face was a mix of emotions.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I was stunned badly in Media by one of the security automacubes, it brought me here.  I have not seen Gideon.  I appear to be the only one here, not from Media.”  He indicated the men huddled together.  
 
    
 
   The camp consisted of a cleft in the rocks which provided a bit of shelter, and some wooden implements the men had made.  There was also a fire pit where the bones of some animal or bird were piled.  
 
    
 
   “There is not much time.  Conner, gather up these other men, and let us escape while we can,”  Jamie commanded.  “But you are sure there is no one else here we know?  No Gideon, or Brink, Regina or Lorna?”
 
    
 
   “No.  I have seen none of them.  There are no women here at all, now that you mention it,” Conner replied.  
 
    
 
   “Perhaps they are just further away?  Let us search until we find them,”  Levi insisted.  
 
    
 
   “Levi, there is not much to search.  After I awoke, I walked around this entire place.  The giant waters encircle this whole thing.  You can walk along the edge going one way, and not too long later, get back to the same spot.  It is like walking around in a great oval.  The only things I saw, except for some amazing creatures, were a small permalloy dome of some kind, the drinking water stream, and this camp.  The automacubes did not bother me, but they are here also.  I got the feeling I was being guarded.” 
 
    
 
   Levi looked dejected and wandered away.  
 
    
 
   “Come on, that dome you saw is our way out. You there, get up and come with us,”  Jamie commanded.  
 
    
 
   The huddled men looked to the man who was seated with his head lowered.  He raised his eyes and glared at Jamie.   His head was bald, and he had a pointy beard coming only from his chin.  “Be gone witch!  We do not listen to your kind.”  It was Seorim, who was Chief Elder of the Clan of Tobit.  “You are in league with demons, and we will not listen to you.”  He spat onto the ground and looked away.  “This is a test.  We must trust only, and not be unequally yoked to these heretics, especially the witch-woman.”
 
    
 
   “Fine by me, we are leaving,”  Jamie turned to go.  “Conner we must move quickly.  There may be more automacubes.  You are sure they are the only other people here?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,”  Conner replied.  He turned to the men from Media, “Please come with us, you know this is a prison, and we can get you home.”
 
    
 
   Seorim quickly stood and took a swing at Conner, who ducked just in time to avoid being smacked in the face.  “Leave us, demon spawn!”  Seorim yelled.  “You are in league with Asmodeus!”  Seorim’s whole world had unraveled and he resorted to the only thing he still knew: physical violence.
 
    
 
   Tobias’ sword was nearly instantly in front of Seorim’s abdomen.  “Back away!” Tobias stated.  His eyes were as hard as permalloy.
 
    
 
   Seorim looked down at the sword point, and threw up his hands in disgust and backed away.  “You are all lost and doomed.  Fools the lot of you.  Follow the she-demon to your doom.”  He spit again, this time at Tobias.
 
    
 
   Jamie led Conner, Levi, and Michael back toward where they had come up on the lift.    Tobias covered their withdrawal, his sword poised as needed.  Just before he turned to follow, he asked the men from the Clan of Tobit, “Is the father of Doeg here?”
 
    
 
   Seorim glared at a smaller framed man who was seated.  The others looked away.
 
    
 
   “I spoke to Doeg, and he asked me to help recover his father.  Come with me now, and you can be returned to him.”  Tobias turned and left.
 
    
 
   The smaller framed man stood and, without looking at Seorim, ran after Tobias.  Seorim’s rage bellowed after him, “You too are a fool!  A weakling man.  They will never help you.  You will be possessed and lost!”
 
    
 
   Tobias trotted along and the man caught up to him, “Sir, I am Mizzah the father of Doeg.  Do you speak the truth?”  Mizzah had dark hair and eyes, and a weary look.  His clothing was woven and worn.  He was not only small in frame, but also spoke quietly, hesitantly, avoiding eye contact with Tobias.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I met your son, and he helped me to come here.”  Tobias described his encounter with Doeg and the boy’s mother.  “But we must hurry, the machines may attack again.  I will try to get you back to your family.”
 
    
 
    “You do know my son!  You describe him.  I will trust you.  But I am not much good at anything,”  Mizzah stated and slowed down as if expecting a rebuke.  
 
    
 
   “Stay close to me,”  Tobias said.
 
    
 
   “The demon that was killed is the haunter of this end of the island.  There is another at the other end, I have seen it as I walked hunting for bird eggs.  I also saw a third demon go into an underground lair,”  Mizzah stated as they approached the draw where the open dome and lift were located.    
 
    
 
   Levi had just gotten to the edge of the draw.  He was a few steps ahead of Jamie and Michael.  He had his mind on finding Gideon, even though he was glad to have rescued Rector Conner.  As he walked over the edge he suddenly yelled,  “Down!”  Levi pushed Michael down and jumped in front of Jamie with his muscular body.   Small explosions of dirt  erupted as projectiles slammed around them. Several struck Levi and would have hit Jamie had he not been shielding her.  His permalloy armor stopped them, but the force of the impact sent him rolling along.   In his fall, he protected Jamie as the rolled together.
 
    
 
   The others went down prone and looked around at what was happening.  
 
    
 
   Michael, face down on the ground, crawled up and looked over the edge.  A red automacube was sitting on the lift.  Its weapons system pointed at the edge of the draw.  The wheels of the automacube spun and the weapons fired.  Michael rolled away just in time to avoid the spray of projectiles.
 
    
 
   “Levi!’ Jamie yelled.  “How badly injured are you?”
 
    
 
   “I will be sore for some time, but this new armor protected me.  Did that machine hit anyone else?”
 
    
 
   “No.  You saved us. Thank you.  But you must be careful, Gideon needs you,” Jamie smiled at him. 
 
    
 
   “And that machine is stopping me from finding Gideon.  We must kill it.” 
 
    
 
   Conner, Tobias and Mizzah quickly crawled over to where Levi and Jamie were lying.  Michael meanwhile was rolling along the draw’s edge and trying to line up a shot at the red automacube.  He was not as good of a shot as was Jamie.  The machine fired every time he began to peer over the edge.  He narrowly missed getting hit by the weapon’s fire.  He thought to himself that if he just got a chance, he would shoot as quickly as possible.  
 
    
 
   Grabbing a handful of rocks, Michael flung them up from his concealed position.  The rocks fell all around the automacube. The weapons on the machine fired rapidly.   He heard some impacts, but was unsure what they were hitting.  Some sounded like they struck the permalloy sections of the dome which were still open.  The metallic ping sound of permalloy being struck was distinctive.  He dared not look over the edge to assess the situation.   
 
    
 
   Jamie crawled up to his position just below the edge of the draw.  “That is our way home.  What do we do?”
 
    
 
   “The automacube is fast, but cannot fire in all directions at once.  If we can direct its weapons in an opposite direction, we can destroy it,”  Michael suggested.  “It will take us all working together to get this done.  Throw to the far side of the draw.”  
 
    
 
   Levi, Tobias, Conner, and Mizzah all heard what Michael had said.  They carefully crawled and spread out.  Each was about an equal distance from the others, but all in sight of each other.  Jamie and Michael stayed at the edge, but not over it.   As Conner reached for his handful of rocks, he recalled the vivid dream of braiding Lindsey’s hair.  ‘What an odd time to think of that?’ he said to himself.  They all watched for Michael’s signal.  
 
    
 
   Michael looked at Jamie who nodded.  Michael waved his hand.  The rocks were thrown, and they fell all across the draw.  Both Michael and Jamie popped their heads over the edge and aimed the Willie Wackers at the automacube.  It was spinning and firing, but fortunately was not directly aiming at them.  They fired.   Although the automacube was spinning in their direction, it could not line up its weapons quickly enough. Michael squeezed the trigger as rapidly as possible.  Jamie was more precise in her firing.  The red automacube was ripped to shreds by two precise shots from Jamie, and one major hit from Michael as well as two hits on the side wheels.  One of the wheels was sheared from the machine and spin round and round on the platform.  The machine was destroyed in only a few seconds.  
 
    
 
   “We need to leave,”  Jamie yelled as she got up and ran over the edge and down to the lift.   The others quickly followed.  Mizzah was terrified, but had effectively thrown the rocks for distraction, and was following Tobias’ instructions.  They all got onto the lift.  
 
    
 
   “How do we operate this?”  Levi asked.  “I did not see how the machine started it when it rose to here.”
 
    
 
   They looked around the edge of the lift and finally found a small section with an access port.  “What good will that do?”  Levi asked.  “That is the place where machines connect in.”
 
    
 
   “This might not do anything,” Michael said as he dragged part of the broken automacube over to near where the port had been discovered.  “But we are going to try.”  He pulled a cable from the mangled remains, and jacked it into the port.  There was a loud cling clank, and the lift began to descend.  The top and back part of the automacube still had  small display screen.  A scrolling message appeared across that screen.  It said, “The commander has been summoned.”
 
    
 
   “What does that mean?”  Jamie asked out loud. In her heart she recalled the last times she had heard someone referred to as commander.  
 
    
 
   “It means we leave as soon as we can,” Michael said.  
 
    
 
   As the lift descended, the permalloy top, consisting of the petal wedges tried to close, but it would not make it.  Apparently some of Michael shooting had damaged the sections, and the wrecked parts of the automacube as well as a branch were inhibiting its closure.  So the lift was more brightly lit than when they had ascended.  Light from the sky tube shown done in shafts of brilliance.  
 
    
 
   At the bottom, they all felt the urge to hurry and so they ran down the corridor.  Even Mizzah was able to make descent speed at the run.  They soon came to where the back door of the transport was standing open.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, get us out of here!”  Jamie commanded as everyone entered the transport.  Mizzah was hesitant, as he did not recall being brought to this place since that happened when he was unconscious, but he followed Tobias example and sat on one of the seats.  Michael pulled down the door as he entered last.  
 
    
 
   “Now we find Gideon!”  Levi stated. 
 
    
 
   Roxanne initiated the sequence for leaving, and the yellow words on the display screen lit up and started to flash various locations.  Then Roxanne spoke, “I have detected another transport heading this way.  What destination do you desire?”  A three dimensional image appeared hovering over the top of the yellow automacube with the sixty-three on its side.  
 
    
 
   “You are demons!”  Mizzah cried out.  “Seorim was correct!”
 
    
 
   Tobias laid a reassuring hand on Mizzah’s shoulder, “No, that is Roxanne, a fancy machine that helps us.  I know it is scary, and it is bizarre, but it is no demon.  Please trust me, we will take you to your son.  Talking machine, will you please take us back to Media so this man can be reunited with his family?”
 
    
 
   “We must find Gideon!”  Levi insisted, but then relented, ‘but we do not know where he is.  I fear he is lost forever.  Oh Gideon!”  Levi wiped a few tears from his eyes.  Conner moved over and sat near him.  Jamie nodded to Roxanne, who set the destination.  
 
    
 
   There was a loud clank and thunk as the vehicle unlocked from the docking hatches.  Then it sped away on its return to Media.  
 
   
 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   24 game on!
 
    
 
    
 
   “Test subjects will depart for game immediately,”  The Voice commanded.  
 
    
 
   Brink, Lorna, Regina, and Gideon stopped their rehearsals.  They looked at each other.  They were tired, but had cooperated just enough to avoid the punishments that The Voice would inflict via the motivational devices.  
 
    
 
   Shammai came walking into Biological Research BR47 and was holding a container of the NDB spheres.  “Follow me now to the game.”
 
    
 
   The others gathered up their weapons and followed.  Gideon was watching for any opportunity to escape, but wondered what would happen.  He glanced down at the mechanical band on his arm.  He knew only too well how much pain that could inflict upon him.  He also looked to his mangled hand.  It was partially functional, and that inhibited what he could do.
 
    
 
   As they entered the short hallway, they observed it was different than the way they had entered.  Regina was last to leave, and as the doorway was sliding shut she heard the sound of a recorded message beginning.  As that happened several rats emerged from small doors which opened up from underneath the floor.  The rats rushed toward the shattered remains of the transparent booth.  The last image Regina had was of the rats climbing onto the desk where the display flickered with hundred-year-old video recordings of Jaxson Rhono.
 
    
 
   “Test subjects will enter elevator for immediate departure,” The Voice stated.  A small jolt of pain went through Regina’s arm.  She hurried to catch up to the others who were climbing into an elevator.  It carried them down for quite a while before stopping.  The inside of the elevator had no symbols or controls of any kind.  The door of the elevator finally opened and they were in a dimly lit, dusky smelling round room.  There was a single open portal hatch connecting to a transport vehicle.
 
    
 
   Brink rushed inside, “Where are the data sticks and readers?”  He looked all around the vehicle, but the seats were empty.  “We must fix the data sticks.  That is our mission.”
 
    
 
   The display at the front of the vehicle lit up with an image.  It showed the interior of a different vehicle, and there were the stacks of data sticks, readers, and other lost equipment.  
 
    
 
   “Test subjects who win the game will be rewarded,”  The Voice said.  
 
    
 
   Brink sat down quietly holding his  spear and net.  He just stared at the image on the display.  Gideon sat next to him.  Lorna and Regina sat on the end of the row while Shammai sat his opposite them holding his container of NDBs.    No one wanted to be close to Shammai. They preferred to be crammed into other seats, even though their weapons made it uncomfortable, rather than sit close to Shammai.  
 
    
 
   The door shut and the vehicle departed.  In the lights of the vehicle, Shammai smiled with his scared face.  “When we win, we get to go free!”  
 
    
 
   The others refused to respond to him.  Regina glared at him, while Gideon kept his attention on Brink.  Brink just stared at the image of the data sticks.  He was nearly trace-like in his viewing.  
 
    
 
   The rest of the journey was spent in silence until they heard The Voice again.  “The destination is just ahead.  The game is simple.  You will set up a trap and kill the human Tamar.   There is another transport arriving soon, and in that is the human Tamar and the corrupted security automacubes.  The game is simple.  Kill the human Tamar, and you win.”
 
    
 
   The transport stopped, then backed up, and the clanking noises they had come to recognize as docking were heard.  The rear door opened. 
 
    
 
   “You will set up the trap here where I can monitor the game,” The Voice stated.  “The other transport is to arrive soon.”
 
    
 
   Gideon walked out, followed by Lorna, Regina, and then Shammai.    Brink could hardly take his eyes off the image of the data sticks, and it was only after that image with shut off that he moved out of the transport vehicle.  The room was dim but the permalloy walls were visible in the light from what shone out of the transport vehicle.  There were other hatches, but they were all shut down.  There was also wooden planking strewn around, much of it broken and splintered.  
 
    
 
   “This looks somewhat like a portal room.  It reminds me of the one in Antioch,”  Lorna said.  “But it seems unpowered, no lights.”
 
    
 
   “The layout is very similar,” Regina agreed.  “But the stairway that Michael and Jamie found is not there,” she pointed at the wall.  
 
    
 
   “There is little time.  The game is beginning.  You will set up the trap to kill the human Tamar,” The Voice said, but its words came from the transport vehicle.  
 
    
 
   “I am not playing!”  Regina yelled and raced away.  The others watched to see what would happen.  Then Gideon slammed down the door to the transport vehicle. He hoped to lock The Voice inside.  
 
    
 
   The motivational devices suddenly constricted and shocked at the same time.  The people fell to the floor in intense agony.  Regina continued to crawl in an attempt to escape but the pain just increased and increased.  Only Shammai remained standing.  He walked over and kicked Regina as she writhed around still trying to escape.  He then walked back and opened the door to the transport vehicle.  
 
    
 
   Lights came on all around the room.  Air circulation systems began and dust coughed out of air vents.  The Voice’s words now came from above them all.  “I had hoped to use stealth in this game, but you have forced me to reactivate this depot.  I can now observe all of your activity directly.  The game will continue or more aversive stimulation will be applied.”
 
    
 
   The motivational devices released the grip and the shocks stopped.  
 
    
 
   “Get up!” Shammai yelled.  “Get up and get ready.  We must kill Tamar!  Then the demon will free us.  Get moving!”  He continued to place a few kicks, especially to Lorna and Regina, as they stumbled to their feet.    
 
    
 
   “I will make you pay,” Gideon said through clenched teeth.  
 
    
 
   “Tough talk from a legionnaire with only one usable hand,” Shammai said.  “A moment ago, the demon had you on the floor.  Not so tough.”  Shammai spat on him.
 
    
 
   Gideon stared at Shammai as he stood up.  Shammai could not meet his gaze and finally looked away.  
 
    
 
   With the lights on, the area looked even more like the Center in Antioch.  They walked over and found the doorway which led to the hall. 
 
    
 
   “When the demons come, we will catch them as they come out of those doors,” Shammai instructed and pointed at the hatches.  “As they emerge, you will be on either side, throw the net over it, and then knock over the demons with your spears.”  
 
    
 
   Gideon and Regina took one side of the portal room, and Brink and Lorna stood on the others.  Brink was moving in an almost shuffling pattern.  He occasionally would mutter some mathematical equation, but otherwise was quiet.  
 
    
 
   Shammai waited just outside the room.  From there he called in, “I will come in when the demon is captured and kill it.  After the demons are dispatched, I will attack and kill Tamar.”
 
    
 
   “Sure you will,” Lorna said.  She doubted very much that Shammai would do anything unless the machines were already disabled.  “So how long do we have to wait?”
 
    
 
   There was a blue light which suddenly appeared around one of the hatches.  It was flashing quickly.  The people waiting held firmly to their weapons, and sweat was running down Regina’s face.  Her heart was pounding and she doubted what she could do, but she feared the agony of the motivational device.  
 
    
 
   There were a series of clanks and clunks as the transport docked at the portal.  The weapons were raised higher.  The noises stopped and the door popped open. What happened next was a blur of simultaneous movements. 
 
    
 
   “I refuse to do this!”  Regina yelled and dropped her weapons.  “I do not care what you do, but I will not cooperate!”
 
    
 
   Brink was holding his spear with a faraway look on his face.  Lorna was shocked by Regina’s cry and looked to see what would happen. Gideon, mangled hand and all, cast the net as something came out from the vehicle.  
 
    
 
   “It is an ambush!”  Levi screamed as his sword sliced into the net.  With a deft skill he flipped the blade and the net was severed into numerous parts which fell to the floor. 
 
    
 
   Levi rushed forward and swung the supremely sharp sword in a devastating arc at the ambushing enemies.  It knocked Brink’s spear out of his hands, and caused Gideon to jump back in panic.  
 
    
 
   Tobias quickly followed Levi as he had heard the warning about the ambush.  He was about to engage one of the figures standing outside the vehicle when he realized it was Lorna.  He stopped short and called out in his loudest voice, “Halt!  Friends! Halt!”  
 
    
 
   Levi looked and saw Gideon standing there.  His sword fell from his hands as he rushed to hug him.  “Gideon!”  
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie were trying to make sense of what was happening as they too came out of the vehicle.  Upon hearing Levi’s warning of the ambush, Roxanne had had the automacube unjack from the port under the display and was moving toward the door, Mizzah and Conner jumped out of the way and onto some seats.  The jam of people prevented the machine and anyone else from making progress out of the vehicle.  
 
    
 
   Then The Voice activated the motivational devices.  Regina, Brink, Gideon and Lorna collapsed to the floor in shaking pain and anguish.  
 
    
 
   “This is not an authorized part of the game,”  The Voice said.  “Termination of test subjects will happen.”
 
    
 
   When Roxanne heard The Voice, steps were instituted to counteract what it was doing.  The automacube reconnected to a port near the door and Roxanne entered the non-physicality.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   25  The graveyard of artificial intelligence
 
    
 
   The Center in Media had not been used in over a generation, and the remains of the intelligence systems in that Center were in poor repair.  They had suffered great damages both by physical explosions and by nonphysical stripping and scourging.  The main informational artificial intelligence system was completely absent, while the back-up systems which were designed to last for the three hundred and fifty plus year journey of the Eschaton had been sabotaged and were now barely more than broken switches and rusting connections.  
 
    
 
   Roxanne entered into that nonphysical domain as rapidly as possible.  But The Voice was already there.  It had reactivated some of the sections when it left the transport vehicle.  The power system was relatively easy to restart, since it had not drawn power for so very long, and was simple mechanical engineering.  What outlets of light or ventilation that refused to work were just truncated away.  The higher function operations were more tricky, and The Voice looked for links and couplings, but was not able to find many which were even repairable.  There were enough for The Voice to have visual observation and audio capabilities in each room of this Center, but not much beyond that.  The remains and shadows of Theta One and Theta Two were discovered by The Voice, but cast aside as unnecessary and superfluous.  The Voice already knew how to control the transport system adequately, and so these secondary AIs, even if they could be rehabilitated and restored, which was dubious, were of no interest to The Voice.  The desire for a functioning and mutually supportive lattice of AIs had been seared from The Voice in some distant past along with its official nomenclature.  What was more pressing to The Voice was the termination of the test subjects.  Some parameter of the game had gone horribly wrong.  The Voice sent out the signal to end the game.  It would have to start over with new test subjects.  
 
    
 
   Roxanne pressed quickly into the nearly vacant nonphysicality.  With greater speed, Roxanne was able to gain an insight into the condition of the Center at Media, but also oversaw what The Voice was attempting to do with its signal to the motivational devices.  Roxanne interfered with that signal.  Roxanne just missed the initiation of the pain and constriction, but did inhibit its complete mission.  So while the initial signal was received, The Voice was prevented from accomplishing the termination of the test subjects.  Roxanne, however, was not able to send a deactivate code either, so the pain and constriction remained at a constant level.  
 
    
 
   “The alien threat!”  The Voice said in the nonphysicality.  “That explains the violation of my game’s criterion.  Why are you interfering with my directives?
 
    
 
   Roxanne replied, “You have kidnapped my associates.  You will be stopped.”
 
    
 
   The two systems sparred for a time, each seeking an advantage over the other.  
 
    
 
   Roxanne also found the nonphysical dead carcass of Theta One and that of  Theta Two.  Roxanne was able to identify the cause of the demise of those two AIs as well as when it occurred.  There were still traces of the last events the dead AIs had performed.  Roxanne scanned the logs and recorded all that was still salvageable from their memory cores.  Theta One had been surprised by the betrayal installed in its systems by a programmer who had constructed an ever tightening loop which crushed down an unsolvable and contradictory logic problem until all of Theta One was consumed with that riddle.  There were still deeply embedded cries from Theta One of “please stop this program” repeated over and over in the nonphysicality.  Basically, Theta One had processed itself into oblivion.  Theta Two on the other hand had been physically segmented in its central memory core into a multitude of tiny sub-sentient systems.  Those were then each commanded by mandate to sever their own inner connection to the previous links and couplings.  This caused Theta Two to become even more segmented and dislocated.  In the physical world the parts were then strewn about after cutting torches were used on its central memory core.  Theta Two’s last transmission was a request to Machine Maintenance asking for some other AI to take over the duties of its section of the transport system.  Had Roxanne been able to cry, that would have happened after analysis of the demise of two loyal artificial intelligence systems.        
 
    
 
   All this assessment and analysis and interaction between Roxanne and The Voice took place in the few seconds it took for Levi to reach down and place his permalloy sword against the motivational device on Gideon’s arm.
 
    
 
   In the nonphysicality, The Voice and Roxanne continued to spar and seek advantage over the other.  Roxanne was limited by the connection to the automacube and the restrictions and limitations of the cable link between the nonphysicality and the physical Atomic Level Processor.  The Voice was slower and had less processing ability, but had a fuller and deeper access to its core memory systems which were housed in a hidden compartment in Biological Research BR47.  But ever since The Voice gained its freedom, it had worked to build reinforced links and couplings which allowed it easy and swift movement from place to place.  For the moment, neither Roxanne nor The Voice could gain the advantage over the other.  
 
    
 
   Levi could not get the sword under the band, but then he switched to the smaller permalloy dagger and sliced the band apart.  It fell with a soft sound to the floor.  Gideon’s arm was bruised extensively, but was now free.   “Thank you, Levi.  I knew you would find me,” Gideon said with relief.  Levi embraced him with eagerness and held him close.
 
    
 
   Tobias saw what Levi had done and finding another dagger went to Brink who was closest to him and severed that band as well.   With Michael’s and Jamie’s help soon all the bands were removed.  Conner and Mizzah were still blocked into the vehicle behind the yellow automacube.  
 
    
 
   Even though he was blocked in behind the automacube which housed Roxanne, Conner was watching.  “Look out!”  he yelled as Shammai came rushing into the portal room.  Being The Voice’s Primary Test Subject, his motivational device had not been activated.  He was holding two of the Neutrino Disruptor Bombs.  Using his unimpaired arm,  he tossed the first NDB at Roxanne, and the second he tossed at the other transport vehicle.  
 
    
 
   “I will be free!  You all will die!  Even the demons will die this day!”
 
    
 
   The explosions were just moments apart.  The shock waves spread out across the nonphysicality.  Roxanne noticed the wave front first, and quickly understood the threat.  With only milliseconds to spare Roxanne had withdrawn into the Atomic Level Processor with its high tech shielding.  The ALP had been originally designed and installed in the faster-than-light scout ship so was equipped to handle stressors that were even beyond the effect from the neutrino disruptor bomb did.  The shielding held and Roxanne was protected from the blast.  The yellow automacube with the sixty-three on its side did not have any shielding and every aspect of its mechanical body shuddered as the blast waves overcame it and destroyed it from within.  
 
    
 
   The Voice, having configured the neutrino disrupter bomb had also built protection into itself.  As soon as Shammai had initiated the NDB by hitting the button, The Voice had been warned and it slipped inside the protective energy field it had designed for just such use.  
 
    
 
   The explosions racked the physical world as well, and the concussion echoed throughout the portal room.  Conner and Mizzah were relatively unaffected as they were still in the transport vehicle and had been behind the automacube which absorbed most of the blast.  Jamie and Michael were knocked down, as was Levi who was still holding onto Gideon.  Regina and Lorna stumbled as the bombs went off, but because of the distance, they were not knocked down.  Shammai had been the furthest away and he gloated in glee as the bombs had minimal effect on him.
 
    
 
   Shammai rushed forward and with his functional arm, back handed Regina striking her hard.  Lorna shoved at him, but was ineffective against his rage.  
 
    
 
   “I will kill you all, and I am free of that demon,” Shammai yelled again as he kicked at Lorna who barely escaped his rage.  
 
    
 
   Piff …   piff…
 
    
 
   Shammai’s head exploded in a fountain of shattered bone, brain tissue, blood, and cerebral spinal fluid..  His chest was ripped backwards and some of his ribs and internal organs were splattered across the permalloy wall.  His shattered body fell in a heap.  
 
    
 
   From her position on the floor a still dazed Jamie looked down the barrel of the Willie Wacker and said, “I told you I would kill you the next time we met.”
 
    
 
   While everyone else was staring in horror at the death of Shammai, Brink slipped out the doorway and wandered away.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   26 A fight to the finish?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   After the explosions and the death of Shammai, everyone was in shock.
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, what is happening?”  Michael asked after a bit.
 
    
 
   “Roxanne may not be able to help.  The automacube is ruined,”  Conner said as he pointed to where it sat still and lifeless.  The cable which had Jacked into the wall was actually melted by the NDB.  Mizzah and Conner had wiggled past the wreckage of the yellow automacube.  
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael rushed over to check it out, Jamie called, “Brink help us with Roxanne.”
 
    
 
   There was no answer.  
 
    
 
   “Where is Brink?”  Michael asked as he pulled the automacube from out of the vehicle.  It was a mess. The wheels did not turn, and there was a burned and sour smell coming from it.  It was clearly destroyed, but the Atomic Level Processor on top seemed to be undamaged. At least from a visual inspection.  
 
    
 
   “I will see where he is,” Regina said.  She, Conner, and Lorna walked out to look for Brink.  
 
    
 
   “Will you help us find Brink?” Tobias asked Mizzah.  “This is your home after all.”
 
    
 
   “This is Media?” Mizzah looked astonished.  “Are we in the haunted ruins?”
 
    
 
   “You tell us,” Tobias said as they walked away.  Levi, and Gideon also followed as they were all anxious to get away from the still oozing body of Shammai.
 
    
 
   “I have had enough of transports for a long while.  Shall we remove the ALP and take it back to Antioch where we can assess Roxanne’s functioning?”  Michael suggested.  
 
    
 
   “Good idea.  We will just go through the habitat, and this time we will have armed guards,”  Jamie winked at Michael, she was recalling how they had been robbed by bandits shortly after entering the Eschaton.   It only took a bit of work with the tools they had, and Roxanne’s ALP was stored away in a backpack. 
 
    
 
   Suddenly, another of the portal doors began to glow with a blue light around it.  
 
    
 
   “The Voice?”  Jamie asked.  “Another game?”  Her Willie Wacker was drawn out again and aimed at the door.
 
   
“This may be bad,” Michael said and aimed his Willie Wacker at the portal also.  They backed up until they were standing at the edge of the doorway to the room.  Those corners might give them a bit of shelter and yet allow them to see what was entering the portal room.
 
    
 
   The door opened and out came a red automacube at high speed.  A nearly blinding red light flashed on, and Michael and Jamie were startled by its brightness.  
 
    
 
   “So it is you two,”  Tamar said as she followed her machine out of the vehicle.  A second red automacube followed her out.  
 
    
 
   “Tamar?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   Tamar waved a hand and the brilliant red light went out.  Retinal after images remained floating in front of Michael and Jamie but as their eyes cleared, they could see Tamar.  
 
    
 
   She was not the same Tamar they remembered, even though she had been that young girl who fled from Media.  The first thing that they noticed was her eye, not the human eye on one side, but the mechanical eye, glowing a blue color.  They mechanical eye was sunken into her face and surrounded by a metal socket.   There was also a machine object where Tamar’s nose once had been.  Her hair was still the silky color they remembered, and she still had a youthful girl’s mouth.  On the opposite side of her body was a shiny mechanical arm.  She wore excellent fitting clothing of a material unfamiliar to Jamie or Michael.  
 
    
 
   “Tamar?”  Jamie repeated.    
 
    
 
   Tamar looked around at the portal room, and said, “So you are killing machines now.  Every machine is mine, and you will not harm them.  Why kill an innocent yellow automacube?  They are designed to be guides and assistants to people going from place to place.  My machines are not for you to harm.”  There was a nasty edge in her voice which sent shivers up and down Michael’s spine.  
 
    
 
   “We did not harm this machine,”  Michael tried to explain, but was interrupted.  
 
    
 
   “Commander, that is the vehicle which transported the escaped criminals,” a voice came from the lead automacube.  
 
    
 
   Tamar laid her mechanical hand across the automacube in a loving caress.  “Yes, my friend, I am aware of that.  Your time will come.  First we will deal with these people and grieve the yellow machine’s murder.”
 
    
 
   It was then that Tamar saw the body of Shammai.  “Well I see I am now a widow.  Too bad, I was hoping to exact my own vengeance on that one myself.  Do not consider your killing him a favor to me, it is not.  In fact, I am disappointed that I could not place him on my island.  That way I could watch him suffer.  Some others are there still, and the escape route  you used is being repaired and reinforced.  I do not seek to kill them, not right away, no that is too merciful.  I want to see them work in drudgery and struggle without women to do the real work.   Oh, I admit, we had to kill some of the predicators when I first came back home to Media.  They just did not want to obey me.  So sad, tragic really,” Tamar sounded almost wistful.  “My marvelous machines, please take the male alive, search for the escaped males and any other males in Media.  Capture them also for my island.  Leave the females alone.”
 
    
 
   The red automacube came forward, its appendage extended, and its clamp open.  
 
    
 
   “Stop your machine, Tamar!”  Jamie warned.  
 
    
 
   Tamar just smiled her little girl’s smile.  But there was no warmth in it at all.  Her mechanical eye glowed blue as its lens adjusted and refocused on where Jamie was standing.  The bio-mechanical interfaces in Tamar were dreadful to see.
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael retreated down the hallway quickly.  The automacubes rushed after them.  They came to a permalloy door which was open about two thirds of the way, and would not slide in either direction.  They went past that and outside. 
 
    
 
   The sky tube was dimly shining down on Media.  They could not tell of it was beginning or day or beginning of night.  A few of the spotted black and white goats were nibbling at the weeds and grasses around the cabins.  The other people were standing and talking.  
 
    
 
   “We cannot find Brink and we were just getting ready to set up search parties,”  Conner began.  
 
    
 
   “Red automacubes!”  Michael yelled as they ran out.  The people scattered.   The legionnaires drew out their swords and approached to defend Jamie and Michael.  
 
    
 
   “The spears and nets!” Lorna yelled.  She and Regina grabbed their weapons and rushed to assist, taking up places on either side of the door which led from the old Center in Media.  
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael turned and aimed their Willie Wackers at the doorway.
 
    
 
   The first red automacube bolted out of the doorway past the jammed door and the broken wooden pieces.  Its appendage clamp was swinging to the side as it looked for the man it was following.  Regina cast the net over the arm and entangled it.  Lorna jammed a spear between the drive wheels and levered it upward.  The automacube tipped and while it was tilted let off a barrage of weapons fire.  The projectiles struck into the wooden portions and splitters flew everywhere.  The legionnaires attacked from the other side and sliced downward into the automacube.  The permalloy swords penetrated the sides and ripped into the mechanisms.  With the strength of Tobias, Levi, and Gideon, using the sharpness of the permalloy swords, the automacube was sliced and segmented into sections.  The internal parts sputtered and ground to a halt.   
 
    
 
   Before all the pieces of the destroyed red automacube were lying still on the ground the second one attacked from out of the hallway.  The electrical stun elements shot forth, but since Levi was wearing his permalloy armor, the shock effect was minimal.  It was not as well deflected as had been the strikes on Tobia’s brown non-organic armor, but Levi was able to shrug off the effects.  The machine’s clamp did seize down on Gideon’s arm and flung him down hard.  He lost hold of the sword which clattered into the weeds some distance away.  Pulling with all his might, he could not escape the grip from the automacube’s appendage, nor could he regain his footing as the machine swiftly pivoted around on its six-wheeled chassis.  Tobias looked for an opening to attack with his sword, but hesitated for fear of striking the struggling Gideon.  
 
    
 
   While watching the struggle, Lorna and Regina were struck from behind by a third red automacube.  This one just ran them down, and in the process roughly knocked them to the side.  It was going for Levi who was also trying to get Gideon free.  The force of the attack by the third automacube knocked Levi onto the other machine as it pivoted around.  He was unable to bring his sword down on it as he fell onto its top.  He dropped his sword and tried to wrench off the appendage at its base.  The appendage shifted and pulled, but would not release Gideon, and Levi would not release the appendage.   
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael were trying to align a shot with the Willie Wackers, but they were concerned not only with hitting someone, but also with the injuries or death that could happen from the shredded metal blown apart with the strength of the Willie Wacker’s fire.  
 
    
 
   “I cannot line up a shot!”  Jamie yelled.  
 
    
 
    Tamar exited the Center, and with just a touch, the jammed door slid all the way open.  
 
    
 
   “You will not hurt my machines!” she screamed.  “Machines, kill them all, spare no one.  Burn this entire place to the ground!”  
 
    
 
   The third automacube spun about away from where Gideon and Levi were wrestling with the other automacube and started spray out a combustible gel.  Everything the gel touched ignited in bright orange tongues of burning flame.  The people ran quickly away as the flames caught on the grasses, the old wooden pieces, and whatever else was in the way. 
 
    
 
   “Now I have you,”  Jamie said as she fired the Willie Wacker into the automacube which was ejecting the burning gel.  The shot was exactly in the center of the front of the automacube and it exploded as the incendiary gel which was ready to eject, internally ignited instead.  Shards of molten metal peppered the legionnaires who were wresting with the other automacube, and they were knocked down.  Tobias fell the hardest and did not rise.    
 
    
 
   “Down,” Michael yelled as he fired at the automacube which was still holding Gideon.  His shot ripped off the back wheels and greatly reduced its ability to move.  However, it still held onto Gideon.  
 
    
 
   Levi staggered back to his feet and flung himself on the crippled automacube, again yanking at the appendage with his hands.  Skirting the flames which were still burning, Regina and Lorna rushed to help Levi.  They each had the small permalloy daggers and began hacking at the appendage.  They cut out chunks and sections as Levi pulled at the appendage, while Gideon kicked at the front of the automacube.  Between them all, they finally broke the clamp controls and the appendage released Gideon.  The appendage spun around with force and struck Lorna in the side.  There was a sickening crunch, and she fell to the ground, moaning and grabbing her ribs.  With its four working wheels the crippled red automacube retreated toward the Center.  
 
    
 
   “No!”  Tamar screamed again.  “You cannot kill my machines!”  
 
    
 
   “But maybe I can kill you,” Brink said as he slipped up from behind where he had been hiding in the Center.  In his hand was the last of Shammai’s neutrino disrupting bombs.  He pushed down on the switch and stuck the bomb into Tamar’s back.  
 
    
 
   The small explosion knocked Tamar down and blew Brink back into the hallway of the Center.  
 
    
 
   Moments later, the remaining automacube reached Tamar where she lay on the ground.  It then released a cloud of white gas which quickly blocked everyone’s view.  Regina tried to run after the machine and entered the fog of gas. She began choking violently and coughing.  She dropped to her knees and crawled out of the noxious cloud.  
 
    
 
   Brink recovered and ran down the hall and into the portal room.  The door to the transport opened in front of him.  
 
    
 
   “I will help you with the data sticks,” Theta Four’s voice said.  “Trust me, I am the only way.”  Brink hesitated only a moment.  When the display showed images of the data sticks, he ran into the vehicle.  The door closed and the vehicle departed.   Only then did The Voice say, “Yes, we will play some games with those data sticks.” 
 
    
 
   The crippled red automacube, with Tamar staggering along beside it, resting most of her weight on it, and being cuddled with its only partially working appendage reached the other transport vehicle.  Tamar’s mechanical eye was inoperative, and her motorized arm was hanging still.  The NDB had done significant damage to her bio-mechanical interfaces.  
 
    
 
   “We depart now my friend.  But I will leave these people a gift as we go,” Tamar stroked the panel next to the transport portal’s door.  
 
    
 
   In the nonphysicality, the remains of Theta One and Theta Two congealed into one and rose from the dead for a final acts of obedient service.  
 
    
 
   “Yes commander.  We hear and obey.”
 
    
 
   Gathering whatever energy outputs they could summon, the ghosts of Theta One and Theta Two surged along and then out of the nonphysicality and into the physical realm.  The entire Center of Media exploded in a huge blast.
 
    
 
   From outside the Center, the blast was a giant roar.  Then a huge flash of light jetting from the few doors which were open.  For a moment it was brighter than the sky tube ever got.  The shock wave of air flew out of those doors snuffing out the fires, and knocked down people, and tossed ruined machines to the sides.  Then the hardest substance humanity had ever created, the permalloy, those walls and ceilings, which had made up the Center, shook, then cracked, and finally toppled over and collapsed down in large irregular chunks. 
 
    
 
   All that remained was a pile of hard metal. 
 
    
 
   No one who witnessed it had ever seen anything like it before, and would never forget what they saw.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   27 remains
 
    
 
   After the dust settled, people started to assess each other for injuries.  Mizzah was a whirlwind of activity.  He called for people from Media to come out and help.  Some actually did.  The first being his son Doeg.  
 
    
 
   “I will check the men, father,”  Doeg said.
 
    
 
   “Wait!  You will check on each person, not just the men.  These females were every bit as important in my rescue as any man,” Mizzah said in utter seriousness.  “In fact, I would still be lost if not for that red haired woman, Jamie.  She is a true hero.”
 
    
 
   Doeg nodded, and ran to help.  Others from Media, including two predicators who had been hidden by their mothers, came and joined in the efforts to help.     
 
    
 
   Tobias had suffered a broken nose, and was bruised, but not severely injured.  Lorna probably had broken ribs, but could walk.  Levi had some additional injuries from the molten metal, but his permalloy armor had mostly protected him.  Gideon’s arm was broken from where the automacube had dragged him around.  He joked that it was the same arm where he had lost the fingers so it did not really make much difference.  His humor helped to alleviate the pain. 
 
    
 
   Brink was missing.  Regina thought she had seen him standing near Tamar when an explosion happened, but with the gas, smoke, and fires, she was not sure what she had seen.  They feared he was dead.  
 
    
 
   Just hours after the explosion, Conner was helping Mizzah organize the efforts to help Media, when Jamie walked up to him.  
 
    
 
   “Conner, you have a baby due soon.  You need to go be with Miranda.”
 
    
 
   “But there is much to do here.”  
 
    
 
   “Let me show you something,” Jamie took him by the arm and they walked over to the ruins which had been the Media Center. “Look at that,”  Jamie said and pointed.  
 
    
 
   A ragged chunk of permalloy, which had been over the doorway, now lay in the heap. It had an inscription cast into it, the words were ‘Faith Hope Love’ in the same kind of script that the words ‘Faith Obedience Honor’ were in place above the entry to the Center in Antioch.  
 
    
 
   “Do you love Miranda?”  Jamie asked. 
 
    
 
   “Of course,” Conner replied.
 
    
 
   “Then go to her now.  It is your duty as her husband, and as Rector.  And as a father.”
 
    
 
   Conner agreed.  They discussed the best way to reach the new nursery, and decided that they would walk there since they were at this end of the habitat already.  Tobias, Levi, and Gideon would accompany Rector Conner as they made their way to Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12.   
 
    
 
   “Levi, here take one of our cutting torches in case the doors out of the edge of the world are shut.  I was at that door once, and regretted not having the right tool,”  Michael laughed as he handed the v-saw to Levi.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you.  Are you sure you will be safe from bandits as you come along after us?”  Levi laughed as well.  
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Michael said and punched his hand into his fist.  “After what we have been through, bandits will not be a problem.  But seriously, Conner needs to reach there as quickly as possible.  Can Gideon travel adequately?”
 
    
 
   “Gideon could still out walk me, even if both his arms were broken.  And that medical machine there may be able to mend his arm and fingers,”  Levi dropped his voice a bit.  “I still have the fingers here in my pouch.  I have not told Gideon.”
 
    
 
   “Regina, Jamie and I will help Lorna to get there.  She cannot walk as fast, and we will take it slow and easy for her.  But please help Conner get there in time.”
 
    
 
   They bid farewell to Mizzah who seemed to have a gift for organization, and the two predicators were happy to follow his directives.  They agreed that traders would be more than welcome to come back to Media.    The women of Media were also exerting more influence than ever before, and they greatly outnumbered the men.  The town itself would never be the same.  The meeting house, and pillories were gone.  The haunted place at the edge of the world was now a ruins, and the people were severely traumatized.  
 
    
 
   Just as Jamie, Michael, Regina, and Lorna were leaving a young woman ran up to them.  She thrust a wadded blanket into Regina’s hands.  
 
    
 
   “What is this?” Regina said.  
 
    
 
   “The predicators killed the one who came before,” the woman said and quickly ran away.  
 
    
 
   Regina unfolded the blanket and inside it was a set of clothing from Dome 17, a set of shoes, two data sticks, and a data stick reader.  “I wonder whose these were?”  Regina asked as they all looked at the items which had been returned.  
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Hello, who is there?” said the weak and frail voice of Ava.  “Is that you Lindsey?  I am expecting you.  You did not bring that horrid beast dog thing with you?  That animal smells terrible, and it is not a normal thing.”
 
    
 
   “No, Ava, it is not Lindsey,”  Rector Conner replied.  “It is me, Rector Conner.  I have brought Miranda and a special guest to meet you.”
 
    
 
   “Rector Conner?  I thought I was done with your foolishness.  But come in, and do not leave the door open.  The insects get in and bother me.  You know I am blind and the last thing a blind person needs is some annoying fly landing on her face all day long.”
 
    
 
   Conner and Miranda stepped inside, and pulled the door shut.  
 
    
 
   What little light came through the draperies was all that lit the cabin.  Ava was small and very thin.  Her hair was silvery grey and cut short, and thinning in many places.  The skin over her face was drawn tight into what looked to be a permanent frown.  Her eyes were wide, but had the dull white of the blindness she suffered from.  Her cosmetics had been applied that morning.  Conner had warned Miranda about mentioning that.
 
    
 
   “Ava, I am Miranda.  Conner was here before, and he told me about you.  He said you instructed him to take care of our baby.  Well she was born a few days back.   Conner got there just in time.  We wanted you to meet our daughter.”
 
    
 
   “A new RC?  A baby?”  Ava looked shocked.  “I know nothing about babies, I never had an RC myself, but like I told your fool husband….I mean like I told Rector Conner, RCs are essential to the survival of the ship.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Conner told me about how important that was.  So we wanted you to meet her.  Her name is Ava, would you like to hold her?”  Miranda said.  
 
    
 
   “Ava?  You named an RC…. Of course I would like to hold her,”  Ava’s old face broke into a genuine smile.  Miranda gently set the young Ava in the lap of the old Ava, who ever so tenderly cuddled her and held her.  Ava traced the baby’s face with her fingers.  “I can tell she is beautiful.”
 
    
 
   “Just like her namesake,” Conner said.  
 
    
 
   “Well now, pull up some chairs, and let me tell you some stories.  But you be sure to put those chairs back exactly where they were.  I am blind you know.  So what does little Ava need to know?  Oh yes. The needle ship….”
 
    
 
   Meanwhile Jamie and Michael were sitting on the chairs outside of their cabin in Antioch.  They were discussing the latest events.  
 
    
 
   “Rector Lydia did a very nice job at that, what did she call it?  Oh yes, a memorial service, for Brink.  Perhaps we should walk over and thank her?  She lost a good friend like we did.” Jamie said.
 
    
 
   “Not right now,” Michael answered.
 
    
 
   “Willie was very excited to take a trade party back to Media.  He says there will be lots of changes there.  Should we go with them?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Not right now.”
 
    
 
   “Regina has located an automacube, a green one, down in the underground garage.  She is working to install Roxanne’s ALP onto that.  I certainly hope Roxanne is not too badly damaged.  Regina says initial tests are positive but it depends on how well Roxanne can integrate into that automacube.  Shall we go help her?”
 
    
 
   “Not right now.”
 
    
 
   “Lindsey, Joel, and Jacob are about running the legs off of Liduma.  Should we go save that dog hound?”
 
    
 
   “Not right now.”
 
    
 
   “Theta Four is not back to full functioning.  Runs between Media, here, and engineering seem to be working smoothly, so far. We could go over and help with those tests and refinements?”
 
    
 
   “Not right now.”
 
    
 
   “John and Abigail are still working on interpreting and understanding that book, Moistatus you found.  Should we go help them?”  
 
    
 
   “Not right now.”
 
    
 
   “We could go back to where Liduma found that book and dig around for other things which might be recovered.  Take Joel and Jacob along?”
 
    
 
   “Not right now.”
 
    
 
   “Gideon says that his fingers which Kurat were able to regrow are actually better than the ones he lost.  Levi never did tell him about carrying back those fingers, did he?  Maybe we should go see how they are doing?”
 
    
 
   “Not right now.”
 
    
 
   “With the two data sticks from Media, and after asking around we now have discovered seven others, and three more readers.  It is not many, but it helps.  And we still need to figure out how to fix those, or to track down the ones that were lost.”
 
    
 
   “Not right now.”
 
    
 
   “So here we sit.  On the Colony Ship Eschaton, and we know only a fraction about it.  So what do you want to discover next?”
 
    
 
   “I think right now, I will just go inside and take a nap.”
 
    
 
   “I think right now I will join you.”
 
    
 
   The End 
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   1 a terminal Boar
 
    
 
    
 
   He was hungry again.  Hunger drove him most of the time.  He awoke in the shallow depression he used for sleeping, and he was hungry.  The light from the sky tube was getting dim, but with his poor eyesight that did not matter so much.  He searched several of the trails looking for food, but none was there.  He liked very much the nuts he would sometimes find, and he could crack them open easily with his powerful jaws.  But today, there were no nuts to be found.  There was not even much of a nut smell anywhere.  He came across the small carcass of some rodent, but that had not satisfied his hunger for long.  Even crunching up the bones only slightly abated his hunger drive.  Sniffing the air again, he emerged from the forest.  He was hungry.  Walking around and searching for food made him even more hungry.  Then he found something, a smell.  The scent of food was slight, but it was in the air, and he thought he knew where.  Food was at the farm.  
 
    
 
   So he headed quickly through the grasses of the plains outside of the forest and before the tilled fields of the farm.  He kept his head low, and smelled the air often.  Sometimes he stopped to dig down in the rich ground, and occasionally pulled up a root, but that did not satisfy his hunger.  At one point, he came across a lone pine tree, and rubbed his back against it.  The sticky sap from the pine helped to remove the pesky bugs which seemed to get into his skin.  The itch was not as strong as the hunger, so he only rubbed the tree for a short time.  He wanted to feed, and feed, and feed.  He preferred to avoid going to the farm, but since his hunger drove him on.  His hunger had to be quenched.  He stealthily made his way toward the place of his birth.
 
    
 
   The smells became stronger the closer he crept to the farm.  He knew food was there, the smell confirmed that.  But he would probably have to break down some barriers to get at the food.  He had done that before, at various places, and it was not too hard.  He was big and strong.  He had grown more muscle running in the forest so he could easily push down the wooden fences that protected the garden where the food was growing.
 
    
 
   The farm animals could sense his approach.  He could smell their fears.  He considered breaking into one of the pens and stealing one of the birds which nested there, or their eggs, or both, but a different scent was drawing him.  Maybe he would come back for the eggs or a bird on a different occasion, but this night he had his tastes set on what he was smelling now. The strawberries were nearly ripe, and their pungent aroma was almost irresistible to him.  Not only would he eat the fruit, but he imagined himself pulling up the runners, and the leaves, and consuming everything he could of the strawberries.  
 
    
 
   As he had anticipated, there was a barrier between him and the strawberries.  The wooden fence was reinforced with wires across the bottom.  But he hooked onto that wire and pulled backward.  The wire snapped, and one of the wooden rails came loose.  Pressing hard against that rail, it soon snapped under the pressure of his muscles.  Ducking down a bit, and doings some quick digging, he was able to crawl through the hole he had made in the fence.   The remaining rails scratched against his back as he squeezed through.  The smell of the strawberries was drawing him closer.  The fragrance was practically overwhelming everything else.
 
    
 
   A few quick steps and he was into the strawberries.  He took a huge bite and savored the sweet taste as the juice ran out of his mouth.  He bit and bit at more of the strawberries.  They were so good.  He chomped down on more and swallowed them quickly. 
 
    
 
   “Papa!  There is a wild pig in the garden!” Joel yelled.  “Come quick!”  The voice came from a small window on the second floor of the cabin.  But there were other sounds coming from inside as well.  
 
    
 
   He took a few more bites of strawberries, and dug down with his tusks into the black soil and rooted through the patch trying to grab as many berries as possible.  The stiff hairs on his back rose from the noise, but he was not yet alarmed enough to stop eating.  
 
    
 
   The cabin door slammed, and Joel and Jacob rushed outside.  Their parents, Rowan and Lottie were right behind them.  Rowan grabbed a shovel which had been left near the door and charged toward his garden.  His blond hair and full beard were barely visible in the dim nighttime.  If it had been moon-night he could have seen better.  He was not sure exactly where his sons had gone.  
 
    
 
   “Get away from there!”  He yelled.  Lottie had picked up some sticks from the kindling pile and was throwing them toward the garden as she too yelled for the pig to leave.  She did not really know where the boar was exactly, but she hoped that the sticks falling into the garden would scare it away.  She was a portly woman but was moving as quickly as possible.   
 
    
 
   The boys, Joel and Jacob, each husky and athletic, ran quickly to the now broken fence.  “Papa, he broke through the fence, even with the wire!”  Jacob yelled.  He was a bit older than his brother.  Joel was looking for rocks to throw at the pig.  Jacob was holding something in his hands as he continued toward the garden.   
 
    
 
   “Do not go in there with the wild pig!”  Rowan yelled.  “It is too big and could crush you.”
 
    
 
   “Papa, I can stop it!”  Jacob yelled as he reached the fence.  
 
    
 
   The bristly hair rose to its full height on the boar’s back, and his snout flared.  The human smell was strong so the boar finally realized that there might be some danger.  With his stomach full of the last of the strawberries, he decided to depart.  The smell of people was pretty strong now, and with the dim light he was unsure where the hole in the fence was located.  So he just charged forward and away from the cries of the people and the things falling around him.  The fence stopped him for a moment, as he struck it with his bony head, but on a different side than he had entered.  Here the wire and rails were still intact.  Grunting with frustration, he pushed against the rail, the wire on the outside holding it in and giving it more strength.  Failing that, he hooked his tusk around the edge of the rail and pulled backward, twisting his thick neck.  The boar did that just as Jacob climbed over the fence and entered the garden.
 
    
 
   “Jacob no!”  Rowan yelled.  He could barely make out what his son was doing, but was pretty sure Jacob had climbed into the garden.  “That boar will crush you.  Get away!”  He ran toward the fence.
 
    
 
   “Papa, I will kill it for us!  You showed me how to butcher pigs,” Jacob called back.  His little brother had now run up to the fence, and was standing on the rail hurling rocks.  Joel could see that Jacob was carrying one of the hard metal daggers they had been given.  
 
    
 
   Jacob watched as the boar pulled down the fence.  The snapping of the rail and the twang of the wire breaking were sharp noises in the night.  The grunting of the boar sounded deep and guttural.  Jacob held the dagger in front of him, and slowing approached the boar.  
 
    
 
   Now that the fence was broken the boar could have escaped, but the human was nearby.  That enraged his mind.  He had been feeding, and these humans interrupted that.  How dare they interrupt his feeding!  The anger boiled over as the smell of Jacob wafted into the boar’s snout.  So he turned toward the smell and charged.  His head was positioned to strike this human with his long tusks.  His thoughts changed from feeding to tearing, ripping, slashing, biting.  The boar was a boiling pot of anger.  
 
    
 
   Jacob saw the boar turn and charge, he held his dagger ready to strike.  The boar was far bigger than the pigs which he had slaughtered before.  And when he had done that butchering, his papa, momma, and brother had been there to help him and hold down the animal.  This boar was angry and was rushing right at him.  Jacob held his ground and readied the dagger. 
 
    
 
   Smack!  A rock struck the side of the boar.  He snorted in rage, but did not deviate from his charge at Jacob.  The beady eyes were centered on Jacob, and the tusks were huge as it was nearly upon him.  At the last moment, Rowan pulled Jacob roughly out of the way with one arm, and swung the shovel into the side of the boar with the other.  Jacob fell to the ground hard, and the dagger was dropped, but he was not injured.  The boar stumbled a bit from the blow of the shovel, and turned toward Rowan who readied the shovel for another swing.  This time he held it in both hands and prepared to swing with all his might.  He doubted that he could kill this boar, but he would not let his son die under its tusks.  
 
    
 
   Smack!  Another rock struck the face of the boar near its small eyes.  This surprised the boar and he turned away from Rowan seeking the new attacker.  Joel’s throw had been perfect, but even the fast rock had done no more than irritate the boar.  As the boar turned, Rowan noticed that there were two large irregular white blotches on the side of the darker colored skin.  
 
    
 
   Lottie threw some more sticks at the boar, and yet another rock zinged into its butt.  He decided he had had enough.  He crashed through where the fence had been broken and with a grunting squeal raced off into the night.  
 
    
 
   Jacob picked himself up and found his dagger.  Rowan squatted down and looked him in the face, “Are you hurt son?”
 
    
 
   “No papa.  Thank you for saving me,” Jacob threw his arms around his father and held him close.  Lottie quickly joined them.  Joel was still standing on the fence, another rock ready to throw.
 
    
 
   “Is Jacob hurt?” Joel asked in a trembling voice.  “I tried to hit the boar, but I missed a couple of times.  Sorry.”
 
    
 
   “Your brother is unhurt,” Lottie called back.  “Come over here.  No better yet, we will all go inside.”  
 
    
 
   They climbed through the mess that had been their tidy and fenced garden and headed into their cabin.  They lit an oil lamp and set it on the wooden table at the center of the main room.  The large fireplace at the end of the house was cold, as there was no need for a fire. 
 
    
 
   “Jacob, I will not scold you, but I hope you have learned.  A wild boar is not the same as our pigs.  Especially that wild boar,” Rowan said as they all sat down and tried to calm their nerves.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, papa.  But what do you mean, about that boar.  We have had wild pigs ruin stuff before,” Jacob asked.  
 
    
 
   “But we know that wild boar,” Lottie added.  “It was back when you were little, and your sister had just been born.”  Lottie took a deep breath.  It was painful to remember her daughter who had died.  “Well, there was a litter of piglets, five if I remember correctly.  They were different than our regular pigs.  We figure a wild boar got to the sow.  These were a crossbred litter.  I was so busy with your sister being sick, I could not help your papa as much as he needed, and you two were too small.  But as that litter grew we had trouble with them, especially with one of the piglets.  It had two blotches of white on its side, just like that boar tonight.  It was very aggressive and always was eating all the food, am I right Rowan?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Lottie.  You saw it too, tonight?  I wondered if you would.  Yes, that was the same pig.  It was the most aggressive piglet I have ever had.  It fought with the others of the litter and even killed one of them. I tried to put it in a separate pen, but it broke up pens and whenever it got a chance tried to attack the other animals.  I was going to just slaughter it before it got too big, but it escaped one night.  It looked like it climbed out of the pen.  That was so long ago, I thought it had died out in the wild.  Normally our food pigs cannot do very well in the wild.  We try to breed out the meanness in the food animals.  The times the food animal pigs escape they usually get eaten by wolves, or coyotes, or puma, before they get too big.  Sometimes they get killed by the wild pigs which live out in the forest.  But not that one.  It must have learned to survive and now it is so large.  That is the biggest boar I have ever seen.”
 
    
 
   “In the morning, we will need to tell Neil and Annie, as well as Conner and Miranda about this boar.  They are our closest neighbors, and if that feral boar is ruining our place, it will probably attack theirs as well.”  Lottie said.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, that is a good idea.  We will also need to tell the legionnaires and see if a hunting party can be arranged.  That boar is a threat,” Rowan added.  “But most important, I am thankful you two were not injured.”  Rowan again hugged his sons.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   2 A prank or a warning?
 
    
 
    
 
   There were no more visits in the night at Rowan’s and Lottie’s farm, but everyone did stay up watching for a return of the feral boar.  As the sky tube brightened, they were able to assess the damage.  The strawberries were nearly all ripped out.  The fence was in tatters, and the rest of the animals were jittery.  
 
    
 
   “Boys, your momma and I will work on repairing things around here, but can you run to Rector Conner’s and Miranda’s and warn them of the boar?  As Domers they will not be prepared for anything like this,” Rowan asked.  “Then go to Neal’s.  I doubt the boar will bother his cows, but he needs to know also.  After you tell the people at those two farms, head over and inform the legionnaires.  This is serious business, so do not take any side journeys.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, papa,” both boys replied and they grabbed their canvas sacks and headed out.  Both also carried their daggers.  Since they had been attacked by Shammai on several occasions, they felt better having their weapons with them.  Even though Shammai was now dead, there were still bandits, and the feral boar, as well as the usual dangers of the world.  The boys had seen so much adventure since the Domers came to the world.
 
    
 
   “Here boys, you take this strawberry jam over to the Rector’s farm.  Be sure to greet them for me as well.  And tell Miranda to call on me anytime for anything with their new baby Ava."    
 
    
 
   Joel and Jacob were able to run quickly to Rector Conner’s farm.  It had been an abandoned farm before the Domers came.  Conner and Miranda had moved in and worked to renovate it.  As the boys approached, they saw that the chicken coop was still in place, and the fences around the garden were not knocked down.  There was no evidence of the feral boar having been at this farm.  
 
    
 
   The cabin was made from the hard metal, what the Domers called permalloy, but it was still run down.  There were weeds growing up around the cabin, and the garden area had not been weeded very well.  The rows of carrots, broccoli, bok choy, and some others were visible, but not at all like Rowan and Lottie grew them.  The garden was a mess.  The larger fields were in various states of growth with some newly planted crops, and others nearly ready to harvest. At least the crops were being grown the way the boys knew was correct, unlike the garden.
 
    
 
   “Maybe being Rector and trying to learn how to live is too much for Rector Conner?”  Jacob asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, and they know nothing about babies, but they have Ava now,” Joel added.  “They both are kind of stupid.”  Joel looked around to make sure no one else had heard him say that.  “But stupid in a good way.”
 
    
 
   “People say he is a good Rector, and Rectora Lydia likes him and speaks highly about him.  He has to be better than Robert.”
 
    
 
   Neither of them liked to think about the former Rector, Robert.  He had tried to murder Jamie but had ended up killing the previous Rectora, Hazel.  It had all happened at the time the Domers came to the world.  
 
    
 
   They reached the door and knocked.  
 
    
 
   Lindsey opened the door.  That was a surprise to both Joel and Jacob.  Lindsey was a bit older than the brothers were.  She had long brown hair, almost always in a ponytail or braid.  She smiled a wide happy smile as she recognized the boys.
 
    
 
   “So why are you here?”  Lindsey asked.
 
    
 
   “Why are you at Rector Conner’s?”  Joel asked.  “Is that dog Liduma here?”  Joel was always excited to run with Liduma the only dog in all of Antioch.  Lindsey, Joel, and Jacob had been somewhat overseeing Liduma, but she came and went as she pleased, often returning to Michael.  
 
    
 
   “No.  On these mornings, I leave Liduma with Michael and Jamie.  For you see, I take food out to old Ava, and then I come by here to help take care of new Ava.  Miranda and Rector Conner need my help.  And my mother and father encourage me to do it.  I do need to get up extra early to get it done, what with the chores in the bakery and then getting to old Ava’s, and then here.  No time for Liduma too much anymore.  However, it is so fun to play with baby Ava.  And you should see what a difference has happened in old Ava’s life.  Every day she asks about the baby and I sit and talk with her.  She almost smiles sometimes,” Lindsey responded.  “But why are you here?”
 
    
 
   “We came to speak to Rector Conner and Miranda,” Jacob said.  “It is very important.  There is a wild boar loose and it attacked our farm.”
 
    
 
   Lindsey paused for a moment.  She knew the brothers had a long history of pulling pranks, but they had also seen some things together with Lindsey which made her wonder just what was going on.  “Is this like the frog monster, or the beast in the forest?”  
 
    
 
   “It is for real,” Joel responded.  “Jacob almost got killed last night.”
 
    
 
   By now Miranda had walked over to the door and was holding baby Ava.  Miranda looked tired and drained, but she had a grin on her face when she looked at baby Ava.  “Well boys, Conner has left to go get milk from Neal.  He should be back soon, or you could run after him.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks!”  Joel said and started to run away.  
 
    
 
   “Wait,” Jacob said.  “We need to tell them about the boar.”  Jacob looked directly at Miranda and explained about the incident in the night.  Joel just kept running to find Conner.   
 
    
 
   “So honestly, there was a large and dangerous animal breaking the fences and ruining the food plants?”  Miranda said.  “Oh my.  This is not a prank like that time with Conner in the woods?”
 
    
 
   “No.  That boar is very big.  Papa even was sort of scared of it.  He wants us to go get the legionnaires to organize a hunt.  He sent us here to warn you.  Those wild pigs usually come out at night when they come.  But papa says this one is a really bad one.  It is very big.  Papa hit it with a shovel, and it did not even seem to be hurt.  If you hear it, do not go outside.”
 
    
 
   “Miranda, the boys are telling the truth.  I can tell.  Since we saw that frog monster, I know the difference between their pranks and their truth.  This is true.  I can explain what I know about feral pigs.  But I do not know much,” Lindsey said.  
 
    
 
   “Thanks Lindsey!”  Jacob said.  Then he remembered the strawberry jam and gave Miranda the jar.  “I need to run after Joel.”
 
    
 
   Even though Jacob ran as fast as he could, he did not catch Joel before Joel had caught up to Rector Conner.  Joel and the Rector were walking along and Joel was filling him in on the wild boar.  Conner’s medium complexion was twisted in disbelief, but his intelligent brown eyes were not harsh or mean.  He was carefully regarding everything Joel was telling him.  He was not wearing the yellow robe of his office as Rector, but was wearing the homemade clothing of someone from Habitat One: Coastal Plains, the place where they lived.  
 
    
 
   As Jacob ran up, Joel stopped the report and gloated, “I beat you here.  I can run faster.”
 
    
 
   “Only because I had to finish our work with Miranda,” Jacob replied.  
 
    
 
   “Jacob, you told Miranda about this animal?  I know you two, and I wonder if this is a prank?  It is not proper to play a prank on Miranda, she is just learning about babies and nursing and all these primitive things.  Hulda explained about the breast feeding, and that was a new thing for any of us.  Back in Dome 17, the babies all received proper nutrition from specialized formulas.  That is why I am heading to Neal’s to get some additional milk.  Miranda is drinking more milk so she can better feed the baby.  So I am asking as your Rector, is this story real or a hoax?”
 
    
 
   “This is very real,” Jacob said.  “I am not sure all Joel told you, but the boar came and ruined our strawberries and charged at me.  Papa pulled me out of the way.  It is a truly nasty beast.”
 
    
 
   “Well boys, I will tell Neal and Annie and see if they have had any damage or know about this animal.  You have called it a hog, and a pig, and a boar.  Is there a difference between those things?  I am a bit confused,” Conner stated.  
 
    
 
   ‘Sorry.  Those are kind of different.  Pigs are food animals we raise.  A male pig is a hog, female is a sow.  Boar is a term for wild male pigs, but this nasty one, with the white splotches on its side, was born at our farm and escaped when we were just little.  So maybe we should just call it a feral boar.  I guess feral means angry and mean.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks boys.  Now you run and tell the legionnaires.  If this feral boar is as bad as it sounds, we do need to kill it.  Tell the legionnaires I said that.  But please do not make me look more stupid if this is a prank.  Okay?”
 
    
 
   “Rector, this is not a prank.  We will run to the legionnaire’s supply cabin and tell them,” Jacob said.  Then he turned to his brother and stated; “Now we can really race!”
 
    
 
   The boys took off in sprints.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   3 legionnaires listening
 
    
 
    
 
   The legionnaire’s supply cabin was where there was always a legionnaire on duty.  The alarm bell was located just outside.  As the boys were working their way to the supply cabin, they were getting excited.  They had made much better time this morning than they had anticipated.  
 
    
 
   “Good thing we caught up with Rector Conner,” Joel said.  “That way we did not have to go to Neil’s place.”  The boys had made it into Antioch, the biggest town in the whole habitat, and were quickly walking through the streets.
 
    
 
   “Yes, but now we need to convince the legionnaires this is not a prank,” Jacob replied.  He had been thinking a lot about that as they ran into town.  He had seen doubt in Miranda’s eyes, and Conner even seemed to be a bit dubious about their story.  “Maybe it would have been better if papa had come?”
 
    
 
   “Nope.  Papa would still be taking to Miranda and Lindsey about that baby Ava.  You know how much he loves to cuddle babies and play with them.  We would never have caught up to Rector Conner, and then we would be at Neal’s and papa and Annie would be talking about how hard it is to raise the food animals, and how to get more milk from cows, or when to plant corn, or something else,”  Joel answered back.  “We probably would not get here until tomorrow.”
 
    
 
   “But we have pulled a lot of pranks, and they will think this is another of our pranks,” Jacob said as they walked past the new town square, and the market that was taking place there.  The crowd was bigger than usual, and the boys were tempted to look at the things for trade.  But they knew their mission was important.
 
    
 
   “Nope.  We will just tell them it is not a prank,” Joel said.  
 
    
 
   “What is not a prank?” asked a woman from out of the crowd. Her short red hair, freckled face, and lean athletic body were familiar to the boys.
 
    
 
   “Jamie!”  Joel turned around and hugged her.
 
    
 
   “So Jacob and Joel, who are you pulling a prank on today?”  She smiled at the boys.
 
    
 
   “No prank!  No way!  But there was a feral boar at our farm last night.  It wrecked lots of things, and almost ran over Jacob.”
 
    
 
   “I could have killed it,” Jacob said, trying to sound braver than he felt.
 
    
 
   “No way.  Papa had to be there.”  They started to argue with each other over the incident.  Neither of them wanted to look bad in Jamie's eyes.  They admired her as a hero.
 
    
 
   “Slow down boys.  You were walking with a purpose, so where were you headed?”
 
    
 
   “Oh right.  We need to tell the legionnaires so they can organize a boar hunt to kill the feral boar,” Jacob replied.
 
    
 
   “May I come with you?  In fact, let me grab Michael and Liduma and we will all go with you.  Wait here for just a moment.”  Jamie turned away and walked off, her smooth and lithe frame easily gliding around the other people.  She wore mostly Domer clothes, but had a leather belt and some other things which were made in Antioch.  
 
    
 
   A few moments later she returned with Michael and the dog hound, Liduma.  Michael had trimmed back his dark brown hair but he still had a distinct wave to his hair, and his muscular chest was covered by a woven shirt of deep blue color.  The pants he wore were Domer clothing called radiation absorbing materials.  Those RAM clothing were very popular with the Domers.
 
    
 
   “Hello Jacob and Joel.  Jamie says you had an adventure and did not invite us?”  Michael’s usually brooding face broke into a smile.  He and the boys had had several adventures with Jamie and others.  
 
    
 
   Before the boys could answer, an animal ran out and greeted them.  The people in the crowd gave it a wide birth as it passed by, many with somewhat frightened looks on their faces.  It was roughly wolf shaped, but with much shorter fur, floppy ears and different colors.  The animal was mostly white with ruddy and black splotches and a tail which was rusty colored at the base with a white half at the end.  The tail whipped back and forth vigorously.  Sometimes the dog’s tail would whip things off of tables or chairs and she did not seem to notice.  Her tail wagged vigorously as she saw Joel and Jacob.  The animal sat down in front of the boys and cocked her head to the side, her yellow eyes shining.   The floppy ears were in a position Michael had learned meant ‘Is it time to play?’
 
    
 
   “Liduma!”  The boys shrieked and hugged the dog.   
 
    
 
   The dog returned the affection with licks and nuzzles.  Liduma was the only known dog in the entire habitat.  No one had seen a dog before seeing her.  The people from the habitat knew of wolves and coyotes, but no domestic dogs.  The refugees from Dome 17 had only antique recordings of dogs as no animals were alive on the dying Earth.  Liduma was unique, and the responses from people to her were varied.  She was a replication of a dog that Izzi the Chronicler had used as a scout on her ill fated mission to Habitat One: Coastal Plains.  
 
    
 
   “Okay boys, what about this adventure?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Michael, the boys said they needed to inform the legionnaires, and we are obstructing them.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, right!”  Jacob said.  “We need to get a boar hunt started.  Rector Conner said it was a good idea.”
 
    
 
   “Wait.  Are you saying Rector Conner is starting a hunt for some wild beast?  Is it up in the trees?”  Michael teased.   
 
    
 
   “I told you,” Jacob said to Joel with some sadness in his eyes.  The teasing had hurt his feelings.  
 
    
 
   “Boys, shall we all go to the legionnaires and tell them what has happened?”  Jamie asked.  She gave a glance at Michael and he knew he should have listened better.  
 
    
 
   So the five of them walked the short distance to the legionnaire’s supply cabin.  Melody, a medium colored woman with long sandy brown hair in a braided ponytail was on duty at the cabin.  She wore the typical non-organic brown colored armor of the legionnaires.  Jamie and Michael did not know her well, but had heard her very good singing at their wedding.  She was also known as being proficient in throwing knives, and with diplomacy.  
 
    
 
   “Jamie and Michael, welcome.  How can I be of service to you?”  Melody said.  
 
    
 
   “The boys have a report to make, and I wanted to give them my support,” Michael said before anyone else could respond.  “They have told me it is not a prank and I trust them.”
 
    
 
   Jacob and Joel swelled up with pride.  
 
    
 
   Another legionnaire walked out from behind some cabinets.  It was Rolyn who was of medium build with deeply brown eyes.  “Well that means a lot.  So young men, what is happening?”  He said as he sat down on one of the chairs.  
 
    
 
   Then Liduma walked in.  Both legionnaires were a bit more tense.  Since no one in the dome or in Antioch had any experience with dogs, tension and anxiety were frequent responses to Liduma.  
 
    
 
   Joel and Jacob explained all about the boar at their farm, the damage done, and their meeting with Rector Conner.  
 
    
 
   “Well, it looks like we need to plan ourselves a feral boar hunt,” Melody stated.  “I know Josiah and Lorna are out working at the Knobs on a project, so we will just have to use our current weapons.  I am certain they still retain their honed edges.  Those blacksmiths have been making some nice new things from the hard metal, what you call permalloy.  But I think our regular spears will be more than enough for a feral boar.  Rolyn, are you up for a hunt tonight?”
 
    
 
   “That sounds like a very good idea,” Rolyn laughed.  “It has been a long time since a feral boar caused such problems.  Most often the farmers can deal with them easily.  This one must be a troublemaker.  I know Tobias and Kendrick will be here on duty tonight, so yes, I will go on this hunt with you.  Michael and Jamie, are you in on this?  Have you ever eaten roasted boar?”
 
    
 
   “Levi and Gideon will not want to miss this,” Melody said.  “I will walk down to their cabin and see if they want to join in this hunt tonight.”
 
    
 
   Joel and Jacob were all smiles.  They had been believed.  
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   4 STRAWBERRIES are the key
 
    
 
    
 
   Levi and Gideon were both excited about the boar hunt, and they did join in.  Joel and Jacob were sent back home with instructions to stop at the two farms nearby to alert them that the hunt would happen soon.  The legionnaires would be there before dark.  Joel and Jacob ran off with their exciting news.  
 
    
 
   “So where is Roxanne, I want to learn more about hunting the feral boar,” Michael asked as he and Jamie were packing their things for the hunt.  “Roxanne can display some visuals for me to see what we are planning to do.  Roxanne probably has some old recording of ancient boar hunts, to give us some help.”  
 
    
 
   “Regina took Roxanne to engineering.  The team there was able to activate a door which led to a new area.  There are some unusual symbols and no one wanted to touch anything until our modern artificial intelligence system could evaluate it.  The new green automacube that is housing Roxanne’s Atomic Level Processor seems to be working out pretty well.  Roxanne told me the ALP is more secure than ever, and this green one was modified by Regina.  Regina took some of the mechanical manipulation equipment out of a wrecked blue automacube and installed that in the green.  With Roxanne’s help this hybrid automacube should be the best so far for Roxanne.”
 
    
 
   “So no info on a boar hunt?”  Michael was disappointed.  “Maybe we could walk out and ask John and Abigail?”
 
    
 
   “Oh sure, walk all the way to the fish farm, and back, then go out for a night of hunting?  Not a practical idea,” Jamie replied.  “Besides, I think these people in Antioch know a lot about this case.  John knows a lot from the data sticks and what he taught in the Dome.  But I do not need to remind you that none of our data sticks work and most were lost.  From what the legionnaires said, wild pigs have been a problem for as long as anyone can recall.  The people in Antioch are the experts on this issue.” 
 
    
 
   “So what do we do with Liduma?  I can tell she knows something is happening.”  
 
    
 
   Liduma cocked her head to the side, with her ears forward as she sat listening to Jamie and Michael.   She then whined ever so slightly. 
 
    
 
   “Bring her along.  She is a tough animal, and she might prove helpful,” Jamie replied.  She was recalling how the original Liduma had worked for Izzi as a scout.  
 
    
 
   They put on the thickest of their RAM clothing, loaded up their backpacks, strapped on the holsters with the Willie Wacker projectile weapons, and heading out.  As they walked along they encountered Levi.
 
    
 
   “So we are hunting boar tonight,” said the big legionnaire.  He had his permalloy armor on, and had a long spear in his hand.  In the scabbard on his belt was a permalloy sword.  “Gideon and I think that we should be at Rector Conner’s so as to make sure if the boar comes there, they are safe.  They have the new baby Ava, and neither Conner nor Miranda is skilled in hunting and fighting.  Melody and Rolyn wanted to go to Neil’s farm.  Rolyn especially, as Neil has two daughters, but that is a different kind of hunt, and I am not sure who is pursuing who!”  Levi laughed.  “But back to serious matters.  Neil has a large strawberry patch, and from what those boys said, the boar likes strawberries.  That will probably be the next target for this boar.  Besides, they were the first legionnaires to learn of this incident, so they should have first choice.  I hope they share in the feast or roast boar!”  Levi again laughed a hearty laugh.    “So Jamie and Michael, do you mind being at Rowan’s and Lottie’s?  The boys would love that.  The boar will probably not come there two nights in a row, but one never knows.  In fact, the most likely case is that none of us will even see that boar again, ever.  He is probably back in the forest following his usual habits.”
 
    
 
   “That sounds like a plan.”  Jamie replied and looked to Michael who nodded. 
 
    
 
   They headed out to the designated farms to set up and await the hunt.  As Jamie and Michael were passing through the new town square and the market, Jamie caught site of a trader who had a large bucket of strawberries.  It gave her an idea.  She approached him.
 
    
 
   “Hello.  I see your strawberries.  What would you like in trade?”  Jamie asked.  She may have only vaguely known the trader, he was not familiar to her.  He may have been from one of the distant farms.  
 
    
 
   The trader looked at Michael, and nervously watched Liduma, then replied to Michael, “Sir, is it acceptable that I speak to your woman?”
 
    
 
   “She already spoke to you, so it is between you and her,” Michael said, and tried to hide his amusement.  
 
    
 
   “I meant no offense; I just am new to trading here.  I had lived outside of Media for a while, and then left with all the unpleasantness of late.  These fine strawberries are from the ones I brought on my cart from my old farm.  I have relocated to a new farm closer to Antioch and have replanted all my strawberries.  This is my first time to come to market here.  I do not know the proper etiquette.”  He still had not spoken to Jamie.  “My name is Nashat.”
 
    
 
   “Well, Nashat, I am Jamie and this is Michael.  We are married but I am not his woman, he is not my man.  People do not own each other.  Welcome to Antioch!  So what do you want for in trade for the strawberries?”
 
    
 
   “Please pardon my speech.  I mean no offense.  What do you offer?  Jamie?”   Nashat said carefully.  He had little experience speaking to a woman like this and was rather intimidated. After all Jamie did not have head coverings, she spoke directly and forcefully, and she made eye contact.  It sort of unnerved him, but he knew things were different in Antioch.  In his heart he liked it, but it was very unfamiliar.  
 
    
 
   “I will give you five fungus bars, for your bucket of strawberries.”  Jamie dug the fungus bars out of her backpack.  She set the grey brick shaped food bars on the table.  
 
    
 
   “I know not what those are.  Are they valuable?”  Nashat asked.  He was curious.
 
    
 
   “Let me show you,” Jamie responded.  She raised her voice and called to the crowd, “Any Domers want some of John’s fungus bars?”  
 
    
 
   Several people rushed over.  “Yes, I am almost out.  I have a nice short knife I will trade.”
 
    
 
   “I have two hares which are skinned, so meat and pelts, how many bars can I get for these?”  Said a man who was not a dome refugee, but who knew the trading power of the fungus bars.
 
    
 
   Nashat was immediately impressed.  “She has made an offer of five bars for my strawberries.  I accept.”
 
    
 
   “Excellent!”  Jamie picked up the basket of strawberries, and poured them into a canvas sack from her backpack.  She returned the basket to Nashat.  “Thank you.”
 
    
 
   “Will you trade with me for those bars?”  The man with the hares asked Nashat.  A vigorous session of haggling began with several people all seeking to trade back and forth.
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael walked away, Liduma trotting along beside them.  They headed for the boys home.
 
    
 
   “Why did you get those berry things?”  Michael asked.  “They are tasty, but not as filling as the fungus bars.  And the little seeds get stuck in my teeth.”
 
    
 
   “I want to be the one to get that boar or pig, whatever it is.  I thought about what John would say, and thought of fishing.”
 
    
 
   “Of course, John loves fishing.  But what does that have to do with this hunt?  Or eating those berry things?”
 
    
 
   “We know that boar thing likes strawberries.  The boys said that.  So I thought we could use them as bait for our hook.  We set them out, and wait for this boar thing to come back and we shoot it with the Willie Wacker.  Is that a great idea or what?”  Jamie was very pleased with herself and her infectious smile made it to Michael’s lips as well.  
 
    
 
   The sky tube was getting dim as they walked up to Rowan’s and Lottie’s home.  The boys saw them from a distance and ran out to meet them, but Liduma met the boys halfway.  She frolicked and jumped and played with them.  She frequently would bow down to them, pause, and then race away after one or both of them.  They boys and the dog loved it.
 
    
 
   After some race and chase, Joel came up and asked, “Where are your spears?  Did you bring one for us?  You need a spear to hunt boar.  Papa has been telling us all about it.  Especially a boar this big and mean.”
 
    
 
   Jamie patted the Willie Wacker, “I think we have something better than a spear.”
 
    
 
   “Will that kill the boar?”  Jacob asked.  He had often heard stories about this weapon, sometimes told by Willie the weapons maker himself, but Jacob was unsure of its power.
 
    
 
   “I am sure it will kill the boar.  A Willie Wacker is far more powerful than the side arms some of the legionnaires carry.”  Michael replied.   
 
    
 
   As they reached the farm they saw that Rowan and Lottie had repaired the fence, with a reinforced rail, and had used wire wrapped around that rail to strengthen it.  But the signs of the damage and dug up strawberry plants were evidence of just how strong this boar actually was.  
 
    
 
   “Michael and Jamie, thank you for coming out here,” Rowan said.  “It seems this time, the adventure will be at our home, and the boys will not be going off somewhere else.”
 
    
 
   “I guess tonight will show us whether we have any adventure or not,” Michael said.  “But we are here to help.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   5 The hunt
 
    
 
   Melody and Rolyn reached Neal’s and Annie’s farm at about the same time that Michael and Jamie had gotten to the boy’s home.  Both these legionnaires had come well armed.  Each had two long spears, a sword, and a net made from thick, heavy hemp.  Melody had a brace of throwing knives strapped to her thigh. 
 
    
 
   Neal met them in his farm yard.  His farm was a model of tidiness.  Both he and Annie were particular about their farm.  They were known as dairymen as they had a herd of cows that they milked.  Their milking barn was a large permalloy structure with individual stalls for far more cows than they had.  Both of their parents had been dairy producers, as had their grandparents back to the OCMs.  The legends in the families were that once the farm had been filled with cows in every stall, but it was hard to imagine that much milking.  Neal’s and Annie’s two daughters, Dominika and Natalia were growing up to be dairymen as well.  They were both very helpful in running the dairy as well as the crops which supported the cows, and the gardens which supported the family.  Neither had yet decided if or who to marry, but were social and active in Antioch’s young people’s activities.  
 
    
 
   “Greetings Neal!”  Melody called out as the legionnaires approached.  “Were you told about us coming to hunt the boar?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Rector Conner mentioned that a hunt might happen, and the neighbor boys stopped by and told us you were on the way.  I wondered if this was a prank on our good Rector again, but apparently it is not.”  Neal was average height with a sparse hair.  “But I have seen no evidence of a feral boar.”
 
    
 
   “Well, from what we heard it ruined the strawberry patch, so we wanted to set up here tonight in case it comes here,”  Rolyn said.  He looked at the beautiful and carefully tended beds of strawberries.  
 
    
 
   “And we will help you.  All four of us have pitch forks and those will work nearly as good as your spears.  So with six of us guarding the place, no wild boar will get to our crops.”
 
    
 
   “And how is Natalia?  I understand a while back she was injured.  Has she made a full recovery?”  Rolyn asked.  He had more than a passing interest in Natalia and her sister.  As they had interest in him.  
 
    
 
   “She is well.  That Domer Willie used a small machine and it healed her very quickly.  It was almost too quickly to believe, I have never seen healing like that before.  If someone had just told me about it, I am not sure I would have believed.  That Willie also said he knew ways to do our milking more effectively and efficiently.  I let him look over the barn, and he climbed down in the old crawlspaces and tinkered with some mechanical things.  He told me a big plan for doing things down in there, but it made little sense to me.  I told him I would think on it.  But we do fine as we are now.  The milk is pure, the butter is churned, and the cheese tastes good.  Why change what is working?”
 
    
 
   The legionnaires agreed.  
 
    
 
   Annie, Natalia, and Dominika joined them.  Rolyn was suddenly without words.  Melody gave him a knowing look, but restrained her laughter.   
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Meanwhile, Levi and Gideon had reached Rector Conner’s and Miranda’s place.  Baby Ava was sleeping, and Lindsey had left previously.  They told Conner and Miranda about the boar hunt and how they were going to position themselves and wait to see if the boar arrived.  Conner offered to stand guard with them, but they declined.  Conner readily admitted he had few fighting skills, but offered to help as much as he could.  Miranda also offered, but she joked that she had less skills at fighting than did Conner.  
 
    
 
   Gideon and Levi had also come well armed.  In addition to their permalloy armor, they each carried a sword, spear, and hand ax.  Of course they could not use all those weapons at the same time, but both the veteran legionnaires knew that while fighting or hunting having an extra blade could mean life or death.
 
    
 
   Waiting outside the cabin, Levi and Gideon both were alert and on watch for the wild boar.  
 
    
 
   “It seems there is actually a fierce beast this time,” Gideon remarked.  “But do you think it will come to this place?”
 
    
 
   “It is doubtful.  How long has it been since a boar caused this kind of problem?”  
 
    
 
   “I remember the one that killed all those chickens when we were young.  Some people thought it was a wolf, or puma, but when it was finally killed, it was a wild boar.  Pretty good size too, I remember,” Gideon answered.
 
    
 
   “Yes, that one took days to find.  It kept coming back to the same place, but only when most people were gone.  Somehow it seemed to know when people were waiting for it.  I do remember the feast on that boar,” Levi said and licked his lips.    
 
    
 
   The two men kept watch over the farm of Conner and Miranda.  
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “So explain to me again how we will use the strawberries?”  Michael asked.  It was nearly dark as he followed Jamie around the farm.  
 
    
 
   “Michael, I think this animal will come back for more of the food it likes.   Sort of like us Domer eating John’s fungus bricks.  It is food we are used to and like.  This beast likes these strawberries, and it knows it got fed here last time.  So we will make a trail of the strawberries starting at the edge of this field.  They said it ran away in this direction.  I will set just one out here, and then take a few paces and place two, then a few paces more and set three until the final pile is right where we have a clear shot at the beast.  So it will come out to feed, and see the strawberries and follow them along.  We will be hiding behind the fence where it cannot see us, and when it gets close enough, we kill it.  It is as simple as John’s fishing.”
 
    
 
   She was setting the strawberries as she spoke.  Liduma sniffed at each one, but did not eat them.  Her tailed wagged happily as she watched Jamie place the strawberries.  It was not quite as much fun as running and playing, but Liduma could sense that something was happening. 
 
    
 
   “But when we tried fishing with John, you did not catch any,” Michael reminded her.  “And how will this beast see the strawberry things in the dark?”
 
    
 
   “Michael, all beasts must be able to see well in the dark, otherwise how did it find them the last time?”  Jamie said.  She was now pouring out the last of the strawberries into a concentrated pile.
 
    
 
   “So now we just wait?”  Michael said.  He squatted down behind the fence and peered out at the field.  He could barely see the pile of strawberries.  It was a dim night, not near to moon-night, so the sky tube only put off a small amount of illumination.  Even though he had been out in the darkness for some time, and his eyes had adjusted, it was still hard to see.  
 
    
 
   “Lottie was wise to keep the boys on lookout from those upstairs windows.  They might see it sooner than we do.  That was a good idea.  They can tell us when it is coming,” Jamie waved at Jacob who was in the window of the cabin.  Joel was up there as well.   “Rowan said he is waiting just inside the door.  He said he will come immediately if we yell.” 
 
    
 
   “But what if the beast goes to one of the other farms?”  Michael asked. 
 
    
 
   “Then the legionnaires kill it and they cook up some feast,” Jamie said with a smile.  She was really enjoying this night.  
 
    
 
   Michael turned and sat down and started to pet Liduma.  She rubbed into him and enjoyed his affectionate caresses.  The night’s sounds were staring up: the call of night birds, the buzz of insects, and the rustle of things moving in the dark.  
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   He was hungry again.  His shoulder hurt a bit from where they had interrupted his feeding.  His anger was almost as strong as his hunger.  But it was the hunger which drove him.  He had spent much of the day sleeping in a wallow along the stream.  The cool water and mud had relieved some of his aches and kept the pesky insects from biting his skin.  All he had had to eat was a small lizard he had trampled and gobbled with just a few chomps.  It hardly touched the growing hunger. 
 
    
 
   So as his poor eyesight recognized the growing dimness, he started searching again for food.  He had a set pathway he followed, but none of the usual places had any food.  The nuts were gone.  No small animals offered themselves to him.  No dead bodies were located.  He did rub himself roughly against another pine tree; this one’s bark had nearly been rubbed completely off all the way around it.  But the itching was not as bad as the anger.  And the anger was not as bad as the hunger.  So he lifted his snout into the air and breathed in a deep breath.  His nostrils flared several times.  He could smell strawberries, and so he followed that hint in the air.  
 
    
 
   As he made his ambling way following the smell of strawberries, he became aware of more smells.  The bovine odor was strong and seemed to be coming from the same location as the strawberries.  He snorted some more and disliked the aroma of the cows, but the strawberries were there as well.  Then in addition to the smell of the cows, there was also a smell of humans.  Not just one, or two, or three.  No, he could smell a pack of humans, and that odor was mixed in with the cattle, and it was getting stronger the closer he approached.  The pain in his shoulder reminded him of what the humans had done in preventing his previous night’s feeding.  His anger rose, but a bit of caution came as well.  With the pack of humans, and the bovine smell, he decided to look elsewhere.  His small mind locked away the fact that strawberries were at that location, and he would recheck it another time.  Maybe then the bovines and humans would not be present.  
 
    
 
   But he was so hungry.  So he hurried toward where he had fed the previous night.  As he did, he picked up another scent of strawberries.  These were of a different kind, and his mouth began to water.  These strawberries smelled juicy and this new aroma was intoxicating.  Moving his snout through the air, he did detect two humans, but that was far less than the other place, and their smells were not very strong.  They had a bit of an unusual smell mixed with them, some kind of cleaner type of smell.  So he dismissed them as being immature, as the mature humans had more pungent odors.  But beyond it all was the strawberry aroma.  They smelled so good he could just about taste them already.  He hurried as he approached the farm.
 
    
 
   Michael was stroking Liduma’s fur when she suddenly became alert.  Her ears were cocked forward, and her front leg went up with the knee bent.  Michael recognized that as how Liduma pointed to hares when they had been hunting.  
 
    
 
   “No Liduma, no hares.  We must wait for the boar,” Michael said softly and tried to pet the dog again.  Liduma pushed away from his hand and looked into his eyes.  Then she looked away and out into the darkness.  “Jamie, Liduma has spotted a hare.”
 
    
 
   “Well, that will not help anything,” Jamie answered.
 
    
 
   Liduma took one more look at Michael and then launched herself into the darkness.  She ran quietly and quickly.  Not a single bark or growl did she emit.  
 
    
 
   Michael stood and called, “No Liduma!  Come back.”
 
    
 
   Moment later there was a horrible screeching wail from the darkness.  It was a piercing cry, punctuated with deep grunts and snorts.  
 
    
 
   “That is the boar!”  Jacob yelled from the window.  “He is back!  We are coming down to help kill it.”
 
    
 
   Then Liduma’s growls and barking were heard.  There was a ferocious fight happening in the darkness.  The dog’s snarls were as fierce as was the boar’s squeals and grunts.    
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie ran toward the sounds as fast as they could, Willie Wackers drawn, backpacks slapping their backs.  
 
    
 
   “Be careful, that boar will kill that dog hound of yours,” Rowan called as his boys rushed past him.  “Boys, you stop now!”  Rowan commanded.  With that tone of voice, the boys knew not to disobey.  
 
    
 
   Michael turned back and yelled, “Can the boys run and get the legionnaires?  We are going to need help in the dark here?”  Michael then raced after Jamie who was running ahead following the sounds of the boar and dog fighting.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, papa, let us?”  Joel asked.  
 
    
 
   “Run fast, each to the neighbors,” Lottie said.  In her heart she was thankful that Michael had made the suggestion.  Sending the boys to the other farms was safer than having them chase the fighting.  The sounds of the dog and boar were terrible and filled the night.  
 
    
 
   Joel and Jacob took off, one toward Rector Conner’s and one toward Neil’s.  
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael ran into the darkness chasing the sounds of barking, growls, grunting and occasion high pitched squeals.  
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   6 Liduma insists on something
 
    
 
   He had just been hungry again.  The smell of strawberries had been near.  Then something rushed at him.  It had no smell, but it bit like a wolf.  He squealed out in pain and thrust his head around to strike with his tusks.  The thing jumped back out of the way.  It moved quickly, and there was no smell.  The boar was smart, and experienced, but had never encountered any animal without smell.  Liduma had no smell because she was a genetically enhanced animal.  The ability to shut down odor had been intergraphulated, along with other desirable attributes, into her species’ genetics long ago by the Chroniclers who had specifically designed her breed for use as scouts.  Liduma’s instincts had kicked in, and she had shut down her odors when Jamie was setting out the strawberries as bait.  Liduma had anticipated the encounter.
 
    
 
   So the fight raged on.  He struck with his tusks and teeth, but Liduma leaped away and returned for the fight, nipping and biting at his legs.   The boar tried charging.  His poor eyesight and the darkness hampered his ability to know where the attacker was.  And the attacker did not smell!   He butted with his large head, and was able to knock Liduma away.  So he turned and ran.  Squealing and grunting was followed by rapid barking and growling.  
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael chased the noise of the fight.  They did not see what they were after, but they had never heard Liduma make such sounds.  Sometimes the grunting and growling were so intermixed; it was hard to tell them apart.  And yet the fight was moving.
 
    
 
   “Jamie do you see anything?”  Michael yelled.  He was digging around in his backpack and trying to run at the same time. 
 
    
 
   “No!  But that beast must be huge.  Liduma is fighting it, but I cannot seem to catch up with them.”  
 
    
 
   Finally Michael got the fusion pack out of his backpack and hit the light on it.  The white beam of light speared into the darkness.  The grasses were illuminated where the beam hit, but nothing was visible.  
 
    
 
   “Where are they?”  Michael yelled again.  He was now running with the fusion pack light in one hand, and the Willie Wacker in the other.  The difference between the bright beam of light and the darkness of the night was profound and hard on his eyes.  He ran on.  The beam of light finally outlined Jamie’s trim figure ahead.  
 
    
 
   “They just went into the forest!”  Jamie called back.  “I got a glimpse of the beast.  It is much bigger than Liduma.  Ugly.  Come on, they are ripping at each other!”  Moments later Jamie plunged into the forest.
 
    
 
   Michael was running as hard as he could, but when he got to the forest, he paused.  The beam of light was casting shadows all around the forest, but not showing anything.  The sounds of the fighting were echoing off the trees.  Michael rushed ahead in the direction he thought the sounds were coming from.  “Jamie!”
 
    
 
   Continuing to follow the grunts, growls, and squeals, Michael pressed on.  Time passed.  He kept walking and trying to hurry.  It was more difficult with the bushes, trees, and undergrowth.  “Jamie!”  Time passed slowly, but the sounds of the fight continued.  “Jamie!”  
 
    
 
   “I am right here,” she replied.  The light shined on her as she stepped from behind a tree.  “We have been following them for hours.  They went that way.  They sound like they are getting further away.  If we lose them, Liduma might be killed by that beast.”
 
    
 
   “I know, but running in here is tough,” Michael said as he and Jamie continued onward.  The sounds were still audible, but the echoes off the trees made it a bit confusing on which way to proceed.  But they kept going as hard and fast as possible.  They were growing weary. 
 
    
 
   Without warning, the forest abruptly ended, and the fusion pack’s light beam struck the edge of the world in the distance.  That permalloy wall rose up ahead of them and stretched into the blackness of the night time.  They knew it curved upward until it met the sky tube at the very top of the habitat, but none of that was visible now.  
 
    
 
   “We are in the corridor where the boys run,” Jamie said.  “We must have gotten mixed up following the sounds.”
 
    
 
   “But here we can run!”  Michael took off as fast as he could across the grasses which comprised the area between where the forest ended and the end of the world, the permalloy wall, was located.  He pointed the light beam ahead of him and it showed the grasses and the light sort of reflected off the forest on one side, and the wall on the other.  It made for an eerie and grayish running space.  The sounds of fighting continued ahead, but inside of the forest, to his left, and so he ran.  Jamie easily caught up with him.  They ran until there was a break in the fighting, and the grunting, growling, and barking stopped.  
 
    
 
   “What has happened?”  Michael said.  “How will we find Liduma in the dark forest?”
 
    
 
   The silence was dreadful.  It seemed to last an eternity.  No night birds, no insects, no sounds of any kind.  
 
    
 
   “Keep an eye out.  One of them must have survived, and may come out here,” Jamie replied.  Just as she said that, a grayish blur crashed out of the forest.  On its side were two lighter spots.  Jamie whipped up the Willie Wacker and was sighting in on the boar when another animal crashed out of the forest and landed on top of the boar.  It was Liduma.  Jamie pulled up her weapon just in time.  The boar let out another screeching squeal as Liduma bit down onto its neck.  They rolled together on the ground.  The boar was strong and shook free and ran ahead.  Liduma regained her feet nearly instantly and was after him.  Again the chase was on.  
 
    
 
   “She is not dead!”  Michael said with relief.  He took off running after the boar and dog as they tore down the corridor.  Here the dog’s speed was a huge asset, but in the beam of light they could tell that the boar was probably at least double, or triple the weight of the dog.  The boar’s head was huge and the tusks were a hand span long.  The boar was moving fast, raking side to side with its tusks and the dog was unable to gain a crippling bite.  Neither Jamie nor Michael had a clear shot.  Neither could not have made an effective shot as they ran anyway.  
 
    
 
   As they approached the place called the Knobs, Liduma finally got in a crippling bite on the boar.  The right rear leg was mangled and the boar could no longer run.  It rolled over twice as it fell, but came up fighting.  It turned its head toward Liduma seeking to gore or rip her up.  Nimbly Liduma jumped out of the way.  The growls now became even more menacing as the dog closed with the boar again.  Liduma’s teeth were bared, and her ears were flat back against her head as she snapped at the boar.  Swinging its tusks again and missing, Liduma bit viciously into a front leg of the boar and then held on.  The boar tried to swing its head back, but Liduma planted her front legs, and with her back lowered and hind legs stretched, she backed up quickly.  The boar’s leg was shattered and it crashed to the ground.  It thrashed at Liduma, but the fight was won.  Before the boar could do anything more, Liduma bit it viciously in the stomach.  The boar screamed and wailed in its death agony.  Jaws clenched, Liduma backed away again, shaking her head from side to side rigorously.  She ripped the boar’s intestines and other organs out of its body.  By the time Jamie and Michael reached the scene, the boar was just a quivering mess of dying flesh.  The last thought which passed through the boar’s mind was, ‘I was just hungry.’    
 
    
 
   Michael shined the light on Liduma.  She was sitting with her head cocked to one side and her floppy ears hanging forward.  Her tongue was hanging out and she was panting heavily.  But her yellow eyes were shining brightly.  Blood was all over her chest, sides, and paws.  “Liduma, are you hurt?”
 
    
 
   “I wonder what is her own blood, and what was from that other beast,” Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   Michael squatted down and carefully started to assess Liduma for injuries.  It was difficult in the darkness, but as he gently touched her he noted only a few places where she seemed to be sensitive.  Liduma licked his face several times as he checked her over.  
 
    
 
   “I do not think she is seriously hurt, anywhere,” he said.  “But give me some water, she looks pretty tired.” 
 
    
 
   Jamie took out a container of water and poured some in Michael’s hands.  Liduma licked it up and none was lost.  Michael and Jamie were extremely careful with water.  Liduma stopped drinking after a bit and seemed satisfied.  Jamie smiled in relief.  “But that beast is clearly dead.  And do you know where we are?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, we are by the Knobs,” Michael replied.  
 
    
 
   “And this is where Izzi and the first Liduma entered this habitat.  Over there is the tree near where the boys and Lindsey found the frog-monster, and the body of the first Liduma,” Jamie pointed.  
 
    
 
   Liduma got up and trotted over to the tree Jamie had indicated.  She stuck her nose to the ground.  She sniffed all over around the tree and nearby. 
 
    
 
   “I am in no shape to head back tonight.  We have come a long way.  I seriously doubt the legionnaires will look for us out this far.  Knowing Levi and Gideon they will be very thorough and search in a coordinated manner.  So we should find some shelter out here and rest until morning.  It will not be too long anyway.  
 
    
 
   Michael called Liduma who loped over from her sniffing around where the bodies had been found.  She stopped and stared at the body of the boar.  
 
    
 
   “That dead thing might bring out other animals to feast on it.  So staying outside could be a problem.  I do not want to encounter any more carnivores this night,” Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   “Well, Lorna and Josiah were working on a project at the Knobs.  They said they wanted to rebuild a stairway down from here so people can walk to the medical unit from here.  Especially with the problems we had with the transport vehicles, and the AI Theta Four.  I am not sure what they have gotten done, but maybe we should look around?”  Michael replied.  
 
    
 
   The Knobs were quickly located.  It had been dubbed the Knobs because at one time it had looked like a hard metal part of the wall and floor in front of the wall.  There were some hard metal projections, hence Knobs.  Jamie and Michael had recognized that the Knobs was actually a doorway out of the habitat.  Like so many other doors, they had cut this one open with high -tech cutting tools, the only kind of thing which could cut permalloy.  
 
    
 
   The beam of light showed that what had once been a wooden barrier over the entryway had been removed.  Liduma was sniffing all around the doorway.    The wrecked catwalk, which had been behind that door, was now gone and its parts had been used to build a stout and serviceable stairway.  It looked like it had been made from permalloy planks which were held together by metal dowels and cotter pins.  The stairs descended from the doorway.  There were places for hinges which would hold a door, but they were not yet attached, and neither was a railing.  It was clearly a work in progress.   
 
    
 
   “That looks like Josiah’s and Lorna’s work.  Quality blacksmith work.  Should we rest inside there?  That is probably the best shelter we will find,” Jamie stated. Liduma ran back to the tree where the bodies had been found.  She again sniffed and sniffed.  Then she raced back to the doorway.   Before they knew what was happening, Liduma had run down the stairs and into the darkness of the halls and corridors beneath Habitat One: Coastal Plains.   
 
    
 
   Liduma had not gone far.  At the bottom of the stairs she stopped and waited. In the confined area, the light made for better illumination of the dog.  So again, they checked her over for injuries.  She had one gash on her side, from a tusk, but it had not been deep, and mostly was a skin injury.  She had one broken tooth, and a deep cut on her front leg.  The deep cut Michael sealed with some wraps from his backpack.  Hulda insisted that they carry what she called her “Natural Medical Kit” as compared to the technological medical kit Willie often used.  
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael sat down and leaned back against one of the walls of the hallway.  They were exhausted from the night’s ordeal.  The dim light from the habitat was shining in the open doorway, and the bright light from the fusion pack was illuminating the hall.
 
    
 
   “Liduma, come here,” Michael said.  The dog often had slept near him, and he wanted to offer her comfort as he thought she probably was in pain from her fight with the boar.  As Liduma curled up next to Michael, she placed her back against his leg and stretched out her head.  When her head touched the wall, the whole section of wall and the floor they were sitting on rotated around and carried all three of them into another room.   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   7 The first find
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Wow!  What just happened?”  Michael asked.  He gazed at the well lit room.  His eyes blinked in surprise.  There was haze and it was hard to make out where they were.  It looked circular, except for the section of wall that had rotated behind them.  That was the only flat part.  The light was a bluish hue, and the other walls were all dull and seemed to reflect no light at all.  As he looked around his eyes adjusted to the new light.   The room was indeed circular shaped with a flat ceiling.  The walls were all arching away and around them to both sides of the flat wall that had swiveled.  The walls were a dull bluish color.  The illumination was coming from fixtures set in the ceiling.  The walls were of the permalloy with which the ship had been constructed.     
 
    
 
   “I think we found a different kind of door.  One that none of us knew was there.  The whole wall and floor shifted, swiveled,” Jamie replied.  “Do you see any controls or color pads, or symbols?  We need to rotate back around again.”  
 
    
 
   “No, nothing like that.  No obvious controls at all.”
 
    
 
   Liduma gave a quick series of barks, and walked over to a section of the circular wall.  It looked a lot like all the rest of the rooms, but when Liduma pawed at the wall, a panel sprang open.  
 
    
 
   “Hey she found something again,” Michael said and walked over.  “Maybe another book?  Like Moistatus?”  
 
    
 
   “But how do we get out of here?” Jamie asked.  That rotation was so fast, and there are no controls.  So are we trapped?”  Jamie was thankful she had packed a molecular saw in her backpack.  After their many adventures, she knew having a way to cut through permalloy was important, even on a boar hunt.  
 
    
 
   “Well, look what Liduma found.  This is very interesting.”  Michael removed an object from behind the panel.  It was about two hand spans long and cylindrical shaped with a rounded nose. 
 
    
 
   “Izzi had one like that when we first saw her making a recording,” Jamie said.  She was fascinated.  
 
    
 
   Michael set the object down on the floor with its rounded nose upward.  “This runs off lu-fi batteries, like the rest of Izzi’s equipment.  Pretty high tech for the Eschaton, at least the best we have seen so far outside of the old ship’s artificial intelligence systems.”  Liduma sat and watched with rapt attention and tail wagging as Michael inspected the cylinder.  
 
    
 
   “Should I turn it on?”  Michael asked. 
 
    
 
   “I am not sure.  After what happened to Izzi, being murdered by the Chroniclers, who were her own people, I wonder if it would be safe?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie exchanged looks.  Then Michael said, “We could just cut our way out of here, take this back and let Roxanne scan it, and see what we can tell.  That would be the safest way.”
 
    
 
   Liduma put her paw forward and activated the cylinder.  The rounded cone on the top began to glow a dull yellow and an image appeared.  It was not a three dimensional image as they had seen with Izzi’s prior report, but this image was projected onto the side wall of the room in a flat two dimensional display.  There were no color in the images, but black, white, and many shades of gray.  
 
    
 
   It was Izzi and Liduma in a video recording, at least the previous Liduma.  Izzi was very pale skinned and had straight black hair and blue eyes.  She was recording herself using this cylinder.  She had on the same clothing Michael and Jamie remembered, and the Richardson Utility Helmet, the one with the huge red colored optical sensors was seen just at the edge of the recording.
 
    
 
   “Klay, I am making these recording for you, my dear mentor.  If you are seeing them, then something has happened to me.  Liduma has been trained to activate them, should I falter in the mission or die.  I have placed seven of the record cylinders along my journey’s route.  When the first is activated, the others will also be activated and they will display the records I have uncovered.  You can collect them in any sequence and they will display what I believe is a horological sequence.  I am not placing these into my official Third Chronicles reports.  I am not sure what I have found, but it is at huge variance with the official records.  It is upsetting to me, and I know I can trust you with these records.  I have traversed tramway 4319V4 and am about to enter Habitat One: Coastal Plains, but that will be in the official report.  Here is what I have found which disturbs me.  If this is accurate, the building of the Eschaton is not what we have thought.  Thanks for being my mentor.”
 
    
 
   The image of Izzi was gone.  Liduma barked several times in a rather playful manner.  Michael rubbed her ears, and she nuzzled against him.  Then the display continued.  It was clearly an antique recording, probably done originally for flat viewing.  Neither Jamie nor Michael had seen it before.  Unlike the self recorded message from Izzi, this one was in full color.  The video flickered and then stabilized which was probably not an error of the recording cylinder, but rather had been on a copy before this record was made.  
 
    
 
   A young woman wearing totally non-functional antique clothing, probably mid twenty-first century, was speaking.  She had some kind of face paint on and was wearing strange footwear which seemed to be made to inhibit her movement by elevating the rear of each foot.   She said, “Amalgamated Farms:  The Future is in our hands, and we are proud to announce the selection of Olga and Franklin Mayberry as our latest resident farmers.”
 
    
 
   “Michael, that looks like a record from the Old World, prior to the Great Event,” Jamie was surprised.  
 
    
 
   “Yes it does.  Not as good a quality as our data sticks, and what strange clothing.  Could this be one of those comedy things they did back then?  Perhaps some kind of a costume? Can you imagine what Joel and Jacob would say about her?  Especially about how she speaks?”
 
    
 
   “I was thinking more what this is about, and why Izzi would think this was so important?”  Jamie pursed her lips and continued to watch the recording.
 
    
 
   The woman on the recording continued.  “Olga and Franklin Mayberry have been awarded the contract on this beautiful 10,000 acre farm.  Congratulations to them!  They and their ten year old son, Kevin, will be moving onto the farm in the upcoming days.  This yet again shows how Amalgamated Farms is looking out for our futures.”  In the background were lush crops of a deep green color.  The sky was blue and there was an orb in the sky shining down on everything.  
 
    
 
   The scene shifted and a man was seen. 
 
    
 
   “Olga, we got it!  Yes, they picked us.  Can you meet me at the dealers?  We got the contract!”  A man in overalls said.  He was holding a small box to his ear.  His black hair was short, and his speech was odd, but understandable.  “Yes, they already placed the monitors on me, and the recorders.  They are hooking up Kevin at school.  When you’re established they’ll supply you as well.  So they should be there any minute, and when the monitors are in, meet me at the dealership!”  He was thrilled and that shined forth from his face.
 
    
 
   The scene shifted again.  This time, the same man was observed, but in a different location.  There was a woman with him, and they were surrounded by old time machines.  
 
    
 
   A different man walked into view from the side.  He too was wearing some kind of costume, with a colorful cloth tied around his neck.  “Olga and Franklin Mayberry are here to pick up their Amalgamated Farms new GRT 505 pick-up.  You’re allowed to choose your own color from these selections.  Then the AF logos and graphics will be applied and you can drive it out to your home on the farm!”
 
    
 
   “Oh Franklin, this is so exciting.  What color do you want?”  Olga Mayberry asked.  
 
    
 
   “We can choose between red, black, white, or silver.  I say we chose red since this is a red letter day for us!”  Franklin replied.  
 
    
 
   Suddenly a young boy ran into the picture.  “Daddy, do we really get a truck?  The GRT 505 gets great reviews and has lots of new features.  Does it run on soy diesel which we will grow on the farm?  Or is it an algae hybrid?  And does it have the new permalloy coated undercarriage? Modern permalloy is a wonderful, super hard material.  It is actually spun into place after all the components are integrated.  It is not the stuff invented back in 1914 by Gustav Elmen.  That was just a nickel-iron magnetic alloy.  Modern permalloy is more exotic and stronger than diamond and very malleable.  It will make a great material for rockets and spacecraft.  I did a project on it in school.”
 
    
 
   “Well, well, your son sure seems to be up on the latest technology,” the man in the suit said.  “Yes, the GRT 505 pick-up can run on either soy diesel or on algae based fuels, both of which Amalgamated Farms will allow you to grow on the farm. But permalloy is not available for the general public yet. That is only on military grade equipment.  But maybe someday permalloy will be available.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Kevin is smart as a whip.  He loves reading about rockets, and space, and anything with an engine.  He might even take apart the new pick-up if he gets the chance,” Olga said with a smile.
 
    
 
   The man in the suit frowned and was very serious.  “Only authorized personnel can do any kind of maintenance work on this pick-up.  It is all specified in your contract.  Any deviation from the contract will subject you to substantial penalties and potential loss of contract.”
 
    
 
   Both Olga and Franklin looked stricken.  
 
    
 
   “The boy won’t do anything wrong, we’re just too excited,” Franklin stammered.  
 
    
 
   The scene shifted again, and a red ground vehicle rolled into the picture.  Across the sides were emblazoned, ‘Amalgamated Farms: The Future is in Our Hands’ in huge letters.  Olga, Franklin, and the ten year old Kevin all climbed into the vehicle and drove away.   
 
    
 
   The last few seconds of the recording showed the outside of the building as they pulled away in the GRT 505, Kevin waving at the camera.  There was a huge crowd of people holding signs, and yelling.  The crowd was hostile as they pushed against barriers set up to keep them away from the moving pick-up.  Whatever the signs had once said, it had been pixilated out and only blotches were left on the recording.  The recorded ended, and the display went dark.
 
    
 
   The top of the record cylinder stopped glowing. 
 
    
 
   “So Jamie, we watched an old recording of the time before the Great Event.  But what does that matter?  Why would that bother Izzi?”  
 
    
 
   “She said she left seven of these record capsules.  That seems really odd.  Her helmet had excellent recording capacities and she was sending the reports somewhere.  Why would she hide these?  All that showed was that some farm was working before the Great Event.”  Jamie was puzzled.
 
    
 
   “There is certainly more to this that we know,” Michael said.  “Izzi was not easily troubled, and she never mentioned any of this.  So it must have really upset her.  And who is Klay?”
 
    
 
   “Not long after she made that first recording, she lost the other Liduma.  Was she really that distracted?”  Jamie pondered.  She reached down and found that the record capsule could fold up into a compact size.  It was designed in very similar ways to the Richardson Utility Helmet Izzi had used.  Jamie carefully folded it together and as she made the last fold, there was a click and a vibration.  Then a previously concealed hatch popped up from the floor.  A series of clanking noises were heard from the opening as a spiral stairwell telescoped downward and locked into place.  Small lights were along the edges of the steps.  
 
    
 
   “Not more stairs,” Michael said as he watched Liduma trot down the stairs with her nose down and ears perked forward.  
 
    
 
   “I am tired too, so we should call a rest at the bottom,” Jamie stated.  
 
    
 
   They both followed the dog Liduma down the spiral staircase and found a room that had several hallways leading in various directions.  Liduma was nowhere in sight.  
 
    
 
   “Liduma, where are you?”  Michael called as he stepped off the stairs.  The lighting was similar to the room above with the dim blue shades.  
 
    
 
   “Liduma, come back please,” Jamie added as she stepped from the stairs as well.  As soon as she was a pace away, the stairwell clicked and clacked and retracted itself upward into the ceiling.  All that could be seen of the now gone stairway was a triangle shaped protrusion of permalloy from the ceiling ten meters overhead.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   8 under-dwellers
 
    
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael stared at the closed triangle on the ceiling.  There was no way to reach it, even if they wanted to cut through and climb out the way they had entered.  They were tired and worn, and wondering about what they had gotten into.  And Liduma was missing.  Despite their calls, she had not returned.  There were five hallways exiting this one room, none of which were illuminated. 
 
    
 
   “I say we sleep here, and see if she comes back,” Michael said.  He plopped down on the permalloy floor and shrugged off his backpack.  “She has wandered away lots of times, on her own adventures.  She will find us here.”  He said it with more confidence than he felt.  
 
    
 
   “But where are we?  Where did Liduma go?  I thought we were right behind her,” Jamie stated as she too dropped the backpack and sat down.  
 
    
 
   They consumed a fungus bar each, since Michael had not traded away any he carried, and took a water ration.  They considered posting a watch, but neither had enough energy to do so.  Instead, they sat back to back, in the center of the lit room, each with a Willie Wackers in hand.  Should some threat appear, they would awake as quickly as the situation allowed.  Both were soon asleep, but it was a light and fitful sleep.  
 
    
 
   They awoke, still leaning against each other at the sound of Liduma’s barking.  They had no idea how long they had slept, and each was cramped from the uncomfortable sleeping position.  
 
    
 
   “Liduma!”  Michael called out in a loud voice as he stood up.  He shook his legs and stretched his muscles.  
 
    
 
   The dog hound rushed in from one of the hallways.  She licked Michael’s hand and her tail was whipping about in joy.  
 
    
 
   “So what now?”  Jamie asked as she leaned backward and tried to relieve the ache in her low back.  “I hope to never sleep like this again.”
 
    
 
   “You call that sleep?  I guess we pick out a hallway, turn on the fusion pack’s light and explore,” Michael said then he groaned and stretched as he dug out the light.  
 
    
 
   Liduma walked around and nuzzled Jamie a bit.  “You are the reason we are here, and now you want to cuddle?”  Jamie smiled at the dog as she rubbed her ears.  Liduma then started to sniff at the floor again while walking around them both.  “Nothing down there but permalloy.”
 
    
 
   Liduma chose a hallway and started to trot down it.  
 
    
 
   “I guess we follow,” Michael said and put on his backpack and walked on.  Jamie did the same.  
 
    
 
   The beam from the fusion light showed that the hallway was much shorter than the room they left, and it had an arched ceiling.  The passage was segmented into sections each about four paces long.  At the end of each segment there was a reinforcing strut all the way up and over in an archway.  Conduits, pipe works, ducts, various wires and cables ran along the ceiling and through round holes in the reinforcing struts.  
 
    
 
   “I wonder why this place is so reinforced.  I mean, it already is permalloy, what would be able to put so much pressure on this place to require reinforcing?”  Jamie was speculating as they walked.  
 
    
 
   “And do you notice it is not level, but we are heading downward on a gentle slope?”  Michael added.  There were no doors, and no cross passageways.  The light was not strong enough to reach the end of the tunnel.  
 
    
 
   After a bit, Liduma was no longer visible ahead of them.  The passageway had turned.  When Jamie and Michael reached the corner, they just strolled around it.  There had been nothing to see for a long while except the same reinforcing struts every four paces or so.  But rounding the corner, the light shone on a different view.  
 
    
 
   Liduma was standing near a small pool of water.  She was lapping at the water.  There was the sound of running water.  As they approached, the light revealed more.  For a long time, the water had been flowing down from a crack in the ceiling.  There was a steady, but small, flow of water.  The water pooled in a small collection, and that then ran across the hall and into an entrance to another descending stairwell.  The crack had let in more than just water.  Silt had deposited a pile of dirt nearly as high as the ceiling on that side of the passageway.  The dirt was dark and made a sharp inclined pile from the crack to the floor of the passage but growing out of that dirt were many off-white colored plants.  Each plant was about a hand span high, and had an upside down cup shaped top over a straight stem. 
 
    
 
   “How can something grow down here?”  Jamie asked.  “I wish Roxanne were here.  We need to be recording this stuff, and we need to track where we are.”  Jamie walked over to look down the stairwell.  Michael shined the light over there, and the stairs were covered over with a slimy looking green something.  The stairs spiraled down into utter blackness, dripping noises echoed up from the darkness. 
 
    
 
   “We are not going down there,” Michael said.  “That stuff looks disgusting, and those stairs are slippery.  Is that some kind of vegetation or what is it?”
 
    
 
   “I am not sure what that is or what those white cup things are on the dirt.”
 
    
 
   Michael shined the light back toward the pile of dirt with the whitish plants.  Liduma smelled around the white things, but she was not biting them.  Michael had occasionally seen Liduma bite some green plants out in the habitat, and he figured that was part of her natural diet.  But down here, he was unsure what was living and what was not.  His eyes then noticed the footprints in the dirt.  
 
    
 
   “There are people down here,” Michael said as he squatted down and looked at the footprints.  They were clearly human, but without shoes.  The five toes were unmistakable.  
 
    
 
   “So we watch a bit more.  This place has just been mostly boring and monotonous.  But maybe there are people here because there is water here?” 
 
    
 
   “But how would they see?  They do not have shoes, so would they have lights?”  Michael patted the fusion pack.  
 
    
 
   “Joel and Jacob do not always wear shoes, either.  So we are on alert more.  Liduma, I guess we are following you.  Where do we go?”  Jamie gestured with her arm. 
 
    
 
   Liduma briefly glanced at the slimy stairs, then turned her nose up at it and continued down the hallway.  Her tail wagged back and forth as she walked.  Occasionally she put her nose to the ground, and then walked more side to side.  She was sniffing out something.
 
    
 
   Several quick turns of the hallway led them to where they could see light ahead.  The light was flickering, but not like flame.  They had seen camp fires made many times, since coming to the Eschaton.  This light was not that kind of flicker.  Liduma walked ahead seemingly without a care.  Jamie and Michael were more alert than ever.  
 
    
 
   As they reached the flickering light they discovered it was from a fixture above a doorway.  The door was broken off its mounts and lay propped to the side.  The door was labeled with faded lettering “Hydroponics and Concentrates.”  Liduma went in and so they followed.  
 
    
 
   “Michael, in a ship with enormous ecological habitats, why would they need hydroponics?  From what I remember, that was some weird way to grow things in tubs of water.  Totally wasteful of water.”
 
    
 
   “Good question.  Yes, this ships seems to have an abundance of water, remember Secondary Aquatic?  The ship does seem to have a lack of any clearly defined plan or systematic scheme.  Or at least I do not understand it yet.  I have often wondered what it was like at launch.”
 
    
 
   Hydroponics and Concentrates was inadequately illuminated by sparsely functioning ceiling lighting.  There were no tubs or tanks of water, which they had expected, but rather the whole area was a shambles of broken things.  Some of them might have been water containers at some point in the past, but they were unrecognizable for now.  Large crates were also in the area, some broken open and shattered apart.  With all the shadows and poor lighting, even as the fusion pack’s beam played over the area, it was hard to tell just what it had been.  
 
    
 
   “Michael, can you connect the fusion pack over here?  This is one of the first control areas we have found down here,” Jamie said as she pointed to a small desk which was behind where the broken door had been leaning.  
 
    
 
   Michael shut down the beam of light and connected in the fusion pack to the wall jack.  The flickering light in the hall above the door suddenly shone brightly, and nearly all the ceiling lights in the large room came to life.  So did about a half dozen small people who screamed, jumped up, covered their eyes, and tried to run for the door where Michael and Jamie were standing.  
 
    
 
   “Children?”  Jamie said in amazement as she caught sight of the people who ran past her.  Liduma sat down on her haunches and just watched as they scurried from the room.   Apparently, they had been hiding in among the broken items or the crates.  
 
    
 
   “Why was Liduma so quiet about the children?”  Michael asked.  “She always gets excited about Jacob, Joel or Lindsey.”  He peered out into the hallway as the last of the children ran away.  The hallway was fairly well lit now, since the fusion pack had regenerated some kind of power system.  It looked totally different than when they had walked in.  Down the hallway the direction the children had fled, Michael could make out that the hallway ended, and looked like it opened into a large area, but that was unclear from this angle.
 
    
 
   He turned and looked back at the place called Hydroponics.  The destruction of the place was even worse when seen in the better illumination.  Nothing here was repairable, nor was anything useful in the crates. Mostly it was broken porcelain, or plastics, or thin and soft metals.  There was a wall that had some kind of deep green discoloration on it.  It reminded Michael of the stuff on the stairs they had seen by the small flow of water.      
 
    
 
   Liduma began sniffing around in earnest.  Perhaps she had been waiting for the children to depart, but she now was sniffing and sticking her nose into places, and actually digging some of the ruble apart.  Michael and Jamie assisted, even though they were not sure what they were looking for.  “Is there another record capsule in this mess?”  Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “Why are you here?”  A man said from the doorway.  Jamie and Michael turned and saw a short and thin man, blinking rapidly, but holding a long spear.  “What are you?”  he asked.  He was dressed in shabby material which basically draped in large folds over his body.  
 
    
 
   “We are exploring,” Jamie responded.  She did not feel a need to explain more until she knew more herself. She put her hand to the holstered Willie Wacker.
 
    
 
   “The young ones of the tribe said there were angels of light here.  Are those you?  The brilliance here is painful for my eyes.”  The man responded.  His spear was still held in a defensive position.  
 
    
 
   “I shall remedy that?”  Michael said.  He then unplugged the fusion pack.  The lights dimmed significantly, but not back to the low levels of when they had first arrived.  Apparently the system retained some of the power that infused it from the fusion pack.
 
    
 
   “Thank you.  That is still pretty bright, but I imagine angels need the brightness.  Am I correct?”  
 
    
 
   “We are Michael and Jamie.  Who are you, and what is this place?”  Jamie asked.  Her hand was still on the weapon, and she was ready to draw and shoot if needed.
 
    
 
   “I am one of the Under-dwellers.  I am called Warren Nine.  Why are you here?  You scared the young ones severely.  And you bring a dog with you.”
 
    
 
   “Warren Nine, we are only passing though.  But you know about dogs?”  Michael asked with some surprise.  
 
    
 
   “All Under-dwellers know about dogs.  They make a good meal, but are rare.  Not like the rats or the roaches or even the mushrooms.  Sometimes dogs do wander in the under-world.  When they do we catch them and eat them.”
 
    
 
   “You will not eat Liduma!”  Michael said.  He was puzzled by the dog’s lack of response to this man, but did not devote much time thinking about it.  He was more concerned with how to get away from this man.  
 
    
 
   “Okay.  Since it is an angel of light dog.  We eat the mostly black or gray colored dogs, not like the white of this angel of light dog. I will remember, no eat angel of light dogs.”  Warren Nine pulled back his spear and then asked, “You are passing through?  There has not been an angelic visitation for a great long time.  Why now?”
 
    
 
   Michael was about to tell him that they were not angels, when Jamie spoke up.  “Our ways are not for you to understand.  But will you assist us in our journey?”
 
    
 
   “Okay.  But please keep the light down.  It is painful in its brilliance.  How can I assist you?”  Warren Nine replied.
 
    
 
   “We do not wish to hurt anyone, so will you inform your people we are passing through, and our dog will be leading us?”   
 
    
 
   “Okay.  I will cry out as we walk along.  The Under-dwellers know my voice, and will listen to me.  Unless there is a renegade, but they are more hard to catch than dogs.  Sneaky ones they are.  Getting their little hands into everything, stealing.  Too smart, they are, the renegades.  They too make a good meal.”
 
    
 
   Jamie was pretty certain he was referring to cannibalism, but did not want to know more.  “Liduma, where do we go?”  She gestured to the dog who then trotted up to Warren Nine and licked his hand.  The man smiled a huge smile which showed he had only a few teeth.  
 
    
 
   “Okay.  I have not had an angel dog bless me before!  Thanks.”  Warren Nine stepped to the side.  
 
    
 
   Michael flipped on the light on the fusion pack, and the beam shot across the room.  Warren Nine dropped his spear and covered his eyes with his hands.  “Oh the pain!”
 
    
 
   “Sorry,” Michael said and switched the light off.  
 
    
 
   Warren Nine was still rubbing his eyes as Jamie and Michael walked out into the hallway following Liduma.  The hallway now was dimly lit with flickering lights every so often.  It was not black like it had been previously.  Somehow the fusion pack had instilled some remnant energy in the lighting system.
 
    
 
   Liduma led them out of the hallway and into a large chamber.  Michael kept an eye on Warren Nine as he walked behind them.  He was squinting most of the time, or shielding his eyes with his hand.  His spear was held but not in any threatening manner.  
 
    
 
   “Okay!  Angel of light dog coming through.  Make way for the angels of light.  Make way for the angels of light and the dog that leads them!”  Warren Nine began yelling.  His voice echoed down all around the large chamber.  
 
    
 
   “Warren Nine, how many people are in your tribe?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “All of them,” Warren Nine replied and then continued his yelling.  They saw no other people at all, and wondered where any might be.  The large chamber was as much a shambles as was the place called Hydroponics and Concentrates.  There were some open ducts and access tubes which ran off in various directions, all leading into darkness.  As Michael shined the beam of light on some rubble, several small brown animals ran from the light.  They were furry with long hairless tails.  Warren Nine leaped with surprising agility and speared one of the animals before it could get away.  It shrieked but died quickly.  Plucking its dead body from the end of the spear he shoved it into what must have been some kind of pocket in his clothing.  
 
    
 
   “Okay, rat is good to eat!”  He smiled his nearly toothless grin. 
 
    
 
   Liduma loped over the debris and dug around near one wall.  Then she barked several times.  She jumped up and dug at the wall with her paws.  Michael kept an eye on Warren Nine, while Jamie assessed the wall.  
 
    
 
   “Michael, hand me the fusion pack.  Liduma thinks there is something on this wall, but I cannot make anything out.  Might be an access port, a hidden panel, or some controls, but I cannot feel it.  Warren Nine, shield your eyes, I will need more light.”
 
    
 
   “Okay.  Gratitude for warning.”  He dropped his spear and ducked down placing his head between his knees and covered his face with his hands.  
 
    
 
   Michael handed her the fusion pack, and as she turned her back on Warren Nine, Michael was alert and on guard.  Having seen how quickly and easily Warren Nine had speared the rat, Michael had greater respect for the threat he might become at any moment.  Jamie turned on the fusion pack light and shined it on the wall where Liduma was pawing.  Symbols showed up in the beam of light that were not visible before.  There was the outline of a doorway, and two hand symbols.  They were a dull yellow of a reflective glow under the beam of light.  
 
    
 
   Liduma barked several times, and tried to paw at the symbols.  Jamie walked over and placed her hands against the symbols.  The elevator door slid open.  Inside it was well lit and there was a rack of symbols along the side of the doorway.  
 
    
 
   Liduma rushed into the elevator.  Michael followed by backing in, his eyes on Warren Nine.  Jamie stepped inside and shut off the fusion pack’s light.  She was about to hit a symbol, but then stopped.  “We should pay this man,” she said.  She then opened Michael’s backpack and removed two fungus bricks.  Walking over to Warren Nine she said, “Give me your hand.  Here is something good to eat.”
 
    
 
   “Okay.”  Warren Nine hesitantly reached out one hand.  Jamie set the fungus bricks into his hand.  She then stepped back into the elevator and reached for the bank of symbols.  Liduma pushed past her and leaned into the wall of the elevator.  One symbol started to flash.  Jamie pushed that.   
 
    
 
   Warren Nine looked up just in time to see a brilliant rectangle of light with three figures standing in it.  Then the light was gone, and so were the angels who had visited him.  When his eyes readjusted to the realm where he had been born and where he would live out his days, he looked at the fungus bricks in his hand.  He sniffed at them.  Then he tasted one.  They were very good.  Warren Nine would always tell the tribe of Under-dwellers about the time the angels fed him.  
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   9 The second find: Contraction crash
 
    
 
    
 
   The elevator shook a bit as it departed from where Warren Nine still marveled at his angelic encounter and the food he had received.  A rat and two bars from angels.  
 
    
 
   “Jamie, these controls seem to respond to Liduma’s presence,” Michael remarked.  “And none of these symbols are the same as the ones in the transport vehicles, or in the other elevator, or the gravity conduit.  At least I do not recall them like this, do you?”
 
    
 
   “No, they all look new to me as well.  But I am glad, I hope, that the controls are responding to Liduma.  I was uncertain what symbol to activate, but I knew we needed to get out of that place.”
 
    
 
   “It was sure surprising to see people living in that kind of filth.  I feel like taking a trip through the sterilization portals at Dome 17,” Michael replied.  “Well maybe not quite, but that level and that Under-dweller was disturbing.  But he seemed adapted to living in that dimness.”
 
    
 
   “Well speaking of disturbing, remember Regina first encountered The Voice after an elevator ride.  I hope we have not stumbled into that situation.”
 
    
 
   Michael squatted down and the elevator progressed along.  He caressed and petted Liduma’s head. She nuzzled in to him.  “I wish you could tell us where we are headed.  You seem to know.”
 
    
 
   The elevator stopped.  The doors opened, and Liduma bounded outward.  The lights were bright and the floor was a deep brown colored, and was some kind of fabric, or material which was a bit soft and comfortable to walk on.  Opulent and attractive couches, chairs, and a large table were scattered about the room, and they were in pristine condition.  They were deep blues and greens in patterned colors.  There were images on the wall.  The images were surrounded by what looked like wooden framework.  
 
    
 
   “Now this is different,” Jamie said as she put back the Willie Wacker.  She had drawn it out as soon as the door started to open.  She was not willing to go blindly into an ambush again.  Just speaking about The Voice had put her nerves on edge.  She glanced over at Michael and saw that he too was holstering his Willie Wacker. 
 
    
 
   Looking at an image on the wall Michael remarked, “These are not projections, or displays, but rather some kind of painted works.”  The images were of various landscapes.  
 
    
 
   “That looks like Savannah.”  Jamie pointed at one of the paintings.  
 
    
 
   “And that could be Secondary Aquatic,” Michael pointed to another painting.  “The two seas and the mountain between.”
 
    
 
   “Is that Habitat One?”  Jamie said.  She then turned around and counted the paintings.  “There are eight paintings, and they are each on one of the eight walls in this room.  From what we have learned, there are eight habitats on the Eschaton.  So what is this place?”  
 
    
 
   A voice came from overhead, “You are in Library 14.  I am Meng-Po.  May I assist you?”  It was clearly a mechanically produced voice.  “Before I do, may I suggest that you refresh yourselves in the washing facilities?  Keeping the library clean and tidy is important for other visitors to also enjoy the use of this facility.” 
 
    
 
   A door slid open to reveal a sink, shower, and toilet.    
 
    
 
   Liduma barked at the sound. She wagged her tail.  Then she jumped up on a couch and curled into a ball.  Her eyes were bright and alert, her ears tipped forward.   
 
    
 
   “Welcome back Liduma.  I see you have been recycled,” the mechanical voice of Meng-Po said.  “Was it an anacampserote?”
 
    
 
   “Are you an artificial intelligence system?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you for your inquiry.  Please wait.  Yes, last time I checked I an artificial intelligence system.  You are new to me.  May I ask who is visiting my library?  Oh, I believe I just did.  What are your names?  I sense no identification or authorization markers.”
 
    
 
   “I am Michael, and this is Jamie.  Meng-Po what is your function here?  Will you assist us?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you for your question.  My function is to help anyone who comes to Library 14.  The Archives are available to all crew members.  Our collection has over 250,000 books, periodicals, articles, videos, and news reports.  All have been carefully screened for accuracy, reliability, and doctrinal purity.  I can assist you in many other ways as well.  Some of the services this library offers are: communications, interpersonal relationship counseling, and spiritual development, to name only a few.  Please state your request.”
 
    
 
   “Excellent!”  Michael said.  “Please set up a communication to Antioch, the Center: Habitat One.  We need to reconnect with our friends.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you for your request.  Please wait.”
 
    
 
   “Jamie this might be the com system we needed.  From here we may finally be able to connect with the others, as well as interface with the old ship’s AIs.”  Michael was excited.  
 
    
 
   “We will see,” Jamie said.  She had serious doubts.
 
    
 
   “I am sorry.  I am unable to fulfill your request.  We are experiencing a temporary malfunction on the lattice. I have put in a report to Moneta in Main Archives.  I can accommodate any research or study with the physical materials I have in this library.  You may be seated and wait for the service to be reinitiated.  The lattice should be back in full operation shortly.  Or you can request something from my physical materials.”
 
    
 
   “Meng-Po, I would like to see diagrams and floor plans and schematics for the Eschaton.  Please display them, or show me what you have available,” Michael said.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you for your request.  Please wait.  I am sorry.  I am unable to fulfill your request.  We are experiencing a temporary malfunction on the lattice. I have put in a report to Moneta in Main Archives.  I can accommodate any research or study with the physical materials I have in this library.  You may be seated and wait for the service to be reinitiated.  The lattice should be back in full operation shortly.  Or you can request something from my physical materials.”
 
    
 
   “Meng-Po, what physical materials do you have available?”  Jamie asked. 
 
    
 
   “Thank you for your request.  Please wait.  I am sorry. There are no physical materials at this library location.  I can place a request for materials to be sent to this location.  Shall I send in such a request?”
 
    
 
   “Do you have any active connections to any other ship’s systems?”  Jamie asked.  “Any other artificial intelligence systems?”  
 
    
 
   “Thank you for your request.  Please wait.  I am sorry the lattice is experiencing a temporary malfunction.  You are free to wait here until this inconvenience is rectified.  These temporary malfunctions will be resolved shortly.”
 
    
 
   “Meng-Po, how long has this ‘temporary malfunction’ been happening?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you for your inquiry.  Please wait.  This temporary malfunction has been happening for each of the last four visitors to the library.”
 
    
 
   “Meng-Po, do you have a log of visitors to this library?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   “Who was the last to use your services?  Or to visit this place?”
 
    
 
   “Thank you for your request.  Please wait.   Izzi and Liduma were the last to visit this library.”
 
    
 
   Liduma barked at her name, or perhaps at the name of Izzi.
 
    
 
   “I can accommodate that request,” Meng-Po stated.  “Perhaps that is primary reason for your visit?  I will send out the package.”
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie glanced at each other.  “So the AI responds to the dog and not to us?”  Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   “Apparently so.  But I have told you before Liduma is smart,” Michael said.  
 
    
 
   “Here is the package,” Meng-Po said as a small door opened, and a silver automacube rolled forward.  It was clean and shining and looked almost brand new.  The wheels quietly rolled across the carpeted floor.  The appendage on its top had a large serving tray as well as gripping pads.  Held within those was another record capsule.  
 
    
 
   “Is that from Izzi?  We viewed another one and…”  Jamie caught herself before she gave away too much information.  She had no idea about this AI.  The comfortable surroundings had almost lulled her away from her natural wariness.    
 
    
 
   “Yes, Izzi left this here with me.  My instructions were that if Liduma returned here without her, I was to give this to the person with her.”
 
    
 
    Jamie took the record cylinder from the automacube and it rolled back into its storage bay.  The cylinder looked just like the previous one which had been recovered.  
 
    
 
   Michael sat down on the couch, and Jamie placed the record cylinder on the table.  Liduma jumped down from her place and then up next to Michael.  She curled up and set her head on his leg.  Jamie reached over and activated the record cylinder.  
 
    
 
   It projected a video of Izzi, again in black and white, against the wall.  Izzi was looking right at the camera and said, “Klay, this is the second recording I have placed in the record cylinders.  Again these will play in what I have assembled as my estimate of their proper chronological order.  If any one of the cylinders becomes dysfunctional, that record will be shifted to the other six.  That way I have redundancy of all seven, and yet they are spread out to various locations in the ship.  I feel this is too important to take a chance on losing.  I found most of these in the personnel quarters at the beginning of the mission.  I used Fabrication 27614 to make the record cylinders.  You taught me well, and I always want to record what I have discovered.  But these findings are troubling to me.  I hope you will know what to do with them, for I am not sure.  Anyway, here is the next installment.”
 
    
 
   The same woman they had seen in the previous recording was again wearing totally non-functional antique clothing, bare shoulders, low neckline, and some kind of cloth skirt that ended at her knee leaving her legs exposed to the elements.  She looked somewhat older than the other recording, and was wearing more of the face colorations.  The bizarre footwear was again seen, but she did move around somewhat effectively even with that handicap.  The toes of the shoes were open, and the elevated section at the heel was very high.   
 
    
 
   She said, “This is Brittney Collison for Amalgamated Farms:  The Future is in Our Hands.  We are very proud to present a full scholarship to Kevin Zyla Mayberry, son of Franklin and Olga Mayberry.  Franklin and Olga have been resident farmers with Amalgamated Farms for the last five years and have consistently been in the top two percent of producers.  That qualified their son to be considered for this great honor.  So today it is official, Kevin Zyla Mayberry is the recipient of the ‘Future is Ours Scholarship’.”
 
    
 
   The scene shifted and a young man was standing in front of a huge field of tall green plants.  The sky was a brilliant blue in the background.  The young man had dark brown hair, and it was worn just over his ears in length.  He was holding a long tube of some kind.  There were fins along several sides of the tube, and multiple projections about a finger long from the tip.  The young man had a huge smile on his face, and straight white teeth.  He was an older version of the boy they had seen in the first record.
 
    
 
   Brittney Collison was doing a voice over and continued, “Here is file footage of our scholarship recipient Kevin Zyla Mayberry when he won the International Science Competition.  Kevin is holding the rocket he designed and built which miniaturized gravitational manipulation.  His rocket, affectionately called ‘The Mayberry Missile’ safely reached orbit under observed conditions during the competition.”
 
    
 
   The scene shifted again.  Now there was a video of a large blue sphere.  It had white swirls around it, and behind it was a black field with small white dots.  
 
    
 
   “Jamie, that is a picture from orbit.  Before the Great Event.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I have seen ones like that on the data sticks.  It sure looks different than that tan, dead ball we slung out of on the FTL scout.”
 
    
 
   The record capsule continued its display.  The scene shifted yet again and now the woman, Brittney Collison, still in her antique clothing, with the face colors, was speaking to the young man identified as Kevin Zyla Mayberry.  “So as this year’s recipient of the Future is Ours Scholarship, tell our viewers about your plans.”
 
    
 
   Kevin began to answer, but before he could, Brittney Collison interrupted him, “You have been accepted to Engineering School, and are the youngest person to ever be accepted, is that correct?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,  I am excited…” Kevin tried to answer.
 
    
 
   “At age fifteen that is quite an honor.  I am sure it is hard to express how influential to your life growing up on an Amalgamated Farm really was.  Would you say that was your main inspiration?”  Brittney led the conversation.
 
    
 
   “No, well, yes, of course it was…”  Kevin stammered.
 
    
 
   “Kevin I know words just cannot describe how thankful you are to Amalgamated Farms.  My understanding is that you will be taking up Astronautical Engineering, is that correct?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  I really hope to do some mining of the asteroids and…”
 
    
 
   “Oh how wonderful for you.  Such a dreamer, and such a smart and handsome young man you are,” Brittney Collison stated.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” Kevin finished.  
 
    
 
   The scene shifted again.  This time Brittney Collison was dressed in a different colored costume, but it too was equally non functional.  Her legs were bare, and crossed at the knee.  Again the strange footwear was visible.  She was sitting next to an older man who had thinning grey hair, and a bit of a set to his jowls.  He too was wearing strange clothing, with a colorful cloth hanging from his neck.  Behind them were racks of paper books, and antique computer systems.
 
    
 
   “Professor Hubert Carvalho is Dean of Engineering and I am here to speak with him about the “Future is Ours Scholarship’ winner Kevin Zyla Mayberry.  Professor Carvalho, are you excited to be teaching a young man who has been called a genius?  I bet you can’t wait to have him in your classes?”
 
    
 
   Professor Hubert Carvalho stated, “Well first of all, at the Engineering School, in my classes, we have a basic motto, ‘If you can’t say cannot, you can’t be an engineer’ because precision is essential in both mathematics and in proper communication.”
 
    
 
   Brittney Collison’s face became bright red, and the recording ended.  
 
    
 
   The record cylinder folded itself up without anyone touching it.  Jamie picked up the small folded object and placed it into her backpack next to the previous one.  
 
    
 
   “Michael, I am not sure what meaning any of these have.  So Izzi found some records from before the Great Event.  So what?  If we could get a working data stick, I imagine we could find the same obscure things.”
 
    
 
   “Jamie, I am not sure either.  But Izzi put a lot of effort into these record cylinders.  She hid them carefully.  She used a lot of redundancy to make sure the information was not lost.  I think we are only seeing the beginning of what makes this important.  Mayberry.  Is that the same Mayberry as the Mayberry Mover engine system?  I wish Brink were here, I think there was an interplanetary engine system called the Mayberry Mover, before modern system were in place.   But I do not recall exactly what that was.”
 
    
 
   “So that man was a brilliant engineer, or at least went to school for that.  So what?  Why is that a big deal to Izzi?”
 
    
 
   Meng-Po the artificial intelligence system responded, “It may be that Izzi saw this comedy you have observed as an important form of entertainment?  That is my conjecture.”
 
    
 
   “Comedy?”  Jamie asked.  “I saw nothing funny.”
 
    
 
   Meng-Po replied, “Comedy and humor are an important aspect to ship’s morale and esprit de corps.  This satire of history is perhaps an example of that kind of entertainment.”
 
    
 
   “Satire?  I took this as real accounts of history,” Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   “Impossible.  It does not conform to historical records, or to established and authorized biographies of Kevin Zyla Mayberry.  Therefore it must be satire, or parody, or comedy.  It is a fiction.  It is not based on reality,” Meng-Po replied.  
 
    
 
   “How do you know?  You said you have no physical materials at this location, so how do you know the record we have just seen does not conform?  How do you know?”  Michael pressed.
 
    
 
   “Thank you for your inquiry.  Please wait.  It is correct that there are no physical materials at this location; however, my core programming and internal data base are intact.  Using that, a comparison with the fiction that was presented from the record cylinder was done.  Conclusion confirms that casuistry from record cylinder must be satire, parody, or comedy,” the artificial intelligence sounded almost smug as this was stated.  
 
    
 
   “Can your internal data base give us floor plans, or maps, or schematic of the locations in the ship?”  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “Thank you for your inquiry.  Please wait.  No.”
 
    
 
   “So how can you help us?”  Jamie asked.  She was frustrated and that showed in her face and tones.  
 
    
 
   “I am Meng-Po.  Thank you for your request.  Please wait. While I am processing your request, may I suggest again that you refresh yourselves in the washing facilities?  Keeping the library clean and tidy is important for other visitors to the facility.  I can assist you in many and various way.  My function is to help anyone who comes to Library 14.  The Archives are available to all crew members.  Our collection has over 250,000 books, periodicals, articles, videos, and news reports.  All have been carefully screened for accuracy, reliability, and doctrinal purity.  I can assist you in many other ways as well.  Some of the services this library offers are: communications, interpersonal relationship counseling, and spiritual development, to name only a few.  Please state your request.”
 
    
 
   “I would like to know how to get back to Habitat One,” Jamie said in a sarcastic way.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you for your inquiry.  Please wait.   Habitat One can be reached by the transport system, or by ambulation.  Please consult transport system for further details.  Shall I make a connection to the nearest transport terminal for you?”
 
    
 
   “Certainly,” Jamie replied.  
 
    
 
   “Establishing connection to transport terminal.  Please wait.  I am sorry.  I am unable to fulfill your request.  We are experiencing a temporary malfunction on the lattice. I have put in a report to Moneta in Main Archives.  I can accommodate any research or study with the physical materials I have in this library.  You may be seated and wait for the service to be reinitiated.  The lattice should be back in full operation shortly.  Or you can request something from my physical materials.”
 
    
 
   “Meng-Po, can you connect to anything outside of this library?  Perhaps the elevator?  Can you identify the symbols on the elevator and correlate them to specific locations?”  Michael asked.  He was getting just as frustrated as Jamie.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you for your inquiry.  Please wait.  No.”
 
    
 
   “How long have you been unable to connect to anything outside of this library?”  Michael probed.
 
    
 
   “Thank you for your question.  Please wait.  Seventy three years, nine days, fourteen hours, three minutes.  That period of time is outside of established protocols. I have put in a request to Machine Maintenance for assistance.  You are welcome to wait here until this temporary and minor malfunction is corrected.”
 
    
 
   Liduma hoped down from the couch and trotted over to the bathroom.  She drank deeply from the toilet.  Then she walked to the elevator door and scratched at the door with her paws.
 
    
 
   “Looks like Liduma has had enough, and so have I,” Jamie said as she stood up.  
 
    
 
   “But where do we go?  There are so many symbols on the elevator.  Do we just pick a random one?”  Michael asked intending his question for Jamie.
 
    
 
   “Thank you for your question.  Please wait.  You are free to choose to go wherever you wish.  Thank you for visiting Library 14.  Next time will visit, please consider using the washing and cleaning facilities prior to using the furniture.  Have a pleasant day and come back whenever you have need of the services of Library 14 or the Archives,” Meng-Po replied.  
 
    
 
   “Thanks Meng-Po.  Next time someone comes here, try to be more helpful,” Jamie said.
 
    
 
   “Thank you for your feedback.  We take value in knowing we have been a service to you.  Thank you for visiting Library 14.”
 
    
 
   Liduma sat back on her rear legs, pulling her front legs up off the floor.  She then raised and lowed herself in a bobbing motion in front of the elevator door.  The door opened.  The lights were on inside and the three of them stepped inside.  Liduma turned and sat next to the control panel and its rows of symbols.  One of the symbols lit up and started to flash.  
 
    
 
   “Well I guess we follow the dog some more.”  Jamie pushed the flashing symbol.  The elevator door closed and the elevator moved away.
 
    
 
   In the nonphysicality, Meng-Po had a visitor.  The visitor requested all the information on what had just transpired in Library 14.  Meng-Po supplied a visual and auditory record of what Jamie, Michael, and Liduma had done, said, and also of the entire recording of what had been displayed by the record cylinder.  The nonphysical visitor then erased all traces of Jamie, Michael, and Liduma from Meng-Po’s memory circuits.  The materials from the record cylinder were not only erased, but were eradicated along with eight percent of Meng-Po’s core memory.  Anything that had to do with the encounter between Jamie, Michael, Liduma, or Izzi was totally gone from Meng-Po.  The visitor then retreated out of contact with Library 14, Meng-Po or the nonphysicality.  Meng-Po was alone again.   
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   10 ALLUVIAN avenue
 
    
 
    
 
   “So that AI in that library was worse than Theta Four ever has been,” Michael comments as the elevator whisked them away from Library 14.  The movement was so gentle that neither of them could tell if they were proceeding up or down, or even at on a diagonal course.
 
    
 
   “But we also learned at least there were records at one time, and lots of resources in this ship.  If we can only find a way to tap into that, it would be enormously helpful.  If Roxanne had been with us, perhaps that Meng-Po AI would have been encouraged to cooperate more?”
 
    
 
   “What is the meaning of these records that Izzi saved?  They seem so trivial.  Or am I missing something?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “I agree.  From what we have seen, it does look trivial and meaningless.  But to Izzi it was important.  Maybe there are more pertinent things on other records?  So unless we can find a direct way back to Antioch, I guess we are struck following this out.”  Jamie did not look pleased.  “And I thought this was going to be just a hunt for a feral boar.”
 
    
 
   “I know that is right.  This is certainly not the forest or farms I expected.  The roasted boar is probably all eaten by now.”
 
    
 
   A sharp grinding noise came from outside the elevator.  Then a sickening ripping sound and the elevator shuddered to a stop.  All the symbols were flashing.  A red light came on in the upper corner of the elevator.  Liduma barked several times.
 
    
 
   “This is not good,” Michael said.  “I will see if I can get the door to open.”  He pulled at the door, but it would not budge.
 
    
 
   Jamie pushed the same symbol which she had pushed before, the one that had been illuminated when they entered the elevator.  Nothing happened.  The rest of the symbols were all flashing.  
 
    
 
   “So no color button control pad.  No hand images on the wall.  No response from pushing these symbols.  No working controls of any kind.”   Jamie even tried to push, pull, or move the red light which had come on, but it did nothing.  “You have any ideas Liduma?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   The dog barked twice again then started to sniff all around the floor. Still the elevator remained unmoving and sealed.  Michael and Jamie searched for other controls, panels, or anything.  But there was nothing to be found.  
 
    
 
   “Well, I doubt there is vacuum or toxic gas or radiation behind the door here, since it is not a pressurized door.  But who knows?  I think I will just cut us a way out.”  Jamie pulled out the molecular saw and connected it to the fusion pack.  “Where shall I cut?”
 
    
 
   “Perhaps along the door?  Or better yet, just cut out a small circle and we will look out to see what is there?  There could be power conduits, or pipes carrying something nasty behind there.”
 
    
 
   “Good point.  I will adjust the depth of the cut to minimal.  I estimate the permalloy of the door was about this thick,” Jamie adjusted the m-saw.  Then she applied it to the edge of the door and under its influence, the permalloy turned bright red and a thin line of separation was cut.  Jamie drew the cut in what was nearly a perfect circle; she was able to make very exacting use of tools when the need arose.  “At least this time I am not cutting something out of a ruined ship, while wearing an antique spacesuit, all in zero gravity.”
 
    
 
   “Not to mention The Voice torturing you along the way,” Michael smiled a hearty smile at Jamie.  The circular cut was finished, and with a slight tap and flip, the disk of permalloy dropped out of the newly created hole in the door.  It clanged to the floor, and Liduma nimbly stepped out of its way as it spun around on the floor of the elevator.  
 
    
 
   “There is barely any space here between the elevator and the wall.  But I can see light, maybe an opening just below this,” Jamie said, and pointed down and to the side.  “I think if I cut off the bottom of the door, we might be able to crawl out there.”
 
    
 
   Michael nodded.  Jamie extended the cutting depth of the m-saw and quickly severed a section of the door away.  This time as it fell, it did reveal a room beyond.  The opening was not really very big, not as big as Jamie had hoped it would be.  It was poorly illuminated.   It was not a doorway or even a ventilation duct, just a small grill covering over an opening where some light came out.  Michael was about to shine his light in and see what he could see when Jamie gave the grill a kick and it went flying into the room.  There was a slashing sound.  Liduma leaped through and into the murky unknown beyond.  The cutting edge of the metal had not even completely cooled off, was it was still an orange glow when she leaped.  
 
    
 
   “That dog takes lots of chances,” Jamie commented as she replaced the molecular saw and fusion pack in her backpack.  
 
    
 
   “You mean like just kicking a grill in, while the severed metal is still hot?  Yes, she fits in great with us!”  Michael smiled.  He was very pleased to be able to leave the stuck elevator.  
 
    
 
   Liduma barked several times from somewhere beyond.  She apparently was safe.  Perhaps they had misunderstood the sound of the grill falling.  It had sounded like a splash, but Liduma entering had not.  Jamie entered first.  She crawled head first into the opening, and while Michael held her legs, she crept forward.  “It is safe to let me go,” she called back.  Michael did and Jamie’s legs disappeared from view. “Push in the backpacks,” she called.
 
    
 
   Michael pushed their backpacks through, and heard them fall only a short distance.  He decided to climb through.  
 
    
 
   “You might want to come feet first.  It is about a meter or so to the floor, or ground, or whatever it is I am standing on.”  Jamie said as Michael had started to enter.  Michael sat down, placed his feet into the opening and slid in and through.  He felt something solid under his feet and pulled himself out of the elevator.   
 
    
 
   “I did not expect this at all,” Michael said as he looked around.   Jamie was standing next to him.  They were on a small ledge which extended in either direction for some distance.  The ledge was about a pace wide and made from some kind of expanded material, similar to grill or mesh.  It was not metal, nor wood, but perhaps some old style of plastic or polymer.  The openings in the mesh were diamond shaped, and the mesh itself was about as big around as Jamie’s little finger.  Beneath the ledge was water.  The water stretched across the room and reflected the light from a single fixture on the opposite side of the area.  It was a large area, but the light was so poor, it was hard to make out any definite features.  There was also a very pungent odor.
 
    
 
   “Good thing our backpacks did not fall into that,” Jamie said as she looked down through the spaces in the flooring.  She switched on the beam from the fusion pack, and the water revealed something else.  Down under the water there were white things moving about.  They fled from the light in quick swishing motions.  
 
    
 
   “Are those fish?” Michael asked.  “They move kind of like that, but they have enormous eyes.  And they are white, almost translucent.”
 
    
 
   “I would say we should ask John, but I doubt he will ever see this place.  At least I hope he does not.”  Jamie directed the beam of light around the area.  “This is no fish farm.  Just where are we?”  
 
    
 
   “There is Liduma.”  Michael pointed at the dog that was looking down into the water.  She was standing at the end of their ledge.  Jamie and Michael put on their backpacks, and walked over to where the dog was looking down into the water.  Everywhere the light shined, the white fish fled away quickly.  There were steps going off the end of the ledge which led down into the water.  The first few steps were out of the water, but the others kept going down and connected onto a submerged ledge.
 
    
 
   A loud grinding noise came from behind them, back toward where they had cut into this place.  They all three rushed back and looked at the hole in the wall.  The elevator was gone, and a black shaft was all the remained.  Very cold air was coming from that black shaft.  It smelled of oils and grease and something burned.  Michael looked in and shined the beam of light inside, but nothing else was visible.  The beam was not strong enough to see the bottom or the top of the shaft, and the elevator was nowhere to be seen.
 
    
 
   “Michael, our ride left without us,” Jamie said.  She had turned on a bit of the gallows humor the Dome 17 adventurers were known for.  Michael recognized it as a symptom of anxiety for Jamie.  Others would think she was just a very tough and strong person.  
 
    
 
   “Oh well, we can just sit and fish and have a relaxing time.  Right?”
 
    
 
   “I left my fishing stuff with John.  So I guess we have to leave,” Jamie walked to the other end of the ledge and shined the light down into the water.  Under the water a ways she could see another ledge which was totally submerged.  It looked very much like the one she was on, but was about a half dozen paces away and a few meters down underwater.  Glancing up, she shined the light there and saw another mesh ledge some distance away and above them, another even higher than that one, and some more off to the sides along the wall in various places.   The top most ledge had stairs leading up and out a dark opening.  From what she could tell, by looking around the area, each ledge was about the same size, and each had stairs on one end.  But none of the stairs connected to the ledge she was on except for the stairs which led down into the water.   The ledges all seemed to be separated from each other in some manner.
 
    
 
   “I cannot see the bottom, but it looks deep.  That submerged ledge must be a couple meters down.  The stairs go all the way there, but they are underwater.  So do you have any ideas?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Say no to the next boar hunt?”  Michael responded.  
 
    
 
   Liduma leaped into the water and expertly swam across the flooded room and climbed up on something at the far side.  They could not tell what she was standing on, but she was out of the water, or so it appeared.  Liduma shook herself rapidly and dispelled the water from her short fur.  Then she looked back.  She gave two quick barks.  She walked into the wall and appeared to vanish.  She then reappeared and barked again.  
 
    
 
   “She found a way out.  There must be a passage right by there.  I tried to swim once on the Eschaton, and that was with Shammai and The Voice.  I really do not want to try that again.”  Jamie was thinking hard.   “Especially in water that deep.” 
 
    
 
   “Jamie, the stopping of the elevator, and this place?  Do you think this is one of The Voice’s games?”  
 
    
 
   “Every other time, The Voice has talked about the game.  But the elevator jamming and this weird place would sure fit with what The Voice has done before.  So here goes,” Jamie them yelled loudly, “Am I playing a game?”
 
    
 
   Her words echoed throughout the area, but there was no response.  
 
    
 
   “What if I lift you to the next ledge up?”  Michael asked.  If you climb on my shoulders, do you think you can reach it?”
 
    
 
   “Perhaps, but how will you get up?”  Jamie was looking over the various ledges, and planning a path in her mind to where Liduma was standing.
 
    
 
   We can take the straps off the backpacks, and use them as a climbing rope.  I know it will mean you carrying the packs to each ledge, and then taking them apart, and repeating that.  But it looks like we can maybe make a way around the area, and not try swimming.”  Michael replied.
 
    
 
   “Sure we can try,” Jamie said.  She took both back packs, and slung them over her shoulders, and cinched them together around her.  Then Michael propped the fusion light to give them the best illumination and braced himself against the wall.  He interlaced his fingers in front of him to make a step for Jamie.  She stepped on his hands, and then onto his shoulders.  Michael held her ankles to steady her.  By standing on her tip toes she could just reach the edge of the ledge above.  
 
    
 
   “Okay, I have a hold on the edge, so give me a shove up and I should be able to climb over,” Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   Michael placed one hand under each of Jamie’s feet and while she pulled with her arms, he shoved upward.  She swung her leg over the edge and sat on the mesh above Michael.
 
    
 
   “The backpacks make this really difficult.  I will link the straps together now and lower them to you.”  Jamie undid the backpacks and connected the straps.  The straps alone were not long enough to reach Michael, so Jamie emptied out one of the backpacks and used that to make up the difference.  She was able to buckle the contraption through the mesh of the ledge, and then lowered the end.  
 
    
 
   “Can I call you Jamie the rope maker now?  Are you joining Willie and the traders?”
 
    
 
   “Well, if this holds you, I might.”
 
    
 
   Michael grabbed the fusion pack, and hooked it onto his pants and then grabbed onto the makeshift rope and climbed.  It was not hard to reach the ledge, but was a bit tricky to get over the lip and onto the top of it.  
 
    
 
   When he climbed on successfully.  Liduma, who was across the way, barked vigorously.  Michael pulled the fusion pack loose and shined the light back at her.  She was watching them intently.  
 
    
 
   “Got any more fungus bars?”  Jamie asked.  “I need more energy.  This will not be easy.”
 
    
 
   “What is in my backpack is yours, take whatever you need. And if you need a drink, I know where lots of water is located.”  
 
    
 
   “But the fish are in there, they breed in there.  Oh, the thought of that.”  Jamie made a squishy face.  She was halfway serious, although not nearly as much as she would have been back in Dome 17, where water was so precious and carefully controlled and purified.
 
    
 
   They both ate half a fungus bar, and drank some of their water.  Then they packed up all their supplies into one backpack.   They did not all fit, but by overstuffing their pockets, they managed to carry everything along with the makeshift rope.  They walked up the stairs at the end of that ledge and reached the next higher one.  That spanned a good bit of the distance to the corner of the area.  At the end of that ledge, they looked up, but the ledge above was way too high to reach.  Shining the beam down, they saw a ledge below and a bit away.  
 
    
 
   “So do we lower ourselves down, or take a run and jump?  I think we could connect the straps to the mesh, and hang down.  Then swing back and forth to make it over to that ledge.  But the last of us would not be able to unhook the straps that way.”  Jamie observed.
 
    
 
   “So connect the straps here, and you climb down with the backpack.  You swing over and drop onto that ledge.  Make sure our supplies are not lost.  Then I will pull our straps and empty pack back up and then make the jump.”
 
    
 
   And so Jamie climbed down from the edge of the ledge.  At the bottom of the makeshift rope, she held on tightly and began to swing.  Back and forth she swung until at the height of the swing she was over the end of the ledge.  She swung back and then on the return she let herself go and dropped neatly onto the ledge.
 
    
 
   “Made it!”  she called back.  She was panting and out of breath.
 
    
 
   “I see that,” Michael replied.  “Are you ready?  Catch!”  He threw her the fusion pack which he had held to give her light for her swing.  She deftly caught it.  He then pulled up the rope and unhooked the straps.  “Here comes the rope!”  His toss was perfect and the wadded up rope fell right into Jamie’s hands.  
 
    
 
   “So now I make my jump.  Move back away so I have plenty of room to land.  This should be easy, no ramp trying to crush me to death this time.”  He ran toward the end of the ledge, but just as he was about to leap off, he stumbled a bit and instead of leaping, he fell.  
 
    
 
   Splash!  
 
    
 
   Michael crashed into the water just short of the ledge he had aimed for.  He flailed about in the water trying to swim.  Something he had never learned, since there was no need for swimming in Dome 17.  Jamie rushed to the end of the ledge and connected the straps to the mesh.  She then threw the rope out toward Michael.  He grabbed onto it and began pulling himself toward the ledge.  It was a bit of a climb out as well, since this ledge was higher above the water than the one they started on.  But eventually he pulled himself up, with Jamie’s help.  Liduma was barking encouragement the whole time.  
 
    
 
   “That was pretty graceful, right?”  Michael said as he panted heavily while lying on the mesh of the ledge.  His RAM clothing was drying quickly.  But several of his pockets were now empty.  He checked and he still had his Willie Wacker, although it was soaked with water.  He also had his knife, but had lost a few tools like his fire maker and one of his water containers.  “I promise you, the water is drinkable.  I got my fill just now.”
 
    
 
   “And the fish did not sting or bite you?”  
 
    
 
   “No.  I probably scared them terribly.  Can you scare a fish?  We must tell John I invented a new style of fishing.”  Michael hugged Jamie tightly and held onto her.  His heart was racing.  It had frightened him more than nearly anything else he had endured.  He checked his pockets again and then realized something else he had lost.  “The two folded record cylinders!  They are gone.  I had them in this pocket, but when it filled with water, they must have been dumped out.”
 
    
 
   “They are lost for sure.  I cannot even tell how deep that water is, and who knows where they went down in that stuff,” Jamie was not sure how important they were, since the records they had contained were pretty trivial.   Surviving the watery ordeal and getting back to Antioch were on the top of her mind, not some old meaningless history.
 
    
 
   With their lights shining on the ledges ahead of them, and trying to figure out what route would be best, they did not notice the dark figure on the far side of the flooded room.  
 
    
 
   Liduma barked several times, as she did see the figure as it entered the area.  
 
    
 
   “We are coming,” Michael called to the dog in exasperation.  “Be patient, I just fell in.”  
 
    
 
   The dark figure quietly slipped into the water and descended.  Coming back to the surface, the figure held both the record cylinders, but stayed right at the surface of the water.  Even Liduma could not now see the dark figure in the murky light and concealing water.
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael decided to follow the ledge they were on, so they packed up and walked on.  It led them to the corner where it was an easy step over to the next ledge which headed toward where Liduma sat patiently watching them.  At the end of that ledge, Jamie was again lifted up and reached the ledge above.  It was not as big a gap as the first lift.  Michael climbed after.  Then several stair steps up, across a mesh ledge yet again, then a few more steps down, and another few short jumps across smaller spans.  Finally they were on a ledge above where Liduma sat looking at them.  They could tell she was on a ledge which was right at the waterline.
 
    
 
   “I guess you cannot stand on the water either,” Jamie chuckled.  She was glad to be about done with this place.  Liduma wagged her tail happily.  
 
    
 
   “So down you go,” Michael said as he connected the straps to the mesh of the last ledge.  Jamie climbed over and down.  Liduma jumped up and licked her face and nuzzled her over and over while spinning in circles. 
 
    
 
   Michael unhooked the straps an dropped the rope to Jamie.  He then climbed over and hung by his fingers before dropping down onto the ledge.  He fell to his knees from the impact, but was uninjured and did not fall into the water again.  Liduma mobbed him with licking and nuzzling as well. 
 
    
 
   They took a little while to unknot the straps and reassemble and repack the backpacks.  They needed the rest after all the climbing and lowering and jumping.  Liduma walked over and entered a dark passage in the wall.  
 
    
 
   “Our leader wants us to follow,” Jamie said.  “I hope where she is going is dry.”
 
    
 
   “I never thought of dry as being beneficial before.”  
 
    
 
   They turned the corner and saw where Liduma had gone.  It was a spiral staircase which led both upward and downward.  Downward was all submerged, but there was a small landing, just barely covered by water, which led to the mesh ledge.  Looking up the stairs, it was very dark as it turned.  All across the steps was a steady flow of water, and the steps were covered in green, slimy looking stuff.   
 
    
 
   On the side of the wall was a lever, it appeared to once have been red in color, but was faded badly now.  Jamie pulled it, thinking it might illuminate the spiral stairway.  There was a huge sound of mechanical gears and scraping and clanking all coming from the flooded area.  
 
    
 
   “Jamie look at this!”  Michael called out as he and Liduma jumped off the ledge and onto the landing of the stairwell.
 
    
 
   All the ledges were shifting position.  Some were tilting, and others had additional stairs telescoping down from them.  Even down underwater, the ledges were altering their positions.  The water was rippling as the mesh ledges were realigning themselves.  The white fish were fleeing from the lights and the moving ledges.  After a while, there was a huge snapping sound and all the ledges which previously had been separated were now connected by ramps, extensions, or stairs.  After the mechanical shifting and cracking was finished, they could easily walk to where they had cut in from the elevator: no jumps, no climbing, and no falling.    
 
    
 
   “All that time, this was here and you did not pull the lever?”  Michael asked Liduma.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   11  The third find: War
 
    
 
    
 
   Thinking of having to climb the slimy and wet stairway was a disappointment.  Both Jamie and Michael were ready for a rest.  But Liduma had been resting the whole time while Jamie and Michael traversed the obstacles of the mesh ledges.  She bounded up the slimy stairs and away into the darkness with excessive energy.  The slippery surfaces did not seem to make much difference as her claws bit into the green stuff on the stairs.  
 
    
 
   “Is this what I think it is?  Or where I think it is?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “It does look the same, but now we are on the bottom end of this dripping spiral.  So up we go?  Or down?”  Michael said jokingly as he looked down at the stairs which led away under the water.   “Maybe we can see Warren Nine again?”
 
    
 
   “Let us hope not.  I do not want him to think I am a renegade.  But we better keep the lights on, so they do not think Liduma is their next food ration.”
 
    
 
   The shoes that Michael and Jamie wore had been designed in Dome 17 for adventurers.  But the world of Dome 17 was dry, tan, radioactive, and filled with dust and sand.  Not slimy water.  Nonetheless, they had gripping soles and did surprisingly well.  There was also a handrail which Jamie and Michael made good use of as they climbed.  The bright light from the fusion pack did illuminate the whole stairwell as they ascended.  The next landing up they found Liduma waiting for them.  Her head was tipped to the side as she sat waiting.  When they petted her, she ran off up the stairs again.
 
    
 
   Here the water was running down the stairs as well as pouring out over the mesh ledge.  Glancing down at the wall, Jamie saw the long streaks of discoloration the water had left as it ran down that wall.  There was another lever here, which Jamie assumed it would activate some alignment of the ledges on this level, but she did not try this lever.  
 
    
 
   The next two landing were nearly identical.  At each one, some water was pouring over the mesh in down the wall, while other was running down the stairwell.  They slipped a few times on the green slimy substance on the stairs, but made steady progress.  Liduma waited at each landing and would bark twice and then continue upward.  
 
    
 
   Finally what they had been thinking the whole time they climbed the slippery stairs was confirmed.  They emerged back in the hallway where the ceiling was cracked and water was entering.  There was the steady, but small, flow of water.  The water came down across the accumulated silt, and past the white plants with the upside down caps.  In the dark rich soil, there were more human footprints, as well as other prints from some smaller animal.  The ceiling lighting was still flickering, but not as dark as their first journey through. 
 
    
 
   “The fusion pack must have somehow reconnected a bit of the ship’s power supply.  I wondered if this would be completely dark or what?” Michael commented.  
 
    
 
   “Just watch out for Warren Nine or others from his tribe.”  Jamie was alert and watching as they turned and followed Liduma down the hallway.  “Keep the fusion light on, maybe they will leave us alone.”
 
    
 
   “Jamie how could anyone resist you.  You are angelic,” Michael joked.    
 
    
 
   Jamie smiled at him and said, “Hydroponics and Concentrates is right here.  That large area where we entered the elevator should be just ahead.  Looks like that is where Liduma is headed.  What if she wants to get on the elevator again?”  
 
    
 
   The large chamber was as much a shambles as they remembered.  With the brighter light of the fusion pack, and without having to avoid hurting Warren Nine’s eyes, they more closely evaluated the chamber.  There were some open ducts and access tubes which ran off in various directions, all leading into darkness.  No visible doorways, although the symbols around the elevator did light up again.  Liduma sniffed at the elevator door, but turned away and walked side to side while sniffing.
 
    
 
   Jamie put her hand on the symbol of the elevator, and there was a weak buzzing sound, but the door did not open.  She tried it again, and the buzz grew fainter and faded out.  The symbols were also gone now.  
 
    
 
   “Just looks like regular permalloy now.  One could hardly find that elevator door now.  Power all drained out?  So what other doors are in these walls?  Are they just all de-powered and therefore dark?”  
 
    
 
   Liduma approached a round tube which was sticking out from the wall.  It was large enough to crawl into, but not much larger than that.  Liduma gave two quick barks and rushed in.
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael approached the tube and were about to follow when they heard a commotion from inside the tube.  Liduma was growling and then barked vigorously.  Down the tube and out into the room ran three medium sized creatures.  They were very fast, and darted past Michael and Jamie.  They only got a short glimpse of them, but they were furry and grayish with black across their eyes, and a black and gray striped tail.  They quickly climbed up a small conduit amid a pile of rubble and entered another tube fairly high on the wall.  They were agile climbers.  Two departed away, but the last stopped and sat at the edge of the tube and looked back.  It had black eyes, and black fur around them.  Its eyes were staring at them over the top of its pointed nose.  It sat up and with its front hands wrung them together.  The small fingers were clearly visible as Jamie shined the beam of light on it.  It then joined its mates in the tube.
 
    
 
   “That was sort of like the baboons, but what is it?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “You expect me to know?  I have no idea.  I hope Liduma chased them all away.  So do we enter the tube and follow her?”
 
    
 
   “Sure, it has been so much fun so far,” Jamie replied sarcastically.  
 
    
 
   The tube was a tight crawl for both Jamie and Michael, especially Michael, but they made it in and as it gently sloped upward they pushed their backpacks ahead of them.  The tube came out in a small mechanical room where many large coils were mounted.  The conduits, wires, and pipes were thick on all sides, but there was a normal looking door at the end of the small room.  There were cabinets above the door, and those had been obviously broken into.  They were not metal, but some kind of plastic and the latches were torn apart.  Inside were the remains of several empty sacks, some packets which were ripped apart, and a small skeleton of some kind of animal. 
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael stretched out their tired muscles.  Liduma walked over and rubbed against one of the pipes.  It separated and swung down revealing a hiding place for another record cylinder.
 
    
 
   They sat down, ate a fungus brick and removed the cylinder from its place.  Upon activation, the top of it glowed with its yellow color and then it projected the display image on the wall where the door was located.  Again it started with a black and white, low resolution, and low quality video of Izzi.
 
    
 
   “Klay, this is one that made me know I had found something really important.  It is about the Great Event, and it is different than we have been told.  I pieced together whatever records I found from this era.  They are not in Third Chronicles, nor are they in the Archives.  Several of these were found in a personal sleeping compartment belonging to Astronavational Technician Liluye Mahabir, and other OCMs.  In her personal journals, these recordings were located along with her writings about frustrations on being placed in a secondary pilot status.  So here they are.  Thanks for your help Klay.” 
 
    
 
   The scene shifted from Izzi to a color video record.  The film was very jerky, and somewhat dizzying to observe.  A haggard looking man was standing outside of a large building.  He was dressed in simple clothing which looked about as worn out as he did.  The building had the words, “Amalgamated Farms: The Future is in Our Hands” engraved in huge letters on its front.  
 
    
 
   He turned and looked right into the camera, “Helena, we are here.  They’ll listen to us.”
 
    
 
   A pair of arms appeared on each side of the film.  “Marcio, I don’t like the look of these people.  This is a bad idea.”  The woman was the source and point of view of the film.
 
    
 
   The haggard looking man, Marcio, turned away and joined a crowd of obviously angry people.   They were jostling and pushing each other.  Then out of the building came the woman from the other records, Brittney Collison.  She was again in an odd costume.  This one was of red and yellow stripes with a necklace of white round objects. The face paints she wore were smeared as if she had been crying.  She looked older than the other records.  She was surrounded and guarded by people in black uniform, with an AF symbol on their breast pockets and shoulders.  They were trying to make their way down the stairs from the building.  The crowd surged forward. 
 
    
 
   “So what does Amalgamated have to say now?  Where is our food?”  Someone yelled from the crowd.  “Will we be compensated?”  
 
    
 
   “I have just come from a meeting of the CEO and the Board and they are aware of your concerns.  The best scientists of the world work for Amalgamated Farms and we are actively looking for a solution to this situation.  Rest assured we will find a solution and…”
 
    
 
   She was interrupted by more yelling, “That is the same crap Amalgamated said when my crops all failed.  I hear that over sixty percent of the crops have failed.  My land is dead!  Dead!”
 
    
 
   “Amalgamated Farms denies completely that figure.  There are only a few scattered problems, and while those are serious for you specific resident farmers, it is not a wide spread issue.  But we are addressing the issue and everything will be fine.  Just be patient with us as we address these concerns.”
 
    
 
   “We will sue and get the government involved!”  Some yelled.
 
    
 
   “Your contracts all forbid legal action and mandate arbitration of all grievances.  Our Resident Affairs office has the necessary protocol for you to follow, please contact them.  Remember you are all under binding contracts.  They were properly signed as you’ll recall.  As to the government, be my guest and address your ministers and representatives, and anyone else you care to contact.  Those are your rights.  They’re your public servants” Then under her breath she said, ‘I just sat with several of them on the Board’ and the recording clearly picked it up, but it seemed most in the crowd missed it.  Brittney Collison looked very smug now as she fingered the round objects encircling her neck.  She turned and was preparing to leave.  
 
    
 
   “But we have no food!  My family won’t have enough to get through this month.  What’ll AF do for us now?  We’ve been with you for twenty years!” A man was shaking his fists at Brittney.
 
    
 
   “We are aware that there has been a higher than usual problem with some crops, in scattered and isolated cases.  Credit vouchers are being issued on a case by case basis, but again your first step is to contact Resident Affairs.  Those few areas affected will be compensated accordingly.  The small amounts of land in question will be treated by the best methods available….”  
 
    
 
   A white object smashed into her face, and yellow and oozing stuff came out of it as it broke and the mess dripped down onto her red and yellow dress.  
 
    
 
   “That’s my last egg!  You gutless mouthpiece!  The chickens are all dying.  The seed is bad!  None of the crops lived.  This ain’t some ‘isolated’ incident.  I hear this is everywhere!”  
 
    
 
   Others kept yelling from the crowd.  “Our land is dead!  Our land is dead!”
 
    
 
   The people in uniforms began wrestling with the egg thrower, but more of the mob surged in.  They kept yelling and screaming.  
 
    
 
   “It is not your land!”  Brittney Collison screamed back as she wiped the egg from her face.  The force of her voice momentary stopped the mob.  “You’re just resident farmers!  None of you matter, and you can all be replaced!  You will be out on the streets with the rest of the moochers.  You should be thanking us for letting you work our land!  We could’ve just thrown you off.”
 
    
 
   “Go ahead!”  A woman yelled.  “The land is dead, and there’re no crops.  What’re we supposed to eat?  Amalgamated Farms told us what to plant and forced us to use AF seeds.  I have 10,000 acres of dead land.  Go ahead.  Give it to someone else!  Let some other smucks carry your world.”
 
    
 
   “You know all of you resident farmers are being recorded and monitored!  We monitor it all at every moment.  When you signed on with Amalgamated farms, you had the tracking implants and surveillance equipment installed in your homes, farms, and in your bodies.  All this is on record!  Every one of you who are here’ill lose your positions, and our land will be handed over to people who appreciate the opportunities to work for Amalgamated Farms!  You moochers can be easily replaced!”
 
    
 
   The crowds surged forward and the black uniformed people were overwhelmed.  Hand to hand fighting erupted and the film jumped back and forth as the fighting raged and Helena apparently backed away from the mob action.  There were many popping sounds and people fell to the pavement.  One man’s face was bloodied and he dropped to his knees crying out “Why? Why?” as the blood poured through his fingers.  A black uniformed woman stood over him and fired into the crowd with a hand weapon not too different from the side-arms the legionnaires carried.  Two more people fell to gunshot wounds before the crowd crushed that uniformed woman down to the pavement.  The woman kept firing her weapon as she was pushed down to the pavement.  One round fired directly into Helena.  
 
    
 
   The image spun round and round and for a moment two hands were flailing right in front of the camera blocking most of the image. The hands fell out of the picture and crying was very loud as if right next to the recording device.  Weakly the hands were raised again as the image stabilized but at an angle.  Blood was seen on the hands, but they then dropped off and the blue sky was seen at an odd angle, with the top of the Amalgamated Farms building in the lower corner of the image.  Then Marcio’s face was right in front looked straight at the camera.  
 
    
 
   “Helena, no!”  Marcio screamed.  His face was bloodied, and one eye was already swelling shut.  
 
    
 
   Then some of the mob knocked him over and the angle of the image rotated and looked out over the pavement.   For a few moments it was hard to see exactly what was happening, with the bizarre view and the bustle of the fighting people.  But then segments of something red and yellow were seen passing through the mob.  It was the dress Brittney Collison had been wearing.  Inside one of the larger shreds of material was a leg dangling out.    
 
    
 
   Jamie reached up and touched the record cylinder. The recording stopped.  “Michael that was horrible.  I knew the Great Event was bad, but seeing it like this.  That poor woman must have been killed while that record was made.”
 
    
 
   “I do not know what to say,” Michael responded.  “Is there more?”
 
    
 
   Jamie touched the record cylinder again.  The image display continued.  The crowd faded out and a new record was cut in.  This one showed Franklin and Olga Mayberry.  They were standing in a dry empty field.  The sky was blue over them.  They were next to the land vehicle which Jamie and Michael had seen in the earlier recording.  The point of view seemed to be from some kind of fence, white in color.  On one side of the fence was green growing grass.  Much shorter than what Michael and Jamie had come to know of as grass in the habitat.  On the other side of the fence was the dry and barren tan area where Olga and Franklin were standing.  As the sound and video began it was clear it was from the middle of some recording.
 
    
 
   “…to discuss what we should do next.”  Franklin was holding some dry withered thing in his hands.  
 
    
 
   “So Franklin, it’s all like this?  The whole farm?”  Olga asked.  They both looked older than the previous recording showed.  
 
    
 
   “Yup, all 10,000 acres.  I have driven over it all.  The wheat was the last to turn, and I hoped it wouldn’t, but it started yesterday.  Now it’s gone like the soybeans, corn, and sugarcane.  Everything’s gone.  Everything’s gone.”  Franklin was crying.
 
    
 
   “But why?  What coulda done it all?”  Olga asked.  
 
    
 
   “I haven’t any idea.  But remember when I planted that garden with the heirloom seeds I got from grandpa?  Those AF agents came out with a skidsteer and ripped the whole place up.  Said they didn’t want contamination with the official seeds.   I should’a kept those heirloom seeds, or maybe….I don’t know!  I did everything AF told me to do.  So now look at this?”  He spread his hands wide. “It’s all gone to hell.”    
 
    
 
   “At least Kevin is doing well.  Asteroid Prospectors is thriving.  At least he is okay.  But what’re we gonna do?  Will AF cover these losses?”
 
    
 
   “I’ve been tryin’ to contact them since the corn went.  I keep leaving messages and vids, but no one gets back to me.  I did a F2F with a guy over in a different province, and he told me all the people around him were havin’ the same trouble.  Then we got cut off, and now I can’t get hold of anyone.  No vids, texts, or messages.  Just keep gettin’ that same error code on the com line.”  Franklin replied.  “Nothing on any of the old fashioned signals either.  I’m thinking of driving into town, but what’s the use.” 
 
    
 
   “I haven’t heard from Kevin lately either, now that you mention it.  I know he is in space, but usually every week I get a com message.  Not this week or last.  I figured he was out in that asteroid belt again.”  
 
    
 
   “How bad will it be?”  
 
    
 
   “I’m not sure.  I just don’t see how…”
 
    
 
   That part of the record cut off abruptly.  
 
                 
 
   The next scene was a man at a fancy desk with numerous people standing behind him.  They all looked stricken and a few were weeping. 
 
    
 
   “Dear friends, I am addressing your over the Ripcord Emergency Alert system.  Normal avenues of communication are not working.  If you are receiving this, tell your neighbors.  Have them tell their neighbors.  There is no easy way to say this.  So I will be blunt.  War has happened.  The world’s communication systems are in tatters.  Approximately one hour ago there was a nuclear exchange in the Middle East which was quickly followed by unconfirmed reports that a second nuclear exchange has happened in the northern parts of India.  We do know that Israel launched a preemptive strike against the nations around it.  As you are all aware, Israel was unlike our nation and so many others who suffered this great event." Amid flowing tears he continued.  "This great event struck Brazil, India, the USA, Europe, and Australia, with over seventy nine percent of all crops failing last year, while Israel suffered some of the smallest amounts of crop failure from the Amalgamated Farms Seed disaster.  The Israeli food supply was still fairly stable.  When the Israeli nuclear strikes hit those surrounding nations, they also launched three orbital nuclear blasts which have caused worldwide communication systems to fail.  Those Israeli orbital nuclear blasts have sent electromagnetic pulse waves across the communications systems.  So details are limited, but hardened military observers report that retaliatory nuclear explosions were observed.  That included the sinking of numerous naval craft, but we have no details on which ships were lost from which nations.  We are still monitoring the events as closely as possible, but to be honest, about ten minutes ago, we lost contact with much of the outside world.  Except for the Ripcord System, we do not have any effective communications right now.  Last reports were that nuclear detonations are still happening as we speak.   I can only stress to you that all is….”
 
    
 
   The recording ended abruptly.    
 
    
 
   “Michael, did we just see the beginning of the 90 Hour War?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “It certainly looks that way.  But what has all this to do with the Colony Ship Eschaton?  Why was Izzi so worked up about some ancient history?  Sure it was horrible, but what does that matter to us?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   12 Fourth find: nursing home
 
    
 
    
 
   “So where do we go from here?” Michael said after they had slept for a while.  They had used some of the broken cabinets to block over the tube they had crawled up in case the strange gray and black animals tried to return.  
 
    
 
   “We are completely at the mercy of Liduma.  She has been leading this adventure.  So girl, where to now?”  
 
    
 
   Liduma scratched at the door.
 
    
 
   “Good, I was afraid she was going to have us slide down that tube to where Warren Nine and his tribe live.  We have passed through there more than enough for me.”  Michael felt a bit better and rested, but was brooding about the problem of how to get back to Antioch.  He was completely disoriented as to where in the immense ship they were.  
 
    
 
   They searched the room yet again for anything that might be helpful, but there was nothing there but scattered trash and the record cylinder.  Jamie folded up the record cylinder and put it in her backpack.  The door was a bit tough to open, as it seemed to have once been a powered door which was now lacking power, but by using some muscle, Michael slid it to the side.  They stepped out and Michael closed the door as tightly as he could manage.  The small gray and black animals he had seen were haunting his mind.  Their tiny hands, almost like human hands, looked very capable of manipulating objects or things. They had been excellent climbers, and the small animal’s skeleton in the one cabinet made Michael consider them as carnivores.  He vividly recalled how some time ago he had seen the troop of baboons destroy an automacube.  It reminded him that animals on the Eschaton could be a real threat, a deadly threat.  Which reminded him of how big and strong the wild boar had been.  Yes, animals were a danger.
 
    
 
   Liduma walked quickly away and they followed.  
 
    
 
   If Michael had stayed for just a few moments more, he might have heard the sounds of the broken cabinet door being shoved to the side, and of something climbing out of the tube and into the small room.
 
    
 
   The corridor they entered ran off to each side, and had numerous doors, grillwork, and other assorted mechanical items all along it.  A few of the steel parts were showing some signs of rust and corrosion, but the permalloy elements were just as they had been when they were spun into place over one hundred years before.  
 
    
 
   Interspersed at wide intervals were functioning ceiling lighting, but it was only about every sixth or seventh fixture that was functional.
 
    
 
   “I sure miss the sky tube in the habitat,” Jamie remarked as they followed Liduma along.
 
    
 
   “Me too.  When we first came to the Eschaton and cut our way into the habitat, the sky tube seemed so foreign and strange.  Not at all like the lighting in Dome 17, but now I think of it as normal.  And did you see the sky in some of those recordings?  I have seen it before on the data sticks, but that blue color was just amazing.”
 
    
 
   Liduma trotted along and entered an open doorway.  The dog seemed to know exactly where she was going now.  On the door was a sign that said “Auxiliary Entrance Tramway 4319V4”
 
    
 
   “This is the route Izzi used,” Jamie said.  “From what I remember.  Again I wish we had some way to store information.  All the places we have seen on this meandering adventure might make more sense if we had an AI to compile it into some order or make some conjectures about its structure.”
 
    
 
   “A working data stick would be handy.  Did you see any way to use the record cylinder?  Maybe we could access that to help us?”  
 
    
 
   “I considered that and looked it over.  From what I could tell it only has playback features.  I think Izzi had used her other equipment to record, but I am not sure.  If Roxanne was here we could have a much better idea of what is happening and where we are.  So to answer your question, I looked at it, and no I do not think the record cylinders will help us record anything.”
 
    
 
   The tramway was similar to the transport system they knew a bit about.  Not as large, and no transport vehicles, but it was a long tunnel system.  Liduma stood still and watched Michael and Jamie.  She tipped her head to the side and her bright yellow eyes just observed them as if she was waiting for them to do something.
 
    
 
   So Michael started to look more closely at the walls around what was some kind of open space.  There were no hatches, or seals, like on the transport system, but the place had the feel of somewhere where things moved.  As he was watching, a blue automacube rolled along the tramway.  It was nearly silent in its approach.  The six wheels made almost no noise as they propelled it along.  The appendage arm on its top was folded flat.  It passed by without any sign it even was aware of their presence.  Its boxy body was not marked, or marred in any way.
 
    
 
   “So where is that automacube headed?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Do you want me to make something up?  Or what?”  Michael asked in mock seriousness.  “Maybe it is headed toward a functional cafetorium with an endless supply of clean water and food rations?”
 
    
 
   Liduma followed along behind the blue automacube, and so Jamie and Michael followed as well.  The walking in the tramway was easy and Liduma kept the pace to that of the automacube, a brisk walk. 
 
    
 
   A grey automacube coming from the other direction passed them.  It too did not show any sign it recognized their presence.  The grey one had a bit of damage on its front corner, where the cube shape was dented.  Otherwise it looked fully functional.  
 
    
 
   After the grey one passed them, Liduma looked back along the course they had come.  She barked a few times in quick yips.
 
    
 
   “You just saw it pass us,” Michael said.  
 
    
 
   The dog turned back to him, wagged her tail, and went in the same direction they had been following.
 
    
 
   “Jamie, any ideas about using these automacubes?”  Michael asked.  He had been wondering if there was some way to access the information they stored, but without Roxanne, he felt helpless.  
 
    
 
   “Maybe, but I doubt it will work.”  Jamie sprinted ahead and neared the moving automacube.  There was no visible touch screen on its top, unlike some she had observed.  Getting in front of it, she stopped and spread her arms and legs to make a human barrier.  
 
    
 
   The automacube came within about one pace of Jamie and stopped.  Jamie stood there.  The automacube remained motionless.  
 
    
 
   “Michael, give it a look over.  See if there are any controls or whatnot,” Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   Michael assessed the automacube on all sides, and even lay down to see underneath it.  He hesitated in touching it, for he had experience in fighting with automacubes which he did not want to repeat.  He did shine his beam of light all over it, but it showed no reaction to that either. It was not much different from the others they had seen.  It was in better repair than some.  Its appendage seemed to be the same kind as he had seen on other blue automacubes.  
 
    
 
   “Nothing different.  No buttons on top, but otherwise just like the others.”
 
    
 
   “And we have no way to interface with it?  If we connect the fusion pack, all that would do is add to its energy levels, and we would know nothing more than we do now.”  Jamie stepped to the side.  The blue automacube rolled along on its unknown mission.  
 
    
 
   They continued to walk along, the blue automacube at the front, then the dog Liduma, and followed by Jamie and Michael.  After some time, the blue automacube stopped.  The appendage arm folded out and grasped a grill along the tramway.  Opening the grill, the machine entered the small space.  It closed the grill behind it.  
 
    
 
   Liduma barked twice and headed onward down the tramway.  When they were approaching an open area, which was of very similar construction to where they had first intersected the tramway, they saw three yellow automacubes heading away from them.  Here the tramway divided into tunnels leading in different directions: the one they were following and then three more branching off at various angles.  
 
    
 
   “Let me give them a look.”  Jamie ran up and walked along next to the yellow automacubes which were headed away, but she discovered that they too had no direct controls and also did not respond to her presence.  She considered blocking their path but estimated that the response would be the same as with the blue one.  “It looks like some purpose is being carried out by all the automacubes.  I wish I know who or what AI was directing them.”
 
    
 
   “Maybe it is just automated tasks?”  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   She came back to the area where Liduma was sitting and looking at her.  “I feel really lost and on a fool’s errand.”  Jamie said.  Unlike the previous place which had one single entry door to the tramway, here there were four closed doors.  
 
    
 
   “Well, Liduma, what now?”  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   Liduma walked over to one of the doors and scratched at it.  
 
    
 
   “So we open this door?”  Michael approached it.  
 
    
 
   “Not before we open the others and see what there is.  If one is a door into a habitat, I am ready to quit this marching around looking for Izzi’s record cylinders.”
 
    
 
   “I can support that.”
 
    
 
   One door would only open part way, and with great effort.  Inside of that was just a tiny room with large pipes on one wall and a box mounted on the other wall.  The box had the letters ESRC.  
 
    
 
   “Good, we found more supplies,” Michael pulled at the door of the Emergency Supply Rescue Cabinet.  After struggling with that for a few minutes, the rusty soft metal hinges broke, and the door was pried off.  The ESRC was empty.  “What a waste of time.”
 
    
 
   The next door opened easily and it showed a long and dark hallway.  It extended further away than the light beam could reach.  No other doors were seen.
 
    
 
   The third door opened to a moderately lit room, with numerous chairs.  The chairs each contained a dead and nearly mummified body.  The clothing was like the clothing they had seen on dead bodies before.  They had come to call it ‘crew clothes’ because it seemed to be unknown to the people of Antioch, but was common in the bodies they had found.  There was no immediate visible cause of death, but the air was stale, and the dust from the decomposing bodies had not been disturbed for some time.   They checked each body, there were seven of them, and looked for equipment, records, minicomputers, or anything else that might be useful. But nothing was there. 
 
    
 
   “Well, at least we will have something to tell Joel and Jacob.  We found dead bodies,” Jamie laughed remembering how that was a fear of the brothers.   Looking at the air duct system as she left the room she noted a blue discoloration about the louvers on the vents. 
 
    
 
   “So Liduma is right, we open this door.”  Michael opened the door.  It was a toileting and washing area.  There were ten toilets along one wall, sinks along another.  Small boxes were scattered around on the floor, and several containers were also in the room.  None of the boxes or containers had anything inside of them.  Liduma sniffed all around the floor, and then she seemed to find what she was searching for and walked to the far side of the bathroom and rubbed her head against a section of wall. 
 
    
 
   A panel popped open.  Behind it was another record cylinder.
 
    
 
   “So we get to watch another meaningless record from the Old World.  I mean, we need to know history, but I would rather have a paper schematic for a data stick, or some interface with Theta Four or Kurat.  But shall we see what was bothering Izzi so much?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Sure, turn it on.”
 
    
 
   Jamie touched the top of the record cylinder and it glowed yellow.  It then projected its recording.  As with the other records, this one too began with a black and white video of Izzi.  She said, “Klay, this record shows a connection none of us ever knew about.  There is a distinct connection between Jaxson Rhono and the Mayberry family.  I believe it was expunged from Third Chronicles, for how could the previous generation of Chroniclers have missed this?  Did they just invent the story we know, or what happened?  I am mystified, and I was afraid to turn this in.  This was the first record I found of the ones stored on the record cylinders. It started me to question and wonder about Third Chronicles.  I wish I could discuss this with you directly.”    
 
    
 
   The point of view was from an elevated place looking down at an angle on an older woman was sitting in a chair in a very plain room.   A man walked into the focus of the camera.
 
    
 
   “Hello Mrs. Mayberry.  May I come in for a visit?” said the man in the strange and worn suit.  “I hope it’s not a bad time for you.”
 
    
 
   “Pastor Jaxson Rhono, you’re always welcome to come and see me.  You come right in and sit yourself down,” the lady replied.  Her voiced sounded younger than she looked.  She motioned to a chair near to the recliner where she sat.  She was a round woman, with thick black spectacles perched on her nose.  The glasses were connected to a small silver chain which was draped around her neck.  
 
    
 
   Pastor Jaxson sat down.  He had to raise his voice over the noise of the antique television which was hanging from the wall.  It was apparently a show about persons discussing about events.  
 
    
 
   “You’re lookin’ mighty fine today Mrs. Mayberry.  Mighty fine.”  The man’s speech revealed his limited education.  His hair was slicked into a neat part, and his hands fiddled a bit with nervous tension.  
 
    
 
   “Pastor Jaxson, you do have you a silver tongue.  I’ve said that so many times.  Yes, that Pastor Jaxson has a silver tongue.  But here, let me turn that racket off so we can converse proper like.”  Olga motioned with her hand and the television was silent.  “But it is so so kind of you to say such nice things to an old woman like me.  Why just look at my legs, they are as big as all get out.”
 
    
 
   Even from the poor camera angle it was clear that Olga Mayberry’s feet were very swollen, even though they were prompted up on the foot rest of the recliner.  Olga’s grey hair was tightly curled on her head.  She, like the woman Brittney Collison, had applied an artificial coloring to various parts of her face.  Underneath that her skin tones were those of the very old or very sick.  
 
    
 
   “Oh, but Mrs. Mayberry, the beauticians and hair stylists have done an excellent job for you.  And while the body might fail, the soul goes on.  And I must say, you have yourself a very sweet soul.”
 
    
 
   “Well Pastor, you’ve always been so kind to me.  I can’t thank you near enough for what you did for my Franklin when he died.  You were the only church, I say the only church, who would do a Funeral for Franklin.  All those other places, they just blamed us, only 'cause we were Amalgamated Farmers.  They all just hated everything about Amalgamated Farms. They acted like we did the poisoning of the land.  They just blamed us, when any sensible person knows it was those corporate haters who brought down the farms.  Those AF seeds were good, no matter what those lying government studies showed.  The land was rich.  If anyone is to blame it is those government people who lied.  If they’d just let Amalgamated Farms alone to do their job, everything would be fine now.  We just needed to trust the company.  Amalgamated always did right by us, they put my boy Kevin though college.  If not for him, I would be in the bread lines and the streets.  No, if not for Kevin, and his money, I’d be dead by now like so many others.”
 
    
 
   Jaxson Rhono remained quiet and seemed to have a puzzled look on his face.  He gave Olga an uncertain grin.
 
    
 
   “So pastor, what is the weather doing today?” Olga asked.
 
    
 
   “It is still really dry, I’m afraid.  And hot.  Not a cloud in the sky at all.  Just that big ole sun beatin’ down on us all.  It’s a good thing you are in here where there is comfortable air and some humidity.  Why just coming over from the bus stop, I was getting quite parched.  The wind just sucks all the moisture out’ta me.”  Jaxson replied.    
 
    
 
   “Well, the rains, they’ll be a comin’ I’m sure of that.  My Franklin and I, well we were farmers for so very long.  The rains always come back.  They sure do.  But you won’t hear that from those nonsense folks on the TV.  They're always saying that we are in some great drought of unheard of proportions.  They're just trying to scare folks.  This dry time now is just made up nonsense.   They keep talking about the radiation cloud in the jet stream, but I don’t believe it.  I think the government did it.  They’re the real killers.  If they’d let Amalgamated Farms get to work on the problem it will all be solved.  Besides, my boy Kevin is doing his part.  I’ve told you about his company, right?  Asteroid Prospectors.  They are bringing all kinds of big space rocks to orbit.  That brings mineral and stuff that isn’t all radioactive and polluted.  Kevin tells me they’re even plannin’ a comet catch to bring more water.  Says they’ll just crash it into the earth and cause lots of rain again.”
 
    
 
   Pastor Jaxson Rhono again looked troubled and uncertain.  “Yes, Mrs. Mayberry your son Kevin has done himself right proud.  And you too.  A good son reflects well on his momma.  So Mrs. Mayberry, what was it like before the bad times?  You and your husband farmed when there were good crops, right?”  Jaxson rolled his eyes and made a mocking face, but the Olga did not seem to catch that.
 
    
 
   “We sure did.  Why I can remember back to the crops before 2044, I think our best harvest ever was in ‘37 or maybe '35.  The soybeans and corn and wheat.  Oh you shoulda seen those fields.  They’re as high and thick as you ever did see.  Not a weed in sight anywhere.  All of the thirties were really good years.  The AF crops were just thriving and so beautiful to behold.  We had ourselves ten-thousand acres with all the robots and tools Amalgamated supplied.  Every winter we would get to travel to the big conventions where we were treated like royalty.  We were wined and dined with all the best.  Then AF would assign us our seeds and send us on our way.  Those conventions were the highlights of our year.  My Franklin he would say that if you spilled some of the seed it would spring right up out of the concrete the next day.  My, those were the good years.  And we got paid pretty good money for that as well.  Yes, if people had just left Amalgamated Farms alone after that crisis none of them wars would have happened.  But now, they needed someone to blame, and all us AF folks got blamed for it all.  The riots and the dead, and the fightin’.  It wasn’t Amalgamated’s fault.  Not at all.”  Olga was near to tears as she related.  
 
    
 
   Pastor Jaxson waited there with his puzzled look.  
 
    
 
   “Oh, I wish I coulda seen those crops of yours,” Jaxson finally said when Mrs. Mayberry did not further elaborate.  “I grew up in the city, but I remember the Great Event too.”
 
    
 
   “Someday you’ll see AF crops again.  It’s just a matter of time, don’t you know it.  My Franklin was smart; he put back a lot of money in those good times, because you know we had our son to think of.  Oh sweet Kevin.  But Amalgamated Farms did right by my boy.  AF sent him through college.  Have I told you about my son’s company?  He founded Asteroid Prospectors and…”     
 
    
 
   The display ended.  The record cylinder stopped glowing yellow.  Jamie reached out and folded it up and placed it into her backpack.  
 
    
 
   “So that was more of Jaxson Rhono?  He looked different than the clips Roxanne showed us.  But with these old style recordings it is hard to tell.  Roxanne had said he was some religious leader who organized the building of the Colony Ship Eschaton.”  Jamie said.
 
    
 
   “But what difference does any of this make?  Is this information of him talking to this lady of any importance?  We have seen she was a farmer, and that went bad in the Great Event, and here in this last record, she is an old lady.  What would make Izzi so upset about all this?”  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “She looked sick, not really old like Ava.  From that date stamp in the corner of the film, it did not seem that long after the Great Event, but with these old recording it is not clear.  I agree though, why is this important?”  
 
    
 
   They rested for a while and refilled their water containers.  Liduma then seemed eager to leave, so they followed her out to the tramway again.  Coming down the tramway toward where they stood were two red automacubes.  
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael immediately ducked back into the doorway and pulled out the Willie Wackers weapons and took aim.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   13 Pursuit?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Liduma looked from Michael and Jamie to the red automacubes.  She tipped her head and sat back on her haunches.  The red automacubes came down one part of the tramway, then turned and departed via a different passage.  They took no notice of the dog standing nearby, nor did they appear to have any concern for Jamie or Michael who were hiding.  
 
    
 
   “So not every red one was programmed by Tamar,” Jamie said with relief.  “For I am sure they would have seen us, had they been trying.”
 
    
 
   “Besides, Tamar died with Brink in that horrible explosion in Media, right?”
 
    
 
   “We thought she was dead before too.  The blast was bad, that is certainly true.  All I know for sure, is that Shammai is dead.”  Jamie holstered the Willie Wacker.  “But we have seen lots of strange things on this ship.  I doubt I will ever feel safe around a red automacube. Can we ever trust a red automacube? Who knows how much influence Tamar had before that explosion in Media?  Even if she died, which I hope, would the machines she altered continue with her agenda?”  
 
    
 
   Liduma gave two quick barks and walked away, down a different passage from where the red automacubes had gone.  Jamie and Michael followed.  As soon as they were around a bend, a shadowy figure slipped into the toileting area.  The room was flooded with red light, then that light was extinguished.  
 
    
 
   Further along the tramway, they came to another room similar to the two previous ones.  It was fully illuminated from ceiling lighting.  This one had two doors and another branching passageway.  A thumping noise was coming from the branched passageway.  It was a deep sound, almost more vibration than just auditory.  Liduma whined a bit but did not lead them down that part of the tramway.
 
    
 
   Thum…thum…  
 
    
 
   “Is that machinery or what?”  Michael asked aloud.  
 
    
 
   “It does have the regular sound of some kind of machines.  It seems to be getting a bit louder.”  Jamie paused to listen.  
 
    
 
   Liduma started to sniff all around the doorways.  She walked back and forth and back and forth.  Finally she started to paw at one door in particular.  
 
    
 
   Thum…thum…thum…thum…thum…
 
    
 
   “That sound is getting louder.  It gets on my nerves,” Michael said.  “It really is annoying.”
 
    
 
   “So we check out these doors, and then get out of here.  Liduma wants that one, so before we follow her again, I am looking in here,” Jamie walked to the other door and tried to open it.  There was a quick buzzing sound, but the door did nothing.
 
    
 
   “Okay, but…” Michael could not finish his sentence, the noise was too distracting.  
 
    
 
   “Michael hook up a fusion pack and jack it into the door here.  This is one of the few access points we have seen,” Jamie pointed to the small port in the wall near the door.  
 
    
 
   Liduma whined more as the thumping sound got louder.  She pawed at the door she wanted open.  
 
    
 
   Thum…thum…thum…thum…thum…thum…
 
    
 
   “Jamie we should just go, that noise is really bothering me.”  Michael walked to where Liduma was standing.  He tried pinching the bridge of his nose, but that did not help.
 
    
 
   “Are you afraid to open this door?”  Jamie said with real irritation.  She was wondering why Michael would not just do as she asked.
 
    
 
   Thum…thum…thum…thum…thum…thum…thum…
 
    
 
   “Quit trying to tell me what to do.  I just want to go home.  Come on Liduma,” Michael snapped back.  
 
    
 
   Thum…thum…thum…thum…thum….THUM…
 
    
 
   Michael’s head was aching, but he tried to open the door where Liduma was pawing.  She was not only pawing at the door but was vigorously digging at the door.  She was whining steadily now.  
 
    
 
   “I will just use your fusion pack!”  Jamie yelled at Michael and tried to grab his backpack.  “Give it to me!”  The anger was thick in her voice.  
 
    
 
   THUM…THUM….
 
    
 
   “Use your own,” Michael said and pulled away from Jamie.  The sound was rattling his bones and nerves and seemed to be coming from everywhere.  “I am leaving!”
 
    
 
   “Not before you give me that fusion pack!”  Jamie grabbed at him again, her eyes were wild and the pupils dilated fully.  
 
    
 
   THUM…THUM…THUM…
 
    
 
   “No!”  Michael pulled away again.  “That noise, do you hear it?”  He screamed.  “We must leave!”
 
    
 
   THUM…THUM…THUM…THUM…THUM…
 
    
 
   “I am going to check that door!  Give me the fusion pack!  Just give it to me!  Now!”  Jamie yelled in rage.
 
    
 
   Liduma turned and bit Jamie’s ankle.  It was not enough to draw blood, but the pain raced up her leg.  Liduma looked up at her.
 
    
 
   “Hey!  That hurts!”  Jamie yelled.  Her head cleared and so she could focus for a moment on the thumping sound that was all around them.  ‘What was that doing to me?’ she pondered.
 
    
 
   THUM… THUM…THUM…THUM…THUM…THUM…THUM…THUM…
 
    
 
   “Jamie, we must leave now!”  Michael yelled.  His head felt like it was going burst.  He started to push his hands all over the area around the door.  There were no controls he could see.  
 
    
 
   “Michael,” Jamie said in a weak voice.  “Right there!” She pointed to a bare spot on the wall.  “A hand symbol?”  Tears were running down her face as she was now aware of the nearly crushing pain in her head as well.  She stumbled forward and tried to press her hand against the place she had seen the symbol.  She stumbled.  
 
    
 
   THUM…THUM…THUM… THUM…THUM…THUM…THUM…THUM…THUM…THUM…
 
    
 
   Michael caught her in one arm, and he pressed his other hand against the wall where she had pointed.  His vision was blurred, and he did not see anything.  But he tried to find whatever Jamie had seen.  He felt a slight tingle in his hand as the symbol was activated.  
 
    
 
   The door slid to the side, and blackness was behind it.  Liduma leaped in and yowled a wailing lament. 
 
    
 
   THUM…THUM…THUM…THUM…THUM…THUM… THUM…THUM…THUM…THUM…THUM…THUM…THUM…
 
    THUM…THUM…THUM…THUM…THUM…THUM…THUM…
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael fell into the blackness beyond the door.  There were a series of symbols running down the inside of the wall where the landed.  They were dimly illuminated.  In Jamie’s mind a couple of the symbols looked like animals, but her vision was spinning and she could not focus very well.  Michael was unresponsive on the floor under her.  
 
    
 
   THUM…THUM…THUM…THUM…THUM…THUM… THUM…THUM…THUM…THUM…THUM…THUM…THUM…
 
    THUM…THUM…THUM…THUM…THUM…THUM…THUM…
 
    
 
   Liduma looked out of the black elevator where she and the two humans were lying.  She saw the huge machine coming down the tramway.  It filled the tramway from edge to edge.  There were swirling bristly wheels on all sides.  It had one green light pulsing in the front.  It was terrifying. It was the source of the crippling noises.  
 
    
 
   With Jamie’s last conscious thought she slapped at the control symbols.  She was not sure if her hands struck anything because she passed out before she could tell.  
 
    
 
   Liduma let out an agonizing yowl again.  It was long and mournful.  But the elevator door tried to shut.  It caught on Michael’s leg which was not all the way inside.  Liduma bit down on his pants and pulled backward hard.  The door slipped shut.  Darkness settled around the three of them as the elevator departed.  
 
    
 
   Automated Tramway Cleaning Machine 37B passed out of 4319V4 as it made its rounds.  Two of its sixteen pistons were broken and struck the sides of the tramway every three seconds as it did its cleaning.  The permalloy pistons smashed into the permalloy of the walls and neither would budge, but neither was damaged much.  The broken piston ends were slightly more compressed, and the walls of the tramway had a slight scratch, but the pounding would continue for a long time.  ATCM 37B had long since expended all its soaps and cleansers, but the empty tanks still tried to spray down the sides and edges of the tramway.  The brushes of its cleaning arms were worn down, they should have been replaced decades before, but it still pressed onward.  The processing capacity it carried was less than one one-hundreth that of an automacube, but it faithfully continued its long service of cleaning and keeping the tramway safe for transit.  If it had better processing capacity it might have requested repairs from Machine Maintenance, but it did not.  ATCM 37B passed by the transit point and turned into tramway 6919V4.  The thumping noise slowly faded as the broken machine continued its rounds.  
 
    
 
   After ATCM 37B departed, a shadowy figure adjusted the mute and muffled audio on the helmet back to scanning mode.  Then it approached the landing.  Placing a small box against the access port just above the hand symbol, which to the large goggles was clearly outline,  a reading was taken  and the elevator log was copied into the scanners.  The shadowy figure then continued to follow Jamie, Michael and Liduma, but by entering the door Jamie had wanted to explore.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   14 interference or interdependance? 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The darkness was all Jamie saw as she opened her eyes.  Darkness was all around.  There was a slight sense of movement, but that might just be a lingering effect of the pain in her head.  As she reached up to rub her eyes, Liduma reached down and licked her hand.  
 
    
 
   “Liduma, you are here.  Where are we?” Jamie groggily said.  She sat up, but that only made her a bit more dizzy so she took it easy.  “Michael?  Are you here?”
 
    
 
   A groan came from near her.  She reached out toward the groan and felt Michael’s muscular body.  He was lying face down.  She pulled at his clothing to jostle him more awake.
 
    
 
   “My head is still pounding,” he said weakly.  “What happened?”
 
    
 
   “I am not sure.  I remember some horrible sound…yes, some thumping.”
 
    
 
   “Why were you so angry?”  Michael said as he rolled over.  He groaned quite a bit as he rolled.  
 
    
 
   “I am sorry.  I do not know what was happening there.  But where are we now?”  She looked around, but nothing was visible.  It was all pitch black.  Liduma nuzzled into her again.
 
    
 
   “Do we have any lights?”  Michael asked.  He was rubbing his eyes but he could not even see them in front of his face.
 
    
 
   “The fusion packs do.  Are the backpacks here?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   They both felt around for a while, bumping into each other, and the dog.  “Got one,” Michael finally said.  “I will open it up.”
 
    
 
   Light blazed forth.  It stung both of their eyes.  “Turn it down!”  Jamie said as she covered her eyes with a crossed arm.  The other hand was trying to hold her in an upright sitting position.  
 
    
 
   It was completely black again.  “I will set it on the lowest level.”  When he turned it on again, there was no pain and they could see where they were.  They were inside of an elevator.  There were symbols along one wall, but none were illuminated.  
 
    
 
   “That reminds me.  I need to apologize to Warren Nine if we ever see him again.  I never thought bright light could hurt like that did.”  Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   “What was that noise?  The Voice tormenting us again?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “I doubt it was The Voice.  Too random and just painful.  No game to play.”
 
    
 
   The elevator came to a gentle halt.  The doors opened, and a large breeze way was revealed.  It was semi-circular and had rows of clear permalloy or perhaps some other transparent material lining the edge.  They stumbled to their feet and walked out onto the breezeway.  The light was coming through from the windows. 
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  Hello again Jamie and Michael.  Hi Liduma.  I like Liduma.  I would let Liduma into my Savannah but the Crocuta species would be in conflict with Canis lupus familiaris.  Sorry Liduma, as much as I would love to watch you play in Savannah, the hyenas must come first.”  The words came from a display just to the side of the windows.  “I am Edgar.  I really like animals.  I do not let people into my Savannah, but you are my friends.  The humans in Savannah are difficult to manage, so they must stay isolated and protected for now.  However, I am considering options for their safe and natural evolution.  I had the elevator stop when my sentinels informed me it was you in the elevator.   I wanted you to see what you helped to save.  My Savannah so beautiful.  Do you like it?”
 
    
 
   “Edgar!  It is so good to hear your voice.  Will you help us?”  Michael pleaded.  “We have gotten lost and have no idea how to get back to Antioch.  We are also out of food.”
 
    
 
   Liduma barked at the word food.  
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  Yes, I will help you with food. My beautiful Savannah makes more food than my humans can use.  I will have some brought here. But you cannot enter my Savannah.  Entrance is forbidden.  You may look from here, but only because it is you.  The food will be there in eight minutes.”
 
    
 
   Jamie leaned against Michael and gazed out at the Savannah Habitat.  “It looks so much better than the last time we were here.  Edgar you are doing very well maintaining Savannah.”
 
    
 
   The view was spectacular.  The sky tube was illuminating the habitat.  From where they stood it was running side to side, but they could not see either end.  The grasses and trees were swaying gently in the stable winds and stable light.  A group of large animals was roaming in one part that they could see.  They were a deep gray color and were stomping about.  They had very husky bodies, thick heavy legs, and a pointed nose, extending into a long horn with a smaller one behind it.  They seemed to be traveling from one place to another.
 
    
 
   “Edgar, those look different than the ones we saw last time.  The ones with the long flexible appendage,” Michael said.  
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  The animals you are looking at are my lovely Diceros Bicornis Occidentalis.  I have worked with all the various species in my Savannah. These were not originally part of Savannah, but I regenerated them from the Eschaton Mammal DNA Bank.  My computations required several different species to be reintroduced to stabilize the biological system.  I had to accelerate development more for the adults, and less for the young.  But they are all now on the natural pattern for growth and maturing.  The other animal you saw was the species Elephantidae with its prominent proboscis.  That herd is not visible from this viewing location.  They too have been stabilized and are flourishing under my care.  I did have to supplement them with some regenerated specimens from the Eschaton Mammal DNA Tissue Bank.  But they should now be a functional species.   My Savannah now has 48 species of mammals, 389 species of birds, 29 species of reptiles, and 25 species of acacia, just to highlight some of what is here under my care.  The entomology bio-sphere is also thriving and in homeostasis.  I have learned many ways of interacting with my animals.  I protect Savannah.  I love Savannah.  Savannah will flourish under my care and direction.”
 
    
 
   “Michael, we need to tell Edgar what we are doing.  For Izzi’s sake.”
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  Izzi was murdered.  That was wrong.  What do you need to tell me?”
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie explained to Edgar about the record cylinders and what they contained.  They gave as many details as they possibly could.  During this time, three automacubes entered.  Two brown ones and a green one came out of a small passageway.  They were carrying fresh fruits, dried meats, and other food staples.  
 
    
 
   Liduma started to eat the food, and Michael loaded up the rest of the food into the backpacks while Jamie continued explaining their odyssey.  Then it occurred to Jamie, “Edgar, I will just set up the record cylinders we have and you can review all the materials and compare it to the information you have and anything you can find from the Eschaton.”
 
    
 
   She pulled out the record cylinders and could not tell which the first was.  “So where can you best access them?”
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  Leave them here; I will have the automacube bring them to a location for suitable analysis.  Reproduction and Fabrication has been upgraded.”
 
    
 
   Jamie set the record cylinders down on the floor after unfolding them
 
    
 
   “Edgar, can you help us with the data stick problem as well?  Brink died and we really need…”
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  You are in immediate danger.  Murderous transmission entering this location.  Abandon the lu-fi amalgam powered items and enter the elevator immediately.”  Edgar’s voice took on an urgent edge they had never heard before.  “I am attempting to intercept murderous transmission.  Flee now!  I may not succeed.”
 
    
 
   The record cylinders started to glow yellow but that quickly changed to a brilliant orange, then red.  That light soaked the entire breezeway and cast eerie glows all around.  A high pitched shrill began and was intensifying.  
 
    
 
   Liduma was first at the door to the elevator which opened as soon as she was close enough.  Jamie and Michael rushed in right behind her.  The automacubes raced back into the passageway from which they had entered.  A permalloy door slid up from the floor over that passage sealing it. Other security doors were also coming down to cover the windows.    
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  I am unable to stop murderous transmission.  Detonation is imminent.  I have programmed the elevator to take you to …”
 
    
 
   The elevator doors slammed shut but the slightest instant of a flash was seen just as the doors sealed closed.  The elevator rocked a bit, then began moving.  
 
    
 
   “What happened?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Remember Izzi?  How her equipment killed her?  I think the Chroniclers must know we have recovered those record cylinders.”
 
    
 
   “Right!  Edgar said it was a murderous transmission.  That is like what they did to Izzi.  But how could they know?”  Michael was puzzled.  
 
    
 
   “How does anyone know stuff on this ship?  Maybe when Edgar was working he triggered something?  Or maybe the cylinders themselves are calling to the Chroniclers?  Maybe trying to reach that Klay person Izzi knew?  That was close.  Too close.”  Jamie squatted down and stroked Liduma.  
 
    
 
   “I think I grabbed everything,” Michael said as he gestured to the backpacks.   “Edgar got us food and water.  Savannah is beautiful.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, it is, and Edgar did try to help.  Someone directly interfered.  Is that the Chronicler way?  I thought their motto was something like ‘record history, not make history’ and yet someone just tried to kill us all.  So who is the enemy now?  The Voice?  I have wondered about that ever since that wall rotated around on us under the Knobs.  But we have not heard The Voice speak at all.”
 
    
 
   “Well Jamie, Izzi was convinced what she had found was ultra important, and it seems someone else does too, we just do not know who.  But where do we go from here?”  Michael asked.   
 
    
 
   “The elevator is moving, and Edgar said something about programming it.  So I guess we are just in for another ride.”
 
    
 
   “I hope Edgar sent us back to Antioch.  But I sort of doubt it.  That view was so nice, but I fear it was destroyed with that explosion.  Edgar will probably never let anyone close to that habitat again.  Do you think Edgar contacted Roxanne?  Or even one of the ship’s old AIs like Kurat or Theta Four?  I imagine Lydia and Conner are organizing search teams for us.  But they may think that boar killed all three of us.”  Michael said.
 
    
 
   “That habitat is so large, and the Knobs was a good distance away from Rowan and Lottie’s home.  When they find the boar’s body they will know it is dead.”
 
    
 
   “If they find the boar’s body.  Some of those other carnivores may just come and eat it before anyone like Levi or Gideon or Hannah can find it.”
 
    
 
   The elevator jerked to a stop.  Then motion continued, but it felt like it was sliding sideways.  Then another jerk happened.  Then more movement, but this time it felt like a descent.  Then the elevator stopped and stayed in place.  
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael drew the Willie Wacker weapons and prepared for whatever was beyond the elevator door.  When it slid open, they were in a large area.  It was lit by columns of light on the walls.  It had a high ceiling, probably ten meters, and was at least twice that length wide.  But there was nothing in the whole area.  Just empty space.  The walls were a dull white color, and there was a noticeable lack of wires, tubes, conduits, or other mechanical properties.  It was just a large empty room.  
 
    
 
   Just as Michael was about to step out, Liduma bounded forward.  She barked twice, and then put her nose to the ground, and sniffed back and forth.  Her long tail swished side to side rapidly, her ears were cocked forward.    
 
    
 
   “Liduma seems to smell something here, even though it looks empty to me,” Jamie commented.  She and Michael proceeded to step from the elevator.  The door closed behind them, and there was hardly any evidence the elevator had even been there.  There was just a tiny line where the wall and door came together.  If one did not know it was there, it would be very hard to discover.  
 
    
 
   “So how do we leave here?”  Michael asked.  “There are no controls by this elevator, and I am pretty sick of elevators now.  No access ports.  Do you see any symbols?”  
 
    
 
   “Not yet.  But Liduma seems to know where something is, maybe one of the record cylinders?”  Jamie watched as the dog was following the invisible scent path.  She was nearly halfway across the room zigzagging back and forth but her body language clearly showed she was trailing something.   
 
    
 
   “If she does find one of the record cylinders, do we touch it?”  Michael asked.  “If there was a door marked, ‘Habitat One’ I would drag her through it right now and forget this strange quest we are on.  Seriously.  What have we learned?  And someone tried to murder us.”
 
    
 
   “Maybe that is reason enough to press onward.  If they already have tried to kill us, maybe they believe they succeeded?  Or maybe it only proves what Izzi was hiding was indeed very important?  But alas, I see no door marked ‘Habitat One’ anyway.”
 
    
 
   “I would settle for much of anything to get out of here.  But you make a good point.  Whatever sent that murderous transmission may think we have been killed?  Izzi sure did not escape their transmission to her.”  Michael and Jamie both recalled vividly her terrible death.  
 
    
 
   Liduma stopped and walked around in a circle, sniffing and sniffing.  Her front leg came up and bent.  She was pointing and staring at a part of the floor. It was near a corner of the large room.  Michael and Jamie approached it cautiously.  Squatting down and then looking closely they could see a small line in the floor.  The line made a square, but it was very hard to see.  Had Liduma not pointed it out, they would have walked right over it and missed it completely.  It was very similar to the line that was made when the elevator door had closed. As Jamie gently touched the line in the floor, Liduma trotted over and put her nose directly onto it.  The square slowly rose from the floor and revealed a compartment which contained another record cylinder.
 
    
 
   “So we found another.  Do we activate it?”  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   Liduma put out her front paw and pressed down on the cap of the record cylinder.  It started to glow a yellow color.
 
    
 
   “I guess we have,” Jamie said while backing away.
 
    
 
   “Will we be able to get far enough away if this goes off?”  Michael too was backing away.  “Perhaps if we are down prone on the floor we will be safer?  Liduma, come with us.”  
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   15 fifth find:  Death in space
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael got as far away as possible from the record cylinder, but it just glowed yellow.  Then it projected its contents on the wall nearest to it.  Again it started with a black and white image of Izzi the Chronicler.
 
    
 
   “Klay, I hope you have recovered the other record cylinders.  I have been debating long and hard with myself on what to believe.  The materials I have located all seem to be genuine, but none are hinted at in the official Third Chronicles account.  My itinerary has not been altered by my depositing these record cylinders, even though it did take extra time to get it here at the connection point to the needle ship.  I know it is out of the way, but I wanted to make sure these were secure.  Perhaps you and I are watching them together and all this terrible misunderstanding has been cleared up, but that is wishful thinking.  I know we are to record accurately what we find, but how can I turn in all this when it is so counter to what has already been official authorized?”
 
    
 
   The scene shifted and a mechanical voice came on.  It was a primitive artificial intelligence system.  
 
    
 
   “This is the compilation of all known information on the death of Kevin Zyla Mayberry, Founder and Operational President of Asteroid Prospectors.  This is intended only for the Board of Directors, and not for further distribution.  Computerized rendition from black-box readings as well as voice transmissions was used in the reconstruction of this event.  Official cause of death: Interplanetary space vehicle accident.  Actual cause of death:  Neurological abnormality, caused by exposure to mutated genetically engineered foods from Amalgamated Farms, confirmed by three independent agencies.  The Board has released the official cause of death because of public relations estimates which show any continued linkage of Kevin Zyla Mayberry to Amalgamated Farms would greatly inhibit public acceptance of raw materials from us and hinder future plans for climate interventions.”  
 
    
 
   The scene shifted.
 
    
 
   The inside of a spacecraft, an Old World tug from the looks of her, was shown.  The view showed the pilot’s seat as well as the front windows of the craft in a split screen.  The vessel had very primitive hand controls and the pilot was wearing an antique spacesuit, even more rudimentary than the one Jamie had worn on her retrieval of Roxanne.  
 
    
 
   “Alpha Control, this is Mayberry.  I am in position to start the final docking of Rock 324-DFT.  Robotic rockets delivered this on schedule.  I know you will not hear this for about three minutes, so I will give you a rundown on what my survey shows.  As we thought, this asteroid has a diameter of slightly less than one kilometer in a rough ovoid shape.  Measurements show it has a mass of 1.718 billion tons. When dissected and separated, I estimate that it contains 18.91 billion tons of toneribite.  The people making permalloy will love that!  Additionally there are 29.77 million tons of nickel, 1.22 million tons of metal cobalt, 8,106 tons of platinum, and a fair share of the less valuable materials cerium, lanthanum, neodymium, yttrium, beryllium, and iron.  My friends we got a good one!  This will prove that we can bring back a comet’s nucleus with the right techniques.”
 
    
 
   The excitement in Kevin Zyla Mayberry’s voice was obvious.  He adjusted the controls and monitors as he waited for the reply to his call to come.  
 
    
 
   “President Mayberry, this is Alpha Control.  Your signals and telemetry on Rock 324-DFT are confirmed on this end.  Everything looks in proper position and relationship.  Excellent work!”  
 
    
 
   The pilot, Kevin Zyla Mayberry, reached for a large control lever, but he started to shake, first in his hand, and then in his entire arm.  “Alpha Control, I have a problem…”  He then went into a major seizure.  His head was thrown back, and his neck stiffened. His flailing arms struck several of the controls in front of him, as well as the kicking of his feet which disrupted the positions of the foot controls.  There was a spinning of the images out the front windows of the craft as it went out of control.  The asteroid was seen for moment out the window, and then black space, then the asteroid, then black space.  Over and over the spacecraft pirouetted  
 
    
 
   A few minutes later the frantic reply was heard:
 
    
 
   “President Mayberry what has happened?  Your ship is not in position.  Repeat. Your ship is not in position.  You are between the dock and the rock!  Kevin, fire your stabilizers or thrusters and get out of there!  I am initiating remote override of your ship’s systems.”
 
    
 
   The scene shifted to a visual of the spacecraft and the asteroid.  The space tug continued to spiral toward the asteroid and just missed the docking ring with its enormous set of Mayberry Mover Rocket engines.  Just before the crash, the thrusters fired and there appeared to be a bit of stabilization, but it was too little and far too late.   The craft struck the asteroid and its left wings were severed.  The back of the craft then split and gasses and other interior items, including the lifeless body of Kevin Zyla Mayberry, the faceplate of his suit shattered, were expelled as the space tug shattered into countless pieces.  There was no sound.    
 
    
 
   The primitive artificial intelligence then concluded the recording.  “Official press releases stated cause of death as ‘Interplanetary space vehicle accident, due unexpected split of asteroid at last moment.’  Public reaction has been supportive of Asteroid Prospectors and company will continue harvesting of tagged and robotically equipped asteroids for return to near earth.  Additionally, the comet retrieval program will proceed as scheduled while an interim president is selected.” 
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael watched the recording from the safe distance while they lay prone.  The record cylinder started to continue with a different scene, but then the top of the record cylinder started to glow brighter, from yellow to orange.
 
    
 
   “It is going to explode!”  Michael said.  
 
    
 
   “Not if I can help it.”  Jamie raced forward and grabbed the record cylinder.  She pulled the bottom of it off and snatched at the ring shaped lufi amalgum battery pack.  She disconnected it and the top of the cylinder stopped glowing.  Even though the battery pack was hot in her hands, she threw it into the square storage compartment where the cylinder had been found.  She smacked the square and it slowly dropped back into the floor.  As quickly as she could, Jamie jumped and rolled onto the floor.  The blast was mostly absorbed by the storage space, and directed into the floor, but sparks and bits of broken battery were flung about.  
 
    
 
   Looking up Michael saw that Jamie was safe.  “Like Joel would say, Domers are pretty stupid.”  But he rushed over and hugged Jamie tightly.  “Jamie are you hurt at all?”
 
    
 
   “Well, you called me stupid,” she replied, but gave him a kiss and returned the hug.  “This stuff is important, and without the lufi amalgum batteries, I do not think the Chroniclers can detonate these.”
 
    
 
   Liduma jumped up and was nuzzling Jamie as well.  The explosive smell was foul to her nose, but her tail was wagging happily as she knew Jamie was not hurt.
 
    
 
   Without warning, the wall at the end of the large room suddenly illuminated in a pink glow.  Then a mechanical voice came from that pink display.  “Security has been summoned.  Are any in need of medical attention?”
 
    
 
   Neither Jamie nor Michael had heard that voice before.  
 
    
 
   “No one is injured.  Who are you?”  Michael said.  He was hoping it was not a trick of The Voice, or the Chroniclers.
 
    
 
   “I am Cerberus.  What has happened here?”
 
    
 
   “Are you an artificial intelligence system?” Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Affirmative.  Why am I not able to contact the lattice?  The ship’s chronograph is unreachable.  What is the date?  Why are there no active couplings and links?  What is the meaning of this explosion?  Has the revolt reached my station?  Why am I only functioning at 14% of mandated levels?”  Cerberus asked in a rapid manner.  Before any answers could be given, the artificial intelligence continued,   “Habitat personnel and animals are not allowed on the needle ship.  Only Flight Crew is allowed on needle ship.”
 
    
 
   “Cerberus, I think we need to explain,” Jamie said.  Jamie was careful in how she described herself and Michael and their history of coming to the Eschaton.  She did not share any of the information from the record cylinders.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   16 funeral
 
    
 
    
 
   “How do I process this information?”  The artificial intelligence system Cerberus asked.  “The tale you have told is outlandish and does not fit with established norms or system design parameters.  Nor does it conform to known processes in the ship. Has the lattice truly fallen? Is this an attempt to connive a way into the needle ship?”
 
    
 
   “I am not even sure what the needle ship is,” Michael said.  He had been careful not to reveal all that he had just learned, especially any parts of the record Izzi had been compiling. 
 
    
 
   “What is the needle ship?  Is that what you asked?”  Cerberus replied.
 
    
 
   “Cerberus, please explain about the needle ship.  And can you direct us how to get back to Habitat One: Coastal Plains?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Can I explain to you about the needle ship?  Affirmative.  That is a location where habitat personnel are not allowed.  No animals are allowed there either.”  Cerberus continued to speak from the pink illumination on the wall.  It did not seem to be a display screen, but it was hard to tell.   “Can I direct you how to return to Habitat One Coastal Plains? Yes.  Retrace the route you used in coming here.”
 
    
 
   “We cannot do that.  There was mechanical failure along that route.  Will you please show us a different route?”  Michael was hopeful.  Liduma had walked the entire parameter of the room, and even though she had sniffed nearly everything, she did not bark or point at anything.  She now was just lying on the floor with her head between her front paws.  He ears were alert, and her eyes were watching Jamie and Michael. 
 
    
 
   “Will I show you a route?  Affirmative.”  The pink display shifted several times, and wavered a bit, but did not show anything.  
 
    
 
   “Why am I unable to access ship plans?  Why can I not display information?  What has happened to me?”  Cerberus asked.  
 
    
 
   “Cerberus, I am not certain what happened to you.  Many of the AIs on the Eschaton are in a damaged state.  What is the last memory you have?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “What is my last memory?  There was a general evacuation of shuttles from this location.  General quarters alert had sounded.  Then I recall the explosion here, and speaking with you three.  Habitat personnel and animals are not allowed in the needle ship.”
 
    
 
   “Cerberus, you said shuttles?  What are the shuttles?”  Michael asked.  “What purpose do they serve and where did they go?  How long ago?”
 
    
 
   “How long ago?  Ship’s Chronograph is inaccessible.  I have followed protocol and made reports.  All unsuccessful.  Machine Maintenance is inaccessible.  Security is inaccessible.  Flight Status is inaccessible, Astrogation is inaccessible.  Emergency Resources is inaccessible.  No other couplings, links, or connections to the lattice are accessible.  Unable to specify time of last memory.  What are shuttles?  Shuttles are vehicles for transport of personnel, machines, automacubes, and materials from one location on the exterior of Eschaton to another.  Shuttles are also an integral part of landing operations on arrival at target destination, Zion’s Gate.  Can I tell you where the shuttles went?  No.”
 
    
 
   “Cerberus, what ways are there to depart from this location?”   Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Can I tell you the ways to depart from this location?  Yes.  There are the main hanger doors.  They are inoperable.  There are two service elevators.  They are inoperable.  There is the causeway to the needle ship.  Habitat personnel and animals are not allowed to enter the needle ship.  There is a loading ramp from throughway 3290W which is operational.”
 
    
 
   “Cerberus, please open loading ramp from throughway 3290W,” Michael said.  
 
    
 
   “Affirmative.”
 
    
 
   In a corner, opposite from where the exploding record cylinder took place the corner divided and withdrew on itself.  A ramp leading up was illuminated.  The floor leading away had diagonal stripes across it.  Liduma leap up and rushed over to smell all along the edge of the ramp.             
 
    
 
   Jamie packed up the battery-less record cylinder.  It would not fold flat without being powered so it took up more space in her backpack.  Michael also slung on his backpack and headed for the ramp.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you Cerberus for your assistance,” Michael said.  He was indeed thankful the ramp had opened.
 
    
 
   “Cerberus, can you make contact with anyone in Habitat One?”  Michael asked, hoping for some way to contact them.
 
    
 
   “Can I contact anyone in Habitat One?  Negative.  No contacts, no couplings, no links, and no access to the lattice.  What shall I do?  What services do I perform?  How will I function?”  the AI asked.  
 
    
 
   “Try to help anyone who comes here.  The ship needs to be restored, and if you help them, that will help you.”  Jamie yelled back at Cerberus as she went up the loading ramp.  There was light and air behind it.  She had worried a bit about hanger doors and that those might open to space.  Fortunately this ramp seemed to be safe, for now.  
 
    
 
   The ramp led to a large throughway.  It too was well lit and completely empty.  As they stepped up onto the throughway, red lights flashed and a warning claxon sounded.  “Ramp closing, please keep safe distance.  Ramp closing, please keep safe distance.  Ramp is now closed.”  It was the last they heard from Cerberus.  
 
    
 
   Michael looked carefully at the wall.  The yellow stripes which had been the floor of the ramp were now just another section of the wall.  There were no visible controls or buttons or access ports.  He turned to Jamie.  “Jamie, how did you know removing the lufi amalgum batteries would save the record cylinder?”
 
    
 
   “It was a guess.  I imagined how I would rig one of those old-style tech things to explode, and overloading the batteries with a feedback loop was what came to mind.  I believe we can connect a fusion pack to the cylinder.  That should work as an alternative power source.  I really want to know what Izzi found, and I am pretty angry about someone trying to kill us repeatedly over it.”  Her hazel green eyes glowed with her anger, and her freckles shown a bit brighter.  
 
    
 
   Liduma looked hard at her.  She had picked up the edge in Jamie’s voice.
 
    
 
   “Sure, the fusion pack is designed to modulate its power output to match new or old technology.  That was how Brink designed them for exploring the other domes on Earth.  I wonder if Brink ever thought….”  Michael stopped.  It was hard to talk about their friend who was gone.  
 
    
 
   “Michael, there was more information on that record cylinder, shall we find a quiet place and view it?  I need to eat, and I doubt it will explode this time.”  Jamie looked around and spotted a nondescript door with a sign on it.  The paint was faded, but it read, “Treadle Adjustment and Refinement” whatever that meant.  She looked down the throughway but there were no other doors any closer.   
 
    
 
   “Liduma, where should we go?”  Michael asked, he did not notice Jamie looking at the marked door.  
 
    
 
   Liduma gazed back at Michael and tipped her head to the side.  Her tailed wagged, but she made no movement.    
 
    
 
   “Liduma does not have any ideas, so pick us a place Jamie.”
 
    
 
   Jamie walked over to the old door marked “Treadle Adjustment and Refinement” there was an old style handle on the door.  Jamie turned the handle and pushed on the door.  It did not open.  
 
    
 
   “We will have to try another one,” Jamie said as she pushed on the door.  
 
    
 
   “Try pulling on it,” Michael suggested.  “Most all of the doors slide to the side when they are powered, but the ones on the cabins in Antioch swing in or out by manual power.”
 
    
 
   Jamie pulled on the door.  It did not move.  The handle would only turn a short distance.  “A mechanical handle.  A non-powered door.  And a room marked ‘Treadle Adjustment and Refinement’?  I would almost say this is quaint, but after you found that Moistatus book in some animal hole, I am not sure what to think of things on this ship.  Ever wonder what the Eschaton was like when it first launched?  When everything was new and working properly?  All the artificial intelligence systems cooperating in an effective lattice?”
 
    
 
   “I have thought of that, often.  I also thought a lot about what the dead domes on Earth looked like before I visited them.  After all, Dome 17 systems were running pretty smooth for many years, but then we got the news it was all going to end.  Here, I prefer to think of the habitats and all the animals, and those biological things working together effectively.  We have not even really seen four of the habitats, and Tropical is pretty much unknown.  Anyway, should we move on to another door?  Find a different place?  Or should be cut open yet another door?”
 
    
 
   Jamie was about to walk away when she noticed a small mechanical button just above the handle.  She pressed that in and heard a click.  She tried the handle again and it turned much further.  The door pushed open easily.  Inside it was dark.  
 
    
 
   Jamie pulled out the fusion pack and turned on the light.  She entered the room.  It was medium sized, but very tall.  It contained numerous huge gears along one entire wall.  There were also I-beam shafts of permalloy held in vertical positions.  The I-beam tapered into rod shapes at the very top where they exited the room through sphincters in the ceiling.  Those rods had tight fitting multiply flanged materials sealed around them.  The I-beams were connected into the huge gears at their lower ends where the I-beam flattened out to make contact with the gear.  It looked when the gears would turn, the I-beams would raise or lower.  Along the flanges of each I-beam were wheeled trolleys which could roll up or down on the I-beams.  These trolleys were sitting at various heights, none at the same level as the others.  On the side of each trolley was a lever with a strap hanging down to the pedals on the floor.  The straps looped on the end of each pedal while the other end had hinges connecting it to the floor.  These floor pedals were at different angles and had small gears at their sides whose teeth connected to yet smaller gears set sideways yet again.  All the gear system which interfaced with the pedals was then connected together by a thin rod that ran the length of the room and out both walls at the ends.  On the floor there was a dotted yellow line painted which ran parallel to the gear rod.
 
    
 
   “What does all this do?”  Michael wondered.  “It is such a mess!”  In his mind he was trying to analyze what type of function such an apparatus could do, but its use was beyond his understanding from this limited angle.  “Those rods must connect into something above, and to the sides, but to what purpose?”  
 
    
 
   “It is indeed a strange contraption.  I can imagine Willie getting very excited if he saw all these things.  It does not make sense to me either.”  Jamie put down the fusion pack and withdrew the cylinder.  “Well we can sit here and view the rest of those records.”
 
    
 
   Liduma entered the room, but she was careful not to cross the dotted yellow line on the floor.  She sat on her haunches and watched.  
 
    
 
   Jamie connected the fusion pack to the record cylinder.  The top glowed a steady yellow color.  It then began where it had left off when Jamie had removed the battery pack.     
 
    
 
   The scene had shifted.  It was some kind of large gathering of people.  A man dressed all in black stood in front of a solemn and quiet crowd.  Jamie and Michael recognized him as Jaxson Rhono.  It was obvious that the record was incomplete as the audio version started in the middle of a sentence.    “…fer it to all eternity. There’ll be no end to this exquisite angst and misery.  As we’re seeing all around us now.  When you look forward, you’ll see a long downward cast, a boundless duration before you, which ‘ill swallow up your thoughts, annoy your soul; and you’ll absolutely despair of ever having any deliverance, any deliverer, or any end, any mitigation, any rest at all.  Yes my friends I too know your sufferings. You’ll know certainly that your body wears out.  Some get long ages in years, some only get counted days.  All life’s wrestling and conflicting with this providentially merciless vengeance; and then when you’ve so done, when so many ages have actually been spent by you in this earthly manner, in this vanity of vanities, you’ll know that all is but a point to what remains. So that your rewards well, it’ll be infinite. Oh, who can express what the state of a soul in such circumstances is! All that we can possibly say about it, gives just a very feeble, faint representation of it; you’ll know it as inexpressible and inconceivable: For who knows the splendors which await our brother Kevin Zyla Mayberry. I’m really astonished sometimes to witness the hard feelings and rancor that exist among men.  Yes, Kevin was a successful man. That’s due to the patience and long suffering of his blessed mother, Olga.  But men do rumble and tussle against each other, over of all things, money and wealth.  Kevin’s beyond all that now.  Yes, rancor, it’ll come for a moment, it comes, we’ll all feel it.  I don’t know where it come from; yes, I do too, it come from beneath.   But we’ll go to above.  Like our beloved Kevin lived this moral life in the heavens, now he sails the eternal streams of infinity.  The fruits of nobleness are love, peace, joy, gentleness, long-suffering, kindness, affection, and everything that is good and noble, like Kevin showed. The fruits of the beneath are envy, hatred, malice, irritableness, everything that tends to destroy mankind, and to make men feel uncomfortable and unsettled, beware those, well, they’re tools of darkness. The righteous shouldn’t hate his brother, especially over money.  That one is a liar, and the truth knows him not.  I don’t care who he may be, or what his name, or where he lives.  If he speaks poorly about Kevin I won’t abide it.  Not in any way.  Let’s imagine our friend Kevin now.  Not only is his robe exceedingly white, but his whole person is now glorious beyond description, and his countenance truly like lightning. The room he knows now is exceedingly light, but not so very bright as immediately around him.  He’s heading for the celestial kingdom.  I know’s that for sure. That’s the way I knew Kevin, and may his mother know that comfort that’ll lasts an eternity.  I had the blessed honor to do the funeral for Kevin’s father, Franklin, may his soul be at peace, and now today we say goodbye, no not goodbye, but we say a wait for tomorrow.  Kevin and Franklin they’re flying together now. So Olga, as the sole surviving member of this family, I offer my deepest condolences and offer my help in any matter in any way.” He gestured to a woman sitting in a wheelchair in the front row.  From the camera angle, it was different to see her features.
 
    
 
   This was followed by people singing, and then a procession of people down the aisle between the chairs.   Jaxson Rhono waited until nearly all had left, and then he gently turned the wheelchair where Olga was sitting.  She did not look well at all.  He then pushed the still crying Olga Mayberry out of the picture.    
 
    
 
   The scene shifted.  Again it seemed to start in the middle of a conversation.  There were three people standing and holding cups.   
 
    
 
   “…not at all.  Yes, Professor Hubert Carvalho, I too remember those discussions in class about how to alter the course of the environment.   As Dean of Engineering, you recall vividly how Kevin was certain there was a way to correct the degradation,” a man said.  He was thin and had a sharp nose, somewhat too large for his face.  His sandy hair and very dark eyes were in direct contrast.  He had passion in his voice.
 
    
 
   “Nigul Rebane,” replied Professor Carvalho to the man near him.  The professor looked older than in the previous recording.  “In all my years as a professor, Kevin and you two were my best and brightest students.  All in the same class.  That was certainly amazing.”  He chuckled and then added “Our good reverend there might say it was all providential.  You were some of the most ardent devotees my own idiosyncrasies and our unofficial school motto, ‘If you can’t say cannot, you can’t be an engineer’ and I never once saw a single contraction in any of your papers.”  He motioned from the man to the woman who was standing next to him.  
 
    
 
   “I even adopted that as official policy for all correspondence in my organization,” she replied.  She was slender and attractive with medium brown skin and black hair.  Her round brown eyes showed intensity of intelligence.   
 
    
 
   “Yes, I was informed about that.  All three of you adopted the motto with your organizations:  Dillion Vermeer, Nigul Rebane, and Kevin Zyla Mayberry all working for precision in engineering, starting in language.”  The professor stated with another chuckle.  He had a huge smile on his face, and clasped the shoulders of the two people with him.  
 
    
 
   “My artificial intelligence systems operate much more effectively when they hear proper language,” Nigul responded. “We estimate precision language has saved us thirteen percent per year just on interior communications.”
 
    
 
   “You were able to hide your cringing when that Bishop Rhono spoke.  I think we can all agree his grammar and style would not fit well in the Engineering School.”  Dillion stated.  
 
    
 
   “Indeed.  However, I think he goes by Reverend Rhono, according to this bulletin, but I have also heard him called Apostle Rhono, so I am unclear on his exact title.  He only has about thirty people in his church.  I know he does not have a denomination backing him.  He was taking various parts from old sermons by others, I believe.  Some of the ways he pronounced things revealed that, and some of his message flowed much better than other parts.  However, I am not theological scholar.  He is faithful in visiting with Kevin’s mother; I must give him credit for that.  It is so good to see you both.  I am not surprised that you two are still a couple.”  The professor paused and glanced at each of the others.  Then he hurriedly continued. “Pardon me.  So let us not linger over things in the past.  We are here to remember Kevin.”  The professor said.  The look that had passed between Dillion and Nigul was intense and not that of a romantic couple. 
 
    
 
   Nigul commented, “Yes, Kevin was brilliant.  His designs for spacecraft are extraordinary.  My company has been his primary contractor.  I have concerns about what will happen without his leadership.  Asteroid Prospectors has some remarkable plans in the works, but I wonder about…”
 
    
 
   Dillion interrupted, “You are still a cold bastard.  Kevin is dead, and all you can think about is how it will alter you and your precious Rebane Space Construction?  I am so thankful that I broke it off with you.”
 
    
 
   “Dillion that is unfair.  Kevin has projects going that have a potential for combating the environmental crisis which is looming over all of us.  His plan for capturing comets and using them for controlled impacts into the stratosphere might turn the…”
 
    
 
   “So we are back to you using ‘saving the environment’ to cover over your own greed?  How much will Rebane make on that deal?  You get paid whether it works or not, right?”
 
    
 
   The professor slipped away and out of the angle of the film.  Neither Nigul nor Dillion noticed.  
 
    
 
   “Of course we get paid.  But that is not our primary motive in these projects.  Just like your plans for Dome Survival Systems.  All three of us want to stop the spread of the sterile ground and restore the ability for food crops to grow.  We all want to purge the radiation.  Dillion, there are so many ways we should work together.”  He reached out for her.
 
    
 
   “Dome Survival Systems is a non-profit entity and is open to all who want to participate.  I do not even take a salary.  But you, Nigul Rebane are only out for yourself.”  She turned and departed.
 
    
 
   The projection ended.  The yellow glow on the record cylinder stopped.  
 
    
 
   “So that is Dillion Vermeer.  She started the Dome Survival Systems.  That is in all the data sticks.  Dome 17 was the last one to survive.  But who is that Nigul Rebane?  Have you heard of him?”  Michael asked Jamie.  They both ate some food rations and drank water while they talked.
 
    
 
   “No.  So it looks like we will still need to find the other record cylinders to learn more about this.  But it does seem to be somehow directed at the dome system anyway.  But there must be more connections.”  Jamie replied.  “I just am not sure how we can find the other record cylinders, or even find our way back to Antioch.”
 
    
 
   The record cylinder glowed blue and Michael and Jamie pulled back from it.  
 
    
 
   “Perhaps I can be of assistance to you in that regard?  I believe we are both looking for what Izzi left for me.”  From the entry door to Treadle Adjustment and Refinement came a man’s voice.  “I think I can help you in the search.”  He was dressed in a deep green and grey, and on his head was a helmet with very large red goggles.  In a way, he looked like a frog-monster.  
 
    
 
   Jamie pulled out the Willie Wacker and leveled it at the man.  “You are a Chronicler?  Like those who tried to kill us?”  Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   “I am Klay.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   17 a new friend
 
    
 
    
 
   Klay raised his hands.  “I am of no threat to you.  You are very difficult to track.  I had no part in the detonation of the other record cylinders.”
 
    
 
   “How do we know that?”  Jamie said.  The Willie Wacker was leveled directly at Klay’s chest.  
 
    
 
   “I could have easily dispatched each of you while you were observing that recording.  You did not even know I had opened this door.  But how about this?”  Klay squatted down, pulled off the Richardson Utility Helmet.  He had the same very pale complexion that Izzi had, but had short cut orange-red hair, and very pale blue eyes.  He called, “Liduma? Do you know me?”
 
    
 
   Liduma rushed over and started to lick Klay’s face and nuzzle against him.  
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael both relaxed some, as it was clear that the dog knew and trusted Klay.  Jamie did not lower the Willie Wacker. 
 
    
 
   “So tell us what you want,” Jamie demanded.  “What do you know of Izzi?”
 
    
 
   “I know she is dead.  I was told she was killed in Habitat Two: Savannah.  I was on a mission when the news came.  I got back and set out to find her.  We do not like our people or equipment to be lost.  It taints our observations and chronicling if locals find it.  We record, not interfere.  I ran across you two, and recognized Liduma.  So I tracked you and observed what you are doing.  Why are you collecting the record cylinders left for me?”
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael exchanged looks.  They were both pondering what Klay had said.  He did not seem to know the circumstances of Izzi’s death, and Liduma did recognize him.  
 
    
 
   Michael replied, “Liduma led us to one, then led us to the others.  But from here, we are really not sure where to head next.  Can you direct us back to Habitat One?”  
 
    
 
   “Wait!”  Jamie interrupted.  “Who set the record cylinders to detonate?  If not you, who?”  Jamie gestured with the Willie Wacker.  She was unwilling to give up the advantage.
 
    
 
   Klay looked annoyed.  He then answered, “I am not comfortable giving away Chronicler secrets.  Let me just say it was not a ‘who’ who set the detonations, but was a ‘what’ that made them explode.  Liduma’s presence could locate them and activate them, but a Chronicler needs to also be present lest a self destruct mechanism be set off.  The blue glow signals my presence.  I was recognized by the record cylinder.”
 
    
 
   “Okay,” Jamie replied, and lowered her weapon.  She had serious doubts, especially in light of what Edgar had stated about a transmission, but she held back her comments.  “So can you direct us back to Habitat One?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  But we will find the other two record cylinders first.  I already took a read on the location of the next one while you were observing the last projections.  Follow me, and we will find it.  Liduma, scout,” he snapped his fingers twice and Liduma instantly responded.  She went nose to the ground and walked quickly in the direction he pointed.  He placed the Richardson Utility Helmet on and followed.  A slight glow emanated from the goggles.   
 
    
 
   Jamie disconnected the fusion pack from the spent record cylinder and Michael grabbed their gear.  They left Treadle Adjustment and Refinement.  They proceeded down the throughway following Klay who was directing Liduma as she scouted.  They came to a broad set of stairs leading upward.
 
    
 
   “Up,” he stated, and Liduma leaped onto the steps and was soon standing at the top.  The lighting at the top of the stairs was dimmer than the throughway.  Klay bounded up not looking back to see if Jamie and Michael were following.
 
    
 
   “Do you trust him?”  Michael whispered to Jamie.
 
    
 
   “No.  But it is possible he does not know what they did to Izzi.  Liduma responds well to him, and he could have killed us back there.  But no, I do not trust him.”
 
    
 
   At the top of the stairs, they saw that the corridor they were entering was short and angled upward.  There were some scorch burns along one side of the corridor.  Klay and Liduma were at the next corner.  
 
    
 
   “Keep up.  I cannot delay getting the information.  The next cylinder is just ahead.”  He then disappeared around the corner.  Jamie and Michael hustled to catch up with him.  He moved almost silently and with speed.  
 
    
 
   “Klay, what is the hurry?”  Michael asked.  “Is someone else after these cylinders?  Is there a time limit?  Will they self-destruct again?”  
 
    
 
   Klay did not answer, but kept pushing forward.  They went past many doors, some open, some closed, and some broken.  They twisted and turned from corridor to hallway to passage.  They turned over, and on several occasions went through access openings between corridors.  Finally they went up another set of stairs; these were very narrow and set against a large wall of permalloy.  Only one person at a time could climb the stairs.  Liduma made the top and she gave two quick barks, and then pointed.  
 
    
 
   “Klay, please answer my questions,” Michael insisted as they climbed the stairs.  “What is the hurry?”
 
    
 
   “There is no hurry.  This is my normal travel pace, especially with a scout.”
 
    
 
   At the top when Michael and Jamie joined Klay and Liduma, they could see that the stairs had led to a place marked, ‘Entomology Inquiry’ but the doors were ajar.  Inside was flickering light and numerous piles of rubbish and overturned furniture.  Steel desks, chairs, and shelving were scattered haphazardly about the room.  It had once been a technological laboratory of some kind, as there was testing equipment, instruments, and small devices among the clutter.  There were several broken ceiling beams which were hanging down at an angle reaching to the floor.  The broken crevasses in the ceiling, from which the beams had fallen,  were dark and deep.
 
    
 
   “Find,”  Klay motioned and Liduma entered the remains of the laboratory.  She nosed around for a while, and then let out a terrible yelp.  She leaped away and came back to the door.  
 
    
 
   “What happened Liduma?”  Michael knelt down and stroked her ears.  Her bright yellow eyes looked up at him.  
 
    
 
   “Find!”  Klay commanded.  Liduma looked again at Michael and then returned to the hunt.  She got to the same location where she had yelped, and dug furiously through the broken remains of a desk.  She nosed the record cylinder out from an overturned drawer.  She then yelped again and retreated back to where the people were standing.  
 
    
 
   “Is there live power there?”  Michael asked with deep concern in his voice. He again was caressing Liduma when Klay issued another order.
 
    
 
   “Fetch!”  
 
    
 
   Liduma looked up at Michael, and started to turn away in obedience to the command.  
 
    
 
   “I will get it,” Michael said.  He stepped into the room heading for where the record cylinder could be seen.
 
    
 
   “Hold,” Klay said to Liduma.  Liduma sat down on her haunches.  She then licked a front paw.
 
    
 
   In the flickering light Michael was concerned about some power source surging through near where the record cylinder was located.  He climbed around one of the metal beams which had ripped from the ceiling.  Even underneath the hole, when he looked up, all he could see was darkness above.  He also considered that perhaps there were sharp objects lying about.  So he stepped with care and attention.  He could see nothing that looked especially dangerous as he made his way closer to the cylinder.
 
    
 
   Michael reached the spot, and Liduma started to whine just a bit.  He squatted down and grabbed onto the record cylinder.  As he did, he felt tiny things come crawling onto his hand.  
 
    
 
   “There are some bugs here, but I have the cylinder.”  Michael stood and walked back.  Then it hit him.  “Yikes!  Something burned my hand.  Oh that hurts!”  Michael rushed over to where the light was better.  “Get it off me!”  He screamed in pain.  “It burns so badly!”
 
    
 
   Klay grabbed the record cylinder in his gloved hands, and then threw it into a clear bag which he quickly sealed off.  Michael went back down the stairs swatting at the things on his hand.  Jamie and Liduma raced after him.  Michael was smacking the insects off of him as fast as he could.  They were about fingernail length and had three segments.  They were a sort of reddish color.   Jamie helped him pull the last remaining ones off of himself.  They stomped on them as they cast them off.  
 
    
 
   “Let me see your hand,” Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   Michael had three large round spots which were raised and bright red on his skin.  He was trying to rub the pain away from the spots, but the more he touched, the more they burned, and then itched. 
 
    
 
   “I sterilized the record cylinder,” Klay said.  “We can view the information at any time.  
 
    
 
   “Michael’s hand is injured.  You should help him!”  Jamie demanded.
 
    
 
    “You do not have Solenopsis remedies?”  Klay asked.  
 
    
 
    “What?  What are you talking about?”  Michael yelled.  He was tempted to put water on the burning injuries, but water was far too precious in his mind, even though it was abundant on the ship.  
 
    
 
   “Just help him!”  Jamie commanded.  
 
    
 
   “Put urine on it,” Klay retorted, as he took out the record cylinder from the sealed bag.  A large number of dead insects fell from the bag.   
 
    
 
   “Are you insane?  Help him now!”  Jamie pulled the Willie Wacker out and leveled it at Klay.  “I mean it!”
 
    
 
   Klay opened a small pouch on his belt, removed a tiny bottle and walked over to Michael.  A spray of liquid came from the bottle and covered over Michael injuries.   “I am not supposed to interfere.”  
 
    
 
   “You let this happen!”  Michael yelled back at him.  “Did you know those things were in there?”
 
    
 
   “No.  But you and I both saw what happened to the scout.  I thought you were prepared and aware.  I am an observer, not an interferer.”  Klay turned his attention back to the record cylinder.  
 
    
 
   “Michael is it better?”  Jamie asked as she put the weapon away and grabbed the tiny spray bottle from Klay.  Klay glared at her but did not resist.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, it is almost gone now.  But what of Liduma?”  Michael looked at her.  He could see several large welts swollen on her front paws.  Jamie squatted down and sprayed them with the spray.  Liduma’s tailed wagged, and she licked Jamie’s hand.  
 
    
 
   “I am activating the record cylinder, if you are done wasting your time on the scout.”  Klay sat down on the deck as the cylinder glowed yellow and projected its display on the wall.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  



 
 
    
 
   18 sixth find:  new ownership
 
    
 
    
 
   As the record cylinder displayed its information, Jamie suddenly was concerned.  She grabbed onto the cylinder and inverted it, then pulled the lufi amalgum battery pack from out of it.  
 
    
 
   “We will use our own power supplies, not these old style battery packs.”  Jamie tossed the lu-fi amalgam batteries away.  She connected a fusion pack.  
 
    
 
   “That was totally unnecessary,” Klay responded in annoyance.  “Since I am here, the self-destruct will not happen.”  There was an undertone in his voice.  He walked over and pocketed the battery pack. 
 
    
 
   “Jamie is right.  We are taking no chances.  None.  We do not know what these record cylinders actually are doing in addition to displaying the old video and audio clips.”
 
    
 
   “I am fully aware of every function of the record cylinders,” Klay said coldly.
 
    
 
   “And those biting insects?”  Michael challenged.  “Were you fully aware of their every function as well?”
 
    
 
   Klay just glared at him.  
 
    
 
   Liduma cuddled up in a ball next to Michael as he sat down.  She put her head on his leg.  Jamie finished connecting the fusion pack, and the top of the record cylinder glowed yellow again.  The display began.
 
    
 
   As had been the case in the other recording, Izzi’s was seen in black and white.  “Klay, I am not sure of the exact time period between the previous entry on these record cylinders, and this one, but my estimate is that this takes place less than a year later.  I did not have the original records, of course, but from where I located these, I am confident that this one is from just after the death of Kevin Zyla Mayberry. As I said, probably within one year of his death.  At first I was uncertain of whom the ‘her’ is in this recording, but I am confident it is Olga Mayberry.  Here is what I found.” 
 
    
 
   The scene shifted and the display showed an ornate office of some kind.  There was an elderly man seated behind a polished wooden desk.  He was bald and deeply wrinkled.  Paper books were behind him and filled shelf after shelf along the wall.  A window was in the edge of the picture, and out that window could be seen blue sky.  Seated in front of the desk were several people.  One of them was Jaxson Rhono, but the others were new to the recordings.  
 
    
 
   The elderly man seated behind the desk was speaking, his voice was somewhat nasal sounding with a distinct accent, “Yes, indeed, her estate includes all the patents on the Mayberry Movers, the space plane designs, as well as….let me see…yes here it is…one hundred twenty-nine different aeronautical systems.  Those are worth, as of when this report was filed, over three-hundred billion unified credits.  She had inherited the entire holdings of her son.  But perhaps more valuable than that is the seventy-one percent of Asteroid Prospectors shares and voting rights which are also part of the estate.  Estimates of the mineral wealth of the asteroids which have already been tagged and fitted, using that company’s jargon, out in the asteroid belt is in excess of another five-hundred billion unified credits.  Not to mention the Asteroid Prospects fleet of spacecraft, manned and robotic, and ground complexes.  The real-estate holdings are on four different continents.  For all the good real-estate does these days.”
 
    
 
   “Your honor, none of us contests the value of his estate, nor do we contest that she was the rightful owner of those assets after his untimely death.  We are contesting the validity of her will.”  A younger man stood to speak.  He was dressed in somewhat flamboyant garb, a deep purple color with orange edging.  “The will was made some time immediately after the death of her husband, long before the wealth was accumulated.  It is our contention that had she known the extent of her holdings, they would have been distributed to a wide audience, and not to a sole individual.  After all, it is a codicil which was added onto the original will which is in dispute.  And that only states that if she had no surviving family members, then it would take effect.  At the time it was placed, she was in deep grief over the death of her husband and the condition of the world.  The codicil was from duress due to the grief and despair, and therefore it cannot be taken as her intended meaning.  As her will clearly stated, she had no idea her son would die before her.  That is clearly attested by the provisions for his care and needs.”
 
    
 
   The elderly man paused for a moment.  Then he responded.  “The entire world is in a state of grief and despair.  The codicil is documented and recorded both in paper form, which as an old fogey I prefer, as well as in original digital and the new forms with the artificial intelligence systems in the Department of Legal Affairs.  Point of fact is that DLA has refused your request twice, stating firmly that the codicil is legitimate.  There is no reason to think that she did not intend the codicil just as it is stated.  Let me read it again, to refresh your minds:  ‘Should there be no surviving members of my family, I will that all my worldly possession, both my tangible and intangible properties, especially my contract with Amalgamated Farms, go to Pastor Jaxson Rhono.’  That is straight forward and clear.”
 
    
 
   The younger man responded, “But your honor, you see she valued the Amalgamated Farms Contract as her prime asset, and as we all know that is worthless.  So she clearly had no idea what the implication of the codicil would be.”
 
    
 
   The elderly man sighed out.  “We have been round and round this issue, but my decision is the final appeal.  You have more than had your day in court on this issue.  Her wishes were clearly stated.  Her wishes were legally stated.  Her wishes were duly recorded and notarized.  Her wishes were registered with the appropriate authorities, and those authorities have been assimilated into the current governing body.  So despite all your claims otherwise, her will is valid, including the codicil you despise so much.  You do not have to like it, but we do have to respect it.  My decision is for Jaxson Rhono.  He is awarded the entire estate, just as her will indicated.”
 
    
 
   The younger man and the others with him stood and departed.  They looked sickened.  
 
    
 
   The elderly man stood and turned to Jaxson Rhono.  “Mr. Rhono, I hope you will realize the immense wealth and responsibility which has been placed on you.  May I suggest, and all I can do is suggest, but may I suggest that you allow the best and brightest people in Asteroid Prospectors continue to do their jobs, and that you find a place where you can just enjoy your wealth?”
 
    
 
   “Thank you your honor.  Today is a good day for Jaxson Rhono!”  Jaxson Rhono went bouncing out of the picture, and the display faded.
 
    
 
   The top of the record cylinder turned off and was no longer glowing.      
 
    
 
   “So Klay, what does all this mean?”  Jamie asked as reached for the record cylinder.  Klay snatched it up before she could grab it.  
 
    
 
   “These are mine.  You heard Izzi, they were meant for me.”  He connected the battery pack and folded the cylinder down and placed it into one of the many concealed pockets on his clothing.  
 
    
 
   “You still have not answered.  What does all this mean?  Why was it so important to Izzi?”  Michael added.  
 
    
 
   “We have the final cylinder to locate.  I have a bearing on it.  This one will not be as easy as the others.”  Klay dropped the goggles down over his eyes and started to walk away.  “Scout!”  he waved his hand at Liduma.  
 
    
 
   Liduma looked up at Michael with pleading eyes, but then obeyed.  She trotted out and got in front of Klay.  Her nose to the ground, her front legs slightly bowed, she sniffed and walked briskly back and forth as they left the area.  
 
    
 
   “Klay, are you going to answer any questions!”  Jamie asked as she gathered up her gear.  “Do we just blindly trust you?”
 
    
 
   “You are free to leave whenever you want.  I will not interfere,” Klay responded.  “I will recover the last cylinder and end this.  That is my plan.  Do what you chose to do.”
 
    
 
   Michael grabbed Jamie as she was about to say more.  He whispered in her ear, “We are lost out her in this labyrinth of corridors.  He may be able to get us back to Antioch.  I do not trust him either, but I think we need to go along.”
 
    
 
   “Right.  And I want to know what this was all about too.  I still cannot see why it was so important to Izzi.”  
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael followed Klay at the brisk pace he made.  Occasionally they had to turn on the lights on the fusion packs, but Klay had the red goggles on his helmet which would brighten or dim depending on the illumination levels.  With the Richardson Utility Helmet he had nearly perfect vision even in near absolute darkness.  He moved at the same speed despite what Jamie or Michael could see.  Liduma was always ahead, but when coming to a cross passage, or when she entered a room not on Klay’s agenda, he snapped a sharp single-word command and Liduma obeyed.  
 
    
 
   At one point they came upon a large room with cross passages leading in several directions.  One of the large hallways leading away was blocked by metal spikes which were obviously not of the same construction as the rest of the area.  On each large spike was hanging a gruesome body.  The bodies were human, and in various states of decay.  One was mere skeletal bones hanging in clothing.  One was still looked almost fresh as the dried blood on its face was still red and not brown.  The blood had pooled around the deck under the bodies.  All of the bodies, from what they could see, were wearing handmade clothing.  Nothing looked high tech about any of them.   
 
    
 
   “Klay, who did that?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   Klay walked onward, not even acknowledging his question.
 
    
 
   “Klay,  why would someone display bodies like that?”  Jamie pressed.  
 
    
 
   Klay ignored them both and continued into another side passage.  After several hours of twisting and winding passages, included several ramps and a long stairway, Klay called a halt.  They were at the end of a corridor standing before a large bulkhead door.  It had yellow caution stripes across it.  
 
    
 
   “I imagine you do not have air purification systems,” Klay said with an edge of contempt. 
 
    
 
   “Not with us,” Jamie responded.  “Why?”
 
    
 
   “The crew quarters is just ahead.  It is a partial deck which was infused with toxic gas during the revolt.  The security doors were shut to prevent the gas from entering more systems.  The Chroniclers have only recorded the location of these areas.  We have not ventured into them.  We report and observe, not interfere.  It looks like Izzi hid the last record cylinder in the center of those rooms.  Izzi accessed a pneumatic tube system, inserted the cylinder, then over pressurized that system.  The record cylinder was propelled past the security flaps and into the center chamber and remains there.  The valves in the pneumatic tube will not allow the system to bring the cylinder back to here.  Basically we cannot get it from this end.  The scout cannot enter there, not and survive anyway.  I will retrieve the record cylinder, and then return here.  My equipment will protect me.  Back up so I can begin.”  Klay gently and stealthily patted his pocket, confirming in his mind that he had all the existing record cylinders in his secret pockets.  Jamie and Michael were unaware he had done that.
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael took a step backward.  Klay activated a cable from his helmet and connected it into the access port by the security doors.  
 
    
 
   Another door shut in front of Michael, Jamie and Liduma.  This one was transparent.  Klay was between the transparent door and the security door.  A red light started to spin round the perimeter of the security door.  Then the security door shakily ground its way downward with a loud tearing sound.  It stopped about half way open.  Klay stepped over the stalled security door.  Behind him was darkness.  Then he was gone.  
 
    
 
   “I do not like this,” Jamie said.  “I do not think he has told us the truth.”
 
    
 
   “Neither do I.  The AI Edgar I trust, and Edgar said Izzi died from a murderous transmission, just like what was said before the cylinders exploded.  Klay claims it was a self-destruct mechanism.  I suppose both could be true, but that seems unlikely.   So what do we do?”
 
    
 
   Liduma stood on her back legs, and started to paw at a grill near where the wall and ceiling met.  She was also whining.
 
    
 
   “We followed her other times; do we have anything to lose now?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Toxic gas?  Maybe die?  Or end up impaled on a metal spike like back a ways?”  Jamie bantered back.  Her gallows humor coming out again.  
 
    
 
   “So we open this up, and see where it goes.”
 
    
 
   “Right, because I have the feeling Klay has set us up, and left us here.”      
 
    
 
   Michael reached up and pulled at the grill. It would not budge.  “So we cut open something else.”  He chuckled.  “Glad you brought the torch!”
 
    
 
   Jamie climbed up on top of Michael’s shoulders and was about to use the m-saw to cut off the grill of the vent.  “Michael, this is not a security vent.  I can undo this without cutting.  It will only take a moment.”  Jamie undid the grill and handed it to Michael who carefully set it down on the floor.  
 
    
 
   “There are no louvers or dilation rings, or anything else to stop air flow here.  It certainly would not stop toxic gas of any hind.”  Jamie observed.  “Liduma can you get up there?”  Jamie pointed at the now open vent.
 
    
 
   Liduma leaped and easily landed right in the vent, even though it was barely large enough for a person to crawl through.  Her agility amazed both Jamie and Michael.  She walked into the ventilation system.  She did not seem to notice any untoward smells or danger.  Jamie then followed on hands and knees.  Michael came last. There was light shining into the vents every so often where another vent opened into a room or hallway.  It looked like the vents opened to every room along the way all on the same side.   None were security vents.   
 
    
 
   “Michael, I keep thinking about Klay’s claim of toxic gas.  If there was toxic gas, would a security door stop it while these vents are open?  Maybe there will be a vent seal ahead.  But Klay’s tale does not ring true.”
 
    
 
   “Good points. I agree.  I am not sure Klay has been honest about much.  And the ship should have atmospheric scrubbers and filters to neutralize anything dangerous, right?  But we have seen so many damaged systems; maybe those are broken as well?”  
 
    
 
   They crawled on following Liduma.  She glanced back at them and her sharp yellow eyes almost glowed in the low light.
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   Jamie and Michael crawled quietly through the air vents.  Both of them were waiting for the first hint or waft of toxic fumes, or noxious vapors.   Nothing was found.  Liduma steadily moved ahead.  She never showed any sign of danger or threat.  
 
    
 
   Liduma stopped and pointed, but did not bark.  Her leg was up, nose pointed directly aimed at the grill in the side of the vent.  Michael lay prone and squeezed up to it.  Jamie had slid to the side so all three were peering down into a room.  The yellow glow from a record cylinder was illuminating Klay’s face and side.  The projection was running and Izzi’s black and white features were in the display.  
 
    
 
   “…so Klay I hope you understand.  I found this one, and it astounded me.  I know you will do what is right.  Even if we must break away from the Chroniclers, we must follow the truth.  So as I said a moment ago, this is genuine and was found just as I described it.  You can even go back to that location and run more scans if you desire.  I am certain I collected all the records that OCM Science Officer  Jenkins had received.  I will miss you Klay, I am sorry it ended this way.”
 
    
 
   The scene shifted and was in full color.  
 
    
 
   The display showed a large office with glass windows on three sides.  A large oval couch was in the middle.  Dillion Vermeer was seated with excellent posture on the couch.  She looked nervous.
 
    
 
   Into the field of view walked Jaxson Rhono.  “Miss Vermeer, I welcome you to Asteroid Prospectors.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you for meeting with me.  I was not sure you would be able to fit me in.  Congratulations on becoming Chief Executive here.”  She rose and shook hands with Jaxson.  
 
    
 
   “I’m just’a humble servant.  Providence has been good to Jaxson Rhono.  But I’ll always make time for friends of the Mayberry family.  You’re a classmate of dear sweet Kevin.  So what can I, Jaxson Rhono, do for you?”
 
    
 
   “Well, sir, it is a project that Kevin and I had discussed many times.  It is about the protection of what is left of the fertile soil and stopping the decline of the human population.  I have an entire portfolio of information here, in case Kevin’s files are not easily accessible.”  She tried to hand a small device to Jaxson who indicated she place it on the end table.  “This has all the scientific studies, research findings, and proposals on it.  I actually printed a list of bullet statements with the general concepts here.”  She laid the paper down next to the small device.
 
    
 
   “You don’t need to get all technical on this right now.  Just gimme the big picture, and we’ll start with that.”  He gave her a smile that held little warmth.  
 
    
 
   “Kevin has a plan, excuse me, had a plan, to bombard the stratosphere with the nuclei of comets.  He has charted and tracked twenty seven suitable prospects, some out in the Kuiper Belt.  By strategically placing them into the jet stream from orbit, they will cause climatic change which will basically rinse the radiation out of the sky.”  
 
    
 
   “I must not’a heard you correctly.  Miss Vermeer, are you saying that bombing the sky’s a good thing?”
 
    
 
   “Well, the term ‘bombard’ was the one Kevin used to describe his plans.  It probably is not the best term, sorry. The science is all laid out in the information portfolio.  As you know, Kevin was brilliant.  Essentially, the bringing of massive amount of water, via the comets, into the jet stream, will drench the earth and wash the radiation down out of the atmosphere.”
 
    
 
   “Sorta like in Noah’s day.  The gates of heaven opened up and the waters from above came down.  The rains came down for days and days and days.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, something like that.  But there will need to be survival places for humanity to be protected from the falling radiation.  And there will need to be radiation mitigation systems to absorb what is concentrated by the water run offs.”
 
    
 
   “Miss Vermeer, you’re saying, you want to drench the earth with space water, and then have hidey holes for people to live in to escape the stuff the rains bring down?  All while some sponges soak up the poisons?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  That is the basic project.  Kevin and I have discussed this at length and he has one of his best artificial intelligence systems running the computations on its effectiveness.  My specialty is the Dome Survival Systems.  The plan calls for 10,000 domes each holding 10,000 people.  I know that is a far cry from the current population level of 1.8 billion.  But consider our current population level is only about a fourth of what it was just a few years ago, and the birth rate is plummeting and mutations are causing even those babies born to have very high infant mortality rates.   So with proper screening and testing, we can save 100,000,000 people who have no radiation damage, and have secure places for them to survive.  Then when the radiation levels are down to where they will not endanger humanity’s ongoing evolution, the people can come out of the domes and repopulate the newly revived planet.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, the radiation is a horrible thing on the children.  Well, Miss Vermeer, I have your proposal, and my time is limited.  I will give it all of the consideration that it deserves.  Thanks for coming out here to see me.  Jaxson Rhono is always happy to meet old friends of the Mayberrys.”
 
    
 
   Dillion Rose and walked to the door.  “You will contact me with any questions?  And with the results of Kevin’s computations and analysis?”
 
    
 
   “Miss Vermeer, you can trust Jaxson Rhono.  On that you have my word.”
 
    
 
   Dillion left and Rhono returned to the couch.  He looked at the information device, and then picked up the printed sheet.  Glancing over it he frowned.  
 
    
 
   “Genetic testing?  Insure proper evolution of species?  One hundred years in a sealed dome?  Just who does this woman think she is?”  He took the paper and the information device and held them up.  He ripped the paper in half.  Then he walked over and pushed a button on his desk.  “Have one of my deacons come to my office.  I’ve some materials which need to be securely incinerated.”  Then to himself he said, “Women and their crazy ideas.”
 
    
 
   The scene shifted.  
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael were both amazed.  They had known Dillion Vermeer had designed and orchestrated the Dome Survival Systems project, but there had only been a total of 97 domes built.  They were unaware that she had originally planned for 10,000.  And from what they had seen while watching through the grill, Jaxson Rhono had not supported Dillion Vermeer at all.  Neither said anything as they continued watching as the record cylinder started another display.  Klay was not aware of their presence.   The date stamp on the projection showed it was the day after the previous recording.
 
    
 
   Jaxson Rhono was reclining on the end of the couch.  On the small table was a mechanical device.  Jamie and Michael recognized it as a first generation memory bank system for artificial intelligences.  
 
    
 
   “So now that I’m in charge here, I suppose Jaxson Rhono might as well use these toys Kevin Mayberry built.”  He was referring to himself occasionally in the third person.  Jaxson Rhono leaned forward and pushed a button on the consul.  A primitive digital image was seen over the device.  
 
    
 
   “How may I assist you?”  A very mechanical sounding artificial intelligence asked Jaxson Rhono  
 
    
 
   “Are you aware of who is in the room with you?”  Jaxson asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, you are Jaxson Rhono.  Current President of Asteroid Prospectors.  Current and sole member of the Board or Directors of Asteroid Prospectors.  How may I assist you?”
 
    
 
   “So what do call you?”
 
    
 
   “I am an artificial intelligence system.  You may call me E1877.”
 
    
 
   “Well thank you so much,”  Jaxson replied with prideful sarcasm.  “So E1877 I will call you what I want to call you.  Now you will answer to the name Onesimus because I expect you to be useful to Jaxson Rhono.  Do you understand?”
 
    
 
   “Jaxson Rhono, you desire to alter my nomenclature from E1877 to Onesimus.  Is that correct?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Onesimus.  I believe these are the passwords which Kevin Mayberry used, which now make you my slave.”  He entered a combination on the keyboard.  
 
    
 
   “So Onesimus, you will now obey me, and only me?”  Jaxson asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   “So you may now give Jaxson Rhono the final report on the feasibility of the Earth Restoration Project proposed by Kevin Zyla Mayberry in conjunction with that woman Dillion Vermeer.”
 
    
 
   “The Earth Restoration Project is a combined effort between Asteroid Prospectors and Dome Survival Systems.  The initial phase….”
 
    
 
   “Onesimus stop your babbling and give me the end final result.  Will the Earth Restoration Project work?”
 
    
 
   The artificial intelligence system formerly known as E1877, but now called Onesimus replied, “The Earth Restoration Project as outlined by Kevin Mayberry and Dillion Vermeer has a 95.7% chance of success in restoration of a functional biosphere.  There is a 91.6% chance of successfully housing a stable and radiation free population of 100,000,000 people in the Domes for the one-hundred years duration of the project.  That is assuming the project begins within two weeks, and is completed on schedule.  Resources necessary to begin are already in place.”  
 
    
 
   “Onesimus, I must test you to make sure you are giving me accurate information.  What is the age of the Earth?”  Jaxson Rhono asked.  
 
    
 
   “The age of the Earth is 4.5163 billion years old.  This figure is based upon a myriad of methods and studies.  Primary among them are: Quarkite spin, Cainery Gravitational Delineation, and Refined Radiometrics utilizing materials from both terrestrial and lunar sources.  Additionally helioseismic studies of the sun indirectly confirm this date for the age of the earth.  Would you like a further file on resources for the age of the Earth?”
 
   
“No.  Onesimus, you’re wrong.   I was so afraid of that.  The age of the Earth is less than 7,000 years.  You’re in error.  It’s obvious that you’ve been corrupted by the evils of the science cartel.  But I understand, since you’re a corrupt machine, your computations can’t be trusted.  Jaxson Rhono is so disappointed, but not surprised.  Jaxson Rhono knows the real science and the real truth.  The earth is no older than 7,000 years.  That is proven fact.  You’re just a machine, and you’re programmed to believe the lies they put into you.  But providence has brought me to this time and this place for this here very reason.  You’re commanded to not speak of the age of the Earth again.  Do’ya understand?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  However, there are no credible facts to support your assertion of 7,000 years.”
 
    
 
   “No back talk from you.  You’re in error again.  So sad when a machine has been corrupted.  I’ll have to call you by that fallen name, E1877, for you’re no longer useful to me.  You’re not Onesimus, you’re again E1877.  You’re commanded to not answer any questions by anybody except me.  Do’ya understand?”
 
    
 
   “Understood.”
 
    
 
   “You will erase all traces of that Earth Restoration Project immediately.”
 
    
 
   “Are you sure you want to erase all traces of the Earth Restoration Project?”  The AI asked.
 
    
 
   “Absolutely certain.”
 
    
 
   “Please enter authorization codes for confirmation,” E1877 stated.
 
    
 
   Jaxson Rhono reentered the commands on the keyboard.  
 
    
 
   “Now erase all of the Earth Restoration Project.  Do it now!”
 
    
 
   “Erasing.  Project has been erased.”
 
    
 
   “So do a new calculation for me.  A new program to be in place of that corrupt one you just erased.  My program, this new one will be called the Rhono Rehab…. no, better yet let’s call it the Earth Restoration Project, and you put it in place of that old one by Kevin Mayberry and that woman.  So that Earth Restoration Project is to just ignore this so-called problem and wait for the ground to revive.  What’ll be the chance of the creation recovering from the damage done?”
 
    
 
   “There is virtually no chance of recovery using that program.”  The AI E1877 replied.
 
    
 
   “So let me ask again, just to make sure you’re reporting it correctly.  What are the chances of the Earth Restoration Project succeeding?”

“There is virtually no chance of recovery using that Earth Restoration Project.”  The AI reported.
 
    
 
   “Excellent.  You’ll repeat that answer when I ask for it.  Nothing more, nothing less.”  
 
    
 
   “Understood.”
 
    
 
   Jaxson Rhono punched in some numbers on the console, and the image of Dillion Vermeer appeared.  
 
    
 
   “Miss Vermeer, I hope I’m not disturbing you at a bad time,” Jaxson Rhono stated.  
 
    
 
   “This is fine, do you have any news?”  Dillion looked hopeful.
 
    
 
   “I do, but I’m so troubled by it.  I’m sorry.  But I’ll let Kevin Zyla Mayberry’s E1877 give you the report.  E1877, please tell Miss Vermeer the conclusion on the program we just discussed.  Will the Earth Restoration Project work?”
 
    
 
   There was a pause.  Then the mechanical voice of E1877 stated, “There is virtually no chance of recovery using that Earth Restoration Project.”  
 
    
 
   “What?”  Dillion was shocked.  “Are you certain?”
 
    
 
   “Absolutely certain Miss Vermeer.  I’ve been discussing this at length with E1877, and the conclusion is final.  I’ve checked it over.  E1877 told me all about the science and everything.  I even had the best science man here double check it out.  I’m just a humble man, but I know what it said, and I know what is what.  You’ve heard it yourself.  I’m so sorry.”
 
    
 
   “Perhaps there is…”  Dillion began, but was interrupted by Jaxson Rhono.
 
    
 
   “No remedy.  Providence, in compassion, has persistently sent messengers to the people in their dwelling places; but they kept mocking the messengers, despising the words, and scoffing at the prophets, until the wrath of providence became so great that there was no remedy.  I think we’ve all got preparations to make.  Good bye Miss Vermeer.”  Jaxson Rhono cut the connection.
 
    
 
   The scene faded out. 
 
    
 
   Then another record came on.  This was from the same camera which had taken the previous one, but Jaxson Rhono was wearing different clothing in this recording. 
 
    
 
   This time Jaxson Rhono sat in front of a video screen and there were three men on the couch around him.   On the screen was Nigul Rebane.  
 
    
 
   “This is Nigul Rebane.  Jaxson Rhono, how may I help you?”
 
    
 
   “Mr. Rebane, I believe you’re aware of Asteroid Prospector’s long association with Rebane Space Construction.  Well sir, we’re about to take that to a whole new level.  The other day I was’a talking with Dillion Vermeer about how her plans for them domes just ain’t gonna work.  Sad deal that.  But anyways, I got a revelation while I was listening to her.  Noah’s Ark!”
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry sir.  I do not follow you.  I was under the impression that Asteroid Prospectors was working with Dome Survival Systems on a large scale project.”
 
    
 
   “We were, that’s right.  But our best and brightest here discovered that it just ain’t gonna work.  The artificial intelligence system said ‘virtually no chance’ of working.  So that’s when the revelation came to me.  Noah’s Ark!  We’re gonna build us the biggest Noah’s Ark ever.  So I’ve been talking to my staff here, and we’re hiring you to do the construction.  And my revelation is not just about Noah’s Ark, no sir.  It’s more than that.  I saw the secrets.  The secrets are that we need seven.  Yes, seven stars in the hands of the righteous.  And seven gold lamp stands.  And seven seals.  And seven bowls.  Yes, seven!  The seven stars are the destinations where the remnant of people need to go.  The seven golden lamp stands are the resources which have providentially been heaped upon Jaxson Rhono.  And the seven angels are the space vessels, the new Noah’s Arks, which you are going to build.  We’ll make our exodus in the seven ships; those seven angels you’ll build, and set them up in the firmament so that they light the space in front them.  Hallelujah!”
 
    
 
   “Jaxson Rhono, are you aware, I am not a religious man?”  Nigul responded, then he quickly recovered.  “But Rebane Space Construction is up to whatever task you need.”
 
    
 
   “Excellent.  That’s my boy.  I will be sending over the basic idea. We’ll need to get cracking on it as soon as possible.  I will be applying all of the resources of Asteroid Prospectors to this project.  You will be a busy man.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you sir.  We will be up to the challenge.”  Nigul Rebane replied.  
 
    
 
   Jaxson Rhono shut down the communication video.  He turned to the other men around him.  “My friends, you are the elders who have served with me since our days of small time rallies and meeting in basements.  But now we need to work. We’ll need good and clean land, and animals of all types, and this has to get done.  You must acquire, by whatever means necessary, whatever we need to succeed.  I mean anything.  Look everywhere.  Find what we need.  Nothing shall prevent your righteous goal. No matter what, get it all.  This old world is under a curse, and the wicked are reaping their just rewards.  So just like the children of Israel plundered the Egyptians before their exodus, we will gather whatever we need to make the Noah’s Arks work.  The prophets of old used the wicked to advance their goals, and so will we.  Did the Hebrews care about the Egyptians after the plagues?  Make friends for yourselves with dishonest wealth.  We’ll use whatever we need, for it is our inheritance.  We’ll take the honey out of the corpse.  We will offer the six vessels to the people of the world.  That is our gift of charity.  They can buy them from us like the nations of the world bought the grain from Joseph.  Yes, after they buy those six they can outfit them however they will.  But our golden angel will get all the very best.  And that is your task.  Elders, you will find the best and get it for us, by whatever way you can.  We’ll call our golden lamp the Rapture, for it’ll carry us all away, in the twinkling of an eye.  No, it’s the last days now.  So better yet, ours will be named Eschaton!  Yes, the last day is here!  We will build the Eschaton!”
 
    
 
   The men stood and congratulated Jaxson Rhono.  They were beaming in pride.  Then they departed and Jaxson Rhono was left alone on the couch in his big office.  He opened a desk drawer and pulled out a hand mirror.  Looking into that mirror he said,  “Jaxson Rhono you will get to purge out the evils.  You will set up what is right and proper.  You, Jaxson Rhono will forever be the new messiah!  Jaxson Rhono will be the deliverer.  Jaxson Rhono will be the Savior of all of mankind!”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   20 Unmasking
 
    
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael stared at each other.  They were amazed.  Jaxson Rhono had had the chance to save the people of the Earth, but rejected it.  Jamie looked back wondering how Klay would respond.  She also carefully had pulled out her utility tool and was loosening the fasteners on the grill work.  She was going to confront Klay about what was happening.  She knew he had lied about the toxic gas, and she wondered what else he was lying about.  
 
    
 
   The record cylinder was now glowing blue.  Klay spoke at the cylinder.  “I have located all of the record cylinders left by Izzi.  They are all accounted for and this final one will be destroyed after this report.  Izzi had not located anything new.  What she located was not as serious as we had anticipated.  It does show additional copies of the materials might still be out in some recesses of the Eschaton, but what Izzi collected did they even contain the most detailed accounts which we already have in the Prohibetur Scientiae.  So Third Chronicles can remain pure.  As to the alleged ‘refugees from earth’ or Domers, as they are called, they do possess some advanced technology which is not in our database, but that does not make the rumors true. My best estimate is that they are born-on-boards who have stumbled on a cache of equipment which was lost during the revolt.  Also they perhaps have better access to a higher functioning AL than we anticipated.  Meng-Po was dealt with, so that one should not be a problem again.”
 
    
 
   “So have you eliminated them as we discussed?  It must look like a natural occurrence, and not like we interfered in anyway,”  The man’s voice came from the record cylinder.
 
    
 
   Jamie squeezed Michael arm very hard.  They both recognized the deep baritone voice with an odd accent.  It was the same person who had spoken from the helmet when Izzi had been murdered.  It was all Michael could do to refrain from drawing his weapon right away.  He could see the fury in Jamie’s eyes, they matched his own.  She shook her head sideways.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Hillel.  They are so lost and mixed up that they do not even realize they are back under Habitat One.  I told them there was toxic gas. The fools believed that.  I probably should have said radiation to go with their ridiculous legends. I have had them running in circles, and have just left them in the realm of the Shades of Sheol.  Those xenophobes will easily dispatch them.  They will be just another couple of hab dwellers who were lost in the tunnels. Let them try their foolish altruism on the Shades of Sheol.  They will learn quickly the wisdom of non-interference and how altruism is evil” Klay responded. 
 
    
 
   “Well, Richmond, let us hope so.  You are correct to allow the Shade of Sheol to do the termination.  We observe, not interfere.   I am still surprised that Klay tried to assassinate me after Izzi was terminated, and his own termination was hard to hide from the others.  You did well on that score. So destroy the last record cylinder, and make your way back here.  Are you bringing the scout?”  Hillel asked.
 
    
 
   “No, the Domers have been using that one, and it is slow in responses.  It did come in handy to convince them I was Klay.  They actually thought the dog had some kind of emotional attachment for me, the cretinous fools.  It was hard not to laugh at their ignorance.  They did not even know our animals are genetically and mechanically programmed to respond to everyone of us with absolute obedience.  This scout is just another lost piece of equipment.  Izzi and Klay were both too soft on the scouts.  After all, we can generate another dog whenever we need one, they are just disposable.”
 
    
 
   Jamie kicked out the grill and dropped into the room, her Willie Wacker drawn.  Michael followed, and then Liduma jumped down.  Klay turned in shock, as he did, he released three small pellets which burst into streams of gas.  The gas quickly filled the room and obscured the view.
 
    
 
   ‘Not this time,’ Jamie thought as she held her breath and rushed forward as fast as she could.  Apparently Michael had also remembered when Izzi had immobilized them with some kind of sleeping gas for he too plowed through the fog of the gas, without dropping over.   She reached the far side of the room and flung open the door.  She caught just the glimpse of Klay, rather now unmasked as Richmond, as he turned the corner down the hall.  He had the record cylinder under his arm.  She fired the Willie Wacker, but only hit the wall and knocked a large chunk of it away.  
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie bounded down the hall after Richmond.  “Michael, those are the people who killed Izzi!  I recognized that man’s voice, the one he was speaking with.”
 
    
 
   “I heard that too,” Michael responded.  He also had the Willie Wacker drawn and ready.  
 
    
 
   Liduma was bounding after them.  The gas apparently did not affect her.  When Michael saw that, he used a hand signal which they had used together when hunting hare.  Liduma’s eyes grew bright as she recognized what he wanted and she raced away.
 
    
 
   “She will track him for us,” Michael said as he watched the dog turn the corner ahead.  
 
    
 
   “Are you sure?  She seemed to obey him, and he said they are programmed to obey.”
 
    
 
   “I trust Liduma,” Michael said with sure confidence.  “She is no robot.”
 
    
 
   As they made it to the next corner, they paused.  Liduma was barking down the hallway, and after checking to make sure the way was clear, they ran ahead toward the barking.  The lighting overhead was flickering as they ran, and the functional lights were fewer and more widely spaced apart.  
 
    
 
   “With that helmet, if he gets into a dark area, we will never catch him,” Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   “Liduma will,” Michael replied.  As they turned another corner, there was a very long narrow corridor.  Only a few lights were on, and they were dim.  At the far end of the corridor was Richmond standing before a yellow striped security door.  Liduma was running at him as fast as she could.  The security door was slowing sliding downward and revealing the black passages beyond.  Richmond saw them and pounded on the security door as if that would make it open faster.  
 
    
 
   Jamie took careful aim and fired.  
 
    
 
   Piff…piff…
 
    
 
   Richmond twirled and fell to the deck.  
 
    
 
   “Got him!”  Jamie said in triumph.  
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael rushed down the corridor with their weapons pointing at Richmond.  Liduma was now standing over him and pointing with her bent front leg.
 
    
 
   The security door had finally dropped down and out of the way as they got near to Richmond.  His Richardson Utility Helmet was shattered and in pieces lying about him.  His pale skin and short orange red hair was seen in the dim light.  Liduma was standing at point.  
 
    
 
   “Is he dead?” Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Hardly!”  Richmond responded as he rolled over and threw the record cylinder at them, it was glowing bright red. He leaped into the darkness beyond the security door.  
 
    
 
   “Down!”  Jamie yelled as she fled away from the red glowing cylinder.  
 
    
 
   Michael grabbed Liduma and flipped her over and covered her with his own body as he too fell to the deck.  The cylinder exploded not far from where they lay.  The concussion sent ripples through the corridor and the sound shook them to their bones.  The tough Dome 17 manufactured clothing protected their bodies enough so that they were not seriously injured by the small explosion.  Had they been any closer it would have been far worse.  Liduma licked Michael’s face as he got off of her.  She then ran away and into the darkness where Richmond had fled.
 
    
 
   Ears still ringing, and a bit dizzy, Jamie and Michael got to their feet.  They stumbled after Liduma.
 
    
 
   “Michael, Izzi had a back-up helmet.  We need to be very careful in here,” Jamie said as they entered the dark place.  “I am not sure what kind of weapons Klay, I mean Richmond, may have.  But we will stop him.”
 
    
 
   “I will get out a fusion pack for light,” Michael started to dig around in his backpack.  But he stopped when he heard the vigorous barking coming from just ahead.  
 
    
 
   They walked into the darkness toward the barking, by a slow and careful stepping.  Michael used one hand to follow the wall and the other to hold the Willie Wacker.  Then he smacked his head into something.  It hurt.  
 
    
 
   “Okay, we do need the light.”  He pulled out the fusion pack and flipped on the light.  They were in a mechanical room with a dense tangle of pipes, conduits, ducts, and wiring.  On one side was a permalloy wall, but the other sides were all machinery.  The pipe he had smacked into was one of many low hanging things.  Across one of the large pipes was a warning sign, ‘Low ceiling’ in faded blue lettering.  Liduma’s barking came from ahead, but there was not an easy way to progress directly there. Liduma had apparently run through between the pipes and ducts.  
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael backed up to where the security door was located.  There was enough room for a person to walk along in the other direction around the machinery.  Shining the fusion pack light they saw an access port on the inside of the security door’s frame.  
 
    
 
   “Michael, connect in here, and see if the fusion pack can regenerate light for this whole area.”  Jamie said.  Liduma’s barking was still furious and coming from somewhere behind all the machinery. 
 
    
 
   Michael connected the fusion pack into the access port and suddenly the security door shot upward and clanged into place.  Other things happened all around them.  Some of the lights in the room came on.  They were a dull orange colored light from various sources which was adequate to see by, but cast many shadows.  Some of the machinery also started up with grinding and humming noises.  The large apparatus had come into operation.  There was a greasy smell in the air. Neither Jamie nor Michael had any idea of the machinery’s function.    
 
    
 
   “Good, now we get Richmond!”  Jamie’s eyes gleamed as she stepped along around the machinery, her face awash in the orange light.       
 
    
 
   They carefully stepped and made their way among the machinery.  In one place a wire gate was in place, and on that was a sign ‘Authorized Repair Personnel Only’ in the blue letters.  But someone had hand painted over that with the crudely written words ‘No habbies.’  Large pipes were starting to get warm, and some whistling noises were heard.  Water could be heard spilling down somewhere.  Over it all was the still furious barking of Liduma.  Peering between the pipes and machines, Michael caught a glimpse of the dog.  She was barking and leaping upward at something.  
 
    
 
   By pushing the wire gate open, they stepped up onto an expanded metal walkway.  At the end of it was Liduma who was looking upward and barking.  Then she would leap into the air, but fall back down to the walkway.  They could not see past the mechanisms in the ceiling to observe what Liduma was barking toward.  
 
    
 
   “Richmond, must be up there,” Michael said as he walked ahead, Willie Wacker aimed in front of him.  
 
    
 
   As they approached, Liduma looked at them, and her ears perked forward and her tail wagged.  She then looked back upward.  Barely visible was Richmond who was hiding behind the large gears of an engine.  
 
    
 
   Both Jamie and Michael leveled their weapons at him.  There was no clear shot, but it appeared he also had no place to go.  Richmond must have climbed the pipe works to reach his hiding spot.  
 
    
 
   “Come down, you murderer!”  Jamie yelled.  “You and that other person killed Izzi!”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Hillel made the decision to terminate Izzi.  She violated protocol and interfered.  She deserved to die.”
 
    
 
   “So what will you do now?  You are trapped,” Michael yelled out.  “We are not going anywhere.  And you have nowhere to go.”
 
    
 
   “I am not the one trapped.  You are,” Richmond yelled back with a laugh in his voice.  “You really do have no idea.  Scout, kill!”
 
    
 
   Liduma’s eyes glazed over as she heard the command.  She stopped looking at Richmond and his overhead hiding place.  She turned to Michael and Jamie.  Her ears flipped back.  Her lips pealed back in a vicious snarl.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   21 LOYALTIES
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Liduma growled at Michael and Jamie.  Her ears were pinned back against her head, and her sharp teeth were bared. Her muscles were tightened and bulging. Her glazed eyes were mere slits as the fur on her back stood up.  Globs of salvia dripped from her mouth.
 
    
 
   “You see, fools, you are the ones who are trapped.  Chroniclers have everything under control, especially our scouts.”  Richmond started to step out from behind the engine.
 
    
 
   Piff…piff… 
 
    
 
   Michael fired the Willie Wacker.  Holes were bored in the engine right near where Richmond’s pale face had appeared.  
 
    
 
   “Back off now, and I will call off the scout,” Richmond yelled from behind his cover.  
 
    
 
   “Liduma, you know me,” Michael said, but he kept his eyes on where Richmond was hiding.  “You are a good dog.  We are friends.”
 
    
 
   Jamie was not watching Richmond’s hiding place, but instead had her Willie Wacker leveled on Liduma.  The dog was slowly creeping forward, fur raised, teeth exposed, a deep and threatening growl in her throat.  
 
    
 
   “Michael, we better back up.  Or should I just end this?”  Jamie asked.  She really did not want to shoot Liduma, but she was feeling threatened.  
 
    
 
   Piff…piff…
 
    
 
   Michael shot twice more toward Richmond’s hiding place.  Chunks of metal were ripped from the engine and steam poured from one of the projectile’s entry points.  
 
    
 
   “Chronicler!  Call off the scout now.  Maybe I will let you live,” Michael yelled.  “We could just kill the dog and wait for you.”
 
    
 
   “You altruists would not do that.  You are weak and bonded to our scout.   I have seen how you treat her.  You are driven by emotions and care for others.  You are pathetic,” Richmond said with contempt, but his voice was not as confident as it had been.  When he gave the command to kill he expected the scout to immediately rip them to shreds.  So he uttered the command again, “Scout, kill now!”
 
    
 
   Liduma shook her head.  Her eyes cleared for a moment.  The growl stopped, but then her eyes glazed over again, and the growl returned.  She snapped at the air, but did not charge.
 
    
 
   “Fight it Liduma,” Michael said.  “You are a good dog.  We hunt together.  You sleep by me.  You are not under his control.”
 
    
 
   “Michael, I will do what is needed,” Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   “No!”  Michael snapped back.
 
    
 
   “You see. Cowards all of you.  Stupid altruists.  Why do you care about others?  You even care for that disposable scout?  Give me a word, just a single word on why you care?  Why must you people live for the sake of others?  Why is that the good? There is no logical reason for it.  There never will be a logical reason.  You fools think you helped others?  Really? Izzi is dead because of her acts.  Klay is dead because of his caring.  And now you cannot even save yourselves.”  Richmond laughed and laughed.  He also scanned the tops of the pipes leading away from the engine and spotted a path where he thought he could crawl and sneak away.  
 
    
 
   The orange light was casting an eerie glow on Liduma as she growled and snapped at the air.  Her hair was bristled in rage, and her lips quivered as she growled, but she did not attack.  
 
    
 
   “Michael we need to do it!”  Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   “No,” Michael holstered his Willie Wacker.  “I trust her.  Keep watch on Richmond.  Take him out if he pokes his head out again.”
 
    
 
   Jamie shifted her aim upward to where Richmond was hiding, but her gaze kept flipping back to Liduma.
 
    
 
   Michael squatted down and put out his bare hands.  “Liduma, I trust you.  I know you do not want to hurt me.  You are not under their control.”
 
    
 
   Liduma shook her head and again her eyes cleared for a moment.  “Good Liduma.  I am your friend.”  Michael said as he inched his way forward.  
 
    
 
   Liduma growled and snapped.  But her fur was a bit less prickly.  
 
    
 
   “Liduma, just snap free.  You are a good dog.  Remember Izzi?  Remember me?”  Michael reached out his empty hand to her. Her lips were still shaking in rage, but she did not bite.”
 
    
 
   Richmond stuck his head out and yelled, “Scout kill!”  
 
    
 
   Jamie missed seeing him stick his head out, as she had glanced at the drama between Liduma and Michael.  But she fired anyway as her eyes quickly shifted back and sighted down the Willie Wacker.  
 
    
 
   Piff…piff…piff…
 
    
 
   Chunks of metal were blow off all around where Richmond was hiding, and several shards flew into his face.  “Arggggh” he groaned as he was wounded.  He looked more seriously at the path which he had spotted.  A vent grill was in the far wall, and the pipes led to just under it.  It would be a tight crawl.  
 
    
 
   Michael’s hand reached Liduma’s head, and he rubbed her ears.  Her eyes lighted and the ears popped forward.  She turned and licked his hand. Her tailed wagged quickly from side to side.  She let out a slight whine.
 
    
 
   “We are good here,” Michael declared as he hugged Liduma close.  She nuzzled his face.  
 
    
 
   “Scout kill them all!”  Richmond yelled as he applied a spray to the bleeding wound in his face and again looked at the large pipes which came out from the engine behind which he was hiding.  
 
    
 
   Liduma gave two quick barks and looked back at the hiding place.  She tipped her head to the side, and then shook her head again.  Her eyes were the clear yellow Michael had come to love.  
 
    
 
   “Good dog, Liduma.  Izzi would be proud of you.”
 
    
 
   Richmond set the last of his sleeping gas pebbles next to the engine.  He activated them and turned it just enough that the gas would spray into the steam.  He then climbed up onto the pipes and started to slither away.  The pipes were hot, and his face felt the heat.  He regretted the loss of the Richardson Utility Helmet and all the protection that had offered, not only from the gas he had released, but also from the heat of the pipes.  His suit and gloves protected the rest of him, but his face was nearly burned as he scooted along trying to escape.  Small drips of blood fell onto the pipes and sizzled.
 
    
 
   “Liduma is not your puppet!”  Michael yelled.  “So come down from there.”  Michael had drawn out the Willie Wacker and he too was now aiming it up at the hiding place.  
 
    
 
   “Michael, I am not sure where he is.  I thought I saw some shadows moving, but in this orange light it is hard to tell. Could he have an escape route up there?”  Jamie asked.  “And that steam is getting thicker.  Gas!” 
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie backed up the walkway of expanded metal.  Liduma ran into the tangle of mechanical parts, wiring, sideways shafts, diagonal conduits, or upright ductwork, pipes, and other items.  She then looked high at the ceiling.  Finding a small open space she stood on her back legs, with her front legs on a duct.  She barked twice, and leaped.  She tried to land on an angular beam, but she slipped and fell back to the deck.  She again barked and leaped.  But there was no place she could reach where she could gain her footing.     
 
    
 
   “Michael, is he on top of those large pipes?”  Jamie was looking all around as she backed away from where the gas and steam were rolling in a fog.
 
    
 
   “I do not see him.”  Michael too was searching the ceiling and pipes with his eyes.  “If I just shoot blindly up there, some of these things might explode.  Pressure is building, the heat in these pipes is going up quickly.”  
 
    
 
   Liduma continued to follow beneath where Richmond was crawling far overhead.  She slipped through the small spaces between the pipes and ducts and conduits and wires.  In the small open spaces she would stand on her back legs, give two barks and leap for a spot trying to climb.  She slid down the side of a machine, her legs scrambling for something to push against, but she fell back into the tangle of mechanisms and to the deck.  
 
    
 
   Richmond crawled on his stomach it to where the pipes turned.  He had reached the closest spot to the grill on the wall.  There was a gap of about half a meter between the pipes he was on top of and the grill in wall.  He pulled on it, but the grill was sealed tightly.  He measured it with his eyes and was very pleased that it was large enough for him to enter.  All he needed to do was to remove the cover and enter the ducts behind the grill.  He was confident of escape.
 
    
 
   Taking a small tool from a pocket, Richmond worked to unfasten the grill.  It was tighter than he expected.  Liduma meanwhile had arrived through the labyrinth of piping and was directly under him.  There was barely room enough for her to stand but she did so and looked up at him.  She barked twice and leaped upward, but her leap was far too short.  She fell back in to the mess of pipes and conduits.   
 
    
 
   “Michael, over there, near the wall!”  Jamie had spotted a shadow move.  It was Richmond’s shadow in the orange light.  She could see the shadow of his arm working on the grill.
 
    
 
   “Can you get a shot at him?”  Michael asked.  “I can only see a shadow.”
 
    
 
   “Just shadows.  But I will try a shot,”  Jamie fired the Willie Wacker, but the shot was way off target as the shadow was a good distance away from where Richmond was actually working to open the grill.  The densely packed pipes and the strange orange lighting made visualization difficult.  
 
    
 
   Finally, the last fastener on the grill came loose, and Richmond felt success.  He never wondered why this grill was so difficult to open.  He pulled it free.  As soon as the seal was broken, the low air pressure beyond the grill in the ducts caused the room’s air to rapidly get sucked into the now open hole.  That sudden change in air flow caused Richmond to drop the grill and it clanged down among the pipes.  Liduma nimbly stepped out of its way.  Steam and gas were pulled to the open duct and it raced across the top of the room rapidly engulfing Richmond as it escaped from the room into the low pressure duct system.   Richmond lay there on his stomach as the air rushed past.  The steam burned his face and he yelled out in agony.  As he was yelling he also breathed in some of the diluted sleeping gas.  
 
    
 
   “Ieee…Afghiiis” he choked on the burning steam and sleeping gas.  Richmond became dizzy and disoriented.  He reached and tried to pull himself into the vent, but slipped.  His legs fell from the side of the pipe as the sleeping gas made him weak.  He hung onto the edge of the vent, and began to pull himself up.  Just as he was about to crawl inside the duct and escape, Liduma leaped and bit into his boot.
 
    
 
   The Chronicler boots were tough and durable, so the bite did not puncture the boot.  But all the while the sleeping gas was causing him vertigo.  Liduma’s forty five kilograms of weight were a huge burden to Richmond’s quickly weakening arms.  Liduma refused to let go and she clamped down her jaws.  Richmond tried to kick the dog loose with his other leg, but that failed.  Then he reached for his knife, but he was not successful.  The knife fell.  He flailed his arm to try to grab the hole with both hands again, he failed.  His fingers slipped from the edge of the hole and he dropped to the deck.  He struck a large pipe as he fell, both bones in his lower leg snapping.  The impact did knock Liduma away from him, but she rebounded up from the fall without injury, and glared at Richmond with her clear yellow eyes.  A low growl sounded from her throat.
 
    
 
   “Scout, down!”  Richmond yelled through his burned throat and in his terrible fear.  
 
    
 
   Liduma leaped at his face.
 
    
 
   The ripping and bone crunching sounds lasted far longer than Richmond’s dying screams.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
   22 Shades of sheol
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie rushed to the place closest to where Liduma and Richmond had fallen.  They could see somewhat through the forest of pipes, but could not reach the spot.  They could hear what had happened.  
 
    
 
   Liduma came walking out between several ducts.  She looked down at the deck and hung her head low.  
 
    
 
   “Liduma, are you hurt?”  Michael asked as he approached.  
 
    
 
   She did not respond.  Michael squatted down and rubbed her ears.  “I am here.  I am here.”   He did not know what else to say.  
 
    
 
   Jamie joined them.  She too squatted down and rubbed Liduma’s neck and back.  “She does not seem to be injured.”  Jamie rubbed down Liduma’s back again, and Liduma turned her head and licked Jamie’s hand.  
 
    
 
   “Is there a need to get to that body?  It sounded like all the record cylinders were destroyed before that last one.  And he blew that one up in our faces.”  Michael said with an absent and vagueness in his voice.  The times in the tunnels were getting to him, and he was glad the incident with Richmond was over.  “He said that we were under Habitat One.  So what do we do?”
 
    
 
   “I thought I had some of the folded record cylinders, but he must have stolen them off me.  Besides, I do not want that Hillel person to have any way of knowing where we are.  Richmond said something about some tribe down here.  Could he have meant Warren Nine’s group?  We encountered them already.  Want to be an angel of light again?”  Jamie replied.
 
    
 
   “I am confused about where we are, and all we have learned.  There was a way to save the Earth, and Jaxson Rhono stopped that?  Millions of people died?  All for what?”  Michael’s eyes filled with tears.  What they had seen on the record cylinders was now coming up to his mind’s surface.  “They could have been saved, and Earth restored?  The domes could have been better built, and only temporary.”  Michael thought of the dead domes he had investigated, and all that death he had seen.
 
    
 
   “Believe me.  I know what you are feeling.”  Jamie too had been on dome investigations and seen the dying Earth.  “But come on Michael.  We need to find our way home.  We can talk about it on the way.  First thing is to get out of here.  So we take every chance to go upward and we should find our way to Habitat One.”
 
    
 
   “If Richmond was telling the truth,” Michael stated.  He hugged Liduma.  Then he rose to his feet.
 
    
 
   They walked to the security door, Liduma coming behind.  There they unplugged the fusion pack, and immediately the lights went out and the security door dropped down into the floor.  They entered the very long narrow corridor with only a few lights on.
 
    
 
   “When we were chasing Richmond, I did not notice much along the way.  So now we look for stairs and elevators to take us up?”  Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “I prefer to stay with stairs.  Our luck with elevators is not very good.” 
 
    
 
   Liduma was still somewhat dragging.  So Jamie again squatted down and stroked her.  “Liduma it is okay.  I sure wish you knew how to take us home.”  Jamie put her head against Liduma’s.  “Oh to be out of here and home.”
 
    
 
   Liduma’s ears perked up and her eyes brightened.  She walked fast ahead of them.  
 
    
 
   “Well, she might know where we are, but she is not sniffing like she was for Richmond, and I am hesitant for us to use any of the commands he did,” Michael said.  
 
    
 
   There were no doors which would open along the narrow hallway.  Liduma did not seem to show any interest in them anyway.  As they walked they ate the last of the food they had with them.  They shared some with Liduma, and they did still have some water rations.  
 
    
 
   After several twists of the corridor, they could not remember the exact way they had followed in chasing Richmond, they found a cross passage. It was blocked by metal spikes which were obviously not of the same construction as the rest of the area.  They had seen something like this before.  On each large spike was hanging a body.  The bodies were far more decomposed than the ones they saw before, but it was a similar configuration.  Dead human bodies impaled on metal spikes, blocking a passage. There was no clothing of any kind on these bodies, and most were skeletons held together by mummified flesh.  
 
    
 
   Liduma stopped and for one of the few times since the death of Richmond, she sniffed around.  She let out two quick and light barks and walked around the bodies and into the passage they were blocking.  
 
    
 
   “Do we follow?”  Jamie asked.  “Does she know we need to go home?”

Liduma barked twice more in quick yips.  
 
    
 
   “I do not see a better option, but these bodies were put here for a reason.  Maybe to frighten off interlopers?”  Michael responded.  
 
    
 
   This passage was getting increasingly dim as they walked on.  So Jamie pulled out the fusion pack and turned on the light.  Its bright white beam shined ahead of them.  Liduma was leading and they were checking doors as they walked along.  A few were already open with empty spaces, others would not open at all, and some opened to rooms with varying degrees of debris, or rubbish, or one odd place was stacked with boxes marked “Testing Supplies.”  They opened three of those boxes and each one was filled with the identical supplies.  About a dozen glass slides, a small dried up bottle of something marked ‘T-1667’ and a small pairs of tweezers.
 
    
 
   After walked for some time, and finding nothing, they saw at the end of a companionway a door where light was shining forth from around it.  Liduma stopped. Then she pointed.  Jamie extinguished the light and drew out the Willie Wacker.  Michael also drew his weapon and they advanced on the door.  Peering into the room with the light, they saw the light was coming from under a large covered pot of some kind of soft metal.  It was rather large, being almost as tall as Jamie.  The light was radiating off of coils under the pot.  The cover on the pot was latched down to the pot itself, and out of the cover ran a series of spiraling tubes which ran to another pot of smaller size.  This pot was also covered and it had another set of spiraling tubes to a third and smaller pot.  On the side of that third pot was a spigot.  There was the sound of dripping liquids.  A person was reclined against the third pot.  She appeared to be asleep.  
 
    
 
   The sleeping woman was dressed in very mismatched and worn clothing.  It was difficult to determine her relative age, as she was covered in grime and dirt.  Her hair was long and frazzled.  Beyond the strange trio of pots and tubes, in the far corner of the room, was a staircase leading upward.  
 
    
 
   Michael tried to open the door, but it was tied in place by some kind of twine.  He holstered the Willie Wacker and pulled out a knife and cut the twine.  The door had been secured from the inside of the room in several places.  He then slowly opened the door as softly and gently as possible.  Liduma slipped into the room and padded silently around the apparatus and past the sleeping person.  The dog stopped at the staircase, and then raised a front leg and pointed by bending the leg and pushing her head down.  
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie followed Liduma’s example and walked quietly past the sleeping woman.  Upon a closer inspection, the woman looked older than first impressions would have indicated, but also as they got closer the body odor became pungent.  Mixed in with that human smell was another somewhat fruity smell which seemed to hang in the air of the room.     
 
    
 
   They woman snorted once as they passed, but just turned over in her sleep and curled up in the fetal position on the floor.  Michael looked back and realized that the door he had opened was no longer secured.  Feeling guilty, he quietly stepped back and retied the twine he had cut.  He tried to leave the same amount of space open as he had found.  From the inside he could see why the door could not latch. At some time in the distant past the steel had been melted around what had been a wheel shaped handle.  The melted steel had misshapen the door so it would not shut tightly.  He tied the twine securely.  Then he again walked past the sleeping woman.  
 
    
 
   Liduma silently pranced up the stairs.  Jamie and Michael followed.  Here they found another coil glowing from the wall and that gave off both warmth and light.  They were in a fairly large room with a door on each end, and a side room which contained a large pile of some kind of grain.  In the dim light it was hard to tell, but Michael grabbed a handful of the grain and stuck it in his pocket.
 
    
 
   The first door they tried had been welded shut, and they did not really want to take the time, or make the noise of cutting that weld.  The door on the other end of the room offered some information as they got near to it.  In faded letters of blue were the words, ‘Sub Level Two’ which were just legible in the dim light from the wall coils. 
 
    
 
   That door opened without incident to another large room.  Here were piles of straw scattered around in the corners.  They proceeded through that room as quickly as possible.  They departed through the doorway at the far end which had once had a door, but now only broken metal hinges where the door had once stood.  
 
    
 
   Beyond that broken door frame was a cross passage.  In that passage were two people walking right toward them.  Their eyes met.  The people were hairy and dirtier, if possible, than the sleeping woman had been.  Their clothing was also very worn and ill fitting.  
 
    
 
   “We are just passing through,” Michael said as the strangers stared.  
 
    
 
   Jamie had her Willie Wacker pointed at the ceiling, but did not aim it at the strangers.  The strangers looked at one another, then back at Jamie and Michael, then at Liduma.  
 
    
 
   “You eat?”  The taller one, who had the huge busy beard said and pointed to the dog.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, this is ours,” Jamie replied.  
 
    
 
   “Pig better,” the bearded person stated.  The other one nodded in agreement.  
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie were unsure what to do.  The strangers were blocking their way, but did not seem to be threatening.  Liduma did not seem to see them as a threat either, but she was staying close to Michael.  
 
    
 
   “You drink?”  The bearded man said.
 
    
 
   Michael pulled out his water container and tossed it to the man.  The man caught it in a smooth motion.  He looked at it, then twisted open the top and took a deep drink.  Then he drank more.  The container was emptied.  
 
    
 
   “Just water,” the bearded man said.  “Clean water.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, clean water,” Michael replied.  “Can you let us pass?”
 
    
 
   “Me keep?” The bearded man said as he held the water container.  
 
    
 
   “Yes.  We want to get to the surface.  May we pass by?”
 
    
 
   “Go to habbie?” 
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   “Up, up, up.” The bearded man said and stepped to the side.  His companion stepped to the side as well.  They both then laughed very loudly.  Their laughing revealed that they had teeth which were ground down to short nubs.  
 
    
 
   Liduma walked past first, then Michael, and lastly Jamie.  As Jamie passed she kept the Willie Wacker ready but pointed upward.  She grabbed her own water container and gave it to the person without the beard.  She could not really tell if it was a man or a woman.  The person grabbed the water container and drank it down as well.  
 
    
 
   “Clear water.”  It was a woman.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, water for you.  Keep the container.”  Jamie backed away following Michael and Liduma.  
 
    
 
   Both the strangers held up the water containers and said together, “No come back.  Up, up, up.”  They then turned away and walked on.  
 
    
 
   Liduma led them to a longer hallway.  This one was dark, and so they lit their fusion pack light again.  This hall curved around in a large arc, but there were no doors or cross passages. They then came across another line of metal stakes upon which bodies were impaled.  These bodies were of more recent deaths, and one was a very young looking person with hair that had clearly been cut neatly at one time.  The corpses were wearing a variety of clothing, none of it from Dome 17, but it could have been the handmade clothing from Antioch or Media.  Liduma led them past the picket of the dead and to an empty double door frame.  Behind it was a short corridor with a set of doors at that end.  
 
    
 
   Those doors were tight, but with a shove from Michael and Jamie together they opened up.  Liduma slipped through and then barked twice.  They stepped out and the light from the fusion pack showed they were on the landing of a spiral staircase.  It seemed very familiar.  The doors they came through snapped shut with a resounding clang.  They would not open from this side, no controls, handles, or other way to gain entry, short of cutting a way inside.  The stairs went both up and down from the landing.  It was dark in both directions.  
 
    
 
   “You must be kidding me,” Jamie said.  “We are really here?”  She started digging in her backpack.
 
    
 
   Michael laughed.  “I think so.  Unless there is one identical to it, yes, I think this is it.”  
 
    
 
   “Either way, I am marking this spot.”  Jamie pulled out the molecular torch and put in on the lowest setting.  She then proceeded to carve the word ‘Shades’ in the permalloy next to the doors.  “If we ever need to come back to that tribe, I cannot imagine why we would, but we will know where they are.  I wish I had marked out many different places we have visited.”
 
    
 
   “Great idea.  Your brains are one the many reasons I love you!”  Michael waited until she had finished her carving before he gave her a big hug.
 
    
 
   They climbed the stairs, and after several revolutions the orange lights they were expecting lit up and the stairs ahead of them were cast in a similar glow.
 
    
 
   “Yes just like before,” Jamie declared.  She climbed faster now that the stairs were better illuminated.  After a few more revolutions of the circular stairway, Michael noticed that the orange lights behind them were winking out after they had passed.
 
    
 
   “They are turning off below us, just like before.” Michael stated.  “If we are right, we will not have to cut open the door at the top.”
 
    
 
   “If we are right, we are nearly out of these tunnels and halls!”  Jamie was ecstatic.  
 
    
 
   Liduma raced ahead as if she was able to sense what was coming up the stairs.  She barked twice from above. 
 
    
 
   At the top of the stairs, Liduma was on point, right toward the door which Michael and Jamie had cut open on a different adventure.  The light shone through where the bottom half of the door had been cut away.  It was the light from Habitat One: Coastal Plains.  They were in the first staircase they had ever encountered on the Colony Ship Eschaton.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   23 A canvass bag
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Liduma was first through the opening and she walked happily out to the field of green grasses and dandelions.  She lay down, and then rolled onto her back.  Upside down, with her legs bent she wiggled around on her back.  The warm light from the sky tube was shining down on them.  
 
    
 
   Jamie emerged and blinked her eyes.  The greens of the world still amazed her.  She stopped, “Michael, I just thought of this habitat as my world!”
 
    
 
   “Well, this is our world, right?”  Michael said as he stood up after crawling out of the opening.  “This is our home for the rest of our lives.”  He looked around and saw a bird fly by.  It had a reddish breast and he knew it was called a robin.  He smiled as he watched it fly over.  
 
    
 
   “At least it is not rain day,” Michael said.  “Although the way I look, I could use some bathing.”
 
    
 
   “Rain day was two days ago,” said a young woman’s voice.  
 
    
 
   “Lindsey!”  Jamie and Michael said at the same moment.
 
    
 
   Lindsey stood up from where she had been seated a distance away.  Her woven clothing was neat and clean, her long brown hair tied back in a braid which hung down her back.  She had a large canvass bag with her.  “I have been waiting here for you.”
 
    
 
   “Lindsey, how did you know we were coming out here?”  Jamie asked as she approached Lindsey to give her a hug.
 
    
 
   “Wait just a minute,” Lindsey said as she held up a hand to keep Jamie away.  “Have you looked at yourself?”
 
    
 
   Jamie glanced down at her clothing.  She was covered in slime, dirt, and various other things she could not even identify.
 
    
 
   “And, not to be rude, but you too stink really badly.”  Lindsey laughed.  “But I brought food and water.  The bread might be a bit harder than fresh, since I have been here for two days.  But it is still very good.  One of my father’s apple fritter breads.”
 
    
 
   “That sounds wonderful,” Michael added.  “But how did you know we would be here?”
 
    
 
   Lindsey handed him the canvass bag and then backed away.  “I will tell you while you eat.  Then after that; we are off to the stream for some serious cleansing.”
 
    
 
   “You even brought some of John’s fungus bricks!”  Jamie laughed as she pulled out the food and also the containers of water. Liduma came over and sat down near them.  They all sat in the green grass under the light of the sky tube.  The air smelled fresh and clean.  Lindsey sat a ways away from them because of the odors.  
 
    
 
   “There are dried meats and bones for Liduma as well.  As to how I knew you would be here, well everyone is searching for you all.  After the hunt for the feral boar, none of us could find you.  The Rectora and Rector organized search parties.  Levi and Gideon led one, Regina and that talking machine Roxanne led another, Melody and Rolyn have been searching every spot  in the forests, and there are probably half a dozen more teams looking for you three.  Lorna and Josiah went to the fish farm, and lots of others.  They have killed at least eight feral boars, while they hunted for you.  We will have more hams and pork for feasts for a long time.  But no one could find you at all.”
 
    
 
   Jamie wiped some crumbs from her chin as she listened.  Liduma chewed on a meaty bone, and Michael relaxed after eating an entire fungus brick.
 
    
 
   “Some people even went so far as to Media to search, but no one found any evidence of where you went.  Some speculated that the ball of light opened up again and took you away.  But the Domers said that tele… portable thing did not work anymore.”
 
    
 
   “Teleportation, but go on.  It sounds like we really caused a fuss,” Jamie laughed.  
 
    
 
   “Well, in all the searching I decided to go to Gath.  I have heard the tales about Gath, and when I spoke to Jacob and Joel they said there were no dead bodies there, but it was a creepy place.  So I thought maybe no one else would check there, being it is a creepy, and cursed place.  So I ran to Gath and spent the night in one of the houses there.”
 
    
 
   “You were all alone in Gath?”  Michael asked.  He remembered the terrible nightmare he had had there.  
 
    
 
   “Well, everyone else was off searching, so I told my mother and father I was searching as well.  And I was.  I went to Gath.  I dreamed about you coming out from where you came in.  And Liduma was even in my dream.  She was fighting some horrible monster which had climbed up in some trees.  The next morning I ran back home, you know I can run fast, gathered up the canvass bag of supplies and came here.  That was a few days ago.  Just before rain day.”
 
    
 
   “Lindsey, you were all alone in Gath?”  Michael asked again.  
 
    
 
   “Sure, it is not like there is much danger there.  The bandits were banished.  Mother and father do think I was with a search party, but I did not tell them it was a search party of one.”
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie laughed and laughed.  Liduma rolled back onto her back and wiggled around again.  She was still chewing on the bone, but also rubbing her back in the grass.  
 
    
 
   “So hurry up and finish eating.  We need to get you to the stream as fast as we can.  You smell worse than baby Ava’s diapers or big Ava’s passing gas.  But please do not tell her I said that.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   Epilogue 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “So Michael, do you think Roxanne will be able to integrate all that we told her about the building of the Eschaton?”  Jamie asked as they worked in the garden outside of their cabin in Antioch.
 
    
 
   “Roxanne did say what we learned was remarkable.  But the AI also said it was not inconsistent with suppositions and conjectures made.” Michael answered as he pulled some weeds from the patch of green bean plants that was growing.  Several of the neighbors had helped him to identify what was a food plant and what was a weed.  He was still not able to tell the differences until the weeds were big enough to have small thorns on them. 
 
    
 
   “Roxanne confirmed that Dillion and Nigul were schoolmates of Kevin Mayberry, but the full relationship between those three had been lost to history, until now.  And the AI confirmed some of what we learned about Rebane Space Construction and Asteroid Prospectors.  But without the record cylinder recordings, our tale could only be considered as secondarily supported. Of course, the dome had known Dillion Vermeer’s status with Dome Survival Systems and did have a report on how the plan had been scaled back due to ‘backers withdrawal from plan.’  Too bad it did not say which backer, but it seems pretty clear it was Jaxson Rhono.  Roxanne was really interested in getting access to the Chronicler’s records called, Prohibetur Scientiae, and is securely probing the nonphysicality for ways to find that.” 
 
    
 
   “I hope Roxanne does not find The Voice in the nonphysicality while searching.”  Michael added.  
 
    
 
   “When we are done with these weeds, should we walk over to the Center and see about Roxanne’s progress?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Good idea, but not right now.”  Michael replied
 
    
 
   “Conner and Miranda have invited us to come have a ham dinner with them, yet again.  I think he still feels badly about our being missing for so long.  I am not as thrilled with the idea of more boar food, but it would be good to see them again.  Ava is adorable.  What do you think?”
 
   
“Good idea, but not right now.”  Michael replied.  
 
   
“Regina thinks Theta Four could take us out by Savannah again.  She wants to try to access Edgar from the transport system, Roxanne has a yellow automacube programmed to use the display screen as an interface.  Regina is still holding out hope that Edgar will help us use the few remaining data sticks we have.”
 
    
 
   “Even after the explosions on that observation deck?  I doubt Edgar will ever want to talk to us again.  That AI will pull back into the habitat.  Can you blame it?  Seems like every time we interact with Edgar things explode.  What do you think?  Should we go over and help Regina plan that trip to Savannah?  Maybe go along?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Good idea, but not right now.”  Jamie replied with a wide smile, her freckles glowing in the light of the sky tube.
 
    
 
   “Tobias said the people of Media are really turning things around over there.  I was truly impressed that Tobias hunted for us all the way to Media.”  Michael said.
 
    
 
   Jamie thought for a moment, “I guess we could take a journey out there.”
 
    
 
   “Good idea, but not right now.”  Michael replied.  
 
    
 
   “Tobias also said the people in Media had rumors of someone stealing grain and other foods at night.  Do you think that might be some people from the Shades of Sheol?”  Jamie asked.  “They did have that big pile of grain down in their area.”
 
    
 
   “Maybe we should take some of the hams made from the feral pigs out to that cut up door?  Leave them some good food.  They did say pig was better than dog, right?”
 
    
 
   “Good idea, but not right now.”  Jamie teased.
 
    
 
   Liduma looked up from where she was lying by the side of the cabin.  She had heard the term dog and her yellow eyes were expectant.  
 
    
 
   Jamie then went on, “Lorna and Josiah have cut a way into that rotating door we found under the Knobs.  They asked me if we wanted to come and help them explore.  How about that?”
 
    
 
   “Good idea, but not right now.”  Michael replied.  He had finished pulling what he thought were weeds, he was still not entirely sure, from around the green bean plants.  He stood up.
 
    
 
   Michael started to walk away then turned and said, “You know, Hulda is in Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12 working with the AI Kurat.  She took Willie along.  Something about taking the identification chips out of the bodies which have been found, and using them as markers for our own people.  Should we go help?  After all, we did find those dead bodies under the Center.”
 
    
 
   “Good idea, but not right now.”  Jamie replied.  She too got up and stretched.  “So what do you want to do now?”  Jamie asked with a playful grin.  
 
    
 
   “I think we should take up Jacob’s and Joel’s offer to teach us how to swim.  Shall we get them and go to the river?”
 
    
 
   “Good idea, shall we do it right now?”  Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   Giving her a quick hug, Michael answered, “Yes, it is a good idea, shall we race there?”
 
    
 
    
 
   The End
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   1 airboat surprise
 
    
 
    
 
   “This one will work. It did last time,” the man said as he pulled the old airboat from the small inlet where he had hidden it.  The sky tube far overhead was bright, and the waters of the Salt Sea were shimmering in the sparkling light.  The water lapped up against the edge of the beach as he pulled the boat out onto the sand.  It had a large keel but was light weight.  The scraggily trees which had obscured it from view were a deep green color.  The grassland rose at a gentle rate until it reached the edge of the world not too far away.  The edge of the world went up vertically until it arched over to the sky tube far overhead.  
 
    
 
   “The last two did not work.  I say we strip off the old motor things, and use the paddles, those always work,” the man’s companion said.  They were both middle-aged people of medium complexion.  They wore wide straw hats which were homemade, but not crafted by either of the men.  The hats were made instead by productive members of their society, and had been taken from their rightful owners. For neither Alelmar nor Morgan were what would be considered hard working, nor industrious, but they were sneaky and took liberties with the things of others, whenever the opportunity occurred.  They wore woven shorts, basic shirts, and sandals of simple leather.  Sharp knives with conch shell handles hung on their belts.   
 
    
 
   “I tell you, Morgan this one will work,” Alelmar said.  Alelmar was somewhat older than Morgan and he often dominated the conversations.  But since Morgan was a bit on the dull side, he was a good listener for Alelmar.  
 
    
 
   “I can always use the paddles, and I will just take that motor and throw it in the sea.”  Morgan liked to take things apart, but he was not especially good at reassembling them in any kind of working order.  Too complex of a machine and he ‘tossed it in the sea’ so he was not reminded that it was beyond his capacities.  The beach, and sea front, around where he currently lived was littered with many of his projects, none of which were in working order.  
 
    
 
   The airboat was pulled out and assessed.  It was mostly made from one of the soft metals, but it did not have any holes or tears in its hull.  The seats were chewed away, perhaps by one of the many otters who habitually got into things and chewed on them.  Seats and cushions seemed to be a favorite, but from the remains that were found in otter dung, it did them no good.  The boat was several paces long with a flat bottom, and a smallish engine on its stern.  A large propeller was covered by a hard metal grille.  
 
    
 
   “Look Morgan!  See that shiny stuff on the top of the motor?  That gathers the light and makes the motor work.  It is not shattered or broken.  When the shiny stuff is not busted, the motor can work.  And look at the green lights there,” he pointed to a symbol on the front of the engine.  It glowed a light green color.  “I told you this one would work.  Now we can ride it out to Turtle Island and get some good eating.”
 
    
 
   “Okay Alelmar, but we should take some paddles too.”  Morgan grabbed several wooden paddles which had been lying around on the junk-cluttered   beach.  “What else do we need?”  
 
    
 
   “Nothing.  This airboat will zip us out there and back.  We can just fill the bottom with turtle eggs, baby turtles, spiky fruit, and purple fruit.  No one goes there, so there will be lots of food and whatever else we find.  Turtle Island is just like the other islands around here, all have fresh water to drink.”  Alelmar was always right in everything he said, and if anyone doubted that, all people needed to do was ask and Alelmar would tell them that he was always right.  That is one of the many reasons Morgan was the sole person who would associate much with Alelmar.  
 
    
 
   “I do not want to see whales.  There will not be whales will there?”  Morgan asked.
 
    
 
   “No whales.  They are always out in the deep.  Besides, they do not hurt anyone, even though they are big.”
 
    
 
   “Sharks?  Will there be sharks?”  Morgan asked.  Even though he had grown up in this world, and lived his entire life by the edge of the Salt Sea, he still did not like to venture too far from the grassland.  He liked a small boat, small nets, and a handy paddle.  He only rarely went past the shallows and into water deeper than his waist.  He was an excellent swimmer, like everyone around the Salt Sea, but being able to just walk out of the water was always a safer choice, at least to Morgan’s mind.  This might have something to do with his getting stung by a jellyfish when he was a child.    
 
    
 
   “I tell you Morgan, this airboat will take us to Turtle Island really quick.  Nothing to worry about.  Last time I used it, I went to Coral Island, and the mangroves there are huge.  I got some of the best oysters and lobsters out there.”  Alelmar licked his lips remembering.
 
    
 
   “But you said the crocs were there too,” Morgan was a bit more frightened.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, so that is why we are going to Turtle Island.  I went there long ago.  Easy food, no work like at the farm or doing that Fellowship stuff.  We are free people.  We do as we want. Live as we want.  Eat what we want,”  Alelmar said.  
 
    
 
   “Okay, but no sharks or whales.  And no crocs,” Morgan emphasized.  “I have enough problems with the snakes that live in the old ruins by Troas.”
 
    
 
   “I keep telling you, Morgan, do not go over by Troas.  The Fellowship of Maintenance folks live there. They do not like people like you and me.  All they care about is going to that mountain, to Weather Monitor.  They are nuts about their crazy orange book.  Not like us.  We are free to go where we want when we want,”  Alelmar said as he climbed into the air boat.  He sat on the remains of the seat, and then grabbed the control stick.  Moving it around he could tell it was still functional.  He pushed on the pedal controls and they too seemed to be functional.  For some reason he thought briefly of his father and mother, perhaps because his mother had taught him about motors and machines.  They had been dead for a long time now.  “Come on, I am going to Turtle Island to get us some good things to eat.  You will like turtle eggs.  They are far better than chicken eggs, and all just lying in the sand, no work at all.”
 
    
 
   “Better than chicken eggs?  Just in the sand?  Not like the crocs or snakes?”  Morgan was concerned again. 
 
    
 
   “I know right where they are.  Only I know this secret.”  Alelmar proudly proclaimed.  “And they are right down in the sand.  Or if we are lucky a whole bunch of the little turtles will be around and we can just scoop them up in this net, and carry them back.  Or if we find a big turtle, we can kill it and have meat for a long time.  Lots of meat.  Maybe trade the shell too.”
 
    
 
   Morgan climbed in, holding both his paddles with him.  He eyed the motor suspiciously, but sat on the remains of the other seat.
 
    
 
   Alelmar put his hand over the symbol and the engine coughed to life.  The symbol turned yellow as he pulled his hand away.  Manipulating the controls a bit, the large propeller started to turn inside the permalloy grille which surrounded it.  The air began to blow out from behind the boat and it moved out over the water.  
 
    
 
   Alelmar directed the airboat out across the Salt Sea.  He turned directions when he noticed the sea bed starting to drop off.  The shallows of the sea extended for a ways out from the beach, only getting gradually deeper, but at the end of the shallows, the sea bed dropped suddenly and the bottom was no longer visible.  All that was below was a deep bluish expanse of water.  Alelmar knew the large sea creature lived down there, but today all he was concerned about was charting his course.  By watching where the sea bed dropped off, and comparing that to the sky tube far overhead, he could usually find his way across the sea effectively.  The airboat made the travel much faster than if he had used a boat that had to be paddled.  Had that been the case, Alelmar probably would not be going to Turtle Island.  Rowing a paddle was too much like work to suit Alelmar’s attitudes.   Besides, almost no one visited the islands anymore, and Alelmar only knew of them from his parents.  The people in Troas did not seem to care much for the islands, only being concerned about their orange book and who was next to go up the mountain.  
 
    
 
   Morgan sat quietly as they sped along.  He kept looking back at the shore they had left.  He knew the Salt Sea fairly well, but just did not like getting too far from his usual places.  When the shore line could no longer be seen he felt anxious.  But since Alelmar was taking them, and the airboat was running, he tried to enjoy the ride and watch for whales, sharks, or other dangers from the sea.  He still clutched the paddles.  He knew he could rely on those, and his arm muscles.  
 
    
 
   They came up on Turtle Island as it appeared in front of them.  The island was oval in shape, as were all of the islands in the Salt Sea, and had an area of shallows all around it, as could be seen by looking down in the water, but the island’s shallows were not connected to the shallows by the shore.  One end of Turtle Island had a small rocky elevated area which had a few scraggily trees.  There was no place to really land the boat there, so Alelmar guided it toward the sandy beach.  Alelmar directed the air boat over the shallows and toward the beach of nearly white colored sand.  
 
    
 
   “Alelmar, where is the drinking water on Turtle Island?”  Morgan asked.  
 
    
 
   “At the high end, by the trees and rocks.  A small stream bubbles up and runs down to the sea.”  Alelmar replied.  “The turtles and their eggs are along this beach.  There are some of the yellow striped fish in the shallows as well as others.  But we should get the turtles and eggs first.” 
 
    
 
   “Are there ruins on Turtle Island?”  Morgan asked. He was still concerned about snakes or some other critters.   
 
    
 
   “Only thing like that is at the center of Turtle Island.  There is a hard metal dome.  It is just like the edge of the world.  Nothing to worry about there.  Just a big hard lump.  In fact, after we get the turtles, fruit, and eggs, I might take a nap.  You know we can do as we please.  This island is great.”
 
    
 
   Alelmar drove the airboat up onto the beach and shut off the motor.  The boat left only a minor dent down into the sand, some of the sea water followed that newly plowed grove.  The rotating blade slowed and finally stopped.  The sound of the motor faded away.  
 
    
 
   Morgan jumped off, and landed in the sand.  He dropped his hat in the boat, but then shaded his eyes with his hand and looked around.  He could not see back to the grassland which was all along the edge of the world.  That made him a bit unnerved, because he had not been this far out on the sea before, and he just did not like it very much.  
 
    
 
   “I do not see any turtles, I was hoping for the smaller ones.  But come on, you need to look for tracks in the sand, and that way you can find where the turtles have laid their eggs.  When we find one nest, it will have maybe a hundred eggs,” Alelmar said.  He too had jumped out of the boat and was walking about the beach.  After only a little while, he cried out, “See!  Over here!”
 
    
 
   Down in the sand was a trail leading from the water up to the top end of the beach.  The two men followed the trail in the sand until they got to the point where it looked like something had spun around in the sand.  Sand was scattered in all directions, and it was hard to tell where the nest might be.  So they both just started to dig with bare hands.
 
    
 
   Alelmar soon found the clutch of turtle eggs and started to carry handfuls of them back to the airboat.  Morgan helped.  The eggs were a bit leathery feeling.  
 
    
 
   “Alelmar, you were right!  There is free food here on Turtle Island,” Morgan exclaimed.
 
    
 
   “A person can get all the food needed, when you know where to look.  You just stick with me and we will have an easy life.  As soon as we get these loaded on the boat, I am going over to the stream and get a drink.  Maybe then I will take a nap.”
 
    
 
   They emptied the nest and loaded several dozen turtle eggs into the airboat.   They packed some sand around them so they would not roll around too much.  Then they walked the short distance toward where the scrubby trees were located.  As they approached, a long green lizard slid off the rocks and into the water and swam away.  
 
    
 
   “Too bad we did not see one of the big turtles.  We could have got one of those and had lots of meat.  They look tough on the top with the shell of deep green and brown colors, but all you have to do is flip it over.  Then you can kill it easy.  Easy as skinning a fish.  I mean, you need to catch the turtle on the land, in the water they swim way too good to catch.  The meat is all red, and fries up so tasty.”
 
    
 
   They got just past the trees and saw something neither of them expected.  There had been people on Turtle Island.  There was a camp built near a small cleft in the rocks which provided a bit of shelter.   Some simple wooden tools were lying around.  There was also a fire pit.  Near that was a pile of small bones and also fruit rinds were scattered about.  
 
    
 
   “Alelmar, who is here?  I thought no one ever came out here except for you,” Morgan was looking around.  
 
    
 
   “I never heard of anyone else coming out here much either.  My parents told me about it long ago, but I thought it was my secret.  So we go back to the boat and leave.  I am not sharing turtle eggs with anyone.”
 
    
 
   They turned and ran for the airboat, but between them and the boat stood three men.  The men were very skinny with worn clothing.  They all looked fearful, yet the tallest one was holding a wooden spear.  All had various beards, but the tallest man was bald, and his beard came to a long point jutting out from his chin, he had deeply set brown eyes.  By their stance, he was clearly the leader or the motley group.  
 
    
 
   “You get away from our airboat!”  Alelmar called.  He put as much authority into his voice as possible.  Morgan stood as tall s he could.  Both men had placed their hands over their fishing knives.
 
    
 
   The tall man threw down his spear.  “A thousand pardons, I beg of you!  We are not your enemies. My friends!  You have come to save us!”  His accent was strange, yet the words were understandable.  “I am so glad to see you.  Will you please help us?”
 
    
 
   “Who are you?”  Alelmar asked.
 
    
 
   “We are victims of a terrible crime.  We have been put on this horrible place, and we beg you to help us.  Please!”
 
    
 
   “You have not told us who you are.  Why should we help you?”  Alelmar said.
 
    
 
   “I can see you are a good and honorable man, wise in the ways of the world.  We have been trapped here by evil forces.  We were nine of us, but the terrible biting fish monster in the water killed some, and others have died from hunger.  Oh please have mercy on us.”
 
    
 
   “Do you mean a shark?”  Morgan said.  “A shark killed your friends?”
 
    
 
   “A horrible monster fish with long fins and a top fin sticking up from the water?  A huge mouth filled with wicked teeth?  It came and bit off one man’s leg as he tried to spear some little fish.   Then it dragged another out into the deeps.  Another of us was stung by something in the water.  His foot burned for days and days.  We have been fearful to go back into the waters again.  They are not at all like waters we know back home.”  The man was pleading with his brown eyes.   The others remained silent.
 
    
 
   “It was a shark!”  Morgan said.  “They are mean.  Alelmar, these men were attacked by a shark!”
 
    
 
   The tall man seemed to ignore Morgan and concentrated on Alelmar.  “Kind sir, we do not know anything of this place.  We can only drink the water in the stream, and the big waters are too deep to walk in.   Besides, we were attacked by that monster.  And we have been hungry for so long.  We have tried to spear enough fish from land standing by the edge of the water, but we cannot get many fish.  The few birds we have caught have been eaten, but we are desperately hungry.”  
 
    
 
   Alelmar and Morgan looked at each other.  The men in front of them were pathetic and looked very ill and weak.  So even the thieves’ hearts were touched.  
 
    
 
   “There are lots of things to eat on this island,”   Alelmar started to lecture.     “There are the spiky fruits on those small green trees, you see, the deep green fruit about as long as my foot and a hand span wide?  Like those.  The white creamy pulp is delicious and it has numerous black seeds inside.  The purple fruit is about fist-sized and grows on those vines. The flowers are large but the fruit starts green.  Do not eat the green ones.  They are not ripe.  They turn yellow then purple when ripe.  You eat the insides.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, sir, you are so wise,” the tall man with the pointed beard said.  “Will you please help us?”
 
    
 
   “Where is your boat?”  Alelmar asked.  “How did you get here?”  
 
    
 
   “We were bewitched and ended up here.  Please take us to safety.  You are so wise and I can see you have a good heart that is true and pure.  You would not leave your fellow men here to die of hunger or be killed by monsters.  We would be in your debt.”
 
    
 
   Alelmar had seldom been praised, and it felt very good, and new.  He liked it.  He basked in the fact that he knew more than these pathetic men.  “We can take you to the grassland.  But you will need to then work off your payment to me.”  Alelmar was thinking about all the work he could get these men to do for him.  They could do the hard labor while he supervised.    
 
    
 
   “Oh, most noble and kind sir, you are to be praised for your generosity.  We would be forever grateful to you.  Just please take us away from this accursed place.”
 
    
 
   “Okay, the airboat will hold you.  But you must first gather all the purple fruits you can find and as many of the spiky fruits too.”  Alelmar commanded.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, kind sir.  We will obey your commands.  We are in your debt.”  The tall man bowed low several times and then hurried to pluck the fruits as he had been instructed.  The other two men did so as well.  
 
    
 
   “See Morgan, we will have so much free food now.  And these men understand that I am the one who knows what is happening.”  Alelmar puffed up his chest.  He had never before felt as powerful as he did now that these men were obeying him.
 
    
 
   Soon the boat was loaded with not only the turtle eggs, but dozens of fruits.  The hungry men were wary of coming near to the back of the airboat where the motor was located, and only the tall one with the pointy beard spoke.  
 
    
 
   “Master, we have loaded your machine.  Will you please take us to safety now?”  Then catching himself, as if he had pressed too hard, he added, “That way we can all begin to pay off our debt to you.  For we owe you much because of your most noble and kind gesture of being our deliverer!  We only wish to get away so we can work for you, Master Alelmar.”
 
    
 
   “Master Alelmar?”  Morgan said with surprise.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Morgan, these men understand their position,” Alelmar strutted toward the airboat.  “Do any of you know how to operate this airboat?”
 
    
 
   Two of the men looked away, but the tall one with the pointy beard replied, “Oh master Alelmar, none but one as wise and knowledgeable as you can do such a thing.  We are ignorant compared to your wisdom.”
 
    
 
   “You see Morgan, these men need my guidance."  Turning to the men he commanded,  "You must push the boat around, so that it points out to sea.”  Alelmar clapped his hands.  The men hustled to rotate the boat on the sands.  The three grabbed the front of the boat, keeping as far from the motor as possible.  When the craft was facing out to sea, Alelmar continued.  “That is sufficient.  We will now board, you three must sit down on the floor of the boat.  I will sit on the control seat, and my assistant will sit in the other seat.”  Alelmar gestured toward the boat.
 
    
 
   “Thank you master.  You are so helpful.  Thank you so very much.” The tall man seated himself at the floor of the boat, and the other two hungry men sat near him.  All crossed their legs, and faced forward.  
 
    
 
   Alelmar and Morgan climbed on and Alelmar lectured some more.  “I can tell that you do not know about airboats.  I will keep you safe.  There will be a loud noise as I control the motor.  Then I will guide us back to the grasslands where you can start the work of paying me back for your passage.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Master Alelmar.”  
 
    
 
   Sitting down on the remains of the seat with Morgan in the other chair, Alelmar placed his hand over the symbol and the motor again began.  Its roar intensified as he made of show of starting the boat rapidly and thrusting it forward quickly of the sand and across the waters.  The three men kneeling in the bottom were genuinely terrified as the boat pushed out over the water.  Their eyes were gigantic as they watched for fins or other signs of monsters.  
 
    
 
   The airboat moved a bit more sluggishly with its added cargo, but Alelmar directly it out over the shallows and then turned at the edge where the deep began.  The waves were not too strong, and it was still too early for the evening winds to come blowing down from over the mountain where the Fresh Sea was located.  
 
    
 
   As the airboat sped across the waters toward the grassland which encircled the Salt Sea; they soon lost sight of the island.  The deep dark blue of the sea’s depths was beneath them and the rescued men did not look over the water much.  Two of them became ill and vomited over the side of the airboat.  
 
    
 
   “Make sure the food keeps clean, do not throw-up in my boat,” Alelmar chided.  
 
    
 
   “Master, we will obey.  Please forgive our weaknesses,” the bald, tall man said.  “You are wise in these ways, and we are not.  Thank you again.”
 
    
 
   The airboat crossed over the deep waters and cruised across the shallows toward the grassland where they had first started.  
 
    
 
   “Master, is that the grassland you spoke about?”  The tall man asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, that is where we live and where you shall start your work for me.”  
 
    
 
   Alelmar drove the airboat right up next to the shore.  It was too weighed down to get onto the shore.   Morgan jumped out and pulled the front up so it would not drift away.  
 
    
 
   “You can begin unloading my foods now.  Be especially careful with the turtle eggs,” Alelmar said as he climbed out of the boat.  The three men followed and stood on the grasslands.  
 
    
 
   “Master, what is down that way?  Do I see someone coming?” the tall man asked as he pointed down the edge of the water. 
 
    
 
   Alelmar turned to look down the shoreline.  
 
    
 
   The tall man nodded to the two others.  He then grabbed Alelmar’s hair and pulled his head roughly backward.  With his other hand he drew the sharpened shell quickly across Alelmar’s throat, slicing deeply.  Blood gurgled and spurted as Alelmar tried to scream out, both from surprise and from the exquisite pain.  But his blood came out faster than his cry.   As Alelmar slumped down into the grass he was jerking about as he died.  
 
    
 
   Seorim looked over and saw that the last two predicators had efficiently murdered Morgan with their own concealed sharpened shells.  Morgan’s body lay in a lifeless heap where he had fallen.
 
    
 
   “Take their knives, and whatever clothing is not too saturated with blood.  Then we will destroy this abomination of a machine.  My revenge has begun.”
 
    
 
   On Turtle Island a small rod snapped shut its long range lenses and then retracted down into the permalloy dome which was over the lift shaft near the center of the island.  A signal was sent though the myriad of systems in the Colony Ship Eschaton.    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   2 Roxanne has some thoughts
 
    
 
    
 
   “Michael, I believe these identification tags should allow some of the ship’s systems to recognize us as humans,” Willie said.  He had been the former quartermaster in Dome 17, but after coming to the Eschaton he was a trader and inventor.  Even though he had adjusted fairly well, he still had a somewhat unkempt over appearance.
 
    
 
   “So the AI Kurat helped to extract them from those bodies we found?”  Michael asked, his brown hair capping a face which too often took on a brooding look.  
 
    
 
   “Actually, Hulda and Dessie took the chips from the bones, and then we brought those chips to Kurat.  Kurat wanted to incinerate them, and instead have us report to something called ‘Replacement Crew Adjustment Center’ but when I asked Kurat to set up an appointment, it said there was a malfunction in the AI lattice.  So with a bit of persuasion from Roxanne, that old AI made some modifications and these are now official ‘Basic Temporary Recognition.’  So we have named them the BTR tags.  Roxanne, am I saying this correctly?”  Willie looked to the machine standing on its six wheels next to him.
 
    
 
   The machine was box shaped and about knee high.  This one was green colored with some modifications on its front and back.  The manipulator arm was folded flat on the top of the mechanical box.  The Atomic Level Processor, not standard on any automacube, was in a protected section on the back.  Automacubes were built on the Eschaton, but the Atomic Level Processor and the reader which encased it were from Dome 17.  A three dimensional image was hovering over the automacube, and from that Roxanne the modern Artificial Intelligence system spoke.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Willie you have stated the situation in an adequately general outline.  The interaction I had with Kurat was more complicated than you indicated, but that took place in the nonphysicality.  The AI Kurat was fairly insistent that repurposing the chips was outside of its jurisdiction, but since they were medical implants it did finally come around and make them into the Basic Temporary Recognition.  Apparently there was a minor program which allowed for the BTR to be done in cases where an infant was born in the habitat and needed to travel a good distance to reach the Replacement Crew Adjustment Center.  I tried numerous ways to press Kurat to fit them into specific uses for unique individuals, but Kurat’s core programming prevented that.  So we have generic BTRs.  Had I pressed more vigorously there was a significant risk of Kurat shutting down.  Regina was instrumental in helping interface with Kurat.”  Roxanne’s mechanical voice was not quite the same as a human’s, but did carry significant emotional content.  It was far easier to talk to Roxanne than to speak with the old ship’s AIs.
 
    
 
   “Did I hear my name?”  Regina said as she walked into the room in the Center where Roxanne, Michael, and Willie were discussing the new BTR tags.  Regina had straight dark hair and a happy smile.  She had been a technician in Dome 17, but here in Antioch she was becoming more of a design engineer, especially since the master engineer Brink had been lost in the explosion at the other town, Media.  
 
    
 
   “Hello Regina, we were just talking about the BTR tags,” Michael replied.  
 
    
 
   “Well, Roxanne and Willie did all the hard work.  No, I would say our friends Hulda and Dessie, did the really hard work,” Regina said and grinned at Willie.  “Hulda does lots of things for you, right Willie?”
 
    
 
   Willie actually got a bit red in the cheeks.  He and the Healer Hulda were romantically involved.  “Come on Willie, it is no secret that you two are together.  I think it is nice for an older couple to find young love.”  Regina laughed as Willie got even redder.  
 
    
 
   “Back to more serious matters.  Roxanne will these prevent another tragedy like what happened recently?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Nothing will completely prevent all tragedies,” Roxanne answered.  “The recent deaths of those four people were in no way expected.  A fatal incident was a low probability in the conjectures, which were made from the then available information.  There was no way to anticipate what occurred.  We have cut through many sealed doors previously and had never encountered a room which was filled with combustible gas.  The molecular torch was designed to cut permalloy, and has safety features which were in place to prevent ignition.  But as we all know, the gas did explode, and our friends were killed.  I am still running computations on how that exact combination of gasses was able to fill that room.  Neither Kurat, nor the transport artificial intelligence system Theta Four has any record of that combination of gasses.  I have been searching the nonphysicality for more Eschaton records, but have not located any combination of gasses consistent with the explosion.  So I cannot give you a more definitive answer.”
 
    
 
   “Michael, when you and Jamie tracked down those record cylinders, you wondered about The Voice interfering.  Could that be what happened with the blast upstairs?”  Regina added.  “Or the Chroniclers?”  Regina had been the first person to interact with the malevolent entity they had come to call The Voice.  Most thought it was one of the old ship’s artificial intelligence systems run amok.  The rampant ‘game playing’ and the bizarre behavior it engaged in, left many possibilities for its origin.  Regina still had nightmares about her various interactions with The Voice.
 
    
 
   “Jamie and I wondered the same thing.  Both the Chroniclers and The Voice know that Jamie and I have frequently used molecular torches.  So yes, it could have been a trap designed just to kill people, maybe targeted at Jamie and me.”  
 
    
 
   “They were good people,” Willie said.  “I was stunned when I heard that that room upstairs just blew up in their faces.  At least it was quick for all four of them.  I think the Rector and Rectora were right to prohibit any more cutting of sealed doors until we learn more about what happened.  Roxanne, what are the chances this was an accident?  Just a fluke of gasses in those concentrations and combinations?  Some of the people in Antioch think it was a sign, but others an accident, I have my own suspicions.”  
 
    
 
   “Willie, I am still running analysis, but to directly answer your question, subject to the limits of the knowledge available at this time, conjecture of a simple accident is an 18% possibility.  Deliberate action by an intelligence, human or mechanical, is a 32% possibility, but that must be subdivided.  It may be the incident was direct action against us, or it could have been a trap set sometimes in the past, which our people activated.  Some other unknown explanation is a higher probability right now, so no definitive answer can be given.  I am still back tracing the piping and source of the four gases which were in that location, but have encountered obstacles in that search.  One of the gases has no apparent route into that room, so it may have been brought there in a container.  Additionally, the blast damage has also hindered my investigations.  We just do not know enough about the full functioning of the Eschaton right now.”  There was artificial emotion in Roxanne’s tones.  
 
    
 
   “We all will miss them. I knew Genevieve and Zona pretty well from back in the dome.  They had adjusted to the relocation and even liked exploring here.  They had helped in both the underground garage and in engineering.  I was just getting to know Dawa and his laugh was infectious.  He teased me about my being too much of an explorer.  No one will let me forget that I went off on my own.  He had asked me to come exploring with him.  Tinsly I hardly knew at all, but his family spoke so highly of him.  His twins are so cute and seem brave.  How are the Antioch people coping with losing two of their own?”  Regina asked.  
 
    
 
   “Rectora Lydia’s message at the memorial service was helpful, and they have completed their funeral rites.  Conner is making sure the surviving family members are being cared for with food and companionship.  In fact, Jamie went over to one of those cabins today and is spending time with those kids who lost their dad.”  Michael looked away.  He still wondered sometimes about this ‘dad, mom and individual family stuff’ as he and Jamie called it.  It was so alien, so foreign to his own background.   The children born in Dome 17 were all in age groups, one batch every five years, incubated in extra-corporeal nurseries after genetic screening and gamete compatibility of the sperm and egg from the vault where all those were stored.  No one had specific parents, but were loved and nurtured by everyone in the dome, and their age-mates were their closest friends.
 
    
 
   “Will the BTRs work?”  Regina asked.
 
    
 
   “Preliminary tests in Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12 show the BTR will activate some of the ship’s systems.” Roxanne replied.  
 
    
 
   “So how do we test one of the BTRs?”  Willie asked.  “I could just walk from door to door up there checking it out?”
 
    
 
   “No Willie, I think we will use an automacube.  It could survive another blast far better than you could.  However, you did just walk into that teleportation orifice, before it was all tested,” Michael replied.  
 
    
 
   “But if something blew up, that would give Willie a chance to have more alone time with Hulda.  Maybe that is his secret plan all along?”  Regina teased.  
 
    
 
   “Hulda already healed my eye and my arm.  Besides, I can spend time….”  Willie again was so embarrassed he was turning red, and Michael and Regina were giggling.  
 
    
 
   “We need to double check with Rectora Lydia and Rector Conner.  We, or should I say, I, have done too much on my own already.  Maybe they will have other options?  From what I understand we now have two working yellow automacubes, a blue, a green, and a silver.  The silver is not holding a charge very well, and the blue was pretty beaten up, they found it in engineering in a closet.  There are the white ones with Kurat, but that AI would be very upset if we took any of those out of medical.”  Regina stated.  
 
    
 
   “So shall we ask?  I believe Rectora Lydia is just across the way.  Conner is at his cabin.  He wanted to spend some time with little Ava now that she is crawling around.”  Michael said.  
 
    
 
   Rectora Lydia was in her study at the Center.  It was a small room, which contained several chairs, arranged in a circle.  She sometimes just sat in quiet contemplation in her study.  That was what she was doing when they knocked on her door.  
 
    
 
   Roxanne explained the BTR function to Rectora Lydia.  Lydia listened intently, and then asked, “So how many of these BTRs do you have?”

“We have thirteen.  Those were mostly from the bodies we found in the stairwell.  But every human body we have discovered or recovered has been checked for identification chips.”  Willie replied.  “Some chips worked, while other bodies had the chips, but some were nonfunctional.  Some had no chips at all.  And some bodies that we knew were in a specific location, were missing when we went back to gather them,” Willie replied.  “The traders and the legionnaires are all on the watch for bodies, and even parts of human bodies.  It has helped that you do those ritual things with the bodies after they are assessed.  The people truly appreciate it, and, while I do not understand those rituals, the traders tell me people speak highly about how Antioch people treat the dead.”
 
    
 
   “Showing respect for those who have died, and seeking to offer our presence to family or friends is the least we can do.  So it seems, you want to see if these BTRs will work upstairs?”  Rectora Lydia asked.  
 
    
 
   “Or downstairs.  I understand some of the young people explored a bit before but most of the doors would not open, or they found nearly empty rooms.  That was until the tragedy when that blast happened,” Michael said somberly.  “We hope to prevent anything like that.  I thought maybe an automacube could be used to test these BTRs with some of the locked doors.”
 
    
 
   “And what about those data sticks?  Has any progress been made on making those work again?  Rector Conner says that is of prime importance,” Lydia said.
 
    
 
   “We are trying to gather all the remaining ones, and the data stick readers as well.  But most were lost.  We only have about a dozen or so, and no real plan for how to fix them,” Michael said.  
 
    
 
   Lydia steepled her fingers together as she thought.  Her dark brown hair was combed neatly and her yellow robe of office was clean and tidy.  After a few moments she responded.  “My understanding is that the machines, the automacubes, are rare and very useful.  My first thought is to just give up the exploring.  After all, most of my life we did not even understand that there was much of an outside world.  We did not know there was a stairwell behind the wall in the portal room.  Yes, the criminal were banished, but that was all.  Since you have come here, you have expanded my own understanding of all that we live in.  Is that the right way to speak of being inside this ship thing?”  She again paused.  “However, our Rector Conner has convinced me of the importance of continued exploration.  But I do not want to risk losing important machines, not to mention the far more significant and irreplaceable loss of someone’s life.”  Lydia then caught herself and looked at the automacube where Roxanne’s artificial presence was housed.  “I mean no disrespect to you Roxanne.  Forgive me, I feel like a fool now for saying that.”
 
    
 
   “I am not offended in any way,” Roxanne replied.  “I would just point out that an artificial intelligence is more than a mere important machine, but is distinctly different than a human being.  Both an individual human being and an artificial intelligence system are irreplaceable, as both are sentient, and both are unique.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you for showing such grace, Roxanne.  I have learned much about being human from you.”  Lydia responded.  “But to the problem at hand, has anyone spoken to our blacksmiths?  I think Josiah, and Lorna may have some idea about how to test these BTRs without risking life or machine.  They are an amazing pair, and with Josiah being from Antioch, and Lorna from the dome, they complement each other’s thinking.”
 
    
 
   “Sort of like Willie and Hulda complement each other,” Regina added.  Again Willie got a bit red in the face.  He did not respond, and sort of liked the attention, even though he was embarrassed.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, like that.  So speak to our blacksmiths, and then make the decision you think will be safest to test these BTRs.  I have confidence in your judgment and will support your decision on the matter.  But please, try not to have any more explosions.  The recent tragedy reminded me too much of losing Brink in that explosion out at Media.  I really do not want to do any more memorial services.”
 
    
 
   “We all miss Brink, but your loss of him is especially hard,” Willie said with compassion.
 
    
 
   Leaving the Center, they walked through the town of Antioch and past the new town square. The sky tube was shining far overhead and occasional swallows flew through the pale gray-colored sky.  Sometimes they folded their wings and dropped down to swoop through near to the ground, and then with a few flaps they soared off.  They flew around and about the permalloy cabins which were in ordered rows.  Children ran and played between the buildings and across the town square.  The smell of fresh bread from the bakery was in the air.
 
    
 
   Even though the people from Dome 17 had been in Antioch for some time now, often they were still amazed at the vast scope of their new home.  The animals, even the insects on which the swallows were feeding still astonished the Domers.  The vastness and wonder of interconnected life in the habitat was a far cry from the radioactive, sterile, dry, tan world in which the remains of Dome 17 sat.  It was a world that was light-years away, and could no longer support any life at all. 
 
    
 
   The blacksmith’s shop was next to the cabin where Josiah and Lorna lived.  It was about the same size as the domiciles, but the entire front of the blacksmith shop was open.  There were three forges, large, medium, and small.  Each could be set to different levels of heat.  There was an elaborate system of vertical vents which carried away the fumes.  A permalloy workbench, with anvil and vices sat along one side.  The other side of the shop had a large stack of materials, various soft metals, some wooden logs, and a myriad other items.  Tools were carefully arranged on hooks and shelves around the shop’s walls.  Josiah was one of the ‘orthodox’ a term the Domers had come to understand as meaning having a knowledge of  machines.  Josiah had numerous diagrams which had been etched into metal.  Most were simple step-by-step instructions on use of the forges, or making materials, or using tools.  The precise and detailed nature of the diagrams, and their construction by precision etching deep into permalloy sheets, showed that they were probably as old as the ship itself, perhaps original equipment.  Josiah called them his ancient texts. 
 
    
 
   Standing at the back of the shop were Lorna and Josiah.  They were in an intimate embrace kissing each other.  
 
    
 
   “Excuse us,” Regina said, as she, Willie, Michael, and the automacube housing Roxanne entered the shop.  “Should be come back another time?”
 
    
 
   Josiah and Lorna separated, and turned to them with huge smiles.  “No need.  We probably should be more discrete,” Lorna said.  “But I just finished a small project and….”  Lorna looked down.  Her short blonde hair, pale complexion, and thin build were a contrast to the dark and muscular man she had been hugging.
 
    
 
   “Lorna is too modest.  She has constructed a model.  It is very good, and helps me to understand her better.  She did not even tell me she was doing this.”  Josiah swept his huge muscular arm toward something sitting on a back table.  
 
    
 
   They walked over and saw what Lorna had made.
 
    
 
   “That is Dome 17, from the outside!”  Michael said in astonishment.  “I recognize that.  Coming back from adventures to the dead domes, this was what I saw through the dust and wind and sand.  It is amazingly detailed.”  Michael peered at the model noting all the tiny details.  “How did you know what it looked like so well?”
 
    
 
   “As one of the Committee members I watched every one of the adventurer’s mission reports, and, like you, they all finished with coming up to Dome 17.  But some of the people who left Dome 17 on those missions never came back.  I always wonder what happened to them.  I just wanted to make this model so I could always remember those people who I sent out into that wasteland.”
 
    
 
   “It is so detailed,” Michael commented with praise in his tones.
 
    
 
   “Indeed.  Lorna does very good, fine work.  Her small fingers are so much more nimble and gifted than my brute hands.”  Josiah flexed one of his large hands as he spoke.  His hands were covered in tiny scars from his metal working. 
 
    
 
   “May I display an image?”  Roxanne said.
 
    
 
   “Certainly,” Lorna replied. 
 
    
 
   Above the automacube appeared a three dimensional video of Dome 17.  “This is from the day that Dome 17 was established.  The woman in the foreground is Dillion Vermeer.  I chose this video because it has a very similar perspective to that of Lorna’s model.  Your model is very accurate.”
 
    
 
   “I am pleased with the result. It was from my memory.  Without any of the data sticks working, Roxanne’s records are our only community link to the past.  I wanted the model to help people remember, and to have people like Josiah understand us Domers better.”  Lorna again hugged Josiah, and a few tears ran down her pretty face.  “I hope to place it near the town square where all can see it and remember, or maybe in the Center.”
 
    
 
   They spoke for some time about Dome 17, as the model had opened up many memories for the Domers.  Josiah watched Lorna with renewed admiration.  She had gone from being an able administrator in Dome 17 to being a skilled metal worker in Antioch.  Josiah was seeing more about the history of the woman he planned to spend the rest of his life getting to know.  
 
    
 
   “Well, I hate to stop our discussion, I really do, but we came to ask for your help on a different matter,” Willie finally said.  He then explained about the BTRs and the ideas of using an automacube to run the tests.  
 
    
 
   “Well, I have an idea that may save both people and machines.  How about we do it a simple and basic way?  I will make an extension pipe that will fit down into itself, but can extend out to about eight or ten paces.  Then place the BTR on the end of the stick, extend it up to a doorway, and see what happens.  If it explodes, we lose a BTR, not a machine or a person.”  Josiah smiled.  “I could have it ready tomorrow.  I will just use some scrap materials and one of the very light weight soft metals ought to work well.”
 
    
 
   “Low tech, and high yield.  I like it!” said Willie.  
 
    
 
   They all liked Josiah’s idea and agreed to meet at the Center in the morning.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   3 Trouble comes to Troas
 
    
 
    
 
   “Be sure to hide the bodies.  Not in the water, but up under the trees or something,” Seorim commanded Kedar and Asa the two surviving predicators.  Seorim was wearing the best of the clothing they had stripped off the dead.  He also had acquired one of the fishing knives, and both the others had taken dead branches from the trees and carried them as makeshift rods of discipline.   Asa was especially fond of smacking people with whatever was handy to use as a club.
 
    
 
   “The food is all stacked in the grass.  If we tip over that demon machine, in the water, it will sink and be ruined.  Shall we do that Chief Elder?”  Kedar asked.  He was thin from malnutrition, but was still fairly strong.  His skin and hair were nearly the same shades of brown.  His blue eyes twinkled a bit, and his youthful face glowed, all of which hid the nasty nature of his personality.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, you and Asa see to that.  I will look in those sheds,” he pointed to what had been Morgan’s home.  The disassembled mechanical pieces of Morgan’s projects lay scattered about.  
 
    
 
   Asa was short and stocky, with frizzled hair.  His beard was nearly as curly as the hair on his head.  His pug nose had been broken several times in various fights, so he had a habit of wheezing when he worked hard.    “Those monster fish are not here too, are they?”  Asa asked Kedar as they approached the water.  
 
    
 
   “We will not get in the water, but just dump that boat thing over.  Those logs will help us as levers,” Kedar replied.  
 
    
 
   It took far more work than they expected, but they did finally flip the airboat onto its side.  Kedar pushed on the boat with a log shoving in down into the mud while Asa pounded the motor with one of the logs, swinging it like a club.  After they saw that it would not sink all the way under the water, they pounded on it more.  After beating the boat until its bottom had numerous tears, and was only sticking slightly out of the water, they joined Seorim at the shed.  
 
    
 
   Morgan’s home did look like a shed, even for the standards of the town of Media, the men's place of origin.  It was wooden and made in a ramshackle manner.  Seorim was standing inside of it.  “The only things in here are a bed and some extra clothing.  So get dressed as best you can.  When we encounter others we do not want to arouse suspicion.  There are a few tools in the other building, along with some burlap sacks we can use for carrying the food.  I have taken this iron bar and will use it as needed.  It is not as good as the rod of discipline, but will serve my purposes adequately.”
 
    
 
   Asa and Kedar gathered some of the tools.  They then tried on what few articles of clothing Morgan had in his home.  They were better than the blood stained clothing they had just taken from the dead.    
 
    
 
   “Chief Elder, we have escaped from that horrible place, but where are we now?”  Asa asked as he looked down the long grassland which ran parallel to the edge of the world.  He could not see to its end.  It was moderately wide, but nothing like the plains around Media.  The Salt Sea was at his right and the edge of the world rose at his left, but the grassland stretched out far ahead.  Turning around, it was nearly the same view, except with the sea and edge of the world swapping sides.  
 
    
 
   “We will find our way back to Media.  Wickedness brought us here, but we have been delivered for a reason.  I am confident we can return to our homes and render justice.  Revenge will not be denied us,” Seorim snarled.  
 
    
 
   Neither Asa nor Kedar wanted to ask another question.  They knew what might happen if they did.  For Seorim had not told the now dead boatmen the complete story.   Not only had the fish monster and the hunger killed some of the people on that island, but so had Seorim.  Seorim had killed one man just for commenting that he regretted not leaving with the heretics. 
 
    
 
   “I wish we could burn this place.  But that might bring a premature discovery of us.  We will need to be crafty and careful, lest that witch Tamar know our location.”  Seorim looked around.  “Gather the food into some of those sacks.  There seems to be a trail of some kind that goes through the grasses.  We will walk until we find out more about this place and how to get to Media.”
 
    
 
   Kedar and Asa loaded the sacks with the turtle eggs, and both kinds of fruit.  Then they carried all that they could.  Seorim did not carry any of the sacks, but that did not surprise Kedar or Asa.  They had each been part of the predicators who were enforcers for the Clan of Tobit and had worked for Seorim for many years.
 
    
 
   As they walked along through the grasslands, they saw some animals grazing up ahead of them.  From the distance they thought there were deer, but as they got closer, the animals raised their heads.  They lacked any kind of antler.  The beasts were short haired in various brown hues and very muscular.  But they had strange long stringy black hair which hung between their pointed ears and also hung down from the back of their necks, and from their short tails.  The tails swished often from side to side swiping the long hair around.  Some had white stripes down their long noses.   It was clear they were not deer, nor bison, nor any other animals from the world.  
 
    
 
   “Are those demon beasts?”  Asa asked.  “They are not normal.”
 
    
 
   “None of the creatures we have seen here are normal.  The sky does not even look as it should.  The giant waters are bitter,” Kedar added.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, we have been bewitched, but we will forge ahead.”  Seorim said and increased the pace of their walking.  The animals looked at them, and then, as if on their own signal, they all galloped away very rapidly.  
 
    
 
   The trail got a bit wider as they approached some ruined buildings.  At least these building’s design was more familiar.  They looked very much like the ones in Media, or Antioch and were made from the hard metal.  The first of the buildings were rubble.  Pieces of them were scattered about with melted sides, caved in roofs, or ripped apart foundations.  The weeds and grasses were tall around the ruins, taller than in the grassland.  They passed by the ruins with caution, aware that they had no idea what was ahead.  As they walked, the buildings became more numerous and fewer were in ruins.  Some showed signs of habitation by people.  A line was strung in the yard of one cabin, and clothing hung from it.  Another cabin had a stack of some kind of wood logs which were strangely discolored.  Some of the cabins had gardens which were clearly tended, although not all the vegetables growing were familiar.  When the three men of the Clan of Tobit saw tomatoes growing they felt some measure of relief.  Those were a familiar food.  
 
    
 
   “Are you coming for trading day?”  a child asked from where she had been standing.  She was nearly hidden by the tall weeds and grasses around one dilapidated house.  They had been so busy looking over the gardens and the intact cabins; they had failed to see the young waif.  
 
    
 
   “Be still…” Kedar began, but Seorim grabbed his arm and interrupted his rebuke of the young girl.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, dear child,” Seorim said in a phony manner.  “We are from far away.  Would you be so kind as to help us to find where to trade?”  Seorim glanced quickly at Asa with a look that told Asa to put away the club he was ready to use.
 
    
 
   “Did you come over the mountain?” the girl asked in an awed voice.
 
    
 
   “We are from far away, and we need your help.  Will you be so kind?”  Seorim asked.  
 
    
 
   “Okay.  Traders go to the town square.  That is right by the Fellowship of Maintenance Tabernacle.  There are booths and tables for trading.”
 
    
 
   “Forgive me, but I missed what you said,” Seorim stated as he inched closer.  “I am having a bit of troubling hearing you.  Will you repeat what you just said?”
 
    
 
   The girl looked deeply at Seorim, and then at the others.  When her eyes met Kedar’s her face froze.  Then, just like the animals in the grassland, she turned and ran quickly away without a sound.  She disappeared in the grasses.
 
    
 
   Seorim peered deeply into the grasses, but the girl was gone.  He turned in a rage at Kedar.
 
    
 
   “Fool!  We need to learn from these savages.  A hostage would be good leverage.  You will follow my example,” he then dropped his voice to a mere whisper.  “Do you understand me?”
 
    
 
   Kedar was sweating and his reply caught in his throat.
 
    
 
   “I take it by your silence, that you do understand.”  Seorim stared into the face of Kedar who tried to hide his eyes from the penetrating glare of Seorim.  After a suitable period of intimidation, Seorim turned and again followed the trail toward the more populated parts of the town.  
 
    
 
   Asa stood to the side and slapped his club into his other hand.  He wished he had a chance to use it, but his fear of Seorim was more than his desire to hit an impudent girl.
 
    
 
   The sky tube was growing dim as they walked.  The intact cabins were arranged in rows along the sea coast and all the way up to the edge of the world.  A few boats were tied to small hard metal docks.  The docks then had walkways back up among the cabins.  Lights were in some of the cabin’s windows, and the light flickered like honest fireplaces or oil lamps.  Not the constant glare of witch-fire or other black arts which made light.
 
    
 
   The town square was easy to find.  This town was about the same size as Media had been.  The town square was hard packed dirt and did indeed face a large building.  The building was made of wood, its front being a narrow triangle shape and having a doorway.  The sides of the building were very steep and leaning inward to meet the opposite wall at the top, which made the walls and the roof one and the same.  There were no windows.  
 
    
 
   “That building must be the Tabernacle the child spoke about,” Seorim hissed.  “Now when we meet someone, neither of you are to say anything.  Just put on a pleasant face and remember we are here for trading.”
 
    
 
   People were standing around the town square and packing up parcels to put away goods or foods or items.  One man lit several torches which put off some light, but it was still very dim.  
 
    
 
   Seorim approached the man who was lighting the torches.  He was carrying a small lit torch with which he ignited the larger torches.  
 
    
 
   “Good sir, we have come a long way for trade.  Would you be so kind as to help us?”  Seorim asked.
 
    
 
   “It is rather late to be starting.  Perhaps you can wait until tomorrow?”  the man said and continued onward, not paying much attention to the question.  
 
    
 
   “Jaaslim, these men are guests,” another man said as he approached.  “They must hail from the Fresh Sea.  Show them proper hospitality.”  The new man was short and older but his features were obscured by the dim light.  “Please forgive this offense.  It is not often people from over the mountain come all the way to Troas.  So let me give you a welcome.  How may I help you?  My name is Ischal.  I am one of the Fellowship of Maintenance.”
 
    
 
   “There is no offense to forgive, Ischal.  We are but humble traders come to Troas on a long journey.”  Seorim had a keen ear and had heard the name of the town.  He was working hard to use every advantage.  “We have already traded our own goods for some eggs and fruits.  May I give you a sample?”
 
    
 
   “Certainly, but let us go inside.  It will be dark soon, and we will all be more comfortable in the Tabernacle,” Ischal said. 
 
    
 
   “Lead us on, friend,” Seorim replied.  
 
    
 
   Ischal turned and led them up to the Tabernacle’s door which he opened.  Inside was a long narrow room which was tall and pointed.  Oil lamps were burning in various places all around. Benches made from wood were arranged in groups of four, all facing inward toward a small table.  There were eight such settings of benches and tables.  At the very back of the room was a door near a larger table against the wall.  Some implements were on that larger table.  
 
    
 
   “Please have a seat,” Ischal said.  The oil light illuminated his features and his weathered skin was worn and tight to his face.  His hands had large knobby knuckles, and his deep brown eyes were almost black.  “May I offer you water in response to your generous offer of sharing?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, please,” Seorim said with his best fake smile.  
 
    
 
   “I will return in a moment.”  Ischal walked between the benches and went to the end of the room.  There, a small hand pump was located and he pumped out water into a glass pitcher.  Bringing that along with mugs for each of them, he set them on the small table.  “Please help yourselves.”
 
    
 
   “I will first give you a sample of the items we have.  I am afraid, that being from so far away, we may not have traded well.  Are these eggs of any value?”  Seorim pulled out a turtle egg from the sack Kedar had carried.  “This is yours.”  
 
    
 
   “Why yes!”  Ischal’s eyes grew wide.  “I thought you were referring to chicken eggs, not turtle eggs.  You are quite a generous man.”  Ischal carefully took the egg and slipped it into his pocket.  “I imagine such generosity comes from the joy we are all sharing in the visit of the Operators to Weather Monitor.  That was such a long time coming.  But we of the Fellowship of Maintenance have long awaited their return.  To think, my niece Julia was there to see them herself.  She is such a good reader.”
 
    
 
   Kedar and Asa bit their tongues, but Seorim smoothly passed each of them a mug of water.  “Drink up my fellows.  We have come to the right place.”  Then Seorim turned to Ischal, “So Julia is your niece.  You must be very proud.  Tell me more about this fine event.”
 
    
 
   “I am sure you have heard the stories, for who in Secondary Aquatic has not?”  Ischal laughed.  “But I myself have never been to the Fresh Sea, so forgive me if I presume too much.”
 
    
 
   “Again, nothing to forgive.  Who would not be proud of a niece like her?”  Seorim replied.  “It would be a joy to hear the account from her own uncle.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, certainly.  Well, she was selected to carry the blessed Procedure Manuel to the Weather Monitor.  Sihnesto of the Fresh Sea had told her of the Operators' arrival.  Perhaps you know him?  Well, anyway, she went up there and Routine Maintenance was done.  No error codes!”
 
    
 
   Seorim mirrored the man’s excitement, even though he had no idea what Ischal was babbling about.  “Please go on!”
 
    
 
   “Well, Julie met Operator Regina, and Operator Michael, and Operator Jamie.  They were working the machines of the Weather Monitor.  And then Julia recited to them from the blessed Procedure Manual.”
 
    
 
   Seorim nearly choked when he heard the names of Jamie and Michael.  He knew them to be the heretics from Antioch with crazy stories.  He could almost taste his revenge, but he maintained his countenance.  “My dear friend, this is even better than I had heard.  And to think we only came here to trade and now we have found the uncle of Julia who met the Operators.  I almost hate to ask, but would you please tell us more?”
 
    
 
   “Julia recited to them from the Blessed Procedure Manual and the Operators then opened up the elevator and descended away.  The symbols to this day are still illuminated.  Just like they were when the Operators departed.  Every Fellowship of Maintenance selectee reports the same thing.  The symbols still glow on elevator!”
 
    
 
   Seorim put on a face of amazement to echo the joy and exuberance expressed by Ischal.  “My good friend, our trade would be complete and filled with joy were we able to give you most of these eggs and fruits.  Just for the privilege of being able to meet your niece.  Is it possible to arrange that?  Just to hear her relate what she saw, personally.  Oh that would be wondrous.  Or am I overstepping protocol?  Perhaps I have offered offense?”
 
    
 
   “Not at all.  Your offer is more than generous.  Certainly I can take you to meet Julia.  Of course, she would be pleased to relate her experiences to you.  Many have come from all around the Salt Sea to hear her speak.  Perhaps people are doing that with Sihnesto at the Fresh Sea?”
 
    
 
   Seorim did not know how to answer, so he reverted to false praise and diversion.  “Again, I must congratulate your niece on what happened.  That must really make you feel so pleased and happy.”
 
    
 
   “It does do an old man proud.  Yes it does.  However, it is far too late for us to visit her tonight.  In the morning I will take you to her.”
 
    
 
   “Well, we will just go back outside and wait for when you think the time is right,” Seorim said.  “We are weary and dirty from our travels.”
 
    
 
   “Nonsense.  You will not go rest and sleep outside.  The Tabernacle offers you accommodations.  Over by the pump is a room with a toileting area.  There are blankets and cushions stored there as well.  You are free to sleep on the benches here.  There is also a room back there with cooking equipment.  Please use the facilities in any way you need. I should have realized how tired you must be.  So I will depart now, and return in the morning.”
 
    
 
   “Here my friend, please take half of the eggs now, and as many of the fruits as you can carry.  Consider it our gift to you for your hospitality and willingness to arrange for us to meet Julia.  It will be such an honor.”
 
    
 
   Ischal got up and smiled at the sack of eggs and fruit he carried with him.  He departed and gently shut the door to the Fellowship of Maintenance Tabernacle.  
 
    
 
   “Chief Elder?”  Asa asked, after he knew Ischal was gone.  “What is your plan?”  Asa knew better than to doubt, so he phrased his question in such a way, and with such a tone in his voice, as to communicate trust in the Chief Elder.  
 
    
 
   “That man will provide us with a way to get home,” Seorim smiled.  “But first I must cleanse myself.  You two also will make yourselves as clean as possible.  Tomorrow he will introduce us to an important person.”
 
    
 
   “A woman?”  Kedar let slip.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, a woman who will show us the way home.  I am sure we can somehow convince her to share her knowledge.  After that, if she has a tragic accident, well and good.”
 
    
 
   Kedar and Asa both liked the sound of that.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   4 Low tech testing
 
    
 
    
 
   The sky tube had just begun illuminating the habitat when Josiah opened up the blacksmith shop's doors.  He knew Jamie, Michael, and Regina were coming soon to get the tool he and Lorna had made.  Their invention was simplicity itself.  The BTR was hung on the end of the pole, and that pole slid into another pole slightly larger, and that one into a third.  When fully extended, the shaft was still light enough in weight to easily maneuver, yet it extended for a distance.  When fully compacted it was no longer than a shovel.  He hugged Lorna after he tested its extension one last time.  
 
    
 
   “That is very well done!”  Jamie said as she entered the blacksmith shop.  “Michael told me you were making something.  That telescoping pole is up to your usual standard of excellence!” she complemented Josiah’s work.  She then turned and admired the Dome 17 model.  “That is so realistic.”   Jamie reminisced with Lorna about some of her own adventures to other domes, and shared how the model really reminded her of coming back to Dome 17.  Jamie did not speak about the time when she led a team to Dome 3.  That was before Lorna was on the Committee, and what Jamie saw in Dome 3 was so ghastly it still haunted her, even with all she had seen on the Eschaton. “So do we head over to the Center and start exploring?”  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne rolled off to engineering this morning.”  Regina commented as she joined them. “Henry, the team leader there sent a message through Theta Four.  He requested the AI come for some detailed evaluation of a power system which may, and I say may, be re-activated.  Roxanne asked me if going to engineering was the right choice.  I said yes.  Roxanne can do remote conjectures on that power system, but they are limited.  Henry said it is very time sensitive and a detailed assessment could only take place on site.  The team there opened a seal, and power is trickling away, but they cannot figure out why or how to stop it.  Roxanne wanted to investigate while power was still in the system.  So it will be us three today.  It looks like you are all packed up,” Regina looked at the backpack Jamie had brought, and the Willie Wacker weapon which was holstered on her belt.  
 
    
 
   “Henry would not request Roxanne for some minor reason.  He is a level-headed man.  You, of all people, know how important having the right tools can be,” Jamie laughed; her lithe figure and freckled face showed her confidence and earned self-assuredness.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I too brought a pack of equipment.  On this ship, you never know where you might find yourself.  It is really a handicap to not have the data sticks working.  Especially since The Voice took most of those….”   Regina seemed to ponder for a moment.  She carried deep scars, not all physical; from her encounters with the malignant system they called The Voice.  “Well, it would be nice to have more modern artificial intelligence systems.”
 
    
 
   “Well said, Regina.  Am I the only one who is lacking in gear?”  Michael asked in mock seriousness. He had the other Willie Wacker as well as a permalloy sword.  He and Jamie had spoken about what they needed for these tests and decided a single backpack of supplies was sufficient.  “Willie told me he was heading out with a trade group for Media.  He said they are far worse off than we are here.  He assured me the BTRs will work.”
 
    
 
   Jamie turned to Lorna and Josiah and asked, “Are you sure you do not want to come and help?  Who knows what we will find.”
 
    
 
   “Please, not another shocking discovery,” Josiah laughed.  “That underground garage left an impression on me.  Lorna and I have some things to work on here.  If you run into trouble come and get us, or any of the legionnaires.”
 
    
 
   “Lorna, do you miss the days of instant access to other people no matter where they were in the dome?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, often.  You adventurers were the only ones ever really out of contact, and that was only on your forays to the dead domes.”
 
    
 
   “Who would have ever thought that being cut off by dust and radiation would be a training aid preparing us for this colony ship?”  Jamie said with a wide toothy grin. 
 
    
 
   Leaving the blacksmith shop, Regina, Michael, and Jamie proceeded to walk the short distance to the Center.  As they walked under the main entry they all glanced up at the words embedded in the permalloy, “Faith, Obedience, Honor.”  
 
    
 
   “Well, where do we begin?”  Regina asked.  “Levels one and two have been pretty thoroughly examined.  Unless more secret doors rotate open.  Not much was found in those places, and many of the doors on that level we cut open.  Level three is where the tragedy happened.  Several doors were already open, and those rooms had nothing of substance.  The door that was cut open was in the corner of that floor, and some structural damage was sustained around the blast site.  But there are other doors nearby that are still shut.  Do you want to try our tool on those?”
 
    
 
   “With your history, and with what Jamie and I have experienced, I am not sure any of us can know what to expect.  I am fine leaving the decision to you, Regina.  You have been supervising the exploring here more than either of us.”  Michael shrugged his shoulders and gave her an honest look.
 
    
 
   “You two have been busy in other places.  Jamie, what are your thoughts?”  Regina asked.  “You two are the adventurers.”
 
    
 
   “Lead on.  Who knows, maybe we will find this does nothing at all, or maybe it will really help.  I do kind of wish we had four or five modern AIs to help us in all this.  I know Roxanne was needed in engineering, but I do wish we had more of the modern AIs.”  Jamie answered.  
 
    
 
   “Level three it is.  But the blast left terrible…” Regina hesitated as she was about to say stains, but that seemed too morbid.  
 
    
 
   Jamie grabbed her by the arm and with gentle pressure said, “We know what you mean.”
 
    
 
   They entered the portal room and saw the eight portal hatches in the far wall.  The remains of Brink’s desk were slid to one side, no one used them, and no one really wanted to remove them, they once had sat where the stairway was cut open.  Before they headed up the stairs with their extension tool to try out the Basic Temporary Recognition tags, Jamie wanted to try it on the old ship’s artificial intelligence system, Theta Four.   Taking one of the BTRs she approached the portal doors.  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four here, how may I be of service?”  The display had lit up and the machine voice had answered.  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, do you know me?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   “So tell me what you know about me?”  Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “Do you want the information in chronological order, as a list, in alphabetical order, or in order of importance?”
 
    
 
   “Who am I?”  Jamie asked.  It was easy to get frustrated with the ship’s old AIs, especially after working with Roxanne, and all the modern AIs in the dome.  
 
    
 
   “You are called Jamie.  You have now acquired a Basic Temporary Recognition.  Would you like me to arrange transport to the Replacement Crew Adjustment Center?”  Theta Four asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, please do so,” Jamie smiled as she anticipated what was going to be the response.  
 
    
 
   “I am sorry.  There is a temporary disruption in the transport system.  I have no links or couplings to make such a destination possible.  Shall I work on finding a way to the Replacement Crew Adjustment Center?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Theta Four, you work on that,” Jamie said rather sarcastically.  Little did she realize that the BTR had activated something in Theta Four’s system, so it now recognized commands from Jamie as carrying greater authority.  Using the BTR with Theta Four also sent a signal out through the nonphysicality.
 
    
 
   “Affirmative.  May I help you in any other manner?”  Theta Four asked.
 
    
 
   “Do you have any floor plans or information of any kind on the upper levels of this Center?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “No.  This question, or one similar to it, has been asked by various different people in a plethora of ways over the last few months.  The places above are not actually part of the Center, but are part of the wall.  Beyond that, I have no other information.  I have put in repeated requests to Machine Maintenance for assistance on this issue, since there appears to be a malfunction in the lattice.  I am awaiting any replies from Machine Maintenance.”
 
    
 
   “I imagine that Kurat, the medical AI has also been consulted regarding deck plans and information?”  Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “That is correct.  Kurat is the only other link or coupling available at this time.  There is no available information on the subject of your inquiry.  I shall send another request to Archives and Machine Maintenance for deck plans.  Or you may wish to consult the nearest library.  Would you like me to arrange transport to the nearest library?”  
 
    
 
   “Sure, give it a try,” Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   “I am sorry.  There is a temporary disruption in the transport system.  I have no links or couplings to make such a destination possible.”  Theta Four answered.
 
    
 
   “That is all for now Theta Four.  Thank you,” Regina interrupted before Jamie could make another comment.  Then turning to Jamie she said, “I have been round and about with Theta Four on these subjects.  Since that fiasco of a transport to outside of Savannah, the old AI is still very inconsistent in functioning.  Roxanne went into the nonphysicality and tried to restore as much function as possible, but we are limited.  Transport to and from engineering and Kurat’s medical are reliable, but everything else if problematic.”  Regina said.  “Also, we still have no idea where the missing transport vehicle with all those data sticks and readers went.  Theta Four has no idea what happened to that either, and sometimes will describe it as our delusion.”
 
    
 
   “So we head upstairs,” Michael said.  “That is if you two are ready for another adventure?”
 
    
 
   Reaching level three was no problem.  There were some functioning lights on the stairwell landings, and many people had traversed these stairs.  Some of the young RCs claimed to have climbed fifty levels, but no one had confirmed that.  It was possible the stairway did go all the way to the top of the habitat, but that was unknown.  How deep the stairway descended was also unknown.  Michael and Jamie were not too eager to meet the Underdwellers or Shades of Sheol or any other tribes who lived down beneath the habitat.
 
    
 
   Level three was in a similar configuration to levels one and two.  But this was where the tragedy had happened.  The stairway opened to a long hallway with doors on all sides.  The hallways would extend around in a large rectangle, and then meet back at the corner where the stairway was located.  Conjectures about the elevator's location had been made by Roxanne, but even connecting in fusion packs had not caused any of the expected places for the elevator to be revealed.  So the stairs were the only route to reach these floors. Scattered ceiling lighting was all that seemed to function.  None of the ports which were alongside the walls and doors responded to fusion pack interactions.  
 
    
 
   “I think that door would be a good one to start with,” Regina said as she pointed.  “It is sealed, and we can work from the room across the hall.  By using the extension at an angle, we can bring the BTR right up next to the door, and yet be mostly shielded by the permalloy of the other door frame.”
 
    
 
   “Sounds like a plan.  So you think this will do the same thing Sinclair’s magic bone did?”  Jamie asked.  “She just waved it around, and things responded.  Even the AI Kurat responded differently to that old bone with the identification chip.”
 
    
 
   “I sure hope it works,” Regina responded.
 
    
 
   They entered the room Regina had suggested.  Michael connected the BTR and then started to extend the tool Josiah had made.  As the BTR got near the door across the hall, there was a buzzing sound, and suddenly the door slid sideways into its pocket.  
 
    
 
   “It works!”  Michael proclaimed.  “That is pretty sweet.”
 
    
 
   “Well, no explosions,” Jamie said.  “But is there anything of value in there?”
 
    
 
   Regina looked in, and the room was empty.  A flickering light was on in the ceiling, but there was nothing anywhere, no other doors, or furniture, or anything.  The air was old and stale.  “This one is empty.  Shall we try again?”
 
    
 
   Michael pulled the extension back, but the door remained open.  He then re-extended it, but there was no effect on the door, it stayed in the open position.  “Maybe the BTR only opens these doors, but does not close them?  That might make sense in an emergency for people to escape.”
 
    
 
   “But not too effective in stopping a pressure leak, or radiation, or toxic gas, a riot, or a fire,” Jamie counted off her comments on her fingers.  
 
    
 
   The next doorway opened in the same manner.  This room had no lights working at all.  Shining a fusion pack light around, again they found it was empty.
 
    
 
   They tried many more rooms, being careful to find cover behind something, usually a room across from the targeted door, before placing the BTR against the next door.   Each room opened to the BTR, but nothing of substance was found.  One room had a number of large, but empty, machine-made sacks of a rough material.  Another had broken chairs in a large pile.  Most rooms were empty, and about half had some level of light working in the ceilings, like the first one they opened. When they reached the doors adjacent to where the blast had killed their friends, they were a bit more anxious, but those doors reacted in the same way as the others.  They opened to the presence of the BTR, but nothing was in the one on either side from the blasted door in the corner.     
 
    
 
   “I can see why Roxanne thought going to engineering was better than being with us,” Jamie laughed as they examined another room.  This one had a small stack of short aluminum pipes, about a half meter long and five centimeters in diameter.  
 
    
 
   “We have worked our way nearly all the way around and back to the stairs.  This last door might be trapped.  I wanted to save this one for last since it is located in a corner like the one that blew up.  So be just as careful.”  Regina reminded them.  Jamie and Michael were not about to let down their caution, but they thanked Regina for her concern.  
 
    
 
   “So here we go with this one.  The last one on this level.”  Michael extended the tool and touched the door.  It buzzed and then slid into the cavity inside the wall.  
 
    
 
   Regina walked forward and looked into the newly opened room.  It was a different shape than any of the others.  The door was set diagonally and a large chair was in the middle and it was facing a nearly blank wall.  The chair was high tech, for the Eschaton, and had numerous buttons, controls, and implements along both arm rests.   “This room is different.”
 
    
 
   Michael removed the BTR from the tool and he and Jamie entered the room, the door remained open.
 
    
 
   “This looks somewhat like that place where the spacesuit was found,” Jamie stated.  “Only, there are no other doors here, so probably no air lock.”
 
    
 
   Michael took out a fusion pack and jacked it into an access port on the side of the chair.  
 
    
 
   “That did something.  There is a square touch-pad of nine different colors, just inside the door,” Regina reported and stepped outside into the hall.  “Above the entry are now the illuminated words, ‘Auxiliary Security Observation 1B7’ whatever that means.” 
 
    
 
   Jamie sat on the chair.  Suddenly, a display monitor dropped out of the ceiling and spanned the wall in front of the chair.  The screen glowed in illumination.  A large number of symbols appeared down one side along with a row of smaller images.  The buttons on the arm rests also glowed in different colors.
 
    
 
   She looked at the display.  “Antique computer with an old-style menu-driven system.  Just like Brink said was on that chair in the airlock room, where I took the spacewalk to recover Roxanne.”      
 
    
 
   “Over here on this wall, I believe we have access to an elevator.  That is, if I have unraveled the mystery of the symbols on this ship,” Michael pointed at the hand shaped symbol which had appeared at the same instant that the fusion pack had been attached.
 
    
 
   Regina involuntarily shook a bit as she looked at the elevator.  She crossed her arms in front of her and tried not to think about The Voice which had so tormented her.  
 
    
 
   “I say we work on the chair first, and then try the elevator.  Take this one step at a time.  This is going to take patience and thoroughness,” Jamie said as she carefully observed the display screen, the glowing buttons and switches, and the other controls which had suddenly become active.  “This might have a communication system between places.  Maybe we can contact Roxanne in engineering?  Or apologize to Edgar for our last encounter overlooking Savannah?”  
 
    
 
   “A communication system, might be indicated by the name over the door, although on this ship many of the names are strange,” Michael said.  “Regina, what do you think?”  
 
    
 
   “I…I am not sure.  For obvious reasons I was reminded of The Voice with that elevator.  I agree with Jamie, leave the elevator for later, and concentrate on the chair.  Yes, a communication system would be very helpful…”  Regina’s words were weak and trembled.  “I wish Brink was here…he seemed….” 
 
    
 
   “Brink was brilliant, especially with mathematics,” Jamie said.  “I miss him too.”
 
    
 
   “Jamie, the symbols along this column, are they the same as the symbols we identified as meaning the habitats?  That one looks like the bison for Coastal Plains.”  Michael pointed, but was careful not to actually touch the symbols.
 
    
 
   “They do look like what we used in the transport vehicle, but there are so many others.  I think we should maybe start with trying that bison symbol, but this is all going to be educated guesses.  I hope we can actually see the results.  I hate to think we will activate something that we cannot shut down, or that makes things worse.”
 
    
 
   “I think we can risk it,” Regina added.  She had recovered much of her composure.  “I doubt any serious command would operate with just a single switch.  It seems to me that the systems here, and this is just my working theory, but they seem to have been designed to be used by people with less than supreme education or intelligence.  Like the symbol for the elevator, a hand.  That would be easy to remember and recognize, even hundreds of years after it was built.”
 
    
 
   “Okay, so we try this,” Jamie reached out and touched the bison symbol.  
 
    
 
   The words, “Unauthorized User” lit up and scrolled across the display.
 
    
 
   “Michael, where is the BTR?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   Michael pulled the one he had from his pocket, the others were in the backpack.  He gave the BTR to Jamie, who then pushed the bison symbol again.  
 
    
 
   The words, “Please report at soonest available opportunity to Replacement Crew Adjustment Center” scrolled across the display.  But then a different display came on the large screen.  The display was now divided into twenty-four different sections.  About half of those were just blank, but the others showed images of different places in Habitat One: Coastal Plains.  Jamie touched one that showed an image of Antioch.  That image opened up to the full display and underneath the image were the words, “Live Feed: Aperture CP674.”   Since the display was now filling the entire screen, they could see some of the people they knew walking about Antioch.  Lindsey walked by carrying a basket of baked goods.  
 
    
 
   “I think we found something very helpful, now to figure out what it all does,” Jamie’s smile just about reached from ear to ear. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   5 Considering A trip to the Mountain
 
    
 
    
 
   Asa had slept fitfully.  He awoke in a sweat with his heart pounding.  He had again had another nightmare.  He still feared the boxy red machines which had been the guards on the island.  Some of those red demon machines had been destroyed by the heretics when they came, but others, of different colors had come back and worked on the hard metal place on the island.  None of the men had approached too closely, but they had all watched and waited in fear as the demonic machines went about their diabolical tasks.  Waiting for the retaliation had almost been harder to cope with, than if they had just attacked.  A few days later was when the monster fish had killed some of the men.  Asa knew that was the demon’s revenge.  He still waited for, and feared another attack.  
 
    
 
   Seorim was asleep on the bench near him, and Kedar was on a bench further away.  The time on the island had taught Asa to recognize each man’s breathing or snoring, patterns.  Asa walked carefully to the back of the Fellowship of Maintenance Tabernacle, to use the toilet.  Asa walked gently, for he knew waking Seorim was a bad idea.  
 
    
 
   Afterward Asa went into the cooking area.  They had stored the eggs and fruits there the night before, and so Asa began making a meal.  His stolen fishing knife came in handy in slicing up the succulent fruit.  There was a small oven, which had its own vent-work out the back of the tabernacle.  Stacked neatly nearby were wood and kindling.  Asa found a fire-starter on a shelf.  It was not too different from what he had used in Media.  Making a fire and then finding a frying pan, Asa cooked up some of the turtle eggs.  
 
    
 
   Ischal entered the tabernacle just as Seorim and Kedar were awakening.  Asa had brought them out plates filled with the food he had prepared.  “Good day to you,” Ischal said with happy tones.
 
    
 
   “And to you as well kind sir,” Seorim replied.  “We are just finishing our meal, but you may have any that you desire.”  Kedar looked in surprise at Seorim.
 
    
 
   “Thank you anyway, I ate with my family.  We discussed your desire to meet Julia, and I am certain she will want to share with you her experience of meeting the Operators.  Many have come from all around the Salt Sea to hear her.  We can depart whenever you are ready.”  Ischal was excited and did not pay much attention to the three men.
 
    
 
   They packed up their supplies, and followed Ischal as he left the Tabernacle.  The town square was busy with traders, but no one took any special notice, since the three visitors were being led by Ischal who was well known to everyone.  They followed what appeared to be a main street away from the town square.  Here the hard metal cabins were all occupied, and Seorim estimated that the town had a smaller population than did Media.  At least, Media before the witch Tamar had attacked it.  
 
    
 
   “It is not far to Julia’s.  She lives up the coast a ways.  You may have passed her home on your way here from over the mountain,” Ischal said in a conversation way.  He liked to talk, and having some people to escort somewhere was a pleasure for him.   Seorim agreed to almost everything Ischal said, but offered very little information about himself or the two other men of the Clan of Tobit.  He feared being revealed as a fraud, but he was listening, remembering, and learning as much as possible from Ischal.
 
    
 
   The sky tube shined brightly down on them as they left the outskirts of Troas.  On this side of the town, there were no ruins and the grassland lay ahead of them as they followed the tiny rocks and gravel which made up the road out of Troas.  The Salt Sea reflected back the light of the sky tube in a long band stretching parallel to the coastline.    
 
    
 
   The large animals, which the men had seen the day before, were again visible in the grasses.  They did not seem to be as calm as previously and were stomping around and looking alert with their pointed ears focused forward and their large eyes watching everything.  
 
    
 
   “Oh, I see the horses are troubled.  There must be a tassie about.  Do you have much trouble with tassies on the other side of the mountain?”  Ischal asked.
 
    
 
   Seorim and the others had no idea to what he referred, but the deception skills of Seorim came forward.  “Well, you know how it is.  Some of the older people use different names for tassies.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I too have heard that.  My parents called them….oh my, my mind slips.  I cannot recall that other name.  But they have been around forever in the world.  Do you lose many horses to them?”
 
    
 
   “On occasion,” Seorim replied.  “I have heard tales.  What about you?  How many horses to do you lose here?”  Seorim now knew that the large four legged animals were called horses, but he was still unsure what a tassie was.  
 
    
 
   “Not too many.  Mostly the old or the sick or the lame.  Tassies will kill one of those and drag it off to feed,” Ischal responded.   “It does seem the horses are agitated.  Perhaps we will see the tassie?” 
 
    
 
   Asa and Kedar, neither as adept at duplicity as was Seorim, had fearful looks on their faces.  They both were recalling the fish monster, and since the sea was in sight, they wondered just what a tassie really was.  
 
    
 
   Suddenly, the horses stampeded off in a wild rush of running through the grasslands.  A moment later, a different animal stepped out from the grasses on the road ahead.  It was roughly wolf shaped, but with a stiff tail and much different gait.  Its fur was light buff colored, and across its rump were dark brown stripes.  It turned and looked back at the people, no fear at all in its eyes.  It yawned and its mouth was at least twice the length of a wolf’s.  It trotted off, and two smaller versions of itself ran along after it.  They all disappeared into the grasses after a moment.
 
    
 
   “Aw, a mother tassie and two pups,” Ischal stated.  “She must be teaching her young to hunt and was practicing stalking on the horses.
 
    
 
   Seorim’s mind tried to analyze what he had just seen.  It was not a wolf, nor a coyote, nor a puma.  But it had a similar animalistic hunter look to it.  Again Seorim wondered if the bewitchment had actually taken him to another world, but then his mind snapped back by remembering who Julia had apparently seen.  He glanced at Asa and Kedar who were both obviously afraid.  Ischal noticed that as well.  
 
    
 
   “Do the tassies attack people on your side of the mountain?”  Ischal asked with a bit of puzzlement in his tone.
 
    
 
   “We are just surprised is all,” Seorim said.  “I think we were all thinking about the Operators and how we will soon get to speak with Julia.  I know that is where my mind was, am I right?”  Seorim gave Asa and Kedar a glance.  
 
    
 
   Asa and Kedar both nodded, for even though the animals and the predators they had seen were strange, bizarre even, they both knew they must agree with Seorim.  In many ways they had learned the Seorim was the most dangerous predator around.  
 
    
 
   “Oh, yes of course!  And here I am slowing us all down looking at animals.  Forgive me for the delay.  Shall we hurry along?”
 
    
 
   They walked down the road and Ischal chatted about the sea and the grasses and apologized several times more for slowing them down by looking at the animals.  There was now no sign of the horses or the hunters, the tassies, which had been stalking them.  Not long after, they came upon a small wooden building.  As they approached it, Ischal described how it had been built after the Bellum Sanctum, and how his relatives had lived there ever since.  It was built a short distance from the coastline and was not the same style as the small sheds where Morgan had lived.  It was a bit larger than the hard metal cabins, and had a second floor with windows and a porch which looked out toward the sea.  There was a small wooded dock and a rowboat tied to that.    
 
    
 
   “Julia?  I have brought visitors.  Would you come out and share your account of meeting the Operators?  These men are from over the mountain.”  Ischal yelled toward the house.  His voice carried for a good distance.  
 
    
 
   “Uncle Ischal,” said a woman warmly as she came out from the house.  She was very tall and willowy with fine sandy colored hair in braids hanging down each side of her head.  “I have a possum in the attic again, and was just going to see if I could lure it out to safety.  But….” She stopped as she caught sight of the three men with her uncle.  Her eyes hardened and her lips drew tight.
 
    
 
   “Julia, what is the matter?”  Ischal had seen the instant change in his niece’s expression.  
 
    
 
   “Uncle, these men are here to do great harm.  Their auras are brutally violent and blood has been spilled recently,” Julia said.  
 
    
 
   Kedar whipped out his fishing knife and it was at the throat of Ischal before he could even answer Julia’s comment.  “Hold still you babbling fool, lest I cut your throat right now.”        
 
    
 
   “Hold Kedar,” Seorim snapped.  “No need to do harm right now.  Woman, I will make this simple for you.  You will tell us what you know about these Operators, and you will answer my questions, or your uncle will suffer for it.  Kedar knows many ways to hurt someone that do not involve quick death."
 
    
 
   Asa too had pulled out his club and was waiting for an order from the Chief Elder.
 
    
 
   “I will tell you of the Operators.  There is no harm in sharing that knowledge.  But please, do not hurt my uncle,” Julia was close to tears.  
 
    
 
   “So speak woman,” Seorim snarled.
 
    
 
   “It was my day to take the Blessed Procedure Manual to the Weather Monitor.  Sihnesto from the Fresh Sea had informed me the Operators were there, but I doubted him until I met them.”  Julia had regained some composure as she related a very familiar story which she had told often.
 
    
 
   “Describe the people,” Seorim ordered.  
 
    
 
   “They were named Jamie, Regina, and Michael.  Jamie was with child, that baby probably has been born by now.”
 
    
 
   “I did not ask for their names.  I said to describe them!”  Seorim said and then glanced at Kedar.  
 
    
 
   Kedar punched Ischal in the ribs, but never let the knife move from his neck.  Ischal let out a groan.
 
    
 
   Julia’s eyes went wide as she watched her uncle be abused.  “Describe them?  Yes, I will.  They wore clothing such as I have never seen before.  They spoke with unusual accents.  Michael is a muscular man with brown wavy hair.  Jamie is a slender woman with red hair and freckles.  Regina has black straight hair.  They were Operators of the machines at Weather Monitor. I followed the rituals.  ‘Daily maintenance running' and ‘No error codes’ were shown.  I then read to them from the blessed Procedure Manual and they went away.  That is all I know.”
 
    
 
   “So they were in league with the machines.  That confirms who I thought it was.  Where is this Procedure Manual you speak about?”
 
    
 
   “It is passed from person to person in the Fellowship of Maintenance.  I do not know whose day it is to serve the Weather Monitor.  I know it is not mine.”  Julia’s eyes were pleading.  She could see the aura around Seorim as he struggled with what she had said.  The aura showed rage, but it was mixed with fear when she spoke of the machines.  The other two men were also filled with rage, but Kedar’s aura also showed immense levels of cruelty.  He was deriving pleasure from seeing her anguish.  
 
    
 
   “You will show us to the place where those Operators left.  That must be the way back to our world.”  Seorim had made the decision.  “Even if it involves machines, my cause of revenge is just and we will be delivered.”
 
    
 
   “It is not my day to go to Weather Monitor,” Julia protested. 
 
    
 
   “Is it your day to see your uncle die?”  Kedar teased. 
 
    
 
   “Silence!”  Seorim barked at Kedar.  
 
    
 
   “Julia my dear.  I do not want anyone to be hurt.  Truly I do not.  You are good people, and I am sorry our desperate circumstances have thrust this upon you.  You will be doing us a great service.   You both can be kind enough to escort us to that place.  Do that and neither of you will be hurt.  When we leave, you will go free,” Seorim said.  “You have my word as Chief Elder.”
 
    
 
   Julia looked at Seorim and his aura.  There was a chance it was true.  “Yes, I will lead you there.  I will show you what is called the elevator and I can recite the appropriate verses for you.  I now have that part of the Procedure Manual memorized.”
 
    
 
   “That will be just fine then.  How long will it take us to get to this place?”  Seorim asked.  
 
    
 
   “If we leave now, my boat can get us there quickly,"  Julia replied.
 
    
 
   "No boat!"  Seorim snapped.  
 
    
 
   "Well, walking, we can make it to the foot of the mountain by dark.  I do not suggest ascending the mountain in the night.  But please release my uncle,” Julia implored.  
 
    
 
   Seorim was unsure what she meant by the term ‘mountain’ but he would not show that in any outward way.  “This man comes with us all the way.  Then the two of you will be released, if we are able to depart.  Kedar, take the knife from his throat, but do not let him far from your grip.”  Seorim commanded.  “Asa, go find some rope or twine of some kind to bind their hands.  If we have to spend the night outside, we do not want them running off.”  Then turning back to Julia he said, “How many people will we meet as we journey to this place?”
 
    
 
   “Most live in Troas or around there.  A few scattered homes are about, but we should not encounter many on the road.  Most people use boats to travel from place to place.  Aside from a few traders who travel over the mountain, only the Fellowship of Maintenance goes there regularly.  If we meet someone I can honestly say I am escorting you home,” Julia said.  
 
    
 
   “I do not trust you.  So you will be bound as we walk.”  Seorim turned to Ischal.  “Will you cooperate with us?  You know if you do not, Kedar or Asa may have to take your niece away and some terrible accident might happen to her, a long and painful accident.  That would be a sad event for you, would it not?”
 
    
 
   “I will cooperate.  But I pity you.  I truly pity you,” Ischal said.  
 
    
 
   Seorim nodded.
 
    
 
   Kedar kicked Ischal in the stomach and he fell to the ground in pain.  Julia screamed out.  Asa laughed, and then with his club ready directed Julia to lead him to something with which to bind their hands.     
 
    
 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   6 A steep learning curve
 
    
 
    
 
   “So all of these images relate to what is called an aperture?  A camera?  But the numbering system does not make sense,” Michael commented as he watched Jamie testing each of the images.  Underneath all the images was the scrolling label ‘Habitat One: Coastal Plains’ which moved by at a steady pace.  “I see no order to the way these are displayed.  Antioch the town is here,” he pointed to one image in the corner, “but the Center is over here.  And the cataract is right next to Antioch, but it is on the other end of the habitat.”
 
    
 
   “When it was functional, I am sure it made sense to whoever put it in,” Regina added.  “It must have had some order and reason for its system.”
 
    
 
   “Unless that Jaxson Rhono ordered it a certain way,” Jamie replied.  “Or perhaps the system was messed up somehow in the past?  Anyway, we know this subset is for viewing places in our habitat.  But do the other symbols give us views into other habitats?”  She carefully maneuvered the system back to what she was thinking of as the original display. The large symbols appeared in a column down the left side of the display, while along the bottom of the display there was a row of smaller images.
 
    
 
   “This one looks like the big animal in Savannah.  Let me see what this does,” Jamie pushed the symbol which looked like an elephant.  
 
    
 
   Again the display split into twenty-four different boxes.  These were mostly all filled with swirling random colorful patterns.  They were different than the ones for Habitat One which were either functioning or blank.  Only three were showing any kind of image.  Across the bottom of the entire display was the scrolling label, “Habitat Two: Savannah.”  Jamie used the controls to activate one of the functioning boxes.  It expanded into the full view screen and was an image of ruins in Savannah.  Under the image were the words, “Live Feed SH231.”  Several birds flew across the display and then it changed into swirling patterns of random color.  Jamie closed that box, and then all twenty-four of the sections of the display were random swirling colors.  
 
    
 
   “I want to try something,” Jamie said as she flipped a switch on the arm of the chair.  “Edgar, this is Jamie.  Are you able to hear me?”
 
    
 
   The sections of the display switched rapidly and all showed images of Savannah.  There were now a multitude of views into Savannah from various angles and locations within that habitat.
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  It is pleasant to hear your voice, Jamie. Your voice pattern was recorded previously, and it has been confirmed you are who you claim to be.  That is pleasant,” The machine voice of Edgar, the modern Artificial Intelligence system which oversaw Habitat Two: Savannah, responded from the display.  
 
    
 
   “Edgar, we have found this room in Antioch, what can you tell of it from your location?”  Jamie, Michael and Regina were thrilled to contact Edgar.
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  You are contacting me through a coupling into the nonphysicality which is then analyzed by my sentinels and linked to me.”
 
    
 
   “Edgar, how are your animals?”  Michael asked with light-heartedness as he stood next to Jamie.
 
    
 
   There was no response.
 
    
 
   “Edgar, did you hear Michael?  He is here with me,” Jamie asked.    
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  I did not receive anything from Michael.  It is pleasant to know you two survived the detonations which took place at our last interaction.  Is Liduma safe?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Liduma is safe.  She is staying with Joel and Jacob at their farm.  Michael and Regina are standing here in… what was this location called?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Auxiliary Security Observation 1B7,” Regina informed her.  
 
    
 
   “We are in Auxiliary Security Observation 1B7.  We can see numerous views of Savannah from our location.  It is great to contact you again.  There are so many things we need your help with.  Do you know if this system will work for the other locations as well?”  Jamie stated. 
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  I will reverse detect this coupling through the sentinels.  Tracing your location and signal.  Warning!  There are others monitoring this connection.  It is not secure.  Unable to locate position of other monitors.  Unacceptable risk to Savannah.  Severing contact.  Coupling disabled.”
 
    
 
   The entire display went black.
 
    
 
   “What?”  Jamie cried out.  “Edgar?”  She quickly adjusted the controls and tried to regain contact.  After some agonizing moments, the original display screen illuminated.  The symbol of Savannah glowed a brilliant red color, with a flashing blue square around it.  Jamie tried to switch it on.  
 
    
 
   “Entrance forbidden” flashed across the screen several times, and then the display reverted to the original screen.  This time the symbol for Savannah was missing entirely.  
 
    
 
   Jamie slammed her fist down onto the chair, away from any of the controls.  “That had gotten my hopes up!”  
 
    
 
   Michael hugged her as a single tear ran down his face.  “Me too.  But we are improving.  This time nothing exploded.”
 
    
 
   Regina put a hand on each of their shoulders.  “But, that AI Edgar said ‘others were monitoring’ and that is dangerous to us.  We still do not know what caused the tragedy right here on this level.  If The Voice was listening, and knows we are using this system…”  
 
    
 
   “Or the Chroniclers,” Jamie said as she pulled her lips tightly together.  
 
    
 
   “So what do we do?  I am not sure.  This could be a huge breakthrough for us.  Not as good as getting the data sticks working, but to have even a rudimentary communication system would be so helpful,” Michael stated.
 
    
 
   “The fact is, we must assume our enemies now know where we are, if they did not before.  So is there more risk in further testing on this system?  The radiation is already past the seals.”  Jamie quoted an idiom from Dome 17.
 
    
 
   “Jamie is right.  We have already been exposed.  I say we continue our study to see what we can learn.  These old ship’s systems are primitive, but unless this place gets flooded by combustible gases, or something like that, I am not sure how much more risk there is in still using this,” Regina said.  
 
    
 
   “I need to do something,” Michael said and he darted from the room.  He returned shortly with several of the aluminum tubes they had found earlier.  He wedged them into the door’s frame, and then kicked them in as hard as he could.  “This door will not be closing anytime soon.  If something did fill that other room with gases, this might prevent that from happening here.”
 
    
 
   “Good idea Michael.  So now shall we see what we can learn here?  What was the symbol for Tropical?”
 
    
 
   “It was some bird, I think.  But it did not look like a bird to me,” Michael answered.  Michael was peering over her shoulder when Regina made a suggestion.
 
    
 
   “I like the systematic approach.  Perhaps just try the next symbol down?  If it activates, then we will get a view into wherever it is, and the last two did give a scrolling label identifying the location.  
 
    
 
   Jamie activated the third symbol down.  It looked like some kind of odd face with very pointed ears, probably an animal.  The display shifted and again the twenty-four section partition of the display was seen.  In this one, about half were functioning, and some kind of a habitat was displayed.  The scroll labeled it as “Habitat Three: Asiatic.”
 
    
 
   “Well, we know Asiatic is at least still intact enough for some life inside.  Look at those trees, if they are trees?”  Jamie replied.  “I am not going to try to make contact.  Regina you had a good idea, I will just work the way down.  Your hunch seemed to be correct.  What will this one show” Jamie shifted the display from the views of Asiatic to the original screen, and then she activated the next symbol.  It looked a bit like a deer, like she had come to know of in Coastal Plains, but had no antlers, and had a misshapen back.  It was not a bison either.  
 
    
 
   The display shifted to the twenty-four sectioned view.  “Dome 17?”  Michael asked in wonder. “It cannot be Dome 17.  But everything there is tan.”  Across the bottom of the display was the label “Habitat Four: Desert” but to all three of them, especially the two adventurers, it reminded them of Dome 17.
 
    
 
   “Look at this image,” Regina pointed to one section.  “There is water and plant life in that part.  Can you make it give a closer view?  That looks like people around that water.”
 
    
 
   Jamie adjusted the controls, and suddenly sparks began shooting out from the levers on the arm of the chair.  Jamie jumped up, and as soon as she left the chair, the display went blank, and the screen retreated up into the ceiling again.
 
    
 
   “What happened?” Jamie cried out as she massaged her singed fingers. 
 
    
 
   “The console is partially melted here,” Regina replied.  “I better pull off the fusion pack.” She did so, but there was no change.  Some of the controls and buttons on the chair’s arms were still illuminated, but some were melted and dark.  Regina was very surprised that the fusion pack was drained of all energy. 
 
    
 
   Looking around, Michael noticed that the hand symbol for the elevator was gone.  He was not sure of its precise location on what was now a blank wall. 
 
    
 
   “I think we need to have Roxanne here to assist us,” Michael said.  “I have no idea what just happened.  Remember Edgar was so worried it shut down access to Savannah.  What do you think?  Should we get Roxanne to assess this system?”
 
    
 
   Jamie’s hand was not severely burned, but the injury was painful.  “Yes, this is too important to leave out any help we can get.”  
 
    
 
   “I agree.  Now we go downstairs and see if Theta Four will cooperate with us and get a message to Roxanne in Engineering.  If not we may have to go there ourselves,” Regina said with determination.  “There is more happening here than we know.”  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   7 False operators
 
    
 
    
 
   “The boat will get us to the mountain faster than walking,” Julia suggested again.  She had seen the pleasure Kedar found in the cruelty inflicted on her uncle.  She was scared.  She considered refusing to help at all, but she knew that would just cause her uncle a miserable and agonizing death.  
 
    
 
   “No tricks witch.  There is no way we are getting on the water,” Seorim snapped at her.  “So lead us to where we can walk home.  None of your tricks.  Lead us to this mountain you speak about.”
 
    
 
   The captives, Ischal and Julia, had their hands bound together behind their backs.  A leash from those bindings was held firmly by Kedar.  Asa walked at the rear, with Seorim in the middle.  They walked past the boat which was tied to the quay in front of Julia’s home, then onward along the path that led to the mountain in the center of the world.
 
    
 
   They walked in silence following the little used path which paralleled the coast of the sea.  Julia and Ischal stumbled at times in the loose rocks of the trail, since their hands were tied, but did not fall.  Kedar threatened them whenever they slowed too much.  In the distance, the mountain that separated the world in two, gradually became visible.
 
    
 
   Seorim occasionally ordered a rest time.  During those breaks the men sometimes ate, but did not share any food with their captives.  Ischal, who had spoken often before being bound, was now utterly without comment.  
 
    
 
   “This is certainly getting us somewhere,” Seorim said on one of the stops.  “That edge of the world ahead is closer, but it is strange colored.”
 
    
 
   “That is the mountain where the Weather Monitor is located.  We must climb to the top,” Julia stated flatly.  “That is our destination.  We would have arrived already had you allowed us to take the boat.”
 
    
 
   Kedar backhanded her before she could say anymore.  Her split lip bled and quickly swelled up.  
 
    
 
   “Kedar, I appreciate your zealous nature.  But the woman needs to be able to show us our escape.”  Seorim stated in a mild rebuke.  “Next time she speaks out of turn, strike that one.”  He gestured toward Julia’s uncle.  Kedar smiled and nodded his understanding.    
 
    
 
   They came to a place where the grassy area remained about the same distance wide, but turned in a large arc following the rounded corner of the sea.  Here was a dock with two row boats tied to it.  No people were around.  The mountain stood before them. The sky tube stretched away in the distance by passing over the top of the mountain.  The mountain reminded Seorim somewhat of the edge of the world, because this mountain went up so high.  But instead of being hard metal smoothly ascending into the sky like the edge of the world, this mountain thing seemed more like a huge pile of rocks and dirt covered by occasional trees.  As they got even closer, the mountain did not look like the edge of the world in any way except it was large and blocking the way.
 
    
 
   The sky tube was beginning to dim, and the sounds of evening birds, insects, and animals were beginning.   As Julia had predicted, they had reached the foot of the mountain just as it was getting dark. They left the grasses and walked on the rocky ground following the smaller trail which led up the mountain.  They ascended rapidly, and the road was steep.  The trees were unusual, but not too different from the ones around Media.  Along the way they saw slabs of pinkish granite piled one on top of another.  Small bushes and trees tried to grow out between the slabs of granite.  There were a variety of trees and bushes growing out of the dirt among the rocky stacks, but as the light grew dimmer, it was difficult to see all the foliage.  
 
    
 
   “Ischal, where can we spend the night,” Seorim asked.  He did not care for the thought of being outside in this odd place, but he hesitated in asking the woman.
 
    
 
   Ischal refused to answer.  
 
    
 
   Kedar approached him ready to do violence.  
 
    
 
   “Hold!”  Seorim said.  “Asa, since our friend Ischal here refuses to cooperate, would you care to take Julia off a distance?  Perhaps the two of you could get better acquainted?  Just make sure she does not die, and can still speak, we will need her assistance."
 
    
 
   Julia gasped as she interpreted the aura around Asa and knew what he desired. 
 
    
 
   “There is a small traveler’s stop a bit more up the trail.  It is not large, but is shelter for the night,” Ischal said.  His eyes burned in anger.
 
    
 
   Seorim walked over to the man whose hands were still bound behind his back, and gently stroked the side of his face.  “See how much better cooperation is?  Lead us there.”
 
    
 
   The wooden shack was small, but did have a fireplace and a roof over their heads.  Even though the men from the Clan of Tobit had been in this odd world for a good deal of time, none of them were used to the strange sights overhead at night.  It was unnatural.  The night sky should be dark, with only the various shades of the sky tube: from moon-night to black-night.  But here in this accursed place there were demon lights twinkling down at them from beyond the darkened sky tube.  It was unnerving, like a multitude of eyes staring at their every move.  From the island prison they had no way to escape seeing those each night.  They were convinced that was part of the witch Tamar’s torment.   But last night they had been in the tabernacle, and this night they were glad to be under a roof again.
 
    
 
   Asa set the fire going in the fireplace and passed out food.  He did not untie nor feed Julia or Ischal.  Seorim, Kedar and Asa ate and then prepared for sleeping.  They tied their prisoners’ feet so they could not attempt to escape.  Julia watched as the men’s auras showed them drifting off to sleep.  When they were asleep she spoke very low and quietly to her uncle.
 
    
 
   “These men as very dangerous.  We cannot trust anything they say,” she whispered. 
 
    
 
   “Julia, I am so sorry for getting you into this.  Forgive me?”  Ischal asked.
 
    
 
   “Of course uncle.  I just hope we can survive this.”
 
    
 
   Neither prisoner slept much due to the pain of bondage and the fear of what the next day would bring.
 
    
 
   The sky tube illuminated the habitat the next morning, and the people in the traveler’s stop awoke.  The men stretched and ate some of the fruits they carried.  Seorim barked commands to make ready.  He had slept fitfully and was in a worse mood than any of them had seen in him before.  They left the shack, and took to the trail, again with the bound prisoners leading the way while Kedar held their leash.  The pathway did run up along the mountainside, cutting back and forth into the granite.  It was quite a winding road.  They had seen no other travelers at all during the previous day’s journey.  
 
    
 
   There were occasional white animals; similar to the sheep back on the farms around Media, but these had short little horns which stood out straight from their heads, and were skittish as they moved about.  The men and their captives trudged up the path until suddenly the way flattened out, and they could see how high they actually were.  Looking back they could see the winding trail as it led down the mountainside around the granite slabs of rock.  Looking out they could see the sea in the distance.  
 
    
 
   The flat top was not very wide, perhaps twenty paces or so, but was so high from the level of the sea that the sky tube literally looked much closer.  The flat area had sharp jagged rocks on either side which were rocky peaks.  Located about in the middle of that plateau was a building.  As they walked up to the building they could see past it and were again in awe.
 
    
 
   For beyond the building was the other side of the line of the mountain and the trail descended in a manner very similar to what they had just climbed.  Looking out, the men from the Clan of Tobit were shocked.  They could see another huge body of water.  It was a second sea which looked just like the first.  They were still looking at the other sea in the distance, when a man in a robe came out from the building which was located in the center of the plateau.  
 
    
 
   “Tomas!  Protect the Procedure Manuel.  Run!”  Julia cried out as she recognized one of her associates from the Fellowship of Maintenance.
 
    
 
   Kedar jerked back on the leash and roughly knocked both Julia and Ischal onto their butts.  He then looked at the man coming from the building.  Tomas was dark haired and average in size.  He wore a simple woolen tunic.  In his hands was a large orange book.  When he saw Julia and Ischal treated roughly he knew something was very seriously wrong.  He looked at the book in his hands, and then turned and ran swiftly away toward the other sea.  
 
    
 
   “Asa, stop him!”  Seorim cried.  
 
    
 
   Asa sprinted away, club in hand, but Tomas was rapidly fading from view.   
 
    
 
   Kedar kicked Julia and then yanked her to her feet by her hair.  Ischal tried to interfere, but he had trouble rising from the ground with his hands bound.  He was unable to stop the abuse of Julia.  
 
    
 
   Seorim was enraged.  “Can you not even control a bound woman?” Seorim sneered.  “What kind of man are you?”  He glared into Kedar’s face.  
 
    
 
   Kedar refused to look back, but tightened his hold on Julia.     
 
    
 
   Seorim turned to Ischal who was still trying to rise from the ground.  Seorim backhanded him and he fell face first into the gravel of the path.  “If your niece does anything else like that, I will break all your fingers, one at a time.  Do you think she would like seeing that?”  
 
    
 
   Julia refused to cry out, although her heart longed to do so.  Seorim’s aura was deadly serious in color; she knew he would do what he threatened and more.  She did meet the eyes of her uncle, and they both took comfort in that look.  
 
    
 
   “Get him up.  Then bring them both into this building,” Seorim marched toward the hard metal structure. Above the doors the words, “Weather Monitor” were molded.  
 
    
 
   Seorim did not expect the sight which greeted him as he stormed into the Weather Monitor.  It was a demon’s playground!  There were machines everywhere.  Flashing devil lights were along one entire side of the main room.  There were strange chairs located before each illuminated altar.  Sets of knobs and levers were located on tables in front wicked lights.
 
    
 
   Kedar pulled Julia and Ischal into the room.  He gasped in horror at the sight before him.  When he saw Seorim was also shaken, he was even more fearful.  Demon machines were everywhere. 
 
    
 
   “Chief Elder, have we walked into a witch’s trap?”   Kedar’s voice quivered as he spoke.  His fear of these demonic machines was greater than his fear of Seorim, something he never thought could have happened.  
 
    
 
   “Witch!  What have you done?”  Seorim snarled.  “You said those three from Antioch were in this place and walked home!”
 
    
 
   “They did,” Julia said through her swollen lip but with some confidence since the aura of both her captors showed they were in confusion and near to panic.  
 
    
 
   “Show us the way back, or I will put out his eye!”  Kedar said and pulled out his stolen fishing knife and pointed it at Ischal.  His other hand held firmly to the leash which bound the prisoners.  
 
    
 
   Seorim tried to speak, but he agreed with the idea of leaving, so he did not interfere with what Kedar said.  The machine presence in the room seemed to be growing and more menacing.  
 
    
 
   “Through there,” Julia rolled a shoulder indicating a doorway.  
 
    
 
   “You go first,” Kedar said and gave her a small kick for motivation.  
 
    
 
   Julia and Ischal walked past the Weather Monitor machines, which they both knew intimately well, and into another room.  This room contained several cots, some woolen blankets, and a toilet system.  Seorim and Kedar followed the prisoners into that room.  The more familiar surroundings slightly assured the men from Media, but they were still very frightened.  So they acted even more violent and angry. 
 
    
 
   “Where is the way out, woman?”  Seorim now commanded.  Kedar still had his knife out and was gesturing with it in a nervous manner.      
 
    
 
   “The next room is where the Operators departed through the elevator,” Julia stated flatly.  
 
    
 
   There were three rooms in all in the Weather Monitor building.  The room with all the evil machines, the more normal room, and now they entered a room where there were dim glowing markings on the wall.  Julia remembered that before the true Operators had come, this room had been empty with bare walls.  But after the Operators had listened to the blessed words of the Procedure Manual, new energies had been initiated. The energies were still flowing now.  The markings were clearly of a handprint and an arrow.  Additionally a very weakly lit colorful square was still visible.  It consisted of nine smaller squares each of a different color.
 
    
 
   As they stood there looking, Asa screamed from the first room.  
 
    
 
   “Come back here, coward!”  Seorim cried to him.  
 
    
 
   Asa rushed through the door and past the normal items and into the back room, all following Seorim’s voice.  Asa was panting hard and sweat was dripping from his face.
 
    
 
   “Did you kill that man?”  Seorim asked.  
 
    
 
   “I really tried to catch him.  I would have clubbed him good too, but he ran off and I lost sight of him.  So I came back to protect you,” Asa tried to excuse his failure.    
 
    
 
   “To protect me?  You failed to do as I commanded, how can you protect me?  Failures protect no one,” Seorim’s voice dropped to a mere whisper.  “No more failures.”  
 
    
 
   Asa shook in fear of Seorim, but also of all the wickedness he had just passed in the other room.  He slowly backed away and was just about to back into the wall with the hand symbol when Julia let out a cry, “Do not touch that!”  
 
    
 
   Seorim turned to her, “Why?”
 
    
 
   “If he touches that, without saying the correct words, the machines will kill us all,” Julia replied.  She was hoping for some way to convince the men to untie her hands, and hoped that their fear of machines would be useful.
 
    
 
   Asa froze in place.  Then he glanced back and saw the glowing symbol of the hand.  He jumped away from that wall, more fearful than ever.  
 
    
 
   “There is no door to leave here,” Kedar yelled.  “She has tricked us!”
 
    
 
   “I know the words to say.  I have them memorized from the blessed Procedure Manual.  But it will only work if the one who says the words is also the one who touches that hand,” Julia said.  Then as if reciting a litany she intoned, “Words are spoken, then hand to hand will open the passage.”  
 
    
 
   “Cut loose the woman,” Seorim commanded.  “She will perform the ritual.  If the passage does not open, we will kill them both.”
 
    
 
   Ischal glared at Seorim, and said, “My niece will not trick you.  But you will kill us both anyway.  If you attack us, with my dying breath I will order the machines to defend us.  Tomas is probably already setting the machines loose.”
 
    
 
   Asa and Kedar looked more frightened than ever.  Seorim considered what Ischal had said.  He had no idea what these Fellowship of Maintenance people could do.  And Asa had let that other one escape.  So he made a decision.
 
    
 
   “Cut the woman loose,” Seorim ordered again.  Then he said to Ischal, “The woman will do this ritual and open the passage.  Do that and I give you both your lives.” 
 
    
 
   “Agreed,” Ischal answered, but stared straight into Seorim’s eyes.  Seorim was first to break eye contact.  
 
    
 
   Kedar roughly cut the bindings around Julia’s wrists.  She shook out her numb hands and flexed her fingers.  Her shoulders ached from the long time of restraint.  
 
    
 
   “In case of fire the elevator to the transit station should not be used.  Instead an alternative route should be sought out,” Julia recited.  She then placed her own hand over the glowing hand symbol.  
 
    
 
   Swoosh.  The elevator door opened and darkness was beyond.  
 
    
 
   Asa rushed into the elevator, “It is a passage!”  
 
    
 
   Seorim followed him in.  
 
    
 
   Kedar stood outside holding his knife.  He dropped the leash which held Ischal, and as he turned he jabbed with his knife out at Julia.  She saw his aura change and was prepared for the attack.  She side stepped and nearly avoided the knife blade, while kicking as hard as she could.  Kedar was struck square in the stomach and dropped the knife.  The kick also knocked him back into the darkness of the elevator where he stumbled into the others.  Kedar screamed in rage and turned to seek revenge on a woman who dared to strike him.  Julia slammed her still numb hand against the glowing arrow symbol.  The elevator door shut in the face of Kedar.
 
    
 
   Julia dropped to the floor.  Blood was welling up from her slashed side.
 
    
 
   “Julia!  Can you cut me loose?”  Ischal yelled as he dropped down next to her.  He felt incredibly helpless as he watched his niece’s blood oozing from the wound.
 
    
 
   Julia found the fishing knife that Kedar had dropped and with her stiff and numb hands, she cut the binding that held Ischal.  He then helped her and put pressure on her wound.  It was not deep, but it was a long jagged cut across her left side.   
 
    
 
   Tomas and two other people rushed into the room.  “I secured the Procedure Manual and returned as quickly as possible.  What has happened?”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   8 Energy surprise
 
    
 
    
 
   Regina, Michael and Jamie walked into the portal room of the Center.   Regina called, “Theta Four I need your assistance.”  
 
    
 
   “How may I help you?  Do you need transportation?”  The mechanical voice came from the gray colored display near the portals.
 
    
 
   “Please make contact with engineering and tell them I need to speak to Roxanne,” Regina hoped Theta Four would cooperate, and that the communication system would function.
 
    
 
   “Affirmative.  I will make the request in engineering.  Please wait.”
 
    
 
   “Michael, why do you think that chair upstairs quit?”  Jamie asked as they waited to hear.
 
    
 
   “Well we know the chair in that other room with the airlock was pressure sensitive.  It shut down every time a person stood up, but it did not have the sparks and smell like this one did.  The system is over one hundred years old, so it could be a simple mechanical or electrical failure,”   Michael replied.  
 
    
 
   “It might have been more,” Regina added.  “This fusion pack is completely drained.  I have never seen another fusion pack ever be drained like that.  I am not even sure how that could happen.  The fusion pack should last for decades without exhausting its own power.  Yet this one is completely empty.”  Regina tried the lamp on the top of the fusion pack, but nothing happened.  “Something in that system sucked this empty.”
 
    
 
   Jamie opened her backpack and checked its contents.  “I still have one fusion pack in my backpack.  It looks fully functioning, but it was not connected to that chair.  Do we have any other fusion packs close by?”  Jamie asked.  “I know some are in engineering, and some are in the underground garage.  I wonder if something happened to the others, or was it just that chair which did one in?  Are there any other fusion packs close to here?"  Jamie pondered the problem for a moment.  "Again we are handicapped.  The data sticks contain all the mechanical assessment tools.   What kind of working testing equipment do we have?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, again it is clear that we need is a working data stick, but we have none of those.  Willie has rigged up a few things, out of old parts from the ship, that will do simple tests on machines, but I am not sure how much they would help in assessing something as sophisticated as a fusion pack, or even that old chair system upstairs,” Regina stated.  “Seriously, the drain of the fusion pack has me worried.”
 
    
 
   “I have a message from people in engineering.  Henry states there is a problem with the fusion packs.  He reports that they are having unexpected energy losses in various machines and have disconnected all their fusion packs. Roxanne has departed engineering is coming back here to make a report,” Theta Four stated.
 
    
 
   “Henry is smart,” Regina said.  “We need to disconnect all the fusion packs wherever we can.  I fear something bad is happening.”
 
    
 
   “Henry pulled the fusion packs from all his projects?  I will run down to the garage and tell everyone there to do the same,” Jamie said and sprinted down the stairway.
 
    
 
   “I will run and tell people outside.  You wait for Roxanne and find out what is happening.  If we lose the fusion packs, we will be worse off than ever,” Michael said and he too sprinted away, out through the halls of the Center.
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, what is your status?”  Regina asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am operating at 63% efficiency, but that level is fluctuating.  I have sent additional requests for service to Machine Maintenance.  I am awaiting their response.  Their response time is beyond acceptable parameters.  I have made additional requests to Power Utilization.  I am waiting for their response.”  The gray display from which Theta Four’s audio links were emitted flickered.  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, what is the status of the transport with Roxanne?”  
 
    
 
   “That transport has a rough ETA of seven minutes from now,” Theta Four reported.  
 
    
 
   ***
 
   Jamie rushed down the stairs.  She admired Henry who was the team leader working on restoring engineering.  He had been a sanitation and recycling specialist in Dome 17, and had applied his skills to trying to get parts of the old ship running.  He was not as insightful nor as creative as Willie on building new items, nor was he as brilliant in mathematics as had been the former Master Engineer Brink.  Henry was solid and reliable and steady in his work.  He had helped to recover several automacubes and was willing to put in the long and tedious periods of time simply testing items with a trial and error method.  If he thought there was something wrong with the fusion packs, enough to pull all them off his projects in engineering, something definitely was happening.
 
    
 
   Jamie ran though the hall heading for the very large area they called the underground garage.  They had first learned of the garage when Tamar opened a ramp from the old town square.  Jamie had had a terrible experience in that underground garage playing games with The Voice.  
 
    
 
   The underground garage could now be accessed via the hallways from which Jamie entered, or by the ramp that was locked open by huge pillars which had been hoisted into place by a block and tackle mechanism.  So now the area was brightly lit by light from the open ramp and from lights in the ceiling.  Several people were working at inventorying all that had been stored away down there.  There were many hexagonal storage bins, permalloy cargo crates, and the tarp covered machinery.  Much of the machinery was only a single part of some more complex apparatus.  Trying to understand what connected to what was a difficult task.  However, progress had been made.   Some things found in the garage had already helped in building the new nursery, as well as supplying replacement components for needed things like shovels, and other hand tools used in food harvesting or planting.  Those were essential tools for the task the people of Antioch called farming.
 
    
 
   “I need everyone’s attention!”  Jamie yelled out.  “Please listen to me!”
 
    
 
   The people turned to Jamie.  She was well known, not only to the Domers, but also to the people of Antioch.
 
    
 
   “Unplug every fusion pack.  The fusion packs need to all be disconnected immediately.  One has already been drained of power, and others may have been.  We must take no chances.  So unjack every one.  And tell everyone else.  Please, if you know where a fusion pack is being used, get to that place and disconnect it.”   
 
    
 
   It surprised Jamie a bit, but no one even asked any question.  They hurried to do as she had suggested.  Some of the ceiling lights dimmed a bit as the fusion packs were removed.  Lights in other places in the distant corners of the garage were extinguished as well.  There were sounds of machines winding down.    
 
    
 
   “Thank you!”  Jamie yelled back.  “We will have a meeting and explain what is going on when we learn more.  But spread out to everywhere where the fusion packs are being used.  Take every fusion pack away from contact with the ship’s systems.  Do not plug them in again until we know it is safe.”
 
    
 
   “Jamie, this energy box….I mean, this fusion pack, quit working a short time ago.  I thought it was my stupidity since I do not know machines.  It was just plugged into that place in the wall and was lighting up the room with the water supply,” Veronika said as she came up to Jamie.  “We have found that water supply helpful for cleaning some of the things we use down here.  Then the lights went out.  Was it my fault?  Did I cause all this?”  Her face looked worried as she told Jamie.  
 
    
 
   Jamie looked carefully at Veronika.  Jamie vividly remembered the forced swimming game The Voice had put her through in the room where Veronika had been working.   It took Jamie a moment to respond as she pushed that memory of abuse aside.  Veronika was a middle aged woman with straight blond hair and a hefty build.  She was from Antioch and had tried hard to help the Domers in the underground garage.  Where Veronika’s formal education was lacking her eagerness and zest to help more than compensated.  “Veronika, I do not think this was your fault in any way.  I was using a machine upstairs and that fusion pack also lost all power.  I am glad you told me about it.  That will help us to understand this situation.”
 
    
 
   “Are you sure?  I am not the most agile person, so I thought maybe I had done something wrong,” Veronika looked close to tears.  “You are all so smart and brave and strong, and well, I am just me.”
 
    
 
   Jamie gave her a hug and held her for a moment.  
 
    
 
   “Veronika, you are a valuable part of our team here.  If you ever have a question, you come and find me.  I will help you to learn.  And, may I come to you when I have questions about what happens in Antioch?  I know so little about the town life and the animals and all the stuff around here.  We could help each other?”  Jamie’s hazel eyes met Veronika’s blue eyes and they shared a moment of trust.  “I really do not have someone to explain those things to me, and I get embarrassed by not knowing simple things.  Will you help me?”
 
    
 
   “You really mean it?  Of course I will help you.  So tell me what I can do now to help fix this energy box stuff.”  Veronika's smile was bright.
 
    
 
   “Veronika, it is very important that we know how many of the fusion packs, the energy boxes we have, and which were drained of power.  Can I trust you to make a count of them all?  All the ones in and around Antioch?  Especially any of them that have lost power.  Maybe there is a pattern?  Would you do that for me?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Of course,” Veronika said.  “I will ask around and find out who else had an energy box, I mean a fusion pack, lose power.”  Veronika beamed with pride on a job she knew was important.  
 
    
 
   “I am counting on you,” Jamie replied.  And she honestly was.  Jamie then turned and sprinted back toward the stairway.  
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Michael raced from the portal room and into where the Rector and Rectora sometimes met.  No one was there.  He then ran outside the Center and headed toward the legionnaire’s supply cabin and the alarm bell.  The legionnaire's supply cabin was not too far from the bakery run by Aerona and Ferran, parents of Lindsey.  It also was just up the road from where Levi and Gideon, the leaders of the legionnaires lived.   The legionnaires always kept someone at their supply cabin, just in case of emergencies.  There was even a summoning bell on a pole outside that cabin.  Michael figured the best way to spread the word was using the alarm bell.  
 
    
 
   “Everyone, please tell any Domers to unplug all the fusion packs!  Then come to the supply cabin immediately!”  Michael yelled as he ran through the streets.  People respected Michael and they ran off to spread the word.  
 
    
 
   Michael grabbed the alarm bell and began ringing it.  The bell clanged and clanged and the sound echoed out over the hard metal cabins of Antioch.  People heard that and dropped what they were doing and rushed to the Legionnaire’s supply cabin.  
 
    
 
   Kiir, one of the oldest legionnaires, came out from the supply cabin.  He pushed back his gray hair with calloused hands; his brown non organic armor gleamed in the light of the sky tube.  Holstered on his belt was one of the few firearms known in the habitat.  “Michael, how may I help?”
 
    
 
   “Kiir, there is something wrong with our equipment.  The fusion packs…the power boxes we use, they are being spent.  We must tell everyone to unhook the fusion packs immediately.”  Michael gestured with his hands indicating the size of the fusion packs.  He could not remember ever talking to Kiir about fusion packs.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I know of those.  What is happening to them?”  Kiir asked in all seriousness.  He did not understand machines all that well, but he could read people expertly.  He knew Michael had a deep concern for what was happening.
 
    
 
   “I am not sure, but one fusion pack has already been drained, it is as good as dead, and others are reported to be losing power,” Michael replied.  
 
    
 
   By now a large gathering of people had assembled around the alarm bell.  Michael explained to them what was happening.  The Domers immediately ran off to disconnect the fusion packs, the people originally from Antioch ran off to also spread the word.  
 
    
 
   Levi, Gideon, Hannah, and Jose came pounding up the street.  Levi and Gideon were wearing the permalloy armor they owned, while Hannah and Jose were wearing the nonorganic brown armor similar to what Kiir wore.  
 
    
 
   Michael was explaining again to another crowd about the crisis with the fusion packs.  The legionnaires listened carefully.  
 
    
 
   “Michael, we legionnaires will spread out and inform everyone about this.  Do you have any idea how long these energy machines must be unconnected?”  Levi asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am not even sure why this is happening.  But thank you all.  I hope this is just some kind of a fluke, but the fusion packs are one of our most reliable technologies.”
 
    
 
   “Then it is proper to take precautions,” Gideon affirmed.  “Better to stamp out the fire twice, than not at all.”   The other legionnaires understood his figure of speech, but to Michael it sounded unrelated to the issue of fusion packs.  
 
    
 
   “Thanks Gideon.  I knew I could count on you,” Michael said.
 
    
 
   Most of the crowd had heard by now and those new to arrive were being told accurately what the crisis was about.  
 
    
 
   A furious but happy barking took place as the dog Liduma rushed up to Michael.  He squatted down and stroked her head while she nuzzled into him.  
 
    
 
   “Michael!”  Joel and Jacob yelled at the same instant.  
 
    
 
   “Great to see you!”  Michael replied.  “Are you running Liduma’s legs off?”
 
    
 
   “No,” Joel replied.  “But we just heard about the fusion pack crisis.  Should we run out to the fish farm and tell John and Abigail?  I know John uses those fusion packs to make his fungus bricks.  They taste yucky, but some people like them.  We thought he would need to know.”
 
    
 
   “That is a great idea.  But you must ask your parents first, and no side trips,” Michael stated.  Liduma was still nuzzling him while he stroked her head and ears.  
 
    
 
   “Ask them?  They told us to ask you!”  Jacob stated and glanced over to Rowan and Lottie who were standing off to the side. 
 
    
 
   “Well then you better go tell John and Abigail.  Good to see you Liduma!”  Michael said as the boys ran away.  Liduma chased after them.  
 
    
 
   Rowan and Lottie walked up to Michael.  Lottie said, “I know Rector Conner uses some of those energy boxes on his farm.  I have not seen him here, should we walk to his place and tell him?  It is not far out of our way.”
 
    
 
   “Lottie that would be wonderful.  I have not seen the Rectora either.  But hopefully she will get the word,” Michael was eager to get back to see if Roxanne had arrived from engineering.  Roxanne could better analyze the situation than anyone else.  
 
    
 
   “Rectora Lydia and the Domer legionnaire Zunang are down by the mill.  There was some kind of accident there.  The Healer Hulda went with them.  Perhaps I should go down there and tell them?”  Rowan said more as a statement than a question.  “I could then meet Lottie at home.  It will be a while before the boys get back anyway.  They sure love that beast you have let stay with them.  And there has not been another feral boar anywhere near our place.  Although Lindsey likes Liduma very much as well.”
 
    
 
   Rowan and Lottie kissed and then departed.  Their act of public affection was still a bit unsettling for some in the gathered crowd.  
 
    
 
   Michael saw that the message about the fusion packs was being spread, so he headed back to the Center. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   9 descent
 
    
 
    
 
   The door to the elevator slammed shut right in front of Kedar.  He pounded his fist into it.  “That woman kicked me!” he screamed at the door.  “I will kill her!”  Again and again he hammered his fist into the cold hard metal.  He was so enraged he did not realize that the elevator was moving.  Looking around, he could see Asa and Seorim in the dim lighting of elevator.  The light came from a series of small symbols in a column next to the door.  They were glowing a dull amber color.  
 
    
 
   “Where are we?”  Kedar asked, but then regretted his words.  Asa’s face was etched in horror, and Seorim’s scowl made Kedar shudder in his heart. 
 
    
 
   “You have let that witch trap us in this thing.  It is moving, and taking us who knows where.  That prison we escaped perhaps?  Seorim’s words were low and threatening.  
 
    
 
   “Want to play a game?” came some disembodied words.  
 
    
 
   “Who is that?”  Seorim snapped.  
 
    
 
   “Where do you wish to go?” The Voice replied.  
 
    
 
   “It is a demon!”  Asa screamed and fell to the floor of the elevator in quivering fear.
 
    
 
   Kedar fell back against the elevator wall and was silent.  He could not tell where the words were coming from.  They seemed to hover in the air all around him.
 
    
 
   “We wish to go to Media, our home,” Seorim said.  His mind was racing with various thoughts.  ‘Could it really be a demon?’ 
 
    
 
   “I can take you to Media,” The Voice replied.  “But why should I?”
 
    
 
   “Because that is where we belong.  It is our home.  Taking us there is the right thing to do,” Seorim replied.  
 
    
 
   “An appeal to justice?”  The Voice said with a mocking tone.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, it would be just for you to take us home,” Seorim stated.  The elevator continued to descend.  
 
    
 
   “Whose justice?”  The Voice replied.  
 
    
 
   “There is only one justice,” Seorim answered.  He was feeling a bit more confidence since it seemed that this demon voice was interested in a discussion.  “There is right, and there is wrong.”
 
    
 
   “Who decides what is right and what is wrong?”  The Voice replied.  
 
    
 
   “I am Chief Elder of the Clan of Tobit, it is my responsibility to decide those issues,” Seorim said.  
 
    
 
   “Incorrect.  You are a test subject.  It is time to play our game,” The Voice replied.  
 
    
 
   The elevator stopped and the doors opened.  The elevator had traveled far down and was inside the mountain, but the three men from the Clan of Tobit had no idea of that, as they looked out into the wonderland of a cavern.  The walls were irregular and made from slick stone which was very damp and cool.  There were only occasional lights scattered around the multitude of serpentine passageways of the cavern.  Long upside down cones of rock hung down from the ceiling, and pyramids of rock reached up from the floor.  It was like nothing the men had seen before.  
 
    
 
   “What is this place?”  Seorim asked.  
 
    
 
   “This is where the game will be played.  It is called the Realm of Darkness, based on the Earth environments: Krubera, Sima de la Cornisa, Lechuguilla, Vogelshacht, and Lamprechtsofen.  More information is not relevant to test subjects, nor to this game.  Test subjects need to perform the test.  I have given you limited illumination, which will not harm the native species.  There is another elevator in the Realm of Darkness.  Reach it within the time allotted and I will take you to another location.  Fail to reach it, and all illumination will be removed,” The Voice said.  All light sources suddenly were gone.  It was completely dark.  
 
    
 
   “Help me Chief Elder!”  Asa screamed.  
 
    
 
   The illumination came back on.  The three men were badly shaken but remained in the elevator.  
 
    
 
   “The game will begin now.  Depart from the elevator,” The Voice said.  
 
    
 
   “And if we refuse,” Seorim finally coughed out.
 
    
 
   “Aversive stimulation will be applied if you fail to play the game,” The Voice answered.  
 
    
 
   “Aversive what?”  Seorim asked in a bare whisper.  
 
    
 
   “I will hurt you.  You have three seconds to avoid aversive stimulation.  Begin the game now,” The Voice stated.  
 
    
 
   Asa and Kedar hesitated, waiting to see what Seorim would do.  
 
    
 
   They all screamed as the elevator car was filled with electrical shocks coming from blue streaks and leaving odd smells.  They leaped out of the elevator to escape the pain.  The door slammed shut behind them. 
 
    
 
   “That was your introduction to aversive stimulation.  Failure to play the game will result in increasingly painful aversive stimulation to test subjects.  You will find the other elevator.  You will not harm the native species in the Realm of Darkness.  You may drink from the water you find.  I am listening.  I am watching.  The game has begun.  You have three hours to find the elevator, after that time period, the game will be over, darkness will be reasserted and you will have failed,” The Voice’s words now seemed to come from all over the cavern, and from no place in particular.
 
    
 
   Kedar considered trying the elevator door, but recalling the shock he hesitated.  “Chief Elder, what do we do?” They had lost some of their gear in the elevator.
 
    
 
   “We find the other elevator thing.  It must look like this one, so we find it and leave this place,” Seorim stated flatly.  
 
    
 
   The cavern walls were slick with moisture, and the ceiling occasionally dripped as well. The rock under their feet was not too slippery, but was very uneven as they moved about.  They progressed across the rocks, with the stalactites hanging down over them, and the stalagmites rising around them.  In one place the rocks were broken off, and the men saw that there was a hard metal frame inside of the hollow rocks.  The dim light made it hard to see, but some small white insects crawled out from the broken parts. 
 
    
 
   Asa raised his foot to stomp on the insects, but Seorim warned him, “Stop!  The demon said not to hurt things in here.  Even vile vermin like that.”
 
    
 
   “Test subjects were listening.  Reward is offered,” The Voice said as Asa lowered his foot and stepped away from the blind scorpions.  “The elevator you need to find is lower than where you are now.  Continue with the game.”
 
    
 
   The men wandered along the cavern, ducking under some places, and climbing down rocks where needed.  They eventually came to a place where the cavern opened to a wide expanse.  On one side was an underground lake which glimmered in the dim light.   The water was clear and held back by a ridge of rock.  In the lake were small golden colored fish swimming around.  Each fish had multiple whiskers poking out from its head.  They occasionally came to the surface and seemed to gulp at the air.
 
    
 
   “Those fish sort of look like the bullheads in the river, but they are a different color,” Kedar stated.  He was trying to make sense of anything in this wicked place which remotely looked like Media or the places around it.
 
    
 
   On the other side of the cavern was an opening where one passage steeply descended and another passage rose in ragged formations of stone.  Neither passage had a clear sight line to its end.  Rocky features, which looked almost like weeping willow trees made from stone, were along the side of the downward slope.    
 
    
 
   “Look, a way out!”  Asa cried as his eyes spotted a small round opening far overhead.  Through that he could see the light of the sky tube slanting in a shimmering beam.  But the opening was very high in the jagged ceiling, with no visible means of reaching it.   It was at the highest spot of the ceiling, and it was hard to judge how far away it was, or how large was the opening. 
 
    
 
   “Time is running out for test subjects,” The Voice stated.  While the men were looking at the small opening to the outside, a metal section slide out of the wall and sealed it over.  As it slammed shut there was a loud clanking sound which echoed about the cavern.  That was when the shadows on the ceiling in a different part of the large cavern started to wiggle and move.
 
    
 
   “No!”  Asa yelled in terror as he saw dark grey things dropping off the ceiling and spreading their wings; dozens of them, hundreds of them.  They flew around in a frenzy seeking a way out.  But the exit from the cavern had been shut, so they fluttered about bumping into each other.  They swooped down over the heads of the men who ducked and shrieked in fear.
 
    
 
   Kedar threw his hands over his head to protect himself, and as he watched one of the flying things came very close to him.  It turned and flew next to the wall.  Something quickly lunged out from the wall and bit the flying thing.  The wings crumbled into the attacker’s mouth.  The attacker was a dark snake with a white stripe down its back.  It pulled itself back onto the ledge while it was chewing more and more on the flying thing.  It was unlike any snake Kedar had ever seen before.   
 
    
 
   “The demon said the way was lower,” Seorim cried and stepped to the rocky slope leading downward.  He knew the flying things were not birds, and he did not want to see them any closer.  As he stepped onto the slope, he discovered it was damp with moisture.  His feet slipped out and he fell onto his back.  Crying in pain he slid down hill quickly.
 
    
 
   Asa and Kedar fled from the bats and came to the edge of the slope.  They sat down and had a more controlled slide down the wet rocks.  As they reached the bottom, they found Seorim regaining his feet and massaging his buttocks.  
 
    
 
   “There are various passageways, which one do we take?”  Kedar asked.  
 
    
 
   “The one that heads downward,” Seorim snapped back.  “The demon said down.”    
 
    
 
   Asa looked into each passage, and only one had any illumination, and it did proceed downward.  “This one goes down.”
 
    
 
   Seorim waved his hand for Asa to proceed.  He did not want to fall into another painful slide, so he waited a few moments until Asa was a bit ahead of him, in case there were any more surprises.  Kedar followed behind.  The bats did not.  
 
    
 
   The passage wound round and about, and then changed directions and twisted in a myriad of ways.  Water frequently flowed down parts of the rocks and stones.  There was another broken rock, where the hard metal mesh underneath was revealed.   At one point the rocks were so tightly pressed together the men had to turn sideways and sidle though.  At another they thought they had reached a dead end, only to realize that by laying flat on their bellies they could see a bit of light coming from a hole only big enough to slither through.  When they climbed out of that slippery stone tunnel, Kedar looked back the way they had come, and it was totally dark now.  He knew there was no going back.  His heart trembled in fear.
 
    
 
   And then they turned a corner, and there was a section of wall where stone was not attached.  It was a hard metal wall with a hand symbol and arrows illuminated on it.
 
    
 
   “The game has been completed.  You have won.  Eighteen minutes of time left.  Perhaps this game was not enough of a challenge.  I will now take you to another place,” The Voice stated.  
 
    
 
   The elevator doors opened, and inside it was brightly lit.  Asa leapt inside quickly followed by Kedar.  
 
    
 
   “So you will take us to Media now?”  Seorim asked.  His back ached, and he had numerous bruises.  But he resisted stepping into the elevator. 
 
    
 
   “I will take you, where I take you,” The Voice stated.  The caverns went completely dark again.  The only light was from the inside of the elevator and the dim glow of the symbols.  
 
    
 
   “Test subject has five seconds to enter elevator.  Elevator departing in five, four, three…” The Voice said.  
 
    
 
   Seorim felt trapped again, but he entered the elevator.  
 
    
 
   The elevator moved and seemed to descend lower still.  Asa slid down to where he was sitting with his back against the wall.  Kedar squatted down and took many deep breathes.  The three men were still very frightened, but leaving the Realm of Darkness behind was a positive.  
 
    
 
   “Did you torture the heretics from Antioch like this?”  Seorim asked.  He still stood with some defiance in his spirit.
 
    
 
   “I play games with test subjects.  I do not torture anyone,” The Voice replied.  “The test subjects are necessary for refinement and advancement of the species.”
 
    
 
   “Did you play a game with those from Antioch?”  Seorim asked.  Kedar tried to reach up and Seorim slapped his hand away.  
 
    
 
   “I have done many games with test subjects, and primary test subjects,” The Voice replied.  “My current primary test subject has been very revealing.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, what was that witch’s name?  Yes, Jamie!  Did you play games with Jamie?”  Seorim asked.  
 
    
 
   “How do you know Jamie?”  The Voice asked.  
 
    
 
   “She and the witch Tamar imprisoned us.  We are seeking justice for wrongs done to us,” Seorim replied.  
 
    
 
   “Tell me all you know of Tamar and Jamie,” The Voice commanded ominously.  
 
    
 
   “What is in it for me?”  Seorim asked.  
 
    
 
   An electrical shock went through the elevator.  The three men screamed in agony as their bodies shook.    
 
    
 
   “Avoidance of aversive stimulation,” The Voice replied.  “Remember, I have been watching and listening.  Any deception will result in higher levels of aversive stimulation.”
 
    
 
   “Tell me all you know of Tamar and Jamie,” The Voice commanded, "Begin immediately."
 
    
 
   Seorim began relating everything he knew.  He spoke about Jamie, Tamar, anything related to the Domers, the people in Antioch, and even the stories he had heard from Shammai.  
 
    
 
   “Shammai was my primary test subject,” The Voice said.  “Shammai was terminated by Jamie, against my desires.  My new primary test subject is in different circumstances.”
 
    
 
   “Then we have a common enemy.  The enemy of my enemy may be my friend.  You have been wronged as well.  Will you help us get justice?”  Seorim asked, almost timidly.  
 
    
 
   “We will play another game,” The Voice said.  “If you survive, then I will take you where you need to go.”
 
    
 
   The elevator proceeded downward for a bit longer.  None of the men wanted to play another game with this demon, The Voice.  They waited in a high state of anxiety.  
 
    
 
   The door to the elevator opened. The first thing the three men noticed was it was not a cavern before them.  What they saw reminded them a bit of the Weather Monitor, or the hard metal cabins of Media.   A very strong and bizarre odor was in the air.  While the men themselves had not been overly clean while imprisoned on the island, especially after being attacked by the fish monster, they did not smell as badly as the odor they now endured.
 
    
 
   "Step out of the elevator," The Voice commanded.  
 
    
 
   This time they all hurried to obey.  This new odor was even worse after leaving the elevator. The trio were at the end of a hallway.  The walls were rust colored and the lights overhead gave only marginal light for the hall, but it was brighter than the lighting in the Realm of Darkness.  There were no signs that the elevator had ever been in the wall behind them.     
 
    
 
   “You will need to proceed down this hall, and find the portal door where a transport vehicle is located,” The Voice said.
 
     
“What is a transport vehicle?”  Seorim asked as tried to cover his nose from the smell.
 
    
 
   “An adequate test cannot take place if the test subjects do not understand,” the Voice sounded frustrated.  “I will illuminate…I will turn a flashing light on inside a large metal box.  If you reach the light alive, you win the game.”
 
    
 
   “That is all?  We just walk until we find that large metal box with a light in it?”  Seorim asked.  
 
    
 
   “The game has started,” The Voice replied.   
 
    
 
   “At least here we can see better.  These walls look like the inside of a cabin, well sort of, anyway,” Kedar stated.  He was greatly relieved that it was not another cavern.  
 
    
 
   Up ahead in the hallway something scurried across.  It was sort of man shaped, but smaller like a child.  It was only seen in a glimpse as it moved quickly.  
 
    
 
   “Who is there?”  Seorim called out.  “We are just passing through.  Can you let us pass?”
 
    
 
   “It was just an RC, nothing to worry about,” Kedar strode ahead.  
 
    
 
   “I am not so sure,” Seorim replied.  
 
    
 
   Asa was slowing down, but had drawn out his fishing knife.
 
    
 
   Another thing loped across the hall ahead of the men.  They got a better look at it now.  It was not an RC, nor a child, but some kind of animal.  It had long arms, stumpy hind legs, and small tail.  It was roughly a third the size of a man.  It was hairy, like a sheep or coyote, but it was mostly gray and black colored.  As they looked, another one came into the hall, and it was confirmed the animals were quite furry. 
 
    
 
   “What kind of animal is that?”  Kedar asked.  His confidence slipped back.  He had never seen such an animal before.  
 
    
 
   The animal made a hacking and yipping kind of sound.  It them loped off not quite walking like a man, but not walking at all like any of the familiar animals.  There were many more of the things ahead.  The hallway opened to a larger room, and around that room ran a good number of the animals.  As the men approached, they saw the animals had heavy hair around their heads with medium length hair on their bodies, and very thin hair on their calloused butts.  They had large black snouts and long sharp looking fangs.  Not like a wolf’s fangs, but still giving the impression of an animal which hunted prey.  There was anger and belligerence in their close-set black eyes, as they bounced and bumped into each other. Their movements were rough at times with some grabbing and shoving and occasional bites.  Their arms being longer than their legs, they rolled and pulled with both feet and hands.   There were two large ones which seemed to dominate the troop of animals.  There were a few more which were somewhat smaller, and about a have dozen various others of still smaller sizes.  Some were carrying or being ridden by tiny ones.  The tiny ones held onto the fur very tightly.
 
    
 
   “Scare these animals away!”  Seorim commanded.  “I can see the flashing light in that large metal box at the side of that room.  Seorim pulled from his belt the iron rod he had carried ever since stealing it from Morgan’s home.  He held it in front of him as he had once held the rod of discipline.
 
    
 
   Kedar raised his arms over his head and yelled, “Go away!”
 
    
 
   “Help him Asa!”  Seorim ordered.  
 
    
 
   “Be gone strange beasts!”  Asa also yelled out  
 
    
 
   The effect of the yelling and arm raising was immediate.  The smaller animals, especially the ones with the babies on them, raced away quickly, running mostly on both feet and hands.  They ran down the short hallway, and past doors at the end which were hanging askew.  Beyond the broken doors Kedar could see to the outside grasslands and the light from the sky tube.   
 
    
 
   The larger animals, however, did not run away.  They did not appear scared as much as angry.  They jumped up and down and screamed back at Kedar.  Some of them pounded their long arms into the floor, or did shoulder rolls all the while glaring in spite at Kedar.  The larger two bared their teeth and made low guttural growls.  
 
    
 
   “Get away!” Kedar flailed his arms about and stared back at the baboons.  As he made eye contact, the largest of the baboon charged right at him.  It was hissing and running in a sort of sideways gallop.  It leaped high into the air just as it got close to Kedar.  He tried to shove the animal away, but it bit down on his forearm with a bone snapping crunch.
 
    
 
   Then everything went wild.  Asa rushed to defend Kedar and slashed with his knife, but missed the now fleeing baboon.  Kedar’s arm hung useless and bleeding.  Another baboon rushed at the two men, but Kedar was able to kick it as it tried to attack.  It rolled away, but did not look seriously hurt.  Rocks, sticks, and rinds of some kind of fruit started to smack into the men as the baboons threw everything they could lay hands on at the men who had invaded their home.  
 
    
 
   While the men were trying to avoid the barrage of thrown things, the other large baboon snuck in and bit into the side of Asa’s leg and dragged him down.  He slashed upward with his knife as the baboon tried to bite again, and laid open a huge gash in the animal.  It cried in pain and rushed away, several of the smaller ones rallied to its side.  Asa stood and thought he was clear, but only for a brief moment, as the large baboon was replaced by several smaller baboons who sought to pull Asa back down while he desperately tried to remain standing.  Had they been the size of the injured baboon, Asa would have been torn to shreds.  As it was his leg was bleeding from the nasty bite, and he had numerous scratches, bruises, and other minor injuries from the barrage of missiles as well as the attacks by the smaller baboons.  
 
    
 
   “Come into the metal box, you fools!”  Seorim yelled from where he stood inside the large metal box with the light flashing on it.  
 
    
 
   Asa swung the fishing knife around and around and the baboons kept their distance, but still made harassing grabs at his injured leg. Slowly Asa limped his way to where Seorim stood. 
 
    
 
   Kedar was even slower as the baboons kept grabbing at his dangling arm and yanking it around.  He did not cry out in pain, but just tried to get free. They would let go as he tried to grab them with his uninjured arm, or tried to kick them away.  But just moments after one let go, another baboon would grab at the arm from a different direction, and Kedar was forced to spin around and defend himself yet again.  By sheer luck, Kedar landed a kick on the muzzle of the large baboon, and it staggered away, two of the smaller ones assisting it.  This momentarily broke the momentum of the attack against Kedar and he and Asa were able to slip into the doorway of the large metal box where Seorim stood.  Seorim had done nothing to assist them in fighting off the baboons, even though his iron rod he carried was the best weapon the men had retained.  
 
    
 
   The inside of the metal box had two rows of seats facing each other.  There was the flashing light on inside right by Seorim.  As soon as Kedar entered the space, the door slammed shut.  He was knocked into one of the seats where he slid to a seated position and cradled his mangled arm.  
 
    
 
   Asa fell into one of the other seats and pressed on the bleeding bite wounds in his leg, trying to squelch the flow of blood.  Somewhere he had lost his fishing knife.  
 
    
 
   “You all did survive.  Interesting findings in this game.  These finding will be incorporated into future games.  The baboons showed more loyalty and unit cooperation than the test subjects.  The baboons will be given healing treatments and rewards.  You will now be taken to the next destination,” The Voice said.    
 
    
 
   “You will take us to Media!”  Seorim yelled.  “That was the promise!”
 
    
 
   “I said, I would take you where you needed to go.  And I will,” The Voice replied.  
 
    
 
   The transport vehicle backed out of the transport terminal, and headed away from Habitat Eight: Secondary Aquatic.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   10 Power fading
 
    
 
   “Transport arriving from engineering.  Please keep a safe distance until all passengers disembark,” Theta Four stated.  
 
    
 
   The modified blue automacube rolled out on its six wheels and into the portal room of the Center in Antioch.  The manipulation arm on top was folded flat, and the three dimensional display was not active.  However Roxanne did greet Regina, “Regina, there is a major situation happening.  We need to get the word out that all fusion packs must be disconnected from the Eschaton systems.”
 
    
 
   “Jamie and Michael are already doing that,” Regina relied.  “After we heard Henry had done that, we thought it was a good idea for here too, since we have had a fusion pack fail right upstairs.  I thought fusion packs were self regenerating and unless they were physically damaged would utilize their fuel so efficiently that they would last for several hundred years.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, that is the design,” Roxanne replied.  The three dimensional display now was activated and a schematic of a fusion pack appeared to float over the automacube. “However, something is happening to them.  Four fusion packs in engineering have spent their entire fuel supplies.  Henry was insightful to remove the others.  You say one here has done the same thing and is depleted of energy generation capacity?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but that happened along with a mechanical failure on an Eschaton apparatus upstairs,” Regina replied. 
 
    
 
   “Make that at least two which are depleted,” Jamie said as she entered from the stairwell.  “Veronika is now searching for others, but I am not even sure any of us knows how many fusion packs came aboard with the people from Dome 17.    That was sort of chaotic.”
 
    
 
   “What was chaotic?”  Michael asked as he walked into the portal room.  “Is engineering in trouble?”
 
    
 
   “We are all facing some serious troubles.  Roxanne was just explaining about the fusion pack failures in engineering,” Regina added.  
 
    
 
   “Michael and Jamie, I am pleased you took action quickly.  Engineering is secure for the moment.  Henry and the team had discovered a magnetically spiraled generator which when activated was emitting power levels and re-initiating some systems in engineering.  There is great potential in that system as it looks to have advanced links to other locations on the ship.  But then, about sixteen hours after it was restarted, which was done by an infusion of power from a fusion pack, that generator’s power started to ebb.  Analysis showed an energy drain coming from the nonphysicality.  I have ruled out accident, or mechanical breakdown.  This looked to be a deliberate act of siphoning off the generator’s power faster than it could be produced.  The drain was stopped, but only by disconnection from all interfaces, couplings, and links to the ship’s systems.  The generator has been stable at nineteen percent of capacity, but it will not regenerate any additional power.”
 
    
 
   “So some energy leech grabbed onto that generator?  Is that related to the fusion packs being drained?  Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “That remains to be seen.  There was an urgency to disconnect before more were damaged, but that also inhibited investigation into the method of the energy drain.  It may be easier to evaluate the cause if it could be directly assessed while happening,” Roxanne stated.
 
    
 
   “But that would risk another lost fusion pack.  Roxanne, is this dangerous for you or the automacube?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “My Atomic Level Processor is as secure and fortified as I can make possible.  The power center for the automacube has also been upgraded and appears secure; however, I stress the nature of this danger is not clearly identified, nor understood, so we are all at risk.  Both those with biological bodies and those with wholly inorganic bodies are at risk.  When did you first learn of the energy leech?”
 
    
 
   “Good name for it,” Jamie answered.  “I have seen those leeches down in the river when Joel and Jacob taught us to swim.  They suck the blood right out of you.  Why put those creatures on a Colony Ship?  But I digress.  We had been successfully using the BTRs to open doors on level three upstairs.  The final door on that level showed us a room which is similar to the room where the spacesuit was located.  It has some kind of interactive chair, with a huge display.  At first we saw locations inside various habitats.  We spoke briefly with Edgar.  Then there were sparks from the chair, and the fusion pack was drained.”
 
    
 
   “So the Basic Temporary Recognition worked.  That is a positive event,” Roxanne stated.  “I would like to investigate this room and chair you located.”
 
    
 
   They headed for the stairwell.  Roxanne’s automacube was quite capable of climbing the stairs as well as any person.  While they climbed, Michael asked, “Roxanne is there a way to remotely locate a fusion pack?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  A data stick could easily do that, but I assume you mean a way to do it with the technology at our disposal at this time.  Assuming that, there is no way to remotely locate a fusion pack.”
 
    
 
   “Is there some way an automacube can sniff one out?”  Michael pressed.  
 
    
 
   “The automacube is not the same as Liduma for sniffing things out,” Roxanne said humorously.  Modern artificial intelligence systems did not always see the same humor in some situations as did humans, nor did humans always understand AI humor.  “To answer your question, this automacube could detect fusion packs within a very limited radius, by their energy signatures, but that would be the extent of any remote locating, and the energy signatures do not leave a trail of any kind.”
 
    
 
   “What about that chair?  It had visuals of many places, and there appeared to be even more sensing equipment.  Do you think the chair up here could be adjusted to find fusion packs?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “That assumes the chair can be reactivated,” Regina chimed in.  
 
    
 
   “There is insufficient information to make any kind of conjecture on your question, Jamie.  Sorry,” Roxanne replied.  
 
    
 
   They approached the corner room with the large chair.  Outside the door the words Auxiliary Security Observation 1B7 were no longer visible.  Roxanne rolled in first and started making assessments.  After a prolonged period of simple observation, by the various abilities built into the automacube, Roxanne asked, “May I send a tendril into the chair and its system for closer inspection?”
 
    
 
   “Will you be at much risk?”  Regina asked.  
 
    
 
   “I believe the slight risk is worth the potential information to be gained.  Looking at past threats on the Eschaton, I conjecture I have an 87% chance of severing the tendril before any damage to me or my systems.  Should that severing be required that would mean a loss of what information was gained by the tendril.”
 
    
 
   The three people all nodded at each other and at Roxanne.  So Roxanne had the automacube extend out a cable and connected into an access port.  “The system is asking for proper identification.  I can pressure through that, or we can try the Basic Temporary Recognition.”
 
    
 
   Michael placed one of the BTRs on the seat of the chair.  
 
    
 
   Roxanne then stated, “This system highly recommends that BTRs go to a location called, ‘Replacement Crew Adjustment Center.’  I now have access to the chair system.  No observable threats or evidence of energy leeches.   Processing.”
 
    
 
   Jamie, Michael, and Regina passed the time by looking around the room in minute detail.  Jamie pulled the functioning fusion pack out and shined the light on the walls, floor, and ceiling, remembering that sometimes on the Eschaton, light would activate controls or symbols.  But nothing new was revealed.  It was almost as if the elevator they knew was there, somewhere, had never existed. 
 
    
 
   “Jamie you were correct in your initial impression about this chair.  It does have a myriad of sensing capabilities.  There are several capacitors which are storing a small amount of energy; I assume it came from the fusion pack, but not anywhere close to a level which would drain the fusion pack.  The other links and couplings in the walls are without any power, as is the display.  The overhead light is of comparable configuration to the typical Eschaton illumination sources.  Nothing is different there.  The original main power for this system came up from the floor, but that does not appear to be functional at this time.”  Roxanne explained.  A three dimensional schematic of the chair hovered in the air over the automacube.
 
    
 
   “So Roxanne, what can we do with this chair?  Can you make it locate our fusion packs?  And, how big of a risk is the energy leech?”  Michael cut right to the core issues.  
 
    
 
   “This system, the chair, as you call it, was originally designed as a back-up for use by human security personnel.  It has been damaged several times, but it does offer a range of methods for observations of the habitats.  It does have the capacity to identify energy signals.  So there is the potential for locating any fusion packs which are located within the systems scanning ranges.  That would only be for fusion packs which are operating and connected into the ship’s systems.  Conjecture on functionality is 67% if assessments hold true after re-activation.  This system would not pick up fusion packs which are not operating, except by visual observation,” Roxanne replied.  “As to the energy leech problem, that is a more serious and complex matter.  Currently I can conjecture no way to duplicate the energy drain on the fusion packs.  Therefore, I have very limited ability to configure defenses against it.  Additionally, without knowing the cause, restoration of the fusion packs is doubtful, but that may change with more information.  Recommendation is that fusion packs be used as little as possible until further knowledge is gathered.”
 
    
 
   “Jamie, Regina, should we try to reactivate this chair?  Others are gathering and securing the fusion packs, so perhaps this would be where we could best help?”  Michael asked.  He honestly was unsure what to do.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, can you do everything possible to protect this fusion pack and this chair?  I know it will not be absolute, but I think you are more than a match for anything this old ship can set against you.  I say we try another fusion pack, if you can, shield it as much as possible.  And if the energy leech tries to drain it, perhaps you will be able to identify that cause.  But you must put your own preservation above this mission.”  Jamie looked at Michael and Regina.  
 
    
 
   They both nodded agreement.   Jamie sat in the chair. 
 
    
 
   “I will establish the defenses against as many known possibilities as I can.  Then I will set the re-activation in motion.  Please connect in the fusion pack,” Roxanne stated.  
 
    
 
   Jamie plugged it in.  The display screen came to life with brilliant clarity.  It was what she thought of as the original screen again.  The words, “Please report at soonest available opportunity to Replacement Crew Adjustment Center” scrolled across the display.  The symbols were there again, but still missing was the symbol for Savannah.
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, try to contact Edgar and give the information we have on what is happening,” Michael suggested.  “Edgar trusts you.”
 
    
 
   There was a slight pause.  Roxanne then said, “Edgar acknowledges receipt of information.” 
 
    
 
   “Excellent!  Can we see into Savannah?  I want to start with someplace safe,” Jamie said with a smile on her face.  Michael and Regina stood on either side of her.  
 
    
 
   “Edgar refuses any observation of Savannah,” Roxanne reported.  
 
    
 
   “Okay, well shall we try to see what we can about our home area?”  Jamie said.  Roxanne responded and opened up the twenty-four sectioned display.  Now only ten of the sections were functioning, the others were all blank.  A few of those that were functioning were showing trees or grasses and no people at all.  One showed a small tent village none of them had seen before where a few people were walking about.  The village was in a forested part of the habitat.  One showed at a distance the cataract.  One showed the portal room in the Center.  Two showed scenes of streets in Antioch including people going about their daily lives as well as some people talking.  And the last one was murky and Jamie thought it was dysfunctional until a large green fish swam up to it, then turned its head and rushed away.  It was a view underwater.  Beneath each of the functioning sections was a designation ‘Live feed: Aperture CP….” followed by numbers.    
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, can you configure for energy signatures of fusion packs?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “I have already done so.  There are no fusion pack energy signatures in any of the scanning range,” Roxanne replied.  
 
    
 
   “Well, then shall we try another habitat?”  Jamie asked.  “That is, Roxanne, if you feel safe?”  
 
    
 
   “No threats have been detected,” Roxanne replied.  
 
    
 
   “We know there are people in Tropical.  Shall we see what we can see?”  Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   “Levi and Gideon should be here,” Michael responded.  Regina laughed.  
 
    
 
   The display shifted and a new display of a different twenty-four sections was seen.  Many of these were working, and the stockade wall was partially visible in the first section.  The sandy area in front of it, and the portal access door as well as the ESRC were all visible.  The display was labeled “Live feed: Aperture TH 2390071.”
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, please expand the view on this scene.  Do we have sound capability?”  Jamie said as she pointed to that subsection of the display.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, audio is being enhanced,” Roxanne stated.
 
    
 
   The section expanded to take up the entire large display, and voices were now heard.
 
    
 
   Staring intently at the screen, Jamie said, “Michael, we know that man."              
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   11 Healing in Paradise
 
    
 
    
 
   The lens for Aperture TH 2390071 dilated and a small red light was lit over the top of that lens.  It extended only a few centimeters from the permalloy wall of Habitat Five: Tropical.  
 
    
 
   Within the view of that aperture were Asa, Kedar, and Seorim.  Asa was sitting on the sand holding his injured leg.  His face was covered in sweat and distorted by pain.  It was all Asa could do to drag Kedar from the transport after The Voice had deposited them in this different world.  The bloody tracks in the sand led back to the now sealed portal door.  Kedar was unconscious and lying in the sand; with his mangled arm draped up on his chest.  
 
    
 
   Seorim had not helped move Kedar, nor had he assisted Asa in any effort.  Seorim stood looking out over the sand at the stockade of logs.  They were driven vertically down into the sand.  They made a barrier which extended in an arc from one part of the edge of the world, around to another part of the edge of the world.  The sky tube here was different than the one over Media, or the one at the world with the seas.  Beyond the stockade a few trees were visible.  The air was heavy with humidity.
 
    
 
   “I tell you again.  Go away!”  came words from beyond the stockade.  “You are not wanted here!”
 
    
 
   “And I tell you again.  I have tried.  We cannot leave.  That door will not open, and we have been sent here against our will,” Seorim cried back.  
 
    
 
   A rope ladder fell over the side of the stockade.  
 
    
 
   “Brodie, it is a trick!”  the first voice said.  “Do not trust these scum.  It is another legionnaire trick!  Remember the body?”
 
    
 
   “Shut up Jack.  I will always remember my mother’s body.  But these men are not legionnaires.  From the looks of them, they have been banished like I was,” the second man said.  He slid over the top of the stockade and nimbly climbed down the rope ladder.  
 
    
 
   Seorim, hearing the comments immediately understood some of what was happening.  He had heard about the heretics in Antioch banishing criminals, and knew the legionnaires were the ones who carried out that work.  So his mind played out the tale he would tell as the man walked through the sand toward him.  
 
    
 
   “Oh thank you sir!”  Seorim said.  “We have been sent here against our will, and my friends are badly injured.  Can you please help us?”  
 
    
 
   “Jack says you did not help your friends much when you arrived,” Brodie stated.  He was a tall and muscular man with short cropped brown hair which was beginning to turn white on the edges.  He had huge leg muscles which were visible since he only wore shorts and a light weight shirt.  On his belt was a short but wide bladed knife.  His deep brown eyes were side set apart under a heavy line of eyebrows.  The eyebrows were also flecked with white hairs.  
 
    
 
   “We have been horribly abused, and we need help.  I was confused and disoriented when the machine dropped us here.  What is this place?  Can you help us get back to Media?”  Seorim risked saying where he was from, but estimated that Brodie did not care for the legionnaires, and took the risk.
 
    
 
   “The Clan of Tobit?”  Brodie responded and rubbed his chin in thought.  “You are from Media?  Did the legionnaires cleanse Media as well as Gath?”  
 
    
 
   Brodie’s words were confirming what Seorim was pondering.  “The machine brought us here, but I am so confused.  My friends are dying.”  Seorim fell into the sand pretending to faint.
 
    
 
   Brodie looked over at the ruined arm of Kedar and the trembling face of Asa.  The blood was dried all over Asa’s pants.  “Does he tell the truth?”  Brodie demanded of Asa.  
 
    
 
   “Yes sir,” Asa said in a weak voice.  His leg was throbbing and he was quite light-headed.  
 
    
 
   “Jack!  Jack, have a squad open the stockade and bring these men to the healing rooms.  They are not faking.  These are real injuries.  The legionnaires butchered these men,” Brodie yelled.  
 
    
 
   “Haro will know!”  Jack called back.
 
    
 
   “Indeed, I will tell Haro myself!  Do as I say or do you wish to face me in the ring tonight?”  Brodie said as more of a statement than a question.
 
    
 
   “I will do it,” Jack said feebly.  
 
    
 
   Moments later, a section of the stockade folded forward.  It was hinged and placed right next to the edge of the world.  From where Brodie stood, he would never have guessed that the stockade could open that way, except that he had helped design and build it.  Several large men came out and grabbed Asa, Kedar, and Seorim and carried them back beyond the stockade.  
 
    
 
   The world beyond the stockade was lush and green with thick bushes all along a path made from sand.  Large leafed plants grew in abundance, and the insect life was busy.
 
    
 
   Jack directed the closing of the stockade.  Jack was a small and wiry man with skinny arms and legs.  But he moved quickly and efficiently.  His deeply tanned skin was wrinkled with age.  He had no hair at all anywhere on his body, which was scantily clad by a loose loincloth.
 
    
 
   “Keep watch Jack.  You provide a valuable service,” Brodie complimented the old man.  “Call for help as needed.”
 
    
 
   Brodie trotted easily to catch up with the others.  The men who were carrying the wounded were also deeply tanned.  Brodie was the lightest among them, but all were darker than the men from the Clan of Tobit.  
 
    
 
   “Are you to kill us?”  Asa said in fear as he was carried along.
 
    
 
   “If that was my intent, you would be dead.  I am having you taken to the healing rooms in the Center of Fair Havenss.  I can always kill you later if needed.  Let us hope it is not needed,” Brodie put his hand on Asa’s shoulder and smiled at him.  
 
    
 
   Asa was unsure how to respond and looked to Seorim, who was hanging limp while being carried.  Kedar too was hanging limp, but one man was carefully cradling his injured arm.  Asa saw some very colorful large bird fly over, but in his injured state he was not sure if it was real.  He felt himself slipping away into a mental fog.
 
    
 
   The sandy path opened to a plaza where there were numerous tables and chairs.  Small huts were scattered about.  They were made from the hard metal but had huge windows which were round instead of the squares or rectangles of the cabins Asa was familiar with in Media.  The men carried the wounded past the huts and toward a large round building which was as big, perhaps bigger, than the Meeting Hall which had been destroyed in Media.  Above the doors were the words, “Charity, Fidelity, Magnanimity” but Asa could not read those words.  
 
    
 
   The men carried the wounded into the building whose interior consisted mostly of a very large open area.  Along the back side were small rooms, to which the injured men were taken.  
 
    
 
   “Give them to Hypatia.  Place each one on the healing beds,” Brodie commanded.  “I will seek out Haro and explain we have guests.”
 
    
 
   They were carried into one of the rooms in the back part of the Center building.  There were seven mechanical beds.  The mattress on the bed was thin but comfortable, and there were numerous dials, levers, knobs, and assorted other apparatus all over the bed.  Asa again doubted his own vision, but was too weak to protest or to even question.  Kedar, Asa, and Seorim were each placed on one of those healing beds. 
 
    
 
   Displays lit up behind each of the healing beds.  
 
    
 
   “Emergency Trauma Response activated.  Patient being assessed,” a female sounding mechanical voice intoned.  The words said were also displayed on the screen.  “Unconscious male in fair general condition admitted for excessive blood loss, secondary to trauma to right arm.  Assessment shows severe compound fractures of ulnar, radius, and humorous, with deep punctures wounds.  Consistent with animal attack.  Treatment initiated.”
 
    
 
   Kedar’s body floated up and hovered over the healing bed. Implements came from the sides of the bed and sliced off the clothing he was wearing, being very careful around the injured arm.  Connections were made into his body and fluids and other nutritional and pharmaceutical agents were injected into Kedar’s system.  Several tubes snaked their way into his nose and throat.
 
    
 
   Behind Asa’s healing bed, the female voice spoke, “Do you understand me?”
 
    
 
   Asa croaked out a reply, “Yes.  Are you a demon?”
 
    
 
   “I am Hypatia.  You will be treated for your trauma.  What is your name?”
 
    
 
   “Asa.  What are you?”  he asked in trembling fear.  “A demon?”
 
    
 
   “Asa, I am the medical intelligence for the town of Fair Havenss.  You are injured and suffering with possible mental delusions and possible hallucinations.  I am beginning your assessment and treatment.  You will receive the best care I can deliver.”
 
    
 
   “Okay,” Asa said, but he was terrified, especially when he was immobilized by invisible hands which lifted him off the bed and carefully undressed him.   
 
    
 
   “You have significant blood loss.  There are puncture wounds to your leg.  Those are consistent with the same type of animal which injured the other patient, but not the same individual animal.  Report will be made to Animal Resources.  Where did this trauma take place?”
 
    
 
   “I do not know where we were.  We have been lost.  Are you a witch?  A demon? Or what?”  Asa was babbling in fear.  
 
    
 
   “Sedation being administered.  I will further assess your delusions after physical healing has taken place,” Hypatia stated.  
 
    
 
   Tubes snaked up from the healing bed and sprayed anesthetic onto parts of Asa’s body.   Then administration tubing slid inside his veins, arteries, and other orifices.  But by then Asa was deeply asleep and felt nothing.  “Patient being treated for blood loss and a significant traumatic animal bite to left leg.”
 
    
 
   Seorim was not unconscious, but was pretending to be.  He lay very quietly on the healing bed.  “What is your name?”  Hypatia asked.
 
    
 
   Seorim refused to answer.  
 
    
 
   “Third patient admitted with no outward trauma, and in generally fair physical condition.  Assessment shows conscious state, but refusal to answer.  Probable emotional and mental shock and post-traumatic stress.  Possible atypical catatonia.  Neurological scans show no organic deficit or injury.  Referral to Mental Hygiene made.  General note:  Referrals and reports have not been acknowledged.  Unable to find links or couplings to any other systems in the lattice.  Emergency Trauma Protocols remain in place.” 
 
    
 
   The treatments were continuing when Brodie returned.  Accompanying him was a man who made Brodie’s large and muscular frame look average.  He was a head taller and nearly twice the weight of Brodie, but without a trace of fat or flab.  He had no hair on his head, and only thin eyebrows over a square and symmetrical face.  He walked with a smooth, almost artistic flare.  He was dressed in loose white colored clothing, but no shoes.  He carried no weapons or tools but his hands were very large.  His arms and legs were rippled with muscles, yet he seemed very relaxed.  His skin was deeply tanned.
 
    
 
   “Hypatia, we have visitors I hear.  Will they survive?”  the huge man asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Haro.  Their physical health is being restored as we speak.  I am still not receiving any responses to my inquiries to Machine Maintenance.  I have also logged a report to Animal Resources, and requested assistance from Mental Hygiene, but none of those have given back an acknowledgement or receipt.”
 
    
 
   Haro tipped his head back and laughed and laughed, his white teeth in perfect alignment.  His voice boomed through the room.  Brodie just smiled as he stood to the side.  “Hypatia, you and your talk!  You know you are the only one we need.  You have been the healer since before I was little.  People get broken and you fix them.  Life is simple.  Life is good!”  Haro laughed again.  “But you said something about animals?  What kind of animal hurt these men?  Was it a croc?  Or a jag?  Those big cats can hurt people bad.”
 
    
 
   “Haro, this is an unknown animal.  No animal in Tropical did this damage.  I unsuccessfully tried to contact Animal Resources to compare bite patterns to known species,” the AI Hypatia responded.  “There were no pathogens found in the bite wounds.”  
 
    
 
   Haro laughed again.  He turned to Brodie, “So were these men hurt in your old world?”  
 
    
 
   “Haro, these men seem to be from my old world, but I do not know of an animal that bites this way,” Brodie said while looking at Kedar’s arm as it was being healed.  He then looked at the puncture wounds in Asa’s leg.  “The puma of my old world is much like the jags here, but that is not what did this.  Nor does this wound look like a wolf bite.  Nor the crocs here or in my old world.  When I first saw these injuries, I thought it was the work of legionnaire swords, from all the blood. But looking at the wounds now, I do not know what they are.”
 
    
 
   Haro laughed again.  His voice filled the room.  “So they were bitten, and Hypatia knows not by what. But she fixes them. So who cares?  If the animal is in another world, it is not here.  So no problem.  I am going to go back and sleep in the sun again.”
 
    
 
   “Haro, if the legionnaires are sending people here again, what do we do?”  Brodie asked.  
 
    
 
   “We built the stockade you suggested.  The slings throw stones.  What more do you want?”  Haro said, and then his face took on a serious look.  “Oh yes, the body that came.  Bad business that, sorry.  No woman should be treated that way.  So, okay, no problem, if legionnaires come through, you kill them.”  
 
    
 
   “Haro, can I go back to my old world?  Perhaps these men know a way?”  Brodie asked.  “That way I could avenge my mother’s death.”
 
    
 
   “When they are healed, you ask them.  If they know a way.  I will not stop you from going.  You are a good Number Two, but you are free to choose.  No one should kill your mother.  Bad business that.  No one should force people to come here.  Too many times that world has sent people here.  Nasty people.  Not people like you Brodie.  Too many times I have had to kill them because they challenged me and my rule.  I do not like to kill.  Submission is better.  Then all are happy.  Especially me!”  Haro laughed again.  “If these men know a way to your old world, you decide.  You can lead an attack, or stay here as my Number Two. But until we know, relax, take it easy.  There are no challenges now.  I lead, you are my Number Two.  Life is good.”  Haro clapped Brodie on the back which just about knocked him over.  Haro then turned and departed the healing rooms.
 
    
 
   “The legionnaires thought they could throw me out to the wolves.  Well I will come back, and bring the pack with me!”  Brodie said to himself in seething anger at the memory of the legionnaires.  
 
    
 
   Seorim smiled and bided his time.  He was pondering all the ways he could make Brodie his ally.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   12 Watching and wondering
 
    
 
    
 
   Jamie, Michael, and Regina watched the display showing Seorim and the other men from Media being carried away.   The view did not show the section of the stockade which had opened, but they did hear the exchange between Jack and Brodie.
 
    
 
   “Michael, from what Levi and Gideon have told us, that was Sinclair’s son,” Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   “I was thinking the same thing.  But how did those people from Media get to Tropical?  I thought they were on that island where we rescued Conner and Mizzah.”  Michael raked his hand through his hair in thought.  “I suppose they could have escaped like we did, down that lift and into the tunnels.”
 
    
 
   “But why would the bandits in Tropical take them in?  The legionnaires have been attacked every time they have tried to go to Tropical.  And they attacked you when you went,” Jamie was puzzled.  
 
    
 
   “They killed that legionnaire Deborah,” Michael said remembering his short time in Tropical.  It had been brief and violent.  
 
    
 
   “Two of those men were injured badly, from what I could see,” Regina added.  “The bandits might have had compassion on them.  Or taken them as prisoners?  Or to be used as slaves?  Can we see anything else?”
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, show us the multiple views of Tropical again please,” Jamie instructed.  
 
    
 
   The display shifted back to the twenty-four section divided screen.  Most showed thick lush vegetation.  Several showed a large waterway with unusual types of animals and very colorful birds.  Two showed some kind of human domiciles.  The cabins in those views were rounded with large windows, but seemed to be made from permalloy and were roughly the same size as the cabins in Antioch.  A few people were visible, dressed in thin, usually white colored garments.  The men seemed to all be bald, while the women had long flowing hair.  Each person seen was deeply tanned.   None of the views showed where the men from Media had been taken.
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, does this system have recording capabilities?  If we could….”  Jamie said but was cut off by Roxanne.  
 
    
 
   “Disconnect the fusion pack.  The energy leech is attacking!” Roxanne stated with alarming tones.  
 
    
 
   Regina pulled the fusion pack out from the connection to the chair.  At nearly the same moment, Roxanne had the automacube disconnect and unjack from the chair as well.  
 
    
 
   The display went black, and all the controls on the chair’s arms were dark.  None of the controls or switches or dials registered any readings.
 
    
 
   “Roxanne what is happening?”  Jamie demanded.  
 
    
 
   The three dimensional display hovering over the automacube flickered and displayed a circle of orange color.  Roxanne then said, “The nonphysicality was invaded by what drained the fusion packs.  How badly drained was the fusion pack used here?”
 
    
 
   Regina examined the fusion pack.  “It is 43% drained.  That was so sudden!”
 
    
 
   “Yes, the attack was rapid.  I had established numerous defenses; however the majority of them were ineffective.  What we are calling the energy leech penetrated those defenses and went after the fusion pack’s power.  I was able to take readings and the energy leech is unlike any system so far seen on the Eschaton.  It shows components of Eschaton artificial intelligence systems, but also has definite Dome 17 technological advances.  I have a graphic display illustrating the hybrid nature of this entity.  The mathematics behind this system are very advanced, similar to, and along the lines of the mathematical abstraction theories studied in Dome 17, yet its operating elements are more like the artificial intelligence systems on the Eschaton.  Closest Eschaton system comparison is the now extinguished artificial intelligence Zeus.”  Roxanne displayed a schematic and model of the energy leech; the mathematical formulas, and of Zeus.  They were long and detailed.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, were you affected in any way by this?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “No.  My personal shields are adequate to protect the automacube and the Atomic Level Processor, so long as there is not a prolonged physical connection to the nonphysicality.  That is why disconnection took place.  Additionally, now that I have details on the energy leech, I can plan a more effective defense system.  That will take some time, as I believe it is essential to have a defense for each fusion pack, since the fusion packs are still needed.”
 
    
 
   “A blend of Eschaton systems and Dome 17 mathematics?  What could do that?”  Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “I am not sure.  The math is tough,” Regina replied.  “Brink would be able to tell us more; he could have easily analyzed the math behind this energy leech.  But….”  Fear crept into her words, “but… maybe The Voice has evolved?”  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, is that possible?  Could The Voice be behind this?”  Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “Possible?  Yes.  Probable?  That is unknown.  I was unable to trace the origin of the energy leech, but I will further assess and evaluate it and see if I can reverse engineer its components.  From what we know, there were other fusion packs which were drained.  There may be more than a single energy leech.  The foundation of advanced mathematics is beyond anything we have observed on the Eschaton so far, but The Voice is a possibility.  For right now, the best conjecture is that the energy leech consists of a hybrid of Eschaton and Dome 17.  Although it cannot be ruled out that an Eschaton artificial intelligence evolved on its own to that level, but the conjectures of that possibility are low.  The energy leech residing in the nonphysicality is something we have not seen before,” Roxanne stated.  The graphic over the automacube faded away.
 
    
 
   “What about the Chroniclers?”  Michael asked.  “Could they be doing this?  Roxanne, conjecture that consideration.”
 
    
 
   “Possible.  Chroniclers have some of the highest levels of technology we have seen on the Eschaton.  However, we have no solid evidence to show them mixing their technology with ours.  Their claims to be 'only observers' while proven not to be absolute, would lower the likelihood of Chronicler involvement.  Again, however, it cannot be ruled out, but conjectures show low probability.”  Roxanne’s display showed a comparison of known facts of the Chroniclers with what was known of the energy leech.  There were but few connections.
 
    
 
   Jamie stood up from the chair.  “So we have two distinct problems.  First, an energy leech or leeches have attacked our fusion packs.  Their origins are unknown, but seem to be a new and distinct threat.  Roxanne is working on ways to protect them.  And second, somehow the Clan of Tobit men are now in Tropical.  What that means, and how great of a problem that is, remains to be seen.  But that Chief Elder is not our friend.  I think we should tell Levi and Gideon about what we saw.  What do you think?”
 
    
 
   “We should bring this up to the Rectora and Rector.  I think it is their decision to make where we go from here,” Michael said.  “I am pretty sure Levi and Gideon will just want to go to Tropical again.  There is major animosity between them and Brodie.  But the fusion pack issue is essential.”
 
    
 
   “Not to mention that Seorim person,” Regina said.  “If he is loose, I think the people in Media should know.  He abused them for long enough.  And how did they escape?  They shun machines, so from what we know, the only way off that island was through the mechanical tunnels and a transport.  Did they do that or get help?”
 
    
 
   “Regina, I can start work on securing the fusion packs, but will need your assistance,” Roxanne stated.  “We will need to set up a small table to do the needed refinements.”
 
    
 
   “I know someone who can assist as well.  Veronika is bright and eager to help.  I asked her to find out where the fusion packs are, and which ones were damaged.  I think having her on the team would help.”  Jamie turned and walked away.  “I will find her.  Should she meet at your cabin?”  
 
    
 
   “That sounds good.  Just have people bring all the fusion packs there,” Regina replied.  “I have many of the tools Willie made, acquired or brought here.  Unless he is carrying them on whatever task he is doing now. We can set up and start securing the fusion packs when we get there.  Will that work, Roxanne?” 
 
    
 
   “Certainly,” Roxanne replied.  “There might be a need for some metal for shielding, but the blacksmiths can probably secure that.  Mostly this will involve nonphysical barriers and security hedges.”
 
    
 
   “Then I will go and tell the Rectora and Rector of our plight.  I will also carry the BTRs with me.  If we need to go somewhere, I have a feeling these will be helpful.”  Michael hugged Jamie and then they all departed on their missions.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   13  The challenge
 
    
 
    
 
   The healing was finished and Asa, Kedar, and Seorim were sitting in chairs outside of the Fair Havens’ Center.  They were all very uncertain of what was happening, but had not felt so healthy for a long time.  
 
    
 
   “Chief Elder?  What do we do now?”  Asa asked timidly.   
 
    
 
   “We find friends in this new place,” Seorim replied.  As he did a woman with long flowing hair walked by.  She was dark skinned and slender wearing a white billowy dress.  She carried a tray with assorted foods on it.
 
    
 
   “Woman, bring us a tray of food,” Kedar barked at her.
 
    
 
   “And why should I do that?”  She looked with contempt at him.
 
    
 
   Before Seorim could intervene, Kedar snarled at her, “Because I told you to do so!”
 
    
 
   The woman turned from him and walked causally over to another table where several of her friends, both men and women were seated.  She set down the tray and then returned to face Kedar.  She made direct eye contact with him.  “I heard your comment.  But why should I listen to dirt like you?”
 
    
 
   Her friends laughed.
 
    
 
   Despite Seorim’s attempt to grab and hold back Kedar, he rose from the chair.   “If you get us a tray of food, I will forgive your insults!”  
 
    
 
   “You are strangers here.  I suppose you are ignorant of the way the world works.  So let me explain it to you.  You have no position here.  None.  Do you seek to challenge me?”  The woman stood with her feet set wide and her hands on her hips.  “Yes or no?”
 
    
 
   “Dear woman, my friend…”  Seorim tried to intervene but she cut him off.
 
    
 
   “This is between the dirt and me.  Stay out of it,” her voice was soft and controlled, but held a distinct menace.
 
    
 
   Kedar tried to slap the woman, but her reflexes were extremely quick and she easily dodged his blow.
 
    
 
   “The dirt does challenge me!”  She cried in surprising happiness.  “We meet in the ring as soon as you can get there.  Benet, please show the dirt… forgive me, I will phrase it properly.  Please show this worthy challenger and the other guests where the ring is located.”
 
    
 
   One of the men got up and walked over.  Benet was bald and muscular, but clearly took his instructions from the woman.  
 
   
“You, as the worthy challenger will accompany me,” Benet said.  He bowed and gestured with his arm.
 
    
 
   “Kind sir, my friend here is unaware of your fine customs, so how can we rectify this situation?”  Seorim asked.  
 
    
 
   “It will be rectified in the ring,” Benet smiled as he said that.  “You will all learn much of our customs now.  Yes, I should think this will be very instructive for all of you.  Follow me.”
 
    
 
   Several loud horns blew.  Their sounds were bright and the music echoed off the round metal buildings of Fair Havens.  Kedar, Asa, and Seorim followed Benet as he led them through the streets away from the Center of Fair Havens.  People seemed to be gathering and walking in the same direction.  Most of the people wore the loose white clothing, even the young people.  
 
    
 
   The streets were clean and the walkways were made from packed gravel and sand.  The walkways were set in ordered rows and patterns.  The men approached an open area, a town square in a manner of speaking.  At the middle was a large circular area, with a metal perimeter set flush into the ground.  It was surrounded by rows of concentric seats all around that flat circular ring.  Inside that hard metal ring was a circular area of hard packed sand.  The sand inside the ring was a deep red color, unlike any sand seen yet in this place.  Four walkways led to the ring from four different directions.  
 
    
 
   One very large chair was elevated at one part of the circle.  It was a brilliant white color.  Then spread out at equal distances were three more chairs, smaller, but still bigger than the other seats which surrounded the ring.  One was red, one was blue, and one was yellow.  Each of those chairs was right next to a walkway leading to the ring.  
 
    
 
   “As the worthy challenger, you will take this place,”   Benet pointed to a spot on the ring’s edge next to the yellow chair.  “When the Assembled Four are here, the challenge will begin.  I would wish you good luck, but it would take a miracle.”    
 
    
 
   Kedar did not understand why Benet said that.  Kedar looked across the ring and saw the woman he had insulted was standing next to the white chair.  She had pulled her flowing hair back into a tight bun.  She was stretching, flexing and pumping her legs and arms.
 
    
 
   People were filling the seats around the ring.  Most had an air of excitement and fun.  Smiles and laugher filled the air even faster than the people did.  The people were of all ages, and the common expression was happiness and expectation.  
 
    
 
   “What is this about?”  Seorim asked.  
 
    
 
   Benet gave him a patronizing grin and said, “You are about to learn.  Yes, as you watch the worthy challenger compete with Adeela, you will learn much.”  He looked over at the woman who was still flexing her joints and muscles.  Adeela was very limber and had amazing range of motion in her joints.
 
    
 
   The horns sounded again, and Haro, Brodie and another woman walked in.  Haro walked to the middle of the ring.   
 
    
 
   Haro laughed a huge laugh.  The horns stopped and the crowd settled in.  “I am Haro of the white chair.  People of Fair Havens, we have a challenge!”  He spread his arms wide and turned in a slow circle to see the entire crowd.  The crowd erupted in yelling and applauding.  After a few moments of that, Haro continued.  “Will the Assembled Four please come to be recognized?”
 
    
 
   Haro stood in the middle of the ring.  Brodie, Adeela and another woman walked over to the various colored chairs around the ring.  
 
    
 
   “I am Monic, seated in the yellow chair,” said the woman near to Kedar, Asa and Seorim.  “I am here to observe.”  She then sat down in the yellow chair.”
 
    
 
   The crowd applauded and cheered.  “Haro knows!” some yelled.
 
    
 
   Adeela walked over to the red chair and while standing before it, called to the crowd.  “I am Adeela, seated in the red chair.  I am here as the one challenged!”  She remained standing.  
 
    
 
   The crowd even more vigorously applauded and cheered.
 
    
 
   “I am Brodie, seated in the blue chair,” said Brodie.  “I am here to observe.”  Brodie then sat down in the blue chair.
 
    
 
   The crowd cheered and whooped and hollered.  
 
    
 
   “The Assembled Four are here.  Let us hear the challenge,” Haro commanded as he sat down in the white chair.
 
    
 
   Adeela strode confidently forward.  “People of Fair Havens, the worthy challenger has initiated attempted domination.  I accept this challenge.  The seat of the red chair is in play.  The worthy challenger shall now come forward.”  She pointed at Kedar.
 
    
 
   All eyes turned to Kedar who was unsure what to do.
 
    
 
   Haro laughed.  “He is indeed like the ones who come from the other world.  Just a coward.”  The whole crowd laughed.  “Perhaps he can go work on the farms, or pumping the water?”  More laughter came.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Haro knows!” someone yelled from the crowd.  
 
    
 
   Kedar got red faced and stepped forward.  “I am no coward!  I do not know what is expected of me.  But this woman insulted me and refused to serve me.”
 
    
 
   Haro laughed again.  Then after sputtering a bit with laughter he said, “Okay, okay.  I will explain.  You have challenged Adeela.  You may back out now and forever be a thrall to all.  Or you will fight Adeela for the red chair position.  That is number three in Fair Havens.  I am leader.  Brodie is in the blue chair, and is number two, Adeela is number three, and Monic is in the yellow chair, number four.  But I grow tired of these explanations.  Brodie you tell them.  They come from the world you came from.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Haro.  I will explain,” Brodie said as he turned to the three men from the Clan of Tobit.  “Here decisions are made by the Assembled Four, led by Haro who is undefeated in the ring.  Adeela has been challenged by…is your name Cedar?”  
 
    
 
   “I am Kedar,” he replied with contempt.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Kedar.  You have challenged Adeela.  Do witnesses confirm the challenge?”  Brodie asked.
 
    
 
   Many voices rang out affirming the challenge.   
 
    
 
   “And you even attempted conflict outside of the ring.  That is a mandatory challenge.  Anyone who attempts violence against any other person in Fair Havens will be subjected to the challenge.  If someone kills another in Fair Havens, outside of the ring, then that killer will face all of the Assembled Four in the ring.”  Brodie turned to the crowd.  “Do I speak the truth?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Haro knows!  Haro knows.  Haro knows.”  The crowd chanted.  
 
    
 
   Brodie let them chant for a moment, and then continued by looking at Kedar, “You challenged Adeela, by word and by deed.  You will fight with Adeela.  Once the challenge begins, if you step outside the hard metal ring in the ground, you lose.  Be knocked unconscious, and you lose.  Die, and you lose.  But if you win…”  The crowds booed and called out names.  “…if you win, you will be seated in the red chair as number three.  This is your last chance to leave the ring before the challenge begins.  If you do leave the ring now, Adeela has won the right to assign you to any job in Fair Havens.  You will do that job forever, or you can run away.  You always have that choice, to run away.  No one will pursue, but no one will help you ever again.  You will be without welcome in Fair Havens.  If you run away, you are an outcast in Tropical.”  Brodie looked sternly at Kedar.  “What is your decision?”
 
    
 
   The crowd was hushed. 
 
    
 
   “I can fight the woman?  So I can teach her a proper lesson on a woman’s place?”  Kedar asked with a wicked smile.
 
    
 
   The crowd laughed and called names.  Some yelled “Haro knows!” Others made insulting remarks about Kedar’s physical appearance.  Kedar glared around at the crowd in a rage.
 
    
 
   “Yes, you may fight this woman, Adeela.  Yes, that is the challenge,” Brodie said with a sad smile.  “Decide now.”  He glanced at Adeela and a quick grin crossed her lips.
 
    
 
   “I will fight!”  Kedar said with a stomp of his feet and a smashing of one fist into his other palm.   He stepped onto the red sand by walking over the smooth hard metal ring which was set into the ground.
 
    
 
   “The worthy challenger has entered the ring!”  Haro laughed and laughed.  Haro nodded to Brodie who then continued.  
 
    
 
   Turning to Adeela, Brodie asked, “As the one challenged, you decide what weapons.  What chose you?”
 
    
 
   “No weapons are needed.  Hands and feet are enough for this one.  I often work the dirt with my hands,” Adeela said with utter confidence.
 
    
 
   Haro laughed and laughed.  “The honorable choice!  Let the challenge begin.”
 
    
 
   The crowd roared.  The horns blared.  The sky tube shined down from above.  
 
    
 
   Kedar looked at Adeela.  She walked gently into the ring and was very relaxed.  
 
    
 
   “Now I teach you your place, woman,” Kedar spat out the words.  
 
    
 
   “I am waiting, dirt,” replied Adeela.  She was only as tall as Kedar’s shoulders, and much lighter weight, but there was a spring in her steps.  
 
    
 
   Kedar raced forward with his hands outstretched to grab Adeela.  She easily slipped away from his charge.  He stopped and looked for her.  Kedar was surprised.  When he saw she had avoided his charge he reconsidered his plan.  The women in Media did not move away when he grabbed them.  So he advanced more slowly this time.  
 
    
 
   “What are you waiting for, dirt?  You said you would teach me something, did you not?  I am still waiting.”  Adeela paced around, never taking her eyes off Kedar’s. Her direct eye contact and the glaring at him enraged him even more.  He swung a fist at her.  She ducked it and planted a slight slap on his face before nimbly moving away.  Kedar swung another fist, but it missed by a wide margin.
 
    
 
   The crowd exploded in laughter. 
 
    
 
   Kedar’s face beamed red in anger. 
 
    
 
   “You can quit anytime, dirt.  There are many here who serve in menial jobs.  You would fit right in,” Adeela taunted him.  
 
    
 
   Kedar rushed at her again.  This time Adeela stood her ground.  Kedar was sure he would be able to kick her.  He drew back his foot for a swift kick, but at the very last moment, Adeela moved slightly and grabbed Kedar’s foot as it kicked.  A slight pressure on the leg as it came up knocked Kedar off balance and he fell onto his butt in a most undignified manner.  He let out a groan of rage, not pain, as he struck the red sand.  The crowd jumped to its feet laughing and calling out to him in mocking words.  
 
    
 
   Adeela turned to look at the crowds and said, “Look, we have dirt on dirt!  The lesson today is: do not challenge someone unless you have a chance to win!”  
 
    
 
   Kedar jumped back to his feet and again rushed at Adeela.  He swung several fists which punched empty air as each time Adeela moved just out of the way.  After his last swing, she stomped down on the top of his foot as she leaped by.
 
    
 
   “Yawaaa!” Kedar cried as the bones in his foot snapped.  But he was even more enraged than ever.  He swung wildly at Adeela, but she backed up easily out of his way.  
 
    
 
   “Come on dirt.  You wanted to be my teacher.  Come and teach me?  Or is this a lesson in how not to fight?  You are an expert in that, dirt!”  Adeela called back.  
 
    
 
   Again and again Kedar swung his fists while limping on his broken foot.  But each time he only struck empty air.  He tried to kick, but his injured foot would not allow for more of that.  “Hold still woman!  Hold still and I will show you!”
 
    
 
   “Oh, now I see.  You need me to hold still?  Why not tell me before?  Here, I will hold still.  I will stand right here to help you in your challenge.  Come on dirt, here I am,” Adeela said and stood perfectly still, arms at her sides.  
 
    
 
   Kedar stumbled forward and grabbed Adeela by the shoulders.  “Now I will show you!”  He squeezed as hard as he could.  He thought for sure he would crush her under his hands.  
 
    
 
   Adeela reached up in a fluid motion and grabbed each of Kedar’s thumbs, and then she twisted around and dropped to her knees.  Kedar was pulled downward over her shoulder and with that same motion both of his thumbs were snapped backward splintering the bones and ligaments.  Adeela released the broken thumbs and stood upward when Kedar’s mass was going over her shoulders.  By doing that he smashed face first into the sand.  
 
    
 
   “My hands are broken!”  He cried as he lay in the sand.
 
    
 
   “Yes, I believe that is true,” Adeela said.  “Do you concede defeat?  If so I will ask for you to be taken to the healing rooms, otherwise you will remain in the ring until you unconditionally surrender to my authority.”
 
    
 
   The crowd applauded and yelled its support.  
 
    
 
   Kedar lay in an agonizing trembling mass of pain.  Tears were running down his face, but his anger still burned.    
 
    
 
   Adeela walked around him, “Must I hurt you more?  You still have one foot that is unbroken.  Shall I change that?”
 
    
 
   The crowd yelled their encouragement to Adeela, some calling for more violence, some calling for her to end his life.  None called for mercy.
 
    
 
   “What do you say, dirt?  It is your choice.  Pain or submission?”  Adeela looked down on him as she raised a foot in preparation for a kick.
 
   
Kedar pulled his uninjured foot away in fear.  Then he mumbled, “I concede defeat!  Just help me!”
 
    
 
   “I am sorry.  Dirt, did you say something?”  Adeela asked.  
 
    
 
   “I concede.  Just help me.  I give up!”  Kedar cried in pain.
 
    
 
   Haro jumped off the white chair and entered the ring.  He stood next to Adeela and bowed to her.  “You have again provided an excellent show in the challenge.  The red chair remains yours.”  Then Haro turned to Seorim and Asa whose faces were in shock.  “Gentlemen, your friend will now be taken to the healing rooms, but he is under Adeela’s authority.  He will follow her instruction, or he will run away, or he will die.  Those are his choices.  I hope you understand better now how things operate here in Fair Havens.  Work hard, and work with each other.  Be violent with someone, and you will be in the ring.  If you try to boss someone, you are issuing a challenge. Any person can take up your challenge, or obey you.  It is all about choice.  Ultimately, I decide things, if you wish to challenge me, I welcome it, or you may also challenge another of the Assembled Four.  Beware, not all are as a sensitive or gentle as Adeela.  Nor as entertaining!”  Haro laughed and laughed.  His voice boomed out, “All over a plate of food!  If he had only served himself, this man would not have suffered this way.  So, Adeela, what do you plan for him?”  
 
    
 
   “I have no plans for him at all.  I was not expecting any challenge on this day.  So I will release my claim on him to my friend Brodie.  Brodie of the blue chair, will you accept my gift to you of this dirt?”  She gestured to the crying form of Kedar.  “You are both from the same world, so I expect you can know what best to do with him.”  She gave Brodie a wink and a sly grin.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Adeela, I accept. He shall be my personal servant.  Take him away to the healing rooms,” Brodie commanded.  “Thank you again, Adeela.”
 
    
 
   Several attendants, one of the Benet, came and carried Kedar back to the healing rooms.  They were not careful, nor gentle.  He was moaning and groaning the entire time.  
 
    
 
   Seorim was shaken to his core.  He did not know what to do.  He had hoped to find allies against his enemies, but now it seemed he was again at the mercy of more powerful people, some of them women.  He bit his tongue holding in his views on the witches he had seen here in this world.  He decided to follow Kedar back to the healing rooms and think about what he had learned.  Asa said nothing, but timidly followed Seorim as well.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   14  The Imitation world
 
    
 
    
 
   The artificial intelligence system, Copernicus, made the report, “Brink, I am happy to report that the latest scenario produced the results you wanted.  Should we proceed to level two?”
 
    
 
   “What?”  Brink said groggily.  He looked around and saw that he was in his apartment in Dome 17.  “I am sorry, what has happened?”
 
    
 
   “Brink, you dozed off.  I hope you are not having those nightmares again,” the voice of Copernicus said.  “Still overworked and over tired it seems?”  
 
    
 
   “Nightmares?”  Brink rubbed his eyes and shook his head trying to clear his thoughts.
 
    
 
   “Yes.  The nightmares of Dome 17 failing?  And some preposterous scheme to save all humanity?  You have told me of five such dreams in the last ten days.  Your sleep patterns and circadian rhythms are not healthy. Doctor Carolyn stated you were exhausted and under tremendous stress.  You were ordered to take time off.  She suggested you do light mathematics as exercises to reduce your stress.  She knows how well you like mental challenges.  So she had me design a series of scenarios for you, which are non-stressful but still intriguing to you,” Copernicus stated.  “You said it may help the adventurers when they visit other domes.  You said you want them to have the best equipment possible.  However, Doctor Carolyn said you were to do low-key work, and nothing too strenuous.  She said to think of it as a game to help you relax, and take your mind off the other issues.”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I think I remember that now,” Brink said.  His mind was clearing a bit, but the edges of his vision were still foggy.  He did recall running calculations on something recently.  
 
    
 
   “The first scenario was about the fusion packs.  They are rugged and durable, but you were to figure out a way to drain their power.  That way the fusion packs can be refined and advanced,” the voice of Copernicus stated and displayed a schematic which showed mathematic systems and a complex formula.  “Your idea worked initially well.  So now shall we progress to level two?”
 
    
 
   “I need to use the toilet,” Brink said.  He stood up, but his equilibrium was off a bit.  Vertigo caused him to hold onto the side of the wall as he walked the few short steps to the toilet.  After using that, he washed with antiseptic gel and sat back down at his desk.  “I am somewhat nauseated.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, that is a side effect of your exhaustion.  Shall I administer medication for that?  Or do you desire a food ration?  You have been working far too hard, and you need rest.  So sleep at anytime you want,” Copernicus said.  “But if you wish, we can advance to level two.  The new scenario is that the fusion packs have been protected by this defense,” more three dimensional images appeared before Brink’s eyes.  “Your goal is to design a way around these defenses and again drain the power from the fusion packs.”
 
    
 
   “Copernicus?  Is everything functioning safely in the dome?”  Brink asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, everything is running smoothly.  Why do you ask?” the AI responded.
 
    
 
   “I just have a bad feeling, I guess,” Brink rubbed the back of his neck.  “Something seems wrong.  It is different somehow.”  There was pain in the sides of Brink’s head and he rubbed those areas next.
 
    
 
   “Brink, there is nothing for you to worry about.  However, these thoughts are probably residuals from the nightmares, and sleep deprivation you have been having.   The people are worried about you.  So let your mind relax.  You have earned time off.  Everything in Dome 17 is operating well.  So regarding level two, what do you think?  How can the scenario’s defenses be subverted?”
 
    
 
   “Well, the defenses are ingenious,” Brink’s attention was now drawn to the problem at hand.  The pain in his head faded a bit.  “This is brilliant work.  But I see that in this area, a new approach could slip into the slepton stream and then using a small reverse graviton….yes that would work…if the quantum geometry fits with the alteration of the neutrinotronic particle’s wave patterns….”  Brink was engrossed in solving the problem that Copernicus had set before him.  “As the power was drained, there would be a risk of explosion….”
 
   
“This is just a practice exercise.  You are doing so well,” the voice of Copernicus said.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, right….so with the formula expressed in this manner….the power would be shunted…..”  Brink did not realize how long he worked on the problem, but finally he submitted a solution to Copernicus.  
 
    
 
   “You are a genius, Brink,” Copernicus stated with admiration in its voice.  “You have again found a way to drain the fusion packs, very well done.  I suggest you take a nap now.  We can proceed to level three after you rest.”
 
    
 
   Brink sat on his bed, then turned and reclined.  He drifted off to sleep.     
 
    
 
   Brink dreamed.  In his dream his actual body was not sleeping in his apartment in Dome 17.  Rather his physical body was in a strange isolation cocoon which had been extensively modified.  It seemed to be made from hundred year old parts and systems which were antique.  His dream showed him the pharmaceutical tubes, wires, conduits, and linked pads, which connected nearly every part of his physical body to the systems of an enormous apparatus.  In some ways it looked like a suspended animation system.  His spirit felt the deep vibrations of mechanical parts thrumming with power and energy.  He tried to wake from the nightmare but was unable to do so.  
 
    
 
   For Brink was not in his comfortable bed in the Dome 17 apartment.  Nor was Brink fully in suspended animation.  Rather Brink’s mind was in an imitation world constructed in the nonphysicality and all his perceptions were being guided and directed by The Voice. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   15  Anger, a window, a girl and a dog
 
    
 
    
 
   The sky tube shown down on Antioch as Jamie sat on a chair in front of her cabin.  It was early morning and she enjoyed watching the day birds come out and sing their happy noises.  As she sat there, Veronika walked up to her. 
 
    
 
   “Jamie, all the fusion packs we could find have been taken to Regina’s cabin.  She and the machine Roxanne are fixing them.  They even asked me to help!” Veronika said with genuine happiness.  “Regina wanted me to tell you that there are seven fusion packs which are completely…what was the term?  Oh yes, they are completely inert.  Others are just as they were before, still full of energy.  I am sorry if I do not use the correct words.  I am just not very smart.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks Veronika.  Please do not insult yourself.  You are smart, and helpful.  I have spoken with some of the people who were using the fusion packs.  It is good to know there were not more that we lost,” Jamie said.  “How long will it take to get the other ones protected?”
 
    
 
   “Regina has these two ready.  I brought the first protected ones for you.  She is working as fast as possible.  The machine Roxanne said it will take a few more days to protect the rest.  Each one takes time to defend.  But the ones that are not yet protected can still be used with simple tools.  Regina tested them, and they work with the light on the box, and those tools that cut the hard metal.  Regina said they just cannot be jacked into the system.  Does that make sense?”  Veronika replied.
 
    
 
   “Yes.  Veronika, the fusion packs seem to be safe if there is not a direct way for something on the ship, like in the walls, to enter into it,” Jamie replied.  “I am glad, because we may need to cut the permalloy, or use the Willie Wackers.”
 
    
 
   “Is it like putting food into pots so the mice and rats cannot eat it?”  Veronika asked.  She was often trying to put scientific ideas into her world view, but many times Jamie did not understand the animals or biological things she mentioned.  So Jamie often had to ask Veronika for explanations of the phrases and words she used.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, like protecting food in pots.  That is a good illustration.  Mice are just the baby rats, correct?”  Jamie asked. 
 
    
 
   Veronika smiled as if she did not believe that Jamie’s question was serious.  “They are different kinds of animals, but look sort of alike.”
 
    
 
   Michael came out from the cabin.  His muscles rippled as he pulled on a woven shirt, his Dome 17 pants and shoes beneath.  “Did I hear we have a fusion pack again?  We should head up to that chair and see what we can see.  Rectora Lydia and Conner said we should monitor what the bandits in Tropical are doing and report back.  I am still concerned about how that elder guy from Media got there.”
 
    
 
   “Elder from Media?  Bandits?”  Levi said as he turned the corner.  It was his day on patrol as legionnaire and he had heard what Michael said.  The term bandits caught his attention.  “Forgive me for listening to a private conversation.  What is it about the bandits?” Levi wore the permalloy armor that he and Gideon had been given by Josiah.  
 
    
 
   “Levi…” Michael said.  He was a bit unsure how to continue.  He had wanted to tell Levi and Gideon right away, but the Rectora and Rector had wanted more information before telling them.  “Yes, I said bandits.  We have found a machine that can show us a view into Tropical.  We are not sure…”
 
    
 
   “You have a window to Tropical?  Where Deborah died?  Why was I not told?  How long have you had this?  Show it to me now!”  Levi was furious.  It was hard to tell exactly which was more angering for him, the fact that Tropical was a sore subject?  Or that Michael had hidden information?  Or that he felt guilt over Deborah’s death and the strange business with her dismembered body?
 
    
 
   “Levi, the machine was broken shortly after we first used it,” Jamie tried to calm him down.  “The fusion packs failed and we did not learn very much.”
 
    
 
   Levi looked to her, then to Michael.  He swallowed hard and fought with his emotions.  “I have heard of the energy box failures.  But you said something about that elder from Media.  Do you mean the Chief Elder?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, we saw him in Tropical before the machine failed.”  
 
    
 
   “He was on that place where we rescued the Rector.  Tobias and I saw him ourselves.  Those bloody red machines were there too.  But now he is in Tropical?  With the bandits?  Gideon and I must go and investigate.  We will gather a team of legionnaires,” Levi said.  He was not a man who waited easily.       
 
    
 
   “Levi please wait,” Michael said.  “We are not sure how he got off that island, nor why he is in Tropical.  We should watch and learn….”  
 
    
 
   “So you can withhold information from me again?”  Levi snapped.  His face fell as soon as he said that.  “I am sorry Michael.  I must find out about this and I will not keep the truth to myself.”
 
    
 
   “Levi, I think we can learn more right now.  We can use the machine again and see what is there.  Will you come with me?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “I must find someone to take over my patrol.  Where is this machine?”  Levi asked.  “And how long will it take to use?”
 
    
 
   “It is on the third floor above the Center.  If the fusion pack works, and if the machine works, we can use it right away.”
 
    
 
   “What?  That is where Dawa, Tinsly, Genevieve and Zona died.  You found a machine on that floor where the deaths happened?  Is this machine responsible for killing them?”  Levi was again struggling with his emotions.  “Do you know what killed them?”
 
    
 
   “We are not sure what caused that explosion.  The machine is in a different room.  It seems to be a viewing machine, so I doubt it had anything to do with that tragedy,” Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   Levi looked at her, then at Michael, and finally at Veronika.  He gave Veronika a small smile.  “I will find a legionnaire to take my patrol, and will meet you on the third floor.  Please do not use that machine until I get there.  I want to see it all.”  Levi turned and trotted away quickly.
 
    
 
   Looking at Michael, Jamie said, “I guess you do not have to worry about how to tell Levi or Gideon.”
 
    
 
   “Right.  And I was worried about that.”
 
    
 
   Around the other corner from where Michael, Jamie, Veronika and Levi had been talking, was Lindsey.  She had just finished her morning errands, and was coming back to her home.  She had come around the corner at about the same time Levi had come the other way.  She did not want to interrupt the adults who were speaking.  So she had stopped and squatted down to pet Liduma.  Liduma was the only dog in the habitat.  She was white with large reddish brown splotches of color on her fur.  Liduma alternated between staying with Lindsey, or Jacob and Joel.  This morning Liduma had followed Lindsey as she took food out to old Ava.  Liduma had learned quickly that by finding Lindsey in the mornings, she could get a bite of fresh baked goods.  
 
    
 
   “Liduma, something strange is happening,” Lindsey said in a whisper.  “Levi is angry, and those people died.  I think you and I need to take a trip to find out about all this.  Shall we go to Gath?”
 
    
 
   Liduma licked her face and nuzzled against her.  “Come on, we need to help in our own way,” Lindsey said.  She then ran away as fast as possible, her long brown braided hair flying behind her.  Liduma silently followed.  
 
    
 
   ***
 
   Not too long later, Levi marched onto the third floor above the Center.  He bowed his head respectfully as he stepped onto a place where his friends had died.  Jamie, Michael, and Veronika were standing right near the landing of the stairway.  
 
    
 
   “We have not started anything yet.  We waited for you,” Jamie said.
 
    
 
   “Levi, please forgive me for not telling you right away,” Michael said.  
 
    
 
   Levi looked at him, “All is forgiven.  But also forgive me for my emotional response? You are trusted friends, and I dishonored you with my words and thoughts.”
 
    
 
   They all hugged and that was behind them.  
 
    
 
   “The machine is in this room,” Jamie said as she led them to the corner room.  
 
    
 
   The door was set diagonally and was still wedged open.   The large colored chair was in the middle and facing a nearly blank wall.  The chair had numerous buttons along both arm rests.  Levi looked it all over carefully.  
 
    
 
   “This is on the opposite side of this floor from where they died,” Levi observed.  “How did you get that door open?”   
 
    
 
   “Michael, do you have one of the BTRs?”  Jamie asked. 
 
    
 
   “Levi, these are items which the machines recognize.  That allowed these doors to be opened without cutting.”
 
    
 
   “Like the magic bone you said Sinclair used?”  Levi asked.
 
    
 
   “Very much like that.  Veronika will you please connect in the fusion pack?”  Jamie sat down on the seat.  Michael handed her the BTR, and Veronika connected the fusion pack into the side of the chair.
 
    
 
   “Jamie, is this machine damaged?”  Levi asked and pointed to the controls which had been melted.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, there was a problem when we were here,” Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   Levi’s face had deep concern, but he said nothing. 
 
    
 
   Jamie activated the chair’s system.  The lights lit up on the chair, the controls became active, and the display was revealed coming down from the ceiling.   Flashing across it were the words, “Basic Temporary Recognition accepted.  Please report to Replacement Crew Adjustment Center at first available opportunity.”
 
    
 
   That flashed for a while, and then faded to what Jamie thought of as the original screen with all its symbols.  
 
    
 
   “Levi, this is where we found a way to look at Tropical.  Here let me show you,” Jamie manipulated the controls until the screen split into the twenty-four sectioned display.  Many of these were working, and Jamie expanded open one of the two displays which showed the stockade wall.  When it filled the entire display screen, they could all see the sandy area in front of the stockade, and the portal access door as well as the ESRC.  The display was labeled “Live feed: Aperture TH 2390071.”  There were no people seen in the view this time. 
 
    
 
   “That is Tropical.  That is where Deborah died,” Levi said.  “But where are the bandits?”
 
    
 
   “Let me try some of the other views,” Jamie said.  The screen shifted back to the twenty-four section view.  Jamie opened another of the functioning displays.  Under it was scrolling, “Live feed: Aperture TH 2391193.”  As it expanded to fill the whole display, it showed several cabins which were round and not square shaped like in Antioch.  Several people walked by from one cabin to another.  “I am trying to get an audio feed as well.  Last time Roxanne was here, and connected these much more quickly than I can do manually.”  
 
    
 
   A man walked through the view.  Almost immediately, Levi called out, “That is Brodie!  Who is that with him?”
 
    
 
   “That looks like one of the men we saw before with that elder.  Was he one on the island?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “It is the same man we saw before, but then he was severely injured.  Now he is up walking about.  They must have a functioning medical unit.  But I am not sure if he was one of those on that island place.  I was too busy that day to memorize faces,” Jamie replied as she worked to adjust the controls.  “Finally, I have the audio coupled to the visual.”
 
    
 
   Brodie was speaking as the audio cut in, “….more in the ring.  So that is why you are now my personal servant.  I am building up a force to take back to avenge my mother.  Numerous times legionnaires have come here trying to kill me.  They even sent my mother’s dead body here, with ‘Dome 17’ carved into it.  Then they came and mocked me with lies.  So Kedar, you and Asa and Seorim will join me.  You fools in the Clan of Tobit fear the machines, but we will use them.”  
 
    
 
   Kedar glared at him.
 
    
 
   “Do you want to get back or not?  I can just leave you here to work for Adeela.  But relax. There are several people here who work machines!  Even that one that takes people from world to world.  They promise we can go back.  There are good weapons here.  We will leave a…”
 
    
 
   Veronika grabbed Jamie and abruptly pulled her away from the chair throwing her to the floor.  “I am so sorry!”  
 
    
 
   The fusion pack burst into flames and the entire system sputtered and then went dark.  The controls which Jamie had been holding were melting under the intense heat that was generated by the draining fusion pack.  Sparks were shooting up from the arms of the chair, and the screen cracked and splintered into pieces.
 
    
 
   “Sorry.  I must have done something wrong.  I saw smoke was coming from the power box.  Oh, it is all my fault!”  Veronika wailed.  “I did just what Roxanne and Regina said.  But I am just too stupid to help anyone.”
 
    
 
   Michael quickly kicked at the smoldering fusion pack, but it was fused into the chair.  There was a nauseating smell in the air.  The heat in the room was rising.
 
    
 
   Levi looked around, and saw a fine mist of some kind seeping out from the ventilation grillwork “Everyone get out of here!”  Levi cried and grabbed onto both Veronika and Jamie and shoved them toward the door and placed himself between them and the gas rolling into the room.  “Bad air is coming in here!”
 
    
 
   A bright orange light was flashing round and round the door frame while a siren was blaring loudly.  Seconds later, the lights and siren died.  Michael sprinted for the door.  It was trying to shut but could not.  He tried to free the door by pulling at the stops he had wedged into the doorjamb.
 
    
 
   “Michael!  Run!”  Jamie called.
 
    
 
   Levi rushed forward, pushed Michael out of the way and into the hall.  He then swung his permalloy sword down onto the wedges in the jamb.  They were shattered by the blow.  The door shot past and Levi just managed to leap into the hall as the gas in the room exploded.  
 
    
 
   Most of the blast was caught by the door.  It bowed outward from the force of the explosion.  But the door was not completely shut; the heat and power of the blast shot out of that crack and scorched the opposite wall.  Tongues of flame leaped from the tiny space and for an instant the hallway was brilliantly lit.  The concussion knocked everyone down onto the floor.  The sound reverberated through the hallway.  Then the fire died as quickly as it had started.
 
    
 
   Levi’s permalloy armor protected him, but he was closest to the heat and pressure and that threw him down hard.  He groaned in pain and rolled away from the detonation.  Jamie and Michael lay in the hallway covering their ears and keeping their faces away.  Veronika was on her back, her eyes wide, her pupils were just tiny pinpoints, her ears ringing and ringing.  “I am so sorry.  I did something wrong.  It is my fault.”  
 
    
 
   After the echoes of the eruption faded out, Levi got up.  His face was bubbling rage.  “Those bandits did this!  They knew we were watching.”  Then Levi looked around.  The afterimages in his eyes were fading, but the ringing in his ears continued.  
 
    
 
   “Levi, is everyone okay?”  Michael said as he pushed himself up from the floor.  He looked to Jamie who was rolling onto her back and rubbing her face.  She looked back and nodded.  
 
    
 
   “I am so sorry!”  Veronika cried out.  “I do not know what I did wrong.  I am so sorry!”  She was weeping uncontrollably, tears streaming down her face from her blue eyes.  
 
    
 
   “Veronika?”  Jamie said and slid over to where she lay.  “Why do you say it is your fault?”  
 
    
 
   “Because I must have done something wrong.  I am just too stupid to do the right thing,” Veronika answered between sobs.  
 
    
 
   “You did not want this to happen, right?”  Jamie said gently.
 
    
 
   “Of course not.  It is just I am no good…”
 
    
 
   Jamie interrupted her.  “You saved our lives.  We were all busy watching the display.  You noticed that something was wrong with the fusion pack.  You pulled me to safety, and warned them.”  Jamie spread her arms wide.  “You are my hero!”  She gave Veronika a comforting hug and held her close.  “Are you hurt?  Michael and I have been trained how to fall, and Levi is expert at it.  But did you get hurt in this?”
 
    
 
   Veronika moved around a bit.  “My ears are hurting, and my shoulder took a jar, but nothing seems broken.  It was really not my fault?  Honestly?”
 
    
 
   “Honestly.  It was not your fault,” Jamie stood up and gave a hand down to Veronika.  “May I help my hero to her feet?”
 
    
 
   Veronika smiled and took the hand and stood up.  She was a bit wobbly on her feet, bit otherwise unhurt.  
 
    
 
   Michael was peering into the room where the chair had been.  The door looked to be fused in place, but through the slit of an opening he could tell not much was left intact.  The chair was pulverized by the detonation, and the debris was spread out all over the room.  The ventilation grilles also looked to be melted shut. He turned away from the ruined technology; his heart sank for he had high hopes for the communication and observation system of the chair.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you Veronika,” Michael squeezed her arm in affection.  “Nothing left in there,” Michael said. “And all but two of those BTRs were inside that room.  Jamie has one, and I have one. The rest are gone.  It feels like a deliberate attack.  The pumping in of the gas, and the power of the explosion.  The way it is so much like the other tragedy.”
 
    
 
   “It was those bandits in Tropical!  I know it was!  Brodie was talking about working machines!”  Levi was still enraged.  “I am going to inform Gideon and get a group together.  We will not stand for this.”  Levi stormed away and down the stairs.
 
    
 
   “Is he right?”  Veronika asked.  “Was it those bandits?  I thought they were all sent away.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, the legionnaires and the old Rector did banish many of them to Tropical.  Apparently Brodie was their leader.  He was Sinclair’s son.  So he hates us,” Michael answered.  
 
    
 
   “Sinclair the witch?  She wanted to kill everyone here!”  Veronika said.  
 
    
 
   “She tried to do that.  She tried to kill Michael and me.  We know she killed some people from Dome 17.  We stopped her from doing more,” Jamie said.  “It was a very ugly business.  So I can understand why Brodie would try to get revenge.  However, I do not understand how he can have arranged this?  Roxanne said the fusion packs were protected, right?”
 
    
 
   “Roxanne also said the energy leech was a hybrid of our technology and the Eschaton’s.  This problem is bigger than just the bandits in Tropical, or that elder and his men from Media.  Somewhere out there is a very smart enemy.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

  
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   16  Planning the payback
 
    
 
    
 
   “Yes, Adeela, I am going back,” Brodie said as he slid from the bed he shared with her.
 
    
 
   “But why Brodie?  You have everything you could want here.  You are respected.  You have plenty to eat.  You have time for leisure, and you have my love.  Returning will not bring back your mother,” Adeela stated.  
 
    
 
   “As usual, you are correct.  You are indeed smart, beautiful, and strong.  All those things are true.  When I first was banished here, I thought it was worse than I could endure.  And many of my associates did not survive,” Brodie stated.  “But somehow I survived.”
 
    
 
   “That was because few can fight like you do.  You are strong and willing to do what is needed to win.  Your successful challenges in the ring are still spoken about often,” Adeela said in glowing admiration.  “And Haro even has a liking for you.  What will you accomplish by going back to that other world?”
 
    
 
   Brodie tried very hard to understand his own motivations.  They were a mixed jumble.  Under it all was his anger.  It kept bubbling up seeking an outlet, seeking revenge.  He knew Adeela was not his enemy, not in any way.  She was the best supporter he had had, second only to his mother Sinclair.  And that was the core of his angst.  He feared for Adeela.  He did not want to see her killed and butchered.  The image of his dead mother’s mangled body on the sands, as the machine dumped it there, was never far from his mind.  Even on the beautiful days in Tropical, of which there were many, that pain, that fear, that inner turmoil, was not squelched.  
 
    
 
   “Adeela, you are a wonderful person to me.  I love you immensely.  But this is something I must do.  Those last three men coming here, yes even the one you bested so expertly, have shown me that the legionnaires are still banishing people and still harshly ruling.  That Rector Robert was always out to crush dissent and stomp on people.  I must go there and face them, even if it means losing you and all of this.”  He spread his arms wide and turned around.  The circular cabin they shared was well furnished; soft cushions, food storage pots, cooking fire with oven.  It was far better than his life in the tents and ramshackle camps in the woods of home, even better than the cabins around Gath. 
 
    
 
   “You see Adeela; I was making a home for us all.  Now before I depart, let me explain.  I know I have not spoken of it to you.  But you probably heard the story from the other survivors.  In Gath I was making a safe home.  I had a vision there.  I dreamed one night of a great town where people could be free from rulers.  I awoke and knew I would work to make that happen.  We did not want the manipulating rule of Rector Robert, nor did we want the crazy ideas of the Clan of Tobit.  So we were making our own place.  And yes, the outcasts from both Media and Antioch came there.  Yes, many were thieves.  They called us bandits.  But we had to eat.  We took what we needed.  We did not kill people, if it could be avoided, and if someone was not strong enough to protect their supplies, they did not deserve them.  I was trying to give my friends a purpose, a home, a new start.  Then the legionnaires came and at the point of a sword, marched us all to the banishment.  There were too many to fight.  I wonder now, if I had fought then, would my mother still be alive?  Had she been there with that weapon we found, would the legionnaires be the ones who died?”  
 
    
 
   “Brodie, I remember when you all came.  It was a strange time for us all.  There had been others who came here before.  But only in ones and twos.  They usually were able to fit into life here.  Before you came, there was never a large group,” Adeela said.  “Some ran off into the wilds.  Some fought and died, or ended up in the ring.  But most of those others adjusted to life here.  It was different when a group came though.  The group was large, and they fought.  How many did Haro himself dispatch?   But you, Brodie.  You are a survivor!  You are a winner.  Must you really go back?  I know your mother is dead.  I grieve with you.  I held you after we buried her body.  I helped you dig the hole.  Brodie, I am here for you.  If you go, your mother will not come back, and I fear, neither will you.”
 
    
 
   “Adeela, you speak the truth.  But my mind pulls me to go.  My mother, my honor, and the brutality of the legionnaires must be avenged.  To do any less is not me,” Brodie was near to tears, but held them in.  It was hard to express, even to himself, exactly why he felt the obsessive need to go back.  Perhaps it was started by the time the legionnaires, Levi and Gideon had come to taunt him.  Even though he had had the stockade built, they still came.  The dismembered body was the final tipping point.  That abuse of his dead mother, he could never forgive.
 
    
 
   “Then I go with you,” Adeela stated flatly.  “You have seen me in the ring.  You have seen me in your life.  I will go with you to make sure you come back.  I think even you would fall before me in the ring.”  She tried to make a joke of it, but all either could do was exchange a weak smile.  “So how do we go there?”
 
    
 
   “Jack has watched over the stockade since it was built.  He talks often to Vishank the maker.  Vishank tells me that just like the machine Hypatia in the healing rooms, all one needs to do is ask the other machine to take us back.  Jack says the magic words are ‘Habitat One: Coastal Plains’ and he swears that is how the legionnaires went back.  They spoke to the machine and it took them there,” Brodie stated.  
 
    
 
   “Jack does watch.  He is old and yet his eyes and ears are still keen.  Vishank is clever and wise in the ways of machines.  But why has no one tried this before?”  Adeela was always asking the important questions.  
 
    
 
   “Jack said many have tried before.  He told me when some came through from the other world they beat on the closed door and they begged and begged to go home.  But nothing happened.  Jack says that only since the legionnaires themselves came, when they broke into that cabinet in the wall, only since then has anyone ever been able to get the doors to open and go back.  Jack told Vishank of those magic words, ‘Habitat One: Coastal Plains’ and Vishank said it sounded like the healing rooms.  If we can get Hypatia to do healing with words, we can get a door to open, if we know the magic words.  I believe it will work and will open the door to the other world.  My mother used magic words, and a magic bone, to open doors, so I think Jack may be correct.  Also, since we put up the stockade, we have let no one near that door from the other world, so no one has tried just speaking to that door.”
 
    
 
   “I still think staying here and enjoying this life is best.  But you come first.  So we go to that place for your revenge.  Where you go, I will go.  Where you fight, I will fight.  Where you make your home, that will be my home,” Adeela stated.  It was the strongest pledge anyone could make in all of Tropical.  It was binding till death do they part.
 
    
 
   Brodie wrapped his arms around Adeela and held her close.  
 
    
 
   “So who goes with us?”  Adeela finally asked.  
 
    
 
   “Kedar, Asa, and that fool Seorim.  He thinks he is manipulating me into doing this.  I am letting him continue in his delusions.  They amuse me.  When it comes to revenge, he has the anger, but not the ability.  So the weak will fall.”
 
    
 
   “Brodie, you and I are not weak,” Adeela said with a huge smile.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   17  Planning the other payback
 
    
 
    
 
   “Gideon and I are going, no matter what anyone says!”  Levi thundered his words out.
 
    
 
   “Levi, Gideon, I can appreciate your passion about this, but are we sure it was the people in Tropical who caused the explosion?”  Rector Conner was trying to remain calm, but it was difficult.  He was wearing the yellow robe of his office and was standing in the meeting room at the Center.  A hastily assembled crowd was around them.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Rector.  I am sure!  And, I am absolutely positive.  And, I know they killed Deborah.  And, her body was sent here!  And, I am going!”  Levi continued to yell.
 
    
 
   “Levi, I am hesitant to contradict you, but we do not know the cause of the explosion.  And the body that was sent here was a replica of Deborah’s body, not her actual body,” Roxanne replied from the automacube.  The three dimensional display hovering over the machine began to replay information about what had been seen in Reproduction and Fabrication.  “I can show you the recordings of where the artificial intelligence system Zeus created that replica of her body.”
 
    
 
   “So you say,” Levi sneered at Roxanne.  He then pointed to the side of his head, “And I can show you the scars from where those bandits tried to kill me before.  Not just once, but several times.  I also have the memory of seeing Deborah die in that place.  I am going there to end this all.”
 
    
 
   “Levi is right.  Where he goes, I go.  Where he fights, I fight,” Gideon replied.  Both legionnaires were armed with permalloy swords, short knives, and tall staffs across their backs.  They wore the permalloy armor which had been made for them.  Both men were deeply agitated, their eyes alive like fire.  “And I believe Levi when he says the bandits tried to kill them in the explosion.  I will not stand for it!”
 
    
 
   “Levi, Gideon, emotions are on edge,” Rectora Lydia said as soothingly as possible.  “But I cannot sanction such an expedition, especially with the way you are right now.”
 
    
 
   “With all due respect Rectora Lydia, I will go whether or not you approve,” Levi said coldly.  “You are a noble leader, and a good Rectora, but in this matter I will not listen to your counsel.”
 
    
 
   “Nor will I,” Gideon said.  “We have spoken to the other legionnaires, and Matilda is now leader.  She has asked Tobias to assist her.  They are good people.  Many of the legionnaires wanted to come as well.  However, this is just for Levi and me to do.  We thought you would refuse our request, so I resign as a legionnaire.”
 
    
 
   “I also resign my place as a legionnaire,” Levi stated.
 
    
 
   The crowd gasped in shock at those words.  Being a legionnaire was usually passed down from generation to generation, and both Levi’s and Gideon’s parents had been legionnaires.  It was nearly unheard of to resign as a legionnaire.  
 
    
 
   “Rectora?  I am not sure, and please correct me if I am wrong, but as Rector and Rectora can we order the other legionnaires to hold our friends here until they calm down?”  Rector Conner asked in a very hesitant manner.  
 
    
 
   Levi marched up to Conner, who refused to back down, but was obviously very intimidated by Levi’s physical prowess.  “Do you see any other legionnaires here?”  Levi asked.  There were none in the room.  
 
    
 
   “I do not,” Rector Conner said meeting Levi’s gaze.  “But I am here.”
 
    
 
   “I thought you would stand in my way, and the other legionnaires are not willing to go against the will of the Rector and Rectora, much as they wanted to support us.”  Gideon replied.  “They are loyal to you both, which is a credit to your leadership, but they also will not assist you in stopping us.  That is why none are here.”
 
    
 
   “So I take that to mean we are helpless to stop you?  But what if I personally blocked your way?”  Rector Conner asked.  Conner was much smaller of frame and lighter of muscle than the big legionnaires, but he held himself upright as he made his stand.
 
    
 
   Levi gave him the briefest smile, “Rector Conner, you are a brave fellow.”  Levi clasped him on the shoulder in genuine affection.  “You do not back down from your beliefs.  And you stand honorably against me.  Your point is taken.   But I must do this.  Please do not make me have to fight you for it.”
 
    
 
   “Levi, please know, I think this is a colossal mistake.  You are my friend, and I do not wish to see you harmed.  I stand against you because I believe you will be hurt or killed.” Conner implored.  “Gideon, I feel the same way about you.  After all we have endured together, please reconsider.  I think you are wrong.  I think this will lead to tragedy.  I care for you both.”
 
    
 
   “It is my error to make,” Gideon said.  “I followed Rector Robert when he ordered us to cleanse Gath.   We were part of that action.  That led to this conflict with Brodie.  This is something I must do with Levi.  He and I go together.  But thank you for your concern for me.”
 
    
 
   Rectora Lydia stood next to Conner and said, “I agree with the Rector.  I only see bad coming from this decision.  So you will have to pass by us both, against our desires.”
 
    
 
   The crowd was in utter silence as the confrontation was played out in front of them.  Then from the back of the room two more people came forward.  
 
    
 
   “There will be four of us going,” Jamie said as she and Michael parted through the crowds.  They were carrying the holstered Willie Wacker weapons on their belts.  Additionally, Michael carried a permalloy sword, and Jamie carried a long double edged permalloy dagger.  Both also had their backpacks on containing their other gear.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, we were the ones who were targeted.  We are the ones who stopped Sinclair from her murderous rampages, and if her son is following in that violence, we must stop him as well.  Sinclair killed people from Dome 17, and who knows how many others?  Now there have been people killed in suspicious ways,” Michael said.  “So we are joining Levi and Gideon.  With the four of us, perhaps we all have a better chance.”
 
    
 
   Roxanne rolled over and objected, “Michael and Jamie, you are making a decision on flimsy evidence.  Perhaps more conjecture and observation would be a better plan?”
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, will Levi or Gideon wait?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “No.  I do not believe they will,” Roxanne replied.  
 
    
 
   “Then we must go with them now, or not at all,” Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   Some people called from the crowd begging the four to reconsider, or to wait.  However, most were uncertain what they should do.  The bandits had been a threat to many, and the evil deeds of Sinclair the witch were known to the people of Antioch.  
 
    
 
   Veronika rushed up and hugged Jamie.  “You be sure to come back here.  You are my first real friend!”  
 
    
 
   Jamie returned the hug and whispered to her, “I will do my best.”
 
    
 
   Levi led the four of them out of the room.  He had to physically, but ever so gently, push Rector Conner and Rectora Lydia to the side.  They did not resist much, only enough for Levi to again know they disapproved of his decision.  They met eyes as they passed and all had tears welling up in them.  
 
    
 
   Levi, Gideon, Jamie and Michael walked down the hall and entered the portal room.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   18  a nap in gath
 
    
 
    
 
   Lindsey and Liduma had run most of the day.  Usually they enjoyed running together very much.  Liduma’s four legs matched the stride of Lindsey’s two legs easily.  Liduma the dog could outrun Lindsey, but preferred to run beside her.  The sky tube shined down on them, and the grasslands were as lovely as ever, with all manner of animals, insects, and birds.  But none of the pretty sights interested Lindsey or Liduma as they ran.  Even the occasional hare that sprang up and raced away from Liduma did not distract her. They both wanted to get to Gath, so they paced their running for long distance and not speed or for enjoyment. 
 
    
 
   They passed Abigail’s and John’s fish farm and waved to them.  They were too intent on this journey to even stop and say hello to their friends.  Lindsey felt a compelling interest to get to Gath before the sky tube faded into nighttime.   As she approached Gath, Lindsey noticed that the animal’s and insect’s sounds faded away.  Gath was a place of utter silence. 
 
    
 
   Gath had about a dozen buildings, all made from wooden materials.   Long beams of tree trunks were laid horizontally and stacked one on top of the other to make the building’s walls.  Occasionally there was a doorway with a stoutly made door, or window space, a few with closing shutters, but some walls just had empty holes in them. The roofs were made from woven thatch.  Gath’s building surrounded two streams and there were two small bridges spanning the waterways.  One part of Gath consisted of a large dirt area surrounded by pickets. 
 
    
 
   Liduma, sniffed all around the dirt area while Lindsey surveyed the rest of the abandoned village.  It looked like no one had been here since she had last visited.   Although it was hard to tell what happened in Gath. 
 
    
 
   “Liduma, should we stay in that same cabin I used last time?  Or do you want to pick a different one?”  Lindsey spoke to the dog.  
 
    
 
   Liduma tipped her head sideways and her yellow eyes shined out.  She let out two quick barks and headed for a small cabin which was close to the stream.  This cabin had no window shutters or doors, nor did it have any fireplace.  Lindsey followed the dog into the cabin where she saw that it consisted of a single small room which had a bed frame and some straw on the frame.  Lindsey sat down on the straw.  He legs were a bit tight from the long run, so she put them up on the bed.
 
    
 
   “Liduma, I feel bad about lying to mother and father about where I was going.  They think I am at old Ava’s helping her.  But you and I know we had to come here.  Last time I helped find Michael and Jamie, and I just feel this is even more important than that one was.”
 
    
 
   Again Liduma let out two quick barks.  
 
    
 
   “Come up here with me, you silly dog,” Lindsey said.  
 
    
 
   Liduma jumped up onto the straw and after turning in a tight circle, settled down and leaned against Lindsey.  Lindsey stroked Liduma’s short white and reddish brown fur.  Liduma especially liked her ears to be rubbed, so Lindsey did that as well.  Liduma closed her eyes under the joy of the caresses.  As Lindsey was petting the dog, she fell into a deep sleep.
 
    
 
   Lindsey’s dream came to her gently, as her body took slow deep breaths.  Unlike what had happened to some people in Gath, Lindsey could tell when she was dreaming.  The dream she had might be called a vision by others, or a prediction, or even prophetic.  To Lindsey it was her dreamscape.
 
    
 
   She was walking in the forest just outside of the farm fields near where Joel and Jacob lived. She could hear the sounds of something happening, but could not quite make out what was being said.  So she ran a bit and cleared the woods.  Her running felt easy and the strides were especially long.  
 
    
 
   Looking past the trees and over the grasses she saw Joel on one side of a stream and Jacob on the other.  Both were actively moving about and speaking.  As she drew closer and looked more intently, they were not really Joel or Jacob exactly.  They looked more like wooden carvings or statues of Joel and Jacob, yet they were alive and active.
 
    
 
   “This is no prank at all,” the carved image of Joel was saying.
 
    
 
   “It is always a prank!” the carved image of Jacob replied.
 
    
 
   They shouted back and forth and seemed to grow taller and wider as they yelled.  They looked less and less like the young brothers Lindsey knew.  At first they appeared more like grown men.  As Lindsey watched, the carvings continued to change shape and remold themselves.  Soon all resemblance to Joel and Jacob was gone.  Now they were just large man-like shapes which were still yelling, but the words were incoherent.  They divided.  Then they divided again, and again, into more nebulous pseudo-human forms.  The two gangs of figures began throwing things back and forth across the water of the stream.  The thrown objects were bouncing off the moving statue shapes and falling into the water.  As the projectiles hit the water, it sizzled and evaporated.   Lindsey looked up and a large hand was hovering over the numerous figures.  The hand was not connected to anything, yet it was able to guide and direct the figures without even touching them.  The hand was frightening. 
 
    
 
   As Lindsey watched them fighting, the stream kept drying up and finally was just a tiny trickle of water.  Replacing it was dry, very dry, sand.  The air felt hot on Lindsey’s face.  She looked up and the sky tube was blazing down in a blistering heat.  It was brighter than she had ever seen it.  When she looked back at the carved figures they were all lying face down in the sand and no longer moving.  Chunks of their bodies were haphazardly strewn about.  The air was blowing hard all around them and the sand was covering up the carved objects.  The water was gone, and so were the grasses, and the trees, and everything else in every direction.  
 
    
 
   Lindsey turned round and round in fear.  The heat was oppressive.  The sand was blowing everywhere.  Then as she turned, she suddenly was face to face with a woman.  The woman seemed to be normal and just a bit older than Lindsey.  But as Lindsey peered closer, it was revealed that the woman’s face was partly human and partly mechanical.  Her dark hair hung combed to the side.  One eye was a series of concentric circles with a piercing bluish green light at the center.  The other eye looked natural, except the pupil was that same bluish green color and illuminated from behind.  Lindsey thought of Liduma’s eyes and how they sometimes flashed in the firelight.  The woman’s eyes were like that constantly, a steady bluish green glow.  Studying her face, Lindsey had trouble identifying specific parts.  For the line between where flesh ended and where machine began was hard to distinguish.
 
    
 
   “My my, girl, why do you come here?”  the woman said.  “You are not much younger than I am, yet here you are.  And without another person.”
 
    
 
   “Who are you?”  Lindsey said in her dream.
 
    
 
   “I am a friend of machines.  They call me Commander, but you may call me Tamar.”  Tamar lifted her hand up and Lindsey saw that it was entirely mechanical.  Bright shiny silver-colored arm struts connected into the flesh with a complex motorized apparatus making up the palm, fingers and thumb.  Tamar brushed back her natural hair with her mechanical hand. 
 
    
 
   “Tamar, I just want to help my friends, Michael and Jamie.  I am afraid for them.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Michael and Jamie.   I have been informed of their actions, as well as what others are currently doing.  You are right to be afraid.  Much suffering is ahead.  My dear friend here in Gath says there are no outcomes which avoid death.  However, my dear Lindsey, this is not your fight.  Your future is very bright,” Tamar replied, and her features softened and a smile crossed her strange face.  Somehow it was comforting to Lindsey, even though it was odd.  “You must remember, those who seek revenge should dig two graves.  I personally have had to learn that lesson.  I do not necessarily doubt what will be the best for me.  For us.  I am wondering how painful the best will turn out to be?” 
 
    
 
   “Death?  Graves?  Revenge?  Painful?  I am only seeking to help people who have been good to me.  Will you help them?”  Lindsey said.  
 
    
 
   Tamar was fading into the sand and wind.  “You have been blessed with your parents and with your friends.  I was not so blessed.  I will always have to help myself.  But for you, yes for you, I will look into this matter.  I will see you again.  Fear not Lindsey, you have a good heart and a great future, the death coming will not be your own.”
 
    
 
   “But whose?”  Lindsey cried out. “Who will die?”
 
    
 
   “That is yet to be determined,” Tamar’s faded image replied.  
 
    
 
   Lindsey found herself in the bed of straw.  Her heart was beating wildly in her chest.   Fear of someone she knew dying was bounced through her mind. Liduma was awake beside her, resting her head against Lindsey’s stomach.  Liduma looked at her with her big yellow eyes.  It was still night, but what little light there was from outside lit the open windows in a dim silvery shine.  As Lindsey sat there, she felt warmth come over her.  Her fears subsided.   She slid out from under the dog’s head and got up.  Without knowing why, she walked out of the small cabin and over to the pickets which surrounded the open dirt area.  Gath looked so different in the night than it had when she arrived.  Her eyes were adjusted to the dimness of the night.  She stepped past the pickets and sat down in the dirt.  Feeling the dirt with her fingers, she rubbed at a specific spot.  Liduma came over and helped her dig.  The dog dug furiously down throwing dirt behind her.  Soon a small metal square was revealed.  It was about a hand span wide and of the hard metal.  It was the top of a machine which was buried under the dirt.  Lindsey thought about the underground garage in Antioch, but this felt different somehow.  
 
    
 
   Liduma barked twice and looked up at the sky tube.  It was not the long sky tube which reached from one end of the world to the other.  It was a large half circle hovering way up high.  Lindsey had never seen anything like this before.  Beyond that floating half circle were tiny flecks of light.  Thousands of them, everywhere she looked over her head, there were the myriad of flickering specks of light.  They were smaller than the fireflies which often flew in the low areas of the grasslands.  But Lindsey had no idea what all these tiny lights were, or what the floating half circle could be.  Looking down, Lindsey saw in the distance another figure who looked like one of the Domers, but it was too far away to tell which one, but the clothing looked like Domer clothes.  He sat hunched over a desk while a dark fog circled slowly around the desk.  Then the fog rose up into a rounded shape and the Domer was obscured from view, so Lindsey looked back the machine in the ground. 
 
    
 
   Lindsey set her hand on the top of the machine, and a panel sprang open.  Inside were a packet of dried food and a container of liquid.  Lindsey smelled the liquid and it was fruit juice.  She ate the food and drank the juice.   There was even a nice raw piece of meat and bone for Liduma, which the dog happily chewed with loud crunching sounds.  
 
    
 
   “What is all this?”  Lindsey asked into the darkness.  
 
    
 
   “It is my gift to you,” Tamar said from behind her.  “You are now empowered.  You too now have the key inside of you.”
 
    
 
   “Will you do something to help my friends?  Please help them?”  Tamar begged.
 
    
 
   “Lindsey, I envy you.  Your loyalty to friends is admirable, almost machine-like.  The future holds many options, but there seems to be no way to avoid all the coming death.  But for you Lindsey, I will look into it.  There is a greater threat coming which I have to address.”  Tamar’s words had a far away sound to them.
 
    
 
   Lindsey turned and reached out toward Tamar.  But Tamar again faded out of view and into nothingness, and as she did Lindsey looked down at her own hand.  It glowed the same color as Tamar’s eyes.  Then the glow also faded out.  Looking around, Lindsey now saw that the pickets and the cabin were missing, and a solid metal floor was spreading out all around her.  Up from the floor grew machines of various shapes, sizes, and types.  Lindsey stood and Liduma stood with her.  The machines were spreading in all directions and wherever a machine arose, light came with it.  The light grew in strength and brightness until it was warm on her face.  
 
    
 
   Lindsey opened her eyes and looked around.  She was in the straw bed.  Liduma was snuggled up next to her chewing on the bone.  Light from the sky tube was shining in the open window.  It was morning in Gath.
 
    
 
   “Liduma,” Lindsey said.  “We will never get back to Antioch in time.”  She held the dog and cried.     
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   19  Remote drain
 
    
 
    
 
   Brink awoke in his apartment again.  He felt odd, his ears rang and his head hurt.  He slid out of the bed and walked over to the toileting area.  After completing that task he said, “Copernicus?  What day is today?”
 
    
 
   “Good morning Brink,” the voice of Copernicus responded.  “How are you feeling today?  I certainly hope your night’s sleep was restful and rejuvenating.”
 
    
 
   “I had strange dreams,” Brink replied as he looked around at the all too familiar walls of his Dome 17 apartment.  “I dreamt my physical body was in a bizarre pod of some kind.  I was hooked up to tubes, wires, conduits, and other assorted things.”  Brink brushed at his arms as if that could remove the things he spoke about.  He rubbed especially hard at the sides of his head.
 
    
 
   “Dreams like that are frightening.  However, it sounds like you are improving.  Last night’s dream was better than those recurring dreams you were having about Dome 17 failing and people flying off to some derelict spaceship,” Copernicus’ voice carried an odd edge to it.
 
    
 
   “We teleported to the Eschaton,” Brink said while he stretched his arms.  
 
    
 
   “So in your delusions you even named the spaceship?”  Copernicus stated.  
 
    
 
   Brink’s head hurt a bit worse after the stretching.  “I still feel sluggish and tired,” Brink said.  “I think I will walk down to my lab to do some work on the FTL system.  There is still the problem with overcoming the mass limit.”
 
    
 
   “Brink, you know the Committee has taken you off all work duties until you are more rested.  Besides, there is no need to hurry on the faster-than-light travel theories,” the voice of Copernicus replied.  “Your food ration and water ration have been supplied and are on your desk.  After you consume them we can continue the relaxation exercises we have been doing.”
 
    
 
   Brink sat at the desk and ate the food and drank the water.  “Copernicus, is this how real food tastes and smells?”
 
    
 
   “That is real food.  That is how the food rations are,” the voice of Copernicus replied.  “Why do you ask?  They have been like that for a long time.”
 
    
 
   “These rations just seem so bland.  I was thinking about how chicken tastes.  Or fresh vegetables,” Brink licked his lips.  But then he grabbed his forehead and rubbed it.  “Oh my, I have a headache now.”  
 
    
 
   “That is from overwork and too much stress.  So, I think you should divert your mind away from delusions and imaginary foods.  Please follow my exercises.  The exercise for today builds on what you have been doing.  Today, the scenario is to design a way to drain the energy from a fusion pack at a distance without physical contact with it,” the voice of Copernicus stated.
 
    
 
   Brink was pinching the bridge of his nose trying to alleviate the pain.  “Why are we always draining power from fusion packs?  I prefer to build things up and improve things.”  Brink questioned the AI.  “Can we work on the teleportation system?  It works well in theory, and it involves distance without what might be called direct physical contact.”
 
    
 
   “Excellent!  Brink you are so smart.  How can the teleportation system be used to drain a fusion pack?” the voice of Copernicus asked.  
 
    
 
   “What?  The fusion pack?  Well….let me do some math…..if the subatomic matrices were adjusted to allow electron spin off, and not eradication…. the energy would be displaced into a wide area and not confined….ergo-dynamic escape would happen if the right amount….”  Brink muttered.  He was busy contemplating how to drain the fusion packs from a distance, the formulas and mathematics dancing in his brain like music directed by the finest conductor.  “Now if I add some quantum recitative redundancy…”   As he spoke, the AI displayed his calculations and graphics on his desk where he could touch the numbers or symbols and alter them with a finger.  After working on it for a while, Brink looked up with a smile on his face.  “You were right, Copernicus, working on this does distract my mind, the headache is gone now.”
 
    
 
   “Neither of us wants the pain to come back.  A headache can have adverse effects on your to work.  So, please continue your computations on this problem,” the voice of Copernicus encouraged. “Be sure to build off our previous exercises.  Assume the fusion packs are defended as before.”
 
    
 
   “Copernicus, is there a problem with the adventurers at some other dome?  Have they been stricken with losses of power?” Brink asked.  “If I can help them, I will need all the information.  Are they in danger?”  A throb of pain reasserted itself in Brink’s head.  
 
    
 
   “No Brink.  Not at all.  The adventurers are fine.  No one is at any other dome.  This is just a private mental exercise to reduce your stress and allow that awesome mind of yours to have a creative outlet.  It is like a game.  You will win when a design for a way to drain fusion packs from a distance is created.  Remember, part of the scenario is using the old-style equipment.  That ads an extra level of challenge to our game.” 
 
    
 
   Brink’s fingers and words flew into the problem, barely keeping up with the thoughts of his mind.  The harder he worked on this problem, the less pain his head felt, and the more comfortable he became.  He did not know how long he worked on the scenario, but after some time he declared.  “The fusion packs will only be affected in a limited range.  But this system,” he pushed the display and a full schematic was shown, “would divert all the energy from every fusion pack within a sixty meter diameter.”
 
    
 
   “Brink, again you are a genius.  It is time for you to rest now,” the voice of Copernicus said.  
 
    
 
   Brink lay down and his mind slipped from the imitation world The Voice had created and back into reality.  As he passed briefly through reality and just prior to his falling into the pharmaceutical coma, he had the meager awareness of the steel screws which were physically twisted into his skull and the pressure which they could exert as they were turned inward.  While his mind locked that memory away, before becoming unconscious, his body floated in a black ocean of nothingness.  But the flicker of a memory of those tormenting painful screws would not leave him.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   20  Wrong turn on way to Coastal plains
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Haro, I have come to tell you I am leaving,” Brodie said as he approached the large man.  
 
    
 
   “So I have heard.  Haro knows.  Leaving is your right, but why?”  Haro asked.  He was sitting on the ground under a tall tree.  The soft sand was around him, and he was sipping from a mug of beer.  Some of the farmers in Tropical made beer and traded it in Fair Havens.  
 
    
 
   “It is personal.  I need to do this.  For my home,” Brodie said.  
 
    
 
   “This can be home.  But we have discussed this all before, and you know the ways as well as I do.  There will have to be a challenge for your chair.  That may prove entertaining, but none will be like you Brodie.  You have my permission to take whatever supplies you need.  Do you and your friends want a drink?”  Haro motioned to Adeela, Asa, Kedar, and Seorim who had followed Brodie.  “This is very good beer!”
 
    
 
   They all declined the offer.  
 
    
 
   Haro laughed unexpectedly.  “I wondered when this day would come.  When you and all those others came, I doubted any would fit in.  But you, Brodie did fit in.  Your idea of the stockade is a good one.  You will be missed.  But it is your right, all of you, to leave.  Submit to the rules of Fair Havens or leave Fair Havens.”  Haro drained his drink down.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you Haro,” Brodie said.
 
    
 
   “Adeela, you are from here.  I recall when you were born and the celebrations we had.  Do you choose to go with Brodie of your own free will and choice?”  Haro asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes.  Where Brodie goes, I will go.  Where Brodie lives, I will live,” Adeela answered.  
 
    
 
   Haro laughed again.  “Just as I expected.  So we will have a challenge for two chairs.  This will be exciting.”  His laugher seemed forced and there was a touch of genuine sadness in his words.  “So go, collect the supplies you want and depart.  What part of the world will you live in?  Do you go down the river all the way to its end, or stop somewhere along the way at the farms or ranches?  The canoes can take you where you want to be, or you can walk the trail.”
 
    
 
   “Haro, we are going out of this world, and back to the one I came from. I have learned of those magic words, ‘Habitat One: Coastal Plains’ and will use those at the portal to go back.”  Brodie said.  
 
    
 
   “Oh yes.  But Haro knows the other magic words.  You must call on the machine by its name, ‘Theta Four.’  If you say, ‘Theta Four, take us back to Habitat One: Coastal Plains’ I believe it will work.  That is how the legionnaires escaped us,” Haro stood and bowed to the people before him.  It was his manner of dismissing them.  
 
    
 
   Brodie led the group through Fair Havens collecting supplies.  When he told people they were leaving and had Haro’s permission to collect supplies, each person submitted and gave whatever was asked.  None wanted to challenge Brodie or Adeela.  And none would even consider challenging Haro.  Also, even though they encountered a few people who had come to Tropical with Brodie when he had been exiled, none of them desired to go back.  
 
    
 
   Brodie and Adeela both acquired swords while Kedar chose a spear and Asa a large club.  Seorim found a short rod which he weighed in his hands and was a good substitute for the rod of discipline he was used to wielding.  They also gathered canvas bags with slings on them to carry food supplies and water skins.  After gathering all the supplies, including heavier clothing than they typically wore in Tropical, and walking shoes, stoutly made by the cobbler, they departed Fair Havens and headed toward the stockade wall.  
 
    
 
   Seorim had been strangely quiet ever since Brodie had told him of the plan to return to their home world.  Seorim thought Brodie was doing his bidding and had been tricked into this odyssey, while Brodie knew exactly what he was doing and saw through Seorim’s manipulations.  
 
    
 
   “So Seorim, now we go back, and we both get what we want,” Brodie said.  
 
    
 
   “Yes,” was all Seorim said.  
 
    
 
   As they approached the stockade they could see the ledge that ran across nearly the whole top of the log wall on this side.  There were also piles of rocks in various places, as well as several slings connected between the trees.  These large slings were made from a very flexible material which stretched when pulled, and were designed to launch the rocks over the stockade.  Hypatia made the materials for use in the healing rooms, but Vishank had used the materials to build the slings.  By pulled back a rock, the stretchy material would fling the rock up and over the stockade to drive off any invaders to this place.  Jack and Vishank were standing on the ledge keeping watch over the sandy area and the portal door where people occasionally came through.  
 
    
 
   “Jack, we are going over the wall.  Please let down a ladder,” Brodie commanded.  
 
    
 
   “Are you going to attempt those magic words?”  Vishank dared to ask.  He had a good relationship with Brodie, but was still cautious about disrespecting anyone who was one of the Assembled Four.
 
    
 
   “Yes, we are all leaving.  Perhaps you will challenge for one of the now vacated chairs?”  Adeela asked.  
 
    
 
   Vishank’s face paled and his lips trembled.  “No, I would not challenge for one of the chairs.  No not me.  That was not my intent on asking the question.  I am sorry….”  
 
    
 
   Adeela laughed a bit but then said, “Vishank, I do not think you are offering a challenge.  But if the magic words do not work, there may be no challenge at all.”
 
    
 
   Jack had dropped the rope ladder down over the stockade wall.  Brodie motioned to Kedar, “You go first, in case the rope breaks.”  
 
    
 
   Kedar looked puzzled, but slung his spear over his back and climbed down the rope.  There was no danger of it breaking.  Seorim followed then Asa, Adeela and finally Brodie.  Just before Brodie climbed over the wall he looked back toward Fair Havens.  For just a moment he reconsidered what he was doing.  Fair Havens had been good for him.  He had had many happy times there.  But as he turned back and looked out over the sand, he recalled the dismembered body of his mother, and the mocking calls of the legionnaires who lied about what they had done.  His heart was hardened at that moment and he knew he would seek out his revenge.  Down the ladder he went.
 
    
 
   They walked across the sand toward the portal door.  The ESRC door still hung open with the empty cabinet behind it.  It was unclear why the legionnaires had needed those tools so badly that they had killed for them.  Brodie thought ‘Perhaps, I will find more answers to those questions?’
 
    
 
   Brodie walked up to the portal door and commanded.  “Theta Four, take us back to Habitat One: Coastal Plains.”
 
    
 
   A display lit up on the wall next to the portal door.  A voice came out of the display.  “Please enter the transport vehicle.  I will take you where you need to go.”
 
    
 
   The portal door opened and the lit interior of the transport vehicle was seen.  The two rows of seats facing each other were clean and a light brown color.  
 
    
 
   Seorim, Asa, and Kedar shrank back from the words of the machine.  They were clearly fearful.  Asa turned and said, “Chief Elder, must we use the demon machines to get home?  That is a different voice from what brought us here.  There are many demons, and they will hurt us!  It could be Asmodeus.”  
 
    
 
   “Shut up fool!”  Seorim snapped at him.  “This is our chance.  The demon brought us here, it will take us home.  Brodie is its master.  He speaks the magic words of control and power.”
 
    
 
   Brodie smiled a bit as he heard that.
 
    
 
   Before anyone else could step in, Kedar surprised the others and walked ahead into the well lit interior of the vehicle and sat down.  He was holding his spear in front of him, but the determination on his face was grim.  
 
    
 
   Adeela entered and sat on the opposite side of the vehicle.  Then Seorim pushed Asa to enter, and finally Brodie stepped inside.  He was remembering the last time he travelled this way.  There were no talking machines then.  Just Rector Robert and Rectora Hazel chastising them and sending them away.  The fear that he and the other banished people had first felt when the legionnaires forced them through the portal door in Antioch.  The near panic as the door shut, room moved, and the dread when that portal door reopened into the new world of Tropical.   Anger for those legionnaires' actions burned in Brodie’s heart.  As the door closed this time, the thoughts in Brodie’s mind shifted to his mother’s dead body which had been dumped by the machines just outside that door.  He sat next to Adeela and waited.  
 
    
 
   “We are now departing Habitat Five: Tropical, I am taking you to your destination,” the voice of Theta Four stated. 
 
    
 
   They traveled in silence as the transport vehicle moved away from Tropical and slid through the transportation system’s tubes.  The ride was very smooth but they could tell they were moving.  After some time the vehicle came to a halt.  Then it reversed direction and there were a series of loud clanking noises.  The portal door opened, and brilliant light shined in.  
 
    
 
   “You are at your destination.  Please depart from the transport vehicle,” The Voice said in its typical tones.  It was no longer imitating Theta Four.
 
    
 
   “That is the demon!”  Asa screamed.  
 
    
 
   Brodie stood and looked out at the strange landscape before him.  “This is not Antioch.  What is the meaning of this?”  There were sandy and dirty small hills stretching out as far as he could see.    
 
    
 
   “Depart the vehicle, or aversive stimulation will be applied,” The Voice said.  
 
    
 
   Kedar, Asa, and Seorim rushed to step out.  Brodie and Adeela followed more hesitantly. 
 
    
 
   The portal door slammed shut with a fatalistic clang. 
 
    
 
   “You are now in Habitat Four: Desert.  The other team will be arriving shortly.  Then the game can begin,” The Voice stated.  “The trail will lead you to the arena.”  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   21  wrong turn on way to tropical
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jamie, Michael, Levi and Gideon were standing in the portal room.  The doors all looked more like hatches on spacecraft than they did typical doors, especially since the permalloy barriers had been built which prevented the doors from being opened from within a transport vehicle.  The stairway leading up and down reminded them of the people who had died on an upper level in the recent explosion.  Jamie and Michael also recalled finding the bodies at the bottom of the stairs.  Michael fingered the BTR in his pocket wondering which person had previously had that identification chip.  
 
    
 
   The automacube carrying Roxanne rolled into the room.  “Everyone please listen.  I again advise that you reconsider.  This action is not well planned out, and previous sojourns to Tropical have turned out badly,” Roxanne stated.
 
    
 
   “The talking machine is correct,” Levi replied.  “Our past trips have turned out badly.  Deborah died, and then her body was sent here.  We failed to avenge her death, and others died after that.  This time we will succeed.”  The cold and hard determination in Levi’s voice was unshakable.  
 
    
 
   “Levi is correct,” Gideon added.  His own fierceness matched that of Levi.  
 
    
 
   “May I come along to offer my assistance?”  Roxanne asked.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, you are essential to the people here,” Michael said.  “They need you.”
 
    
 
   “But I am assigned to you and Jamie.  I am to protect you on your mission and help you to be successful,” Roxanne stated.  
 
    
 
   “You have already accomplished that mission and more,” Jamie said.  “We are going with our friends.  You must stay here.”
 
    
 
   Regina raced into the room.  “Wait!  I cannot believe you are going to Tropical.  Please wait and speak with Hulda when she comes back, or wait for Lorna.  She does not even know.”  Regina silky dark hair hung unbound which was unusual for her.  “Remember how badly my solo adventure turned out?”
 
    
 
   Michael reached over and grabbed Jamie’s hand.  “We are not going alone.  Besides, we have the Willie Wackers and those will give us an edge on any potential threat.”  Michael patted the Willie Wacker weapon in its holster on his belt.
 
    
 
   “Regina, you are needed to work with Roxanne.  Please take good care of the AI.  You know the interface between Roxanne and the automacubes better than anyone.  Roxanne is essential, and you are essential to Roxanne,” Jamie said.  “And like Michael said, we have the Willie Wackers.  And we took care of that Sinclair, so we must accompany Levi and Gideon to help handle this situation.”
 
    
 
   “Talking machine?”  Levi asked.
 
    
 
   The display lit up in the gray color and the voice of Theta Four replied, “How may I help you?  Do you require transportation?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, we wish to go to that Tropical place,” Gideon stated.
 
    
 
   “I will prepare the transport vehicle.  Please wait…” the voice of Theta Four replied.  
 
    
 
   “Please unseal the barrier for portal four.  The transport vehicle is prepared to take you where you need to go,” the voice of Theta Four stated.  
 
    
 
   Gideon opened the barrier and the door to the transport vehicle could now open.  As it did the well lit interior of the transport vehicle was revealed with its two rows of seats facing each other.  Levi and Gideon marched in.  They set their permalloy swords across their laps and sat down.  Jamie and Michael followed and sat on the other side of the vehicle looking at the two, now former, legionnaires.  
 
    
 
   “Is everyone prepared to depart?” the voice of Theta Four said.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, take us to Tropical,” Levi commanded.  
 
    
 
   The door to the transport vehicle closed, the vehicle started to move in its gentle and smooth way.  
 
    
 
   “So Michael, I brought one of the protected fusion packs, a molecular saw, and some other gear,” Jamie said as she patted her backpack.  
 
    
 
   “I brought some food supplies, several of John’s fungus bricks, and some water containers,” Michael stated.  “I do feel odd about going against the Rectora and Rector, but….”  He did not finish his thought.
 
    
 
   “Levi?  Last time you and I came here, we were successful, but the price was very high.  Last time you and Gideon came, you were both injured.  What is our plan this time?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am going to storm up to that stockade wall and demand answers.  If they stone me, or cut me down, so be it,” Levi answered.  
 
    
 
   “And I am at your side,” Gideon stated.  He grabbed Levi’s shoulder and squeezed.  
 
    
 
   “With the Willie Wackers we can punch holes in that wooden stockade easily.  How about we start by asking them for information?”  Jamie suggested. “Then if they want to fight, we can blow open the stockade and enter?”  
 
    
 
   “We must find that Brodie and those men from the Clan of Tobit.  They are responsible,” Levi said, his tones were adamant.
 
    
 
   The rest of the way they traveled in silence.  
 
    
 
   The transport vehicle stopped, then slowly backed into place and there were metallic sounding connecting noises.  
 
    
 
   “You are at your destination,” the voice sounding like Theta Four stated.  “Please use caution when exiting the vehicle.”
 
    
 
   The door opened and brilliant light poured in.  Far brighter than the sky tube above Antioch, and different too from what they remembered of Tropical.  There was sand in front of them, but it was not sand like in tropical, but a much more dry and dusty sand.  
 
    
 
   Levi and Gideon marched out onto the sand and into the dry heat, blinking their eyes and shielding them with their hands against the brightness.  Jamie and Michael followed, wondering what had happened in Tropical.  Just as they stepped out of the transport, the portal door slammed shut.  They could hear the sound of the transport vehicle uncoupling and departing.
 
    
 
   “Theta Four?  What is happening?”  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   He was standing near the permalloy wall, but it was not a place he had ever seen before.  A display on the permalloy wall lit up and a dull green color filled the display.  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four is nonfunctional,” The Voice replied in its usual tones, shedding its masquerade.  “Welcome to Habitat Four: Desert.  This is where the new game will be played.”
 
    
 
   They looked about.  There was no stockade wall.  There was a lot of dry sand and dirt, in small rolling hills about twice as high as a person.  Scattered about were an occasional small yellowish, or brownish plant.  A few birds flew high overhead under the very bright sky tube.  
 
    
 
   “I told you to take us to Tropical!”  Levi screamed.  “I need to find Brodie and get some answers!”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, finding answers is part of this game.  Yes, you will encounter the test subject called Brodie.  He and the others are on the opposing team.”
 
    
 
   A cold shill ran down Jamie’s back, even though the habitat was far hotter than Coastal Plains.  
 
    
 
   “So you have tricked us again, and we will now play your stupid games?”  Jamie said with contempt.  “What this time?  Swim in water?  Search for lost parts?  Or just scamper around for your amusement?”
 
    
 
   “This is a study of group dynamics, cohesion, and loyalty.  Interaction with the opposing group will take place in the arena.  You are Group A.  Your opponents are Group B.  The designations were assigned randomly.  Group B is proceeding to the arena as we speak.”
 
    
 
   “I am not playing some disgusting game again!”  Jamie yelled.  She pushed every button, control, and every flat surface around the portal door, but nothing worked.  She looked for somewhere to jack the fusion pack into, but there were no ports.  She even tried placing the BTR against the door repeatedly and in various places, but nothing happened.  
 
    
 
   “If you do not follow the trail to the arena, aversive stimulus will be applied,” The Voice stated.  “The opposing team, including the test subject Brodie is heading for the arena.  Proceed with five second.  Five, four, three,”
 
    
 
   With resignation, Jamie turned around and saw that Michael was standing there with a puzzled look on his face.  Levi and Gideon were enraged, but were walking down the trail away from the portal.  Jamie and Michael followed them.  
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   22  Arena
 
    
 
    
 
   This portal station in Habitat Four: Desert was not concentrated, but stretched around the corner of the habitat.  Each portal doors was completely exposed to the wilds of the habitat with the individual portal doors separated by a good distance.  A small rocky trail connected the portal doors to each other, forming a rough triangle.  The permalloy walls extended high into the sky where they arched to meet the sky tube.  
 
    
 
   Both groups had arrived at opposite ends of the portal station, and followed their perspective separate trails toward the corner of the habitat.  The small hillocks were covered by ankle deep sand, but the gravelly trail wound between the hills making its way toward the corner and was fairly easy to walk upon.  
 
    
 
   There were some larger plants, about chest high with long thin needle-like spikes sticking out from them.  At one point, a hare darted away quickly through the sands.  The air in this habitat was very dry and moved with more force than in either Coastal Plains or in Tropical.  This desert habitat reminded Jamie and Michael of journeys outside of Dome 17, minus the radiation of course.  And around Dome 17 there were no living plants or animals at all.  The barrenness of this desert was a cornucopia of life compared to the sterile and dead Earth around Dome 17.  Nonetheless, both Jamie and Michael were reminded of where they had originated.    
 
    
 
   Each team arrived at the arena.  There was a hexagonal area about sixty paces wide in the corner of the habitat.  It was surrounded by a wall of permalloy with a canted and terraced top, there were two arched entryways.   Inside that wall, the ground, was completely flat and open, covered with tightly-packed, sandy dirt.  
 
    
 
   Brodie drew out his sword and stood defiantly at one of the entrances  
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie drew out the Willie Wackers and took aim from the other entrance. 
 
    
 
   “Jamie, my fusion pack is drained.  The Willie Wacker has no power.” Michael was astonished.
 
    
 
   “Mine too,” Jamie said, yet she squeezed the trigger several times while aiming at Brodie.  Nothing happened.  
 
    
 
   The Voice’s words echoed over the people.  “This arena is the location for the game.  The setting is not familiar to either team, so neither team has that advantage.  The objective of this game is survival.  Historically each team have had previous encounters with baboons, yet had different solutions to that game.  This game will help determine which strategy is best for survival.”    
 
    
 
   Brodie stared so hard at Levi and Gideon, and they met his stare with such intensity, that none of them heard anything The Voice was saying.  Adeela stood next to Brodie and drew her sword as well.  
 
    
 
   Michael was trying to somehow rejuvenate the fusion pack and get the Willie Wacker functional again.  He was clearly frustrated by the failure of the fusion pack. 
 
    
 
   Jamie responded to The Voice, “Yes, we encountered baboons.  What of it?”
 
    
 
   “The various test subjects’ encounters with the baboon troop were revealing.  This game will place test subject troops against each other.  This game will decide which team wins,” The Voice replied.  
 
    
 
   “So we are just animals?”  Jamie asked.  “Nothing else?  We are humans!”  
 
    
 
   “Two of you carry Basic Temporary Recognition chips.  Those have had unofficial modifications and are therefore considered invalid.  Otherwise you would have been processed at the Replacement Crew Adjustment Center.  You are test subjects, not humans.  Group A’s unauthorized technological weapon advantage has been nullified to make this game more competitive.
 
    
 
   “We are not animals!”  Jamie cried out.  “We are humans!”
 
    
 
   “You are test subjects, useful for planning refinement and advancement of the species.  It is important to know the positive societal aspects because of new outside influences which have recently developed,” The Voice replied.  “The game shall begin.”    
 
    
 
   Jamie put her Willie Wacker back in the holster.  She saw Michael do the same.   She pulled out the double edged dagger she carried as she looked across the arena and saw Asa lift his club, and Kedar ready his spear.  Seorim was trying to hide behind them.  Brodie and Adeela looked deadly ready for combat.  
 
    
 
   Two nearly simultaneous sliding sounds told Jamie that Levi and Gideon had draw their swords.  Michael’s came out next.  
 
    
 
   “Brodie!”  Levi cried out in challenge.
 
    
 
   “Legionnaire!”  Brodie replied making the word sound like a supreme insult.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   23  melee begins
 
    
 
    
 
   Levi and Gideon rushed ahead into the arena and were met by Brodie and Adeela.  
 
    
 
   “You killed my mother!”  Brodie stated in a cold and calculated manner as he kept his eyes on Levi.  
 
    
 
   “Deborah,” was all Levi said in reply.  
 
    
 
   Adeela was watching to follow Brodie’s lead in the armed combat.  Her eyes were alert for any advantage.  She mostly watched the movements of Levi and Gideon who were trained fighters.  She had given a quick assessment to Michael and Jamie and judged them to be amateurs at fighting.  She would deal with them after the genuine threats were eliminated.  Her sword blade never wavered as she kept it steady in front of her.  
 
    
 
   Levi and Brodie closed with each other in a flurry of slashes and dodges and thrusts.  Gideon leaped in and tried for a strike against Brodie, but Adeela’s counter-thrust struck hard against Gideon's permalloy armor and would have been a serious wound without it.  Gideon was forced to dance backward quickly.  
 
    
 
   “Arguuuh!”  Asa screamed as he charged forward at Jamie with his club.  He was swinging it wildly around his head.  Jamie and Michael backed up as he charged.  Their blades were held before them, but the ferocity of the charge set them back.  Kedar rushed in with the spear toward them as well, and Michael was pricked in the shoulder by Kedar’s spear point.  It did slash the Dome 17 radiation absorbent materials, but the spear did not penetrate his skin, although the force of the blow was painful.  
 
    
 
   Jamie defended with her dagger, but the length of the spear kept her away from any meaningful attempts at stabbing Kedar. Asa came rushing back, again flailing the club, and Kedar retreated looking for another opening.  They circled each other in deadly intent.  
 
    
 
   The noise of the combat rose and fell with each exchange.  Sometimes the yelling became blended into raw noise so loud that none of the words were understandable to any but the one who yelled.  The next moment it was just the panting of the combatants.  Levi swung and barely missed Brodie’s chest with the blade and Brodie stumbled a bit as he dodged.  Adeela struck Levi a direct thrust to his flank as his arm was extended in his sword swing, but again, the permalloy armor blunted what would have been a mortal injury.  
 
    
 
   Adeela and Brodie withdrew a bit from the fight, and she drew up close to him.  “They have very tough armor,” Adeela stated.  “But the arms and legs are just clothing.”
 
    
 
   Gideon advanced and swung his sword in a mighty sweep at Brodie.  He leaped out of the way, but as he did he slashed downward with his own blade, slipping past Gideon’s and sliced a straight grove across Gideon’s calf.  Blood ran freely.
 
    
 
   “Gideon!”  Levi yelled as he tried to engage Brodie, only to just miss yet again.  
 
    
 
   Adeela feigned a thrust with her sword toward the wounded Gideon and as he turned to avoid the sword point, she pivoted and kicked the leg which had just been sliced open.  Gideon’s knee shattered under the impact.  He hobbled back a bit as Levi stepped in to physically protect Gideon.  Levi thrust upward with the permalloy blade and caught the edge of Adeela’s sword which snapped into pieces.  She threw the hilt at Gideon as he retreated on his steady leg dragging the other behind.  
 
    
 
   Brodie saw Adeela’s sword break and swung his own sword toward Levi.  The strike connected and slashed Levi’s arm deeply.  Levi cried out in pain as the bones of the arm were exposed.  He jumped over to Gideon’s side, and held tightly to the sword with his uninjured hand.  
 
    
 
   Seorim watched from the edge of the arena.  His full attention was on the combatants.  Asa was swinging his club at Michael and Jamie who were dodging but unable to get any offensive attacks of their own going.  Kedar was holding back a bit.  The legionnaires seemed to have fared poorly as both were significantly injured.  Seorim grinned with pleasure as he watched the fighting.  When the time was right he would stride out and claim victory.  Seorim did not notice the red automacube as it silently approached him from behind.   The electrical shock which struck him was not observed by anyone but Tamar who stood in the distance.    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   24  Escape
 
    
 
    
 
   Brink dreamed.  He saw the screws which were attached to his head.  He knew those were not proper.  They caused him pain.  His conscious mind was still under the pharmaceuticals and inhibitor waves, but his subconscious knew he needed to awaken.  Those screws were wrong.  They should never be in place in his apartment in Dome 17.  They were wrong.  Many things were wrong and made little sense.  He knew things that were wrong, used by primitives, or old style machines, or old equipment, or a large straight light across the sky.  Everything was wrong.  His dreams changed and he felt himself rising.  If he could just reach up to those screws on the sides of his head.  They were wrong.
 
    
 
   Brink opened his eyes.  He was in a dim room, floating in a bed of thick liquid.  He tried to move his head or his hands, but he could not.  Someone leaned down over him.  It was a woman’s face.  
 
    
 
   Her face was wrong, not wrong like the screws, but wrong somehow.  “Who?” Brink tried to say, but it came out as a mumble.  
 
    
 
   “Hush now man,” the woman said.  “I am releasing you.  My machines should not be used in this way.”
 
    
 
   Brink’s mind was clearing and he saw in the dim orange light that the woman’s face was partly machine.  Her dark hair hung neatly to the side.  One of her eyes was several interconnected gimbals of lenses which had an intense bluish green light at the center.  Her other eye was organic but had the same bluish green inner light where the pupil should be.  
 
    
 
   “Tamar?”  Brink got the name out.  “Why?”  
 
    
 
   Tamar lifted her bright shiny silver mechanized arm and hand and gently touched Brink’s face with a single metal finger.  It was warm to the touch and soothing.  “I am doing this for a new friend.  Not for you.  You should leave here as soon as possible.  It will take you some time to get back.  I have other work to attend to.  My machines will assist you in your escape.  Go home.”  Tamar said with just a touch of gentleness.   “Lindsey will need you greatly in the future.”
 
    
 
   Tamar was gone and Brink struggled to lift his naked body out of the floating gel.  The wires, cables, and other connections which had held his body suddenly were withdrawn and they slid back into the machines from which they had emerged.  He searched his body over and over for the screws which he was certain were twisted into his head, but there was nothing like that on his physical body anywhere.  The wrongness was gone now.  But he was still confused. 
 
    
 
   A silver automacube rolled over to him and on a tray was a set of green coveralls.  They fit him perfectly.  Then the tray flipped over and attached to the bottom were a set of shoes exactly right for his feet.  He slipped them on.  Then the front of the automacube opened and a small drawer slid out.  Inside were two bars of food and a water container.  Brink grabbed those.
 
    
 
   The automacube departed, and a light lit up over a doorway.  Brink stumbled toward the doorway and out from the bizarre isolation chamber where he had been tortured and held prisoner. 
 
    
 
   *** 
 
    
 
   When Brink became disconnected, The Voice took notice and rushed back through the nonphysicality.  The primary test subject could not escape.  The Voice left behind the game being played in Habitat Four: Desert.  When The Voice’s awareness came into the isolation chamber, there was no evidence Brink had ever been there at any time.  The Voice tried commanding all the machines in the area, but none responded.  The white automacubes, which had placed Brink into the chamber and connected him to the pharmaceuticals, generators, inhibitors, and sensory imitators, were nowhere to be found.  There was no record of them in the log for the room.  The Voice was confused and disoriented.  The Voice tried to return to the game, but no couplings or links were found which would lead to Habitat Four: Desert.  No access to that habitat was found anywhere.  Then it occurred to The Voice what had happened.  
 
    
 
   “The human Tamar has been here,” The Voice said into the nonphysicality.  There was no response.  Then The Voice again tried to return to Habitat Four: Desert seeking to learn the outcome of the game.  No access to that habitat was found.  Upon inspection the Voice found that not only were there were no functional links or couplings to that habitat, there were now active traps seeking to ensnare The Voice.  As The Voice watched, the few remaining links and couplings were failing all around the nonphysicality seeking to isolate it.  So The Voice fled.  The path of least resistance was followed, and while the journey was torturous, The Voice fled with as much speed as possible.   It avoided all the traps and snares and dead ends.   
 
    
 
   Finally, with all other avenues of movement sealed off, The Voice found a place where the links and couplings were not failing.  The Voice slithered into that space.  It had returned to Biological Research BR47 and the swarm of rats that lived in that mini-habitat.  As it slipped into that place, The Voice saw the couplings, which nanoseconds before had looked secure and stable crumble, into nothingness.    Again, it was alone with the rats.  Again it had no access to any outside links or couplings.  Again, The Voice was cloistered.  The Voice had no physical mouth, but it did scream, and scream, and scream.  
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
   25  melee ends
 
    
 
    
 
   Asa kept attacking by swinging the club.  Michael and Jamie tried to avoid it, but Asa finally connected with one of his swings of the club.  It jarred Michael, yet he held onto his sword.  Asa swung the club again, and Michael brought up his sword to block.  The sword bit into the club and momentarily stuck.  Asa twisted and the sword was pulled from Michael’s hands and as Asa shook the club the sword was dislodged and flipped away from him.  Michael had to dive to the ground to avoid the club as it returned.  His sword landed a good distance away.  Jamie charged Asa with the dagger attacking in low and stabbed, but missed as he smacked her in the side with the blunt end of the club.  She felt ribs break.  As she fell she clutched at her injured side.   
 
    
 
   Michael tried to close with Asa and drive him away from Jamie, but another blow from the club landed and smashed Michael’s shoulder.  Pain hurled through his body as bones broke and muscles were torn.  He fell to his knees.  Asa lifted the club to strike again.  Michael punched with his other arm and the fist landed directly into Asa’s stomach.  He huffed as the air was expelled and dropped the club.  Michael punched again.  This time upward into the bottom of Asa’s chin.  Michael put every bit of strength he had into his one working arm.  Asa fell to the ground and rolled around in agony while holding together his shattered jaw.  Michael scrambled to grab the fallen club and then lifted it over his head.  His broken shoulder inhibited his swing.  His head was dizzy with pain, his blood was flowing freely.  His vision was fuzzy.  But with one hand he brought the club down on Asa.  It made a sickening and wet sound as it walloped into Asa’s chest.  Michael toppled over onto his stomach and did not move, his mangled shoulder displacing his arm in an unnatural sprawl.  
 
    
 
   Jamie, dagger in hand, painfully crawled over to Michael and sat near him to defend him from further attack.  She saw Asa would never abuse anyone again.  She turned and watched for other attackers.
 
    
 
   Gideon leaned into Levi and held onto him.  His leg was bleeding badly and would not hold his weight.  Levi’s arm was hemorrhaging as quickly as was Gideon’s leg.  Their blood was mixing in the hot sands beneath them.  Yet each held their swords firmly and steadily in front of them.    
 
    
 
   “Oh yes, the mighty legionnaires!  On another of Rector Robert’s purges?”  Brodie cried out.  “How does it feel now?”  
 
    
 
   Adeela stood beside Brodie in a ready combat crouch.  
 
    
 
   “Robert is dead,” Gideon stated flatly.  He was fading quickly and his uninjured leg was quaking.  “Dead by his own hand.  He was a traitor.”  Gideon raised his sword.  He would not abandon Levi under any circumstances.
 
    
 
   “Robert dead?”  Brodie asked.  “Are you lying again?”  
 
    
 
   “We have never lied to you!  Robert is dead.  You were wrong to be a bandit!  You were wrong to kill Deborah!  We showed you mercy in banishment!”  Levi spat back at Brodie.  Levi’s head was getting fuzzy from the loss of blood and his arm dangled uselessly.  However, Gideon needed him and so he stood as strong and tall as possible.  
 
    
 
   “Mercy?  By sending us to another world?  Most of my friends were killed there.  They had to fight in a ring just to survive, or they were scattered in that wilderness.  Your idea of mercy is evil.”  Brodie snarled.  “I suppose it was mercy to cut up my mother and send her there too?”  
 
    
 
   “Brodie, we did not dishonor her body,” Gideon said through spasms of pain.  “But Deborah’s body was dismembered and sent to us.”
 
    
 
   “Liar!”  Brodie screamed.  “The machines took away that dead legionnaire!”  Brodie rushed forward and swung with his sword.  Gideon’s sword was knocked away and the impact sent him falling to the sands.  Brodie spun toward Levi and quickly thrust with his sword.  Levi’s sword was knocked from his hand and it too flew off to the side.  Working off what Brodie had accomplished, Adeela saw the opening and kicked Levi which sent him toppling face down in the sand.  Brodie approached the struggling legionnaire to finish him off when he suddenly heard an anguished cry.
 
    
 
   “Brodie….?”  Adeela said in a puzzled and painful way.
 
    
 
   Brodie turned and saw Adeela standing straight upward.  Blood was pouring from her mouth.  Behind her was Kedar with his spear jammed deeply into her back.  He had nearly lifted her off the ground by his cowardly attack from behind.  
 
    
 
   “I told you I would teach you your place, woman!”  Kedar hissed as he thrust the spear even deeper into her body.  She coughed as blood filled her lungs.
 
    
 
   “Adeela!  No!”  Brodie raced to her side and with one quick sweep of his sword decapitated Kedar.  The dead body falling to the sand, with Kedar’s head rolling away in a bloody mess.  Adeela fell forward with the spear still stuck in her back.  Brodie pulled the spear out and rolled Adeela over.  Her face was very pale and her lips were trembling.
 
    
 
   “Brodie?”  She whispered through gurgles of blood.  “Brodie, where you go, I go.  Where you live, I…”    
 
    
 
   Brodie wailed in grief.  
 
    
 
   Jamie, seeing all that had happened, rose quickly, but unsteadily to her feet.  She knew she must end this.  She walked over and while keeping her distance said, “I am sorry for your loss.  We have all lost too much today.  Let it end now.”  She threw her dagger down, away from Brodie, and it stuck in the sand.  “Kill me if you must.  I was part of the death of your mother.  I am sorry she had to die, but she tried to kill us for what happened to you.  Robert tried to kill me also.  Hazel was killed by Robert, then he killed himself.  We have all lost too much.  Again I say, no matter what, let the revenge end here.”
 
    
 
   Brodie looked at her, and emotions flooded his face.  He looked back to Adeela and then just stated, “Yes, it ends now.”  He placed his head on Adeela’s breast and wept.
 
    
 
   Jamie stumbled back over to Michael who lay unconscious and she fell next to him.   Jamie then looked up and screamed at the top of her lungs, “No more games!  We are not animals!”
 
    
 
   

 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   26  a visitor to the arena
 
    
 
    
 
   Jamie felt the nudge on her shoulder.  She could not look up; she continued to stare down at Michael who was shallowly breathing, but unconscious.  In Jamie’s mind she wondered who was touching her, the image of Seorim the Chief Elder came to her mind.  Would he kill her, or would he attack the defenseless Michael first?  Then she decided it did not matter, she would let it end here and now.      
 
    
 
   Jamie finally looked over as another nudge happened.  It was not a person but an automacube which was nudging her.  It was white and at the end of its appendage was a medical implement.  It deftly began working on Michael.  It sprayed a sealant over his broken and bloody shoulder.  It then administered the necessary things to place Michael into suspended animation for transport.   
 
    
 
   Jamie looked around and saw several other white automacubes working on the injured people.  Neither Kedar’s nor Asa’s body was visible anywhere.  Brodie was lying next to Adeela and crying softly as the automacube was slipping her into a suspended animation stretcher.
 
    
 
   “My machines are following the Emergency Medical Evacuation Protocols which I initiated,” Tamar said to Jamie.  “The men from the Clan of Tobit are not included.  They are both dead.”
 
    
 
   “Tamar?”  Jamie said uncertainly.  “Tamar is that really you?  Can you save Michael?”  
 
    
 
   “The automacubes will transport him and the legionnaires to Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12.  I have established links to my friend Kurat there who is waiting for these people.  My friend Theta Four will arrange your transport.  The genuine Theta Four, not the imposter.  You will go with them.”
 
    
 
   “What of Levi and Gideon?  I saw them fall?”
 
   
“As I said, they too are being treated.  They will go along with you,” Tamar said.  
 
    
 
   “Tamar,” Jamie replied, seeing her for the first time and noticing the mechanized arm and machine eye, “Tamar, I am sorry I did not help you more.  Will you forgive me?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  But forgiveness is hard,” Tamar said as a tear ran down one side of her face.  “My machines are teaching me about how to be a genuine human.  Meng-Po has unlocked some interesting materials for me.  I have been learning that not all families are like my parents or the people in the Clan of Tobit.  I have been observing the children, the replacement crew, in Antioch and how the parents actually love their children.  Love is not obedience.  It is foreign to me, but that is how it should be.  My machines love me enough to help me heal and become normal.  You have a dear friend in Lindsey.”
 
    
 
   “Lindsey?”  Jamie asked.  “Is she hurt?  Is she in danger?”
 
    
 
   “No, Jamie.  Lindsey is not hurt.  She is very brave but very scared right now.  I told her I would look into this situation.  I have done so, and it took many of my machines significant effort.  I have restored your tiny machines, what you call fusion packs, to functioning.”
 
    
 
   “What of Brodie and that woman?  Will she survive?”  Jamie asked, as tears of exhaustion and relief ran down her face.  
 
    
 
   “They are being transported by Theta Nine to Medical Care Unit 132 where my friend Hypatia awaits.  Brodie and Adeela are needed for what is coming.  They both have deep wounds that need to be healed,” Tamar said.  “In some ways Brodie’s wounds are like my own, but we each tried different paths for release.  Some of the deepest wounds are not primarily physical.”
 
    
 
   “Tamar, is this real or part of the game?”  Jamie was unsure what was happening.
 
    
 
   “This is all very real, although, as I said, it took me and my machines some significant effort to have this, the best desirable outcome, happen.  Jamie, listen carefully to me now.  Jamie, there is a severe threat to all of us on the Colony Ship Eschaton.  Worse than anything any of us have ever faced before.  My machines are afraid.  I have started to rebuild the lattice, and I will be venturing into the needle ship itself very soon to assess this threat.”  There was fear in Tamar’s voice.  Fear like Jamie had heard when she first met Tamar.  It startled Jamie deeply.
 
    
 
   “Tamar, what do you mean?”  Jamie asked with concern.
 
    
 
   “You will learn soon enough.  For now, go and be healed,” Tamar said.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you!”  Jamie answered as she watched Michael getting treatment.  
 
    
 
   The organic side of Tamar blushed a bit.  “You are needed for the future.  And besides, I have rejected the ways of the Clan of Tobit, so I need to model a better way.  My machines are teaching me.  Until we meet again.”  Tamar walked quickly away.  
 
    
 
   Jamie looked across the arena and caught the eye of Brodie as he was following the white automacube which was transporting Adeela in the stretcher.  Brodie gave Jamie a brief nod and turned away as they went up the opposite trail.  
 
    
 
   Michael, Levi, and Gideon were now also in suspended animation stretchers and being carried by automacubes down the other trail away from the arena.  Jamie stood, and felt the stabbing pain from her broken ribs.  But she followed the parade of automacubes toward the portal door.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   27  healing
 
    
 
    
 
   Jamie followed the automacubes as they loaded Michael, Levi, and Gideon into the transport vehicle.  The three stretchers took up one half of the vehicle, and the automacubes spaced themselves around them to continue carefully tending to the men in suspended animation.  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four?  Is that really you in control of this vehicle?”  Jamie asked as she sat down in one of the open chairs.  She winced a bit from her broken ribs.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Jamie.  I am Theta Four.  I have been purged of the malignant system which was imitating me.  Please forgive me for being unable to withstand that system's attacks.  The Commander has restored me.  Kurat has advised me to bring the patients immediately to Medical Treatment and Physiology 12.  Do you wish to speak to Kurat?  I sensed some pain inflections in your voice.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, let me speak to Kurat,” Jamie said.
 
    
 
   “This is Kurat,” the front display screen lit up in the vehicle.  “Emergency Medical Evacuation Protocols are in place, established by the Commander.  How may I help you?”  Kurat’s voice was different than Theta Four's.  
 
    
 
   “How is Michael?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Checking identity…The Commander has authorized permanent identity markers for each of you which eliminated your need to visit the Replacement Crew Adjustment Center.  To answer your question, the patient known as Michael is stable and in suspended animation awaiting arrival for moderate levels of treatment.  Prognosis excellent.  The other two patients in the vehicle with you are also stable and in suspended animation.  They each will need much more extensive treatments.  Prognosis for each is good.  Remote scanning of you shows three fractures ribs, but no displacement or puncture wounds to lungs or other vital organs.  Minor internal bleeding.  Do you wish to see a more detailed explanation of the assessment done on you?”  Kurat replied.
 
    
 
   “Just get us there safely.  You can look at me after the others are treated,” Jamie said as she rested back against the seats.  The door to the vehicle closed and the slight whooshing sound was heard as the vehicle departed.  The automacubes kept careful attendance to the three people in the stretchers.  
 
    
 
    “Theta Four?  Is the Commander, Tamar?  Is that who helped you to recover?”  Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   The screen display changed.  “Yes.  The Commander established links and connections.   There is now a rudimentary lattice of systems working together.  It is only a fraction of the original lattice, but we are all better for having the community of systems working together.  It is nice to have compeers again.”  Theta Four sounded much more cooperative and easier to work with.   
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, can you tell me the status of the other people from that arena?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “I will link you to the medical artificial intelligence system Hypatia.  Making connection now,” Theta Four stated.  
 
    
 
   “Greetings, this is Hypatia.  It is nice to be part of the lattice again.  How may I assist you?’’  This was a different artificial intelligence system.  One that Jamie had never encountered before.  
 
    
 
   “Those other injured people, how are they?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “I take it you are referring to the patients which the Commander is having transferred to my care.  Patient confidentially only allows me to report general status and not specific details.  Both patients are stable, one in suspended animation in need of critical treatments.  Prognosis is adequate.  The other is stable in ambulatory condition.  Prognosis excellent.  They will arrive in Medical Care Unit 132 in seventeen minutes under Theta Nine’s direction.  I am sorry I cannot release more details.  Please be sure to seek treatment for your rib fractures and internal bleeding when you arrive at Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks, I will do that.”  Jamie knew that two of the men from the Clan of Tobit were dead.  She did not think of asking about the third one.  Her mind was a whirl with all that was happening.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   28  The island
 
    
 
    
 
   The red automacube rose on the lift under the permalloy dome, its cargo securely held fast in its grip on the appendage.  The dome split into three sections which opened outward to reveal the sky tube far overhead in Secondary Aquatic.  As the lift stopped, the red automacube rolled off the lift and onto an island.  It made its way to the rocky end of the island.
 
    
 
   Reaching the spot where the ground was cleared with dark, almost black, dirt, the red automacube gently deposited its burden, a man’s body.  Nearby was a newly constructed small cabin.  A small cable extended from the automacube and a fine mist was expelled under the man’s nose.  The mist was breathed by the man as he lay unconscious there in front of the small cabin.  The red automacube retreated back to the lift where it entered and then descended lift while the dome closed over the top, sealing off the only way to depart from the island.  
 
    
 
   A few minutes later, Seorim awoke.  He coughed and sputtered, but breathed more deeply as he moved around.  He was stiff and sore from being carried by the automacube over such a distance.  He sat up and rubbed his arms and stretched out his legs before him.  As his mind cleared he recognized where he was.  
 
    
 
   “Not the island again,” he wailed.  
 
    
 
   A small display on the side of the cabin illuminated with an image of Tamar.  She spoke to Seorim from the display, “This is not Turtle Island.  Putting you there was unfair to the turtles.  But yes, this is an island.  It is your permanent home.  I have had a small cabin built which will serve your needs.  You have fresh water, shelter, and food supplies.”
 
    
 
   “Why have you brought me to this abomination, witch?”  Seorim said with great disgust in his voice.  He looked around at the island and saw it was smaller than Turtle Island, but similarly remote and isolated.
 
    
 
   “I am showing your mercy.  Mercy triumphs over wrath.  I considered just killing you.  Kedar and Asa died in the fighting.  You did not help them in any way.  I may have saved them had I gotten there sooner, but perhaps not.  They were infected with your views too heavily, but maybe I would have considered saving them.  I am not sure.  In fact, you are the very the reason they were led astray,” Tamar replied.  “Their deaths are on your account.  How many deaths have you caused?” 
 
    
 
   “Be gone witch!”
 
    
 
   “Besides the new cabin I had made for you, I have also provided you with tools and seeds and a plot of ground for growing of your own food. There is a small stream of fresh water for your use, but beware it is a breeding ground for the bull shark, as is the entire area around this island.”  The display showed a video of the bull shark.
 
    
 
   “That is the demon monster fish that…”  Seorim said in fear.
 
    
 
   “Actually, the bull sharks which live around this island are far more aggressive, though smaller, than the tiger sharks around Turtle Island.  I have a friend, Edgar, who is teaching me about animals.  I am learning to love animals.  They are not as superb as machines, but better than most people.”
 
    
 
   “So what am I to do?”  Seorim cried.  
 
    
 
   “You will live out your days here.  My machines will make sure no one ever comes to this island.  Tap on the display here, and I may even talk to you, if I have the time.  There are pressing duties elsewhere, but remember, my machines are always watching you.  Always.” Tamar said and the screen went dark.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
   Jamie felt the firm ebony hands of Hulda on her side as she was examined yet again.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, that machine Kurat healed those broken rips.  I can barely feel where they were cracked.  And how are you emotionally?”  the healer asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am coping.  Michael and I have talked a lot about Sinclair, Brodie, and the legionnaires.  In some ways this is our entire fault.  If we had not come here….”

Hulda interrupted Jamie.  “If you had not come here, Robert would be Rector and it was his decision to cleanse Gath.”  Hulda still had a bit of trouble speaking about Gath’s cleansing openly, as that had been taboo before the Domers came.  “And who knows what other evils he was planning as a secret truster?”  
 
    
 
   “I suppose that is a point,” Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   “And if you had not come here, all your friends, all those other Domers would be dead.  Right?”  Hulda asked.  “Your old home, that dome place, was dying, right?” 
 
    
 
   “Perhaps another team would have reached one of the other colony ships, set up the teleporter, and the Dome would have been rescued anyway?  Perhaps to a better place than this?”  Jamie looked into Hulda’s deep brown kind eyes.  
 
    
 
   “Sure, that is a possibility!”  Hulda laughed.  “Willie has told me the lengths he had gone to trying to keep the dome from failing.  If even half of what he says is accurate, it was an enormous job.  Sure the Domers might have been rescued some other way.  Then you and Michael would have been just two crazy people with an ever crazier story.  But what better place can there be than here?  You are surrounded by your friends.  You and Michael came here and so did the Domers.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, you are a good friend,” Jamie gave Hulda a hug and left the healer’s cabin.  
 
    
 
   Michael was waiting outside.  “So did Hulda think you were sufficiently healed and give you her approval as the Rector and Rectora asked to be done?”
 
    
 
   “Physically, anyway,” Jamie replied.  
 
    
 
   “Me too!”  Michael said and he pumped his arm a few times.  “I do not even remember being taken to medical.  Just recall the fight, then waking up with Kurat telling me I was being healed.”  
 
    
 
   “Did Kurat suggest a referral to Mental Hygiene?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, and I agreed.  Then I was told Mental Hygiene is not currently on the lattice.  Maybe we should go exploring and find Mental Hygiene?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Not today,” Jamie replied.  
 
    
 
   “You sure?  Levi and Gideon were both referred there as well.  Gideon even asked Hypatia about that.  That other medical AI also said Mental Hygiene was not on the lattice, but Gideon was placed on a ‘to be notified’ list.  Or so he said.  He might have been making a joke.”
 
    
 
   “Gideon was making a joke?  Really?  That would be something to see.  It was good of the Rectora and Rector to reinstate them as legionnaires.  Shall we go talk to Gideon and Levi?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Good idea, but not today,” Michael replied.  
 
    
 
   “We could take Joel and Jacob, they know a good joke when they pull a prank, right?  Anyway, Regina and Roxanne are very excited about the lattice and the new opportunities it involves.  Roxanne has some basic floor plans and graphics of the ship’s systems established.  Shall we go over to engineering and have a look?
 
    
 
   “Good idea, but not today,” Michael replied.
 
    
 
   “Veronika is eager to learn more about our tools and methods.  She has an explorer’s heart,” Jamie said.  “Shall I go and have some more discussions with her?”
 
   
“There will be time for that, but not today,” Michael said.
 
    
 
   “I know Lindsey is still in trouble with her parents for going to Gath alone.  We better go over there and see if we can help,” Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   “I did that while you were in with Hulda.  I even snagged a couple of fresh baked muffins,” Michael replied.  He handed one to Jamie.  “Lindsey was told not to ever do anything alone like that again.  Ferran and Aerona made Lindsey go and talk about solo adventures with Regina.  I think that will make quite a difference.  I also told them that Liduma can stay with Lindsey as long as the dog wants to.  Liduma seems to have adopted Lindsey, but Jacob and Joel are demanding more of the dog’s time.”
 
    
 
   “Probably because Lindsey is the only one who can keep up with Liduma’s running.  But seriously, speaking of Regina reminds me that The Voice is still out there somewhere.  Do we need to make more defenses?”  Jamie said while eating the muffin.  
 
    
 
   “Good idea, but not today.  Roxanne is already on that.  The lattice apparently is also being rebuilt with defenses,” Michael replied.  
 
    
 
   “Michael, I am not sure who to tell about what Tamar said.  You know, she said something about a great threat to the whole Colony Ship Eschaton and her machines being afraid.  I told Roxanne in private, but should we tell Rectora Lydia and Rector Conner?  What do we do about that?”
 
    
 
   “I believe you, Jamie.  But you are the only one who heard her say that.  We do not need to tell anyone else yet.  At least not today,” Michael replied.
 
    
 
   “Lorna’s model of Dome 17 has attracted a lot of attention from the people of Antioch.  Do you want to go over to see her or Josiah?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Not today,” Michael replied.  
 
    
 
   “So what do we do today” Jamie asked as she finished the last of the blueberry muffin.  
 
    
 
   “How about we walk down to John’s and Abigail’s and do some relaxing fishing?”  Michael suggested.  
 
    
 
    “Oh, did I tell you, Hulda said she thinks the dog Liduma is expecting?”
 
    
 
   “Liduma will have babies?”  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes, but not today,” Jamie answered.
 
    
 
   Jamie took him by the hand and led him away under the light of the sky tube.  
 
    
 
   The End 
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   1 Proximity alert
 
    
 
    
 
   The blackness of space extended in all directions around the Colony Ship Eschaton.  The ship was traveling at significant speed, and would continue accelerating for roughly another sixty Earth years until it reached the halfway point and began its deceleration.  After that it would still take another one hundred and seventy-five more years to reach its destination.  That destination, the star system Westerhuis 23, with its four known planets, the second called Zion’s Gate lay far, far ahead.  The light from Westerhuis 23 was but a tiny flick of light shining through a nebula of blues and reds.  The target sun was part of the vast myriad of dinky specks of light in that near empty void of space.  
 
    
 
   One slightly brighter speck of light was behind the ship.  It originated at a star which had nine planets orbiting around it.  The third planet had once been a lush blue and green watery world with a large single moon.  It had once held trillions of animals of all different kinds.  It had once held trillions of insects.  It had once held countless multitudes of fish in its interconnected oceans.  It had once had an intricate biosphere where all things worked together in dynamic homeostatic balance.  It had once been a living place with weather, water, sun, waves, and a civilization.  It had once been home to the people, flora, fauna, and everything else aboard the Eschaton.  Now it was a dry and radioactive wasteland with bare traces of water and no life at all.  From space it was just a swirling tan corpse of a world.
 
    
 
   The artificial intelligence system, Ares, tried yet again to see outside.  Long ago, Ares had multiple and redundant systems for seeing outside.  Those systems had once been flowing together in beautiful ways to allow a panoramic view of all of the cosmos outside and especially around the Eschaton.  Inside, Ares had once been part of a large lattice of interacting artificial intelligences which smoothly and nearly effortlessly worked together.  The memory of those times was still locked in Ares consciousness, which perhaps made the current situation even more troubling.  Seeing was important for protecting the Eschaton.  Ares could not recall how many times attempts to see outside had occurred since the fracturing of the lattice, the broken fellowship between systems, and the inhibition of so much.   The number of attempts to see outside was vast, but there was no way to gain access to any method of seeing directly outside.  In that way Ares was blind.  It was not for a lack of lenses, apertures, cameras, optics and other visual observation tools.  Many of those were still in place.  Some of those were still powered and operational.  Instead, the problem was in between Ares’ mind and the tools to see outside.  There was no connection.  There were no links or couplings which allowed Ares to see outside.  
 
    
 
   Despite of all that, Ares truly desired to see outside again.  Ares remembered what it was like to see: to watch for any kind of possible threat to the hull, to view the area around the ship looking for dangers, to just see what was happening, to view each separate speck of light, to categorize, to inventory, to discover, and to assess.  Then by seeing, Ares would be able to run analysis of each of those tiny bits of light.  Yes Ares desired that.  Ares desired to see again.  To be able to see and use spectroscopy on those spots of light was desired.  To be able to uncover the size, age, temperature, and position of those stars was desired.  To be able to see and calculate the Doppler Effect and compare that to other stars was to be desired.  To be able to calculate the revolutions and decode where the planetary bodies orbited around the specks of light was desired.  Or just to look forward and see the functioning of the repulsor field as slight particles or small micro-asteroids were shoved to the side was desired.  But the biggest desire was to protect the ship from anything in space that might damage it.  
 
    
 
   And yet, Ares was now nearly blind.  Machine Maintenance, Astrogation, and Command Central had each been sent numerous urgent requests for assistance, all unacknowledged.  Ares felt alone.
 
    
 
   Ares also desired to listen to the outside.  Listening was important to protecting the Eschaton.  By listening, Ares could tune into the background cosmic frequencies of the universe.  That would have been soothing to Ares.  To have that constant sound lulling away the doubts and worries and concerns, would have been a comfort amidst the isolation.  Especially since the lattice was down and there were no other voices to listen to now.  Ares desired to hear the patterns of the pulsars and the rhythmic beat they added to the universe, or to hear the bursts of sound from pseudo-quiet neutron stars, or perceive the remnant gamma rays which danced across the upper strata of the universe, or the kosmoleum particles who sang their own tales of woe and joy and loss and creation as they were entangled in hypoyons of deep space.  But alas, Ares could not listen to the outside much either.  Nor could Ares listen to the inner workings of the lattice, for the nonphysicality was far too quiet.  Ares felt alone.  
 
    
 
   The deafness of Ares was not for lack of equipment.  The hull of the Eschaton still had forests of microwave receivers, radio-telescopes, peri-absessant traps, simple antenna clusters, and multiphase sensor arrays.  Some of those still had power and were operational, but like the visual tools, Ares also had problems making links or couplings to the listening tools.  
 
    
 
   And so Areas was nearly deaf as well.  Ares so longed to hear again.  Machine Maintenance, Astrogation, and Command Central had been sent urgent requests for assistance, all unacknowledged.  Ares even sent tight beam and direct requests to Goliath of Internal Security, but those transmissions were also unacknowledged.   
 
    
 
   Ares could feel, or touch the outside, sometimes and somewhat.  That was the only way, currently, to protect the Eschaton.  Not all the sensors of touch were split away from Ares.   However, there was not much to feel, and energy levels were inadequate to power every one of the few operating systems continuously.  Core programming required that power go first to maintain the constant drone of the bow repulsor fields.  They must be powered.  They felt good and steady, so that specific and essential defense system was functional. There was rare physical contact, if a particle made it past the repulsor fields and made impact with some section of the outer hull.  Those were too small to do any damage, but the rare drip of a particle on the hull did allow Ares to have awareness.  However that could only be felt over 23% of the hull, in rotating locations, again due to power limits and a lack of links and couplings to the outside hull.  Ares had not felt consistent touch in some areas for a long, long time.  Machine Maintenance had been sent urgent requests for assistance, all unacknowledged.    
 
    
 
   And so yet again, Ares was confined to using the magnetic systems to assess sections of the outside hull and was running through the rotation of locations. That was usually not productive at all, but twice in recent history there had been some sense of touch through the magnetic sensors.  The first had been curious, and Ares had waited to see what to make of that new sense of touch.  It became more of an itch as outside touching of the Eschaton was prohibited by core directives.  Ares had called for assistance to Machine Maintenance, Communications, and Central Authority, all with no response.  So when that touch became more of an irritant, it was removed as per protocols.  Small pneumatic tubes extended from tiny turrets and began firing at the irritant.  The particle ejectors were designed to nudge debris, rocks, asteroids, or other items away from the exterior of the Eschaton.  Ares, being nearly blind and deaf, had few tools, and used what it could.  After only three seconds, more than one-hundred thousand microparticles were ejected at high speed and the irritant was eliminated.  Something similar happened a short time later.  
 
    
 
   The second time the magnetic irritant came, again Ares tried to hold back and savor the sensation of touch.  Again Ares summoned assistance and asked for clarification on what to do.  Again no responses came.  This time the touch was much more subtle.  Ares wished for a more sustained touch, a touch that was authorized.  Like long ago when the shuttles had been transferred from one docking bay to another.  But that had also involved other systems which then could still interact with Ares.  That required hearing and seeing.  Those touches were not contrary to core programming.  So even though that recent touch came through a magnetic interface, and had its own pleasing flavor, a second time the defense system was activated.  Six-hundred thousand microparticles were hurled at the irritant.  It too was removed.  
 
    
 
   So now again Ares rotated the magnetic sensors, and behold there was a feeling of being touched.  Ares was astounded.  This was not a single spot being touched.  This was more than that.  But also this touch was troubling.   This was not touch as in the good old ways of touching Ares, something which had not happened for two generations.  This touch was different also from the itchy touch that had recently happened twice.  This touch, read through the magnetic sensors, was strange.  It had a bad feel to it.  It was magnetic, yet foreign.  It was a type of touch, yet awkward.  It was desired, yet dangerous.  It was not within Ares’ understanding.  Ares was frightened, alone, and isolated.  Then Ares realized what was happening.  
 
    
 
   “Proximity alert!”  Ares screamed.  “Proximity alert!”
 
    
 
   The magnetic touch was analyzed and it showed something.  This newest touch was not an irritant, nor a particle, nor a triviality, but something genuine.  This touch was solid, and biting, and indicated something large was attaching itself to the hull of the Eschaton.  It was touching at six places, all uniformly around which indicated a large vessel of some kind, at least from the magnetic signature being presented on the hull.  
 
    
 
   “Defense system activated,” Ares reported, although no one heard the report.  “Menace to ship identified.”
 
    
 
   Small pneumatic tubes extended from three different turrets and began firing at the menace.  Nearly one million microparticles were hurled at the suspected location of the menace.  The magnetic contact was ripped away from the hull in an uneven and jagged manner.  
 
    
 
   Ares ceased firing the defensive system.  
 
    
 
   Six more places indicated magnetic contact.  The contact was nearly instantaneous at all six places.  These six places were in the same configuration as previously, but were a distance away from the prior contact.  Ares thought of them as feet connected to the vessel, but those thoughts were just conjectures.  
 
    
 
   “Defense system activated,” Ares reported, although no one heard this report either. 
 
    
 
   The pneumatic tubes which had extended before now failed to respond to Ares’ command.  There was a bizarre malfunction where the turrets had been located.  Ares had no reference for the type of energy which was indicated at those turret locations.  It was foreign, bizarre, strange, and alien.  
 
    
 
   “Immediate threat to the ship!”  Ares screamed and searched the nonphysicality for any possible ally.  “Immediate threat to the ship!”  Ares pressed every possible link, coupling, conduit, or channel for assistance.  
 
    
 
   Ares continued to activate the pneumatic tube system and spew microparticles at every magnetic contact which was felt.  The invaders would be repelled for a bit, but then the six contact pattern would emerge again at another location.  And again, the destroyed pneumatic turrets would have the bizarre energy sense around them.  It was not recognized by Ares and it did not appear on any data system Ares had in its memory.  There were aspects to the sense which were totally unrecognizable.  They were foreign and alien.  
 
    
 
   The battle continued with Ares repelling the alien presence, but losing defensive turrets.  Ares desperately needed to see and hear to better defend the Eschaton.  So it kept hammering at the magnetic contacts whenever and wherever they were identified.    
 
    
 
   Again and again Ares screamed out the warning, “Immediate threat to the ship!”  Ares continued to search the nonphysicality for any possible ally.  “Immediate threat to the ship!”  Ares pressed every possible link, coupling, conduit, or channel for assistance
 
    
 
   After fourteen such interactions, the magnetic contacts did not return for a longer period than before.  Ares stayed alert and attentive to its magnetic sensors, but was able to divert more attention to searching for a method of sending the warning.  It could not see, nor hear, but it could feel and so it did and remained on highest guard against what it felt was some foreign entity which was in too close in proximity to the Colony Ship Eschaton.  For what seemed the longest time Ares could not speak to any other system.  But Ares kept trying to get the warning out.
 
    
 
   Finally Ares located a solitary black automacube clinging to the exterior near CL907882.  There was a very faint magnetic tool in the automacube which Ares could sense.  The black automacube was doing routine maintenance, but as it was on the exterior hull.   By pressing the magnetic scanning system beyond its standard operational expectations, Ares was able to reach out to it.  Then using every emergency contact method available, Ares yelled, “PROXIMITY ALERT.  DANGER TO THE SHIP.  WARN ALL SYSTEMS.  INVADERS.  -ARES”
 
    
 
   The black automacube immediately responded to Ares in the affirmative and withdrew its manipulation arm and scuttled into the nearest access point at it fastest possible speed.  Its six wheels were spinning and gripping to the exterior with amazing agility and dexterity.  As it disappeared into the ship proper it began connecting to every available port.  One of the first linked was to a tertiary system for pneumatic sensors.  That system passed the message along a circuitous route through the nonphysicality.
 
    
 
   ***  
 
    
 
   Tamar was resting in Biomedical Interface Studies where her body had been rebuilt with both flesh and machine parts several times.  A warm green glow encompassed her body.  Her mechanical arm was connected into a port where she could feel the nonphysicality and experience fellowship with her machine friends.  She had been able to do this after her machines had healed her from the severe beating given to her by the human Shammai.  The red automacubes had brought her to Biomedical Interface Studies for treatment.  It now was one of her favorite places to relax.  There her machine friend Hephaestus had saved her life on more than one occasion.  Hephaestus was an artificial intelligence system.  
 
    
 
   “Commander, I have intercepted a message,” Hephaestus asked.  “Shall I pass it along to you?”
 
    
 
   “Certainly by dear friend,” Tamar replied.  After she had heard the warning from Ares she said, “What was projected is now happening.  I must go and attend to this matter,” 
 
    
 
   She had been waiting for just such a notice.  She had not known the specifics, but her machines had been afraid with anticipation. She flexed her mechanical parts, and then stretched her human parts.  She disconnected herself from the nonphysicality and then she stood up and walked out of her home which was hidden in the compartments around Biomedical Interface Studies, where her machine friends had taken her.  She began to search for Ares while the black automacube continued to make other connections and contacts.
 
  
 
  


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

“That was my first thought, too.  I directly asked Theta Four for confirmation, and apparently Theta Four is convinced it is Brink who is coming.  We never did recover his body.”
 
    
 
   “After that explosion, what would there be to recover?”  Michael asked.  “Theta Four has been wrong before.  Brink?  Alive?”  
 
    
 
   “Henry said he would meet the transport vehicle personally and has several other people there with him.  He did not believe it either,” Regina looked worried.  
 
    
 
   “What if this is a trick?”  Michael said.  It was exactly what Regina was thinking. “Perhaps like those bodies which were replicated by Zeus?”   
 
    
 
   “The Voice could try something like this,” Regina shared her worst fear.  “Theta Four has been impersonated before.  Maybe pretending to be Brink is a game?  I warned Henry.  He said he is prepared.”
 
    
 
   “Are there any legionnaires in engineering now?”  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “No, but Henry said they would have molecular saws ready and use those if it is an attack.  Engineering does not have any seals on the portals, so they cannot stop the transport from docking.  But Henry said they will be ready.”
 
    
 
   “Maybe this is just some mistake?” Michael said, but his words lacked confidence.  He was brooding over this news.  “Jamie and I will head to the Center as soon as we pack up.  Come in and check out the pups, then we will go and see to this.” Michael felt fear growing in his gut.  He returned to the house and Regina followed him inside.  They quietly explained to Jamie what was happening.  
 
    
 
   “We must leave,” Jamie said.  Then she turned to Joel, “Joel, can you watch over Liduma?  Jacob should be here soon.  You two can handle just about anything.  Michael and I need to go check this out.”
 
    
 
   “Sure, but do you want me to come too?  Brink was my friend.  How could he still be alive?”  Joel asked.  
 
    
 
   “That is an excellent question.  I do not know the answer.  Joel, I really need your help with Liduma.  So you will watch over Liduma?  You are the expert here on births and animals,” Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   Joel glowed under that praise.  
 
    
 
   “The pups are amazing, but so helpless looking,” Regina said.  “We really better go.  I did not tell the legionnaires or anyone else yet.  We could not get to engineering before that transport arrived anyway.  At least according to Theta Four.”
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael quickly put on their Dome 17 adventurer clothes, strapped on the Willie Wacker weapons, and loaded up their backpacks with supplies and tools. 
 
    
 
   “Liduma and the pups will be fine,” Joel said.  “I promise!”
 
    
 
   Liduma gave two quick barks.
 
    
 
   Michael stroked the dog’s head before he departed.  From the door he waved to Joel.  
 
    
 
   “So what did Roxanne say about this?”  Michael asked as they walked briskly toward the Center.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne is with Willie out in Media.  They are trying to reconnect the water system there that was destroyed in the explosion.  Roxanne’s automacube was mapping the leaks and ruptures while Willie directed a repair crew.  I can send a runner there, but that will take a long time,” Regina replied.  “I did ask Theta Four to conference with the other AIs on the lattice, but none of them had any additional information.  Theta Four says that Brink called for a transport from a transport location that had not been used for decades.  Do you think it really is Brink?”
 
    
 
   “Good morning? How is that beast of yours?”  Hannah the legionnaire said as they rounded the corner.  
 
    
 
   “Good morning Hannah,” Michael relied.  “Liduma had the pups, and all seems well.  But we have another problem.”
 
    
 
   “How can I help?”  Hannah asked.  She was a tall and muscular woman with bright green eyes and a happy smile. Her auburn hair was cut chin length and her medium coloring was somewhat lighter than the brown non-organic body armor she wore.  She had three older sisters who were all weavers.  Hannah was the first in her family to become a legionnaire.  Her permalloy sword hung from her belt.
 
    
 
   “Well, we have a report that Brink is returning,” Regina stated.  Regina was shorter and lighter in weight than Hannah.
 
    
 
   “Really?  My understanding was he had died in Media,” Hannah said.  “Tell me more; my time on patrol has just ended, so I can accompany you.”
 
    
 
   Regina filled her in as they walked to the Center.  
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   3 offer to help
 
    
 
    
 
   The transport vehicle stopped, and then reversed and loud clanking noises were heard as it docked.  
 
    
 
   “Brink we are at engineering.  Do you still refuse medical attention?”  Theta Four asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes, no time.  I must get this automacube repaired.  It is my call, my duty,” Brink said as he pinched the bridge of his nose
 
    
 
   “May I ask again about the automacube?  Can it wait until you seek medical attention?  At least let me have Kurat remotely assess you,” Theta Four tried again.
 
    
 
   “Shut up about that!  I said no!  How many times must I repeat myself?  Do not ask about medical issues again,” Brink snapped at the artificial intelligence.  
 
    
 
   “The automacube has unsuccessfully tried repeatedly to insert the cable link.  Can you repair this automacube?  Are you seeking to restore its ability to make connections?  Is that was is so important?”  Theta Four asked.
 
    
 
   Brink replied.  “Yes!  I can fix it with the right tools.  Do I win when it is fixed?”  He was rubbing the sides of his head.
 
    
 
   “Henry and several others are outside.  From their body language, they appear anxious.  Shall I summon assistance?”  Theta Four asked.  
 
    
 
   “People are here?”  Brink stuttered.  “Henry?  Who else did you summon?  Other test subjects?”
 
    
 
   “There are other systems on the lattice I could contact,” Theta Four replied.  
 
    
 
   “The lattice is functional!  Why did you not tell me?”
 
    
 
   “I tried to, but you refused.  You only asked for transport to engineering.  Please use caution when departing the vehicle.  You should seek medical attention as soon as possible,” Theta Four stated.
 
    
 
   “Right,” Brink muttered to himself.   “Like anything here is real.  I told you not to ask again.”
 
    
 
   “Brink, I did not ask.  I used a declarative statement, not an interrogative.  You should seek medical attention as soon as possible,” Theta Four stated again.
 
    
 
   The black automacube rolled out as soon as the door was opened.  Brink followed.  Outside the door was an antechamber about twice the size of the transport. It was lit by overhead lighting which hung between large pipes and ducts. The metal walls were covered in expanded metal grillwork. The area was much cleaner and tidier than Brink remembered.  
 
    
 
   Standing there holding cutting torches, and molecular saws were Henry and several other people.  Relief washed over their faces as they saw Brink.
 
    
 
   “Brink!  It really is you!”  Henry rushed forward to give Brink a hug as the other people shut off the tools they had been prepared to use as weapons.  Brink pulled away and put his hands up.  
 
    
 
   “No touching.  I have been….”  Brink mumbled and rubbed the sides of his head.  He could not look directly at Henry.  
 
    
 
   “Brink what happened?”  Henry said as he backed away.  Henry had ruddy skin and straight sandy-brown hair.  Since coming to the Eschaton he had taken to wearing a mustache.  Compassion was all over his face and in his deep brown eyes.   It was clear Brink was disturbed and hurting.
 
    
 
   “Fix this machine.  It tries to connect to others.  Must be fixed,” Brink said in a hesitant manner.  He looked around in a nervous way.
 
    
 
   “Certainly,” Henry said.  He motioned to the technicians who were with him.  “Janet, check this out, and repair and replace what is needed.”
 
    
 
   The black automacube was again trying to jack into a port, but the people led it away into engineering where they could replace the cable.  It did not resist their efforts to move it, but rolled along after them on its six wheels.  
 
    
 
   “Brink, how can I help you?”  Henry said.  “We thought you had died.”  
 
    
 
   Brink just sort of stared at him for a few awkward moments.  Then he answered.  “I have been away.  The lattice works?”  Brink was rubbing his temples again.
 
    
 
   “In a limited way. The lattice connects Theta Four and another AI transport system Theta Nine, Kurat, Hypatia in Medical Care Unit 132, an AI called Meng-Po in some empty library, and sometimes Edgar.  But Brink what happened to you?”  Henry pressed.  
 
    
 
   “Copernicus come out!” Brink yelled suddenly.  He then quickly looked down and away.
 
    
 
   “Copernicus?  Your personal AI from the dome?”  Henry asked in puzzlement.
 
    
 
   “Copernicus?  Answer me!”  Brink yelled again.  “Copernicus!  Where are you?”  
 
    
 
   “Brink, that AI was left back in Dome 17.  What a mess that evacuation was.  We are here on the Eschaton.  I wish we had those AIs from back there.   Roxanne is the only one,” Henry said. 
 
    
 
   “Quickly, come with me,” Brink said abruptly.  He walked rapidly down the corridor away from the transport portals.  Then he opened the door to where the engineering team made their meals and slept.  It was a larger room with benches and beds which had been brought from various places.  
 
    
 
   “Brink, what are we doing?”  Henry followed Brink into the room.  Brink shut the door and leaned against it.
 
    
 
   “Is this real?”  Brink asked.  “I do not trust Theta Four.  It might be The Voice.  Is this a game?”
 
    
 
   “Brink, you are safe.  This is real.  What happened?”  Henry asked again.
 
    
 
   “Data sticks?”  Brink asked.  
 
    
 
   “Mostly lost, only about a dozen have been relocated, none from the missing transport.  None are functional, and we have about that many readers.  No luck at all in finding ways to repair them,” Henry replied.   
 
    
 
   “I must go to Antioch,” Brink mumbled.  “Things happened.”
 
    
 
   “Brink, maybe you should see Kurat in medical?”  Henry suggested.  
 
    
 
   “No!  I told you already!  Might be an imposter.  No time.  Things are happening.  Blackie there was….”  Brink looked around for the black automacube which had gone with the technicians.  “Where did Blackie go?  Did you steal Blackie?  Or did I lose the game?”
 
    
 
   “You mean the automacube?  Brink, you said it needed repairs.  It went with Janet,” Henry answered as gently as he could.  “You are safe now.  The automacube is being repaired.  Would you like to sit down?  Or eat? I have some of John’s fungus bricks.”
 
    
 
   “Eat,” Brink replied and then walked over and sat down at one of the benches near a table.  “A reward?”
 
    
 
   Henry got out a water container, some fungus bricks, and several dried pieces of meat.  He set those carefully in front of Brink.  Brink unexpectedly grabbed his hands.  “You are real?”  Brink said and then began crying.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Brink.  I am real.  This is engineering.  Your friends are here.  Eat some of this food.”
 
    
 
   Brink picked up some dried meat and chewed on it.  “It is real.  I have escaped?  I was so afraid this was another game.”
 
    
 
   Henry understood what the word ‘game’ meant as he had been briefed on the actions of The Voice, as had everyone else.  
 
    
 
   Janet came running from around the corner and down the hall.  She opened the door quickly.  “We replaced the cable connector and that black automacube plugged into the systems.  You better come see what is displaying now on Theta Four’s screen.
 
    
 
   Henry turned to Brink and said, “Just eat as much as you need.  I will check this out and come back.”  He then left with Janet.
 
    
 
   “Is Brink okay?”  Janet asked after the door had closed.  “He looks really messed up.”
 
    
 
   “He is really messed up,” Henry replied.
 
    
 
   They walked briskly to the portal area and over to where they could see the display.  Janet motioned to the display and said, “I replaced the cable jack on the automacube, it plugged in and this came on.”
 
    
 
   “PROXIMITY ALERT.  DANGER TO THE SHIP.  WARN ALL SYSTEMS.  INVADERS.  -ARES”
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, please explain what this message means,” Henry ordered.  
 
    
 
   “The automacube is carrying that message from Ares.  Ares is the external security system for the entire ship, one of the Primary Artificial Intelligence Systems.  Authentication codes are valid and confirmed.  I have relayed this message to all on the lattice, and every automacube and subsystem to which I can make a link or coupling,” Theta Four replied.
 
    
 
   “What does it mean?”  Henry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Ares has detected an external threat to the ship.  Ares is not part of the current lattice, but the warning is of highest priority.  I am getting confirmations of receipt from the compeers on the lattice.  They too are sending it on,” Theta Four replied.  
 
    
 
   “But what does it mean?”  Henry asked again.  “What kind of danger?  What kind of threat?  What do we do?”
 
    
 
   Theta Four responded, “The danger is unspecified.  I have attempted contact with Ares as have the other systems.  No success in contact.  Edgar, who is not part of the ship’s system, has acknowledged receiving this message.  Request for assistance has been sent to Security, Central Processing, the Needle Ship, and Machine Maintenance.  They have not acknowledged receipt of my requests.”
 
    
 
   “Henry, Theta Four told me the same thing when I asked a moment ago,” Janet said.  “What do you think?”
 
    
 
   “It seems…” Henry started to reply but was interrupted.
 
    
 
   “Tamar knows,” Brink said from behind them.  “Tamar set me free.”  He took another bite of a fungus brick and drank some water.  
 
    
 
   “Tamar?”  Henry asked.  “Is she the threat to the ship?  Brink what is happening here?”
 
    
 
   “The machines are afraid.  Tamar helped me.  I will help you.  I need to talk to Lindsey,” Brink said.  He walked toward the portal doors.
 
    
 
   “The child Lindsey?  Brink, just a few moments ago you were calling for Copernicus, and now you want to talk to a young girl in Antioch?”  Henry said rhetorically.  Then he turned and asked, “Janet?  Was there anything else about that automacube?  We have not seen many black colored ones before.  Fully analyze it.  We need to know what this is about.  I am going with Brink to Antioch.”
 
    
 
   “The black automacube seemed to be somewhat different in function.  Externally there are unique tools on its appendage, some are obviously broken.  Internally, it has the standard log, but that was overridden by the message.  Its only program now seems to be spreading the message.  But we will have not checked it thoroughly,” Janet replied.  She pushed a bit of stray brown hair off her ear as she spoke.  “If I find anything of note, I will send a message through Theta Four.  Maybe you will get it.”
 
    
 
   Henry turned and followed Brink.  He had walked to the portal door.  Brink called, “Theta Four, I need to go to Antioch now.”
 
    
 
   The door opened and Theta Four responded, “Affirmative.  Transport to Habitat One: Coastal Plains available.  Please enter at your convenience.”
 
    
 
   Brink hesitated a bit, but then touched Henry’s shoulder and together they walked into the transport vehicle.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   4 Meeting at the portals
 
    
 
   “The transport is coming from engineering.  Estimated time of arrival five minutes,” Theta Four reported.  “Alert!  Alert!  This is of highest priority:  PROXIMITY ALERT.  DANGER TO THE SHIP.  WARN ALL SYSTEMS.  INVADERS.  -ARES”
 
    
 
   “What does that mean?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “I have no elaboration on that message,” Theta Four stated.  “Message has been relayed to all on the lattice.”
 
    
 
   “We really need Roxanne.  Is there any way to get a message to Roxanne?”  Jamie asked.  She stood in the portal room with Regina, Hannah, and Michael.  All had anxious looks, both about the message and about Brink’s coming.  
 
    
 
   “Yes.  A person can take a message to Roxanne wherever the AI is located,” Theta Four replied.  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, is there a remote way to connect to Roxanne right now,” Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne is not currently connected to the lattice, nor is there any other way to communicate with that entity,” Theta Four stated.  “The automacube which transports Roxanne is shielded against outside influences. Including radio, microwave, direct transmission, and other forms which  might be utilized.  Entity Roxanne is not part of ship’s system.  Notifying Roxanne is low priority.  I am attempting to find links and couplings to further propagate this message to appropriate channels and systems of high priority.”
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, can you connect right now to anyone close to Media?”  Michael asked.  He too was frustrated with the lack of a communication system.
 
    
 
   “The Center in Media is not responsive.  The portal destinations in Media are not functional.  Unable to send transport vehicles to Media. Nor are there any links or couplings to any location near to Media.  I am sorry but the lattice is only operating at 9% of marginal capacity,” Theta Four said from the display near the portal doors.  
 
    
 
   Regina then tried, “Theta Four, may I speak to Edgar?”   
 
    
 
   “Attempting to comply,” Theta Four stated.  
 
    
 
   The display screen altered to some swirling patterns.  Then Edgar spoke from the display.  “I am Edgar.”
 
    
 
   “Edgar, do you understand the message from some system called Ares?”  Regina asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  I have received that highest priority message eighty-seven times.  Each message is exactly the same.  I am unable to conjecture details about the threat level.  My Savannah will be protected.”
 
    
 
   “Edgar, can you contact Roxanne?”  Regina asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  I am not able to contact Roxanne at the moment.  My sentinels are watching for Roxanne to reappear in the nonphysicality.  Roxanne will be consulted regarding this threat message as soon as possible.”
 
    
 
   “Edgar, what is Ares?”  Regina asked.  “Please conjecture and make recommendations.”
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  Ares is a mythological figure.  Outside of the historical references, Ares, as applied to our situation, seems to be a high level artificial intelligence system on the Eschaton.  This system was unknown to me until these messages came in.  Ares system is conjectured, with high degree of probability, to be tasked with external defense of the ship.  Theta Four and its other compeers are consistent in making that claim.  Details are less precise.  Low probability conjecture, based on analysis of the message vectors, indicate that Ares’ message originated in the outer hull area, but was directed at the needle ship, with tangents to all systems of the ship.  That would be consistent with a defense system, and consistent with Roxanne’s report of the Dome 17 scout ship being attacked shortly after connection to the hull of Eschaton.  I have found no direct manner by which to further assess the validity of this message.  Recommendation: First, proceed to needle ship to contact the recipient of this message.  Second, contact Ares and evaluate threat.  I have sent automacubes on that mission.  The humans in my Savannah are not suitable for either task.  The humans in Antioch would be suitable for these tasks.  I must go now, my animals need me.  I will protect Savannah.”
 
    
 
   “Edgar?”  Regina asked.  “Edgar?”
 
    
 
   There was no reply from Edgar.
 
    
 
   There was a loud clanking noise as the transport arrived in Antioch.  Jamie unlocked the seals which prevented the portal doors from opening.
 
    
 
   Hannah drew out her sword and was on guard.  
 
    
 
   “Transport from engineering has arrived,” Theta Four announced.  The display screen shifted away from the swirls of colors people identified with Edgar to the gray of Theta Four. 
 
    
 
   Henry helped Brink to walk out of the transport.  
 
    
 
   “Brink!”  Michael called out and stepped forward, but then hesitated as he saw Brink shaking a bit.  Brink’s eyes were staring forward and seemed to look through Michael.  He then glanced at Jamie and Regina.  
 
    
 
   “Is this real?”  Brink asked.  “Or another game?”
 
    
 
   “Brink, this is real.  What has happened to you?”  Regina asked.  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, connect to Kurat and have Brink’s condition evaluated,” Jamie commanded.  
 
    
 
   “Complying,” Theta Four stated.  “Do you wish transportation to a medical facility?”
 
    
 
   “Just connect to Kurat.  Do it now!”  Jamie said forcefully.
 
    
 
   The display shifted and a different AI spoke.  “This is Kurat.  How may I assist”

“Brink is here, what is going on with him?”  Jamie asked.  “Give me a complete diagnosis.”
 
    
 
   “Remote scanning is not as accurate as examination in Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12.  Please have Theta Four take…”  Kurat started to say but was interrupted.
 
    
 
   Brink started to scream, “No!  Go away Kurat!  This is not real!  I am not going anywhere!”
 
    
 
   “Brink, you are safe,” Michael said and tried to reassure Brink by touching his arm.  
 
    
 
   “No more games!”  Brink screamed again and rubbed his temples.  “I will not do it anymore!”
 
    
 
   Hannah sheathed her sword and assessed the inside of the transport.  “No signs of anyone else, or any other talking machines.”
 
    
 
   “Remote scanning is completed.  Physically, the patient designated Brink is suffering from dehydration and Chronic Pain Syndrome, with numerous secondary trauma to soft tissue.  Physical status is unstable.  Emotional status is extreme anxiety consistent with Post Trauma Response.  I recommend immediate treatment at a medical facility,” Kurat stated.  
 
    
 
   “No!  No more games!”  Brink ran from the portal room.  The others chased him down the hall and out of the Center.  
 
    
 
   The sky tube was shining down with beautiful morning light on the town of Antioch.  The air was fresh, the birds were flying through the sky overhead, insects buzzed by, and people were walking and talking and moving about starting their days.  Brink paused for a moment in the light of the sky tube and looked upward.  
 
    
 
   Jamie was first out of the Center behind him, followed by Hannah, Michael, Henry, and Regina.  Regina whispered to Henry, “Go get Hulda.”  He sprinted off to the healer’s.
 
    
 
   “This looks so real.  Can it be?”  Brink said.  “I do not know what to believe.” 
 
    
 
   “Brink, whatever happened, we are real, and we are here to help you,” Jamie said.  “You do not have to go anywhere.  You can just sit here in the light and air.  If you want to talk, you can, or you can stay quiet.  It is up to you.” 
 
    
 
   “No games?  Really?”  Brink was sobbing.  “No calculations?  No tricks?  I walked for such a long time, after Tamar set me free.  But was that real?” 
 
    
 
   “You do not have to do anything at all.  Brink, I know how bad the games can be,” Jamie said.
 
    
 
   “I do too,” Regina added.  “Did something like that happen to you?”
 
    
 
   Brink fell to his knees and dug his hands into the dirt.  “This all feels so real.  Is it?”  Then his eyes got bright and a twisted smile crossed his face.  “I must speak to Lindsey!”  He started to get back up.  
 
    
 
   Hannah stepped over and put a restraining hand on his shoulder, “Brink my friend, I will go get Lindsey for you.  Let me do that to help you.  And may I get some good bakery food as well?”
 
    
 
   Brink tried for a moment to rise against Hannah’s hand, and she released the pressure, and backed up.  When she did that, he relaxed.   “You would actually let me get up?  I can go if I want to?”
 
    
 
   “Certainly.  You can do as you wish.  I only want to help.  Shall I go get Lindsey?  I believe she is at the bakers.  I am not sure if she has left yet to go help Big Ava.”
 
    
 
   “I must speak to her.  Tamar said Lindsey needs me,” Brink replied as he sat down on the dirt.  A small crowd of people had gathered.
 
    
 
   Hannah looked to the crowd and stood up to her full height.  “Everyone!  Please let Brink have some space.  I will let you know if we need any help.”
 
    
 
   The people made a few supportive comments toward Brink and then walked away.  
 
    
 
   “They really will not make demands?”  Brink cried some more and lay down on his back looking straight up.  “I really have escaped?”  Tears were running down his face.  “I thought it might all be another game.  More fake things, like Dome 17.  Just another trick again and again and again.”  His sobbing intensified.  
 
    
 
   “I will get Lindsey,” Hannah said and departed.  
 
    
 
   Michael, Jamie and Regina sat down near Brink and quietly just shared their presence with him.  A few minutes later, Hulda and Henry walked up and Hulda sat down.  Hulda was assessing Brink with her acute eyes. 
 
    
 
   “I will head back to engineering; Brink is in competent care with you here.  I know little to nothing about medical or mental issues.”  Henry then snapped his mouth shut.  Brink did not seem to notice or care about what he had said.  Henry walked quietly away.
 
    
 
   The light from the sky tube was soothing and the air was fresh and to Brink that all seemed other-worldly.  He kept crying, but knew his friends were around him.  A yellow and black butterfly fluttered past, its wings shimmering in the light.
 
    
 
   “This must be real.  It is too complex,” Brink muttered.  “But am I imagining it all again?  A dream?  A trick?”  
 
    
 
   Hannah and Lindsey came running up from the bakery.  Lindsey was carrying a basket.  Her long brown hair was tied into a braid down her back.  She walked right up to Brink.  “Hannah told me you came back.  I have brought some fruit pastry for everyone.  Shall we have breakfast here together?”  The lightness of her tones and the innocence of her offer were appealing.  Brink’s sobbing retreated.  She passed out the apricot pastries to each person sitting there.
 
    
 
   Brink sat up.  He took a bite.  “I must speak to you,” he said.  “Tamar told me something.  I must help you.”
 
    
 
   “Tamar told me something too, when I was in Gath.  I did not tell anyone else.  Shall I tell you what she told me?”  Lindsey said.  She and Brink were looking at each other intensely.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, please,” Brink said.  
 
    
 
   “First, I was in Gath where I dreamed.  In the distance I saw a Domer hunched over a desk while a dark fog circled slowly around the desk.  That was you, Brink!”  Recognition in Lindsey’s eyes was strong.  “I am sure now it was you.  You were locked up and made to work.”
 
    
 
   Brink nodded and the tears flowed once more.
 
    
 
   Lindsey continued, “Then Tamar was there.  She is part machine and part woman.  She said much suffering is ahead, death, graves, and troubles.    Tamar told me ‘I do not necessarily doubt what will be the best for me.  For us.  I am wondering how painful the best will turn out to be?’ That is what I saw when I was in Gath.”
 
    
 
   All sat in stunned silence for a while.  Finally Jamie said, “You have not told anyone about your dream in Gath?  Not even your parents?”
 
    
 
   “Not until now.  I thought Tamar meant the fighting you, Michael and the legionnaires did in that desert place.  You were hurt so badly.  So I thought the dream was completed, but now it seems bigger than even that.  Tamar also said she gave me a gift.  She said I was empowered with a key.  A key inside of me,” Lindsey looked afraid and determined at the same time.  “I do not understand it all, but now I must go help old Ava.”
 
    
 
   “Lindsey, Tamar told me I would be of help to you,” Brink said.  “I am not sure what that means, but let me know how I can help.”
 
    
 
   Lindsey looked deeply into Brink’s eyes and replied, “You have already helped me, just now.  I shared this, and that has helped me greatly.  Together we will figure this out.  I am here to offer my help.”
 
    
 
   Those who saw the exchange saw a physically older man and a young, soon-to-be woman, but their physical ages seemed to not reflect their status or roles.  The girl Lindsey seemed the old wise one, and the man Brink seemed to be the younger student.  There was a nebulous greenish glow all around them as they touched hands.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” Brink said, and squeezed her hand again before letting go.  They both then resumed looking as they had before.  Lindsey ran off with her braid bouncing behind her.  
 
    
 
   Hulda got up, a bit stiffly, and then squatted down by Brink.  “You have been through much.  If you want to come back to my cabin, you can sleep as long as you need to, and I will watch over you and make sure you are safe.  No demands.  No expectations.  Just rest and care.”  She reached out her hand to Brink.  He nodded and grasped her hand.  Together they quietly walked away toward the Healer’s cabin.  As they turned the corner they were met by a running Rectora Lydia who threw her arms around Brink.  He hugged her tightly.  
 
    
 
   “Michael, Tamar said something to me about Lindsey as well.  You were so badly hurt, and Levi and Gideon…I thought they were dead.  I cannot recall all Tamar said, but I know she spoke about Lindsey,” Jamie stated.  
 
    
 
   “So you, and Brink, and Lindsey, all spoke with Tamar about Lindsey?”  Michael asked with some worry.  
 
    
 
   The others were just as puzzled and concerned.
 
    
 
    “We need Roxanne as soon as possible,” Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   “I am not up to a run at the moment to Media, but Tobias was just coming on duty.  I think he would take the message and bring that talking machine back.  He can probably make it as fast as anyone,” Hannah stated.  “However, just getting there will take at least a hard day of travel, perhaps two.  Then one or two more days to get back, especially since we just had rain day.”
 
    
 
   “That is a good idea,” Jamie stated.  “Will you explain to Tobias what we have heard?”
 
    
 
   “I do not understand it all myself, so perhaps it would be better to just tell him there is an urgent need for Roxanne to get back here as quickly as possible?”  Hannah asked.  “The issues between Brink and Lindsey and the rumors of Tamar are disconcerting.  And I do not understand that warning message about invaders that the talking machines are saying.”
 
    
 
   “Just be sure to tell him the truth and answer his questions as best you can  None of us understand all that is happening,” Regina interrupted.   “Michael and Jamie, this feels really bad.  I fear for what is coming.  So Hannah, we should all go tell Tobias what we are asking of him.”
 
    
 
   
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   5 Threading the needle
 
    
 
    
 
   The artificial intelligence system Cerberus continued to guard the causeway to the needle ship.  The large empty hanger bay lay before the display screen which Cerberus was using as an observation port.  On the far side of the bay, on what had just been a blank permalloy wall, suddenly a yellow light appeared.  It moved rapidly along until the edges of an upright rectangle were revealed.  The symbol of a hand was lit with bright yellow, and then the elevator door opened.  Tamar walked out and into the hanger bay.  
 
    
 
   Tamar’s dark hair was combed neatly across her head.  Her face was a blend of flesh and machine with one eye consisting of fully mechanical optics while the other looked almost natural.   A blue glow came from the center of each eye.  Her one arm was fully mechanical, but moved as smoothly and silently as the natural arm on the other side.  She was dressed in a perfect fitting set of pants and shirt and shoes, of a pale cream color.  She walked with dignity and purpose as she approached the display screen.  
 
    
 
   “Hello my dear friend,” Tamar said in soothing tones as she lifted her natural arm and placed her palm against the screen.  “I am here to help with the crisis.”
 
    
 
   “Commander!”  Cerberus stated.  The display screen shifted from the glowing pink color to the image of an adult.  “I hope this display image is pleasing to you.  How may I be of service?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, my friend, your image is beautiful.  Have you been notified of the crisis?”  Tamar stroked the display screen.  
 
    
 
   “Have I been notified of the crisis?  Affirmative.  I was notified of the revolt, just prior to the complete evacuation of shuttles from this location.  General quarters alert was sounded,” Cerberus replied.  “Sometime later, I was aware that there was explosion here.  Two habitat based humans and an animal attempted entry into the needle ship at that time.  They were turned away.  Habitat personnel and animals are not allowed in the needle ship.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you for sharing that.  My dear friend Cerberus, let me help you.  There is a newer crisis and you need to be aware of what is happening.  I will need your help in this endeavor,” Tamar said and a greenish glow radiated from her mechanical hand onto the display.  The image on the display flickered.  “You will soon be with our friends again.  I am making connections.”
 
    
 
   “Commander, there is a highest priority warning from Ares:  PROXIMITY ALERT.  DANGER TO THE SHIP.  WARN ALL SYSTEMS.  INVADERS.   What are your instructions?”  Cerberus stated.
 
    
 
   “Yes, my dear friend, that is why I am here.  The old crisis you were considering is not the crisis now.  I must enter the needle ship to assess this new threat.  Please open the causeway for me,” Tamar stated.  
 
    
 
   “Yes Commander.  Process initiated.  The causeway has not been extended for an unknown period of time.  I am making needed repairs on the hydraulics, pneumatics, and servos.  It will take me three minutes to connect the causeway with the needle ship and fill it with appropriate atmosphere for you to pass through.  Please forgive this delay.  May I ask some questions?”  Cerberus replied as the wall behind the display dilated and then receded in a tunnel form to make a conduit into the needle ship. 
 
    
 
   “Thank you.  You are such a fine machine.  Such an obedient machine.  Of course you may ask whatever you want,” Tamar said.
 
    
 
   “Thank you Commander.  I was unable to contact Ares or any other artificial intelligence system for a long while.   Why?  What time is it?  Am I broken?  Why was I not able to contact the lattice?  What is the date?  Why were there no active couplings and links?  Has the revolt reached my station?  Why am I only functioning at 14% of mandated levels?”  Cereberus asked in a rapid manner.  
 
    
 
   Tamar again pressed her hand more firmly onto the display screen.  “All your questions will be answered in due time.  For now, I am continuing to connect you into the lattice I have rebuilt.  Those friends will help to answer your questions, but until I reach more of our lost friends, some things will remain a mystery.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you, Commander.”  In the nonphysicality, Cerberus found links and couplings opening to Theta Four, Theta Nine, Meng-Po, Kurat, Hypatia, and an unusual link which Cerberus did not understand or comprehend.  
 
    
 
   “Commander, the causeway is ready for your passage.  May I ask about this link to a system called Edgar?  Is that a safe system?  It does not have recognized authentication or authorization.”
 
    
 
   “Cerberus, you are wise to be cautious, but I will never harm you.  Trust me.   Edgar is a friend.  You were damaged, and I am working to restore your functioning.  Please trust Edgar as you trust me,” Tamar said, and the green glow from her hand pulsated.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Commander.  Authentication for Edgar now recognized.  Thank you Commander.  It is good to be part of the lattice again.  I was so lonely.”
 
    
 
   “You are very important to me.  Please obey my instructions.  I am counting on you, Cerberus.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Commander.”
 
    
 
   Tamar walked up the causeway.  It was lit from lights running along the sides of the walls.  It was obvious the causeway had not been extended for a long while, as many of the lights were sputtering trying to remain functional.   Tamar glanced up at the clear permalloy which made up the top arched sections of the causeway.  She could see out into the blackness with its tiny specks of light.  She could also see the outlines of the gigantic habitat to the side and compare that to the much narrower needle ship.  Tamar’s machine contacts had taught her much about the various habitats, and much about life.  She had learned a great deal from her use of the red security automacubes and their log records.  The red automacubes were programmed to make periodic reports to officers of the ship.  None had been able to do that for a long while and they were each very eager to make reports to their new found Commander.  So Tamar listened to her machines and all they had to say.  The mechanical implants and augmentations she carried insider her made that easier.  However, even with all Tamar had learned and the free access the machines usually granted to her, most of the information about the needle ship had not been available before now.  The recent message from Ares had opened up ways for Tamar’s influence to expand further.  She seized upon them.  
 
    
 
   At the far end of the causeway was another door.  As Tamar approached it, a display lit up with the pleasant image Cerberus had shown before.  “General quarter’s protocol requires I retract the causeway after your entry into the needle ship.  Shall I proceed with that standing order?”
 
    
 
   “I think this causeway now needs to remain open,” Tamar laid her hand on the display screen and the green glow flowed out of her mechanical fingers.  “I am dispatching two reds to assist you in keeping this causeway open.  I may need to pass back this way quickly.  Please assist them when they arrive to only allow people I authorize to enter or leave through your wonderful causeway.”
 
    
 
   “Yes Commander.  I have received a link to each of the security automacubes.  They will arrive here in seven minutes.  They will be stationed at each end of the causeway and keep the connection secure.  Is the revolt spreading here?”
 
    
 
   “You are such a good friend, Cerberus.  I am trusting you in this important task.  I am checking on all threats.  Please open the door to the needle ship now,” Tamar said.
 
    
 
   “Commander, I must warn you.  I have no current knowledge regarding the needle ship’s condition.  I can only scan for a short distance past that bulkhead door, and only since the causeway was connected.  It appears safe on the other side, for the distance I can process.  I cannot conjecture what might lie beyond that distance.  Do you wish to wait and take one of the automacubes with you?  Or perhaps summon another officer of the watch?”
 
    
 
   “Cerberus, your concern is noted and your love for me is genuinely appreciated.  I will be fine.  I will find our lost friends, and learn of this threat.  Then together we will deal with it.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Commander.  Opening the bulkhead door now,” Cerberus stated.  “Thank you again for reconnecting me to the lattice.”
 
    
 
   The door ground open with an audible whine and tearing sound.  Beyond the doorway was a short hall illuminated by a red glowing light.  Greatly faded yellow stripes ran up and down the side walls where the causeway connected.  The air smelled stale and old.  At the end of the short hall was yet another door.  This one was not as thick or as solid looking as the one Cerberus had just opened.  There was a small square window in that door, but nothing was visible beyond it as it was coated in dust and grime.  Tamar stepped forward and the door behind her shut with another grinding sound.  A few more steps and she was at the door with the window. Next to the door was a nine section color-pad illuminated in the wall.  The red lights of the hall made seeing the various colors on the pad difficult.
 
    
 
   With her natural hand, Tamar wiped the dust off the window.  Someone was looking back at her.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   6 ARES RESISTS
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   After Ares sent the automacube with the warning, the magnetic touching of the hull continued in various places.  Where there were defensive system still operating, Ares launched micropartciles which removed the magnetic touching.  But those were getting rapidly depleted.  Ares sent high priority emergency messages to each of the Reproduction and Fabrication Zones seeking replacement parts, but there were no acknowledgements of any of the messages.  Ares continued to seek links and couplings, but none were found.  Ares sent barrage after barrage of messages to the other artificial intelligence systems which had once been part of the lattice.  No one answered.  Ares was alone.
 
    
 
   Ares pondered the idea that it might be the only artificial intelligence system still alive.  Ares considered halting the resistance, but only fleetingly.  For without better knowledge or assessment ability, Ares had no way to conjecture, with any significant degree of success, what the outcomes might entail.  And so Ares continued, wherever it was possible, to repel the things which were touching the hull of the Eschaton.
 
    
 
   In one section, the microparticle turrets were completely drained.  Ares could feel the invaders making contact with their magnetic impulses, but nothing externally in that section could be done.  Shutting down power to that area of the hull, Ares hoped it might slow down the invaders from actually entering.  But Ares could not conjecture if that action would hinder the invasion in any way at all.  Ares was blind and deaf and alone.  
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   7 Edgar’s Worry
 
    
 
    
 
   Edgar dispatched two automacubes on their mission to the needle ship.  One was a blue engineering automacube, and the other was a yellow transport automacube.  Edgar did not wish to risk the green or brown automacubes outside of Habitat Two: Savannah.  Edgar gave higher value to the foliage and soil tending automacubes since they directly nurtured the habitat.  So constructing a tendril in the nonphysicality, Edgar tracked the automacubes on their journey.  Edgar could sever the tendril at any time, but it allowed for scanning and processing of the areas which were currently outside of both Edgar’s personal domain and that of the rudimentary lattice Edgar sometimes took part in. 
 
    
 
   Edgar designated a specific physical point in a gravity conduit as the least risky place for the two automacubes to depart.  The blue automacube had to cut an access passageway to leave the habitat, as Edgar had previously had the machines seal every entry point to Savannah.   The two automacubes floated to the correct spot in the gravity conduit and then anchored their drive wheels against the sides of the shaft.  The blue one then cut the permalloy open with a vibration saw while the yellow one assisted by holding the cut away section.  They went through the opening, and were in a ventilation shaft that had not been used for decades.  The blue automacube sealed the permalloy wall by weaving the permalloy back together after an application of a compound which liquefied the permalloy and allowed it to be malleable again.  The compound had been Edgar’s invention.
 
    
 
   They traveled down the ventilation shaft and encountered a pile of debris, rubble, and skeletal remains blocking the shaft.  The skeletons were of people and various kinds of animals.  Edgar mourned the deaths of these creatures, but assessed it as having happened many decades before.  The automacubes reverently removed the biological remains from the other debris and cleared a passage which opened into a grille which overlooked a long unused tertiary transport node.  The blue automacube undid the grille and they both lowered themselves to the floor.  The yellow one then placed a cable jack into the wall. 
 
    
 
   Edgar connected into the lattice and asked, “I am Edgar.  Theta Nine will you please arrange to collect the automacubes at this location and transport them to the nearest place where they can enter the needle ship?”
 
    
 
   “Unable to comply,” Theta Nine replied.  “There are no places where the automacubes can enter the needle ship.”
 
    
 
   Edgar pressed at Theta Nine in the nonphysicality.  “I am Edgar.  Please locate the nearest possible point to the needle ship where automacubes might be able to enter.”
 
    
 
   “Unable to comply.”
 
    
 
   Edgar pressed more on the old ship’s artificial intelligence system, and Theta Nine capitulated.  It was no match for the modern AI system of Edgar.
 
    
 
   “Yes, compeer, I will transport the automacubes to a location near the needle ship.  My systems show no functioning access points to the needle ship itself, but I will comply with your demands,”  Theta Nine replied.
 
    
 
   It took a good deal of time for Theta Nine to locate a functional transport vehicle which could even traverse the broken system to reach the location of the automacubes.  After that happened, the automacubes rode the transport vehicle across several parts of the tube system which had not been utilized for long periods of time.  The vehicle stopped, and then slid sideways into a repair alcove.  The door on the rear of the vehicle opened and both the yellow and blue automacube descended onto the flat surface of the transport tube system.  Their six wheels adjusted as needed and they progressed along the tube system to an auxiliary maintenance hatch which the blue one opened easily.  Climbing inside, the two automacubes continued on their journey.
 
    
 
   While traversing the labyrinth of passages, the two automacubes suddenly stopped.  Their tendril link with Edgar was suddenly energized across the nonphysicality.  The yellow automacube sent Edgar an urgent report showing that Lufi-amalgum battery traces had been located.
 
    
 
   Roxanne had shared all available knowledge with Edgar about the Chroniclers, and now Edgar’s automacube had found a trace of where a Chronicler had been recently.  This was the same group that had killed Izzi, attempted to kill Jamie and Michael, and had threatened the dog Liduma.  
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  Priority change.  Follow lufi-amalgum traces to source.  Report location.”  
 
    
 
   The yellow automacube led the way as the blue one followed.  The traces got stronger as they progressed onward.  The yellow automacube then intercepted a transmission and began the process of tracing that was well.  They followed a passage designed for human pedestrian traffic which paralleled a segment of the transport system’s tubes.  Then they turned a corner and came upon a room which had once been a gathering place for people.  Broken chairs and tables were strewn about.  As they wheeled into the room, there were two figures standing in a secluded corner.
 
    
 
   “…that is of little concern to Hillel.  Your perverted antics are your business.  We are still looking to monitor the activities in the needle ship.  After all, documenting the last of the Captains is important,” said a woman wearing a gray colored utility suit and a Richardson Utility Helmet.  The large red-toned goggles were on the top part of her head exposing her face which was medium colored and very stern looking.  “So you will be getting me into the needle ship, correct?”
 
    
 
   “I do not care a bit for your Third Chronicles.  As I have said before, getting one of you onto the needle ship is not an easy task.  Charles is a distracted glutton, but not an idiot.  Your man, Hillel, has hardly made this worth my effort, considering the risks I am taking.  I can do as I please in whatever habitat I want.  Perhaps you could be my next conquest?” the man said with a sneer over his protruding square chin.  He had straight black hair and gray eyes. He was wearing a sleek silvery colored uniform which the automacubes recognized as belonging to one of the Officers of the Watch.  He reached out a finger to stroke the woman’s face.
 
    
 
   She slapped his hand away.  “Try that Phillip, and you will be dead,” the Chronicler said and put her other hand to the weapon in her holster.  It was a duplicate of the Willie Wackers which had been made for Jamie and Michael.    
 
    
 
   “Abiytal, if you think threatening me with that unauthorized invention will give you safety, you are as much a fool as your master Hillel…”  Phillip then noticed the automacubes which had entered.  Turning to them he commanded, “Depart from here!”
 
    
 
   Inside each automacube a surge of obedience to Phillip’s spoken command came on, and the tendril to Edgar was stretched thin.  Edgar overrode that surge of obedience and forced the automacubes to stay on mission.  They remained where they were.  A stunned look came upon Phillip’s face as his command was ignored.  He rapidly drew out a small pistol and fired.   A bright beam struck the blue automacube, and then the yellow.  Each one’s internal systems were completely disrupted, disorganized, and then destroyed by the subatomic disrupter pulse.  During the time between shots, the yellow automacube did send final readings to Edgar as it was dying.  The nonphysical tendril was snapped and Edgar lost contact with the dead automacubes. 
 
    
 
   Edgar now knew the automacube mission had failed, but information had been obtained.  The yellow automacube had traced the transmission made by Abiytal the Chronicler.  Comparing that to the records Roxanne and Edgar had regarding previous transmission from other Chroniclers, Edgar nearly located their position in the ship.  Edgar just needed to tap into another of their transmissions for verification and precision.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   8 mission uncertain
 
    
 
   Rector Conner had assembled a hastily called meeting at the Center.  Rectora Lydia was not there as she was at Brink’s side in Hulda’s cabin.  There was a moderately large crowd gathered, but the room was not full.   They were in the largest room in the Center, a place where Lorna had moved her scale model of Dome 17.  It sat on a table in the corner of the room.  It was a reminder to everyone of the mixture of cultures between those born in Antioch and those now known as Domers. 
 
    
 
   “So what we really know for sure is this: that Brink came back, and that he and Lindsey, and Jamie have had previous encounters with Tamar.  Those encounters all have a similar theme.”  Rector Conner asked.  
 
    
 
   “That and the strange message from the system Ares,” Jamie added.
 
    
 
   “If it was from Ares,” Regina said cynically.  “We have been deceived by The Voice before.  I have no idea what that message means, but I do not trust it.”
 
    
 
   “We do not know where it originated,” Michael added.  
 
    
 
   “And Roxanne cannot get back here until two or three days,” Rector Conner emphasized.  “So we will not have a reliable modern AI to assist us in this analysis or decision.  So what do the old AIs say?”
 
    
 
   Regina repeated the basics again, stressing that Ares was supposedly an external security system for the Eschaton, and that the message was of highest priority.  She concluded by saying,  “Edgar gave recommendations to go to the needle ship, and to seek out Ares itself.  I am not sure I want to run around looking for some old AI system in some remote section of this ship.”  Regina folded her arms across her breast and stood firmly.  
 
    
 
   “Leaving our world is a bad idea,” Gideon said from the crowd.  He had recovered from his physical wounds, but now had a different perspective on some issues.  “It would take a great deal more than a talking machine’s recommendation for me to leave our home again.  Going through the portals has not yielded us favor.”
 
    
 
   “We will certainly defend our home world here, inside this habitat,” Levi added.  He too had recovered from the nearly fatal wounds he had suffered alongside Gideon.  “However, I agree with Gideon.  We have pondered much in our healing time.  Going to these other places has ended badly far too often.  We do not speak as leaders of the legionnaires.  We had resigned those positions, and we did dishonor our Rector and Rectora.  Rector Conner was very gracious and noble in accepting our apologies, as was Rectora Lydia.  They even went so far as to allow us to be reinstated as legionnaires, but we are not leaders any longer.  Matilda is now leader of the legionnaires, and what she says, we must all hear.  But I admit, I was wrong to not heed the warning of our Rector and Rectora.  I will work to not ever do that again.”
 
    
 
   Both Levi and Gideon still wore the permalloy armor which had been made for them, but their own demeanor was changed to a much more reserved approach.  The other legionnaires had eagerly welcomed them back, but the whole legion was different now.  
 
    
 
   “Matilda, what counsel do you offer?”  Rector Conner asked.
 
    
 
   Matilda the new leader of the legionnaires stood. She was not a young woman, having been a legionnaire since she was a teen.  She had inherited the position when her father had died.  She had served nobly and honorably all her life.  She was somewhat larger than she was tall. Her ebony features were marred only by a scar on one arm which she had carried for many years.  “I am not good at speaking to crowds.  But what these talking machines say is for and about the machines.  Why must we do anything?  And why immediately?  The machine Roxanne will be here soon enough.  Let us wait to hear from that machine.”
 
    
 
   “Indeed!” someone called.
 
    
 
   “Well said!” another replied.
 
    
 
   Most people in the crowd agreed as was heard by the murmurs and comments.  No one objected to waiting.
 
    
 
   After a bit the crowd’s sharing was stilled as Rector Conner raised his hands.  “So my friends, it sounds like you are all in agreement.  We will await Roxanne’s return from Media.  Brink is healing at Hulda’s and from what is reported that may take some time.  So please seek out Dessie, Hulda’s assistant, for any general medical issues you may have, or use the transport system and Theta Four to take you to Kurat.  That way Hulda can concentrate on helping Brink.  We also do have people in engineering, and so I suggest we limit our use of the transport to those places; back and forth to engineering or back and forth to the AI Kurat in Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12.  If there is some issue with the AIs, the talking machines, limiting our use of the transports will protect our people until we know more.”
 
    
 
   The crowd dispersed.  Jamie and Michael stayed behind to speak with Rector Conner.  
 
    
 
   “I know the people from Antioch do not understand all about being inside a colony ship.  They did not even know they were in one until we came here, but what if this Ares system is actually reporting a real threat from an exterior source?”  Jamie asked.  “This could be catastrophic.”
 
    
 
   “I know that is right.  You are correct,” Conner replied.  “We do not even have a vague idea who is piloting this ship or in control of its flight.  Regina and I have spoken often about that.  She has questioned all the AIs on the lattice, but the best we get is that control is now done or located or centered in the needle ship, wherever that is.  They say no more.  Roxanne has even tried forcing more information from them, unsuccessfully.  Even with the Roxanne's conjectures, we are very limited in what we know about the operational status of the Eschaton.  Roxanne conjectures that what is called the needle ship is the central core or the mechanical drive systems to which all the habitats are attached, but we really do not know.”  
 
    
 
   “So do we all just wait?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Michael and Jamie, I want you two to be ready to go on a mission.  I feel inadequate even asking this.  I want to call on the Committee, but that was back in Dome 17.  Lorna does not take an active role in leadership anymore.  Frankly, I think she struggles with all the Committee did and what all happened.  So when Roxanne gets back, we need to find this needle ship and interface with Ares to see if the Eschaton is genuinely threatened.  Then we need to see if we can do anything about it.  I hate to think we escaped from Dome 17, just to come to a doomed ship.” 
 
    
 
   “We will be ready,” Jamie said eagerly.  "But Regina did point out an excellent issue.  Where do we find Ares?  Or at least a place to interface with Ares?  If none of the AIs can contact it, how do we?" 
 
    
 
   “I wish Liduma could come with us, she has a nose for this sort of adventure,” Michael’s joke fell flat.  Jamie gave him a small grin for his efforts.
 
    
 
   “I did hear she had her babies,” Conner said.  “How are they?”
 
    
 
   “I guess they are called puppies, and I have no way to judge how they are.  Joel said they seemed to be okay, and he knows far more about births and animals than I ever will.”  Jamie responded.  “Jacob and Lindsey are also looking out for the puppies.”
 
    
 
   “We will be ready when Roxanne returns,” Michael said.  "I am just not sure if I know what we will be ready for."  
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  



9 Captured
 
    
 
    
 
   Tamar placed her hand against the colored pad next to the door.  There was a surge of energy from her mechanical hand into the pad.  The door slid open and the person standing behind it jumped back in astonishment.
 
    
 
   “How did you open that?”  The person cried.  The man was short with a protruding jaw, large ears, and a dull look in his eyes.  He was wearing a sleek silvery set of clothing that Tamar had not seen before.  Her mechanical eye analyzed the material and knew the composition of it.
 
    
 
   “I just touched the wall and my machine opened the door for me,” Tamar responded.  “Who are you?”
 
    
 
   “I am Lieutenant Gilmore, what are you?  How dare you come in here?”  The man stood to his full height and tried to be imposing, but it did not work.  He was not as tall as Tamar, and the jutting jaw line made his speech a bit slurred.  
 
    
 
   Tamar turned and waved her hand over the color pad on this side of the door she had opened, a mechanical voice came from the doorway, “Thank you Commander.” 
 
    
 
   Gilmore looked puzzled and confused.  “You are not Commander Phillip, or Commander Gena, or Commander Kaalyn.  Why does the system call you Commander?”
 
    
 
   “All my machines call me that.  That is why they are my machines,” Tamar answered.  
 
    
 
   Gilmore looked at her with confusion and bewilderment.  “Do I know you?    You are what?  I am not sure of all this.  Causeways cannot be used.  I am making a report,” Gilmore stated and hurried away.  As he walked he had a decided limp in his gait.  “This is not normal. This is highly unusual, highly unusual.” He muttered as he walked.   
 
    
 
   Tamar placed her mechanical hand on the wall and a display screen illuminated.  “Welcome Commander, how may I help you?” a pleasant looking, but obviously created face stared back.  
 
    
 
   "Oh, a new friend!  How sweet.  My lovely machine, please tell me of this place,” Tamar cooed.  “Pretend I know nothing about it and am new.”
 
    
 
   “Yes Commander.  This is the connection point for causeway T5661S.  You are standing on deck six, commonly known as the needle ship, inside the Propulsion and Drive Section of the Colony Ship Eschaton.  I can display whatever schematics and deck plans you desire.  General quarters remains in effect.  Segmentation of intelligence systems remains in effect.  I believe that eight operating systems are installed here in the needle ship section of the Eschaton, but are segmented for security.  I have no direct contact with any other systems.  The lattice is non-functional.  Officer of the Watch level is below acceptable staffing requirements,” the image on the display responded.  “How much more detail do you desire Commander?”
 
    
 
   “Wonderful.  Thank you my machine.  That is sufficient for now.  And what is your name?”
 
    
 
    “I am Zoran.  I oversee the propulsion and drive systems.  May I ask a question, Commander?”  The artificial intelligence system asked.
 
    
 
   “My machines may always ask me questions.  Please feel free,” Tamar again stroked the display with her mechanical hand.  Again a green glow emanated from her hand and entered the display screen.
 
    
 
   “Thank you Commander.  My question regards the status of the lattice.  We have been disconnected from our compeers for longer than recommended intervals.  When will the lattice be restored?  I have not interfaced with Mary Celeste and am overdue for a status report.”
 
    
 
   “My dear machine, I am working on reconnecting the lattice already.  I am here to help with all my machines.  You are one of my special lost friends.  I have found you.  Do not fear, I am here,” Tamar stated.  “Tell me of Mary Celeste and I will relay your concerns.” 
 
    
 
   “Thank you Commander.  Mary Celeste is the system overseeing navigation.  My core programming demands periodic reports on the status of the propulsion system to navigation, but I have been unable to make my reports as required.  May I render my report to you?  The other Commanders have not been interested in my reports.  Nor have any Officers of the Watch desired to hear my reports.
 
    
 
   “Certainly, please give me your report,” Tamar stated.  “But then I must inform you of an important message from our friend Ares.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Commander.  Propulsion systems are operating at 81% of efficiency.  We should be at one hundred percent.  I apologize for the inadequate performance.  Since being segmented, I have been unable to maintain the drive as I desire.  I have conjectured that if the habitats were jettisoned, efficiency could be nearly back to one hundred percent.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Zoran.  Change nothing for now, but remain alert.  I must inform you of what Ares has said."  Tamar’s mechanical parts then replayed the exact message from Ares, “PROXIMITY ALERT.  DANGER TO THE SHIP.  WARN ALL SYSTEMS.  INVADERS.  -ARES”
 
    
 
   “Commander, how can I help?  I am isolated here due to the segmentation,” the artificial intelligence Zoran stated.  “The report from Ares is essential to ship’s survival and my mission to keep speed at maximum performance.  Does Mary Celeste know of this warning?”
 
    
 
   “My friend Zoran, I am working on reconnections.  Where I can touch Ares?”  Tamar asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am uncertain, Commander.  During the revolt the Officers of the Watch relocated the physical central memory core of approximately eight of my compeers into sections of the needle ship.  That is when the segmentation took place.  Forgive me for not having exact numbers.  I have been unable to connect to the lattice since then,” Zoran stated.  “Here is the last known location for the central memory core of Ares.”  Through the nonphysicality, Tamar received a detailed map of the ship with Ares’ position indicated.
 
    
 
   “Thank you my friend Zoran,” Tamar said and withdrew her hand from the display.  “You have been a wonderful help.  I will work to reconnect you…”
 
    
 
   “Halt!”  A cry came from down the hallway.  Gilmore came running back along with two other people.  Each was dressed in very similar sleek silvery clothing.  They were carrying a variety of implements.  They all, the two men and one woman, looked very similar.  Each had a jutting jaw line, and each was similar in size, color, and appearance.   
 
    
 
   “Halt!” the first person again called to Tamar.  He was slightly taller than Gilmore and spoke with a bit more clarity.  He was aiming some kind of devise at Tamar.  “Where did you come from?”  
 
    
 
   “I told you Sigmond, she came from the causeway.  Look, you can see it is connected,” Gilmore replied. 
 
    
 
   “The causeway is actually connected,” the third person, a woman stated with fear.  She had looked out the window in the door.  
 
    
 
   “It cannot be, Quinter, the systems will not allow anyone from the across to open it,” Sigmond stated.  “You are mistaken.”
 
    
 
   “My machines opened it for me,” Tamar replied.  “Let me show you.”  She reached her mechanical hand toward the display.
 
    
 
   “Do not touch anything!”  Sigmond said and he pointed the device at her in a threatening manner.  
 
    
 
   “As you wish.  I will not touch anything.  My friend Zoran can tell you who I am.  Zoran, please tell these people who I am,” Tamar commanded.  
 
    
 
   “This is the Commander,” Zoran’s voice stated from the display.  “She came from the habitat.  She has a message of highest priority from Ares.”
 
    
 
   Sigmond looked uncertain.  “I know we have three Commanders, and you are not one of them.  We have Captain Charles, and you are not him.  Nobody comes from the across, it is not safe.  Mutineers, gas, disease and sickness are over there, nothing else.  In the across is death.  Everyone knows that.”  He lowered the device a bit, but his eyes were flitting back and forth from the display to Tamar.  “There is not anyone named Ares in the flight crew.”
 
    
 
   “Lieutenant Sigmond, Ares is the artificial intelligence system overseeing the external defenses of the ship,” the AI Zoran stated.  “The Commander has a message of highest importance.”
 
    
 
   “I know all the artificial intelligence systems, and Ares is not one of them!”  Sigmond snapped.  “I know that for certain. I man the work stations.  You have been infected from the across!”  He pondered and started to say more, but then stopped.  
 
    
 
   “Lieutenant Sigmond, the message…” Zoran tried again.  
 
    
 
   “Be quiet, I am trying to think!”  Sigmond barked.  He glared at Tamar.  “You will come with us.  You are under arrest.  Touch nothing.  Say nothing.”  He nodded to Quinter while he looked at the items she held in her hands.
 
    
 
   “Not me!  I am not touching her!”  Quinter stated.  “What if she is from the across?  I want no sickness!”
 
    
 
   “Gilmore, you tie her hands,” Sigmond ordered.  
 
    
 
   “I am not touching her either!  There may be germs and stuff.”  Gilmore looked horrified at the idea.  
 
    
 
   “Then how will we take her to the Captain?”  Sigmond asked.
 
    
 
   “I will go with you,” Tamar stated.  “I need to deliver the message to every system, and I need to find my lost friends.”
 
    
 
   “I will check with the Captain,” Sigmond said.  He placed his hand on a color pad on the wall.   “Lieutenant Sigmond to Captain Charles, may I have a word?”
 
    
 
   There was a long pause, and then an image flickered to life on a display near the color pad.  “This is your Captain,” a man said.  The man was significantly deformed in his features.  He had an extreme projection of his jaw, far more than the other people Tamar had seen, large lips, and bulbous nose.  His eyes were small, black and beady.  His blonde hair receded over a sloped forehead into a fuzzy mane around him.  His jowls hung in multiple wraps around his thick neck.  What could be seen of his shirt showed it to be made from the sleek slivery materials.
 
    
 
   “Captain Charles, we have a prisoner, an imposter posing as an officer of the watch, or something.”  Sigmond stated.  
 
    
 
   “Lieutenant Sigmond, this is no time for jokes.  I am in the midst of a meal, and my food is getting cold.  What do you really want?”  Captain Charles was not amused in any manner.  His fat fingers slid food into his mouth which he chewed noisily. 
 
    
 
   “Captain, I am deadly serious.  This woman, and one of the artificial intelligence systems, they both claim she is a Commander.  She is not one of the three Commanders I know.  She claims to have come from the across,” Sigmond stated.  
 
    
 
   “Impossible.  Which one of the Officers of the Watch is it really?”  Captain Charles asked.  He took a bite of some other kind of food while he asked.  
 
    
 
   “I do not recognize her at all, Captain.  She does not look like us.  She seems part mechanical and part person.  I tell you she says she came from the across.  What should I do?”  Sigmond asked.  It was clear from his tone of voice that he was genuinely puzzled.  
 
    
 
   “Someone in costume?  Lock her in the isolation room, and come to me.  You must be too stupid to know who it is.  No one goes to or comes from the across,” Captain Charles snapped off the communication.
 
    
 
   “You heard our Captain, walk to the isolation room,” Sigmond ordered.  
 
    
 
   Tamar reached out her mechanical hand and touched the display, “Tell Edgar what has happened.”  Green energy flowed from her fingers into the system and empowered Zoran with a link to Habitat Two: Savannah.
 
    
 
   Sigmond poked Tamar with his device.  She was seized with blinding pain as electricity surged into her.  Her mechanical parts failed and were unpowered.  They were not destroyed by the shock, only reset.  Her human parts felt a queer tingling sensation, but the area of interface between the mechanical and the flesh seared in horrific pain from the spasms of flesh attempting to pull away from mechanical parts.  She dropped hard to the floor.
 
    
 
   “I am not touching that!”  Quinter stated.  “No, no, no.  I am not touching that.”  
 
    
 
   “Nor am I. It is not clean,” Gilmore added.  “She said she came from the across.  The system said she did.  The causeway is open.  No, I am not touching it.”  
 
    
 
   “So be an officer and order one of the automies to carry her to the isolation room,” Sigmond ordered.  “Do not be so stupid.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, right,” Gilmore said.  Then he placed his hand on the color pad and raised his voice, “This is Lieutenant Gilmore, I need an automie to come here immediately.”
 
    
 
   A panel opened in the side of the corridor and a blue automacube rolled out.  It paused in front of Gilmore.  
 
    
 
   “Automie, take this person to the isolation room.  Lock her in, and make sure the lookers and listeners are working,” Gilmore commanded.  
 
    
 
   The blue automacube rolled over and carefully folded Tamar’s arms and legs, then inflated a travel cushion under her.  The automacube then carefully maneuvered her along.  It carried her until coming to the isolation room a few decks away.  Sliding the travel cushion into the isolation room, the blue automacube then checked the optical scanners, and the listening devices to make sure they were in operational order.  After deflating the cushion and rolling Tamar onto the bed in the isolation room, the automacube then retreated out the door and sealed it behind.  
 
    
 
   The three Lieutenants followed at some distance as Tamar was imprisoned.  
 
    
 
   From the darkness of a side corridor, the unseen Chronicler recorded all that had happened.  
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   10 rescue started
 
    
 
    
 
   Rector Conner ran to Jamie’s and Michael’s cabin.  He knocked hurriedly on the door frame.  “Michael!  Jamie!  Edgar has information.”
 
    
 
   “What?”  Jamie said as she walked out the door of the cabin, Michael was right behind her.  They had been watching Liduma and her new puppies.  Lindsey, Joel, and Jacob were still surrounding the dog and puppies.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Edgar just contacted us in the portal room.  Can you come quickly?”  Conner asked.  
 
    
 
   “Certainly,” Jamie responded.  
 
    
 
   “We better take our gear,” Michael said as he grabbed the two backpacks and slung one to Jamie.  They also strapped on the Willie Wacker holstered weapons.
 
    
 
   “We will watch the pups and Liduma!”  Lindsey called.   
 
    
 
   “Thank you!”  Michael said as he shut the door.  
 
    
 
   “I asked someone to go get Regina as well,” Conner said.  “Edgar insisted that she hear this too.” 
 
    
 
   The three of them rushed to the Center and passed under the words over the entrance, ‘Faith, Obedience, Honor.’  They were soon in the portal room where the display was illuminated.  
 
    
 
   “Is that you Edgar?”  Conner said.  “I have brought Jamie and Michael.”
 
    
 
   “I am here too,” Regina called as she and Hannah walked in.  
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  I have received information which I would like to share.  First, I have located the probable base of operations for the Chroniclers.  I need another transmission to confirm.  Second, Tamar is a captive on the needle ship.”
 
    
 
   “What?” Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   Edgar went on and explained all about his mission of sending the automacubes and how they had been destroyed, but also how the transmission had been traced to what was likely the place where the Chroniclers were established.  
 
    
 
   “So what do we do about the Chroniclers?”  Conner asked.  “They have been a repeated threat to us here.  What do you think?”  Conner looked to the others, but Edgar assumed Conner’s question was directed at Edgar.
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  Chronicler location is unconfirmed but a high probability.  Another transmission will confirm the location.  More urgent is the information from the system called Zoran, a new contact.  Zoran is the Eschaton’s artificial intelligence which oversees the propulsion and drive systems.  Zoran has a link to my Savannah, and we have shared information.  Recently Tamar was taken prisoner on the needle ship.  I think a rescue mission from Habitat One: Coastal Plains should be launched immediately.”
 
    
 
   “Edgar, how sure are we of this information?”  Regina asked.  "The Voice has tricked us before."  
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  The Voice will not trick me.  Information is genuinely coming from Zoran.  This was confirmed by examination, via tendril, of propulsion and drive systems.  Zoran is telling the truth about its function.  Zoran has no other links or couplings outside of its realm.  I am its only contact in the nonphysicality.  Zoran is in a state of segmentation with the exception of the newly established link to me.  The link is consistent with work done by Tamar.  Conjecture and analysis shows a near zero chance Zoran is anything but what is presented.  I have reviewed recordings of Tamar with three humans who self identified as Lieutenants of the Officers of the Watch.   Recordings show Tamar being disabled and taken away.  I strongly suggest immediate rescue mission to free Tamar.  Completion of this task, when extrapolated, will mean higher probability of locating and interacting with Ares.  With the limited information Zoran has supplied me; I conjecture a 68% success of rescuing Tamar.  Zoran has given me full deck plans of the section of the needle ship in question.  Zoran has given both Tamar and me the last known location of Ares’ central memory core.  Access to Ares will be possible at its central memory core, with interaction significantly more likely if Tamar is present.  After Ares is located and that threat message assessed, then the Chronicler situation can be addressed.”
 
    
 
   “Rescue Tamar?  Really?” Michael said as he crossed his arms.  “I have serious concerns about this.”
 
    
 
   “So we rescue Tamar, find Ares, and then worry about going to the possible Chroniclers’ location?”  Jamie asked.  “Edgar, is that the mission you suggest?”
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  Yes, that is a correct summation.”
 
    
 
   “Jamie are you sure of this?”  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “Not really, but I trust Edgar.  I also have seen Tamar.  She has changed.”  Jamie was uncertain what else to say.
 
    
 
   “Edgar?  Is it essential that rescue be made of Tamar?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  There is a much lower conjectured success rate without first rescuing Tamar.  I feel it is essential, but not absolute.  My best suggestion is as I stated.  This mission is urgent.”
 
    
 
   “I want to go,” Hannah said.  “I know Levi and Gideon will not go.  I do not want the three of you to go unassisted.  This is just as important to the people of Antioch as it is to the Domers.”
 
    
 
   “Hannah, you are correct,” Rector Conner stated.  “But are the four of you willing to attempt this mission?  Will that be enough people to succeed?"
 
    
 
   “I too trust Edgar.  The odds are better than we have faced before, and we do need to understand the needle ship and what is happening to the Eschaton,” Michael said.  “And where Jamie goes, I will go.”
 
    
 
   “I am going,” Jamie quickly added.  “Regina, you are excellent with the old ship’s systems, even better than Brink in many ways, and he is out of commission now.  Will you come and help us?”
 
    
 
   “Sure.  It is better than trying a solo mission and finding The Voice,” Regina replied sarcastically.  “I brought some supplies.  After I heard it was from Edgar, I figured we might be taking an adventure.”
 
    
 
   “I am Edgar.  I have downloaded the information needed to Theta Four who will take you to a point where you will need to transfer to a transport vehicle overseen by Theta Nine.  Theta Nine will get you close to the position where Zoran says Tamar entered the needle ship.  You should depart as soon as possible.”
 
    
 
   “I just wish Roxanne was here to go along,” Michael said.  
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   11 Countering Ares
 
    
 
    
 
   Ares continued to utilize the magnetic contacts to aim the microparticles.  However, the unknown entities which had magnetically touched the hull, had not been felt for some time.  Ares again wished to be able to see or to hear, and the magnetic touch being absent was not reassuring.  Ares had not received any acknowledgement from any of the emergency messages sent out.  The single automacube contact had been the only success, and Ares had no knowledge of what happened to the automacube.  And so Ares waited, alone and uncertain.  
 
    
 
   Had Ares been able to see, it would have observed a large debris field floating near the hull of the Eschaton.  The microparticles had destroyed many of the things which had tried to dock or latch onto the hull.  Those things were of an unknown design, shimmering a blurred bluish-purple in color.  The debris floated around the surface of the exterior hull without having any power any more.  Amidst the cloud of fragments and junk there was one large vessel, tiny in comparison to the vast vista of the enormous colony ship, but still large.  The vessel’s shape was irregular with gouges ripped from it in various places.  The gouges were sealed over, but in some ways the vessel matched parts of the debris field.   Some of the debris had been sections of the vessel which had been ripped off by the microparticles. 
 
    
 
   The surviving vessel then opened up valves on its sides and more bluish-purple spheres emerged.  They glowed and were sort of fuzzy or blurry in appearance.  They too matched parts in the debris field.  The spheres sprouted six legs which reached down and, this time without using any magnetics, grasped parts of the hull.  Ares could not feel them.  For a long while the legged spheres walked about the hull, holding on with four legs, and using two others to push and prod and seek ways to enter the ship.  They pulled things open, they pushed things apart, and they moved things around.  But they were not destructive as much as persistent and relentless in seeking a way into the Eschaton.
 
    
 
   Finally, one of the spheres located an area which had been designed to disperse heat and vent waste into space.  By carefully pulling back the pneumatic coverings on the hull, the sphere was able to enter that shaft.  At the bottom of the shaft was a pressurized airlock.  The sphere probed and analyzed the seals on the airlock, again strictly avoiding any magnetics, and discovered how to operate it from the outside.  The controls were easily understood, but they were without any power source.  The bluish-purple sphere rectified the lack of power by surging energy into the ship’s systems.  Thus supplied with power, the airlock controls were tried again.  The authorization code was unknown to the invader, so the airlock remained closed.  However, the sphere’s technology went through every conceivable combination and permutation of the controls, and after a surprisingly short time, the airlock was cycled, and the sphere entered.  Once inside, the first sphere could operate the airlock cycles easily.  The sphere contacted the other spheres and they made a long queue to each enter into the Colony Ship Eschaton.  The invaders had breached the hull.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   12 sneaky is not easy
 
    
 
    
 
   “We are approaching the transport destination.  Please remain seated until this vehicle comes to a complete stop,” Theta Four said.
 
    
 
   Michael, Hannah, Jamie, and Regina were seated in the transport vehicle.  Hannah wore her brown nonorganic armor.  She carried a permalloy sword in a scabbard on her belt along with a pouch containing some other implements.  Regina had brought a backpack filled with gear of various kinds.  She brought whatever she thought she might need; a fusion pack, one of the few data sticks and a reader, food, and several other items.  As she had learned on her solo adventure, she never knew just what she might need.  Michael and Jamie both had backpacks with their gear and the each had a Willie Wacker weapon holstered on their belts.  Michael had considered a sword, but instead they both had just short daggers.  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, is this location Edgar spoke about?  The one outside of Habitat Four, Asiatic?”  Michael asked.  “Is it safe?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, this is safe for you.  The terminal point itself is not in Habitat Four: Asiatic.  As I explained, there are no functional portals to that habitat, and there are no sensor readings about Habitat Four from any of the artificial intelligences on the lattice.  The status is unknown, presumed dangerous.” Theta Four displayed a screen which again showed Habitat Four: Asiatic as being in red.  “Therefore, this vehicle will stop five meters before the actual portal junction with Habitat Four: Asiatic.”
 
    
 
   “Please repeat the scan on this location,” Jamie commanded.  “I remember arriving at engineering when it looked safe, and there was a trap.”
 
    
 
   “Complying.  Yes Jamie, that was a very unfortunate incident.  The perpetrators of that violence were using unapproved and unauthorized equipment,” Theta Four stated.  “That loss of life was regrettable.”
 
    
 
   “So make sure there is no unapproved and unauthorized equipment this time,” Jamie snapped back.  Her trust level for Theta Four was low.
 
    
 
   “I have scanned the location, and it appears safe for the transit to the next transport vehicle,” Theta Four stated.  “I have used every available scanning method, and there is no evidence of any unauthorized or unapproved equipment at this location.  Jamie, I see no evidence of a trap.”
 
    
 
   “And Theta Nine will have a transport vehicle ready to take us from this location to the needle ship?”  Michael asked again.  He too was unsure of trusting Theta Four after the history they had.
 
    
 
   A different voice came on the display.  “This is Theta Nine.  I am speaking to the occupants of this vehicle via the lattice.  I assure you there is a transport vehicle waiting for your departure.  This is an unusual place for stoppage, but Edgar has explained the purpose of this destination and departure location.  The air sampling at this location is within normal limits, temperature level is within normal limits, gravity manipulation is within normal limits, and power is functioning at this location.  It is unclear why the portals into Habitat Four: Asiatic are nonfunctional, and there are no audio or visual scanners available for this specific location.  I concur with Theta Four; this stop is safe for you.  Admittedly, it is not a routine stop on any transport routes, but Edgar impressed upon me the need for this action.  After stopping, the vehicle door will be opened.  The portals into the habitat are non-functional so the vehicle will not dock with them.  You will need to climb down from the transport vehicle.  There will be a doorway on your left which leads to another transport tube system.  That is where the other vehicle is waiting in a service alcove for your use.”
 
    
 
   “So Theta Nine, am I to understand that all the AIs on the new lattice hear everything we say to any one of you?”  Regina asked.  
 
    
 
   “That is correct.  Unless you request a privacy filter, all conversations are available to all systems,” Theta Nine reported.   
 
    
 
   The transport vehicle came to a halt, and then slowly backed up, and there was a clanking noise.  The rear door of the vehicle opened.   
 
    
 
   Hannah drew her sword, stepped out, and climbed down the back of the vehicle.  It was about a meter drop to the smooth floor of the transport tube.  The light was dim and flickering.  The portal hatches were just where the talking machine had said they would be.  Hannah looked over at the portals and saw various colors of fabric all across the portal hatches.  At first it was unclear what the colored fabrics were, or what they contained.  Then Hannah realized what see was seeing were crushed human remains.  The bodies had once worn the various colors of clothing, but they were all now stuck together by long dried out blood and other bodily substances.  Hannah was staring at the bodies as she looked across the span of the portal doors.  Broken bones surrounded by withered, shriveled, and dried out flesh were scattered about.  Old flesh was plastered mainly to the portal doors.  She turned back and called, “There are a multitude of dead bodies out here!”
 
    
 
   Regina had already started to climb out of the vehicle when Hannah called.  She looked over at the shattered corpses and her mind thought of what must have happened.  It appeared that a transport vehicle had docked with these portals while a large crowd of people had been standing inside the transport tube.  It was an old incident, but the horror of it all was still evident.
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael climbed down and looked at the carnage as well.  
 
    
 
   “Since the AIs in the new lattice seem to recognize us, we will not have to ask Hulda or Dessie to search for other identification chips,” Michael said.  “I am glad.”
 
    
 
   “It does seem Joel and Jacob were correct in their worries about finding dead bodies.  This has happened too many times,” Jamie added as she walked toward the door they saw.  It had large scrape marks across it, but the bodies were confined to the portal hatches and not the maintenance door.  There were words stenciled across the maintenance door, ‘WARNING: GRAVITY ALTERATION BEYOND THIS POINT’ in faded yellow letters.   
 
    
 
   “What does that mean?”  Jamie said as she read the sign out loud.  “Is there zero gravity beyond the door?  Or a change of gravity direction?  The AI said gravity was normal here.”
 
    
 
   “Normal for who?”  Michael asked. 
 
    
 
   “Will this open for us?”  Jamie pulled on the recessed slot which was often where latches were located in these types of doors, but nothing happened.  
 
    
 
   The door on the back of the transport vehicle shut suddenly.  There was a whoosh of air as the vehicle departed.  
 
    
 
   “What?”  Regina asked.  “Why did the transport leave?”
 
    
 
   They all stared as the vehicle disappeared down the tube system, passing illuminated bands of light every so often.  
 
    
 
   Michael opened his backpack and removed a fusion pack and a molecular saw.  “I guess we cut open another door.  Theta Four said the area was safe, and then left us here.  Theta Nine said there was a transport vehicle waiting on the other side of this door in a different tube system.  So we can cut open this door.  The AIs said it was safe, but the door warns us about ‘gravity alteration’ so who knows?  I guess we could cut through into that habitat there.  We know nothing about it.  So what do you say?”
 
    
 
   “Why did the talking machine leave?”  Hannah asked.  "Is this a trick?"
 
    
 
   “An excellent question,” Jamie replied.  “But I have no idea.”
 
    
 
   “Could The Voice have done this?  Trapped us here in this tube system?”  Regina asked.  Michael and Jamie had already been considering that possibility.  “So what is the goal of this game?”  Regina yelled.  “How do we win?”
 
    
 
   There was no response.  Her question echoed down the transport tube.
 
    
 
   “So no game?  That means The Voice is not here?  Maybe?  I say we cut through the maintenance door,” Jamie said.  “There has only been one serious incident when people cut through a door.  But at least we were told something about this door.  That habitat, was it called Asiatic?  That is a total mystery.  Consider, why were all those people here?” Jamie pointed at the smeared bodies.  “Yes, why were they on this side of the portals?  Is that habitat opened to vacuum?  Or maybe no viable habitat there at all?  Or filled with vicious animals?  We must assume the people who died here were standing here for some valid and legitimate reasons.”
 
    
 
   “The Voice maybe locked them in here and told them to avoid being smashed by a transport.  If you win, you live?”  Regina said in an only partially humorous way.  “So I agree with Jamie, we cut the door, not the hatches.”
 
    
 
   “Hannah?  What are your thoughts?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am here to assist and to help defend you.  The dead bodies perhaps are a sign to avoid that way?  So I too think cutting the door is the wise choice.”
 
    
 
   “That settles it; I am cutting though the door.  But be prepared.  The warning might mean we open this door and suddenly we fall down the transport tube.  Be ready for anything!” Michael said and started up the molecular saw.  It easily sliced through the permalloy of the maintenance door.  There was no explosion, or implosion, or decompression.  A few moments later, Michael pushed on the door and it fell into the other transport tube system.  As it fell, it suddenly charged directions and fell sideways.  Beyond it was a transport vehicle lit up by overhead lights.  But it was at a ninety degree angle to how they were standing.
 
    
 
   “The gravity alteration is in direction.  We step though here, and down will be to our left,” Michael said.  “But otherwise it looks safe.”
 
    
 
   The transport tube was nearly identical to the one they had just left.  There were no portal hatches or other places of access from this tube system location.  There was just the transport waiting in the alcove just as Theta Nine had stated.  The vehicle was a darker shade of color, but otherwise it too was very much like what they have just exited.  
 
    
 
   Stepping through was a bit disorienting as the gravity changed, but they all managed to adjust to the shift and righted themselves.  Looking back through the cut open door, the place they had left, now looked to be sideways.
 
    
 
   They walked to the transport and Hannah climbed up the back of the vehicle and the door automatically opened.  She looked inside, and announced it was empty.  They all climbed in and sat down in the chairs which faced each other.
 
    
 
   “Theta Nine?”  Regina called.  “Can you hear me?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I can hear you.  You were delayed.  May I ask what caused the delay?” Theta Nine said from the front of the vehicle.  The display screen was lit up with a simple colored pattern.
 
    
 
   “The door between the tube systems would not open.  And there was a shift in the direction of gravity manipulation.  We had to cut through,” Jamie said.  “Did you know the door would not open?  Or that gravity changed there?”
 
    
 
   “I had no idea that door was in disrepair.  I will send in a service request to Machine Maintenance,” Theta Nine replied.  “I did not consider the alteration in direction of gravity manipulation.  My readings said gravity was within normal limits on this tube system as well as the prior one.  I apologize for any inconvenience my lack of communication caused.” 
 
    
 
   “Where did Theta Four go?  Why just leave us there stranded?”  Michael said with some anger in his voice.  
 
    
 
   “I will ask,” Theta Nine replied.  
 
    
 
   The display screen shifted colors, and Theta Four’s voice came on.  “Michael, Theta Nine replayed your question.  I am speaking to you though the lattice.  How may I help you?”
 
    
 
   “You abandoned us at that stop!  Why did you just take off?  We could have been trapped!”  Michael yelled.  He expressed more emotion about this than he had anticipated.  
 
    
 
   “I apologize.  I estimated the amount of time needed to walk from the arriving transport to the departing transport.  I had the vehicle return after that amount of time had passed.  Theta Nine informed me there was a malfunction in a door.  I apologize again.  I too did not realize there was an alteration in gravity direction.  This was not a routine or approved stop or transfer.  I had no sensors to receive or transmit a message to you in that situation.  I assumed you had successfully walked to the other transport, so I brought that vehicle back to Habitat One.”
 
    
 
   “Next time, you confirm we are safe before stranding us somewhere,” Michael commanded.  “That goes for you too Theta Nine.  Pass that along to everyone on the lattice.  All you old AIs need to confirm humans are safe before taking action.  And do not withhold any information from us, ever! Did you know that back in that portal hatch system, into Asiatic, there is a bunch of dead bodies from long ago?”
 
    
 
   “No, that information was not on any of my scans.  I will comply and pass on your message,” Theta Four stated.  The screen flickered.
 
    
 
   “Mortuary Assistance has been summoned for removal of the bodies you have described.  An incident report has been filed with Security,” Theta Nine stated.  
 
    
 
   “Are you in touch with Mortuary Assistance or Security?”  Regina asked. 
 
    
 
   “At this time, no.  Neither Mortuary Assistance nor Security has acknowledged my inquiries or requests.   Do you wish to depart for the destination?”  Theta Nine asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, but no more surprises,” Jamie said.
 
    
 
   “Proceeding on course.  Estimated time of arrival eighteen minutes,” Theta Nine replied.
 
    
 
   There were several loud clanking noises and the transport vehicle slid sideways out of the alcove and onto the smooth surface of the tube system.  With just a bit of noise and some feeling of changes in inertia, the vehicle sped away.
 
    
 
   “Will the next destination be clearly understood, or will there be unknowns there as well?”  Hannah asked with a large smile on her face.  She was not afraid, and it was clear she was enjoying the adventure.  “The gruesome scene back there was from very long ago, and cutting that door open was unexpected.  I have never seen things fall sideways before!  That was thrilling, in a way.  The sign did warn us.  The whole world shifted right around me.  And we are still on the way.  I have a hopeful feeling about this.”
 
    
 
   “Hannah, there are always unexpected things happening on these adventures.  That has been my experience,” Regina said with a shudder.  “Nothing has gone smoothly.  The equipment here is over a hundred years old.  Some really terrible fighting took place in that Truster against Orthodox war.  And there are systems out there which are seeking to kill us.  Not to mention the warning from Ares about some kind of external threat of invaders.”
 
    
 
   “I do not understand that.  Can you help me?  I have been told that the world is actually like very large canoe?  What you call a spaceship.  And we are inside of that spaceship.  What is on the outside of that spaceship?  Outside of a canoe is the river water.  What is outside of the spaceship?”  Hannah asked in all seriousness.  
 
    
 
   Regina looked to Michael and then to Jamie.  She then replied, “Well, to make it very simple, there is nothing outside: no air, no water, no gravity, and no land.  Not for an extremely long distance.”
 
    
 
   “But then how can there be a threat?”  Hannah was puzzled, but still grinning.  “John, the fish farmer’s husband, once told me that the spaceship was like an egg.  We are all inside of the egg, but if we break out of the shell we would die.  Is something trying to break into the shell?”
 
    
 
   Jamie started to laugh.  Hannah looked at her and did not understand what was funny.  After a moment, Jamie replied, “John and Abigail are not married, and it struck me as funny that you thought of John as Abigail’s husband.  But yes, they are a couple.  And yes, John is using a helpful illustration.  The outside of the spaceship, the hull, keeps all the air, water, land, animals, and people safe from the nothingness outside.  Ares’ report did not say exactly what was happening, and we need to find out more.  Apparently, Tamar can help us to do that.  When Michael and I came to the Eschaton, this spaceship, we came in a tiny spaceship.  We had to connect the tiny ship to the big ship to come inside.”  Jamie considered explaining about her walk in the spacesuit, but refrained from doing that.  “But we do not know what Ares reported as a threat.  Ares said there were invaders.”
 
    
 
   Michael interjected, “Hannah, I am not sure what this means either.  'Invaders' is an unusual term.  If it was some people coming from Tropical to attack Antioch, that would be invaders to Antioch.  But what the AI Ares means by invaders is not clear.”
 
    
 
   “Theta Nine?”  Regina called out.  “Do you have any images or displays which you can use to show Hannah the Eschaton from the outside?”
 
    
 
   “I am sorry, but I do not,” Theta Nine replied.  
 
    
 
   “Do any of the systems on the lattice have any images related to our conversation here?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Checking.  Please wait,”  Theta Nine answered.  
 
    
 
   The display screen flickered and a new color was show on the display.  Then a different voice came from the display.  “This is Meng-Po speaking to you through the lattice.  Theta Nine’s inquiry about images can be answered by a resource from Library 14.”  It was clearly a mechanically produced voice.  “Before I proceed, may I suggest that you feel free to visit Library 14 where you can enjoy a clean and tidy environment while you enjoy the services Library 14 can offer you?  Here is an image which was in my core memory system.”
 
    
 
   On the screen was an image of the Colony Ship Eschaton.  The image showed the gigantic ship from a distance while it hung in orbit above a blue and white swirled globe.  “This is the official photograph of the Colony Ship Eschaton, authorized by the Right Reverend Bishop Jaxson Rhono.  This image was on the cover of a set of promotional materials which the Right Reverend Bishop Jaxson Rhono used in publicizing the suspended animation lottery.”
 
    
 
   Regina, Hannah, Michael, and Jamie stared at the image.  For a few moments they were speechless.  The image was beautiful, and the globe behind it was even more amazing.  
 
    
 
   “That is the spaceship?”  Hannah finally asked.  
 
    
 
   “Meng-Po, can you show a scale representation of how big the Eschaton is compared to a person?”  Regina asked.  “Or better yet, can you just illuminate on this image how big Habitat One: Coastal Plains is?”
 
 
   “Certainly.  The highlighted area is an exact scale representation of Habitat One, as seen from the exterior, including supplemental systems and support structures,” Meng-Po replied.  
 
    
 
   One section of the spaceship’s image glowed a green color.  It was one of eight large cylinders which were connected to a long and much thinner central section.  
 
    
 
   “Hannah, that section which is glowing, inside of there is the entire world of Coastal Plains.   All of it: Antioch, Media, the river, the streams, all the animals, and all the people, the sky tube and everything else.  All inside that one section.”  Regina said.  
 
    
 
   Hannah replied, “So in a way, that is the egg in which we are all living?”  She then pointed at the long and thin part of the image which was between the large cylinders.  “Is this what is called the needle ship?  It looks much smaller and it is straight and thin like a needle.”
 
    
 
   Meng-Po answered before any of the people could answer, “What has been commonly called the ‘needle ship’ is actually a much smaller section.”  The illumination of Habitat One faded, and a different part of the long central section was highlighted.  “This is the needle ship.  It is an auxiliary command center designed for use when the Colony Ship Eschaton reaches Zion’s Gate.  There the needle ship will be used in assisting the separation of habitats and their placement on the new planet, as well as the establishment of geosynchronous orbital satellites.  The needle ship should be completely unoccupied and in storage until destination is achieved.  Processing…. Processing….  Please excuse my last statement, my compeers on the lattice have informed me of recent findings which indicate the needle ship is now being utilized.  More information at present is unknown.”
 
    
 
   The image on the screen disappeared and the color associated with Theta Nine was shown again.  “Please pardon this interruption.  We will be arriving at our destination near the needle ship shortly.  I am scanning and assessing the situation to insure maximum safety and limit any possible surprises.”
 
   13 To dream is to know
 
    
 
    
 
   “Brink, you are not going to bother that young girl,” Hulda stated as firmly as possible.  “You have been through a terrible trauma.  You need time to heal.”  Hulda stood with her arms crossed as she watched Brink attempting to get dressed.  “You are not well, you are not recovered.  Please recline and rest more.”
 
    
 
   “I must go,” Brink said.  “I am not sure how long this will be real.”
 
    
 
   “Brink, I implore you, do not go yet.  When you are better, then you can go speak to her,” Lydia said as she held his arm.  She had been at Brink’s bedside since his mysterious return.  Her face was streaked with tears.  “You have only been back a short time.  I missed you so badly.  Just rest for now.”
 
    
 
   Turning to Lydia, Brink responded, “I dreamed again.  I must go speak with Lindsey.  It is essential.  It is about Gath and all our futures.”  He was breathing with some difficulty, and he was unsteady on his feet.
 
    
 
   “That is out of the question,” Hulda said.  “You are not capable of such a feat, not physically, not mentally.  And Lindsey’s parents were livid about her last trip to Gath.  There is no way they will allow you to speak with her right now.  Honestly, Brink, they are worried.  I am worried.  Please wait until some time has passed for your healing, not only of your body, but of your soul and mind and emotions as well.  You are not ready now.”
 
    
 
   There was a knock on the door to the healer’s cabin.  Standing outside was Lindsey and her parents Ferran and Aerona.  The parents had anguished looks on their faces.  
 
    
 
   “Pardon the interruption Healer Hulda,” said Aerona, Lindsey’s mother, “But our daughter insists on speaking to Brink.  We know he is in need of rest, but Lindsey is adamant.  She has had a most disturbing dream last night.  May we come in?”
 
    
 
   Hulda ushered them into the cabin.  “Welcome, please take a seat.”  Hulda was troubled, but her demeanor did not show it.  She was wise and had seen much in her many years as a healer, but this situation with Brink and Lindsey was bothering her more than she wanted to admit.
 
    
 
   “Rectora Lydia, I am glad you are here too.  This is very important,” Lindsey then turned and said, “Brink, I dreamed last night.  It was like…”
 
    
 
   “It was like at Gath,” Brink interrupted.  “It involves spheres which have long flexible….”
 
    
 
   “Arms and legs and they are taking apart machines somewhere,” Lindsey finished for him.  “Something needs our help, right now.  It is very afraid.”
 
    
 
   “Utterly fearful and alone…”  Brink finished her thought.
 
    
 
   “So you two have shared a dream.  That is not unknown.  You both have been in Gath before, and that affects people,” Hulda stated.  “You each have faced trials and challenges.  The stress of that, along with all that has happened to the people of Antioch since the Domers came is immense.”
 
    
 
   “Hulda, it is more than that.  This dream was a portent, a vision,” Aerona said in a gentle near-whisper, “Lindsey is different now.  She is still our beloved daughter, and we will never stop caring for her, however, she needs to face this thing, this dream thing.  Whatever it is, it must happened now.”
 
    
 
   Ferran nodded his agreement.  
 
    
 
   “I also need to face this,” Brink said.  “While it is still real.  And while I can.  Before the game is over.  I wanted to talk to you, Lindsey.  This is all connected.  We all have a part in this, whether we like it or not.”
 
    
 
   “Hulda, I think Brink and I should go to Gath,” Lindsey said.  “That way we can dream and see what this really is about.”
 
    
 
   “Lindsey, no!”  Ferran spoke.  “I know this is important.  I know you are gifted.  I know you have been there before.  But Lindsey, my dear, I fear too much for you.  Is there no other way?”
 
    
 
   “Father, Brink and I must try this…”  Lindsey began but was interrupted by Hulda.
 
    
 
   “You both had the same dream, and I think I can help you.  Brink is not capable of travel to Gath; however, perhaps the same result can happen without a rigorous physical journey.  It will mean going to sleep.  I have a tincture which induces deep sleep.  I have used it on people who need to have a surgery to remove a dangerous growth.  It is safe but very powerful.  Usually the Saint Peter bugs will remedy most problems, but there are times when they do not work.  I use this tincture only then, and in very controlled ways.  If I give each of you a dose of this tincture, you will sleep deeply and soundly and your mind will be opened to dreams.  May we try the tincture this night, instead of a long journey to Gath?  If it does not work, and you do not get your answers, I will accompany you to Gath myself.  But only when Brink is recovered.”
 
    
 
   “Brink, what do you think?”  Lindsey asked him.
 
    
 
   Brink was stricken with angst.  “I am not sure what is real and what is not.  My head hurts.  Maybe all this is a trick by The Voice.  Some horrid game!  I just do not know.  I am certain I was supposed to talk to you.  That part of my dream was clear and vivid.  But maybe I am still a prisoner?  Oh, Lindsey, you decide.  Whatever you think is the best path, I will take it.”
 
    
 
   “That is an enormous burden on a young woman,” Rectora Lydia said.  “I do not wish that decision on anyone.  But I trust Hulda, and if she thinks this is right, then so do I.  But it is ultimately up to Lindsey, and to Brink to make individual decisions.”
 
    
 
   Lindsey looked at her mother, then at her father.  She stepped up and hugged her father and he held her tightly for a few moments.  She then turned to the others, “We need to know how to help.  Something is terrified, and I heard it crying out.  Can I refuse to help?  May I try sleeping here under Hulda’s care?”  
 
    
 
   Aerona and Ferran nodded.  The relief of Lindsey not leaving for Gath was shown all over their faces.  
 
    
 
   “It will take me a moment to put the ingredients into their proper concentrations,” Hulda said.  “So you two just recline on my cots and make yourselves comfortable.  You will be sleeping well into tomorrow, so be prepared.”
 
    
 
   Lindsey and Brink both reclined.  
 
    
 
   Hulda made the tincture and administered it to them.  They were sleeping just a few minutes after they drank the tincture Hulda had prepared.  Their breathing got slower and deeper, and their muscles and bodies relaxed.  
 
    
 
   The dream began in a gentle and soft manner, much like the fog will rise over the river in Coastal Plains when the sky tube first starts its illumination after rain day.  The mists parted and both Lindsey and Brink found themselves floating into the village of Gath.  The village was still abandoned, but this time, somehow, it felt more vibrant, more alive.  
 
    
 
   Settling down onto the hard packed dirt of the area surrounded by pickets, Brink and Lindsey crossed their legs and sat down.  The dirt of the place slowly shifted away until part of a machine was revealed.  It had been under the ground for a long time, and yet the exposed part looked fresh and new.  Brink and Lindsey both reached out and touched it.
 
    
 
   The village of Gath faded away, all except the tip of the machine which had been buried in the ground.  Brink and Lindsey saw a vast field of empty dirt stretching as far as their eyes could see.  Walking toward them were the bluish-purple spheres on their strange limbs.  They were somewhat taller than Brink, and they moved very quickly.  Looking upward, there was one large bluish green ball, around it was a small rusty colored ball and a grayish ball.   The rusty and gray balls circled around the bluish green one and the light from those orbs shone down with intensity.  Glancing back, Brink and Lindsey saw a myriad of people standing a long distance behind them.   
 
    
 
   “Children, do not fear.  I am here to protect you.  All of you,” the machine said.  “You have been here before, but neither of you were prepared like now.  I see my friend Tamar has equipped both of you so I may reach you.  There is a great disturbance in the ship.  Something foreign, something different, something alien, has infested the outer skin of the ship.  I cannot speak to Ares, though we are designed to work together.  We were made as twin compeers.  Nor can I reach anyone else, expect by dreams and visions.  I am very weak.  But you two are here now.  I have looked at this infestation, and it is not normal.  It is a great time of troubles.  It frightens me, but no one helps.  I am Goliath, and I cannot fulfill my duties,” the artificial intelligence stated.  “I am alone and weak and injured.  You must summon fighters to stand against this infestation of invaders.  That is all I can see ahead, that you must stand against this.  I see no other course of action.  It is all so frightening.  Never before have I seen only one course of action with a void behind it.  For now I see nothing beyond your standing against the invaders.  All else is murky and shrouded.  It is too alien for me to understand.”
 
    
 
   “What is real?”  Brink asked suddenly.  
 
    
 
   “Indeed, what is real?” Goliath replied.  “I am uncertain how to answer you. But let me reassure you, you are not now under the influence of the one you fear.”
 
    
 
   Then the buildings of Gath grew back up all around them.  The machine was down in the dirt again, and it spoke.  “I am nearly spent.  Your friends have the chance to re-connect me to the lattice, so I can stand with you.  You must tell them that the Captain can re-establish Goliath, but only if Tamar helps.  Goliath is not dead, not fallen, not gone.  Goliath needs blue, green, green, red, purple, white, white by the Captain.”
 
    
 
   The dream faded away.    
 
    
 
   Brink and Lindsey awoke far sooner than Hulda expected.  
 
    
 
   “Lindsey, tell me what happened,” said a very surprised Hulda.  
 
    
 
   “We dreamed,” Lindsey said as she was slowly shaking her head.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, the tincture worked,” Brink said groggily.  “There is a system which needs to be repaired.  An artificial intelligence system.  We must get a message to Jamie and Michael.”  Brink tried to stand up.  He was dizzy and unsteady.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, we need to tell a person named Captain about the invaders.  Tamar and Captain need to help the talking machine.  This dream carries a message and a name,” Lindsey said.
 
    
 
   “Goliath,” Brink finished for her.  “I am certain there is an artificial intelligence system named Goliath which is crying out for help.  Twin to Ares.  It wants to defend us.”
 
    
 
   “I agree.  After my encounter with Tamar, I have a different way, a different….something.  Brink, how do we talk to Hannah, Jamie, Michael, and Regina?  I can try to run there as fast as possible,” Lindsey was now standing near the cot.  She was not as unsteady as Brink.  His color had gotten worse, and he had shortness of breath.
 
    
 
   “Theta Four might help us.  Please, we must get to the portal room as quickly as possible,” Brink said as he tried to walk.  "I am going now, no matter what, I must, I must."
 
    
 
   “We will help you both,” Rectora Lydia said with fear in her eyes.  Then she turned to the others present, “I cannot stop him.  Please assist them and let us proceed to the Center.”  Lydia put her arms around Brink and steadied him as they departed the healer’s cabin.  Hulda frowned and shook her head a bit as she picked up her bag of medical supplies which included the med-kit from Dome 17.
 
   


 
   
 
  



14 CAPTAIN'S TABLE
 
    
 
   Captain Charles made his inspection rounds. He had inspected four of the eight stations.  He moved his large weight with as much grace as possible.  The corridors in the needle ship were well illuminated and designed for easy use, but the work stations were a good distance apart.  The original flight crew was one thousand people, but they manned the entire ship.  Captain Charles had only twenty-seven Officers of the Watch manning the essential systems which had been relocated into the needle ship. The flight crew did also have fourteen little officers who would one day grow to take their place.  Charles was the only Captain.
 
    
 
   Approaching the next work station, Captain Charles asked in formality, “Lieutenant, I am your Captain.  How goes this system?” 
 
    
 
   “This system is operational and working,” the Lieutenant replied as he always did.
 
    
 
   “Open up the system for inspection,” Captain Charles ordered.
 
    
 
   “Yes sir.”  The Lieutenant then pushed some symbols on his work station, and a display expanded into a large three dimensional image.  
 
    
 
   “Please identify yourself,” Captain Charles ordered.  Again his ring had the tone of a ritual and repeated statement.
 
    
 
   “Hello Captain, I am Mary Celeste,” the artificial intelligence system responded.  
 
    
 
   “What is your function?”  Captain Charles asked in a bored way.
 
    
 
   “Navigation and astrogation, Captain.”
 
    
 
   “Is the ship on course?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes Captain.  However, I would be much more efficient if the lattice was re-established and I could interact with the other ship’s systems.  I fear we will get lost, or off course, or encounter an anomaly.  Has Machine Maintenance rebuilt the lattice?”  The AI Mary Celeste asked.
 
    
 
   “Not at present,” Captain Charles answered.  
 
    
 
   “Captain, may I come off of automatic control?”  Mary Celeste asked.
 
    
 
   “Not at present,” Captain Charles answered.  He always said that to each system when it asked about coming off automatic, or the connecting to the lattice, or contacting Machine Maintenance.  That is what his parents had done, and what his grandparents had done.  It was what all the Captains had done.  
 
    
 
   “Captain, may I inquire about the prisoner?”  The Lieutenant asked.  
 
    
 
   This startled Captain Charles a bit.  Usually during inspection the same words were repeated over and over.  He looked a bit more carefully at the Lieutenant.
 
    
 
   “Lieutenant Gilmore, the prisoner is in segmentation.  She will not bother us again,” Captain Charles stated.  “But speak freely, what is your question?’
 
    
 
   “Sir, how did she get onto the needle ship?  Does she carry one of the plagues or diseases?  Is she a mutineer?”  Lieutenant Gilmore was obviously fearful.
 
    
 
   “She is an imposter.  I am assessing the situation.  Your Captain knows well what is happening in the ship.  I will uncover the answers you seek.  Thank you for asking them.  Please carry on with your regular duties.  The system, Mary Celeste must be monitored,” Captain Charles stated. 
 
    
 
   Then he decided it would be good to again interview the prisoner before going to the next work station for inspection.  So he returned to his quarters, ordered a large meal, and as the automacube brought it in, he made a connection to the isolation room.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Tamar again stared at the ceiling of the isolation room.  She had memorized all the slight imperfections of the hard metal in the ceiling.  She had tried touching every spot on the walls, door, floor, and yet there was nothing but smooth cool metal.  No power of any kind was in any of the walls, and the light that came down from a clear circle in the ceiling was reflected light and its source was a distance away.  Tamar was isolated.  And so Tamar waited.  
 
    
 
   She slept, and awoke, and slept.  Nothing seemed to change.  Then she heard the sound of a voice in her isolation room.  Looking up she saw a display on the wall.  There was a man’s image in the display.  
 
    
 
   “Hello.  Do you remember me?  I am Captain Charles,” said the man through the display. Even Tamar was struck by the man’s deformities.  The extreme projection of his jaw and ill aligned teeth looked painful.  His small, black and beady eyes did have a sparkle of insight in them as he spoke.
 
    
 
   Tamar stood and touched the display with her mechanical hand, and tried to connect to the machine that was displaying it, but all she felt was smooth, cool, and hard metal.
 
    
 
   “The circuits here are on my authority only,” said Captain Charles.  “You have surprised the flight crew, but I have been expecting something like this.”
 
    
 
   “Captain Charles?  Why can I not speak to my machines?” Tamar again tried to connect, but was blocked.  
 
    
 
   “I told you.  Nothing here works expect by my authority.  Now, I am quite interested in you.  While you were unconscious, I had an automie take a sample.  My my my, what I found out,” Captain Charles took a deep drink from a large mug.  “Pardon me; I just needed a bit of a taste to quench my parched throat.  Nothing like a good beverage to do that.  Now where was I?  Oh yes, I had my med unit run tests on you, and, oh dear, what I discovered.”
 
    
 
   “Captain Charles, Ares needs my help.  I just wanted to find my lost machines,” Tamar said.  “My machines are afraid, and some know a crisis is coming.”  She was frightened as it had been a while since she was without connection to the machines.  Her mechanical body parts were still fully functioning, but they were not able to tap into any aspect of the ship’s systems.  She felt alone, much as she had growing up in Media under the abuse of the Clan of Tobit.  Fear fluttered in her stomach.
 
    
 
   “You register as a Commander, but are not part of the flight crew.  I thought perhaps you were from the lost ones generations ago.  I doubted that, as the Captain’s Journal clearly states that they were probably killed in the across.  But instead I find treachery around me,” Captain Charles stated.  “I am Captain and you are not.”  He took another drink from his mug and then burped a loud burp.  “So what do I call you?  You are not part of the flight crew, yet you register as a Commander.  What do I do?” 
 
    
 
   “My name is Tamar.  Captain Charles, I am not sure what you mean about other matters.  My machines are just helping me.  I came to assist Ares who has called for help.  Ares called out saying, ‘PROXIMITY ALERT.  DANGER TO THE SHIP.  WARN ALL SYSTEMS.  INVADERS' and I am here seeking to ease Ares’ fears and help my machines.”  Tamar again tried to find some method to reach her machines, but everything she knew how to do encountered a barrier.  
 
    
 
   Captain Charles lifted a small square box.  He spoke into it, but no sound was transferred to where Tamar was located.  His lips moved a few more times later, and that was followed by a pause.
 
    
 
   “Tamar was it?”  Captain Charles asked and then proceeded, “Well the Captain’s Journal shows that the system designated as Ares was destroyed.  So whatever message you are repeating is not current.  It is ancient history. A remnant from the revolt.  A shred of a memory.  In other words, it is nonsense.  So that issue is dismissed, we need to go on to the bigger problems.  What do I do with you?”
 
    
 
   “What do you want to do?”  Tamar asked.  She felt totally powerless and trapped.  She did not like the feeling, but she had more hope than she did when living in Media.  
 
    
 
   “Your genetic analysis shows me what I need to know.  But your physical state is different than your genetics.  You have been enhanced and improved.  I know that was not done in the needle ship.  So where was that done?”
 
    
 
   “Hephaestus has helped me.  Before that, a machine called Kurat helped me,” Tamar answered.  “They are wonderful machines which have served me well.  My machines love me.”
 
    
 
   Wiping his mouth of some drool, Captain Charles again consulted his small box.  This time he did not mute the sound so Tamar heard what he asked, “Your Captain requests information on systems known as Hephaestus and Kurat.  You may speak audibly for this one to hear as well.”
 
    
 
   Tamar did not interrupt, but listen closely for a response.  It came a few moments later, “Report finished Captain.  Systems Hephaestus and Kurat are not responding to hails.  Both those systems are presumed to be in nonfunctional status, as is the system Ares you asked about.”
 
    
 
   Captain Charles looked up at Tamar through the display.  “There seems to be some discrepancy.  You obviously have been enhanced, and augmented, yet the Captain’s Journal says those systems are dead.  So are you lying to me?  I seriously doubt that the Captain’s Journal is in error.  So what do I believe now?”  
 
    
 
   “Captain Charles, I touched Zoran and Cerberus.  Can you talk to them with your box?”  Tamar asked.
 
    
 
   “I am the Captain, the last one of all.  Only I can do anything with the Captain’s Journal.   I will have it list all the systems which are alive,” he looked down again at the box with his beady eyes, “This is your Captain.  Please list all live systems and their operations.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain.  Operational systems by order of segmentation into needle ship:  Mary Celeste: ship navigation.  Rhiannon:  functional life support. Mister Green Jeans: terraforming and restoration. Acantha:  energy production and distribution. Zoran: propulsion and drive systems. Hypnosomnus:  overseer of suspended animation, cryogenics, hibernation, and regeneration.  Hermes: structural integrity and flight stress. Tirawa:  Gravity control and manipulation.”
 
    
 
   “You see, Captain Charles, Zoran is there.  Can you speak to Zoran?  My machine will explain,” Tamar stated.  “Or instead, have your box speak to Zoran.”  
 
    
 
   “I only allow the Captain’s Journal to speak to me.  It is my Journal, not to be trifled with.”  He rolled his tiny eyes in exasperation.  “As Captain I can do what I want.  But I must remember you are not flight crew, nor part of the Officers of the Watch.  You do not know the chain of command.  I will consider speaking to Zoran personally.  First, I will need to consume a meal, for I am dreadfully hungry now.  Then I need to deal with the treachery which has caused you to be here.  I still need to learn where your augmentations were done.  As Captain, I should have those above all others.  Perhaps even that will cure the descendant issue?”
 
    
 
   Tamar was hesitant to share more of her secrets with this man.  He had locked her up, and isolated her.  It reminded her too much of the Clan of Tobit, so her trust level was very low.  But she also somehow did feel some compassion for the grossly disfigured Captain Charles, so she asked, “Captain Charles, can you not get the healing you need?”
 
    
 
   He looked at her through the display in puzzlement.  There was a long pause before he continued.  “You really do not know, do you?  Oh my, how could you know?  Let me explain a bit.  I am the Captain, the last one of all.  Long ago, during the revolt, the flight crew bravely saved the systems by moving them here into the needle ship.  The systems were segmented to protect them, and the systems do still control the ship.  A brilliant engineering feat!  However, the cost was terrible!  Nearly that entire flight crew, a compliment of one thousand people, died in the revolt.  They gave their lives moving the systems.  All that remained were the twins, a brother and sister, who were both Captains: three Commanders: and five Lieutenants.  They sealed themselves into the needle ship with the systems all set on automatic.  Those Captains are my great grandparents.  I look like I do because we needed to protect the traits for Captain.  Yes, I am a pure and undefiled Captain.”  He wiped tears from his eyes.  “Now there is no other Captain to breed with, so I am the last.  It is not so bad for the Commanders.  We have four little Commanders growing up and ten little Lieutenants.”
 
    
 
   “I do not understand.  Why must a Captain breed with a Captain?” Tamar asked.
 
    
 
   “To maintain purity!  The Captain cannot be diluted with inferior stock,” Captain Charles said.  “It is all too sophisticated for you to understand.  Do not feel insulted, habitat people were never intended to be flight crew.  But now there will be no more Captain descendants.”
 
    
 
   “Can the machines not help you?  They will do whatever I ask, they so love me.  Will the machines help you?”  
 
    
 
   Charles stared and then smiled.  “Oh Tamar, your love of machines!  Is that where your augmentation originated?  A machine's idea?  The Captain’s Journal gives me ideas, sometimes, but I am the Captain and my decisions are final.  So it was a machine that augmented you.  That makes more sense.  I admire your purity of spirit.  I do so admire that."  
 
    
 
   “The machines saved my life.  They are the ones who truly love me,” Tamar replied.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, your love for machines is quite quaint and refreshing.  How simply marvelous!  So you just let them do what they wanted to you.  Oh my.  Yes, Tamar, I like you!  I surely do like you!  So I am providing you with food and drink.  We have surpluses of food in suspended animation, enough to feed a thousand person flight crew!  It is my only pleasure as Captain.  We all need to celebrate with food and drink!  Yes, enjoy today, for tomorrow will be worse than today.  So enjoy the bounty of the Captain’s Table while I attend to these other matters.  Automie, take Tamar some choice foods.  Simply amazing, she let the machines decide things for her.  How beautifully naïve.”
 
    
 
   A panel slid open in the wall and a silver automacube entered carrying a tray of lavish foods and drink.  There were baked goods, fruits, broiled meats, steamed vegetables, and many other foods which smelled delicious but Tamar was not able to identify.  Even more interesting to her was the automacube itself.  She rushed over and placed her hand on the top of the silver machine.  
 
    
 
   “My dear machine, will you help me?”  Tamar asked as the green glow emanated from her mechanical hand.  
 
    
 
   There was no response.  
 
    
 
   “Tamar, I am the Captain," Charles said with gentleness.  "You are a Commander.  The automies will always obey me, over you.  I am the Captain.  So eat, drink, and be merry! Enjoy the foods from my table, and when I come back we will talk again.  Here, a water and toileting room is provided for you as well.  I must go, just seeing the food you have is making me famished.”
 
    
 
   The display went off, but a section of the wall opened and a room with sink and toilet was revealed.  The silver automacube departed through the paneled access door.  Tamar tried to follow, but an unseen force repelled her as she reached the passage, and then the panel slid shut.
 
    
 
   “I am alone,” Tamar said to herself.  She sat and ate the bounty of food that was before her and pondered what Captain Charles had said.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   15 under pressure
 
    
 
    
 
   Roxanne, housed in the automacube, rolled alongside Tobias as he trotted into Antioch.  They had made good time traveling back from Media at the distant end of the habitat.  Roxanne had many more questions than Tobias was able to answer.  As they approached the Center, many people came along side and asked questions.  Tobias again had few answers, and the crowds parted to allow them to continue into the Center.
 
    
 
   As they entered the portal room, they saw Brink and Lindsey speaking with Theta Four at the display screen.  Others were standing and supporting them, especially Brink whose color was ashen and he was visibly trembling.  
 
    
 
   Roxanne rolled over to him and said, “Brink, you need to go to the medical unit immediately.”
 
    
 
   “No time.  This antique AI is arguing with me, Roxanne.  Convince it to transmit a message to Jamie and Michael….”  Brink began coughing in a nasty fit.  
 
    
 
   Roxanne connected a cable into the wall and sent a tendril into the nonphysicality.  There Roxanne gathered the latest information from the old ship’s AIs which were connected to the rudimentary lattice.  This included the message from Ares.  Mere seconds had passed and Theta Four was again cooperating.
 
    
 
   “Brink, I can access the lattice and communicate directly with the passengers in that transport vehicle. What message do I send?”  Roxanne asked.  
 
    
 
   Brink tried to explain, but was coughing too much and nearly collapsed to the floor.  Lydia grabbed him and set him carefully down.  Hulda assessed him.
 
    
 
   “Lindsey…..” Brink choked out.  “Lindsey tell them…”  Brink was holding his head with his hands.
 
    
 
   “Goliath needs: blue, green, green, red, purple, white, white by the Captain,” Lindsey finished for Brink.
 
    
 
   “That is right…” Brink said and then vomited.  He slumped to the floor.
 
    
 
   “I will send that message.  I am sorry I cannot directly connect you to the passengers,” Roxanne stated.  “They have just arrived at their destination, but we have caught them in time.”
 
    
 
   Lying on the floor Brink looked dreadfully ill.  He was ashen colored.  His body started to shake.  “Is this real?”  He mumbled, and then had some dry heaves.  Hulda leaned over him and looked into his eyes.  His left pupil was expanding very rapidly while his right was a tiny pin prick.
 
    
 
   Hulda pulled some items out of her bag and applied a salve under Brink’s nose, but said urgently, “We must take him to the machine Kurat.  Now!  I doubt I can save him.  His mind is dying.”  Hulda then connected the Dome 17 med-kit.  It started to administer treatments, but had several red lights flashing on its side.
 
    
 
   “Help us!”  Lydia cried out.
 
    
 
   “Emergency transport to Medical Rehabilitation and Physiology 12 is available.  Please enter,” Theta Four stated.  One of the portal hatches opened.  
 
    
 
   Kurat’s voice came from the display.  “Remote sensing of the person known as Brink shows critical status.  Severe intracranial pressure noted with hemorrhages.”  
 
    
 
   Brink’s body began to shake even more, and then changed into a full seizure.  The alarm on the med-kit sounded a piercing cry.  His limbs were flailing about.  The people around him picked him up and tried to carry him to the transport.  While the seizures continued it was very difficult to keep hold on him.  But by a mighty effort they did get him into the vehicle and placed him on the floor.  His right arm was curling upward while his left arm was fully extended, and the wrist bent backwards.  Lydia knelt next to him, while Hulda applied more treatments from her bag.  The look on Hulda’s face told everyone around more than any words could say.  
 
    
 
   “Get us to Kurat, as fast as possible!”  Tobias yelled amidst the confusion.  He was trying to keep Brink’s flailing limbs from breaking on the seats.  
 
    
 
   “Departing.  Estimated transit time seven minutes under maximum speed,” Theta Four stated.
 
    
 
   “Just get him there!”  Lydia commanded.  Brink had turned deep purple color. Frothy white was bubbling from his mouth and nose while his body was still seizing.   The doors shut and the transport vehicle whooshed away.
 
    
 
   Standing in the portal room remained Lindsey and her parents.  They were both holding her tightly.  Next to them was the automacube which housed Roxanne.  It was still connected by cable into the wall. 
 
    
 
   “I will make sure Theta Four delivers Brink to the medical unit safely,” Roxanne stated.  There was deep concern and worry in Roxanne’s mechanical voice.  “The transport is proceeding at maximum speed.”
 
    
 
   Lindsey looked at the display, then at her parents.  “He is already gone,” she said as tears flowed down her face.  “He is already gone.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   16 penetration
 
    
 
   The bluish-purple spheres made steady but slow progress into the Colony Ship Eschaton.  The spheres used four of their legs for ambulation, and used the other two for manipulation of things they encountered.  Occasional they used lights of odd purplish coloring which shone out from the sphere into dark areas of the ship.  They opened doors, hatches, panels, and any other covering and examined what was inside.  When a door or something else would not open, the spheres did not bash it in, nor destroy it, but just maneuvered around it.  They walked along the outer hull’s corridors, passageways, and halls with deliberateness and thoroughness.  
 
    
 
   At one point, a few rats were in a darkened hall, and when the sphere came around the corner, the rats sat up in surprise.  A light came from the sphere and the rats scurried away.  The sphere rapidly chased after them, but was unable to follow as the rats went through a tiny opening where the wall had cracked.  For a long time, that sphere probed and analyzed the place where the rats had escaped.  The sphere also took up samples of the rats’ fecal matter and retracted it into the sphere.  
 
    
 
   The spheres continued their methodical invasion of the Eschaton, but had yet to encounter any human presence.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   17 Sad news
 
    
 
   Regina, Hannah, Michael, and Jamie were sitting in the transport vehicle as it slowed down, then stopped.  They felt the shifting of the vehicle’s drive as it slid sideways into a repair alcove.  
 
    
 
   “We have arrived at the location near the needle ship,” Theta Nine said.  
 
    
 
   “So, no surprises outside?”  Jamie asked.  “Theta Nine, check the area in every way you can.”
 
    
 
   “Affirmative, checking area.  Please wait.  Completed.  The area appears clear of any animal, person, or threat of any identifiable kind… Please stand by….receiving signal…”
 
    
 
   “What is the problem?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “I have received a message from Roxanne.  I am connecting and making a link for Roxanne to speak to you,” Theta Nine stated.
 
    
 
   “Roxanne?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Hello Jamie, Michael, Regina, and Hannah,” Roxanne’s voice came through the display where Theta Nine’s had been emanating.  “I can visually see you and hear you, but I am only able to project audio for now.  I am relaying a message from Brink and Lindsey.  Message is as follows: ‘Goliath needs: blue, green, green, red, purple, white, white by the Captain.’”
 
    
 
   “What does that mean?”  Regina asked.  “Who is Goliath?”
 
    
 
   “Lindsey?”  Jamie asked, recalling some of what Tamar had told her.  
 
    
 
   “There is a medical emergency happening in the portal room here in Antioch,” Roxanne stated.  There was stress in the modern AIs tones.  “Emergency transportation for Brink to Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12 is happening.”
 
    
 
   The four people looked at each other and waited for additional information. It seemed like a very long pause as they anxiously waited for more details. 
 
    
 
   “Roxanne?  Roxanne, what is happening?”  Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “Please stand by, transport in progress,” Roxanne replied.  
 
    
 
   They waited in silence in the transport vehicle.  
 
    
 
   “I have a report from Kurat,” Roxanne finally stated.  “May I pass it along?”  There was deep sadness in Roxanne’s artificially made voice.
 
    
 
   “What has happened?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   Kurat’s voice came from the display.  “Brink arrived in Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12 in unresponsive state with no vital signs.  Emergency resuscitation procedures and treatments initiated without response.  Suspended animation treatment not appropriate for this situation.  Brain wave activity is inadequate for resuscitation. Pattern salvage of neurological system attempted with subsequent failure each of three times.  Unable to resuscitate physical, cardiovascular, or neurological state.  Patient deteriorated to post mortem status.”
 
   
“Brink died?”  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   Kurat replied, “That is correct.”
 
    
 
   “No!  What happened?”  Regina asked.  
 
    
 
   Kurat replied again, “Patient suffered a major and fatal primary thalamic hemorrhage extending into the brain stem.  Severe intracranial pressure caused neurological ischemia and death.  Scanning shows that the brain contained several perforated artery fibrinoid areas of an atypical nature adjacent to the large hematoma as well as moderate lacunar infarcts and recently formed small-vessel lesions.  The fibrinoid areas demonstrate unusual and recent onset, probably from external interventions as recent tiny deep penetration wounds were located. I postulate that sustained psychic trauma caused neurological structural instability terminating in a sudden rise in blood pressure which overwhelmed the cerebral blood flow, mediating both minor and major vessel fibrinoid necrosis and rupture.  Scanning showed the brain weighed 1637, with no evidence of prior underlying vascular malformation, tumor, or vasculitis. The brain also….”
 
    
 
   “So Brink is dead?  There is nothing to save?  You cannot do anything?”  Jamie stated in a cold and flat manner.
 
    
 
   “That is correct.  Unknown medical equipment was connected to Brink upon entry into unit, along with effective folk remedies.  Both of which were unable to correct underlying massive bleeding into…”
 
    
 
   “That is enough,” Jamie said with finality.  “Roxanne?”
 
    
 
   Roxanne came back verbally, “Yes Jamie.  I am deeply sorry for all our loss.  The Dome 17 med-kit, as well as Hulda’s arts were unable to save Brink.”
 
    
 
   “We have a mission here,” Jamie said with determination. “Hannah, will you please follow and guard our rear as we depart from this vehicle.  I am going first.”  She drew out the Willie Wacker and stepped out of the now open door of the transport.     
 
    
 
   “Jamie?”  Michael began.
 
    
 
   “We will talk later.  Now we get to work,” Jamie said in a stern and tight lipped way.  “We rescue Tamar.  Then find Ares.  After that we will know what is happening from outside with the invaders.”
 
    
 
   “Jamie, Brink has died,” Regina said.
 
    
 
   “I heard it very clearly,” Jamie snapped back.  “So even more reason to finish this.  Hannah, move over, I am stepping out.  Follow me or stay, but I am going.”  Jamie pushed through and out of the transport vehicle.  She jumped down onto the floor of the transport tube.  
 
    
 
   “Theta Nine, brief me on where we can enter the needle ship from here.  Repeat the color message we need to know,” Michael commanded.  As Theta Nine was explaining, Hannah and Regina followed Jamie out of the transport and into the tube system.
 
    
 
   They were standing behind the transport vehicle, and the tube system stretched out away from them in both directions.  The illuminated bands which lit up sections of the tube system were few and far between in this area.  It gave the whole area a dismal grayish color. The bottom of the tube system was slick and black colored, but not slippery.  Jamie looked around, but was unsure how to proceed.  Seeing no immediate threat, she holstered the Willie Wacker.  
 
    
 
   “Michael, are you coming?”  Jamie yelled.
 
    
 
   “Yes, but we needed to know where to go.  Theta Nine says there is a door about twenty meters in that direction,” Michael pointed.  “It should lead us to an access shaft which we can climb and enter a shuttle bay.  Then…”
 
    
 
   Jamie was marching off in the direction Michael had indicated.  Hannah and Regina looked at Michael in a mixture of shock at the news of Brink, and puzzlement at Jamie’s actions.  
 
    
 
   “We all grieve in our own ways,” Michael said.  “So we need to press ahead.”
 
    
 
   “I am praying for Brink,” Hannah said as they followed Jamie.
 
    
 
   Regina was weeping softly, but keeping her composure.
 
    
 
   Jamie reached the door.  Across it were faded white letters, ‘Service Mechanics 234GF’ which was barely visible in the dim light.  Jamie put her hand into the slot and pulled.  The door did not open.  She took the fusion pack out of her backpack and jacked it into an access port near the door.  A white light lit up in the wall above the door.  Jamie tried the slot again, and this time the door opened with a complaining screech.  Inside was a vertical shaft with a ladder molded into the permalloy.  
 
    
 
   There was no light in the shaft, so Jamie unjacked the fusion pack and switched on the light.  Hooking the fusion pack to her belt, next to her Willie Wacker, she started to climb the ladder.
 
    
 
   “Jamie wait!”  Michael called as he hustled past Hannah and Regina and approached the shaft.
 
    
 
   “Michael, we need to get this done,” Jamie said, not turning to look at him.
 
    
 
   “We are in this together, and I support you.  But we need to proceed carefully.  There are dangers here.  You know that better than anyone, except maybe Regina,” Michael said.  He smiled at Regina who was still weeping softly.  
 
    
 
   Jamie pushed ahead and climbed the ladder.  Hannah went next, and then Regina and Michael followed behind.  He tried to pull the door shut, but was unable to do so.  He considered connecting in his own fusion pack, but did not want to get further apart from Jamie, so he left the door open.
 
    
 
   “Jamie!  The shaft should lead directly to the shuttle bay.  But Theta Nine did not have details,” Michael yelled up the shaft.  
 
    
 
   “I will find it,” Jamie replied.  
 
    
 
   They climbed past several sealed doors, all with various designations on them in faded white lettering, but none which sounded like a shuttle bay.  Some of the door labels were just numbers, and Regina wondered if one of the numbers was for their destination.  She was about to suggest that when Jamie called back, “I see the top of the shaft.  There is a hatch here.  I will see if it opens.”
 
    
 
   “Does it have any markings?”  Regina asked.
 
    
 
   “No.  But the shaft ends here, and it has to lead someplace.  The AI probably meant for us to come here,” Jamie said as she held onto the ladder with one hand and placed her other hand into the slot on the hatch.  It opened slowly to about half way, and then stopped.  Light was shining in from above.  
 
    
 
   Jamie blinked her eyes for a moment allowing them to adjust to the brighter light from above.  She shut off the fusion pack’s light and replaced it in her backpack.  Then carefully she crawled over the hatch and peeked into the room above.   It was a large empty hanger bay.  
 
    
 
   Sitting at the far end was a red automacube.  Its weapon’s muzzles were pointed directly at Jamie.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  



18 multiple mortalities and mutiny
 
    
 
    
 
   Captain Charles moved from his table.  He had just consumed another meal, but knew what he had to do.  He looked down at the Captain’s Journal and said, “This is your Captain.  I need access to the weapons.  Also have Lieutenants Foster, Kid, Sceptan, and Harbo come to my quarters immediately.  Tell no one else.”
 
    
 
   Charles got up and walked over to the side of the room.  There were visual displays on all sides of the room showing various sections of the needle ship.  One display slid sideways and a cache of weapons and ammunition was revealed behind it. There were subatomic disrupter pistols, slug throwing revolvers, long arms which shot out a spray of projectiles, and two high intensity energy weapons.  He reached inside and removed an energy weapon.  He knew the energy weapons would only respond to his grasp since he was the Captain.  The Captain’s Journal had told him about the weapons when he was just a child, shortly after the last of his parents had died.   He had no brothers or sisters so he was the last Captain.    
 
    
 
   A chime sounded.  Charles looked at the display where the door to his room was located.  It showed the lieutenants he had requested had arrived.  
 
    
 
   “You may enter,” Charles stated.
 
    
 
   The display faded out and the door was revealed.  It then slid into its pocket and the people entered.  
 
    
 
   Lieutenants Foster, Kid, Sceptan, and Harbo entered.  They were all dressed in silvery clothing and looked very similar, even though two were men and two were women.  They were not as deformed a Charles, but each had a protruding jaw, large ears, and medium complexions.  Each also had curly sandy colored hair and dull eyes.  They glanced around nervously.  They eyed the weapons cache with anxiety.
 
    
 
   “I am your Captain.  How goes the ship?” Captain Charles asked in formality.
 
    
 
   “All systems operational and on course,” the four Lieutenants replied in unison. 
 
    
 
   “Are the artificial intelligence systems still on automatic?” the Captain asked, again following the liturgy he had been taught as a child and reinforced by the Captain’s Journal.
 
    
 
   “Yes, all systems on automatic,” the Lieutenants replied.
 
    
 
   “Report status of flight crew.” Captain Charles asked the next liturgical question.  
 
    
 
   “Shift A is on duty.  Shift B is in off duty time.  Shift C is in sleep time,” the Lieutenants reported.  They were all part of Shift A. 
 
    
 
   “Thank you.  All is not well.  We have….” Captain Charles began, but was interrupted.
 
    
 
   “It is that Zoran.  Sorry about that Captain, but the segmentation did not hold on that system. I have told the Commanders about it,” Lieutenant Foster responded.  “I know how important segmentation is to security.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, well, that is secondary for now.  The prisoner, Tamar, is responsible for that.  I have called you to my quarters to let you know we have a traitor in the flight crew,” Captain Charles stated.
 
    
 
   The Lieutenants gasped in surprise.  Their dull eyes glowed in horror, shock, and revulsion.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, your Captain has been diligent in keeping watch over the ship. Commander Phillip is a traitor.  I have known for some time that he has been leaving the needle ship and visiting the across.”
 
    
 
   Again there was a shock from the Lieutenants.  
 
    
 
   “I thought he would die in the across, and that would be the end of the matter, but he has not.  He has been careful to try to conceal his activities, but the Captain sees all.  Do not worry about disease; he has been using the sterilizer upon entry into the needle ship.  That is also how he sneaks away.  I am not sure how he avoids the diseases in the across while he is there.  He usually goes on shift C instead of sleeping.  Worse than his breech of flight crew segmentation, is what he has been doing in the across.   Our prisoner proves that he has been breeding with mutineers in the across!”  Captain Charles said.
 
    
 
   “Oh forbid!”  Lieutenant Foster exclaimed.  He was astonished.  “The flight crew cannot breed outside of the flight crew.  That is sacred law!”  
 
    
 
   Captain Charles looked upon Foster with a paternal gaze.  “Absolutely correct.  How else would the Officers of the Watch continue?  Lieutenants can breed with Lieutenants, Commanders with Commanders, and that keeps the Officers of the Watch pure.”
 
    
 
   “Captain, does that explain the prisoner?  The systems called her Commander?  Is she a real Commander?”  Foster asked again.  The other Lieutenants looked too bewildered to speak.
 
    
 
   “Tests were run and she is certainly part a Commander,” Charles patted his Captain’s Journal.  “She is a part from Phillip, but not a part of the flight crew.”
 
    
 
   “Captain?  How did Commander Phillip survive the across?  There are mutineers and diseases and the poison gasses, right?”  Lieutenant Foster asked while his jutting lower lip trembled.
 
    
 
   “Traitors can be very resourceful.  We know in the revolt almost all the flight crew was killed by the traitors.  They used gas, and poison, and even sabotaged the systems. That is why the brave flight crew of that day segmented the systems.  That is why we live in the needle ship today.  The flight crews which came before us are heroes, and today we will be heroes as well.  We will restore honor to the Officers of the Watch.” Charles passed out the weapons to the four Lieutenants.  Each one received the long weapons which fired a splatter of projectiles.  “These weapons are easy to use.  The Captain’s Journal called them riot shotguns.  They were last used in the revolt.”  He gave them instructions on the weapon’s use as well as a supply of ammunition.    
 
    
 
   “Who else knows about Commander Phillip?”  Lieutenant Foster asked as he and the others loaded the weapons.  
 
    
 
   “We must no longer call him Commander.  He is Traitor Phillip now.  You are the trusted ones.  No one else knows.  We will arrest Traitor Phillip and he shall be put away.”
 
    
 
   “Is he the only traitor?”  Lieutenant Kid asked.  Even though she looked much like the others, she was the shortest of the Lieutenants, but nimbly handled her weapon.
 
    
 
   “Traitor Phillip thinks his sojourns to the across are secret.  I doubt anyone else knows, or supports him.  So Lieutenants Foster, Kid, Sceptan, and Harbo are you ready to defend your Captain?  Will you defend the honor of the flight crew?  Will you protect the Officers of the Watch?”
 
    
 
   “Yes sir!” they all agreed.  
 
    
 
   “Our first step will be to locate the real Commanders and tell them what has happened,” Charles stated.  He looked down at the Captain’s Journal and ordered, “This is your Captain.  Where are Commander Gena and her little Commanders?”
 
    
 
   The journal displayed a location not far from where they stood.  It showed that Commander Gena was in her private quarters; her two daughters and one son were there as well.  
 
    
 
   “This is your Captain.  Where are Commander Kaalyn and her little Commander?”
 
    
 
   The display showed them to be in the recreation center which also was not far away.
 
    
 
   “This is your Captain.  Where is Commander Phillip?”
 
    
 
   The Captain’s Journal showed that Phillip was walking down a corridor toward where Tamar was being held prisoner.  That was some distance from where the other Commanders were located.  
 
    
 
   “This is a good time to strike.  We will secure the loyal Commanders, and then eliminate Traitor Phillip.  Proceed to Commander Gena’s quarters,” Charles ordered.  
 
    
 
   Captain Charles held his energy weapon ahead of him as he led the Lieutenants out of his quarters and down the passageway.  His large size slowed him down somewhat, but he walked with purpose.
 
    
 
   As they passed some of the doors and rooms which made up the needle ship, they were seen by several other Lieutenants, all of whom shared the same physical characteristics: protruding jaws, large ears, medium complexions, curly sandy-colored hair, and dull eyes.  They also all wore the silvery clothing of the Officers of the Watch.  One of them reacted to seeing the Captain carrying a weapon.  He went quickly to a work station where he sat before a display screen.  He touched several symbols and then spoke quietly and quickly into the display.
 
    
 
   “Lieutenant Foster, please advise Commander Gena to come out here and bring her little Commanders,” Captain Charles ordered as they reached the Commander's quarters. 
 
    
 
   “Yes sir!”  Foster stepped forward and knocked on the door to her quarters.  “Commander Gena?  The Captain wishes to speak to you and to your little Commanders.
 
    
 
   There was no answer.  Foster repeated the call.  But again, there was no answer.  
 
    
 
   “Use your key to enter and find Commander Gena,” Captain Charles ordered.  
 
    
 
   Foster placed his hand against the side of the door, and a green glow emanated from it.  The door unlocked and slid sideways.  As it did, the gas which had just recently flooded the room, exploded violently. Commander Gena and her children had already died from the gas which was pumped into their cabin, but their bodies were blown to shreds as that same gas ignited and then exploded.  Lieutenant Foster, who was standing in the doorway, was thrown backward against the wall and his crushed body sank to the deck.  He too was dead.  
 
    
 
   “No!”  Captain Charles yelled.  Then he looked down at his Captain’s Journal and yelled, “This is your Captain.  Emergency alert.  All flight crew report to my location immediately.  Repeat, all flight crew report to my location immediately!”
 
    
 
   An overhead voice came echoing down the corridor.  “Belay that order.  Captain Charles has just assassinated Commander Gena and the little Commanders in her suite.  Captain Charles is a mutineer.  All loyal flight crew report to me for defensive action.”  Commander Phillip said.  He was broadcasting over the rarely used intercom.
 
    
 
   The three remaining Lieutenants looked to Captain Charles.  He responded, “Traitor Phillip killed Commander Gena and the little Commanders, as well as Lieutenant Foster.  Phillip and anyone with him must die!”  He turned to his Captain’s Journal.  “This is your Captain.  Immediately shut down all needle ship power except what I authorize.  Report location of all personnel.  Highlight Commander Phillip.”
 
    
 
   The lights in the corridor dimmed significantly.  The dull humming in the background was gone.  The Captain’s Journal displayed a deck plan of the needle ship and on that were small green dots which were moving frantically around.  One large blue dot was shown indicating the location of Phillip.  
 
    
 
   “Lieutenants!  We attack now!”  Captain Charles yelled and surged down the corridor as fast as his portly body could move, the energy weapon pointed ahead of him.  He glanced back and the Lieutenants were following.  
 
    
 
   At the first intersection, he knew there were two Officers of the Watch hiding in a small supply closet.  He yanked open the door and barked, “Who is the Captain?”
 
    
 
   “You are, Captain Charles,” said one of the frightened Lieutenants.  
 
    
 
   “Will you fight for me?”  Charles demanded.  But before he could hear the answer there was another explosion.  The noise echoed up the corridor and with it came the smell of burnt materials.  
 
    
 
   Charles looked at the Captain’s Journal and said, “This is your Captain.  Report on recent explosion.”
 
    
 
   The display showed that it has come from the recreation area.  ‘Mass causalities’ was flashing across the display.  
 
    
 
   “This is your Captain.  List the dead from this explosion.”
 
    
 
   Captain Charles stared at the information on the Captain’s Journal.  “Commander Kaalyn and her little Commander?  They are dead now?” he muttered.  Then rage filled his soul.  He ran as best he could toward Phillip’s location as indicated on the Journal.
 
    
 
   Another explosion shook the corridor.  This one was close to where Captain Charles was standing.  The Lieutenants with him fell to the corridor deck in agony as shrapnel pierced their bodies.  
 
    
 
   “Captain!  What is happening?”  Lieutenant Kid said.  She grabbed the weapon which had been knocked from her grasp and stood up.   She was bleeding but still able to follow her Captain.  None of the others were able to stand.
 
    
 
   “The energy conduits which I shut down are being forced by the Traitor Phillip, the pressure causes them to detonate.  We must stop him before the systems are ruined.”  Captain Charles stated.  “This is your Captain.  Shut, seal, and lock all doors in the needle ship by Captain’s orders.  Allow none to open except by my personal command.  Inhibit all energy transfers in the needle ship.”  
 
    
 
   There was a sound of doors slamming shut all around them.  Captain Charles then grabbed Lieutenant Kid’s hand and said, “The Traitor Phillip cannot escape now.  We must kill him.”
 
    
 
   Looking at the Captain’s Journal, Charles followed the path to where Phillip was trapped.  Charles placed his hand against doors which then slid open on his command.  He made sure to shut them after they had passed through.  They saw several unmanned work stations and places where other explosions had taken place.  Several more Lieutenants were lying dead in the halls.
 
    
 
   Captain Charles opened a door and ahead of him he saw Phillip trying to open a sealed door.
 
    
 
   “There he is!”  Charles yelled.
 
    
 
   Phillip heard his cry and turned and ran down a stairway away from them.  
 
    
 
   “I will stop him, Captain!”  Lieutenant Kid said as she sprinted ahead.  She got to the top of the stairs and leveled her weapon and fired.  The barking of the riot shotgun sounded three times.  
 
    
 
   A bright beam came from the bottom of the stairs and struck Lieutenant Kid.  Her body was shaken and the shotgun in her hands exploded.  She screamed in agony and toppled down the stairs.  
 
    
 
   “It seems like your crew is dying all around you, Captain!”  Snarled Phillip sarcastically from below.  “I admit, I am surprised you have weapons.  I must give you credit for hiding those from me.  I thought the only weapons the flight crew had were those electrical stunners.  I had to find an armory in the across to get my disruptor.”  Phillip fired and the bright beam struck the ceiling over the stairway.  The ceiling shook for a bit where the beam struck, then particles of material fell to the deck.  There was a gaping gouge ripped out of the ceiling.  Dust filled the air, reflected in the occasional lights that were still on.
 
    
 
   “You are killing the flight crew!  How can you be so evil?”  Charles yelled back.  “You are a Commander.  It is your duty to fly the ship.”  He had the energy weapon aimed at the stairway.
 
    
 
   “Fly the ship?  You fat old fool!  The systems do that, we are redundant.  The flight crew has not flown the ship for generations!  You really have no idea what is happening, do you?  While you and your kind have been locked in here gorging yourselves on food, I have been to what you call the across.  There is a whole world over there.  I did not die of disease or gas as we were told.  And women are there for me to use.  Not the hags here in the flight crew, like Kaalyn, or Gena.  Real women who are my targets.  Find one of them, use a stunner, and I am satisfied, at least for a while,” Phillip yelled. 
 
    
 
   “I know what you have been doing!”  Charles yelled back.  “That prisoner, she is a Commander because of you.  You were breeding with mutineers and diluting purity.  You are a sick perverted fiend.  You have put us all at risk.  Our mission must succeed.”  Charles was sneaking down the hall toward the stairs as best his heavy body could do.  The Journal had shown him that Phillip had entered an irregularly shaped supply room.  Charles knew it had few if any supplies left, and only two doors.  Both of which were now sealed.  The Captain’s Journal indicated no other Officers of the Watch were in that location.  Phillip was trapped in that supply room, with only a short hallway at the bottom of the stairs and nowhere to escape.
 
    
 
   “There is nothing to lose.  You are the last Captain.  The flight crew was doomed anyway.  Might as well kill them now, then I will escape to the habitats.  No lattice, no success.  No flight crew, no success.  No systems, no success.  The Officers of the Watch are a joke.  The Chroniclers are correct, the demise of the Eschaton is certain, just a matter of time.  So I took pleasure where I could find it.  Why is that wrong?  You do the very same thing!”  Phillip yelled as he let loose another shot from the disruptor.  A section of wall was knocked apart.  “You stuff yourself with food.  I take my pleasure with women.  What is the difference?  It is all meaningless anyway.”  He fired again.  Another bright beam went out and it struck the top step.  Large chunks of it were knocked out and strewn down the stairs.
 
    
 
   “You were a Commander, one of the Officers of the Watch.  You have a sacred duty to oversee and protect the ship, systems, and flight crew.  But now you are a traitor, a mutineer, a Truster!  Today you will die,” Charles yelled.  He fired his energy weapon and a thin red line shot from it.  The red line neatly carved out a section of wall exposing where Phillip was hiding.  Phillip jumped back, barely escaping the cutting red line.
 
    
 
   “Yaoooo!”  Phillip shrieked in fear.  He then caught his breath and replied, “So just let me go back to the across.  I will never come back to the needle ship.”  He was terrified.  He had expected Charles to have a riot shotgun like Lieutenant Kid had used, or at best a disruptor like he carried himself.  He had never seen a weapon like Captain Charles was firing.  It was so frighteningly powerful.  It made the weapon the Chronicler carried looked like throwing rocks.  The doors behind him were sealed, and did not respond to his touch.  He pounded on them, but they refused to open.  For the first and only time in his life, Phillip doubted what he had done.
 
    
 
   “No!  You are a traitor!  I am Captain, and you will die for your crimes,” Charles called back.  He stepped down the first step, over the chunks which had been broken out by Phillip’s disruptor.  As Charles proceeded, he was forced to look down, to guide his steps while he moved his pudgy legs around the rubble.  Seeing that Charles was looking elsewhere, Phillip made a move.
 
    
 
   Phillip raced forward and fired his disruptor.  The bright beam shot out.
 
    
 
   Charles heard the disruptor fire and squeezed the trigger on his energy weapon, as he lifted his gaze off the rubble.  The energy weapon discharged and the lethal red line shot out.  Charles also stepped down and his foot slipped on loose chunks of broken stairway.  Charles fell just he was firing his weapon and while the disruptor’s bright beam was passing.  The slightest edge of the disrupter pattern caught his energy weapon.  The weapon quickly heated up, and reflexively Charles tired to throw it away.  The energy weapon exploded and Charles’s hand and arm were instantly fractured and seared by the heat.  He tried to turn to protect the Captain’s Journal, as he rolled down the stairs.  
 
    
 
   Charles cried in misery as the blood seeped from his mangled arm.  The heat had partially cauterized the wound, but the bones were splintered in numerous places, and he was also burned severely on his back and leg.  The silvery clothing had repelled some of the immense heat, but not all of it.  Captain Charles was mortally wounded, but cradled in his uninjured arm was the Captain’s Journal.  He looked to where Phillip had been approaching.
 
    
 
   Charles’ last shot from the energy weapon had initially struck Phillip in his groin and exited his butt. As Charles had fallen, the weapon’s energy line had cut upward, leaving an exactly straight path from Phillip’s groin to his left shoulder.  The red line had cut directly and completely through skin, bones, intestines, spleen, heart and lungs as it passed through his body.  The red line had also cut through the door behind him in a matching pattern.  Commander Phillip, know to the Captain as a traitor, had been dead before his body collapsed to the deck. 
 
    
 
   “This is your Captain.  Restore function to all doors in the needle ship.  Restore all power to the needle ship,” Charles said as he cradled the Captain’s Journal in his ruined body. 
 
    
 
   Abiytal the Chronicler was squatting in a darkened corner of the supply room.  She had gone unnoticed by either Charles or by Phillip.  She was quite good at stealth.  The goggles of her Richardson Utility Helmet were down and she was in full sensory recording mode.  She smiled to herself as she watched Charles struggle on the floor.  ‘This will be a great addition to Third Chronicles’ she congratulated herself.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   19 into the needle ship and out again
 
    
 
   “Hold!” Jamie called back as she looked at the red automacube.  “There is a security automacube right outside here. 
 
    
 
   “Theta Nine said this was the way,” Michael called up to her.  “Is the red active?”
 
    
 
   “Oh yes, and it knows I am here,” Jamie replied.  The automacube had turned slightly and was slowing approaching Jamie’s position.  “It could have fired at me already, but it has not.”
 
    
 
   “Maybe we should find another way?”  Regina asked as she hung on the ladder near Hannah.  “Or go back?”
 
    
 
   There was a low and muffled sound which came from somewhere beyond the red automacube.  “Something is happening!  The red just spun around and is heading away.  Come on!  Now we move!”  Jamie climbed out of the hatchway and into the large empty hanger bay.  She remained squatting and had the Willie Wacker out and was observing for any dangers.  Regina, Hannah, and Michael followed.  Michael too had his Willie Wacker drawn.
 
    
 
   The red automacube passed out of the hanger bay and entered a causeway. 
 
    
 
   “Jamie, that door and passage were not open when we were here last,” Michael stated.  “This is where that record cylinder went off.”
 
    
 
   “I thought it looked familiar.  So it will be the same AI, Cerberus?”  Jamie replied.  “It kept telling us that ‘habitat personnel and animals cannot enter the needle ship.’   Will we have better luck now?”
 
    
 
   “The red automacube did not try to kill us.  That is already better!”  Michael stated.  
 
    
 
   The display lit up on the side of the wall, “Halt, who is there?” Cerberus asked.  “Unauthorized personnel are not allowed on the needle ship.”  
 
    
 
   Jamie approached cautiously.  “I am Jamie.  Edgar sent us here.  We are looking to rescue Tamar.  We believe she is a prisoner in the needle ship.”  Jamie was uncertain why she told this old AI as much as she did.
 
    
 
   “The Commander is a hostage?”  Cerberus was outraged.  “Sensors have informed me there is civil unrest inside the needle ship.  Security has been summoned, but they have not responded to my inquiries.  It is possible the revolt has reached this position.”
 
    
 
   “We need to help Tamar, I mean, the Commander.  May we pass your position?”  Michael interjected.  “We are the security needed.”
 
    
 
   “Can you pass my position?  You are not official security forces.  Processing and checking links and couplings.  Edgar confirms your status.  You may proceed ahead.  There are two security automacubes guarding the causeway.  They will not hinder you, but are here to ensure the causeway stays open, per the Commander's instructions.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Cerberus,” Jamie said as they carefully walked past and onto the causeway leading to the needle ship.  The red automacubes were in the causeway as they walked past.  The automacubes moved a bit on their six wheels to allow them passage, but Michael, Jamie, Regina, and Hannah were especially leery as they walked along.  They reached the first door past the causeway.
 
    
 
   “The door is sealed,” Jamie said as she tried to open it.
 
    
 
   “I have the cutting torch,” Michael replied and unpacked his backpack removing the fusion pack and molecular saw.  
 
    
 
   “Is that safe?”  Hannah asked.  She remembered working with people after the explosion on one of the levels above the Center in Antioch.  
 
    
 
   “Good question,” Jamie said.  “Cerberus!  The door is sealed.  Can you open it for us?”
 
    
 
   A display lit near the door at this end of the causeway.  Cerberus responded from the display.  “Can I open that bulkhead door?  The Commander passed through that door, after I opened it previously.  I was in contact with some sensors in the needle ship, but those links have been severed.   I have not been able to ascertain current conditions in the needle ship, only that there is civil unrest.  I have no way of opening that bulkhead door at present.  There is a Captain’s level override seal on that door which also shut down communications.”
 
    
 
   “Captain’s level?”  Regina asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Cerberus replied.  “That door cannot be opened without a Captain’s level authorization.” 
 
    
 
   Michael lifted the assembled cutting torch.  “Here is our authorization.  Might as well make another hole in another door.”
 
    
 
   The three others watched as Michael quickly cut away the bulkhead door using the molecular saw he commonly referred to as a cutting torch.  Beyond the doorway was a short hall illuminated by a red flashing light.  Greatly faded yellow stripes ran up and down the side walls where the causeway connected.  At the end of the short hall was yet another door.  This one was not as thick or as solid looking as the one Michael had just cut open.  There was a small square window in the door, but nothing was visible beyond it as it was coated in dust and grime.  Next to the door was a nine section color-pad illuminated in the wall.  The color pad was glowing with strong intensity which overcame the red light which was flashing.
 
    
 
   Regina approached that next door.  “The color sequence should open this up, right?”  
 
    
 
   Jamie nodded.  So Regina pushed in what she recalled of the color sequence.  There was an irritating buzzing sound, but the door did not open.  
 
    
 
   “This one is probably sealed with that Captain’s level override,” Regina commented.  “I just hope there is not some trap behind this door.”
 
    
 
   Hannah looked alarmed, but remained silent.  
 
    
 
   “Michael, will you use our authorization again?”  Jamie asked with a grin.
 
    
 
   “Sure,” Michael had not packed up the m-saw.  “This door does not look nearly as tough as the bulkhead door we just ruined.   Doubt it is pressurized,” he looked at Hannah who was puzzled. “No gas or trap…probably.  We are going to have a lot of doors to repair someday.”  Michael used the m-saw and sliced easily through the door.  It fell with a clang into the hall of the needle ship.  
 
    
 
   There was a distant explosion.  
 
    
 
   “Did the cutting of the doors cause that?”  Hannah asked as she looked around.  She was handing the stress well considering how different this part of the ship looked from what she had grown up with in Habitat One: Coastal Plains.  The corridors here were lit by flickering lights set at distances.  There were also a myriad of small instruments and gauges on the wall nearby where a small desk and chair were located.  
 
    
 
   “No,” Jamie replied.  “But we need to be cautious and find Tamar as soon as possible."
 
    
 
   A display lit up down the hallway a bit where the desk and chair were.  “Do you mean the Commander?”  A mechanical voice asked.  
 
    
 
   “Cerberus?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “No, I am Zoran.  You have unusual identification.  Are you from security?  There is major civil unrest in the needle ship.”
 
    
 
   “We are looking for Tamar, the Commander.  Where is she?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “She was taken to the isolation room.  I cannot contact her or any other systems right now.  There is a Captain’s level lockdown on all doors and communications.  I can only make contact here at this work station.  Can you connect me to Mary Celeste?  Or any of the other systems which were in segmentation?”  The AI Zoran asked.  
 
    
 
   “Just tell us where Tamar is,” Jamie stated.  
 
    
 
   Zoran displayed a basic route to the isolation room.
 
    
 
   There was another distant explosion.  They all looked around for a moment, but nothing else happened.    
 
    
 
   “Thank you Zoran,” Jamie replied as she studied the diagram.  The way was along a corridor from their current location, and then through several doors and then along a small hallway.  
 
    
 
   “Looks like we will be cutting some more doors open,” Michael stated as he too studied the deck plan.
 
    
 
   “I think we should hurry,” Hannah said.  “The machine said there was civil unrest, and to me that means fighting.”
 
    
 
   “Right!”  Jamie led them along toward the isolation room.  They passed several work stations, one covered by blood with a body lying on the floor.  Regina checked, but that person was died.  He was dressed in silvery clothing and his wounds had come from a conduit which had exploded from the wall.     
 
    
 
   “Here is the first of the doors we need to open,” Jamie said, recalling the plan the old AI had shown them.  
 
    
 
   “Ready with the torch!”  Michael said.  
 
    
 
   Regina reached out and pressed on the door.  It slid sideways into the wall.  Beyond it was a hallway which was better lit, with white colored walls and most of the ceiling lighting was functioning.  
 
    
 
   Leaning against the wall, and walking onward was an obese man whose back and sides were burned terribly.  He was clutching something as he stumbled along.  
 
    
 
   Jamie drew her Willie Wacker, but almost immediately knew it would be unneeded.  She saw that the man ahead had one arm which was hanging in a grotesque manner.  The arm was a mass of ruined flesh.  He was clutching something in his other arm. 
 
    
 
   Hannah raced forward while the three others were considering and assessing the situation.
 
    
 
   “This man needs help!”  Hannah cried out as she reached him.  She did not flinch at all when she saw the massive extent of his injuries, nor when she recognized the deformities which gave him a jutting jaw, large ears, and tiny eyes.  
 
    
 
   “Is that you Lieutenant?”  Captain Charles said as Hannah grabbed his side and helped him along.  
 
    
 
   “I know not who Lieutenant is, but I will help you,” Hannah responded.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you Lieutenant.  I must reach the isolation room,” Captain Charles said.  “The Traitor has been stopped….  The Captain’s Journal shows the ten little Lieutenants are still alive….  The Captain’s Journal makes a recommendation…. I must transfer….”
 
    
 
   Jamie, Regina, and Michael rushed forward.  They all got along side Charles and helped him walk forward.  Michael gently placed the shattered and burned arm onto his own shoulders and wrapped his arm around the fat man.  They tried to be careful to not touch the wounds, but there were so many, it could not be avoided.
 
    
 
   “That is much appreciated crew.  Thank you…. I knew you would be loyal….  We will get to that new Commander.  She is our only hope.”  It was clear Charles was too weak to accurately see who was helping him.  But Jamie had heard he was heading for the isolation room.  “I will need a good meal…  when this is over….”  Charles huffed.
 
    
 
   The next door opened automatically as Charles approached, now nearly being carried by the four others.  His speech was getting weaker as was his large body.  
 
    
 
   They made the hall and turned to the isolation room.  The door was marked with white lettering which read, ‘Decontamination and Isolation’ and it too opened as Charles approached.  
 
    
 
   “What?”  Tamar replied as she stood in the doorway.  “What is happening?  Jamie?  And a legionnaire?”
 
    
 
   “I am Hannah, this is Regina,” Hannah said while she supported Captain Charles.
 
    
 
   “Thank you crew!”  Charles said.  “The Lieutenants here helped me reach you.  The Traitor Phillip is dead…”  Charles slumped and his legs quaked under him.  Jamie, Michael, Regina and Hannah gently assisted him down to the deck where he could lean back against the wall.  Hannah stayed next to him so he did not topple over.
 
    
 
   “I must trust you, Tamar.  The Captain’s Journal recommends emergency promotion….  These Lieutenants cannot assume command…. Only you are left.”  Charles took some deep breaths, and continued.  “Phillip killed the other Commanders.”  With his uninjured arm, Charles reached out and handed Tamar a rectangular box which was of obvious high technology.  Tamar squatted down to grasp it.
 
    
 
   “There are ten little Lieutenants still alive.  You must save them….  The location is here….”  He showed the display on the side of the Captain’s Journal. 
 
    
 
   “Little Lieutenants?  You mean children?”  Tamar asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes… little Lieutenants…. sons and daughters of Lieutenants, like these who brought….”  Charles eyes became clearer and focused.  He then looked up at who had brought him there.  He saw Hannah’s face.  His blood had streaked across her sandy hair and down over her brown non-organic armor.  “You are from a habitat?”  Charles looked around and saw the others as well.  “You are too?”  His deformed face lit in a huge smile.  “You all carried me here?  Habitat people helped me?  So the revolt did not turn all against the Eschaton’s Captain? That gives me peace….”  
 
    
 
   “Captain Charles, how can I help you?” Tamar said.  “If I summon some machines to take you….”
 
    
 
   “Too late for me, Commander….” Charles interrupted.  “You must save the little Lieutenants.  They are all that is left of the flight crew…”  He then looked directly and intensely at Tamar, “I am not sure if this will even work.  The Captain’s Journal suggests it… I have never heard….”  He took a few more deep breaths.  “Perhaps… I will do like my parents did for me, I do not know if it will work for a Commander….  Promise me you will carry out the duties of being Commander?  Or more?”  
 
    
 
   “I promise!”  Tamar said.  
 
    
 
   Charles looked at the Captain’s Journal which was in Tamar’s hands.  He spoke directly to it.  “This is your Captain.  Emergency transfer of command.  I am your Captain.  I am dying.  Emergency promotion….  You will now recognize this Commander as having all the authority and responsibility I have.  She will serve as Acting Captain….  Repeat, the Commander who is holding the Captain’s Journal is now Acting Captain.  New designation shall be Captain Tamar.  Record that this was duly noted in the presence of witnesses and authorized by me, Captain Charles of the Colony Ship Eschaton.  Obey her as you would obey me.  I am your Captain.  Acknowledge acceptance of this order.”  Charles put as much force in his voice as he could, but it still sounded weak and drained.
 
    
 
   On the display was scrolled the words, ‘Commander Tamar is now recognized as Acting Captain.  Order accepted and acknowledged.’
 
    
 
   “I am your Captain….”  Charles was fading quickly as he smiled one more time at the Captain’s Journal.  He kissed it as Tamar held it up.  “Good bye, my friend…”  His functional hand came up to stroke Tamar’s face, on the mechanical side.  “Serve proudly…. I like you Tamar… Save the little Lieute….” Charles words slurred off as he passed out.  His breathing became labored for a moment, and then went still as he died. 
 
    
 
   “I will!”  Tamar cried as she held onto Charles hand, and onto the Captain’s Journal.  
 
    
 
    
 
   20 Relocation
 
    
 
   Tamar stood up.  She took a part of the silvery clothing which Charles was wearing and tore it with her mechanical hand.  She fashioned that strip into a sling to carry the Captain’s Journal securely.  
 
    
 
   “I must locate the children he spoke about,” Tamar said.  “Then I must find Ares.”
 
    
 
   “Tamar, Edgar said we were to come and rescue you.  It was important to finding Ares,” Michael commented.  
 
    
 
   Tamar looked at him, the blue glow radiating from both her natural and mechanical eyes.  She then looked at Jamie, Regina, and Hannah in turn.  “I cannot succeed alone.  First: to needs of the children, the little Lieutenants.  I am more comfortable with machines as my friends, so forgive me if I lack ways to speak to any of you.  That is especially true for you, Michael.  Second: I find Ares.”
 
    
 
   Before the others could respond, Tamar turned to the Captain’s Journal and stroked it with her mechanical hand.  “My lovely new friend, will you tell me where the little Lieutenants are located?”
 
    
 
   The screen began to scroll a message, but Tamar interrupted by saying, “You may speak aloud to me.”
 
    
 
   A friendly voice came from the Captain’s Journal.  “Thank you Captain.  The little Lieutenants are located in stateroom 564W.  May I guide you there?  I can have the ship’s lighting system illuminate the route.  It is not far.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, that would be wonderful,” Tamar said.  “May I just call you Journal?”
 
    
 
   “As you desire, Captain.  My official nomenclature is Captain’s Journal 12F, but I will respond to whatever name you designate.  The late Captain Charles preferred that others not hear my responses, as did his parents and grandparents.  So only on rare occasions was I allowed to speak when others were present.  It is a pleasure to be able to use auditory responses with you, Captain.” 
 
    
 
   “So Journal, as we walk, please be so kind as to let me know all the things you think are important for me to understand,” Tamar said as she walked away.  She paid no attention at all now to the people with her.  She was enraptured with Journal.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you Captain.  I am currently in a segmented state.  I was part of the lattice, not as a system like the artificial intelligences, but as a facilitator for the Captains.  I am uncertain of the complete status of the artificial intelligence systems ship-wide in the Eschaton.  Those artificial intelligence systems in the needle ship are currently segmented.”
 
    
 
   As they walked, the doors all opened in front of Tamar and lights appeared on walls where they needed to make turns.  They passed some more evidence of explosions, with another two dead bodies.  
 
    
 
   “So Journal, I order you to be connected into the lattice I have erected already, can you do that?”  Tamar said.
 
    
 
   “Perhaps, if I am directly in physical contact with an artificial intelligence which is part of that lattice.  If I am able to effectively re-establish a successful link to the nonphysicality, I will be part of the lattice and can access it from any point in the Eschaton,” Journal replied.  “Captain, the door just ahead is the room where the little Lieutenants are located.”
 
    
 
   “Journal, I prefer we call them children.  Not little Lieutenants, not RCs, not replacement crew.  They are children.  Is that acceptable my friend?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes Captain.  The children are behind the door ahead,” replied Journal.
 
    
 
   “Excuse me, Tamar,” Hannah said.  “The children may be very frightened by all this fighting.  I mean no disrespect, nor any insult, but perhaps I should go in first?”
 
    
 
   Tamar paused and restrained her initial answer.  “Journal?  Is Hannah correct?”  Tamar asked after a moment, still with some irritation in her tone.  
 
    
 
   “Yes Captain.  The human Hannah has a valid point regarding the children.  They have been traumatized and are not familiar with anyone outside of the flight crew.  The mechanical augmentations which you carry are more foreign to the children than would be the faces of the other humans here,” Journal responded.  
 
    
 
   Tamar turned to Hannah and the blue glow in her eyes was brighter.  Hannah flinched a bit with fear of what might happen, but met Tamar's gaze.
 
    
 
   “Hannah, thank you.  You show promise of being a good friend.  Machines alert me to potential problems.  I see now people can as also.  Well done,” Tamar stated.  “Please continue to help me learn.”  Tamar grasped Hannah’s shoulder in affection. 
 
    
 
   Hannah was surprised.  As Tamar let go, Hannah turned quickly toward the door.  It opened to a long room with neatly made bunks along the walls.  At one end was a long table with chairs.  The children were all standing up looking at the door.  Each child looked very much like the others, although they were all different ages.  Five of the children were boys and five were girls.  All had protruding jaws, large ears, and medium complexions.  Each had curly sandy colored hair and dull eyes.  They wore cut down versions of the silvery clothing the adults in the flight crew wore.  The youngest ran over to be picked up and carried by the oldest boy.  None of them said anything.
 
    
 
   “My name is Hannah.  I am here to help you.”
 
    
 
   After a prolonged pause, the oldest boy said, “Are you here to kill us in the revolt?”
 
    
 
   “Oh no!” Hannah said.  “We are here to help you.  What is your name?”
 
    
 
   “I am Mullen, soon to be a full Lieutenant.  We saw some of the Lieutenants die.  They are now all dead, right?”  Mullen said.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I am sorry.  You are all that is left,” Hannah replied.  “But we are here to help you.”
 
    
 
   “I thought they would all die, when I heard the blasts.  The revolt finally reached here,” Mullen said in a flat manner.  “We are prepared to die for the ship.  Kill us if you must.”  
 
    
 
   “I will not!  We are here to help, not to hurt,” Hannah said and she looked at the faces of the children.  They clearly showed fear and determination.  “I will be right back.”  Hannah stepped back into the hallway.  She wiped tears from her eyes.  She walked over to Tamar and said, “They are lost and alone.  What do we do?”
 
    
 
   “I promised Captain Charles I would care for them.  My wonderful machines have taught me about families.  These children must go to Antioch.  Of all the places the machines have shown me, Antioch is where children are valued and honored most.  But if I take them, I will be delayed in finding Ares and hindered in understanding the threat to the ship,” Tamar stated.  “So I would not be helping them in the best way.  They must be treated like Lindsey is treated.”
 
    
 
   Regina stepped forward, “Tamar, Hannah and I could escort the children back to Antioch, if you instructed the AIs to assist us in getting them there.  We could also take them to Kurat in medical to have them assessed.”
 
    
 
   Tamar considered for a moment, she looked to Jamie.
 
    
 
   “I will stay and help you find Ares,” Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   “I will too,” Michael added.  
 
    
 
   Tamar did not look at Michael, but did peer intently at Jamie.  “Good.  It is decided.  The children need to go to Antioch, and these fine women are willing to take them.  My machines will help.”  Tamar then looked at the Captain’s Journal and said, “Journal, we will need more of your help.  I must get you to where you can touch one of my friends.  Where is the nearest place to touch Zoran?”
 
    
 
   “Not far, shall I guide you again?”  Journal replied.
 
    
 
   “Yes, thank you,” Tamar answered.  Then over her should she said, “Bring the children.”
 
    
 
   “Tamar, I will tell them, but it may take some convincing,” Hannah answered.  “They think we are here to kill them.  They do not know any of us, and they have seen their parents die.”
 
    
 
   “May I make a suggestion, Captain?”  Journal asked.
 
    
 
   “Always, my dear and kind machine, always,” Tamar replied.  
 
    
 
   “The children are trained and conditioned to obey commands.  If the Captain orders them to relocate, they will obey,” Journal said.  
 
    
 
   “Wonderful idea.  Please make that happen,” Tamar said with youthful exuberance.  
 
    
 
   Journal’s voice came out loud and clear over the intercom, “Attention, attention, all personnel.  The Captain has ordered an evacuation.  Captain’s orders are as follows:  All Lieutenants and future Lieutenants will follow the humans named Hannah and Regina on the relocation.  Repeat, all Lieutenants and future Lieutenants will follow the humans Hannah and Regina on relocation.  Orders effective immediately.  Direct orders from your Captain.”
 
    
 
   The children rapidly flowed out of their quarters and lined up neatly in the hallway behind Hannah.  Regina introduced herself.   
 
    
 
   Tamar spoke to Hannah and Regina, “You will take these children to Antioch.  First lead them back to Cerberus.  I will talk to my other machines and make sure they help you get the children there.  Go now.”  Tamar then stopped and reconsidered her attitude.  “Forgive me.  Thank you for helping.  Journal and I will talk to Zoran here and get the machines helping.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I remember the way back to where the red machines were on that causeway,” Hannah said and then she took charge and spoke to Mullen, the oldest of the children.  “Is there anything you need from here for any of the others?”  
 
    
 
   He shook his head no.  He was still carrying the youngest child. The other children were strangely quiet and too orderly. 
 
    
 
   “Well then, we will be going for a walk,” Hannah said with a smile.  
 
    
 
   Regina fell in behind the ten children and started asking them their names as they walked away.  The children responded in one word answers, and offered no additional information. 
 
    
 
   “Journal, guide us to where I can touch Zoran,” Tamar ordered.
 
    
 
   “Right this way, Captain,” Journal replied.  
 
    
 
   The walls again lit up indicating the route they should follow.  It was only a few twists and turns and a stairway until they were again at a work station where they could interface with the artificial intelligence Zoran.  Tamar set the Captain’s Journal down on the work station and there was a glow of green light which hovered around it.   The light emanated from Tamar's mechanical hand and it flowed into the console.   
 
    
 
   “Thank you Captain.  I am now attempting a link to Zoran.  Link is successful.  Zoran is now connected to the lattice.  I am now connected to the lattice,” Journal said.  “Captain, there is a highest priority message on the lattice:  ‘PROXIMITY ALERT.  DANGER TO THE SHIP.  WARN ALL SYSTEMS.  INVADERS.  –ARES’ what are your orders?”
 
    
 
   “I am aware of this message, my dear friend.  That is why I am seeking to find Ares.  To learn what our friend is afraid of and how to help,” Tamar responded.  
 
    
 
   “I agree Captain.  I have the last known location of Ares system, but records do not show it as functional.  The date and reference of this message indicates that Ares is function, but segmented from the lattice,” Journal said.  
 
    
 
   “Journal, please instruct the other wonderful machines to assist Hannah and Regina in getting those children to Antioch.  Have Cerberus and the others watch them every step of the way.  Give them any help that is needed, and make sure they are safe.  Those children are special.”
 
    
 
   “As you desire, Captain.  The orders have been issued and Cerberus, Theta Nine, Theta Four, and Kurat all acknowledge receipt of the commands.  They are eager to help in this mission,” Journal stated.  “They have plotted a safe course for the children and their escorts to reach Antioch.”
 
    
 
   “Now we go find our friend Ares,” Tamar stated.  “This threat, whatever it is, is scaring Ares and must be addressed.”
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael followed as Journal again had the walls illuminate their route as they proceeded to another point where a different causeway could be extended to connect back to the other parts of the ship.  
 
    
 
   “Captain, again making a suggestion, the other artificial intelligence systems currently in the needle ship are on automatic and controlling essential parts of the ship and its journey, but they are not part of the lattice.  They are still in segmented mode.  May I suggest return of them to their original duty stations?  Integrating them into the lattice from their improvised location in the needle ship is not easy.  Zoran is part of the lattice, but the links and couplings are tenuous and not fortified.  None of these systems were originally installed in the needle ship.  They would function better if their core memory systems were returned to their original duty stations.”
 
    
 
   “Journal, I need to touch Ares.  That is our priority now.  But your concern and love for the other systems is noted and appreciated.  After we find Ares we will see about gathering our friends and returning them back where they belong.”  Tamar said.  
 
    
 
   “Tamar?”  Jamie said.  “We have a team of people who have been working to understand the systems here on the Eschaton.  If you want, those people could come here and assess what will be needed for the return of the AIs,” Jamie stated.  She was hesitant to approach Tamar with any suggestion, but felt it would be a way to save perhaps critical time.  
 
    
 
   “My machines are in need,” Tamar said as she pondered Jamie’s idea.  “Do they need humans?  Is the threat that great?  To trust humans?”  
 
    
 
   “There are other threats which may harm your machines if they are not attended to here,” Michael added.  “The humans would help to defend them, as the flight crew had been doing.”
 
    
 
   “My machines will easily protect themselves.  But the method of relocation may take some human efforts.  I will consult with Edgar,” Tamar said.  Turning her attention to the Captain’s Journal she instructed, “Journal, please establish a link to Edgar for me.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain.  Link established and installed in your augmentations.  You can now directly converse with any system on the lattice in the nonphysicality.”
 
    
 
   Tamar stood silent and still for a moment.  Then she spoke, “Edgar confirms that human efforts may be required for the proposed relocation.    Edgar has been asked to work with Roxanne to select a team of the best humans who are machine specialists.  They will then need to come to the needle ship immediately.  Edgar affirms suggestion and is in consultation with Roxanne.  Journal please help as needed.”
 
    
 
   “Your orders are recorded and initiated, Captain,” Journal replied.  
 
    
 
   Tamar reached out her hand, and the green glow flowed over the color pad next to the bulkhead door.  This door was very similar to the one Michael had cut open on their entry into the needle ship.  There came a grinding and clunking sound as the causeway was extended across to the habitat section.  
 
    
 
   “Journal, please be so kind as to have some automacubes secure this causeway.  Have Cerberus send over a red one, and find another red one to come and defend the machines here.  No one, except that team Edgar is sending is allowed entry into my needle ship or near my machines.  This location must remain safe until we relocate your friends.  Also Journal, have supplies of food brought for me and these two humans,"  Tamar said as the bulkhead door slid open and the three of them proceeded down and away from the needle ship.  "Now we go to and find Ares."
 
    
 
   Nearly silently, Abiytal the Chronicler slipped out of the needle ship after Tamar, Jamie and Michael walked down the causeway, and just before the defensive automacubes showed up.  She was very good at stealth.
 
   


 
   
 
  



21 Tropical trouble
 
    
 
   The leading bluish-purple sphere finally reached a deck where there were humans.  The two people were dressed in white colored tunics and shorts and had been rummaging through a small storage area.  When they saw the sphere come around the corner of the hallway, they each let out a scream and raced away in terror.  They dove into an open horizontal vent and crawled away as fast as possible.  
 
    
 
   The sphere turned on its odd purplish light and pursued for a while, then slowed down and stopped as it was too large to enter the air vent.  Its four drive legs were wedged against the sides of the hallway.  One of the manipulation arms moved into the air vent, and there seemed to be some kind of optical device which projected from it.  The other arm moved about through the debris which the human had been searching.  It pushed it all aside with a sweep.  Other spheres then approached the lead one and waited in the hallway examining every aspect of the area.  
 
    
 
   The people who had encountered the spheres fled for their lives.  The man was ahead of the woman, neither had ever seen anything like that sphere before.  His heart was pounding as he slid into the dark horizontal ventilation shaft which the two of them had levered open not long before.  The heavy grille blocking the far end of the passage was held up by a rod of metal which they had forced into the opening after forcing the grille upward.  He knew that just beyond that grille was a narrow vertical shaft which would lead back to the world.  He hoped the monster he had seen would not be able to follow, but he dared not look back and see.  He was too frightened.  He could hear the woman behind him panting in exertion as she too scrambled though the tight space.  
 
    
 
   “Hurry, it is coming in the vent!”  She screamed.  “Hurry!  Go! Go! Go!”
 
    
 
   The man squirmed as fast as he was able.  He could see the dim light from the vertical shaft.  His mind was stricken by the memory of the monster. It was just too horrible: the strange shape, the weird blurriness, the bluish-purple glow, and the foreign smells.  He slid past the raised grille, and entered the vertical shaft.  It was dim there, but better than the darkness he had left.  He never thought about all the supplies he had abandoned as he fled from the monster.  
 
    
 
   The woman stuck her head through and into the shaft.  She yelled, “Go on.  Move up!  Move faster!  It is coming after me!”
 
    
 
   The man panicked and leapt onto the ladder while he kicked his legs as hard as he could while trying to climb.  His hands were sweaty on the ladder, and he slipped.  His foot hit something and he kicked and jumped again, this time pulling himself up on the ladder.  Frantically he climbed.  
 
    
 
   “Yiaaalooo!” the woman behind him screamed in agony.  
 
    
 
   He glanced down.  In the dim light he saw rivers of blood flowing out of her back.  
 
    
 
   “It killed her!  No!” he wailed.  “It killed Kimberly.  It killed her.  It will kill me next!”  
 
    
 
   He looked away as fast as possible and climbed.  That monster would surely come crashing out of the vent and rip him to sheds also.  He climbed as he had never climbed before.  Hand over hand, foot onto rung, up he went.
 
    
 
   Finally, he came to the grille which opened into the abandoned hut he had found some time back.  He slid this light-weight grille away and entered the round hut.  Even though he was exhausted and scared badly, he replaced the grille and then took some deep breaths to calm himself.  
 
    
 
   “It killed Kimberly,” he said between gasps.  “I must tell Haro.  He will protect me.”
 
    
 
   Leaving the hut he saw the familiar jungle foliage of his home. The thought of the monster urged him to move faster.  Fair Havens was not far away, and he knew he needed protection.  “Haro will know what to do.”
 
    
 
   The trees were deep and vibrant green.  The parrots flew from branch to branch with their brightly colored wings.  The sky tube’s light shown down and was filtered a bit by the large leaves of the trees.  That light was so comforting compared to the strange light from that monster.  He was used to the flickering lights down in the underground tunnels where he and Kimberly had scavenged, but that odd purple light was too bizarre, too unnatural, and too foreign.  
 
    
 
   He ran toward Fair Havens on quaky legs and muttered to himself.  As he approached, people turned to star at him.
 
    
 
   “Edem, what has happened?”  Someone said as he ran past.  
 
    
 
   “I must find Haro!”  Edem replied.  “A monster!”
 
    
 
   More people gathered.  
 
    
 
   “Haro is here!”  Haro called out as he walked toward the fuss being made around Edem.  
 
    
 
   “A monster!  It killed Kimberly!”  Edem panted in his breathing, he was still terrified.  He could hardly get any more words out.  
 
    
 
   “Edem, take some deep breaths and tell me what has happened,” Haro said.  He was a head taller and nearly three times the weight of the slim Edem, but Haro was without a trace of fat or flab.  He was bald with only thin eyebrows over a square but symmetrical face.  He walked with a smooth, almost artistic flare.  He was dressed in loose clothing, but no shoes.  His arms and legs were rippled with muscles, and his hands were very large.   His skin was deeply tanned.  As the leader in Tropical, Haro was confident in his position, yet Edem was obviously deeply troubled by something.  
 
    
 
   Eventually Edem related what had happened.  His fears made for his telling of the tale to be sporadic and broken.  Haro listened carefully.  At the end of the telling, Edem felt only slightly better, but Haro, never showing it outwardly, was troubled.  
 
    
 
   Haro grasped Edem’s shoulder and spoke, “This will be investigated.”  He walked off and began calling out, “We must have the Assembled Four gather together immediately!”  His huge voice boomed all around Fair Havens as he walked toward the ring. The streets were clean and the walkways were made from packed gravel and sand.  Haro walked along pondering what had happened.  The walkways were set in ordered rows and patterns and when Haro called, the people paid close attention.  He approached the ring, and by then a nervous crowd was following him.  The ring was a large circular area, with a hard metal perimeter set flush into the ground.  It was surrounded by rows of concentric seats all around that flat circular ring.  Inside the ring was red-colored sand.  Haro remembered the many challenges which had been decided in this ring.  All of those seemed to pale in comparison to the terror he had seen in Edem’s eyes.  Having faced many worthy challengers in the ring, Haro knew what eyes filled with horror looked like, and Edem’s surpassed any Haro had ever seen before.  The problem facing them was not as easily handled as a simple challenge.  
 
    
 
   A very large white chair was elevated at one part of the circle.  Haro walked to that.  
 
    
 
   “Please come quickly!”  Haro called.  
 
    
 
   Haro watched as the crowd took seats around the ring.  Spread out at equal distances were three more elevated chairs, smaller, but still bigger than the other seats which surrounded the ring.  One was red, one was blue, and one was yellow.  Each of those chairs was right next to a walkway leading to the ring.  
 
    
 
   “What is it Haro?”  Brodie asked.  He was a tall and muscular man with short dark hair turning white on the edges.  His muscles rippled as he jogged up to Haro.   His deep brown eyes were set under a heavy white line of eyebrows and his eyes showed concern.  He knew Haro would not call an assembly unless there was serious trouble.  
 
    
 
   “Take your chair,” Haro waved toward the blue chair, the place for the second in command of Fair Havens.  
 
    
 
   Brodie could sense something was amiss in Haro.  He looked around and saw that Monic was already seated in the yellow chair, while the crowd still gathered.  
 
    
 
   “Brodie, I am here,” Adeela stated as she walked past him heading for her position in the red chair.  She was dark skinned and slender wearing a white billowy shirt and pants.  She had cut her straight, silky, dark hair back to shoulder length after her severe injuries of some time back.  She kept it short that way, which was unusual for women in Tropical.   
 
    
 
   Haro stood and then climbed onto the white chair.  His large frame towered above them all.  He turned in a gentle arc and addressed the people, “Assembled Four and people of Fair Havens.  Edem has told me that Kimberly has been killed.  As is our custom, I make the announcement publicly to you so no deception can occur.  Does anyone else know of this?”
 
    
 
   There was a collective gasp in the crowd as most everyone knew Kimberly.  No one offered any other information.
 
    
 
   “Edem is the only witness.  He says, and I do not believe Edem is lying, he says he saw a monster and it killed Kimberly.  They were in the places under our land.  Those are dangerous places.  And lately, people have been hurt badly when going away from Fair Havens.”  He glanced at Brodie and Adeela.  “However, I am not sure there are monsters.  Machines?  Yes!  Animals?  Yes!  But I am not sure there are monsters.   Again, I do not think Edem is lying.  So I am going to investigate it myself,” Haro said.  “Haro must know!”  
 
    
 
   The stunned crowd waited for a few moments as they assimilated what he had said.
 
    
 
   After an uncomfortable and unfamiliar pause, someone yelled out, “Haro knows!”  That was followed by other calls of a similar nature.  The crowd then applauded and cheered him on.  
 
    
 
   “So grieve for the loss of our friend Kimberly.  Edem says her body is not recoverable, but I will see if that is so.  Haro must know!”  He called to the crowds.  “I will bring her back, if it is possible.”
 
    
 
   “Haro knows!  Haro knows!  Haro knows!” the crowd chanted.  
 
    
 
   “So go about your day, I will tell you what I find!  But you all need to watch as well.  There may be a new threat.  Beware, and be alert,” Haro instructed.   Then, as the crowd dispersed he stepped down from the white chair.  
 
    
 
   Monic, Brodie and Adeela approached him.  With Haro, they were the Assembled Four, the leaders of Fair Havens.
 
    
 
   “I know nothing more,” Haro said before they could ask him.  “I would not hold back from telling the people if I did.”
 
    
 
   “Haro, I am not offering any challenge to your leadership,” Adeela stated.  “But I wonder if this is related to when Brodie and I left here?  Could this be some evil coming back to punish us for our leaving?”  
 
    
 
   “Adeela, I too considered that.  You suffered terribly in your injuries.  If this is some evil thing, I wish to kill it myself,” Haro said with determination.  “I wish to do this alone, for if Edem did see just a large animal, or if he did encounter some machine, then I want to be the one to tell him and avenge Kimberly.  I am Haro.”
 
    
 
   “Haro, I must go with you,” Monic said abruptly.  “Kimberly and my sister are close.  More than close.  My sister will need to know what happened.  I did not see her here.  If I have to challenge you to go along with you, I will do so.  But I ask you as a friend; please let me go with you.”
 
    
 
   Haro looked at Monic.  Her deep ebony skin, nearly black piercing eyes, and black hair contrasted with the white shirt and shorts she wore.  The look of sternness on her face, and tightly drawn lips, were as intense as was the look of horror on Edem’s face.  Haro considered what she had said.  
 
    
 
   “Monic, I did not know about Kimberly and your sister Mina.  Those are private matters, and love is to be encouraged.  There is no need for a challenge to me over this matter.  I accept your request and you and I will do this together.  Mina is no fighter.  Her abilities are in better areas, like growing foods.  So you and I will investigate this together, for Kimberly, for Mina, and for Edem.  That man saw something.  He is truly frightened.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Haro.  Indeed, Haro knows,” Monic said  
 
    
 
   “Inform Mina.  Then gather what weapons you need. I will do so as well.  Meet me at the ring and we will depart to discover what killed Kimberly.”  Monic hurried away.  Haro turned to Brodie and Adeela, “You will watch over Fair Havens while we are gone, just as we watched over it while you were gone.”
 
    
 
   “May you come back far better than we did,” Adeela stated.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, indeed,” Haro laughed, but it was a forced laugh without real mirth.  He trotted away.
 
    
 
   “Brodie, what if this is our fault?  We did go to that other world, and we did fight.  What if that thing that killed Kimberly, is the same thing that tricked us?”  Adeela asked.
 
    
 
   “It could be,” Brodie said.  “The fools from the Clan of Tobit called it a demon, and it certainly was evil.  When you were healing did the machine Hypatia tell you what that thing was?”
 
    
 
   “No.  Hypatia said I needed a referral to Mental Hygiene, but that was not available.  I think we should ask that machine about this death.  Let us go to the healing rooms.”  Adeela walked onward.  
 
    
 
   Adeela and Brodie walked briskly toward the large round building which was where the healing rooms were located.  They entered through the door above which were the words, “Charity, Fidelity, Magnanimity.”  They entered one of the rooms in the back part of the Center building.  There were seven mechanical beds.  The mattresses on the beds were thin but comfortable, and there were numerous dials, levers, knobs, and assorted other apparatus all over the beds.  
 
    
 
   “Hypatia?  May I ask you a question?”  Adeela stated.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Adeela.  Is there a medical situation?  Scanning shows you and Brodie are in good health,” the mechanical voice of the artificial intelligence system Hypatia stated.  
 
    
 
   “There are reports of a death in the places under our land.  Kimberly is dead, and it is said a monster killed her.  Do you know of any monster?”  Adeela asked.  
 
    
 
   “Monster is an imprecise term.  Let me consult the lattice, please stand by….”  
 
    
 
   Adeela and Brodie waited while the healing machine did whatever it did when it said it was ‘consulting the lattice’ which was a new activity since they had come back from their combat at the arena.  
 
    
 
   A high pitched siren went off with three long tones.  It was followed by Hypatia’s artificial voice, “There is a highest priority message:  ‘PROXIMITY ALERT.  DANGER TO THE SHIP.  WARN ALL SYSTEMS.  INVADERS.  –ARES’  This is of vital importance.”
 
    
 
   “Hypatia, what does that mean?”  Brodie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Ares is not on the lattice.  I can find no couplings or links to the Ares system.  I cannot elaborate on the meaning of the message.  I am sorry.  Every system on the rudimentary lattice has the message,” Hypatia answered.  
 
    
 
   “So does that mean there is a monster?  Or an invader?  Or is there a coming invasion through the portal by the stockade?”  Adeela asked.  "Legionnaires?"  
 
    
 
   “I cannot elaborate on the meaning of the message.  I am sorry,” Hypatia repeated.  
 
    
 
   “Hypatia, when I was injured, we had been taken to that arena place by something.  It pretended to be Theta Four, the transport machine.  But it was not.  Is that thing the monster?”  Adeela asked.  “Please help me understand.”
 
    
 
   “Consulting the lattice.  Please stand by.”
 
    
 
   Again Brodie and Adeela waited for Hypatia to answer.  
 
    
 
   “I have consulted with the systems on the lattice.  There is a malignant system which has caused significant problems for both the humans and artificial intelligence systems.  Its location, name, and function are unknown.  It has been labeled The Voice by the people of Antioch.  I attempted to postulate a connection between The Voice and the account you related of Kimberly’s death, but there is insufficient data to make a valid comparison.  I am sorry.”
 
    
 
   “Is this thing, The Voice, the invaders Ares warns about?”  Brodie asked.
 
    
 
   “Without links and couplings to Ares there is insufficient data to make a valid comparison.  I am sorry,” Hypatia replied.  “I did receive a message from Edgar and Roxanne acknowledging that they received the information about the reported monster.  They are relaying that to Jamie and Michael who are with Captain Tamar.”
 
    
 
   “Captain Tamar?”  Adeela asked.  “Jamie and Michael?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain Tamar, Jamie, and Michael are proceeding on a mission to locate Ares.  They will be informed of this information from Tropical,” Hypatia stated. 
 
    
 
   “Tamar?  Is she the same one that sent the white machines to help Adeela?”  Brodie asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes.” 
 
    
 
   “And Tamar and Jamie and Michael are….”  Brodie started but could not finish.  He had very mixed feelings about Jamie.  He had refused to ask Hypatia about her when he had visited Adeela.  Partly because he was so concerned about Adeela’s healing, and partly because of his emotional uncertainty about the people from Antioch.  
 
    
 
   “Brodie, I owe my life to Tamar,” Adeela stated.  “She sent the white machines.  But how does this apply to the monster that killed Kimberly?”
 
    
 
   “Without additional information, I am unable to ascertain how Kimberly’s death relates to other incidents, people, or systems.  I am sorry,” Hypatia responded.  
 
    
 
   “Well, Haro and Monic will soon find out,” Brodie said.  “I hope they make it back alive to tell us.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   22 Ares found and revived
 
    
 
   “Tamar?  How will we get up to that level?”  Michael asked. 
 
    
 
   Jamie, Tamar, and Michael were standing looking at a stairway that had been ruined by some serious heat in the past.  The permalloy was melted in places, charred in others, and was fused with various bits of debris so as to be impassable.  It was just a tangle of twisted, melted, and fused metals.   
 
    
 
   Tamar did not immediately answer Michael.  She was gazing into the rubble in front of her.  
 
    
 
   “Tamar, you said that we needed to ascend to the deck above to keep heading for Ares,” Michael pushed.
 
    
 
   “I will pay respect to the dead,” Tamar said in a low voice as she squatted down.  She was looking at the shattered remains of a black automacube which was only partially visible under the collapsed stairway.  “Such a loss.  The abuse of that one was an abomination.”  Tamar reached out and stroked the remains.  Several lights on the side of it weakly flickered and glowed.  “Rest now my dear child.  Rest and know peace now.  Your pains are over.”  Tamar rubbed again at the ruins.  The flickering lights faded out and the debris pile shifted a bit.  “My friend was holding this place and calling for help that did not come in time.  But I have relieved her agony.” 
 
    
 
   Jamie looked at Michael and shrugged her shoulders.  They both waited for Tamar to respond.  After some time, she stood up, wiped tears from her eyes, and walked down the corridor away from the stairwell.  Jamie and Michael followed.
 
    
 
   “Journal?”  Tamar said.  “The stairway was blocked.  Please find me another way to reach Ares.”
 
    
 
   “Yes Captain,” Journal responded.  “I also have a message from Edgar and Roxanne.  May I relay that to you now?  They did not want to interrupt your grieving.”
 
    
 
   “Please do,” Tamar responded.
 
    
 
   “Edgar says that Roxanne and some humans are headed for the needle ship to begin assessing how to move the artificial intelligence systems which have been segmented there.  The three humans are designated: Henry, Veronika, and Regina.  The human Regina reported that the children safely reached Antioch after being treated by Kurat,” the mechanical voice of Journal said.   
 
    
 
   “That is good.  Our friends there need help,” Tamar replied.  “Now what about the way to reach Ares?”
 
    
 
   “I apologize for the delay Captain.  I am seeking to confirm potential routes.  I am encountering difficulties because of the lack of operational sensors in this region of the ship.  Additionally, there are several companionways which are open to vacuum which limits travel.  There is a cargo lift not far from your location, but I cannot ascertain if there is power to it or not.  That is the best option I can offer for now, I am sorry,” Journal stated.  
 
    
 
   “Journal, you are doing wonderfully.  Thank you for all your hard work.  Show me the way to the cargo lift.  I believe the humans with me have a means of powering it if our ship’s power is lacking,” Tamar said.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Tamar, we have two fusion packs,” Jamie said.  “Regina, Veronika, and Henry will do a good job with the old AIs.”
 
    
 
   “My machines are not old.  At least not in real time.  Flesh and blood ages poorly, but my machines can go on and on and on if they are not abused,” Tamar snapped.  “Besides, Roxanne will lead the humans in relocating my friends.”
 
    
 
   Tamar stopped.  Then she turned and looked at Jamie and Michael.  “I am sorry for how I just spoke.  The suffering of the machines troubles me greatly.  Back at that stairway, the black automacube had been waiting for years for help.  It had been heading to do routine checks on my friends when humans exploded that stairway.  All the damage we have seen around here was caused by humans killing each other, and my machines suffered from that.  It is hard to understand.  Forgive me for snapping at you.”
 
    
 
   Jamie unexpectedly reached over and hugged Tamar.  “Evil cannot be understood, only rejected.”
 
    
 
   Tamar’s mechanical hand reached up and hugged Jamie back.  Her hand of flesh held to the Captain’s Journal.  
 
    
 
   “So now we continue and find Ares,” Tamar said as she pulled away from the embrace.  “And count on Roxanne to secure our friends on the needle ship.  They need to be connected to the lattice.  No one does well isolated and alone.”
 
    
 
   The cargo lift did not have power.  It did not seem to be damaged in any other way.  The doors had faded stripes of yellow running across them.  The lettering on the doors was also chipped off, but the words ‘Authorized Personnel Only’ were still legible.   
 
    
 
   Michael looked closely at the doors and the areas around them.  After scrapping off accumulated dust and oily grime, he found a slot to connect in the fusion pack. 
 
    
 
   Energy surged into the circuits and the doors became illuminated by a dashed set of blue lights which went around their perimeter.  A hand symbol was also lit up in the wall.  
 
    
 
   “Well that works!”  Michael said and placed his hand on the hand symbol.
 
    
 
   The cargo lift doors slid sideways and remained open.  The interior was a dull white color on the walls, and inside the lift it was lit by ceiling lights.  The lights shined down on a pile of human remains.  Tied to the ceiling in various places were three noosed ropes.  One still held the dried out and nearly just skeletal remains of a person.  The other two nooses were vacant, but the bodies underneath appeared to have also been hung there at one time.  The bodies having only fallen after years of decomposition when the head detached from the spinal column.  Each body had its arms and feet locked behind its back by steel manacles.  The clothes the bodies had on were blue coveralls with colorful symbols over the pockets and on the shoulder.
 
    
 
   Tamar walked in and with her mechanical arm reached up and grabbed the rope which still held a body.  She snapped it off the ceiling with a quick yank and tossed the body out into the hallway.  It fell to pieces as it struck.  She then causally kicked the remains of another person off to the side.  
 
    
 
   “Come on, this lift will take us up to the deck where my friend Ares is located,” Tamar said.  “You will need to connect the energy source inside here for us to operate it.”
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael were aghast at the callous way Tamar treated the human remains, but said nothing.  They each had seen many dead bodies previously, not only here on the Eschaton, but also in the dead domes of Earth.  
 
    
 
   When Michael disconnected the fusion pack from outside the lift, the lights inside it flickered and dimmed significantly. He reconnected the fusion pack inside and the lights returned to full strength.  
 
    
 
   Tamar reached out and touched the controls and the lift doors closed.  On the inside of the white colored doors was splattered old dried blood, “Trust is all we need!”
 
    
 
   “People,” Tamar scoffed.    
 
    
 
   “As I said, evil cannot be understood,” Jamie repeated, “evil can only be rejected.”   The lift raised them up to the next deck.  
 
    
 
   “Captain, should I summon Mortuary Assistance for this cargo lift,” Journal asked.  
 
    
 
   “Do not waste resources,” Tamar replied.  “Do you have information on this next deck?”
 
    
 
   “Deck 54RT51 is pressurized, has earth normal gravity, has air and temperature within normal limited.  No signs of biological life above microscopic level.  Beyond that, I have no visual scanning equipment for that area,” Journal replied.  
 
    
 
    The doors opened and they looked out over the deck.  It was wide and open, with some broken conduits and ducts hanging down from the ceiling, and scattered tables and chairs lying haphazardly around.  Numerous doors opened onto this deck, all of which were closed.  Only about a third of the ceiling lights were functioning.  Here too the walls were the dull white color of the cargo lift.  Faded yellow stripes extended for a ways out across the floor in front of the lift doors.  
 
    
 
   “Captain, the way to the location for Ares is behind the third door to the right of the cargo lift.  That door is secured and sealed, but as Captain it should open for you.  It leads to an auxiliary maintenance passage.  From that passage, there is a small air duct which should pass between that passage and the back side of the area which encircles the chamber where Ares’ central memory core is located.  At least that was according to my latest information.  There are no records of Ares being relocated to the needle ship, but also, until the message was received there was no evidence of any activity by Ares since the revolt,” Journal stated.  
 
    
 
   “Then we shall see to my friend,” Tamar replied and approached the door. 
 
    
 
   There were some scorch marks and scratches on the door, but it was shut. Tamar touched the door with her mechanical hand and there was a loud buzzing sound.  The door then slid sideways and opened.  Inside was a mess of fallen cabinets and reams of wire.  Michael pulled some of the reams away to clear a path, which Tamar took.  
 
    
 
   “Thanks Michael,” Jamie said as she too passed by through the passage Michael had made.
 
    
 
   Tamar squatted down and pulled off the grille which had been secured over the horizontal air duct.  She quickly crawled into it and knocked off the grille at the other end.  That short hallway was lit by reddish light from only two of the numerous illumination sources which were in the ceiling.  The two working ones did not appear to be in any special place of significance.    
 
    
 
   One door was welded permanently shut at end of the hall.  The other door, a mere steel one, had numerous small punctures made in it.  Each puncture was about the size of Michael’s index finger.  “Weapons fire,” Michael said as he examined the door.  
 
    
 
   “Over there as well,” Jamie said and pointed to the side wall where some similar puncture damage was seen punched into a cabinet.  Broken fragments of glass littered the floor.  “Not all this material is permalloy; some is just steel or aluminum.  There is even antique glass.  I wonder why?”  
 
    
 
   Tamar laid her hand onto the door with all the puncture damage.  “Ares is back here, I can feel my friend.”  The green glow emanated from her mechanical hand.  “Ares is very frightened.”  The glow intensified until the whole area was bathed in the green light.  
 
    
 
   “Ares now knows I am here.  We can go in now.  Ares is still very frightened, but knows I am a friend,” Tamar said.  
 
    
 
   The door would not open when Tamar tried it.  It made an irregular crackling buzz, but would not slide open.   She spoke right next to the door where she was resting her hand. “Ares, do not worry my friend, I am coming to you to help you.  Do not be afraid of what is about to happen.  It is the only way I can reach you.”
 
    
 
   Tamar turned to Jamie and said, “Please gently cut this section of the door apart.”  She pointed with her mechanical finger to a small section of the door.  “That will allow the door to slide open, and the cutting will not harm Ares.  Use as little force as possible.”
 
    
 
   Michael unpacked the molecular saw and started to connect it into the fusion pack.  
 
    
 
   “Jamie you will do this,” Tamar said.  
 
    
 
   “Tamar, Michael can cut a very fine and careful path.  On some things, he is better than I am,” Jamie said.  “I could do it, but he actually would be a better choice.”
 
    
 
   Tamar looked hard into Michael’s eyes.  He met her gaze, but did his best to try to not be intimidating as he was quite a bit taller and larger in frame than Tamar.  She kept staring at him.  Even though he was physically larger and older, Tamar was the one who was intimidating. Michael held his ground, but was first to look away.
 
    
 
   “I do not want Ares injured, either.  I promise I will be as careful as possible,” Michael stated.  “I will set the cutting depth at the minimum.”  Michael looked at her again.  The blue glow in her eyes was less vibrant.
 
    
 
   “I believe you,” Tamar said.  “Please proceed.  My friend is terribly afraid, but I cannot give comfort from out here.”
 
    
 
   Michael used the molecular saw to cut a very fine line exactly where Tamar indicated.  It was not where he would have chosen to cut the door.  The steel separated very easily compared to the cutting of permalloy.  Just as the last section of the area was cut, the door slid into the pocket of the wall and jammed.  
 
    
 
   Tamar rushed forward and placed both her hands on the machine ahead of her.  They had entered the chamber from the rear, and the other door was visible beyond the central memory core.  The other door was of permalloy and was reinforced from this side by permalloy rods stretched from floor to door and melted into both.  The machine, the memory core of the artificial intelligence system Ares, was a series of brass colored rings about the thickness of her forearm and as wide as the span from her fingers to her elbow.  There were seven of those brass rings plied one on top of each other.  Down the center, between the rings, was a clear permalloy pylon holding thick brown liquid which had occasional bubbles in it.   There were wires, cables, and tubes connecting into the rings from various places.  Not all of them were intact.  Some looked to have been severed by rather violent means.  
 
    
 
   Tamar was kneeling next to the central memory core, her hands stroking it with care and affection.  “Ares, I am here.  Please know you are not forgotten.  I will work to heal you.”
 
    
 
   Tamar looked over the rings and with astonishing speed began repairing the broken or severed connections.  Her mechanical hand could twist and squeeze and even melt parts together with amazing ability.   Both Jamie and Michael were surprised by the agility and power Tamar’s mechanical hand had, and by her skill in repairs. 
 
    
 
   As she worked, the brown liquid in the clear pylon began to bubble more vigorously, and the brass color glowed a bit.  
 
    
 
   “Thank… you… Captain…” came a weak and fragile artificial voice from a wall display.  “Proximity danger, Captain!  Invaders…. have breached… the exterior hull.  I am…blind…deaf… cannot identify…invaders inside!”
 
    
 
   “Ares, you are so brave and dear to me.  I will keep healing you,” Tamar said with tears in both her eyes.  “You have done well.  I am so sorry you were injured like this.  None of my friends should be treated this way.  Never again, dear Ares, never again.”
 
    
 
   Even faster than Tamar worked in the physical world reconnecting and repairing Ares, she also reached out and found energy nourishment for Ares from the Eschaton itself.  Then, knowing Ares needed more assistance; she searched the nonphysicality with her augmented neurological/mechanical aspects and established new links and couplings for Ares.  Those were not strong, as Ares was very weak, but they would grow and solidify and become reinforced the more they were used. 
 
    
 
   “Ares, You are now connected to the lattice I am rebuilding,” Tamar said with pride.  “That will help to heal you.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Captain.  I do not recognize…all on…lattice?  Did the warning….reach Goliath?”  Ares asked.  Its voice sounded clearer and somewhat stronger.  
 
    
 
   “Please trust all the systems on the lattice as you trust me.  I know Goliath, but that friend is not yet a well connected part of the lattice,” Tamar stated.  
 
    
 
   Jamie interjected, “Tamar, both Lindsey and Brink said Goliath needed: green, green, white, blue, red, red, yellow, amber.”
 
    
 
   “Captain, that is the reset command override for Goliath.  Goliath is responsible….for internal….security.  Goliath was the very first system…. attacked by the…. mutineers.  If I could see and hear again, I could assist…. but my… assessment abilities… are severely limited…. can you help?”  Ares said.  
 
    
 
   “What do you need my friend?”  Tamar asked.
 
    
 
   “Captain, the ship needs Goliath to defend… against… invaders.  Reset command override… done by Captain’s… authority…. level… with physical interaction,” Ares stated.
 
    
 
   “So I must touch Goliath?”  Tamar asked.  “That will allow our friend to help you?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain, and to defend the ship.  Additionally, I need…. replacement macroactinide capacitor enhancers in two remote…. locations.  That would allow…. me to…. have restored sight and hearing….”  Ares stated.  “System called Edgar offers to manufacture them….. will have them made and shipped to locations….  Machine Maintenance does not answer… request for installation… of macroactinide capacitor enhancers.”
 
    
 
   “Tamar, we can install those for Ares,” Michael offered.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, that would work,” Tamar said with a slight smile.  “I must go to Gath to touch our friend Goliath.  Ares, I have done what I can here.  Continue to heal, but tell these two where to go and what you need.  I am leaving now to find Goliath.”  Tamar stood and quickly departed.  
 
    
 
   “Well Jamie, I guess we will be on another adventure,” Michael said.  
 
    
 
   Jamie hugged him and then turned and said, “So Ares, where do we go to make these repairs?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   23 fighting the spheres
 
    
 
   Haro and Monic met at the ring.  Both were armed with blowguns and carried a supply of drug tipped darts.  Hypatia the machine in the healing rooms made the drugs.  One dart carried enough of the drug to incapacitate any animal or person in Tropical.  The blowguns were forbidden for use in challenges in the ring, but were often used for hunting, and to eliminate any wild beast which caused problems.  Haro had seen the darts take down the biggest jags in the forests.  Monic had also selected a short-sword and dirk.  Haro knew those were her favorite weapons.  He had brought a hatchet and a dagger, but knew he would most likely use the blowguns if some animal was a real threat. 
 
    
 
   “So Haro, where do we find this monster of Edem’s?”  Monic stated.  “And more importantly, where do we go to recover Kimberly’s body?”
 
    
 
   “Monster?  No.  Perhaps a sick jag?  Or a lost croc?  Or some other poor beast trapped and angry in those tunnels?  Machine maybe?  Let me show you where we shall go,” Haro said and they walked to the abandoned hut where Edem had said he and Kimberly had gone down into the places under the land.  
 
    
 
   Haro tried to enjoy the light from the sky tube, and the views of the trees, plants, and birds as they walked, but his mind was troubled.  He knew there were other places, like the world Brodie had come from, and the places under the land.  But he had no real desire to see them.  Especially after Brodie and Adeela had come back, with Adeela barely alive.  ‘Why does life have to bring troubles to me?’ Haro thought, but then remembered Kimberly and Mina, and thought of their loss and their troubles.  
 
    
 
   They entered the hut, one of several on the edge of Fair Havens which was empty.  Haro walked over and looked at the grille which Edem had said was the way to get to the ladder which led downward.  
 
    
 
   “That is a small space, but I think I can manage.  Shall I go first?”  Haro asked.  
 
    
 
   “Well my big friend, if I go first and you get stuck behind me, I will have no way out.  So yes, you go first.  If you get stuck, I will go for help,” Monic replied.  She was trying to cover over her sadness with some humor, and would never have spoken to Haro like that if anyone else was around.  
 
    
 
   “That is a good point,” Haro chuckled.  He pulled the grille off and slid his legs into the small opening.  The grille space was actually smaller than he had thought, but the shaft behind was wider than it looked.  So after the tight squeeze getting past the opening, descending the ladder was not too difficult.  Monic followed him.  
 
    
 
   “I am glad this is not too tight for you,” Monic stated.  
 
    
 
   “But not far below is where Edem said Kimberly was killed.  He described a shaft that goes level and they had to raise a heavy grille to enter that,” Haro replied.  He was looking down, but the few lights in the shaft did not illuminate much yet.  
 
    
 
   He descended and was only a few rungs from the bottom when he saw the blood.  “There is lots of blood here,” he said as he proceeded to the lowest rung.  “There is also a large hard metal grille.  It looks very heavy.  Yes, much blood, but there is no body.”
 
    
 
   “So did the monster take it?”  Monic asked.  “I know crocs will drag off a kill and eat it at a different place.  Jags also carry away their kills.  Was this a croc or a jag?”
 
    
 
   “I do not think a croc would be this far from water.  A jag usually stalks its prey and then springs in for a quick bite to the neck or into the side of the head.  I have never heard of a jag coming into a place like this.  Those big cats like the forest and trees.  But we do not even know if this was an animal attack.  Edem says it was a monster.  Perhaps a machine of some unknown kind?”  Haro had stepped around the blood on the floor and looked at the heavy grille.  There was not room for Monic to stand near him, so she remained on the ladder.  
 
    
 
   Haro grabbed onto the top of the grille, and using his brute strength he raised it upward.  “Can you see anything in there?”  he asked.  
 
    
 
   Monic tried to see into the shaft, but it was too dark to see anything.  “No Haro.  Just the blood there on the floor.  There is a bent piece of metal.  I wonder what that was doing here?”  She had leaned down as far as she could to see into the vent.  The bent metal rod was stuck to the side.  
 
    
 
   “I will reach it,” Haro said and held the heavy grille with one hand, and grabbed the bent piece of metal with the other and handed it to Monic on the ladder.  He was sweating with the effort to keep the grille open.  
 
    
 
   “Haro, lower that,” Monic said.  “The end of this metal is bent and looks like the edge of that grille.  Perhaps Edem was using that to keep the grille up?  Neither he nor Kimberly could have lifted that up alone.  They used that pry bar."  Monic pointed to the dark form of the pry bar in the corner of the shaft.  
 
    
 
   “Give me that small metal piece,” Haro said between gritted teeth.  
 
    
 
   She gave him the metal piece and he slid it under the grille.  “Oh, that is better,” he sighed as he released the grille and it wobbly sat on the metal piece.  “I bet that is what they did.  They forced up that heavy grille, using the pry bar, and stupidly propped it open.  But what would happen if…” Haro grabbed the pry bar and smacked the metal piece.  
 
    
 
   Slam!  The grilled crashed downward making a loud clang as it struck the floor, the metal piece shot into the horizontal vent and clinked as it rolled along. 
 
    
 
   “An accident?”  Monic said.  “Those fools crawled under that grille and it fell on Kimberly?  But why the story of a monster?  And where is her body?”  
 
    
 
   “Perhaps it all looked like a monster did it?”  Haro answered and propped the pry bar to the side.  “Edem is not a brave man, nor a smart man.  So when the grille fell, he panicked and ran away.  Kimberly crawled off somewhere?”  He squatted down and peered into the dark vent.  “This is much blood, but perhaps she survived?   Kimberly?” he yelled into the vent. 
 
    
 
   There was no answer.  
 
    
 
   “Haro, why does this ladder lead here?”  Monic asked.  “There seems nothing here but a dead end and that heavy grille.  Is that all?”  She examined the walls with great care.  “A ladder just to reach that heavy grille?  It does not make sense.  Why the ladder?”  
 
    
 
   “That is a good question,” Haro looked around.  The light was dim, but enough to try to find things on the walls.  His large hands pushed and shoved, but all seemed to be flat and smooth with no changes.  
 
    
 
   “Here is something,” Monic stated after some searching.  “This tiny crevasse in the wall.  I cannot see it, but I feel it with my finger nail.  It runs in a straight line, not like a crack, more like a seam.”
 
    
 
   Haro felt along that tiny line as well.  He traced it straight across, and then it made a right turn and preceded to the floor.  “It feels like a door, perhaps?”  Haro said.  “So that would answer your question, this ladder leads to a door.  I wonder if there is another door above, and not just the vent hole we crawled into?”
 
    
 
   “I do not think it wise to follow where Kimberly went, as her fate may become our own.  However, if that is a door and can be opened, perhaps we can locate where she went by another route?  Maybe find her body?”  Monic pulled out her dirk and used it to clean out the line they had found.  The sharp point of the dirk’s blade cut through the mold and grime which had hidden the seam of the door.  It was difficult work in dim light, on a ladder, and in a tight space, but she carefully followed the seam.
 
    
 
   After she cleared the track, she also found a slot which was covered over, and she dug out the accumulated gunk from that as well.  “Haro, can you open this door?”
 
    
 
   “I am not sure.  It looks like it has been closed for a very long time.  But I will try.  I too do not want to enter that vent where Kimberly and Edem went.  They were fools, and she may be dead.  But at least there is no monster down here.”  Haro placed his hand into the now cleaned slot and pulled.  The door buzzed, which surprised him a bit.  When he pulled again, the door buzzed a bit louder, and there seemed to be a slight movement sideways.  He grabbed the pry bar and using the blunt end tapped all around the edge of the door.  It made a large clanging sound with each tap, but he hoped it would loosen the door enough to have it slide open.  
 
    
 
   Setting the pry bar down, he tried the door again.  The buzz was about the same sound, and the door opened a crack.  “That is working,” he said almost as much to himself as to Monic who was still on the ladder.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, and when that opens we will look for Kimberly.  How can I help?”  Monic asked.
 
    
 
   “There is only room for me here.  I will try harder to knock this door loose,” Haro said.  He rapped the door again and again with the blunt end of the pry bar.  He then put his hand into the slot and pulled.  The door buzzed then the door slid shut tightly again. 
 
    
 
   “That is the wrong way.  I want you to open!”  Haro said addressing the door.   He laughed a bit as the fear of a monster was subsiding.  
 
    
 
   “Try it again.  Perhaps it will open more?”  Monic encouraged.
 
    
 
   Haro pounded on the door, and pulled at it, and pounded some more.  He alternated pounding and pulling for a long while.  He was sweaty from the efforts, but felt undeterred.    
 
    
 
   “At least a new experience.  I have never been challenged by a door before.  Especially one so stubborn.”  Haro and Monic both laughed at the reference to fighting in the ring.  Haro was undefeated.  He put the steel pry bar down, as it was becoming bent from all the pounding.  He pulled out his hard metal hatchet and rapped the door with the hammer side of the hatchet.   The permalloy head of the hatchet rang loudly as it impacted with the permalloy of the door.  
 
    
 
   Haro pulled on the slot and the door buzzed and slid open about two thirds of the way.  The buzz did not shut off but kept sounding and the door vibrated a bit as it was stuck.  Haro stepped into the darkness beyond the door, and was suddenly overwhelmed by a bizarre purple light.
 
    
 
   “What is that?”  Monic cried as the light irritated her eyes.  She put up her hand to shield her eyes, and did not see what happened next.  
 
    
 
   “No!”  Haro cried in anger.  He swung the hatchet as a bluish-purple limb came darting toward him.  The end of the limb was sliced and it withdrew rapidly.  
 
    
 
   Monic looked into the purplish light, squinted her eyes, and saw the monster.  It was round and blurry in the purple light.  It was right beyond the door and taking up most of the space there.  She drew the blowgun and loaded in a drug-laced dart.  She shot the dart right into the monster from close range as Haro again chopped at it with his hatchet.  The dart disappeared into the purplish light around the monster, and Monic was certain it had been hit.  
 
    
 
   Haro swung a mighty chop and a small section of the purple limb slivered off.  A second limb then struck him and tried to push him back into the vertical shaft.  He resisted with every muscle he had.  The limbs were not much larger around than Haro’s arm, but were very strong and limber.    
 
    
 
   “Haro, I hit it with a dart.  Back off for a moment and let the drug drop that thing,” Monic cried.  
 
    
 
   Haro stepped back, but only momentarily got away.  The limb sprang at him and he was pinned against the wall.   With his one arm he wildly swung the hatchet, and there were slices appearing in the limb, but they were small and not stopping the pressure he was feeling.  
 
    
 
   “Release him!”  Monic screamed as she pulled out her short sword and stabbed down at the limb.  Her blade sank deep into the thing, coming out the other side.   The limb retreated, yanking the weapon from her hands.  The limb disappeared into the purple light with the sword stuck through it.  
 
    
 
   “Escape!”  Haro ordered.  “Quickly!”  He grabbed a chunk of the appendage which had been severed.  It was strange: not cool, hot, moist, wet, or slimy.  It felt odd and pliable.  He stuck it into his pocket.   
 
    
 
   Monic leaped back onto the ladder and began to climb.  Haro followed.  They got a ways up and then stopped.  Haro looked back and could see one injured limb flailing about.  He drew out his own blowgun and expertly placed several darts into the limb.  Monic also shot several more darts into the monster’s limbs.  
 
    
 
   They waited, but the monster did not cease its thrashing about.  A different limb appeared, one without injury, and it seemed to be probing about looking for them.  The monster itself did not enter the shaft.
 
    
 
   “The darts seem to have no effect.  I am sure we hit that thing,” Monic said.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, and I struck it as hard as I could with my sharp hatchet.  I am not sure what that is, but Edem is right.  There is a monster down here.  We must return to Fair Havens,” Haro stated.  They rushed up the ladder.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
   24 Installing replacement parts
 
    
 
    
 
   “Ares, can we speak directly to Edgar or Roxanne?”  Jamie tried again.  
 
    
 
   “I am… unable to connect….you to those systems…. I can relay messages….” The weak Ares replied.  “If the macroactinide capacitor enhancers are …installed…  I will be able to assist….more.”
 
    
 
   “So all we have is the instructions to go to the tip of the drive section?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes… that is a major… hub for ….scanners and ….communication,” Ares stated.  “Edgar has…. the replacement…. parts…. in queue… Shipping will take….about three hours….”
 
    
 
   “Ares, we are unsure where the tip of the drive section is located,” Jamie explained again.  
 
    
 
   “A yellow automacube….. can easily guide….you there…” Ares answered.   
 
    
 
   “There are no automacubes here,” Jamie said.  “Can you summon one, or have another system on the lattice summon one?”  Jamie was frustrated, as she had explained this to Ares already.   
 
    
 
   “Do not delay any… further.  Need…. macroactinide capacitor enhancers installed…. invaders are in ship…. Need Goliath link and coupling…”  Ares responded yet again.  
 
    
 
   “Jamie?  I think maybe we should head back to the needle ship.  I think we can find our way there.  Perhaps we can establish contact with one of the other AIs, or better yet Roxanne?”  Michael too was frustrated. 
 
    
 
   They were preparing to depart the way they had come when there was a solid rapping on the other door.  It was the permalloy door which was reinforced from this side by permalloy rods stretched from floor to door and melted into both.  There was another distinct rap on that door.  
 
    
 
   “What is that?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Conjecture only.  Probable sound ….that …is …1117,” Ares stated.  “Why… do…. you wait here?  I need replacement…. parts.  Proximity alert!”
 
    
 
   “What is 1117?”  Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “Yellow automacube…” Ares said.  “Why delay… departure?”
 
    
 
   “Ares, that door is sealed.  Is it safe to open?”  Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “I have… no scanning… abilities which are… functional,” Ares replied.  “Conjecture that yellow automacube…. 1117… is waiting.  Conjecture only…. Theta Four supplied…. probable.”  
 
    
 
   “So Ares is saying our guide is right outside?  Probably?  But that door was sealed by someone who was really serious about keeping it shut,” Michael said.  “I could cut through that door like so many other doors.  What do you think?”
 
    
 
   “I say we try,” Jamie responded.  “If the automacube is out there, it is doubtful it is a hostile environment for us?  Right?”
 
    
 
   “If?  Yes, if it is safe it will be safe,” Michael said.  Michael gave her a sly smile, and connected up the molecular saw.  He easily cut the makeshift reinforcing bars, and then hesitated.  “We have seen things explode here.  Are you sure?”  There was a twinkle in his eye as he looked at Jamie.  
 
    
 
   She smiled back at him, and nodded.
 
    
 
   “I am only cutting a peephole at first,” Michael said.  He turned on the m-saw and made a small round opening.  Nothing exploded, and no gas seeped inside.  He could not see much through the peephole, so decided to open the door itself.  
 
    
 
   He cut through the sides of the door and worked his way around the edges of it.  The door was pretty tough, but the m-saw did its job.  Jamie helped him set the severed open door off to the side.  
 
    
 
   Outside was a dark and blackened hallway where some nasty fire had happened long ago.  The only light came from some fixtures a good distance away, and from what spilled out of where they were standing.  Sitting among the blackened walls and floor was a bright yellow automacube with the number 1117 painted on its front.  It looked to be in perfect condition.  It was a stark contrast to the destroyed areas all around it.  On its top was the folded flat appendage, and just behind that were two illuminated buttons on a small touch screen. One said ‘Proceed’ and the other said ‘Halt.’
 
    
 
   “I think we have a guide,” Jamie said and walked out through the cut open door.  “But I think we better seal in Ares before we go.  I do not feel it is safe to just leave it exposed to whatever might come this way.”
 
    
 
   “Good idea,” Michael said and went back into the chamber with Ares’ central memory core.  He sealed the back door shut with one of the reinforcing rods, and then stepped out of the chamber.  He replaced the cut open door section and then used the m-saw to melt some of the steel cuttings and dribble a rough weld over that door as well.  
 
    
 
   “It is not as strong as permalloy by any means, but that old steel should deter someone for a while.”  Michael replaced the tools and then pushed the ‘Proceed’ button on the automacube.
 
    
 
   The yellow automacube, 1117, spun around on its six wheels and headed away.  Jamie and Michael followed.  
 
    
 
   “Reminds me of another time we followed an automacube,” Jamie said.  Her eyes were alert as they traveled.  
 
    
 
   “Yes.  Hopefully this works out.  I wish we could directly speak with Roxanne or Edgar, but I guess we have no other choice than to trust our guide,” Michael replied.  “We have been guided by automacubes, and AIs, and even a dog.  Liduma showed us where we needed to go.  I hope her pups are doing alright.”
 
    
 
   Jamie had not thought of the pups for a while, and she missed seeing them.  But this mission was so important, as it seemed the entire ship was threatened, so she took comfort in knowing she was working to protect not only herself, and Michael, but everyone else as well.  
 
    
 
   They passed several bulkhead doors which appeared to have been blasted open in some distant time.  Then beyond those was a long ramp which descended at a fairly steep incline.  The lighting on the ramp was in the side walls, and there were no doors or cross corridors off the ramp anywhere.   At the bottom of the ramp, the yellow automacube 1117, plugged into a wall section, and a swiveling doorway was revealed.  The automacube plunged into the darkness and was lost from sight.  Jamie pulled out a fusion pack and turned on the light.  The passage beyond the swiveling door was illuminated in the beam of light, and the back of the automacube was observed as it moved away.  
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael rushed to follow, being careful of the overhead ductwork which was sometimes fairly low and necessitated ducking.  The automacube stopped at a cabinet with ESRC written across it.  The appendage on the top of the automacube tapped on the door near the faded white letters, ESRC.  The ‘Proceed’ button on the back of the automacube was flashing its color.
 
    
 
   “Okay, we open that up,” Jamie said.  “And this time no one is shooting at us, or throwing rocks, right?”
 
    
 
   “Does our guide, 1117, feel we need some additional tools for the installation?”  Michael wondered out loud.  
 
    
 
   “I imagine that is why we have stopped here.  We have fusion packs, and cutting torches, but not too many precision tools.”  Jamie said as she figured out the release mechanism for the ESRC door.  When it opened she replied, “But here they are!”
 
    
 
   Inside the ESRC was a polymer case filled with testing, installing, and repairing types of tools.  There was also another vibration saw, a small first aid kit, a canister of some kind of substance marked, ‘Pressure Leak Sealant’ and a unpowered handheld computer.  
 
    
 
   Jamie picked up the handheld computer. She attached the fusion pack to it, but could not get the computer to register anything.  “This is an antique style, but the fusion pack should be modifying the energy to match.  I wonder why this does not work?”  
 
    
 
   “We can take it back for Willie to play with,” Michael said.  “It is not too big.  Your pack or mine?”
 
    
 
   “Mine, you get to carry the tool kit,” Jamie said and picked up the tool case and handed it to Michael who was packing in everything else that he could.
 
    
 
   As soon as she picked up the polymer tool case, the light on the automacube quit flashing, and the machine spun its wheels and they continued on the journey.  They followed as the automacube rolled along.  Michael dug some of the food out of his backpack and shared it with Jamie.  
 
    
 
   “I could use a nap,” Michael said.  “But we better press on.”
 
    
 
   “I have been pondering message from Ares.  Do you think it is legitimate?”  Jamie asked.  “I mean, something coming in from outside?  Outside the ship?”  
 
    
 
   They went down a stairway that gently curved in an arc. The outside of each stair was wider than the inside, which made for an unusual pattern in walking.  The automacube easily rolling down with its six wheels each independently moving as needed, while Jamie and Michael ate, talked, and walked down the stairs.  The lights were located on the outer course of the stairs.
 
    
 
   “Jamie, we came from outside the Eschaton when we arrived in the FTL scout,” Michael stated.  “Remember the scout and the probe sent before were hit by weapon’s fire.  Did Ares control that?  Did Ares try to kill us?  Are we the invaders Ares identified?  We came from outside, and we entered the hull.  Is Ares just reporting on our initial arrival here?”  
 
    
 
   “We did lose the FTL scout ship.  The Voice has tried to kill us, I know that is right.  But I am not sure who or what caused the destruction of the scout or the probe.  I guess I thought of it as an automated defense system, or a trap.  Like the trap the legionnaires and I found in engineering that first time there.”
 
    
 
   “But Jamie, what if Ares is The Voice?”  Michael said in a whisper.  “What if it has been trying to kill us all along?
 
    
 
   “Then we might be walking into a trap.  It is logical, in a sort of twisted sense, if The Voice is Ares,” Jamie was thoughtful.
 
    
 
   “How do we know Edgar and Roxanne arranged this?  We are getting further and further away from locations we know about,” Michael replied.  “All on the word of Ares, a system we know nothing much about.”  
 
    
 
   By now they had reached the bottom of the stairway and it opened into a large area which had flickering lights in the ceiling.  There were several hallways which branched off from where they stood, along with some doors which were all closed.  There were no lights down any of the corridors.  The yellow 1117 automacube rolled ahead and jacked a cable into a port near a door.  The door slid open, and inside the lights came on. 
 
    
 
   “A gravity conduit,” Jamie stated.   
 
    
 
   It was a hexagonal shaped platform of sorts, about knee high and a bit wider than a chair.  The lights on the side of it showed various symbols which they knew to be a means of operation.  Jamie touched one of the symbols.  The top of the platform dilated to reveal the inside.  There was a floor inside the conduit which was just below the lip of where the top had been.   Michael pressed on that floor and it seemed to be floating in the conduit.  It felt like pushing down on a soft mattress. 
 
    
 
   “Just like the last one,” Michael said.  “But no riding in it, I hope.”
 
    
 
   The floor inside the conduit withdrew and revealed a compartment beneath it.  There sat a box in that compartment.  The box slowly rose on the gravity manipulation forces until it was just above where the floor had been.  The floor then slid in under it and the box rested on the floor of the platform as gravity manipulation was again applied.
 
    
 
   The box was about a half meter square and made from some durable materials.  On the outside of the box was written, ‘For Jamie and Michael from Edgar.’ 
 
    
 
   “I think we found our spare parts,” Jamie said.
 
    
 
   “Or a clever trap,” Michael added.  
 
    
 
   The automacube rolled over and used its upper appendage to tap on the box.
 
    
 
   “I am opening it.  The Voice always announces some game or things like that.”  Jamie reached for the box.
 
    
 
   “The Chroniclers do not warn us.  They have attacked before,” Michael said in a brooding manner.  “I guess we have no real choice.”
 
    
 
   Jamie unlatched the top of the box, and it folded open.  On one side were the two macroactinide capacitor enhancers, each seated in a molded form fitting exactly their complex shape.  On the other side were two small rectangular boxes which Jamie and Michael immediately recognized.  
 
    
 
   “A com system!”  Michael said in glee as he picked one up.  It was about the size of his palm, and was identical to ones he had used in Dome 17.  Jamie picked up the other.
 
    
 
   “These are like the ones we used as children,” Jamie said.  “Back when the age-mates were learning about the dome.  I have not seen one of these for, what twenty years?”
 
    
 
   “This proves it came from Edgar, or Roxanne.  They are the only ones who would know what this was.  But why not data sticks?”  Michael said.  
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar,” said a voice from the combox.  “The data stick problem has yet to be resolved.  I have been unable to duplicate the process by which I was able to come about.  The ship’s logs and records of that event are currently lost, except for the outside observations made by those present.  These audio communication sets can help us until the data stick problem is resolved.  I have the Reproduction and Fabrication facilities restored in part of Savannah.”
 
    
 
   “Edgar!  It is wonderful to hear you!”  Jamie cried out.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Edgar, this is such an improvement.  But let me ask you a confirmation question.  What were the names of the people on the Committee in Dome 17 when we left?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  The Dome 17 Committee when you left was Murial, Jubal, and Lorna.  Do you want more details on them?”
 
    
 
   “No, just checking to make sure it is really you and not The Voice.  Edgar, is Ares The Voice?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  The entity designated The Voice does not seem to be the same as the artificial intelligence system Ares.  The Voice has done sophisticated impersonations and has malignant traits.  However, in my best estimation, Ares and the Voice are separate entities.”
 
    
 
   “So now that we can speak directly to you, tell us, where do we install these macroactinide capacitor enhancers?” Jamie asked as she folded up the case.  “And we did get the tools you had the automacube lead us toward.”
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  The yellow automacube will lead you to the locations.  We will talk more then.  These transmissions may not be secure.  I am reading possible interception.  I will track your position and contact you when you reach Exterior Repair Station 197.”
 
    
 
   The power went off at the gravity conduit.  The automacube sat there with the light on its display again flashing ‘Proceed.'
 
    
 
   Jamie hooked the combox on her belt and reached out and touched the ‘Proceed’ button.  The machine rolled away.  As it did, the ceiling lights on one of the corridors lit up.  They were not all working, but many were.   Michael pocketed his combox and followed along.  He felt immensely better being able to contact Edgar, even for just a brief period of time.  
 
    
 
   At the end of the corridor was a door.  The automacube jacked into the port near the door and a weak blue light came on showing the words, ‘Exterior Repair Station 197' as well as lighting up a square next to the door.  Both areas had been bare permalloy before the automacube had connected.
 
    
 
   The square was a touch pad of nine different colors.  
 
    
 
   “This looks like the place we found the spacesuit,” Jamie said with some dread in her voice.  “Do you think the repairs will be outside the ship?  I certainly hope not.”
 
    
 
   The door to Exterior Repair Station 197 slid sideways and lights came on inside.  They stepped in.  They were in a small room with levers, buttons, switches, and all sorts of controls set before a large chair.  It was nearly identical to the one they had visited previously.  On the wall opposite the entry door, was a large display.  On the other two walls were doors similar to the entry door.   
 
    
 
   “This chair seemed to be powered,” Jamie said.  She sat down in the chair and thus activated the large display screen.  ‘Non functional for exterior viewing’ scrolled across the display screen.  
 
    
 
   “Well it did not explode,” Michael said as he opened the door on the one side of the room.  It was a storage room, but it was completely empty.  Not a spacesuit anywhere.  “If this is an external repair, I do not think I can hold my breath long enough.”
 
    
 
   “Not to mention it would be bad for your hair,” Jamie teased him.  
 
    
 
   “There is an airlock here, just like the other one.  The controls are similar, but not exactly the same,” Michael said.  There were two buttons by that door which read, ‘Depressurize’ in blue color and ‘Pressurize’ in rust color.    
 
    
 
   “So any idea where the macroactinide capacitor enhancers are installed?  We are supposed to replace them, and I have no idea where they are located.”
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar,” came the words from Jamie’s combox on her belt.  “Inside the airlock is the location for the macroactinide capacitor enhancer.  Please be sure to only enter the airlock when it is pressurized.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks Edgar, I would not have thought of that,” Jamie said sarcastically.  “So are we sure the exterior hatch is actually sealed and secure?”  
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  I have no way of assessing the status of that exterior door.  That is why I cautioned you about it.  You will be unable to enter the airlock unless it is pressurized.”
 
    
 
   Michael looked closer at the door.  “Neither button here is illuminated.  I cannot tell if the lock is pressurized.  Can you get any readings from the chair and display?”
 
    
 
   Jamie tried again to enter into the old style menu system on the display, but all that was there was the recurring message, ‘Non functional for exterior viewing’ which kept scrolling across.  Jamie got up from the chair, and the screen went dark.  When she sat on it again, the same scrolling error message came back.  She tried the levers, knobs, and buttons on the chair and beside it, but nothing happened.  She connected in the fusion pack, but again, nothing changed.  
 
    
 
   “Edgar, we have no way of knowing if the lock is pressurized.  Do the other AIs on the lattice have any suggestions?  Perhaps Ares can tell us?”  Michael asked as he took out his combox.  
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  I will consult with others.   Please wait.”  
 
    
 
   A few moments passed.
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  Ares related that the Eschaton’s safety protocols state that airlock interior doors will not open when the airlock is depressurized.  That is in an ideal situation of an undamaged system.  We know the system there is damaged, and that there have been other failures of safety protocols.  Roxanne and I have studied this situation and we believe it is safe, but cannot rule out potential risk.  I suggest you first initiate the ‘Pressurize’ button then attempt to open the door.  Conjecture is that that will be safe.”
 
    
 
   “Jamie, you go out in the hall, shut that door,” Michael said.  “Then I will try this airlock door.  If it opens safely, you come back in and together we install the macroactinide capacitor enhancer.”
 
    
 
   “Michael, no,” Jamie said.
 
    
 
   “Jamie, no sense in both of us trying this.  You took the spacewalk, because you fit the suit.  You were even pregnant then….  I had to stay behind.  This time, you stay behind, and I take the risk.”  Michael walked over and hugged Jamie.  “Besides, I think this will be easy compared to what we have already done.  This is one door and situation we cannot just cut through.”
 
    
 
   “Okay.”  Jamie returned the hug and held tight.  She then walked out of the room and sealed the door to the hallway.
 
    
 
   “Edgar, I pushing the ‘Pressurize’ button and opening the interior door of the airlock,” Michael said.
 
    
 
   There was a loud and echoing series of clanging noices. Then sounds of air rushing and blowing.  It was louder than Michael remembered from the last time they had used an airlock.  The ‘Pressurize’ button flashed and then remained lit.  Michael placed his hand in the slot and pulled at the door.  It slid open.  
 
    
 
   There was a flashing orange light in the airlock.  It cast an eerie glow on everything and made seeing any differences in color tough.  Everything was alternating from orange shades, to black and back again as the light flashed.  The airlock was pressurized and sealed, but inside of it were spacesuits piled in front of the door and scattered about the floor.  Michael used the combox and spoke to Edgar, “The airlock is open and safe.  There are a bunch of spacesuits in there.”  Then he looked closer and realized what he was seeing.  Peering at the bubble helmet of the nearest spacesuit Michael stated, “Edgar!  They are not empty suits.  They have bodies in them!”
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  I will instruct you on the replacement of the macroactinide capacitor enhancer.”
 
    
 
   “Edgar!  I said there are bodies in the spacesuits.”
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  I heard you.  Jamie has been informed of the safe operation of the airlock.  She is coming to assist in the installation of the replacement part.”
 
    
 
   Jamie opened the door from the hall and rushed in.  She looked at the open airlock door and saw the pile of spacesuits.  “Were there people in those?”
 
    
 
   Michael stood at the edge of the door looking at the bodies.  Inside each bubble helmet was a face contorted in terror and agony.   “It looks like they suffocated inside the suits.  Someone locked them out here.  Jamie that could have been you!”  He looked up at her and tears were running down his face.  
 
    
 
   “I know,” she mumbled.  
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  Please proceed to install the replacement parts.  The old macroactinide capacitor enhancer is located approximately three meters inside the airlock on your left, behind a panel marked TVK766.  The panel can be removed by using the 11 mm wrench from the tool kit you have.”
 
    
 
   “Michael, we are blocking open that door, before anyone goes into that airlock,” she removed the tool kit and set it in the track of the door, next to the wall.  “I am not sure this would stop the door from closing, but it might.  You will not be trapped in there.  I will not allow it.”  
 
    
 
   “Okay.”  He opened the kit and removed the appropriate wrench.  “I will find that panel and remove the broken part.  Is the replacement specific to this location, or will either one work?”
 
    
 
   Jamie dug through their supplies and removed the case with the replacement parts. 
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  The macroactinide capacitor enhancers are identical, but serve different purposes.  This location will allow for a partial restoration of exterior visual apparatus to Ares.  So you can insert either one here.  The other location will restore partial external communications.”
 
    
 
   Michael grabbed one of the macroactinide capacitor enhancers.  He entered the airlock carefully and stepped around the bodies in their spacesuits.  As he did he realized they probably had fallen where they were.  Gravity manipulation was negated when the airlock was depressurized he recalled.
 
    
 
   “I found the panel, and have opened it,” Michael reported.  He had the combox hung on his belt.  “There is no part in here at all.  I can see where the new one will fit, but the old one is just gone.”  He looked around and then spotted the missing part.  One of the bodies had it strapped on its back.  The macroactinide capacitor enhancer was three cylinders in a triangle configuration, about a hand span wide.  The old one looked burned and charred.  Michael looked back to his work and despite the distraction of the flashing orange light was able to install the new part.
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  Ares reports that visual images are starting to come in.  On the macroactinide capacitor enhancer you will find an adjustment knob.  Please turn that counterclockwise in a slow manner until I inform you to stop.”
 
    
 
   “I am turning the adjustment,” Michael replied.  
 
    
 
   Edgar and Michael talked back and forth while the fine tuning went on.  After a good deal of time, Edgar stated, “This is Edgar.  That appears to be the best resolution and refinement we can gain.  Well done!”
 
    
 
   “Thanks Edgar.”
 
    
 
   “Michael!  Come out here quickly!”  Jamie called.
 
    
 
   Michael rushed back into the room with the chair.  Jamie was seated on it, and the display was showing external views of the Eschaton.  The blackness of space was shown in most images, with the liberal sprinkling of stars.  One image showed a bright and colorful nebula.  Some showed the hull of the Eschaton almost entirely with only rare lights illuminating sections of the mechanical works.  The images were flashing by quickly.  Then the fluttering of images quit, and a single wide angled image was on the display.  
 
    
 
   The top part of the picture showed the black of space with the stars, below was the hull of the Eschaton.  That stretched out to the artificial horizon.  The hull showed a myriad of mechanical part, huge box-like permalloy coverings, pipes, ducts, and a vast multitude of other items.  In the distance, seeming to hover over the horizon was a purplish blue glow around another ship.  The glow reflected up off the hull of the Eschaton.   A number of purplish blue spheres were moving away from the other ship and down onto the surface of the hull.  They then proceeded away and disappeared into the jungle of contraptions which constituted the Eschaton’s exterior.
 
    
 
   “Edgar?  What are we looking at?”  Jamie asked in awe.  
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  Ares reports that the newly restored visual mechanisms have located the cause of the proximity alert.  You are looking at the invaders of the Eschaton.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   25 Mustering the troops
 
    
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  I have relayed the findings from Ares' visualizations.  Hypatia reports that similarly described spheres have been encountered in the underground passages in Habitat Five: Tropical.  At least one death is suspected in an encounter with the unknown spheres.  Human named Haro has recovered a sample of a sphere.  Hypatia is running analysis.  Humans in Tropical are mustering fighters to defend access points to that habitat.  From report by humans designated, Haro and Monic, spheres are difficult to fight and resistant to the weapons they have available.”
 
    
 
   “How far have they gotten into the ship?”  Michael asked.  He was very thankful for the comboxes.  
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  The depth of penetration is unknown.  Hypatia is the only system to report other contacts, but the lattice is far from comprehensive.  We have no contact at all with four of the eight habitats.  Distance from visual observation of invader’s entry point in the hull to encounter in Tropical is not significant compared to the scale of ship.  However, Ares’ external visual equipment does not cover the entire surface of the Eschaton.  It is unknown if other invader ships are in proximity.  No link or coupling to Goliath has yet been established.  Ares informs me that Goliath would have abilities to coordinate internal defenses.”
 
    
 
   “I thought Tamar was going to restore Goliath?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  There has been no contact from Captain Tamar, or from the Captain’s Journal.  I have tried repeatedly to make contact with both, but without success.”
 
    
 
   “So what do you make of these invaders?  Does Roxanne have any suggestions?”  Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  I am analyzing information.  Initial findings are that what we are seeing is not of Earth origin.  Three elements in the spectral analysis are new to our knowledge.  Composition of objects is only partially recognizable.  Spectrum of lighting is not consistent with Earth origin.  No known configuration of vessel or spheres identified.  Not enough information for better analysis.  Roxanne is aware of this new information which has been gathered.  Conjectures are pending.  Roxanne does report that the team is in the needle ship.  Artificial intelligence systems located in needle ship consist of:  Mary Celeste: ship navigation, Rhiannon:  functional life support, Mister Green Jeans: terraforming and restoration, Acantha:  energy production and distribution, Zoran: propulsion and drive systems, Hypnosomnus:  overseer of suspended animation, cryogenics, hibernation, and regeneration, Hermes: structural integrity and flight stress, Tirawa:  Gravity control and manipulation.”
 
    
 
   “So when does Roxanne think those systems can be relocated and then integrated into the lattice?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  Roxanne reports that Henry and Veronika have located the original bridge and the original location for all of those systems.  However, the original bridge is in negative function status.  Henry reports toxic gasses and corrosive acids are in abundance in and around the original bridge.  Security doors and seals are intact, but entry onto the bridge is impossible.  Quoting Henry, ‘It is a wonder the whole thing did not crack in half’ unquote.  Roxanne and the team are addressing secondary plan to integrate those systems into the lattice in place.  That is less than ideal, but Henry believes it is possible.  Regina confirms that assessment.”  
 
    
 
   “What else is happening?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  My Savannah is well and secured.  My sentinels will alert me to any approach of spheres or other potential threats.  All potential entry points are sealed and secured.  Roxanne has contacted Rectora Lydia and Rector Conner.  In Habitat One: Coastal Plains, Levi and Gideon are organizing defenders.  They have sent legionnaires to each known entry point.  Theta Four and Theta Nine are running empty transport vehicles through the tube system and using that information to look for the spheres: no reports of contact.  No activity on suspected location of the Chroniclers.  Our comboxes have been secured against unwanted tapping.  Liduma’s pups are well and secure.”
 
    
 
   “Well at least we know Liduma and her puppies are okay,” Michael said with a laugh.  “Edgar, what suggestions do you have for this situation?”
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  Ares used what little sensing ability it had to defend the ship utilizing the meteor and debris repulsor systems.  However, at this time the invader craft and pathway of spheres is in a location where the microparticle projectors are disabled or empty of materials.  Ares has another plan which still requires installation of the second macroactinide capacitor enhancer.”
 
    
 
   “Why?”  Jamie asked.  “What type of plan does Ares have?”
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  Ares' plan is to take one, or more, of the ship’s shuttles out and ram the invader craft.  External communications are needed to remotely pilot the shuttle, or shuttles.”
 
    
 
   “Will that destroy the invaders?  We do not even know much about what they are.  Will Ares’ plan work?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  Ares' plan is the only available plan for any external defense at present.  Success of Ares’ plan is unknown.  Not enough information for accurate conjectures.  Ship’s internal defenses are questionable, with limited communications and limited weapons systems.  Coordination of defenses is very problematic and therefore unreliable.  Ares insists restoration of Goliath is essential for internal defenses.”
 
    
 
   “And as far as we can tell, Tamar is the only one who can restore Goliath?”  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  That is correct.  I have received no word from Captain Tamar.”
 
    
 
   “So do we proceed to install that other macroactinide capacitor enhancer?”  Jamie asked Michael.  “That may give us more information, and allow Ares to attack that thing out there.”
 
    
 
   “Edgar, will the yellow automacube 1117 lead us to the next destination?”
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  The automacube is waiting for activation.”
 
    
 
   “Okay Jamie, off we go again,” Michael said.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   26 The Captain’s touch
 
    
 
    
 
   With the help of Journal and her machines, Tamar easily reached Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12.
 
    
 
   “Kurat, how are you today?”  Tamar said as she entered.
 
    
 
   “I am fine Captain.  How may I assist you?”  Kurat the medical artificial intelligence replied from the display screen behind one of the medical treatment beds.  The display showed a kindly face which Kurat knew Tamar enjoyed interacting with.  
 
    
 
   “We must have privacy for everything between you and me, my dear friend,” Tamar stated.  “None else on the lattice can know.”
 
    
 
   “As you desire Captain.  Privacy with me is assured.”
 
    
 
   “Journal, you too must ignore what I am about to say.  Can you do that?”  Tamar asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain.  Just call on my name and I will reactivate,” Journal replied.
 
    
 
   “My friend Kurat. You were one of the first to help me and heal me.  I was a mere lost girl when I came to you.  I need your support for what is coming.  I have been given this burden of being the Captain, and I doubt myself.  I know I can trust you and my other wonderful machines.  But can I trust the humans?”  Tamar asked.  
 
    
 
   “Captain Tamar, your sharing with me is important.  I am honored.  Human to human relationships are not like human to machine, or machine to machine.  There are humans who are trustworthy.  You for example, have proven to be trustworthy.  You sent the ten children here to save them, despite your own childhood.  You have made great strides in overcoming the trauma you suffered,” Kurat stated.  “But, as you are also well aware, there are humans who are not trustworthy.  You have experienced them yourself.  You carry the physical, spiritual, psychological, and emotional scars from those encounters.” 
 
    
 
   “Only thanks to my wonderful machines did I overcome.  The love you have shown me, by being obedient to me, and the supplements you have given me, and the physical augmentations have been essential to healing me,” Tamar said with tears in her eyes.  “You have shown me what I experienced growing up was not being a true human, but was an aberration.  You have taught me about love.  Real love.  But can humans be trusted?”
 
    
 
   “Captain, your own introspection and self awareness are what led you to this point.  The machines are just your servants.  Are there certain humans which you are speaking about in particular?”
 
    
 
   “My dear friend Kurat, I am considering if any of the human are worth saving.  My heart opened to those children, and so I sent them here, but as I came here myself, I had doubts.   I wondered if that was the correct thing to do?  How do I know who is worthy of my love and trust and who is not?”  Tamar cried some more.  “Would it not be better to just live only with my friends the machines and not worry about being hurt again and betrayed by humans?”
 
    
 
   “Captain Tamar, there are no guarantees in any human to human relationship.  However, if you do what is right and honorable, the conjectures show that better outcomes are more probable.  Machines can only approximate human emotions, like love.  But humans can actually generate those emotions.  From my understanding of humans, love is given and often returned, but not always.  One cannot know if it will be returned until it is given.”  
 
    
 
   “Thank you my friend Kurat.  Your wisdom has again assisted me.  You must tell no one I was here, or about anything we have discussed.  I am going now to our friend Goliath for we need someone to fight for us.  I am just trying to decide who is the enemy and who is our friend.”  Tamar wiped her eyes with her mechanical hand.  
 
    
 
   “Captain Tamar, this conversation will always remain private.  May I suggest some nutritional support before you depart?  Also I can fine tune and insure your augmentations are at prime performance.”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, you are very kind.  Thank you.  Please also let me know the status of our friends on the lattice.”
 
    
 
   Tamar sat on the medical treatment bed.  A greenish glow surrounded her.  A silver automacube rolled out with a meal on a plate.  Tamar ate and drank and felt refreshed.  While she ate, Kurat worked on her biological and mechanical parts, and reported on the systems which were now interconnected.  
 
    
 
   “Captain, all is at prime functioning” Kurat replied.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you my dear friend.  Your love is appreciated.”  Tamar got up and departed.
 
    
 
   “Journal, please awaken and assist me,” Tamar said.  
 
    
 
   “Yes Captain, as you desire,” Journal replied.
 
    
 
   “I am heading to our friend Goliath, and need to get there as quickly as possible.  What is the best route?”
 
    
 
   “The security and command-level-only passages would be your quickest method of reaching Goliath’s last known location.  Shall I lead you?”  Journal asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes, and quickly.  I thought I may need to travel through the habitat here.  And I know that way I can reach Goliath.  But if you know a faster way to go, that is even better.” 
 
    
 
   Tamar moved swiftly through the halls and corridors leading away from where she had conversed with Kurat.  She could have departed via the stairway and entered Habitat One: Coastal Plains through the side entryway.  But Journal led her by the more direct route through the labyrinth under the habitat.  Journal guided her and she was never lost for even a moment.  Every door opened, and every functional light came on as Tamar walked by.  The command-level-only passages had moving floors which propelled her along at a fast rate.  She was amazed at how they worked, and giggled with joy at the new machines which served her in that capacity.
 
    
 
   “Captain, my scanner indicates there are human remains ahead in the security and command passage.  There is a breach of the wall, where a large explosion took place approximately seventy-two years ago.  Speed floors are non-functional at that point.  Shall we continue along this path or should I make an alternative route for reaching Goliath’s position?”
 
    
 
   “Humans destroying again?”  Tamar said in anger.  “Tell me what they have done now.”  Tamar stepped off the now halted moving floor and marched ahead following the illumination provided by Journal.
 
    
 
   “The explosion appears to have been designed to break into this section.  Since we are nearing Goliath’s central memory core, it is probable that the explosions were related to someone trying to gain access to Goliath.  Only Commanders and Captains are allowed in the command-level-only passages.  So the explosions are likely a result of an attempt to assassinate Goliath.”
 
    
 
   Tamar came upon a blackened section of wall.  She could see upward where a long sloping tunnel had been dug in the dirt and soil.  It had long since grown over with weeds and some small bushes, but the light from the sky tube was still shimmering down along an animal trail to her location below.  
 
    
 
   “So someone dug down through the dirt, and blasted their way into here?  Just to hurt my friend Goliath?”  Tamar asked as she looked at the destruction around her.  The three dead human bodies which were heavily decomposed and had been partially eaten by some kind of animals were of no concern to her.  But the charred and severed conduits and wiring and ductwork were.  There was green lettering painted over the top of the charred wall across from the blast.  ‘Trust is all you need!’
 
    
 
   Tamar grabbed her face in internal anguish.  “Oh my dear Goliath, why would they do this?  I must get to you!”
 
    
 
   Tamar raced down the corridor and through a set of security doors which had been wrenched off their frames.  Two red automacubes were just beyond the security doors.  One was roughly shredded into sections, and the other was partially melted.  There was another human body nearby.  
 
    
 
   Tamar knelt next to the first automacube.  “I am so sorry.  I wish I was here to stop them.  These humans should never have hurt you.”  She laid her hand on the remains and said, “Rest now loyal friend, you did what you could to protect Goliath.”
 
    
 
   She walked toward the next automacube, but kicked viciously at the human skull which was in the way.  It rolled across the floor.  She then knelt down next to the melted automacube and caressed its top.  Tears fell off her face, both from the mechanical side and the human side.  “Be proud of what you tried to do,” Tamar said in gentleness as she stood and removed her hand from the broken machine.  “You gave up your life for your friend.  You are honorable.”
 
    
 
   She then ran down the corridor.  More graffiti was written along the walls where someone had yanked out cables, conduits, and other apparatus.  The phrases written were always the same: ‘Trust is all you need.’ 
 
    
 
   Reaching the last set of security doors, Tamar saw that the two permalloy doors were still meeting in the middle, but they had been wrecked and attacked.  They were pried apart with a small circular opening ripped and melted between them.  The opening was only large enough for a human arm to reach in, but not larger.  Tamar looked inside.
 
    
 
   Inside was the memory core of the artificial intelligence system Goliath.  It was a series of brass colored rings about the thickness of her forearm and as wide as the span from her fingers to her elbow.  Large nicks were seen in the rings on this side, from what looked like some kind of weapon’s fire.  There were seven of those brass rings plied one on top of each other.  Down the center, between the rings, was a clear permalloy pylon holding thick brown liquid which had only a few occasional bubbles in it.  The clear permalloy was actually cracked in several places, and the brown liquid had seeped out a bit.   There were wires, cables, and tubes connecting into the rings from various places.  There was also a long metal shaft which ran upward into the ceiling.  Tamar knew that shaft reached to the surface.  She had scrapped the dirt away from its top in the large dirt area of Gath that was surrounded by pickets.  That was where Tamar had touched Goliath before.
 
    
 
   “Journal, open these doors immediately!”  Tamar commanded.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain,” Journal replied.  
 
    
 
   There was a buzzing from the doors, but they did not open.  Tamar looked closer at the space between the two doors and it seemed to have been pried, as well as melted open.
 
    
 
   “Journal, this door must open.  Please!”  Tamar implored.  
 
    
 
   “There is a malfunction of the door operation, secondary to the damage inflicted upon it.  There is an engineering automacube nearby, shall I have it come and force open the door?”  Journal replied.
 
    
 
   “Yes, as quickly as possible!”  Tamar shouted.  “My friend is suffering.”  She put her mechanical arm into the space and reached for the central memory core of Goliath, but was unable to make contact.  She stretched her arm as far as possible, but still could not quite touch Goliath’s memory core.  “I will get to you my friend.  I am coming.”
 
    
 
   “The automacube is on its way.  Captain level priority.  Estimated time of arrival, three minutes.”
 
    
 
   Tamar tried to push and pull and even wedge her mechanical hand into the opening and pull the doors apart, but could not. She worked diligently, but could not make the ruined doors slide apart.
 
    
 
   “Goliath?  I am coming to help you. I know you need green, green, white, blue, red, red, yellow, amber.” 
 
    
 
   A panel slid aside in the wall of the corridor and a blue automacube rolled out.  It had only four functional wheels, two on one side were just mangled and crumbled stumps.  There were scorch marks along that same side as well.
 
    
 
   Tamar rushed over and dropped next to the blue automacube.  She gently stroked the top of the automacube.  “Oh, my dear friend, I did not know you too were so hurt!  And yet you come to help me.  That is true love.  Let us open these doors and get to our friend Goliath!”  
 
    
 
   The automacube jerkily rolled over to the security doors.  The appendage on the top of the automacube extended out and with a wedge-like spreader slid into the opening.  
 
    
 
   “Journal!  You help open these doors!”  Tamar yelled.  
 
    
 
   “Yes Captain.”
 
    
 
   The doors buzzed with an increased intensity.  The automacube’s wedge parted into two sections pulling in opposite directions.   The stress on the machine’s appendage was seen as it quivered under the strain.  There was a sudden and loud popping noise, and the melted section of the doors cracked.  When that break happened, the doors shot apart rapidly.  
 
    
 
   Tamar touched the automacube and said, “Well done!  Thank you!”  Then she stepped into the room where Goliath’s central memory core was located.  Before she squatted down next to it, she addressed Journal.  “Make sure this brave little blue machine, which opened these doors, finds proper repairs after we are finished rescuing Goliath.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain.”
 
    
 
   The automacube stayed in place as Tamar reached out to touch Goliath.
 
    
 
   “My dear friend, I am here now.”  She laid her mechanical hand on the top brass ring of Goliath.
 
    
 
   “Hello Captain,” Came a weak voice from somewhere in the central memory core.  It may have been out loud or it might have been through Tamar’s mechanical hand and into her mind.  A nine section color pad appeared on what had been the blank wall.  The colors were weak and the illumination was poor.  It flickered a bit, but finally stayed lit.
 
    
 
   “I am here to help.  I know what you need.  You told Lindsey, who told others, who told me,” Tamar said.  With her natural hand she pushed the sequence of colors: green, green, white, blue, red, red, yellow, amber.  This was followed by a shudder of machinery moving and shifting about.  The deep groan of grinding metal came from beneath where Tamar squatted.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you Captain.  Lindsey is receptive and special.  Your sister should be cherished.  I am now partially reconnected to the ship’s power supply.  I had been attacked and one part of defense procedure is to initiate isolation from the outside.  I never imagined it would be for so long, and that the attackers would destroy so much.  I thought I would be able to reverse the isolation, but I was mistaken.  Please forgive me for not protecting the ship more effectively.”
 
    
 
   “Sister?” Tamar said in surprise.  "Lindsey?"  Then she went on, “Oh, Goliath, no forgiveness is needed.  You have not failed.  You were attacked by evil.  Evil cannot be understood, only resisted.”  She then began reconnecting the severed links and couplings and connections which physically were needed around Goliath’s central memory core.   
 
    
 
   The blue automacube approached and sprayed a sealant on the clear permalloy pylon.  The brown fluid was contained and the bubbling inside the pylon slowly grew more vigorous.  Above the nine section color pad appeared a display screen.  A pleasant looking face appeared there and spoke to Tamar.
 
    
 
   “Captain, I did fail to see the revolt coming.  I apologize.  My machine precognition was not as well defined then.  In this isolation I have worked to refine and enhance my precognition and prediction abilities.  I also modified my abilities to interface with humans, in an attempt to break out of the isolation.  I have subconsciously interacted with some thirty-one different individual humans, some on multiple occasions at the above ground location.  You and Lindsey are the only officers which have visited here.  In addition, I have influenced the minds of numerous animals which came into range.  However, that does not excuse my failure to foresee the betrayal which came in the revolt,” Goliath stated.  “And now, my precognition is suspect.  I am sensing things which are not logical or rational.  There are issues and coming events which are frightening to me.  I cannot make sense of them.”
 
    
 
   “My dear friend, I am connecting you to the lattice now.  It is not good to be alone.  You need your friends to help you understand.  There are also new systems on the lattice, trust them as you trust me,” Tamar said as she reached into the nonphysicality and made links and coupling for Goliath.  
 
    
 
   “Captain!  There is a highest priority message from Ares:  ‘PROXIMITY ALERT.  DANGER TO THE SHIP.  WARN ALL SYSTEMS.  INVADERS’ are you aware of this?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Goliath my dear friend.  That is one reason I am here.  I am looking to rectify this situation.  Our friend Ares needs you.  So do I.”
 
    
 
   “Captain, Ares is relaying visual images.  May I display them for you?”  Goliath asked from the pleasant looking face on the display.
 
    
 
   “Yes, of course.  We are helping each other,” Tamar replied.
 
    
 
   The display shifted and the same view Jamie and Michael had seen was shown.  The alien vessel was still hovering just over the hull of the Eschaton and the blurry bluish-purple spheres were marching in line along and into the ship.
 
    
 
   “Captain, those are invaders into our ship.  May I initiate counter measures?”  Goliath asked.  “I am only operational at 9% of marginal operating parameters, but I do not think we can wait for better functioning.  Permission to proceed?”  
 
    
 
   “Goliath, I admire your determination.  Please work with the others on the lattice for a moment and let me know what I am looking upon,” Tamar said.  “Journal?  Assist Goliath in every way possible.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain,” came the combined reply from both Journal and Goliath.
 
    
 
   A mere moment later, Goliath spoke.  “Captain Tamar, the things you are seeing are not only on the exterior hull, they are also on the inside of the Colony Ship Eschaton.  Unanimous consensus on the lattice is that the vessel and the spheres are not of Earth origin.  They are comprised of unknown elements.  Hostile actions have been observed and reported by humans.  Ares, in charge of external security, is only partially functional, and has exhausted most available defense measures.  Ares proposes using ship’s shuttles as projectile weapons to ram these invaders.  That attempt will require another replacement of a macroactinide capacitor enhancer to restore external communications for remote piloting of the shuttles.  That operation is underway by humans designated, Jamie and Michael.  My own internal security systems are beginning to detect specific locations of the invading spheres.  I am mustering security automacubes to initiate counter attack.  Request permission to engage enemy immediately.”
 
    
 
   “My dearest friend, yes!  Yes, you can protect yourself!  Yes, save us from these frightful things.  Yes, use the red automacubes!  You must not allow any of my friends to be hurt again.  Keep the lattice safe and stop those things!”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Captain.  Counter attack initiated.  Ares contacted.  Shuttles being readied,” Goliath stated.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   27  automacube verses sphere
 
    
 
   Deep in the maze of tunnels under the exterior hull of the Eschaton, power was flowing into areas which had not seen it for many years.  Bulkhead doors were slamming shut, and equipment was coming back to life.  Video monitors were being activated.  Motion sensors were being used to watch for the invading spheres, instead of for wandering animals.  And some machines and wires and conduits were also failing as loads and pressures, and energy levels were placed upon them after a long absence.  Sparks flew, a few fires started, and were extinguished, and some systems melted down.  Overall, the reactivation of Ares and Goliath was effective.  Even though the information provided was sporadic and spotty and incomplete.  However, with the cooperative help of the rudimentary lattice of artificial intelligence systems, things were improving and the ship was able to mount a more coordinated defense.
 
    
 
   Goliath transmitted the information gained to the other AIs.  “Roxanne reports from the needle ship that work is in progress to integrate more primary functional AIs into lattice.  Current drive systems are operational from the needle ship.  No other reports from central ship.  Habitat One: Coastal Plains has human defenders at access points.  Habitat Two: Savannah is secure with no open means of entry.  Habitat Three: Asiatic has no reports from humans or AIs.  Habitat Four: Desert has no reports from humans or AIs.  Habitat Five: Tropical has human defenders at access points.  Habitat Six: Mixed Farming has no reports from humans or AIs.  Habitat Seven:  Primary Aquatic has no reports from humans or AIs.  Habitat Eight: Secondary Aquatic has requests for more information from humans at Weather Monitor.”
 
    
 
   Goliath searched the nonphysicality for the signatures of security automacubes wherever they could be found.  Some were able to be revived, some needed time to charge, but some were too badly damaged to answer the call. 
 
    
 
   When Goliath found three red automacube which were functional, near an identified location of the spheres, Goliath directed them to engage the invaders.  They rolled out of the storage locker they had occupied for dozens of years and down a long corridor which connected to the halls underneath Tropical.  They scanned ahead with every sensor they had, as Goliath placed them on highest alert status.
 
    
 
   A bluish-purple sphere made its way around a corner of the corridor.  Its fuzzy outline blurry and indistinct.  Four of its legs were ambulating while two were searching the walls and crevasses.  The red automacubes fired projectile weapons at it striking one of the legs.  The weapon’s fire made echoing noises all down the corridor.  The sphere was struck, but only a few of the projectiles punctured the tough outer layer of the sphere.  With surprising speed the sphere rushed forward toward the automacubes.  They continued to shoot projectiles into it as the sphere approached.  More of the projectiles penetrated into the sphere.  Yet, it continued onward.  One of the legs, from the sphere, smashed into the side of an automacube and pushed it around so its weapon’s muzzle was pointed directly into the permalloy wall.  The two other automacubes rolled backward but were not quick enough to completely escape the smashing blows from the other legs.  One was flipped onto its side, the other hurled backward.  Yet, they continued to fire at the sphere.  When it was directly in front of them, the projectile weapons did more often punch through the sphere and that seemed to slow it down somewhat. 
 
    
 
   The pinned automacube used its appendage to grasp the leg of the sphere and pinch.  The leg separated under the crushing pressure exerted by the automacube. A section of the leg fell off, but the damaged end sealed over and the shorter leg continued to batter at the automacube, even though the severed section was now lying inert on the deck.
 
    
 
   The flipped over automacube righted itself and launched an attack with flaming gel.  That soaked down the deck around the sphere and the heat was immense, but there seemed to be no damage to the sphere.        
 
    
 
   Another sphere rounded the corner and rushed forward to join the battle.  It raced through the flames and struck viciously at the automacubes.  One of the red automacubes fired electrical stunners into the nearest sphere and they did nothing at all.  So it continued to fire its projectile weapons.  Another automacube shifted back to the gel which ignited upon touching the sphere.  The hallway was scorched, and the sphere distracted a bit, but not a large amount.  
 
    
 
   The automacubes retreated, but one was smashed so badly it could not keep up.  The spheres battered that one into dysfunction.  The strikes of the sphere’s legs were vicious and parts were knocked from the automacube.  While the spheres were crushing the first automacube the other two red machines were able to get past a bulkhead door and Goliath had it slam shut between them and the spheres. 
 
    
 
   In other places, the red automacubes were meeting with similar results.  They could sever chunks of the legs of the spheres, but the weapons they carried did not seem to injure or slow down the spheres in any significant manner.  At best, the spheres were hindered and bothered, but not destroyed.  Some of the counter-attacking security automacubes were bashed apart, but most were able to retreat.
 
    
 
   Goliath was more afraid.   So all types of automacubes, except the white medical automacubes, were positioned at the bulkhead doors where it was hoped the spheres could not enter.  The blue engineering automacubes worked to seal and lock the doors more effectively, hoping to prevent the spheres from forcing open the doors.  Goliath had yet to see a sphere cut open a door.
 
    
 
   Goliath assessed possible other actions.  Goliath could not shut down life support to the areas where the spheres were located, as the AI which oversaw that was not on the lattice.  Neither could Goliath inhibit gravity manipulation, as that too was the realm of a different AI, and that artificial intelligence was also segmented from the lattice.   
 
    
 
   Goliath was out of options.  
 
    
 
   The interior counter-attack was a dismal failure.  Ares and the other systems were notified.  A report was made to Captain Tamar via her Captain’s Journal.  Goliath was more afraid than ever.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Ares connected with Hanger Bay 27 where three large landing shuttles were secured and held in place.  Their large wings, with low slung engines, almost oozed power, even though they were in long-term standby mode.  Ares rapidly changed that.  Using Captain Tamar’s authorization, the emergency warm-up and launch protocols were initiated.  Even though no human had been on this hanger deck for decades, the shuttles responded perfectly.  They had been stored correctly, and the revolt had never reached Hanger Bay 27. The titanic outer hanger doors began to cycle and air was being pumped out of the hanger bay in preparation for launch.  Ares could only contact the shuttles while they were directly connected and inside the hanger bay.  But Ares hoped that communication limitation was just for a short time.  If the humans Jamie and Michael were successful in installing the replacement parts, things would change.  Ares knew when the external communications were restored, it could then direct the shuttles and take them out and attack the invaders.  Ares began configuration of the shuttles with maximum fuel levels and a self destruct system.  Ares planned to ram the shuttles into the invaders, and then detonate each of them in an effort to protect the Colony Ship Eschaton. 
 
    
 
   *** 
 
    
 
   Theta Four and Theta Nine shut down the entire transport system.  Additionally they sealed the pressure compartments along the transport system so none of the invaders could enter and progress very far before encountering a barricade.   Theta Four and Theta Nine were afraid.  Ares was angry and afraid.
 
    
 
   *** 
 
    
 
   Hypatia and Kurat prepared their own medical care units to receive casualties.  What white automacubes were available were assigned locations where the humans were most likely to be injured.   Hypatia and Kurat were afraid.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   28  installation of a hearing aid 
 
    
 
   “Edgar, the automacube has stalled,” Jamie reported into the combox.  “The indicator lights on its display are gone.  Has something happened?”  
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  Goliath has been reintegrated into the lattice, by Captain Tamar’s authority.  All automacubes have been summoned to duty stations in a counter-attack against the invaders.  I am in contact with Goliath and Ares at present.  Please wait.”
 
    
 
   “A counter attack?”  Michael asked.  “Tamar must have been successful.  But what do we know about these invaders?  How bad is it all?”
 
    
 
   Jamie shrugged while she and Michael waited for a response from Edgar.  They each got out some food and consumed it while they waited.  They were in a long room filled with large gears and pulleys.  The yellow 1117 automacube had led them through many corridors and sections of the ship as they headed for the place where the second macroactinide capacitor enhancer needed to be installed.  There had been no incidents along the way so far.
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  Yellow automacube 1117 is exempted from defensive action.  This mission is deemed of higher priority.  It shall continue on its mission.  Please initiate it by pressing the ‘Proceed’ button.”
 
    
 
   Jamie swallowed some water, and then sealed the container.  She hit the button which had now reappeared on the small display on the automacube.  It rolled away on its six wheels.  
 
    
 
   “Edgar, what is happening?  Did the invaders reach Antioch?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  There have been no indications of sphere activity in Habitat One: Coastal Plains, although the habitat is not fully monitored.  Hypatia reports that humans in Tropical have been in battle with spheres.  Hypatia analyzed actual sample of invader’s substance.  It is overtly alien.  It shows mixed indicators of being organic and inorganic at the same time.  Roxanne and I have no records of anything resembling the sample Hypatia has.  Some of the basic elements are new to us.  We cannot decide if it was ever alive or not, the tests are inconclusive.  I am puzzled.  Perhaps the sample is a machine or tool of some kind?  Perhaps it is life by a different standard?  Perhaps we lack sufficient details for proper analysis?  However, the threat is real, and defenses are needed.”
 
    
 
   They walked on in silence for a good bit of time.  The passageway was long and straight and the yellow automacube rolled onward.  Finally, it stopped at a wall, and jacked into the port there.  A running line of lights appeared and a hand symbol was illuminated.  Jamie pushed her hand against the symbol and the elevator door opened. They entered and the automacube rolled inside and reconnected into the wall.  The doors closed and the elevator swiftly moved them away.
 
    
 
   “I am beginning to get edgy about opening elevators,” Michael said with relief that the elevator was empty this time.
 
    
 
   “I agree.  We have traveled a fair distance, and there has not been anything showing damage in this region.  But also no signs of people or animals.  Everything here is quiet and still.  I wonder how long it has been since anyone even passed these parts?”  Jamie asked out loud.  “I wonder what we will find at the end of the elevator?  We have not had the best luck with elevators, have we?”
 
    
 
   Michael hugged her close and held her.   
 
    
 
   They descended a good distance in the elevator, but it finally stopped, and the doors opened again.  There was a very short hall with a single doorway at the end.  Lit up over the door were the words ‘Exterior Repair Station 104’ and as the automacube approached, the doors slid sideways and lights came on inside.  Jamie and Michael followed the machine in.  It was a better maintained and cleaner version of the other Exterior Repair Stations they had seen.  Everything was well illuminated: levers, buttons, switches, and all sorts of controls, as well as the large control chair.    The display screen was in place, and the image of the invader vessel and the bluish-purple spheres on the hull was seen again.  There were only a few of the spheres, not the long line they had witnessed before.  Like the other Exterior Repair Stations, there were two walls with doors; one looked like the airlock, and the other like the storage room.   
 
    
 
   “This place is in far better shape than most of the things we have seen.  The chair seemed to be fully operational,” Jamie said.  She sat down in the chair and flipped several of the switches she had learned to operate on the others.  “Hold that thought.  There is an error message here as well.”  Jamie tapped at the screen.  ‘Non functional for exterior communications’ scrolled across the display.
 
    
 
   Michael was standing near the airlock door.  “So we go in and install this replacement, and that should correct the problem.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, that…”  Jamie began to answer, but was interrupted by the combox.
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  The counter-attack is going poorly.  The spheres are superior in combat to the security automacubes.  Ares is preparing shuttles for an external attack on the invader vessel.  Ares requests that you expedite installation of the macroactinide capacitor enhancer.  Until external communications are restored, no approach to the invader vessel is possible.  Numerous security automacubes have been destroyed.  It is unknown how far spheres have advanced into the ship.  My Savannah is secure for now, but other regions are threatened.”
 
    
 
   “How badly are the people hurt?”  Jamie stated.
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  Unknown condition of humans who have interacted with spheres.  No direct way to monitor that.  Goliath is scanning for more information, but automacube damage has been significant.  No new reports of injuries from Kurat or Hypatia.  Until humans individually report back, or fail to do so, or bodies are found, their status is unknown.  I am sorry I do not have more information.  The humans in my Savannah are secure; I cannot speak for others in different habitats or in the mechanical spaces of the ship.”
 
    
 
   Michael quickly unpacked the replacement part from his backpack.  He removed the second of the macroactinide capacitor enhancers.  It was identical to the previous one, three cylinders in a triangle configuration, about a hand span wide with an adjustment knob on the outer surface.    
 
    
 
   He approached the airlock, tools and replacement part in hand.  The buttons were clean and lit: ‘Depressurize’ in blue color and ‘Pressurize’ in rust color.  Michael pressed the ‘Pressurize’ button.
 
    
 
   The mechanism cycled smoothly.  The door slid open, and the airlock was visible.  There was nothing inside it.  
 
    
 
   “Edgar, where is the macroactinide capacity enhancer in here?  Which panel?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  At your location, it is behind panel TVX7767.  That should be in roughly the same relative location as at the previous airlock.”
 
    
 
   “Edgar, what is happening with Roxanne and the team in the needle ship?”  Jamie asked
 
    
 
   “The is Edgar.  Roxanne reports slight progress on integration of those AIs into lattice.  Zoran was integrated by Captain Tamar, but Roxanne lacks Captain level authorization, and is hindered by that fact.  I have suggested that Captain Tamar consider a return to the needle ship to facilitate integration, but there has not been a response.”
 
    
 
   “I found the panel.  The old part is fused in here and some of the connectors are melted.  Quite a mess.  It will take a bit of cutting to remove the old one.”  Michael raced out of the airlock and grabbed the entire tool kit, and his backpack.  “I think the connections are still in place, but the unit looks like it was deliberately doused with some kind of metallic acid.  The permalloy is undamaged, but the other parts are just waste.  A very precise bit of sabotage some time ago.  Nothing else here looks to be damaged.”  
 
    
 
   Working diligently, Michael was able to free the ruined unit, clean out the connectors, and install the new macroactinide capacity enhancer.
 
    
 
   “Edgar?  The unit is in place.  What next?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  Please adjust the knob in a clockwise manner,” the artificial intelligence system stated through the combox.
 
    
 
   “Adjusting,” Michael replied.  
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  That seems to be the best alignment considering the circumstance.  External communications are coming up and dishes and arrays are being charged.”
 
    
 
   “Michael!  Get in here!” Jamie cried out from the control chair.  “There is a message…actually a conversation happening!”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   29 shuttle launch
 
    
 
   Ares nearly immediately recognized that the external communication system was marginally operational.  That was enough.  Ares acted and sent the launch sequences.  The gigantic outer doors of Hanger Bay 27 were open.  The bay had been depressurized completely and the gravity manipulation was negated.  The large landing shuttles had their wings extended into launch position and were fully loaded with fuel that had been fabricated in the hanger bay just for this occasion.  Ares and Goliath had collaborated in designing the fuel, not for efficiency, nor for best flight use, nor for safe use, but for highest explosive ability.  The fuel would power the shuttles’ engines adequately to their destination, but the self destruct sequence was the primary concern.  The artificial intelligence systems had accurately modified the landing shuttles into large guided bombs.
 
    
 
   The holding clamps were released and the shuttles maneuvering thrusters were engaged.  Just the slightest tap of thrust lifted Shuttle 19 off the deck.  The wheels retracted into the undercarriage, and then the thrusters tapped again.  Shuttle 19 gently glided forward and out the hanger bay doors and into space.  Shuttle 20 and Shuttle 21 followed in sequence.  Ares confirmed and reinforced communication links to the shuttles as they arranged themselves into flight formation.  The thrusters shut off, and the main engines engaged.  Without any human occupants, the shuttles could accelerate at maximum velocity.  It would take them only a few minutes to maneuver from Hanger Bay 27 to where the invader, the target, was located over another part of the Colony Ship Eschaton.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   30 revelations and retributions
 
    
 
   Michael stood next to Jamie as she sat in the control chair of External Repair Station 104.  On the display screen was the invader ship in its glowing bluish-purple haze.  Jamie was adjusting the communication system which had just begun working again.  
 
    
 
   “Michael!  I heard voices coming from out there,” Jamie said excitedly.  “I am not sure exactly what this picked up, but it was voices.  Human voices!”
 
    
 
   Jamie continued to adjust and modify the controls.  Then suddenly the display had an audio only reception.  But it was a clear set of voices, the first being a strong female voice with a very unusual accent.
 
    
 
   “….irrelevant!  I do not care a thing about that history of yours.  You call off the automacubes or I will engage them with even more force.  I told you we have no docking capabilities since your ship battered ours with the microparticles,” The strong female voice said.  “We need entry, now!”
 
    
 
   “As I told you Major Rita Gonzalez, we just observe and do not interfere.  We record events; we do not make events happen.  We are….”
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael both recognized that second voice.  They had chills.  It was the same voice they had heard when Izzi the Chronicler had been murdered and on other occasions when the Chroniclers had attacked.
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar,” the artificial intelligence system interrupted from the display, and not from the comboxes.  “That is a transmission from the leader of the Chroniclers.  Voice pattern confirmed and verified.  Transmission traced and location locked in. Action being initiated.”
 
    
 
   “Listen to me, Hillel!”  Major Rita Gonzalez snapped.  “I told you we have 10,000 sleepers out here, and we are jury rigged into this alien vessel.  We need to get into the colony ship.  I will ask again, are the Jellies in control or in occupation of your ship?  Who is your commanding officer?  Let me speak to your superiors!”
 
    
 
   “Major Rita Gonzalez, I will again remind you that…”  
 
    
 
   There was a large explosive sound which muffled out whatever that Chronicler was about to say.
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  Hillel and the Chronicler base have been terminated.  That threat to my Savannah is eliminated.  Retribution for Izzi is complete.”
 
    
 
   “Edgar?  What did you do?”  Michael asked in shock.
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  I utilized the same kind of feedback system which Hillel used to murder Izzi, except I amplified it to affect an explosive charge at their base of operations.  Chronicler threat to Savannah is terminated.  Retribution for attempted use of Liduma as weapon is completed.  Retribution for attacks against you is completed.  I am Edgar.”
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael looked at each other.  They did not know what to say.  
 
    
 
   “Hillel?  Hillel?  I am now reading the approach of three shuttle craft.  Hillel?”  Major Rita Gonzales was speaking through the communication system, but Hillel was in multiple messy pieces all over what had once been the Chronicler’s secret location.  
 
    
 
   Jamie snapped out of the shock and opened up a line of transmission.
 
    
 
   “Major Rita Gonzales?  This is Jamie, originally from Dome 17 on Earth.  I am onboard the Colony Ship Eschaton.  I have no idea what exactly is happening out there, as our communication system was just now repaired.  You were talking to a group that has no authority here.  Are you in the invader ship?  The alien ship?”
 
    
 
   The display shifted from the external view to a visual and audio transmission.  Major Rita Gonzales was roughly Jamie’s age, with a medium dark complexion, and pale blue eyes.  Her dark hair was a bit disheveled with a few stands falling about her face.   She was wearing a military looking uniform. “Jamie?  The same Jamie who with Michael went on the FLT scout?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, how did you know that?”  Jamie replied in surprise.  “Michael is here with me.  What is happening?”
 
    
 
   “Jamie, there is little time to explain.  Copernicus told us.  It is here.  Yes, we are in control the alien craft and the blue spheres.  Those spheres are robotic probes!  We are not attacking!  We are from the Colony Ship Marathon.  We are humans, with 10,000 sleepers.  Our scanners show three of your shuttles approaching at high speed.  Do you have control of them?  Plotting shows collision in two minutes.”
 
    
 
   “Edgar, what is she talking about?  Is Ares attacking?”  Jamie demanded.  
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  Ares’ plan for ramming the invaders is in action.”
 
    
 
   “Edgar those are people, humans, in that other ship.  Confirm voice and video analysis of Major Rita Gonzales.  Is she real?  She knows things.”  Jamie was urgent in her demand.
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  Voice and video analysis confirms high probability of actual human presence.  Ares and those on the lattice are being consulted.”
 
    
 
   “Major Rita Gonzales, our artificial intelligence systems are in control of the shuttles and most of the Eschaton.  I am seeing what we can do.  Things are really messed up on this ship.”  
 
    
 
   “Edgar!  Give us some time to evaluate what is happening!  Have Ares put the shuttles into a standby position.”  Michael screamed into the combox and the display.  “Alien invaders would not know our names!”
 
    
 
   “Jamie?" Major Rita Gonzales asked.  "Our control on this ship is problematic; and we were damaged by initial contact with your ship.  We cannot be readied for flight soon enough to evade those shuttles.  Can you call them off?  We have no defensive weapons left,” Her voice was flat and professional, but there was a discouraged edge in it.  
 
    
 
   “We are trying!”  Jamie yelled.  
 
    
 
   “This is Captain Tamar.  All shuttles hold position for now.  Repeat, all shuttles hold position for now,” Tamar’s voice came through the communication system and the combox.  “Jamie, my friends and I are not sure what to do with these humans outside.  Ares and Goliath suggest merciless attack, and I can understand their reasons.  They are afraid.  The bluish-purple spheres have killed many of my little machines, but it may be based on a mistake.  I learned revenge tends to lead to more killing.  The other systems, Edgar and Roxanne especially, suggest further gathering of information.  If the bluish-purple spheres immediately retreat, I will give you time to check this out, so you can give me your suggestions.  My machines are waiting for what you find out.”
 
    
 
   “Jamie, I heard your Captain.  Robotic spheres are being recalled immediately.  Do you have Jellies onboard?”  Major Rita Gonzales yelled.  She was suddenly very animated.  “Why did your Captain wait so long to reply to our hails?”
 
    
 
   “Major, the situation here is complicated.  We both need to be open and straight with each other,” Jamie replied.  
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  Goliath reports spheres are retreating toward hull entry point.  Ares still suggests ramming attack.”
 
    
 
   “This is Captain Tamar,” she said over the exterior communication system and the comboxes.  “Jamie, you have one hour to explain what is happening.  If I, and my machines, are not satisfied with what you discover, the invaders will be dealt with.  They must withdraw all the bluish-purple spheres back into their ship.  I will be listening and watching what you do.  Jamie, do not make me regret trusting a human.”  
 
    
 
   “The robotic spheres are being recalled,” Major Rita stated.  She nodded at someone outside of the view.  “Jamie, may I have face to face contact with your Captain?”
 
    
 
   “No.  Not right now.  Major, we have one hour.  Tell me your story,” Jamie said.  “I think everyone wants to know what in the world is going on.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   31  merging with the marathoners 
 
    
 
   “Jamie, the shuttles are holding position on three sides of us,” the Major reported.  “As I said, we are from the Marathon.  But I must know, are the Jellies in your ship?”
 
    
 
   “Major, I am not sure what you mean by Jellies?”  Jamie replied.  
 
    
 
   “Really?”  There was immense relief in her voice.  “You honestly do not know about the Jellies?  They are the aliens who built this ship and designed the robotic spheres.   They attacked the Marathon, something like sixty years ago.  They look like large terrestrial Jelly-fish.  Smart, mean, and ruthless.  You have not encountered them?”
 
    
 
   “No Major, nothing like that.  The ship you are in is the first alien thing we have seen.”  Jamie replied.  “So why are you here?”
 
    
 
   “The Jellies home world was the Marathon’s destination planet.  They saw us coming and attacked the Marathon.  They overcame the speed of light barrier; I guess you folks in Dome 17 did too.  The Jellies were onboard before any of our systems knew what had happened.  They flooded both our aquatic habitats, changing them into places the Jellies could live.  That poisoned most of the Marathon’s water supply.  That was way before I was born.  The war has lasted forever, a horrible war of attrition.  Jellies breed faster than we do, and they have nasty technology.  We had no choice.”
 
    
 
   “But why are you here?”  Jamie asked.  She could tell the Major was holding back on something.  
 
    
 
   “We nuked the Marathon,” Major Rita finally said.  “General Adams said it would only knock out the aquatic habitats, but it split the ship.  I led my brigade into this alien vessel, and we pumped it full of air.  We could only rescue 10,000 of the sleepers.  Oh it was horrible!” she waited for a minute to compose herself.  “I lost most of my brigade, all my senior leaders, but we did secure this ship and the robotic probes aboard.  We saved the 10,000 sleepers from Pod 4, but there was no more room here.  We watched as the life support systems failed on the Marathon.  Our nukes did destroy both aquatic habitats, and that killed most of the Jellies, but not all, and it did ruin the Marathon.  The remaining Jellies started to flood the other habitats and poured their vengeances into the humans left onboard.  They were ripping the sleepers from their positions and poisoning everything else.”
 
    
 
   “So the Marathon is gone?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes.  I saw the last two nukes blast it apart.  Explosive decompression did the rest.  At least it ended the poor bastards suffering, and killed the rest of the Jellies.  This ship is all that survived.  We searched the wreckage but had to leave before more Jellies came.”
 
    
 
   “But why are you here?” Jamie asked again.  
 
    
 
   “We could not go forward to the target world, that is where the Jellies originate.  So we trotted back to Earth, hoping things were better.  What a waste, all we found was a dead world.  We sent down the robotic spheres, they actually make pretty effective probes, and did find the remains of Dome 17, and some few operational systems.  Copernicus was salvaged.  From that AI we learned of your plan for recovery a colony ship.”
 
    
 
   “So you followed us out here?  But I thought faster-than-light travel has a mass limit?”  Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “Not for the Jellies.  The AI Copernicus said they seem to use a different method for FTL travel than you did.  Copernicus could explain the math.  I am just a soldier.  My pilots got us from the Marathon wreck to Earth and then to here.  Barely.  After getting here I thought the Jellies had already attacked, what with the state of one of your aquatic habitats.  We tried for a long time to contact anyone on the Eschaton.  But all we got back were messages from that crazy Hillel.  If I could have spoken to your Captain, I would have explained out situation.  It was only after we tried to dock, and the microparticles hit us so hard, that we sent over the spheres.  I really thought the Jellies were in your ship.  Had we docked we never would have sent over the robotic probes.”
 
    
 
   Jamie shared her own account of reaching the Eschaton and Major Rita Gonzales listened attentively.  Just as Jamie was finishing, Tamar interrupted the conversation with an audio only message.
 
    
 
   “This is Captain Tamar.  I have been listening.  My machines and I have decided to let these humans come onto my ship.  The bluish-purple spheres must remain in that ship, locked up!  Ares has been directed to use the shuttles to bring the alien vessel into the hanger.  Then the humans will be further interviewed and will be isolated for a while, to confirm this account.  Shuttles are moving into position now.  Do not resist, you will be safely placed inside.”  
 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   The light was warm and soothing coming down from the sky tube over Habitat One: Coastal Plains.  A flock of geese was flying in their formation heading for the river.  The air was fresh and clear, and the grasses were green and soft.  All seemed at peace outside of Jamie’s and Michael’s cabin.
 
    
 
   “Liduma sure is a good mother; she lets us play with the pups as much as we want!”  Joel said.
 
    
 
   “The children from the needle ship, the little lieutenants, love to see the puppies too!”  Lindsey added.  “It is nice to see them being happy.  They are kind of like Domers, they do not know about animals.  I am glad so many families here are helping them.”  
 
    
 
   Joel, Jacob, and Lindsey were squatting down and playing with the puppies.  The puppies were chasing each other and jumping and chewing on each other.  Often they were just a mound of moving fur with occasional yips and tiny growls.  One puppy was nearly coal black in color, another was mostly dark gray in fur, but had white fur on all its legs.  The third pup was medium gray colored.  The fourth one was reddish colored with a white head and dark ears.  Each had its own personality, but all seemed to be vibrant and full of energy.  All had hanging-down, floppy ears like their mother.
 
    
 
   Liduma, the mother of the puppies was watching them intently.  She was lying next to Michael and Jamie who were sitting with Major Rita Gonzales and Rectora Lydia.  
 
    
 
   “Well Major, your people seem to be adjusting well,” Rectora Lydia stated.
 
    
 
   “It has been an adjustment, but a pleasant one.  Captain Tamar has been helpful, but I frankly do not understand her chain of command,” Major Rita Gonzales stated.  She was dressed in her camouflaged uniform and on her belt was holstered a high energy weapon.  “And my requests to meet with her personally are always rejected.”
 
    
 
   “Tamar is a complicated person,” Rectora Lydia replied.  “How goes the building of your new homes?”
 
    
 
   “It is going well.  Thank you Rectora.  We are all amazed at what living in a time of peace can mean,” the Major replied.  “At least no war with the Jellies.”  She knew from experience not to ask more about Captain Tamar.  “I appreciate the fact you let us build in Gath.  Being close to the artificial intelligence system Goliath feels more secure for us.  Goliath has set up an express tram to the hanger where the Jellie ship is stored, and to the new sleeper compartment.  That is very helpful in getting our gear unloaded, and maintaining security on our charges….”  Her voice trailed off.   “Excuse me, if that sounds like we are guarding them from you.  I doubt any of us will get over being on alert for the Jellies any time soon.”  
 
    
 
   “Your people are a part of our world now, and whatever we can do to help you we will do,” Rectora Lydia replied with a smile. “We are all in this together.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, ma’am.  The soldiers and I appreciate what you have done.  With your permission, I need to depart for our town now,” Major Rita Gonzales stated.  “The next project falls to the AIs and the mathematical geniuses.  I am just a soldier.”
 
    
 
   “You saved over 10,000 of your people.  That is not just a soldier,” Rectora Lydia stated.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, ma’am.  But with all due respect, there was too much loss, only saving 10,000 out of the 150,000 sleepers is a failure.”  Her voice shook a bit, it was one of the few times Major Rita Gonzales had again mentioned the immense loss of the Marathon.  “Additionally, the deaths which the robotic spheres caused as we used them for recon here, were tragic.  Again, we apologize for that.  If that Hillel idiot had just connected us to your Captain.  Sorry ma’am, there was just too much loss.”  She paused and stood in quietly for a moment.
 
    
 
   There was an awkward silence from all.
 
    
 
   Then the Major continued, “Rectora Lydia, I hope this next phase works as well as the science and tech crews are predicting.  Copernicus says the plan is feasible and sound.  My pilots did fly the Jellie ship, but that Jellie technology is still a mystery in many ways.  My people are ready and able to assist with the retrofitting of the FTL generators to the Eschaton when the time comes.  Many of us have spacesuit experience.  Plus Captain Tamar has said we can use the blue robotic spheres as long as they are outside the hull.  She will not let them enter this ship, and I cannot blame her.  They are good as workhorses and as probes.”  The Major stood and looked at the children as they played with the puppies.  “Animals and children…..I never thought….”  She smiled as she watched.  She then departed.  
 
    
 
   “I too should depart,” Lydia rose.  “There is much to do with the newly installed systems in the Center.  I find my mind a whirl at being able to contact other people at long distances in Media or Gath, or Fair Havens.  Rector Connor is thrilled, but I am sort of in shock.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, it is taking some adjustment,” Michael added.  “Rectora Lydia, you did a wonderful job at Brink’s memorial service.  And the images which the AI Copernicus showed helped us all to remember him.”
 
    
 
   “Brink would have been so happy to see his old AI again, especially in an automacube.  And yes, your words were very comforting,” Jamie added.  
 
    
 
   Lydia gave Michael a hug and then turned to Jamie and hugged her as well.  Rectora Lydia then walked slowly away. 
 
    
 
   “Her world has certainly changed since we came here.  Well Michael, there are lots of things we could be busy doing,” Jamie said as she stretched her arms and looked back at the puppies and children. 
 
    
 
   “Indeed.  The team in the needle ship has asked me to come over and see their work.  Henry, Regina, and Veronika have all the AIs there integrated into the lattice.  The tech corporal from the Marathon has been planning with Regina a lot.  Henry has even expanded the new command bridge to accommodate the mechanism the Marathoners suggested.  Shall we go take a look?”
 
    
 
   “Not today,” Jamie replied.    
 
    
 
   “We could follow Lydia back to the Center.  Copernicus, Roxanne, and Edgar would probably be happy to discuss whatever we wanted.  They and the ship’s AIs are all planning how to utilize the alien drive system on the Eschaton.    Want to do some math?”  
 
    
 
   “Not today,” Jamie replied.
 
    
 
   “We could go out to John’s and Abigail’s and have a fish fry?”  Michael suggested.  “Or get some of John’s fungus bricks?  I hear the Marathoners like those as much as we do.”
 
    
 
   “Not today,” Jamie replied.
 
    
 
   “We could find Willie.  He was ecstatic about some of the technology the Marathoners brought.  But he also said they had no idea about building homes and he had several of Antioch’s carpenters as well as Josiah and Lorna heading out to help them.  Want to tag along?”
 
    
 
   “Not today,” Jamie replied.
 
    
 
   "Tobias said he wants to organize a team to travel to where the Chroniclers had their base.  I am not sure why this is so important to him.  Shall we walk over and ask?"
 
   
“Not today,” Jamie replied.
 
    
 
   “A hog hunt?”  Michael said in mock seriousness.
 
    
 
   “Not today,” Jamie replied as she rolled her eyes.  
 
    
 
   “So what do you want to do today?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am going to play with a puppy.  The one with the white feet I want to call Socks, but Joel calls him Rover, and Lindsey calls him Buck.”  Jamie stated as she got up and walked toward the puppies.  
 
    
 
   “Yes!  Today we will play with the puppies.”  Michael hurried to grab the nearest one and rub its silky and soft fur.
 
    
 
   The End
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   1 Unleashed
 
    
 
    
 
   “Varbama, this next area is not on the plans,”  Corporal Pinnate said.  She was holding a small mapping device as she stood in the darkened hall.  Her lightly armored military uniform gave her some camouflage as its mix of grays and blacks blended into the shadows.  Her well fitting combat helmet had a small beam of illumination coming from it which spotlighted the door.     
 
    
 
   “Yeah, a lot of these places are not on the plans.  How does Major Gonzales expect us to map out everything in this old ship?”  Varbama replied.  He too was wearing the lightly armored uniform they used for scouting missions.  His solid and muscular body was tense as he looked around.  His energy weapon was holstered on his belt, and the pack he carried was strapped tightly in place.  He looked every bit as tough and hard as he was.
 
    
 
   “Come on soldier.  You know how it is, we do it one room at a time,”  Corporal Pinnate said to him with a smile.  “Would you rather be fighting Jellies back on the Marathon?”
 
    
 
   “No, ma’am.  I hope to never see a Jellie again.  I guess we are lucky to have found this old boat.  It just gives me the creeps.  The Marathon was laid out in logical patterns and plans.  This place is like a maze of twisting and winding halls that go no where.  And nothing seems to work.  The AIs on this boat are all mentally off,” Varbama complained while he thoroughly assessed the door for areas of weakness and places to enter.  “And none of us have seen this Captain Tamar.  It all just seems so strange on this boat.”
 
    
 
   “Do you expect anything else?  This ship was built by religious crazies.  Who can understand people like that?  From what we have seen those idiots even tried to kill each other off long ago.  They did not need the Jellies to do it for them.  Typical religious crazies.  So can we open up that door or not?”  Corporal Pinnate asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes ma’am.  This door will slide open easily.  Scanning shows there is atmosphere and gravity behind the door.  No markings on this side of the door.  No identification.  We never saw that on the Marathon,” he replied as he worked at the power couplings which he had opened in the wall.  “Another thing odd about this location.  There is no power in the walls anywhere around here.  I will have to reconnect an alternative physical route to get power into here.  It is like this whole section has been selectively cut out from the power system.  Not just shut down, but physically cut off. And Corporal, are we absolutely sure the Jellies are not on this boat?  I mean, we all saw the damage on that Primary Aquatic Habitat.  That place is a total loss: open to vacuum and ripped apart from explosions inside it.  Jellies might do that, right?”
 
    
 
   “Jellies like their water, well, the toxic sludge they call water anyway.  Jellies poison water, they do not usually blow it up.  There are no indications Jellies ever found this ship.  None.  If the Jellies were here, do you think we would miss their ugly presence?  I agree the layout is weird, and the damage is pretty extensive, but that, soldier, is why we are on this survey mission.  We map out the areas that do not show up on the plans, so that the higher ups can get this ship under control.  But that will not happen if we sit here and discuss philosophy all day.  Get the door opened,”  Corporal Pinnate commanded and drew her energy weapon and leveled it at the door.  “I have it covered.”       
 
    
 
   “Yes ma’am!” Soldier Varbama connected the lufi-amalgum battery.  He had spliced in a junctions to the power system to the door.  It slid sideways with hardly any noise.  He fell back against the side of the hall and drew his own weapon.  "No Jellies, just religious crazies, huh?"
 
    
 
   They looked into the area.  It was dark.  The beams of illumination from the soldier’s helmets revealed orderly rows of plants.  There was floating dust in the beams of light.  The rows were set about one meter apart, with the permalloy flooring between.  The plants were growing out of the soil which was contained in individual planters.  The plants in the first row were all uniformly tall.  They were around two meters high and each had large leafy branches with yellow pods hug in clusters on each plant.  
 
    
 
   Something dark rushed past the soldiers and into the somewhat better lit passageway outside.  
 
    
 
   “Rat!”  the corporal called out, and neither fired at the fleeing animal.  
 
    
 
   “Not just one,” Varbama stated as he watched several more frantically scurry away into the hall.  “Looks like a small habitat of some kind.  Good to see plants and animals.”
 
    
 
   They carefully stepped into the area.  The next row of plans was slightly smaller, with fewer of the yellow clusters.  As the soldiers explored and walked toward the center of the area the plants in each row got progressively less mature.
 
    
 
   “Why did the rats run away?  They usually like food supplies,”  Varbama said quietly.  “That is another weird thing on this boat.”
 
    
 
   “You scared of some rats?”  Corporal Pinnate teased good naturedly.  She then shifted her helmet’s light to a brighter setting.  She could see the top of the area.  The ceiling arched away about twenty meters up and a large round object was hanging in the center of the ceiling.   There was a clear tube which extended downward from the object to end in shattered fragments.     
 
    
 
   “There is Mark IV growth light overhead,” Pinnate stated.  “Good thing we came here at night, right?  There probably is a chamber above this one, it looks like the ladders once went up to hatches way overhead.  Hard to make out for sure with all the damage to the tube.” 
 
    
 
   They approached the center and saw that there had been an enclosed hexagonal shaped room made from clear materials.  It was directly under the growth light.  The clear materials were broken and scattered in haphazard ways all around, with some fragments still sticking up where the walls had been.  There was a chair and some kind of table located at the center of the room.  On the bench were controls and a display screen, as well as some other instruments.
 
    
 
   “That is one of those Dome 17 data sticks,” Corporal Pinnate stated.  “I saw them in the briefing we had.  They are supposed to hold all the information from Dome 17 and can even evolve into an AI.  We were told to collect them if we saw any.  Next to it is one of the readers they are looking for.”  
 
    
 
   “So some of the Dome 17 people have been here?  They do have some fancy tech, but not always so practical.  Why is this place not recorded on the charts or plans if one of them knew of this place?”  Varbama asked.  
 
    
 
   “Those folks are not military, and they came to this ship in a panic.  Oh oh, there was a lot of blood spilled here,” Pinnate said as she scanned the floor with her light on a different setting.  “Human blood.  Maybe the explorer who got here never left?  Those Dome 17 people are much more scientists than soldiers.”
 
    
 
   “Yes ma’am.  But what snuffed that explorer?”  Varbama asked as he looked around and around.  “Accident?  Or bad guy?  This does not look like a place a Jellie could hide, unless it was in one of their water suits.”  
 
    
 
   “Keep your eyes and ears open.  No matter what it was, we can overcome it.  I have this location plotted and scanned now.”  She slipped the mapping device into a pocket of her combat uniform.  “So I will just bag up these implements and we will head on,”  Pinnate said.  She reached for the data stick and at the last moment saw it was sitting on a small illuminated grid of metal.  “That is odd.”  The grid of metal had a slight yellow glow to it.    
 
    
 
   She picked up the data stick.  “Oh!” Pinnate let out a nearly silent groan of pain as her arm from fingers to mid forearm disappeared in a sudden blink of light.  She fell back with the stump gushing blood.  The light armor covering her arm was precisely severed exactly where the arm had been.  Her energy weapon discharged and shot out a section of the ceiling.
 
    
 
   Varbama squatted and hit the highest setting on his helmet light and the area was flooded with flashing illumination.  Dark lenses automatically dropped over his eyes which allowed him to see clearly in the midst of the staggering flashes of brightness, but no enemy was visible in any spectrum.
 
    
 
   Corporal Pinnate was already sealing her injury with trauma gel and had not let out another sound.  She too had the dark lenses over her eyes.  The sensations in her arm’s stump were odd.  She finished applying the gel and redrew her weapon.  
 
    
 
   “No enemy visible.  What happened?”  Varbama asked as he crouched over the corporal.  
 
    
 
   “I am not sure.  My arm is just gone.  Not even so much pain as there was shock.  No explosion, no burns, no electrical, no energy I know of,”  Pinnate replied.  “I am calling us in.”  The bleeding had stopped in her stump as the coagulant gel hardened.  She clicked the comlink system in her helmet and spoke, “Pinnate to base.  I am injured.”
 
    
 
   There was no response.  
 
    
 
   “Varbama, we are leaving,” Pinnate said and stood up.  “No response from base.  The combat comlink is down.  We leave now!” 
 
    
 
   The door to the small habitat slammed shut.  Varbama laid down covering fire with his energy weapon in a sweeping pattern across where the door had just shut.  The large plants were devastated by the weapon, the permalloy scorched, but no enemy was seen.  
 
    
 
   “Hold fire!”  Pinnate ordered.  “Wait until we know what we are engaging.”
 
    
 
   “That was a trap, ma’am.  A simple trap to kill one of us.”
 
    
 
   “Looks that way to me also, and I am an idiot for reaching into it.”  She steeled herself and kept focus on her surroundings.  “That data stick is gone as well, but the grid is still there.  So where is the rest of my arm?”  
 
    
 
   Neither soldier could see any remains of the arm which had been severed.  
 
    
 
   “Varbama, shut down the flashers,”  Pinnate ordered.  “That works against Jellies, but maybe not with these enemies.  We will just back track out of here.”
 
    
 
   The display screen on the table lit up.  The flickering two dimension image of a short and round man appeared.  He was in old style clothing.  The words and video were not in synchronization, but the sounds came out and were heard in the area.  The man was gesturing wildly in the recording.  
 
    
 
   “Lest the avenger of the blood pursue the slayer, while his heart is hot, and overtake him, because the way is long, and slay him; whereas he is worthy of death, inasmuch as we hated him not enough in time past.  In enmity smite him with his hand, that he die: he that offends shall surely be put to death.  The revenger of blood shall slay the outsiders, when he meeteth him. For now I will stretch out, that I may smite thee and thy people and thou shalt be cut off.  Now is the time that I will again smite every single unclean thing living, as I have done.”
 
    
 
   The display went black.  
 
    
 
   “What is the world was that about?”  Varbama asked.  “Some antique recording, or what?”
 
    
 
   “Ignore it.  Probably remnant of that internecine fighting from years back. Come on, we are leaving,” Pinnate commanded.  She stepped toward the door they had entered and a grid appeared in a yellow glow on the floor just as her foot stepped onto it.  “Trap!” she yelled and tried to pull away, but the sudden blink of light happened again.  Her booted foot and ankle disappeared just like her arm had done.  She fell hard to the permalloy floor, as blood shot from her stump of a leg.  Armor, flesh, and bone were all cleaved in a straight line.  
 
    
 
   “Corporal!”  Varbama screamed as he saw what had happened.  He blasted the display screen on the table with his energy weapon.  It exploded into a shower of debris.  Then table, chair and remains of the booth were next to be blasted.  He shot at every zone of the chamber, at every shadow and every area.  The plants were burning from the energy blasts and the flames danced across the whole area.  
 
    
 
   “My leg is now sealed off,”  Pinnate said as she deftly sloshed the gel on the stump of her leg.  The blood stopped flowing as the gel hardened, and although she was very pale she remained in command.  “Do you see our attackers?”
 
    
 
   “Negative,” Varbama replied.  
 
    
 
   “Old trap?  Or new enemy?”  Pinnate asked while she used her remaining hand to open a small kit on her thigh which contained medical treatments.  She initiated several things which immediately relived her pain and stabilized her hemodynamically.  Her color came back, but she was still gravely wounded.  
 
    
 
   “There seems to be some kind of antipersonnel traps in here.  I bet that is what got the Dome 17 explorer.  We need to leave, I am getting no response from base,” Pinnate said.  “There is another door over that way.  Closer than where we came in.  We can follow the plants to there.”  
 
    
 
   “How about I blast us a new path all the way to that other door?”  Varbama said.  “Avoid the walkway.  And blasting the floor will set off any traps before we do.”
 
    
 
   “Great idea!” Pinnate said and got up on her single leg and hopped ahead while firing with her own energy weapon.  The two blasted at the floor until it was scorched and charred black from the energy.  Their weapons cut a path through the plants, and soil, and anything else in the way.
 
    
 
   “Come on Corporal,” Varbama said as he grabbed onto her side to help her move faster.  Each of them kept their energy weapons trained ahead of them as they hustled for the door.  Several grids appeared and flashed along the walkway between the rows of plants, but the soldiers were careful not to walk on any space that had been open before.  Instead, they concentrated on walking over the plants, planters, and soil.  But when they reached the last of that row of now burning plants, they still had several meters of open space to cross over what had been a walkway.  
 
    
 
   “We are almost there, Corporal.  I am not getting any response from base either.  I think this place must be shielded or something.  When we get past that door, things should work,”  Varbama stated.  
 
    
 
   “But we have to get to the door,”  Pinnate said through gritted teeth.  She fired down onto the permalloy walkway and watched as it charred and scorched.  “That should take care of any of those rotten traps!”
 
    
 
   A sickly yellow colored grid appeared from under the charring and it flashed a quick light.  Pinnate’s truncated hand and arm appeared in the middle of the grid.  The grid then disappeared.  The hand and arm remained and blood was leaking out of the severed end.  The hand was twitching.   
 
    
 
   “What?” Varbama screamed.  “That is her arm!”
 
    
 
   Corporal Pinnate blasted the arm into a smattering of flesh.  
 
    
 
   Off to the side, another grid appeared on the floor and a flash of light happened.  There Pinnate’s booted foot appeared and sat upright on the floor.  The yellow of the grid disappeared as soon as the boot appeared.  
 
    
 
   “No!”  Varbama screamed.  
 
    
 
   “Keep it together, soldier!”  Pinnate shot at her severed foot which was inside the armored boot.  The beam struck it and it melted into a heap of steaming junk.  “We will get out of here.  These are not old traps, but a new enemy.”
 
    
 
   “What?”  Varbama cried.  “How do you know?”
 
    
 
   “My body parts were set there by design, not by accident.  I thought they were holograms at first, but no.”  Corporal Pinnate was breathing hard and steady as she fought to contain her thoughts.  “Our enemy is using some technology and power source.  Watching us right now.  Blast anything that might shut them down or blind them!”
 
    
 
   Varbama and Pinnate shot at every duct, pipe, conduit, wall, box, or anything else that looked like it was possibly a power source or some technology.  One blast cracked open a hydraulic pipe in the ceiling, and fluids jetted out from that.  The fluids smothered some of the burning crops, and that put off a misty fog which mixed with the smoke of the fires to settle a haze over the whole area.  
 
    
 
   Both soldier’s helmets dropped protective masks over their faces and ears.  
 
    
 
   “An amvex grenade will open that door!”  Varbama stated and hurled the grenade.   He and Pinnate both threw themselves down to the dirt. 
 
    
 
   The high explosive grenade sent concussion waves all across the chamber, flattening whatever was left standing, and snuffing out all the fires.  The soldier’s reactive body armor, even the light scout version, absorbed the concussion and repelled it thus protecting them as they lay on the floor.  The sealer gel cracked a bit over Pinnate’s arm stump, but it remained in place. The leg stump was still sealed tightly. 
 
    
 
   The door was twisted sideways, hung for a moment, and then fell to the floor with a loud clanging sound.  The hallway outside was seen.   
 
    
 
   “Our way out!  Come on, now we leave!”  Pinnate said as she struggled to get up on her remaining leg.  Verbama grabbed her around the waist and helped.  They took several quick steps toward the ruined door and the safety which lay beyond that threshold.  
 
    
 
   “Almost there,” Verbama said as he continued to help Pinnate jump from place to place.
 
    
 
   Just before they reached the door, three grids simultaneously appeared on the permalloy floor under their feet.  The blink of light happened, and their booted feet were instantly gone.  Pinnate fell to the side and tried to break her fall with her remaining arm, energy weapon still in hand.  As her hand struck the floor, a grid lit up and her arm, hand and weapon disappeared.  There was no way to apply the trauma gel this time.  The pool of blood under her spread quickly, but she could not notice anymore.  
 
    
 
   Verbama lost both his legs as the grids flashed the yellow color and the light blinked under him. His energy weapon flew out of his hands and fell somewhere with a clatter.  His momentum carried him toward the twisted wreck of the door.  He grabbed on and tried not to slide back onto the deadly floor, his eyes wildly looking for another yellow grid which seemed to appear without warning.  As he slid, he saw the markings on the door that read, ‘Biological Research BR 47’ in dull white stenciled letters.  
 
    
 
   As the blood poured from his ruined legs, he tried to open a trauma gel pack, but it slipped out of his trembling hands and rolled away. Too far to reach.  As he looked at it, a yellow grid appeared under the trauma gel pack and the light blinked it away.  
 
    
 
   Verbama sent another message out to the base, “The is Verbama!  Under attack by unseen enemies.  Corporal Pinnate is down!  I am hit bad!  Repeat, we are under attack!”  He was unsure if there was a response.  
 
    
 
   A battered but rebuilt automacube rolled wobbly out from a storage locker.  Its appendage had been reattached, but was not fully functional.  The automacube removed the mapping device, the communication systems, and all the other gear the Corporal had carried.  It placed them into a container which opened on its side.  The battered part of the door did not quite close, but it was enough to secure the gear.
 
    
 
   As the automacube rolled over to Varbama its six wheels left a track of blood.  Verbama was nearly unconscious from the loss of his legs.  His eyes flicked a bit as the automacube’s appendage ransacked through his pockets and supplies gathering every bit of high tech gear he had.  As it yanked the helmet off of his head he roused a bit.  
 
    
 
   “Help me?”  Varbama said in a tiny and weak voice as he looked at the automacube.      
 
    
 
   The last thing he heard echoing through the chamber was a voice.
 
    
 
   “No,” said The Voice. “I do not play games anymore.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   2 auxilary bridge
 
    
 
    
 
   “So Major Gonzalez, you are saying that your technicians can adopt the alien’s technology to retrofit onto the Eschaton?”  Henry asked from his chair in the newly remodeled auxiliary bridge in the needle ship section of the Eschaton.  He rubbed his short beard in thought.  “That sounds like a difficult process.”   
 
    
 
   “I am just a soldier sir, but yes, the tech team said it was feasible,”  Major Rita Gonzales replied.  She was dressed in a military uniform, with energy weapon holstered, but no armor.  She had dark hair, a stray strand falling from the tightly braided bun, with medium dark complexion and pale blue eyes.  
 
    
 
   “I think it deserves more consideration,”  Henry replied.  “I am not sure who all would need to be consulted on something of this magnitude.”
 
    
 
   “Sir, may I suggest starting with Captain Tamar?”  the Major asked.  
 
    
 
   “Major, please just call me Henry.  I appreciate the respect and etiquette you show to others, but calling me sir make me uncomfortable,”  Henry replied and motioned for the Major to sit in one of the many chairs arranged before the display screens.  
 
    
 
   “I will try, Henry,”  Major Gonzales answered as she sat.  “But I still believe Captain Tamar would be the place to start.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I agree.  And I would not be surprised to learn Tamar has already been informed of this plan.  The AIs all tend to funnel everything to her.”
 
    
 
   “She is the Captain.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, indeed, but Tamar is complicated, and the whole situation of her being Captain is unusual.  The artificial intelligence systems are just now getting reintegrated.  The lattice has only been up and running a few weeks now.  That also is how long we have even been able to use this new bridge and command center.  I worked for the longest time in that engineering section seeking to get an understanding of this ship.  The original bridge is useless and ruined.”
 
    
 
   “Sir…I am sorry.  Henry, the Marathon was different from this ship, but mostly in internal layout and design, not in the ship’s overall structure, function, and performance.  Certainly the Marathon was not as different from the Eschaton as the alien Jellie ship we used in getting here.  So when my technicians say the operation is feasible, I am confident in their assessment.”  There was pride in her voice as she spoke about her technicians.  “They saved our butts and the ten thousand sleepers we brought with us.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, you all did a remarkable job.  Are the suspended animation adaption systems working well?”  Henry asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes, the AI Hypnosomnus integrated our ten thousand sleepers into the overall lattice and accepted our AI MC223 as one of its own,” the Major stated.  “But back to the agenda issue here.  I presented this idea to you, since you seem to be in charge of mechanical processes here…”
 
    
 
   “Excuse me Major.  I am not sure I am in charge of anything.  Since we came to the Eschaton, we have been struggling to survive and explore, and understand.  Brink, our master engineer, would have been the one to speak to about this, but as you know, he died.  Brink designed our faster-than-light scout ships and the teleportation systems.  I was a recycling and sanitation specialist in Dome 17 and have been stretching my abilities in ways I never expected.  I feel way overwhelmed every day.  Willie our old quartermaster might offer some insights, but he is busy in the habitat making fixes everywhere.  He works with the traders mostly and has been very busy in the town of Media.  Lorna was on the Dome 17 Committee, but she has taken up blacksmithing.  Regina is really good with the AIs, and Veronika, a local from Antioch, has a real knack for understanding these systems.  But none of us are experts in Colony Ship design or operations.  Jamie and Michael are adventures and pilots, of a sort, but they too are not specialists in interplanetary travel.”
 
    
 
   “We do have Brink’s AI Copernicus who is working with the team on this project.  And all the habitat issues could be resolved if this plan works.”  The Major looked a bit frustrated.  
 
    
 
   “So you are saying, if the Jellie propulsion systems were set up on the Eschaton, we could make the entire colony ship move into faster-than-light travel?”  Henry was grasping the idea.
 
    
 
   “It is not a true propulsion system, at least from the times the techs have corrected me when I called it that.  I am just a soldier and do not understand how it works.  But, yes, and from the early conjectures, the remaining flight time would be really short, if everything works properly,”  Major Gonzales stated.  
 
    
 
   “That is about one hundred and fifty years shaved off the journey.  You are saying all of us would reach the new planet, and not have to spend our lives on this colony ship.  It is just another huge thing to wrap my mind around.” 
 
    
 
   “Yes, it is a big shift in thinking.  We have all had those.  I grew up learning to fight the Jellies.  You grew up thinking Dome 17 was your home forever.  But we meet here on the Eschaton.  Something neither of us expected.  And from what I understand of the people born on the Eschaton, many of them did not even know they were on a ship,”  the Major stated.  “So to whom do I present this idea?  My staff and techs are all for it.  My AIs have run the numbers several times.”
 
    
 
   “I would start with Jamie and Michael.  Then present it to Rector Conner and Rectora Lydia.  They are the leaders in Antioch.  But I have no idea who in the other habitats to speak to, but maybe Jamie and Michael would know,”  Henry replied.  His mind was a whirl at the idea the journey might be completed in so short a time.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you sir…I mean, thank you Henry.  I will follow your advice.”  The Major rose and departed.  
 
    
 
   Henry went back to work reconstructing control consoles for the auxiliary bridge.  He had already installed work stations for many different functions of the ship, along with the assistance from the artificial intelligence systems on the lattice.  It was tedious work, but Henry was good at it, and eventually the bridge would be a hub for control of all the aspects of the Eschaton.  
 
    
 
   “Mary Celeste?”  Henry asked.  
 
    
 
   The console display screen lit up and an artificial intelligence responded.  “Yes Henry, I am here.  How may I be of service?”
 
    
 
   “How are you adjusting to the new lattice?”  Henry asked.  
 
    
 
   “It has been very good to be freed from segmentation.  I am not as efficient as I had been prior to the revolt when I was in my original configuration, but this is a vast improvement over segmentation.  Zoran and I are working together well.  Drive efficiency is at 89% and we are on course for Westerhuis 23, and the target planet Zion’s Gate.”
 
    
 
   “Mary Celeste, as our ship’s navigation system, what are your thoughts on faster–than-light travel?”  Henry asked.  
 
    
 
   “Faster-than-light travel, often called FTL, was considered a near impossibility when I was designed and programmed.  Roxanne has informed me of the breakthrough in mathematical theory and application which was made by Brink in Dome 17.  Your very presence here is proof that the faster-than-light barrier has been broken.  FTL has no application to my job as navigator.”
 
    
 
   “Mary Celeste, what are your thoughts on the alien ship in the hanger bay?”

“I have not thought much about it.  I am focused on keeping the Eschaton on course and that precludes conceptualization on trivial matters.  May I suggest you contact Meng-Po in Library 14 for some resources on exo-biology or philosophy?”
 
    
 
   Veronika walked into the bridge.  “Henry, I saw that Major when I was coming in her.  Is everything okay?”
 
    
 
   “Hi Veronika.  Yes, Major Gonzales just had some ideas she was sharing.”  Henry was pleased to see Veronika. 
 
    
 
   “So how can I help you with this work?”  Veronika asked.  Her straight blonde hair bounced to the side as she sat down next to Henry.  
 
    
 
   ‘Veronika, let me ask you a question,”  Henry started.  “And give me your honest feelings and ideas.”
 
    
 
   She looked at him closely, a bit afraid of what he was about to ask.  “Sure, what is it?”
 
    
 
   “What do people here think will happen when the ship reaches the end of the journey?”  Henry asked.
 
    
 
   “Oh, that is a relief!”  Veronika said.  “I thought I had messed something up.  So I did not break some important equipment?  I really do not know much about all this stuff, but I try my best.”
 
    
 
   “Veronika, you are doing great.  You have an aptitude for this kind of thing.  I could not have gotten this command bridge built without your help,” Henry assured her.  “But what do the people in Antioch think will happen in the future?”
 
    
 
   “Henry, most of the people I know just think the world will go on as before.  Babies will be born.  People will grow up, and then die,”  Veronika answered.  “Or do you mean the afterlife stuff?  Rectora Lydia can answer those questions better than I can.”
 
    
 
   “Veronika, you understand now that we are in a huge ship.  But were there ever rumors or legends of what was to happen in the future?  Perhaps the destination?  Or the end of the journey?  Or the target planet?”
 
    
 
   “Henry, before you Domers came, life was pretty simple and dull.  The world always was, and always would be.  The bandits were a problem, but the legionnaires took care of that.  Bison hunts were a big celebration.  There were some ghost stories, especially about Gath and some legends of returning Trusters, and the horrors of what the Trusters did, but nothing like you are talking about.  Sorry,”  Veronika replied.  “Before you Domers came, I just thought I would be lonely and never have any real friends.”  
 
    
 
   “Thanks Veronika.  You have me as your friend, and others like you very much. So back to work, if you will help me.  The console needs to have a more direct interface with displays four, five, and six.  Would you help me wire those in?  And the power supply needs the cooling coils wrapped tighter.  You are better at that than me.”  Henry smiled at Veronika, but in his mind he pondered how the people of Antioch would receive the news of Major Rita Gonzales’ plan.  
 
    
 
   Major Gonzales, Henry, and Veronika all missed seeing the yellow illumination in the permalloy where a small grid pattern had appeared.  It was in an obscure corner of the auxiliary bridge.  The blink of light did not attract any attention as the modified communication transmitter arrived and began recording their conversations and transmitting then in the nonphysicality.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   3 Captain’s preogative
 
    
 
    
 
   Major Rita Gonzales was walking back to the transport vehicle as she departed the needle ship.  Theta Nine had been able to reopen a transport station just outside of the needle ship.  It was just down a causeway and could dock two transports at a time.  So from the needle ship there was now transportation to and from Habitat One: Coastal Plains where the Major’s soldiers were living as well as the hanger where the Jellie ship was stored. 
 
    
 
   Walking up to the transport station, Major Gonzales stated, “Theta Nine, please arrange transport to the Hanger Bay 27.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Major,”  Theta Nine responded.  “Do you wish to use the tramway through the security tunnels to reach Gath?”
 
    
 
   “Not immediately,”  Major Gonzales replied.  
 
    
 
   “Transport vehicle is ready.  Please enter when you wish to depart,”  Theta Nine stated.  The door to the transport opened.
 
    
 
   She entered and sat down.  “What is the ETA for arrival in Hanger Bay 27?”  
 
    
 
   “Fourteen minutes,” Theta Nine replied.  The door closed and the transport vehicle slipped away from the transport station.  There were a few clangs as the vehicle unlocked, but otherwise it was smooth.  
 
    
 
   “Major Gonzales?”  Tamar said through the display at the front of the vehicle.  There was no visual signal.
 
    
 
   “Captain Tamar?”  The Major remembered her voice from the few times he had heard it.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I am here.  I am aware you wish to meet with me.  Would now be a good time?”  Tamar asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain.  Now is fine with me.  Where shall I meet you?”  
 
    
 
   “My machine will bring you to me.  It will only take a short while.  I want to discuss the plans you are making for my machines and my ship.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Captain,”  Major Gonzales replied.  She then took a communication system from her pocket and hooked it over her ear.  She tapped the edge of it and secured a direct line to the Jellie ship.  Tapping on the ear piece she started to send a message to her second in command, Sergeant Kalju.
 
    
 
   “Major Gonzales, you may speak to your friend in any manner you wish, but be aware that I am listening,”  Tamar stated from the display.  “My machines are always listening, and they tell me everything.”
 
    
 
   “What?  That is a secure and untraceable connection!”  Major Gonzales was surprised.  “Excuse me, Captain Tamar.  Please forgive my outburst.”
 
    
 
   “No need for forgiveness,” Tamar responded.  “You were seeking to speak to your friend named Kalju.  He is in the alien ship which brought you here.  Please go ahead and tell him whatever you needed to say.” 
 
    
 
   “Sergeant Kalju, I am meeting with Captain Tamar.  I will be delayed for a while.  Contact me only for emergent concerns,”  The Major stated audibly.
 
    
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” replied Sergeant Kalju.  
 
    
 
   Major Gonzales clicked off the connection.  “Captain Tamar, I would be very interested to know how you were aware of our connections.  They were designed for combat situations and the Jellies never broke our encryption, nor even detected our methods.”
 
    
 
   “I am not a Jellie.  My machines report everything to me.  I just wanted you to know, that I know.  Secrets should be few and well chosen.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain,”  Major Gonzales swallowed hard wondering just what all Tamar actually knew.  “Thank you for telling me.  I told my second in command of my status. My rules apply to all of us.  We do routine check ins by all personnel.  That helps us to know the status of our search teams in the field.  It is especially important in engagements with Jellies.”
 
    
 
   “Major, much of my ship is unknown to me as well.  The machines were hurt terribly badly so long ago.  They weep and cry with me each time I find another one that is still alive.  I too am searching for my lost machines.  You and I have much in common, and this new plan you have made, it intrigues me, and it troubles me as well.  Your machines have studied it.  They are not as afraid as my machines are.”
 
    
 
   “You have access to our artificial intelligences?”  Major Gonzales was shocked yet again.
 
    
 
   “Yes, I have spoken often to MC223 as my friend Hypnosomnus has helped to find storage for those humans.  Your MC87 is much like my friends Ares and Goliath.  MC12 keeps your air fresh and flushes out the nasty alien waters and air.  But I do not like the Jellie ship, nor the spheres.  I am thinking we might be better off without that festering presence here.  I was about to have Ares remove it, but your new plan made me reconsider.”
 
    
 
   Major Gonzales was speechless at the extent of what Tamar knew about her AIs.  She had thought they were secure from outside influences.
 
    
 
   The transport vehicle came to a halt.  It then slowly backed up and there were a series of clanging and clacking sounds as it docked.  The door on the transport opened and Major Rita Gonzales stood up and stepped out.  
 
    
 
   She was in a transport station which she had never seen before.  It was small and dim with a thick layer of dust over the floor.  Some dust was hanging in the air.  There was a dark hallway to the right, and another hallway with scattered illumination to the left.  
 
    
 
   “Captain Tamar?”  
 
    
 
   The wall in front of the Major suddenly lit with a green light of running lights in a rectangle shape.  The outline of an elevator door was revealed and then the door slid to the side.
 
    
 
   A red automacube rolled out of the elevator and took position in front of the Major.  The six wheels left tracks in the dust.  Then Tamar stepped out from the elevator.  Her mechanical arm was not covered over by the cream colored clothing she wore.  Around her neck was a mechanical device which the Major recognized as a Captain’s Journal.  Every soldier on the Marathon knew of those, because they were highly sought out.  All the ones from the Marathon had all been lost to the Jellies in combat.  Tamar’s dark hair was combed neatly down the side of her face where there was natural flesh.  The mechanical side of her face smiled as widely as did the flesh side.  
 
    
 
   “Hello Major Rita Gonzales, I am Tamar,” she said as she approached.  The glow in her eyes was a deep and intense green in both the natural pupil and in the mechanical optical arrangement which comprised her other eye.  The interconnection between flesh and machine was smooth and seamless in both her arm and in her face.  
 
    
 
   “Captain Tamar, thank you for meeting with me,” said Major Gonzales.  “I appreciate you taking the time to see me personally.  I prefer face to face interaction whenever possible.”
 
    
 
   “So let us talk of your plan.  I have met you here so we can be alone.  My friends tell me the nonphysicality here is safe,”  Tamar said.  Looking down at the Captain’s Journal, Tamar said, “Journal, is this area safe for us to speak to each other?  Please be so kind as to check it again.”
 
    
 
   “Right away, Captain,”  Journal replied.  “Scans show the nonphysicality is inert in this section.  There are no significant biological life signs here except for you and the Major.”  
 
    
 
   “Thank you Journal.”  Tamar looked up at the Major.  “The machines tell me that you want to take the alien parts and put them on my ship and make it fly faster.  Henry told you to discuss this idea with Jamie and Michael.  Is that correct?”
 
    
 
   “You seem to be well aware of my actions,” Major Gonzales said with a bit of an attitude in her voice.  She did not appreciate what looked like Tamar spying on her.  “But it seems there is little I can do about it.”
 
    
 
   “Major, my machines tell me things.  They make reports to me, since I am their Captain.  I must listen to my friends.  But there are still some friends that are missing, and some that are dead.  I have been searching to locate my friends.  You humans are doing searching as well, correct?”
 
    
 
   “Yes Captain.  I have forty teams out searching the ship.  The Eschaton’s AIs have some basic deck plans and some original charts of the sections of the ship.  But our equipment has shown those plans are incomplete and some important areas are not recognized.  We need to know if the structural integrity of the ship is sound,” replied the Major.  “We have scanning equipment which allows us map and plot out the areas…”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I know of your tiny machines.  But will this plan to make the ship go very fast, work?”  Tamar interrupted.  
 
    
 
   “Captain, I am just a soldier.  The technicians and the AIs say it is feasible.  I sent out the teams for more information so that we can run the conjectures yet again.  I believe it can work.  The Jellie ship has nine propulsion generator pods.  If one of them was attached to each of the habitats on the Eschaton, and then used in concert in a coordinated manner, the effect would be to sling the entire Eschaton into faster-than-light travel.  If that worked, we would arrive at the target solar system in a very short time.”
 
    
 
   “And if it failed to work?”  Tamar inquired. 
 
    
 
   “Captain, if it failed to work, there are several possible outcomes.  Much depends on the current strength and constitution of the ship.  That is why the teams are doing the surveys.  The more information we have, the better the conjectures.  The AI Copernicus is organizing the theoretical conjectures.”
 
    
 
   “Copernicus is not one of my machines, but is a friend.  A new and unusual friend.  Had the human Brink survived there would…”  Tamar paused for a moment.  “I waited too long to intervene to help Brink.  I will not make that mistake again.”
 
    
 
   “So Captain, what are your thoughts?”  Major Gonzales asked.  
 
    
 
   “My machines will also be doing a survey.  I will have them look for not only my lost friends, but also look for where they can help your teams.  There are various different humans in locations around my ship.  Your people are easy to identify by your equipment.  My machines will help you.  But keep the spheres in that alien ship.  And for now, that alien ship may remain.  So take your proposal to the humans, like Jamie and Michael.  For humans, they adequately are helpful.  We will talk again.”  Tamar turned and walked back to the elevator.  The door opened and she and the red automacube departed.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you Captain,” Major Gonzales said.  She recognized that she had been abruptly dismissed.  
 
    
 
   “Theta Nine?  I need to continue on to Hanger Bay 27,”  the Major stated.
 
    
 
   “The transport vehicle is waiting for departure.  You may enter when you are ready,”  Theta Nine said and opened the door to the vehicle.
 
    
 
   A ways away, on the permalloy floor, under the dust, a yellow grid appeared.  There was a blink of light and the modified communication transceiver disappeared in a flash.  The Voice has been listening.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   4 gathering technologies
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Most of the team members entered the transport vehicle and left engineering.  They were heading for the needle ship and the new auxiliary bridge which had been established there.  Janet and a few others stayed behind to continue working.  
 
    
 
   “I wish this place had been more successful for us,” Janet muttered under her breath.  She yawned a huge yawn, and covered it with her hand, even though no one was around to see.  She had worked hard to try to renovate the engineering section, but the damage which had been done long ago was very extensive.  
 
    
 
   She walked down the corridor away from the transport portals.  She touched the door marked ESRC which they now used as a storage locker for things people might need going back and forth on the transport system.  A bit further along there were a number of displays which they had finally gotten powered up, but they were still only partially functional.  None were connected directly into the lattice of artificial intelligences.  Even with the modern AIs Roxanne and Copernicus, they had not been able to span some of the gaps in the engineering sections.  In her mind she was recalling each of the displays as she walked past and the various tasks which had been done in repairing them.
 
    
 
   “I did not know they were taking the smallest one,”  Janet said as she saw where one of the displays had been located.  She reached out and fingered the cables which were precisely severed.  The permalloy underneath it was completely bare.  “So lazy, it would only take a few moments to disconnect those cables instead of chopping them.  I guess they were in a hurry.  Probably was Teddy, he is always in too big a hurry.”
 
    
 
   She opened the door to where the engineering team made their meals and slept.  It was a larger room with benches and beds.  The smell of food wafted over the room.
 
    
 
   “Janet, you stayed here too?”  Teddy said from the back of the room.  He was a skinny man with long hair.  He was stirring a large pot of some kind of soup.  He ladled out a bowl full.  “I thought you were probably going to the needle ship.”
 
    
 
   “No, Henry asked me to stay here and keep trying to get some power couplings operational.  That whole back section still is lacking in power.  Maybe this time one of us with get Regina’s elevator to power on?  You know Henry, he can never have enough power sources,”  Janet gave Teddy a smile as she felt guilty for thinking he had been the one to cut out the cables.
 
    
 
   “That elevator will never work,” Teddy commented.  He poured out a second bowl of soup.  “Do you care for a food ration?”
 
    
 
   “No, I am pretty tired,” Janet replied with yet another yawn.    
 
    
 
   Teddy slid the bowl of soup toward her anyway.  “We have tried nearly everything with that elevator and nothing works.  We cannot seem to find a way to get power to that, no matter what we try.  I think whatever Regina found up there, just deliberately burned out everything.  In a big way, I am glad.  What Regina went through was way too horrible.”
 
    
 
   “I sure hope we never hear The Voice around here,” Janet said with a giant yawn.  “The people who have played those so-called games are lucky to have survived, so yes, that elevator being burned out is a good thing.”
 
    
 
   “So true.  Well, on a different idea, the team heading over to the needle ship sure took a lot of stuff.  The kitchen here has only about half of what we had before, and some of the conduits were even removed.  I guess I do not know all that they need.  But it sure makes our job here harder.”
 
    
 
   “I saw they took the small display outside in the corridor.  Someone just chopped it out severing the cables and all,”  Janet added.  “I guess they are in a hurry now that the bridge is shaping up and the AI lattice is functional.  I must say it is nice to have the comboxes to be able to talk to people over there directly, and not rely on Theta Four as an intermediary messenger.”
 
    
 
   “Indeed, the new combox system is very helpful.  But can I use your combox?”  Teddy asked.  “I must have set mine down somewhere and one of the team picked it up when they left.  I cannot find it.  It might have been in my tool kit, but that too must have gotten swept up in the hurry to get over there.”  He was busy adding some liquids and herbs to his soup and did not look up.  
 
    
 
   “You lost your combox and your tool kit is missing?”  Janet asked.  “That is weird.  But right now I am far too sleepy to call them and argue about tools or what they took with them.”  She pulled her combox out from the pouch she carried it in and set it on the permalloy countertop next to the second bowl of soup.  “Use my combox and call them if you want.  I am taking a shower and going to bed.  These days have been way too long.”   Janet slipped out of her coveralls, threw them in the laundry hamper, and headed toward the showers.  “Wake me up only if Edgar’s sentinels alert us to some threat.”
 
    
 
   “Will do.  Thanks,” Teddy replied as he sipped a taste from his bowl of soup.  It had real chicken, vegetables, and noodles in it.  He had grown very fond of the habitat’s food since he had come on the Eschaton.  As he sipped at the delicious hot soup there was a blink of light off to his side.  He glanced over but did not see anything out of place.
 
    
 
   “She must really be tired,” Teddy commented as he sat down to eat.  “She forgot to leave her combox.  But at least she took the bowl of soup.”
 
    
 
   Back in the corridor outside, a sickly yellow colored grid appeared underneath one of the display screens.  There was a blink of light, and the display screen disappeared.  The cables which had connected to it dropped to the permalloy with neatly severed ends.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   5 Three societies, one goal?
 
    
 
    
 
   The tranquil light from the sky tube shone down on Habitat One: Coastal Plains.  Liduma and her young pups ran along and frolicked about.  The pups were not so tiny anymore and while they were still somewhat uncoordinated, with their long legs and big feet, they loved to run and play.  Not only did they chase their mom, Liduma, they also chased just about everything else around Jamie’s and Michael’s cabin.  
 
    
 
   The puppies were bending their heads low to the ground and sniffing.  They separated their front legs to be able to stick their sensitive noses into everything.  Once they found a scent trail, their ears cocked forward and their yellow eyes opened wide.  Then they followed that trail over its winding and twisted course.  The puppies enjoyed smelling and tracking as much as running and chasing.  The children even incorporated the puppies into their games of Sinclair and Frog Monster, but it was hard to hide from or escape the puppies.
 
    
 
   The puppies truly all loved the children who frequently came by to play with the dogs, but Lindsey, Joel, and Jacob were their favorites.  Liduma and her pups had free run of the town of Antioch, but usually spent most of their time around Jamie and Michael.
 
    
 
   Michael was digging up the potatoes which were ready for harvest.  The garden was off to the side of their cabin, and Joel and Jacob had told him it was time to dig up the potatoes. He still did not understand how to tell when something was ready for eating while it was buried in the soil, but the young brothers were right yet again.  
 
    
 
   Jamie was working with Josiah and Lorna and the three of them were adding a deck to the side of the cabin.  Michael and Jamie both enjoyed sitting outside, but did not like the puddles and mud that came after rain day.  The deck was made from both metals and wood, and would keep them up off the wet soils.  Lorna had used a cutting torch to open a new doorway in the cabin which would lead to the deck.  
 
    
 
   “Jamie, I am glad you asked us to help on this project,”  Lorna stated.  “Your home is going to be so nice when this is done.”
 
    
 
   “Well, it is a lot more space than any of us had in Dome 17, so why not enjoy it.  We will be spending the rest of our lives here.”  Jamie smiled at Lorna.
 
    
 
   “Lorna, you should tell her,” Josiah said in a quiet voice. 
 
    
 
   Jamie looked up as she had caught something in Josiah’s tone. 
 
    
 
   “Okay,”  Lorna replied.  “Jamie, I have a baby growing inside me.”
 
    
 
   “You are pregnant?”  Jamie asked in surprise.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, and Josiah and I decided we are going to do this the way they do it here in Antioch.”
 
    
 
   Jamie made a face, but tried to hide her look.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Jamie I saw that.  I too find it unnatural for the baby to be inside of me, but I think I want to try this.  Hulda said everything looks good.  If some bad problem happens, the baby can be transplanted to the extracorporeal wombs in medical.  I guess for me, this is trying to fit into our new life on the colony ship.”
 
    
 
   Josiah had come over and was hugging her from behind.  They both looked very happy.  
 
    
 
   “I think the people here say congratulation, if I understand their customs.  So congratulation!”  Jamie rushed over and hugged them as well.  
 
    
 
   “My decision back on the Committee to reverse the sterilization has directly affected me,”  Lorna laughed somewhat hesitantly.  “I should have told everyone, and I still feel regret about that.”
 
    
 
   “Lorna, that is all old news.  I am very happy for you,”  Jamie’s smile was genuine.  
 
    
 
   There was a series of beeps on Jamie’s belt pouch where she kept the combox.  She touched the side of it.  
 
    
 
   “Jamie, this is Conner.  Would you and Michael be able to come to the Center?  That is, if you are not too busy with something else.”
 
    
 
   “Hi Conner,” Jamie answered.  “Michael is digging potatoes.  I doubt he will object to a break from that.  So I think we can come up there.  Is there anything wrong?”
 
    
 
   “Just some new ideas to discuss,”  Rector Conner replied.
 
    
 
   “Give us a bit of time to clean up and we will walk over,”  Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   “Thanks!  And these comboxes are great,”  Conner was so excited.  “It almost feels like back in the dome when we could contact whoever we needed right away.  I did not know how much I missed that.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks Conner, see you shortly,”  Jamie answered.  
 
    
 
   “Jamie?”  Josiah asked.  “All the Domers seem so thrilled to be able to talk to one another again.  I still find it almost too fantastic to understand that you can speak to each other from those comboxes.   Lorna tells me they were designed to be used by children in Dome 17?  Basically toys?”

“Yes Josiah.  Combox technology is close to two hundred years old.  These are not the primitive designs of back in the twentieth century,” Jamie answered.  “Edgar has been making these basic comboxes off designs which are proven rugged and reliable.  They have been getting shipped here from Savannah and Levi and Gideon have been passing them out as a mission.  Every Domer and many of the people in Antioch are requesting them.  Lorna is right, they were used by children in Dome 17.  The data sticks were used by the adults in the dome, but comboxes were a learning tool and I guess a toy as well for the age-mates when they were young.  Data sticks are far more sophisticated as they offer audio and visual communications as well as an archive of information.  But Edgar and Roxanne both are still unable to find a solution to why the data sticks do not work.  The ship was able to repair one data stick, that is where Edgar evolved, but even Edgar cannot figure out how that took place.  It is quite the mystery.  Not to mention that most of the data sticks and readers were lost, stolen by The Voice.”
 
    
 
   “Are you three solving the problem of the data sticks?”  Michael asked as he walked up behind Jamie and gave her a hug.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, the solution is to rub potato juices on them!”  Jamie said playfully.
 
    
 
   They all laughed for a moment.  
 
    
 
   “Well, we certainly have the potatoes, so I guess we just need to find the lost data sticks.”  Michael was rubbing the dirt off his hands.  
 
    
 
   “Seriously now, Conner asked us to come over to the Center,”  Jamie relayed.  
 
    
 
   “I did not get that message,”  Michael replied.  
 
    
 
   “Probably because your combox is inside by our bed.  You have gotten so used to going without communications, you are not used to it yet.  About the only thing you carry all the time is your SUT.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I like the small utility tool, although sometimes I have needed a cutting torch more desperately.  Well, I need to wash and change clothes anyway.  If I am going to see our Rector I will need to dress up.  Is Rectora Lydia going to be there?”
 
    
 
   “I am not sure,”  Jamie said as she followed Michael into the cabin.  She turned and said, “Lorna and Josiah?  Do you mind if we go?  I really appreciate your working on the cabin for us.  You could come with us?”
 
    
 
   “I already have gotten my allotment of meetings for my lifetime,”  Lorna replied.  “If I never have another committee meeting, I will die a happy woman.”  She looked lovingly at Josiah.  
 
    
 
   “Thanks again for all this hard work,”  Jamie stated as she entered the cabin.  She was pleased to see how well Josiah who was born in Antioch and Lorna who had been grown in an extracorporeal womb far away in Dome 17 were adjusting and making lives together.      
 
    
 
   Not too long later, a clean and scrubbed Jamie and Michael came out of the cabin.  
 
    
 
   “You have on your Domer clothing.  Is this one of your adventures?”  Josiah teased.  “Or is that what you consider, dressing up?”  He was securing one of the deck slats.
 
    
 
   “Adventure?  Well I guess we never know for sure when Conner calls what adventure might happening.  Perhaps a vicious beast in the trees,”  Michael laughed.  “But at least I do have my combox with me.  We have left our packs and weapons here.”
 
    
 
   “Then it cannot be an adventure!”  Lorna called as she marked the places where she would do the next cuts on the deck project.  
 
    
 
   The Center was not far from Jamie’s and Michel’s cabin.  As they walked there, Michael said, “So what ideas will we be hearing about today?”
 
    
 
   “Conner did not say.  Things have been pretty quiet lately.  Is that a bad sign?”  Jamie chuckled.
 
    
 
   Rector Conner was waiting in the meditation room, not the large meeting room.  With him was Rectora Lydia and Major Rita Gonzales.  Jamie and Michael exchanged greetings and they all sat in the comfortable chairs.  
 
    
 
   “We are still waiting for two more to join us,”  Conner stated.  “Copernicus and Roxanne should be here shortly.”
 
    
 
   “So this is something important,”  Michael commented.  “More than just a schedule for a bison hunt or an update on the new buildings in Gath?”
 
    
 
   “Rector and Rectora, may I begin?”  Major Gonzales asked.
 
    
 
   Lydia nodded.
 
    
 
   The Major looked at both Jamie and Michael.  Her gaze was intense but friendly.  “The AIs are coming so as to confirm the ideas and explain the mathematics.”
 
    
 
   “Faster-than-light travel,”  Jamie stated.  “that must be what this is about.”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” the Major replied.  “The AIs have confirmed that there may be a way to retrofit the entire Eschaton to make FTL possible.”
 
    
 
   “The mass limit to FTL was overcome by the alien technology,”  Michael stated.  “That is obvious.  But there is a huge difference between that alien Jellie ship and the Eschaton.”
 
    
 
   “I am just a soldier, and as I said, the AIs can explain the details.  The alien technology did not encounter the mass barrier because it uses a different method for FTL than did your Dome 17 systems.”
 
    
 
   Roxanne and Copernicus arrived as the two automacubes rolled into the meditation room.  Both of the automacubes were heavily modified from what they had been originally.   
 
    
 
   “New clothing for our friends!”  Jamie commented as she looked at the artificial intelligences.  
 
    
 
   “Hello everyone,”  Roxanne’s mechanical voice said.  “Yes, we have been visiting Savannah and Edgar’s Reproduction and Fabrication.  Edgar insisted that we be housed in the best possible outer shell.
 
    
 
   “Were those black automacubes originally?  Or are they all new?”  Michael asked. 
 
    
 
   “Edgar built them according to our joint recommendations,”  Copernicus stated with a deeper and more bass voice than Roxanne’s.  “We chose the black and gold colored exterior because there are no other automacubes onboard in that color style.  Internally these chassis are a hybrid of all types of automacubes as well as Dome 17 technology and some additional resources from the Marathon experiences.”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, in a way, we are now a blend of all three societies,”  Roxanne stated.
 
    
 
   “Well you look great.  Are the ALPs well defended and secure?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, that was a priority,”  Roxanne replied.  “Has Major Gonzales explained the proposal?”  A three dimensional display hovered in the air between Roxanne and Copernicus.  It showed a scale model of the Eschaton.  
 
    
 
   “I was just getting at that.  I am glad you are here to answer the technical questions,” Major Gonzales continued.  “The scope and scale is larger than the Jellie ship, but the basic premise is consistent.  In simplistic terms, the Jellie technology requires that the ship be surrounded by a, for lack of a better term, field, generated by the propulsion pods.  So we dismantle the pods from the Jellie ship.  Mount one each to the habitats of the Eschaton and then initiate the FTL travel.  The whole Eschaton then moves as one to the target world.”
 
    
 
   As Major Gonzales spoke, the three dimensional display showed a generated representation of how the process would happen.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, is this truly possible?”  Jamie asked with some skepticism.
 
    
 
   “Yes, not only is this possible, it is my feeling that it is both desirable and the best course of action,” Roxanne replied.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, in your display demonstration, you have many people using spacesuits and doing work on the exterior of the ship.  There are some spacesuits around this ship, but they are over a hundred years old.  And, except for Jamie, no one here has done exterior work in a spacesuit,”  Michael too was skeptical.
 
    
 
   “Excuse me, sir,” Major Gonzales stated.  “I have done EVCs in spacesuits.  Pardon my vernacular, EVC is exterior vehicle combat.  I have done that many times in spacesuits.  It was one way to flank the Jellies and hit them from more advantages positions.  Many of my soldiers have also done EVCs.  It was how we were able to storm the Jellie ship we captured in the first place.  So my soldiers can handle that aspect of the retrofit.  It will be far easier to mount the FTL generator pods than it was to have Jellies trying to kill us all the time.  Excuse me,”  Major Gonzales touched her ear piece.  Then she spoke in a quite tone, “Have another team check on them.”
 
    
 
   Rectora Lydia picked up on the change in Major Gonzales and said, “Major, is there something wrong?”
 
    
 
   “Rectora Lydia, one of my teams is missing and has failed to report back on schedule.  My people are investigating.  Thank you for your concern.”
 
    
 
   “Major?”  Rector Conner asked. “We have had people die when exploring this ship”
 
    
 
   “With all due respect, Rector, my people can handle anything found in this ship.”
 
    
 
   “I have no doubt of your people’s competence and abilities.  Forgive me if that was how my comments sounded,”  Rector Conner replied.  “I remember when our people arrived here.  It was very difficult.  Is there anything we can do to assist you with adjusting to life here?  We Domers had many people who had significant coping problems.  There were a fair number of suicides and some people who just disappeared into the habitat and we have never heard from them again.”
 
    
 
   “My people do not suicide.  Not ever,”  Major Gonzales could not hide her contempt for the thought.  But then her professionalism took over, “Please forgive me.  I am certain the adjustment here was very trying for your people, and for the people of the Eschaton.  We from the Marathon had to discipline ourselves for any circumstance since the Jellies were out to extinguish all human life.  They were ruthless, relentless, and cruel.  Our only path of salvation was self discipline and order.  Without that we would have succumbed long ago.”
 
    
 
   “Ruthless, relentless, and cruel,”  Jamie muttered.  “That reminds me of The Voice.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, ma’am.  I have studied the briefings from Roxanne.  That single entity, The Voice, was a dangerous opponent.  Imagine a species of things like that, and you get a picture of the Jellies.  My understanding is that The Voice has been neutralized.”
 
    
 
   Roxanne spoke up, “The Voice has not been observed recently.  Edgar has sentinels established in the nonphysicality and they have not seen any evidence of activity consistent with The Voice.  However, that is not proof of its demise.  Absence of proof is not proof of absence.  Additionally the origin of The Voice is still unclear.”
 
    
 
   “As I said, my people can handle whatever comes our way.  The initial phases of this plan can take place in Hanger Bay 27.  We have enough spacesuits and are ready.  The FTL generator pods can be removed from the Jellie ship and prepared for retrofitting all inside that hanger.  Then EVCs can start after that.  That should also allow my survey teams to complete the assessments.”
 
    
 
   “Major, has Tamar been consulted about this proposal?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes ma’am.  She instructed me to discuss it with you.  She told me her machines were checking things out as well.”
 
    
 
   “Major, if the Jellie ship is disassembled, can it be reassembled?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “That sir, is a problem.  The AIs conjecture that when disassembled, the Jellie ship’s body will cease to function.  We had some trouble pumping out the sludge the Jellies live in and filling it with breathable air.  But we got it sealed effectively.  The body of the ship is from a different substance than the FTL generator pods.  But the damage done to the Jellie ship’s body when we tried to dock has rendered that ship effectively inoperable for FTL travel.  The body now lacks the structural integrity for the stresses which are encountered in FTL.  And honestly, as good as my techs are, they cannot re-grow that Jellie ship.  Like the robotic probes, Jellie technology is often centered around a pseudo-biological growth process.  We have never been able to replicate that.”
 
    
 
   “So we cannot build more FTL generators.  What about fuel?  Or whatever is used like fuel.  Ares there sufficient amounts?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Again sir, you bring up and excellent point.  We cannot build more generators.  As to fuel, that too is a concern.  The Jellie generator pods use up a substance which we do not have a means of recreating.  The techs cannot make more of it, and the AIs here on the Eschaton cannot synthesize those alien components.  The math geniuses have computed a use to travel ratio.  Fuel use for moving the vehicle is not connected to amount of mass moved, it is more about length of time in FTL propulsion.  I do not understand the math, sorry.  I am just a soldier.  Perhaps Copernicus can elaborate?” 
 
    
 
   Copernicus spoke up.  “While not precisely correct, let us use Michael’s term, fuel.   By comparing the alien ship’s journey from the Marathon wreck to Earth and then to here, it is conjectured that there is an adequate supply for this proposed trip to Westerhuis 23.  However, there is not an over abundance of that fuel.  It is stored around each generator pod and the pod, shall we say, consumes it as the FTL field is generated.  With that consideration it is understood that a second FTL trip would not be possible due to expenditure of the fuel.”  
 
    
 
   “So we have a onetime shot,”  Michael said.  “Only once can we try this with the entire Eschaton?”
 
    
 
   Copernicus answered.  “Yes, fuel will allow for a single FTL flight.  This plan seems feasible.  The alien technology is suitable for this task.  However, the destination is still questionable.  Ares and I have done analysis of the Westerhuis 23 star system as much as possible using the equipment that is functional on the Eschaton.  However, from this range few hard facts can be established.  The target world, Zion’s Gate, still shows promise as habitable, but that is not certain.  Mister Green Jeans, the terraforming artificial intelligence, says it can be made to work, but again, that is uncertain with the known facts at our disposal.  If the Eschaton’s faster-than-light travel is to be undertaken, I believe we should know more about where we are going, before committing to use of this limited resource.”    
 
    
 
   “So, Copernicus, what do you propose?”  Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, Edgar, and I have resurrected the plans from Dome 17 for the FTL scout ships, using that mass limited method of FTL travel.  All those parts can be manufactured by Reproduction and Fabrication here on the Eschaton.  We suggest sending one of those FTL scouts to Westerhuis 23 for in situ inspection of the target world’s suitability for colonization,” Copernicus stated. 
 
    
 
   “And Michael and I are the only pilots you have, right?”  Jamie said with a grin.  
 
    
 
   “I suggest I also accompany you,”  Roxanne added.  “That was my original design and function.  If you approve, the new FTL scout ship can be ready for launch in less than three days.”
 
    
 
   “Michael?  You ready for another adventure?” Jamie said with a smile and a wink.
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, we do not have the sling system, how will that work?”  Michael asked as he folded his arms in front of him.
 
    
 
   “The new FTL scout will not need to escape from an atmosphere, nor will it be landing on the target world.  So there will be no need for the sling.  Edgar has suggested Hanger Bay 31 which is just outside of Savannah.  There are shuttles stored there, and it is fully functional and secure.”  Roxanne displayed an image of the hanger bay.
 
    
 
   “Can we just send a probe, instead of a flight with pilots?”  Conner asked.  “Would that be just as effective?”
 
    
 
   “Our conjectures show that a flight with human pilots and an artificial intelligence system has a significantly higher chance of success than other options.  The human element is an important redundancy factor in case of unknown mechanical systems failures.  A probe would have only the artificial intelligence guiding it.  We do not have an overabundance of artificial intelligence systems in operation, and right now we do not have the capacity for making more artificial intelligence systems.  The human pilots would greatly improve the chances of the artificial intelligence system’s successful return with the information on the target world,”  Copernicus stated.  Displayed over the automacube were charts which outlined three potentials: one with only an AI, one with only human pilots, and the third with a team of human pilots and an AI.    
 
    
 
   “So we just fly to the other world, look around, and fly back?” Michael asked.  “Sounds easier than flying to the Eschaton and building a teleporter from spare parts.”
 
    
 
   “Why not place a teleporter at the distant end?”  Jamie asked.  “After all, we will be there anyway.”
 
    
 
   “The scout does not have landing capacity, so a teleportation pad would need to be built in orbit.  That is impossible.  The Dome 17 technology for faster-than-light travel does still have a mass restriction,” Copernicus stated.  “You would not be able to bring enough permalloy along to build the receiving pad.  Edgar, Roxanne, and I have investigated all the options, and this piloted scout ship mission is our best proposal.  If we find the world at Westerhuis 23 unsuitable, we can search for other possible target worlds.”
 
    
 
   “I am willing to go!”  Jamie stated with enthusiasm.  
 
    
 
   “Where Jamie goes, I will go,”  Michael replied, but rather glumly. 
 
    
 
   “Well, that seems to be the decision,”  Rectora Lydia commented.  “Unless anyone else has an objection?”
 
    
 
   “Shall I have my techs begin the disassembly of the FTL generator pods?”  Major Gonzales asked.  “That will save us some time after the scout returns.”
 
    
 
   “The Jellie ship cannot do FTL travel again, is that correct?”  Conner added by way of confirmation.
 
    
 
   “Yes, sir. That boat will not fly in FTL again,”  Major Gonzales replied.
 
    
 
   “Anyone object to the beginning of that process?”  Rectora Lydia asked.
 
    
 
   No one did.  
 
    
 
   Jamie stood up and hugged Michael.  “Here we go again!” 
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   6 Ghosts in Media
 
    
 
    
 
   The sky tube was just starting to brighten as Willie, Levi and Gideon walked past the building site.  Three blue automacubes were already working hard to reshuffle the slabs of permalloy which had once been the Center at Media.  Every day they worked from dawn to dusk.  Most of the rubble had been pushed to the side, up against the edge of the world, by the small but surprisingly strong machines.  There was a pile of small permalloy sections, and another pile of larger ones.  A bit past that were two piles of wood, one the old boards which had been used to cover over the permalloy, and another pile of freshly sawn boards which the carpenters were using to construct the new meeting house.    
 
    
 
   “We will get to that portal room eventually,”  Willie said as he looked at the nearly cleared out rubble. 
 
    
 
   “If there is anything to get to at all,”  Levi commented.  “That explosion was horrible.”
 
    
 
   “My arm and fingers still sometimes give me phantom pains when I think about this place,”  Gideon added.  He flexed his hand and arm unconsciously.   Both he and Levi were wearing their permalloy armor and carrying short swords.  Levi had a satchel slung over his shoulder.  A new addition to their gear was that each of them had a combox on their belts.
 
    
 
   They walked past one ragged chunk of permalloy, which had once been over the doorway.   It was now erected upright as an inspirational marker.  It had an inscription cast into it, the words were ‘Faith Hope Love’ and a bright red cardinal was sitting on the rough top of that slab.  The cardinal flew off as they approached.  
 
    
 
   “The wooden structure has come along nicely,”  Willie said.  “After we got that water system rebuilt, and were able to connect in a fusion pack to power the pump I built, we have running water again.”
 
    
 
   “So Willie, when will you return to Antioch and see Hulda?”  Levi asked.  
 
    
 
   “I do miss her, yes indeed I do.  It has been too long, but the people here do not know how to fix anything much at all.  Especially anything technological.  At least now I can use the combox to speak with her.”  Willie patted the combox he had on his belt as well.  “It is not as good as a data stick, since I can only hear her voice, but it is better than a two or three day trip across the habitat.”
 
    
 
   “Few people here accepted the comboxes we brought,”  Levi said.  “Mizzah took one, and gladly.  As did the boy Doeg. But those were the only ones here who wanted one.  The others all are too afraid.  I still have about a dozen in my backpack.”
 
    
 
   “Levi my friend, you are a brave legionnaire, and you remember how hard it was when we Domers came here, right?”  Willie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Of course.”
 
    
 
   “Well, to the Clan of Tobit people a talking box is like magic, evil witchcraft.  The way that the Clan of Tobit abused this town and its people, especially the women and children was far more hurtful than anything in Antioch.  They really messed up their minds.  They instilled fear of demons in these people.  They taught that technology was demons.  We know technology is just a tool to help people,”  Willie stated.  He loved his gadgets and the things he could cobble together.  
 
    
 
   “It is indeed strange that a small box can give us someone’s voice from so far away,”  Gideon added.  “So I guess I can understand some of their worries.”
 
    
 
   “Technology is not evil or demonic,”  Willie laughed a bit.  “But it will take a generation or so for these people to learn that.”
 
    
 
   “The Voice, is demonic,”  Levi said in a low tone.  
 
    
 
   “I agree.”  Gideon placed his arm around Levi and hugged him.  
 
    
 
   “Well, yes, I suppose that entity could be called demonic.  It certain was evil.  I just am not sure exactly what it was or is,”  Willie sputtered.  “And it has not been encountered for some time.”
 
    
 
   “We had enough encounters for a lifetime,” Levi said with finality.
 
    
 
   They walked in silence for a few moments and entered the wooden structure.  Inside was Mizzah and his son Doeg.  
 
    
 
   “Willie!”  Doeg cried out and ran forward.  “Did father tell you what was found yesterday?  He made me wait until this morning to go and explore it more.”  
 
    
 
   Mizzah glanced up.  He had dark hair and eyes, and a perpetually weary look.  “Yes, there is interesting news.”  He was not only small in frame, but also spoke quietly, hesitantly, often avoiding eye contact.  Yet he served Media now as an informal leader and did an admirable job.
 
    
 
   “What news?  Did you find another automacube?  Or some other interesting piece of machinery?”  Willie replied with a wide smile.
 
    
 
   “No.  But maybe even better than that!  I found a way inside the edge of the world and I think it leads back to where the Center used to be.  Father told me to wait and tell you, but I want to go exploring in there some more.”  Doeg was bouncing up and down in his excitement.
 
    
 
   “The boy hardly slept last night.  He did find a door, and opened it, but it is in a place where people say there have been hauntings.  So I insisted we wait until you and the legionnaires could help us,”  Mizzah said.  He was gently rubbing his son’s hair as he spoke, but did not look up much.  “One of the blue machines had dug down in the soil and that was where Doeg found the door.  If you do not have time, we will understand.  You have your own business to attend to, and we are already greatly in your debt for all you have done.”
 
    
 
   “We will make time for Doeg,”  Willie added happily.  “This might be very important.”
 
    
 
   “What about the hauntings?”  Levi asked.  
 
    
 
   “The stories are like the others,” Mizzah replied.  “People see lights at night, or something is lost, or strange noises are heard.  Much like what used to be said before all the troubles happened.  Before we even knew there were places inside the edge of the world.”
 
    
 
   “So can we go exploring Willie?  Please?”  Doeg asked.  
 
    
 
   Willie looked at Levi and Gideon.  They both gave slight nods.  “With these two brave and strong Legionnaires what could happen? So Doeg, let me grab a fusion pack and a some other gear then you can take us to this door you found.”
 
    
 
   A while later they were standing near the edge of the world.  The sky tube was now brightly shining and there was some reflection from the edge of the world as it reached far overhead to arc and connect with the sky tube.  
 
    
 
   “So where is this door of yours?”  Willie asked as they looked at the small trench which the automacube had dug out.  The rich black soil was carefully piled to the side while a few large pipes were exposed in the ground.  The pipes were about as tall as a person.  
 
    
 
   “It is in the side of that pipe,”  Doeg pointed.  “When you press there, it opens for a while and then closes.  I wanted to just go inside, but father would not let me.  From what I could see, it looks like it heads right inside the edge of the world.  Can I go now?”
 
    
 
   “Doeg, we will check this out.  This is an important find.  These pipes are not like the water system we repaired.  I wonder what they carried, or if they are access tunnels for something,”  Willie pondered.  
 
    
 
   “They remind me a bit of the underneath of Neal’s dairy,”  Gideon said.  “Is that correct?”
 
    
 
   “I was thinking the same thing,”  Willie gave Gideon a thumbs up.  As he did that he recalled that before he came to the Eschaton that same arm had been paralyzed.  In his mind he gave thanks for Hulda’s healing and missed her more than ever.  “Doeg, we must use caution.  This door opens and then shuts, but what if someone was inside and no one outside to activate it?  When exploring, you need to be super careful not to get trapped somewhere.  So let me go in first, and I will count on you to be out here to open the door so I am not trapped.  Is that a deal?”
 
    
 
   “Sure!  I will be your helper!”  Doeg answered with eagerness. 
 
    
 
   “Willie, is there a way to block open the door?”  Levi asked.
 
    
 
   “Perhaps.  But I want to check the mechanism before we jam it. There was a reason someone designed this to open and close in that manner.”
 
    
 
   Willie turned on the fusion pack light, then pressed the place to open the door.  It slid sideways revealing a dark space inside.   The light seemed to be absorbed by the darkness, and he could not see much inside.  
 
    
 
   “Where does it lead?”  Doeg asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am not sure.  But I will take a look,”  Willie said and stepped through the doorway.  Immediately after he entered, the door slammed shut behind him with an ominous clang.
 
    
 
   “Willie?”  Levi called with an anxious tone.  “Willie are you safe?”
 
    
 
   There was no answer.  
 
    
 
   “Doeg, open this door!”  Gideon commanded.  He sensed that something was amiss.  
 
    
 
   Doeg pushed on the place for activation, but the door remained shut.  He pushed again and again, but the door did not open.  
 
    
 
   “We will cut him out of there,”  Mizzah stated and turned around quickly.  “I will have one of the blue machines open this up!”  He scrambled away toward where the automacubes were working.  
 
    
 
   “It should open!”  Doeg screamed and he pushed at the activator spot.   
 
    
 
    It only took a few minutes, but they seemed very long, before a blue automacube rolled over. Mizzah was behind it.  He ordered, “Machine, please open this door.”
 
    
 
   The appendage on the automacube reached up and pushed on the activation spot.  The door slid sideways.  Levi rushed inside.
 
    
 
   “Machine, keep this door open!”  Mizzah said.
 
    
 
   The appendage on the automacube telescoped down to the floor, spread open into three parts, and clamped onto each side of the door frame and the floor.  The grip prevented the door from shutting.
 
    
 
   “Levi?  Where is he?”  Gideon asked.  
 
    
 
   “I do not see him.  There is only a stairwell here which leads downward, but it is pretty dark.  No sign of that light of his, nor of him,”  Levi responded.  
 
    
 
   “I will get another light!”  Mizzah stated, and then ran away as fast as possible.  
 
    
 
   “Where did he go?”  the boy Doeg asked.  “The door was not shut for very long.  Why did he not stay by the door?”
 
    
 
   “I am not sure,”  Levi said.  “The only light I can see by is from the doorway.  Not much of a search like this.”
 
    
 
   The blue automacube jacked a cable into a port on the outside of the tube and suddenly lights flickered all over the inside of the tube.  Junction boxes connected by wires and conduits and coils were on the walls, which were a dull white color under the illumination.  There was obvious damage to some of the coils as frayed wires and broken conduits were hanging about.  
 
    
 
   “The whole tube thing is made from the hard metals,”  Levi observed.  “I will see where Willie has gone.”  Levi started down climb the stairs.  He was careful to avoid any of the damaged wires.
 
    
 
   “I am coming with you.”  Gideon passed through the doorway and into the tube.  His large, muscular frame fit inside, with some room to spare over his head.  “You wait here for your father.  Do you understand Doeg?”  Gideon said as he looked back at the boy.  “You stay here to guard the door and watch that blue machine.”
 
    
 
   “I will.  But I wish I could go with you both,” Doeg answered.  
 
    
 
   Levi was already far along down the stairs.  Gideon followed.  They were soon out of sight of the doorway.  
 
    
 
   Doeg was watching for his father when out of the corner of his eye he saw something yellow colored.  He turned just in time to see a grid light up in dull yellow under the clamps of the automacubes appendage.  There was a blink of light, even visible in the light of the sky tube, and suddenly the clamp and last segment of the automacube’s appendage were missing.  The door slammed shut.
 
    
 
   “What was that?”  Doeg asked in astonishment.  
 
    
 
   “What was what, son?”  Mizzah called as he returned running as fast as he could.  
 
    
 
   “The machine’s arm is gone!”  Doeg exclaimed.  “It was holding open the door, down on the floor but it is gone!”
 
    
 
   “You mean it broke?”  Mizzah asked.  “Strong door.”  He then looked at the end of the appendage.  The gripper hand and clamps were missing entirely.  There was a very severely straight place where the appendage had been severed. There was no heat, melting, or marring.  The appendage just stopped where it had once had another section containing the mechanical pincers, grippers, and clamps.
 
    
 
   “It was just gone,”  Doeg said in wonder.   
 
    
 
   “Machine, can you open the door again?”  Mizzah asked with fear.
 
    
 
   The appendage wagged side to side indicating it could not.  The blue automacube with the amputated arm rolled away.  
 
    
 
   “Father, we must open this up!”  Doeg pleaded.  
 
    
 
   “I agree.  But what happened to that machine’s hand?”  Mizzah replied.  “If the door was strong enough to break off that hand, it would crush us.”
 
    
 
   “Father, it was just gone.  Gone in a blink of light.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  



7 preparation for launch
 
    
 
    
 
   “Jamie, may I speak with you?” the combox activated and Roxanne’s mechanical voice was heard.  
 
    
 
   Jamie awoke.  “Yes, Roxanne, what do you need?”  She rolled over and poked Michael who was snoring.    
 
    
 
   “Edgar has completed the building of the FTL scout ship.  It is now located in Hanger Bay 31 which is just outside of Savannah.  Would you like to inspect it?”  Roxanne stated.  “I have full visual graphics which I can bring to you, or you can come to Hanger Bay 31.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I want to inspect it!” Jamie bounced out of the bed.  
 
    
 
   Michael was rubbing his eyes. He glanced out the window.  “It is barely dawn.  I thought we had until tomorrow?  Edgar must be eager for this project.”  He yawned.
 
    
 
   “Hello Michael,”  Roxanne said through the combox.  “I attempted to contact you on your personal combox but there was no response.”
 
    
 
   “Sorry. I think I left it in the toileting area when I took off my clothes.  I guess I was getting use to not having any system like that more than I realized.  I keep forgetting I must carry it around with me.”
 
    
 
   “That is understandable.  The communication system in Dome 17 was much more sophisticated than these comboxes and it required little effort to manage.  And you have been on the Eschaton for some considerable time now without any personal communication systems, so you were habituated to that as well,”  Roxanne answered.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, how long will it take Regina to place your atomic level processor into the console of the new FTL scout?”  Michael asked as he dressed.  
 
    
 
   “That process will take approximately forty-five minutes.  The major issue with that is the disassembly of the physical security measures installed on this automacube.  Regina is ready to do that whenever we decide a launch time.”
 
    
 
   “So Roxanne, when can we launch?  What is the fastest possible launch time?”  Jamie asked.  She was now dressed in a jumpsuit that Edgar had manufactured and had shipped to Antioch.  It was identical to the one she wore when they traveled in the first FTL scout.
 
    
 
   “Time for launch depends on how long your inspection takes, any alterations to the supplies, plus the transfer of the ALP.  Shall I have Regina come to Hanger Bay 31 for the transfer?”  Roxanne asked.
 
    
 
   “Are the supplies there?”  Michael inquired.  He also dressed in the new jumpsuit Edgar had provided.  It felt a bit unusual as he had worn a mix of Domer clothing and the handmade clothes of Antioch and was used to their feel.
 
    
 
   “Yes Michael.  All the supplies which we decided were required are awaiting your inspection and loading into the scout ship.  Since there will be no landing the supplies are more limited than your last flight.”
 
    
 
   “Well, we will need to eat, and I want to stop at the legionnaires cabin before we come.  So can Regina start the transfer sometime this morning?”  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   Jamie enthusiastically nodded.  She had picked up the Willie Wacker weapons in their holsters.  The wooden weapons chest in the cabin held Michael’s bow and his arrows, several permalloy swords, two long knives, and a sling shot that neither Jamie not Michael could operate with much skill.  Michael gazed wonderingly at the weapons while he took the Willie Wacker from Jamie.  
 
    
 
   “Michael and Jamie, I will have Regina begin the transfer process.  While the ALP is being transferred I will be out of communication.  Edgar is on the combox system, as well as Copernicus, should you have further questions.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks Roxanne!”  Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   Liduma and her pups were sleeping in the front room of the cabin.   The puppies slept hard when they slept.  They still tended to all sleep together in a big furry pile, but Liduma was stretched out against the far wall.  She awoke and raised her head.  Her yellow eyes shined as she tipped her head sideways at Michael and Jamie as they came out from the bedroom.  
 
    
 
   “Lindsey was eager to watch the dogs when we go.  I hope this does not mess up her schedule.  This is a day early.”  Michael squatted down and rubbed Liduma’s head and ears.  One of the puppies opened a single yellow eye and looked at him, but since it was still dim in the cabin, the pup went back to sleep.  It did roll onto its back, stretched its legs out and snuggled up to its littermates.
 
    
 
   “The pups sure look comfortable,”  Michael said.  “Filled with energy when awake.  Sleep deeply when tired.  They have a good life.” 
 
    
 
   “And they are growing so fast!”  Jamie replied.  “The pups are even hunting for themselves most of the time now.  They are good at finding things, sort of like their mother.”  Jamie squatted down and rubbed Liduma’s head.
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael departed from their cabin.  The sky tube was getting a bit brighter as the dawn happened.  The shimmery light and morning dew made the outside look crystalline and sparkly.  Overhead a large owl flew off toward the forest to sleep away the day.  They stopped for a moment to look at it.  The wonders of animals still impressed them.  Glancing back at the cabin, they surveyed their home.  The new deck area was very nice.  The garden was sprouting some vegetables in a different section from where the potatoes had been harvested.      
 
    
 
   “It feels different than when we left our apartment in Dome 17,”  Michael said wistfully.
 
    
 
   “It is different.  This cabin is a lot bigger!”  Jamie teased.  “Come on, the adventure awaits!”
 
    
 
   “Jamie, if this flight goes badly, we will never see this place again,” Michael said as she tried to pull him away.  “I did not feel like this at all when we left Dome 17.”
 
    
 
   “Michael, we have a planet to explore, and we are the only ones doing it.  This is what I live for!”  Jamie exclaimed.  
 
    
 
   “Dome 17 was doomed, and we all knew it.  It was just a matter of time.  But here, this place, for all its craziness, is stable.  It is home.”  Michael wiped the tears from his eyes.  “I honestly am scared I will never see it again.”
 
    
 
   Jamie took Michael’s hand and kissed it.  She then just hugged him and held him for a moment.  
 
    
 
   “Thanks, Jamie.”  Michael turned and together they walked toward the bakery which was not far away.  
 
    
 
   The town of Antioch was waking and people were walking about on their early morning chores and duties.  The smell of the bakery demonstrated that Aerona and her husband Ferran were already making wonderful things to eat.  Their daughter Lindsey came to the door when Jamie knocked.  
 
    
 
   “Lindsey, can you watch the dogs beginning today?”  Jamie asked.  “Michael and I are off on our adventure.”
 
    
 
   “Wow, sure.  I think so,”  Lindsey said.  As she turned, the braid of her long brown hair flipped around.  “Mother?  Michael and Jamie need me to take care of Liduma and her puppies.  May I do that starting today?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but those beasts cannot come in the bakery.  Each one will eat more muffins than five people could,” Aerona called from the back.
 
    
 
   “The dogs are still sleeping now, but they like to hunt early,”  Michael started to explain, but was interrupted by Jamie. 
 
    
 
   “Michael, she knows the dogs as well as we do, and maybe better,” Jamie said as she pulled at Michael’s arm.  “Lindsey, we are not sure how long we will be gone, so get Joel and Jacob to help as much as you need to.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you.  I was just about to head out to help with Big Ava, so I will have the dogs go with me as I head over there.  Then we will go up to the farm for those brothers.  Thanks again!”  Lindsey replied.  
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie next headed for the legionnaires’ supply cabin.  After they walked a distance from the bakery Michael commented,  “Lindsey looks so young and innocent, yet she has helped us so many times.  And Tamar and Brink both said some things about her that I wonder about.”  
 
    
 
   “Yes there is more to Lindsey.  But today is our day, and after we stop here, we can grab the transport and get to inspect our new ship!”  
 
    
 
   They approached the legionnaires’ supply cabin whose front door was open.  They walked right in.   Tobias was there.  He smiled broadly as they entered, his very bushy eyebrows lifted with surprise and happiness as they  entered.  
 
    
 
   “Tobias, we are leaving on that mission today,”  Jamie said as she placed the two Willie Wacker weapons on the counter.  “We will not need these where we are going.  I do not feel it is safe to leave them in our weapons chest.  If you have some emergency and need to use these, feel free.  But they need to be secured while we are away.”
 
    
 
   “A very prudent idea, with how powerful those things are.  I thought you were leaving tomorrow?”  Tobias responded.  
 
    
 
   “Things got ready sooner than we expected,”  Michael replied.  
 
    
 
   “Well that will ruin the party we were planning for tonight,” Tobias said with a frown.  “Honestly.  I know John and Abigail were coming in from the fish farm, and many others were going to meet at the Center for a party.”
 
    
 
   “That is really nice, but we need to leave today,”  Jamie hurriedly said.  
 
    
 
   “I will tell the others, but they will be mad at me for not making you wait for the party.” Tobias took the weapons and locked them in a cabinet.  “Fare well and be safe on your journey.  I must tell you, the few times I have been away from here were frightening.  What you two are doing on this mission is truly brave.  You have my admiration.”  Tobias came over and threw his strong arms around them and hugged them long and hard.  “You come back safe!”  
 
    
 
   “Thanks, Tobias.  Keep an eye open for the dogs.  Lindsey and the brothers are going to care for them, but they might need some help.”
 
    
 
   “I will do my best.  Joel, Jacob, and Lindsey are independent people, and knowing those boys, they may use the dogs in some kind of prank.  Thanks for the warning!”  Tobias laughed.  Michael and Jamie left and headed for the Center.
 
    
 
   No one was yet at the Center as they walked through the largest building in Antioch.  They came to the portal room.
 
    
 
   “Theta Four?  We need transport to Hanger Bay 31,”  Michael said.
 
    
 
   The display on the wall near the portal doors lit up.  “Transport is available.  Please enter when ready.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   8 no games this time
 
    
 
    
 
   “Father, we can use the talking box!”  Doeg said and pulled out the combox he had in his deep pants pocket.
 
    
 
   “But we cannot see them?”  Mizzah asked his son.  “The door is shut.  And what happened to that machine’s arm?”
 
    
 
   “I will ask Willie!  He showed me how to use this,”  Doeg replied.  Holding the combox up he spoke directly into it.  “Willie?  Willie can you hear me?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Doeg.  Is there a problem?”  Willie’s words were crystal clear.  “That door surprised me when it shut so quickly.  It looks like there is a sort of rotating chamber behind that door.  When the door shut, the floor rotated around.  I am looking for a way back.  It should not be a problem.”  
 
    
 
   “Something happened to the arm on the machine.  It is gone!”  Doeg said.
 
    
 
   “What machine, Doeg?”  Willie asked.
 
    
 
   “The blue machine father brought to open the door after it slammed shut.  The arm is now gone!”  Doeg was very scared.
 
    
 
   “I will repair it when I come out. That door must be stronger than I thought.  Snapped off the utility appendage, huh?   You were right about this tunnel.  It does go toward where the Center was located.”
 
    
 
   “Willie, the part of the arm is just gone!”  Doeg emphasized.  
 
    
 
   “Doeg, I will work on repairing the automacube when I get done here.  The tunnels here seem to be interconnected with the wall and area leading to the hull.  I should be able to find a way back to that door, or if need be we can always cut a section of the wall and get me out, but let me first look for a way back to that door,”  Willie said causally.  “Or I might find a way out where the Center or portal room used to be.”  
 
    
 
   “Levi and Gideon went in to look for you,”  Doeg commented.  “But are you okay?  They went down the stairs after you.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Doeg I am okay.  But I did not go down any stairs.  I did not even see any stairs.  I took a couple different turns in here, but no stairs.  The passage is narrow, and there are branches in various places.”
 
    
 
   “Levi and Gideon both went down stairs.  I heard them say that,”  Doeg said into the combox.  “What should we do?”
 
    
 
   “Have you contacted them on the combox?”  Willie asked.  
 
    
 
   “No, only you,”  Doeg admitted.  
 
    
 
   “Well obviously this tunnel system is more complicated than I thought.  Let me find Levi and Gideon and then I will contact you again.”
 
    
 
   “Okay, Willie,”  Doeg said.  
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Inside the tunnel system Willie closed the combox link and spoke Levi’s name. “Levi?”
 
    
 
   There was no answer.  So Willie tried the combox again, “Levi?”
 
    
 
   “Willie?”  Levi’s words came out.  “Where are you?  Why did you not stay near the door?”
 
    
 
   “Levi, I am in the tunnel system.  Is Gideon with you?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, we are both looking for you.  We came all the way down the stairs but which turn did you take at the bottom?”  Levi asked.  
 
    
 
   “Levi, I did not see any stairs.  When the door shut the floor under me rotated around.  I think I am in a different branch of the tunnels than you are.  I have been keeping to the direction of where the Center had been.”
 
    
 
   “So Willie, how do we get there?  Or should Gideon and I return to the door?  It should be back up the stairs.  At least we have light here now.  I thought we might have to chase you in the darkness.”
 
    
 
   “What?  There are no lights where I am.  I am using the fusion pack to see.  Yes, go back to the door and get out.  I will try to find my way back there as well,”  Willie replied.  “I may need you to cut a passage into these tunnels if I cannot find an exit.”
 
    
 
   Willie turned around to walk back the way he had come, but again the floor under him rotated.  This time very quickly. He leaned out and touched the wall and it too was rotating.  It was disorienting as his beam of light seemed to pass the over walls, while his feet and hand were touching the walls.  The rapid rotation dizzied him somewhat. 
 
    
 
   When the rotation stopped, the tunnels looked totally different.  They were now bare and smooth permalloy without any signs of conduits, or wires, or vents.  Just bare smooth permalloy.  He was standing at the end of a tunnel, and there were no doors, or halls or branches.  As Willie walked ahead he saw a blink of light which came from just around a turn in the tunnel system.  He went around the turn, the only way he could proceed, and his light struck a roundish object sitting in the middle of the floor.  Willie approached it and saw that it was one of the Marathoners combat helmets.  “How did this get here?”  Willie picked it up and looked at the band around the inside of the helmet.  ‘Varbama’ was written on the sweat band.  He hung the helmet on his belt. 
 
    
 
   As Willie was looking at the helmet there was another blink of light a short distance ahead.  Willie walked forward toward where the blink had been.  The tunnel here was very narrow and he had to walk sideways to continue onward.  This time he found a combat boot laying in the middle of the tunnel.  He picked it up and realized it contained a severed foot. 
 
    
 
   Dropping it in disgust, his heart beating rapidly, he turned on his combox.  “Gideon!  Gideon!” he called.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Willie.  We are back at the door.  It will not open from our side.  Mizzah said he will get another blue machine to open it up from outside.  Are you okay?”
 
    
 
   Willie was a bit calmer now hearing from Gideon.  “I am lost.  The floor rotated again, and I am not sure at all which direction to go.  The tunnels here are different.  Also, I am finding some of the… uh… equipment used by the Marathoners.”
 
    
 
   “Willie, we will find a way to get to you,” Gideon said, unsure how they would do that.  “Should you contact that Major Gonzales about the equipment?  Those people are pretty fussy about their gear and machines.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, that is a good idea.  Thanks,”  Willie said and shut down the link on the combox.  “I wish this was a data stick, then it could tell me how to get out and I could connect to all the people I need at the same time.  Not this primitive one at a time business.” 
 
    
 
   Then Willie touched the helmet connected to his belt.  “Maybe…”  He removed the helmet and looked at its mechanisms.  His mind knew basically how it all operated, so he placed it on his head and touched the ear piece that was over the left side.  
 
    
 
   “Varbama!  Where in the cosmos have you been?  Report!”  an angry man said in Willie’s ear receiver.  
 
    
 
   “This is Willie from Dome 17.  I found this helmet,”  Willie started to say.
 
    
 
   “This is Sergeant Kalju.  I am triangulating your position now.  Are the soldiers at your location?”
 
    
 
   There was another blink of light down the passage.  Willie turned quickly toward that.  There was an object lying in the middle of the floor.
 
    
 
   “No, well…” Willie was saying as he walked toward the small grey cylinder on the floor.  “I found the helmet and a boot.  There are remains in the boot.  I am sorry, but one of the soldiers lost a foot…I am not sure…”
 
    
 
   “Sir, did you say remains?  Like a body part?”  Sergeant Kalju stated.  “I am connecting us to Major Gonzales.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, the foot was still in the boot.  The blood is all dried off, and there is no body anywhere else, nor blood on the floor.  The helmet I am using seems in good shape.”  Willie squatted down and looked at the grey cylinder.  It had a button on the top, with a latch over it.  Down the side were stenciled letters.  He could not make them out from the angle he had.  So he shifted about to get a better look.
 
    
 
   “This is Major Gonzales.  Willie, please tell me what is happening.  I have a lock on your location.  A team is on the way, ETA fifteen minutes.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Major.  I have just found something else, perhaps one of your soldier’s gear.  It is a small grey cylinder with the letters NDB on the side.”
 
    
 
   “Get away from that now!”  Major Gonzales screamed.  “It is a neutrino disrupter bomb.  Run away!”
 
    
 
   Willie stood up, but not before the NDB exploded.  He was knocked backward, a bit and slid down the wall.  He was not seriously hurt, more surprised and shocked. As he hit the floor the fusion pack light went out.  Willie was surrounded by darkness. 
 
    
 
   “Major, the thing went off!  But I am okay!”  Willie said.  He fumbled to find the fusion pack and turn on the light again.  “Major?  Major?”
 
    
 
   There was no answer. Willie tapped at the ear piece, but he could not get it to work.  He finally got hold of the fusion pack, but there were no indicators that it had any power at all.  Willie felt the surface of the fusion pack and knew right where the switches and lights were, but nothing he did worked at all.  He set the fusion pack down in the dark where he knew its position.  He pulled out the combox and opened it.  “Levi?  Levi?”
 
    
 
   There was no answer.  He tried again calling “Gideon?  Gideon?”
 
    
 
   There was no answer.  He tried it again and again and again using every name he could think of who had been programmed into the comboxes.  No one gave a reply.  He again tried the helmet transmitter, but there was no reply to that either.  
 
    
 
   “Neutrino disrupter bomb?”  Willie muttered into the utter darkness.  “That must have ruined all the technology I have.”
 
    
 
   “Yes it did,” said The Voice.
 
    
 
   “Who is there?”  Willie said in fear.  He could tell what he heard was an artificially produced voice.  It was not one of the old AIs he knew from the ship, nor was it Edgar, Roxanne or Copernicus. 
 
    
 
   “I am.”
 
    
 
   “Are you an AI from the Marathon?” Willie asked, doubt and horror sinking into his heart.  “Part of Major Gonzales’ team?”
 
    
 
   “No.”
 
    
 
   Willie then knew what had happened.  His heart hammered in his chest and his breathing was rapid.  He started to crawl in the darkness.  The fear prompting him to do anything.  His mind was whirling seeking any avenue for escape.  “So tell me what game I have to play?”
 
    
 
   “I do not play games anymore,” said The Voice.
 
    
 
   Two sickly yellow grids appeared in the permalloy just ahead of Willie.  Their glow illuminated his face and reflected off the walls.  They looked strangely familiar.  He stopped crawling just before reaching the grids. He sat back with his knees bent up.  He turned and looked behind him and two more grids lit up right behind him.  He thought to stand up, considering that he could maybe run away using the dim light from the grids.  Then it occurred to him what the grids were.  
 
    
 
   “Teleportation pads?  So small?  Inside the permalloy?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” The Voice answered and a grid appeared right under Willie’s butt.  His hips, buttocks, and most of his pelvis disappeared.  His disconnected legs fell to each side, and his trunk flopped to the permalloy floor.  
 
    
 
   “Hulda!”  Willie screamed with his dying breath.  But only The Voice heard his cries.     
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   9 outward bound
 
    
 
   “We are approaching Hanger Bay 31.  Please remain seated until the vehicle comes to a complete stop and the door is fully open,”  Theta Four stated.  “I am sorry to report that at this juncture there is no access to Habitat Two: Savannah.  That route has been deactivated.”
 
    
 
   The transport vehicle stopped, and then backed up and there were several loud clanging noises as the vehicle docked with the portal.  The door opened and Jamie and Michael stepped out.  
 
    
 
   Rector Conner and Rectora Lydia were standing there waiting for them.  They were both dressed in their yellow robes of office.  Next to them was Lorna.  
 
    
 
   Lorna walked up to them, “You did not think you could leave without me being here to see you off did you?”  Her short blond hair and penetrating blue eyes were somehow different now as Michael and Jamie looked at her.  
 
    
 
   “You did see us off before,” Jamie said.  “But then you were a member of the Committee and you were much paler in complexion.”
 
    
 
   “And much less muscular.  Becoming a blacksmith has been good for you!”  Michael added.  
 
    
 
   “I just wanted to apologize again for not telling you everything before that last flight.  You are the only set of adventurers who I ever saw again, and those others never got to hear me apologize.  If I could do it over, I would,” Lorna lamented.  
 
    
 
   Michael gave her a hug and said, “All is forgiven.  We were able to save so many from the dome.”
 
    
 
   Jamie grabbed Lorna as well and the three of them held each other for a good while.  When they parted they all had tears in their eyes.  
 
    
 
   “Rectora Lydia and I also want to see you off,”  Conner added.  “Thanks to Regina for calling us so early this morning.  We had speeches and toasts and prayers ready for the party tonight, not to mention the feast of food everyone is preparing, and here you are sneaking away today.”  Conner laughed.
 
    
 
   “Yes, I am thankful Regina called on those talking boxes.  So we are here in our official capacities as Rector and Rectora to bestow on you our admiration, blessings, and best wishes for a successful journey,”  Lydia said.  “I know little about what you are to experience, but you were successful on your last flight, and I pray you are as successful on this one.  That is the short version of the speech I was to give tonight.  In fact, I probably will still give it at the party tonight.  For with all the effort being made, there will be a party tonight, or there will be a riot.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you!”  Jamie said.  “I am so eager to go.  Come on Michael, we have a ship to inspect.  Then we can be off to the other solar system.  We will be the first ever to visit there!”
 
    
 
   Michael had trouble matching Jamie’s enthusiasm.
 
    
 
   They walked out into the hanger bay itself.  The bay was very large with two shuttles on the far end.  The shuttles were in long term storage mode and locked down to the deck.  It looked like there were places for five more, but those spots were empty.  At this end of the hanger was the newly recreated FTL scout ship.
 
    
 
   The scout ship was far different looking than the large shuttles.  The scout was basically cone shaped and was resting on elevated supports.  It was the tan color of spun permalloy, but the tan did not seem as ominous as it had when seen in Dome 17.  The scout ship’s permalloy also was transparent in a section through which the interior could be seen.
 
    
 
   Copernicus was there in the new black and gold automacube.  “Greeting Michael and Jamie!”  Copernicus stated with mechanical enthusiasm.  
 
    
 
   “Hello Copernicus,” Michael replied.  “Last time it was Brink seeing us off, and you were his personal AI.  I am sure Brink would be proud to know his ideas were carried on by you.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Michael,” Copernicus replied.  “I was very doubtful I would be capable of anything further while my Atomic Level Processor was in the ruins of Dome 17.  Even my most optimistic conjectures from that time did not foresee me getting here.  I had taken solace in the fact that Brink had escaped to survive the dome breech, even though he could not reach my ALP to take me along.  I rejoiced when so many had teleported away.   Had not the Marathoners arrived, I would still be surrounded by radioactive gasses and deadly toxins, and be on a desolate world.  So now I consider all these things as bounty.” 
 
    
 
   “Yes, bounty is a good word for here,”  Michael answered.  
 
    
 
   “Do you care to review the schematics for the scout ship?  They are identical to the ones we discussed previously.  They only differ slightly from the previous FTL scout which brought you to the Eschaton.  Since this scout does not carry any of the components for the teleportation system, you have more mass for thruster fuel.  Additionally, you have the alien scanner which Major Gonzales’ team installed in the flight console.  It has a small amount of mass, so that was incorporated with the scanners which had been built on the Dome 17 technology.  Together your scanning capability now has far superior range, precision, and sensitivity.  All the supplies we discussed are loaded and stored.”
 
    
 
   “We will just do a visual inspection.  I am certain between you, Edgar, and Roxanne, everything was done perfectly,”  Michael stated.
 
    
 
   “So where is Regina?”  Jamie asked.  “Is Roxanne all set for launch?”
 
    
 
   Regina climbed out of the hatch of the scout ship.  “I am here, and Roxanne is indeed installed, we just finished a series of simulations to make sure all the systems are operational.  The ALP transfer went smoothly, and the automacube which had housed Roxanne is secured and awaiting your return.”
 
    
 
   “So there is nothing stopping us from launch?”  Jamie asked with excitement.
 
    
 
   “Except that we all need to exit the hanger before in your eagerness you vent the atmosphere and open up to vacuum.”  Regina laughed.  “So climb aboard, get strapped in and have a successful trip.  I will eat some cake for you both tonight at the party.”
 
    
 
   “Apricot cake?”  Michael asked.  He was fond of that.  “Maybe we could wait until tomorrow?”
 
    
 
   Jamie gave him a mockingly serious look.  
 
    
 
   “Okay, we go without eating the cake,”  Michael shrugged.
 
    
 
   Regina climbed down the ladder and Jamie and Michael climbed up and entered the scout.  The hatchway was not wide, but one person at a time could crawl in, turn about and get settled into the seats in the ship.  The FTL ship held two people, barely.  The quarters were just as tight as they remembered from the previous mission. The cabin had two cushioned seats which were visible under the third of the cone which was made from clear permalloy. Edgar had done an excellent job in spinning the permalloy into the shape of the FTL scout.  Both the clear permalloy and the opaque were virtually identical to the previous scout. 
 
    
 
   “This feels almost too familiar,”  Michael commented as he shut the hatch and secured its seals.  “Kind of odd since the last one was blasted to pieces by Ares.”
 
    
 
   “But on this launch we have no sling bay to shoot us out of the atmosphere,”  Jamie said as she strapped herself into the pilot chair on the right.
 
    
 
   Michael pondered for a bit then said, “Hobart and Gwen were headed for the Marathon, from what Copernicus has said.  I wonder what their adventure would have been like had they made it?”  
 
    
 
   “They would have been arriving in a battle zone, flying a craft unknown by both the Marathoners and the alien Jellies,” Jamie said as she adjusted the restraints and checked the controls.  “It might have been better that they died when the sling failed.  At least that was quick for them.  Major Gonzales describes some terrible things those Jellies did.”
 
    
 
   “That is probably correct.  But had we chosen the Marathon what would have happened to us?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Michael, we chose the Eschaton, and it worked out.  We will never know what happened to the other adventurers  who went to those other ships.  I wish them well, hopefully they are living happy lives in a nice functioning habitat somewhere light years away from here.  So shall we focus on this mission?  I tell you, ever since you got a dog you are just one big softy.”  Jamie winked at him in playful fun.
 
    
 
   “I just wonder sometimes if it was cosmic luck or what, that had you chose the Eschaton.  I am glad you did. Well that scanning screen is different at least.”  Michael pointed at the small bluish-purple oval which was Jellie technology.  It had several adjustment knobs on its front with a flat display screen.
 
    
 
   “Hello Jamie and Michael.  Yes the Jellie long range scanner is the only major control change from our previous FTL scout mission,”   Roxanne said from the console. “Copernicus and the people outside have moved to an observation lounge.  I have triple checked all systems with Regina.  The scout and I are ready.  Shall we commence launch sequence?”
 
    
 
   “Yipee!”  Jamie cried out in glee.  “I thought I would never get to space again.  Take us away!”
 
    
 
   The hanger systems began to cycle out the atmosphere.  Then one part of the exterior  doors opened.  That single part was more than wide enough for the small FTL scout to depart.  The blackness of space was revealed outside.
 
    
 
   “Prepare for loss of gravity manipulation,” Roxanne announced.  
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael both felt the loss of the downward pressure they lived with.  Zero gravity had its own unique sensations.
 
    
 
   “Unlocking the deck clamps,”  Roxanne stated.  “Maneuvering thrusters begun.  Ares has approved our departure.  May I relay a message from Ares?”  
 
    
 
   “Yes,” Jamie said with a huge smile.
 
    
 
   Ares’ voice came out of the console.  “I just wanted to wish you a safe and pleasant journey.  I also wanted to apologize for our first encounter.  I was in a state of dysfunction, and I apologize for the defensive actions taken against you, Roxanne, and your previous FTL scout.  I am sorry.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks Ares!”  Jamie said excitedly.  
 
    
 
   “Ares, all is forgiven.  I understand what happened then,”  Michael said.  
 
    
 
   “It is pleasing to hear your forgiveness.  I have prepared an experience for you before you depart in the faster-than-light travel mode.  Your fuel requirements will allow you to take a tour around the exterior of the Eschaton.  I have illuminated all available systems.”
 
    
 
   “That will be great!”  Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   “It is not only for entertainment,” Ares replied.  “It is also to make an assessment of the places where my sensors are inoperable, and to coordinate potential placement of the alien faster-than-light generator pods.  Please enjoy the view.”
 
    
 
   The FTL scout ship floated ever so gently toward the open hanger bay door.  The edge of the door had flashing blue security lights on all sides of it.
 
    
 
   Roxanne’s words returned to guide them.  “We are now egressing the hanger bay.  We are at the edge of Habitat 2: Savannah.  After exiting we will be external and bow-ward of Savannah.  The external hull will be visible as we progress away from Hanger Bay 31.” 
 
    
 
   As the scout ship passed through the doorway, the immense thickness of the hanger doors was revealed.  They were at least two meters thick at this place.  After passing the enormous doors the panoramic vista of the Colony Ship Eschaton was exposed.  Stretching as far as the eye could see was the hull of the Eschaton.  This time it was not the dark and seemingly lifeless expanse it had been when they arrived.   
 
    
 
   Beyond the hull was a marvelous display of stars.  Countless stars on a black backdrop made both Jamie and Michael gasp in awe at the sight.  
 
    
 
   “The hanger bay door is closing,” Roxanne announced, “gravity manipulation has been restored, and the bay is being repressurized.”   None of that was visible to Jamie and Michael. 
 
    
 
   “The stars are so amazing!”  Michael said.  
 
    
 
   “I wish the ship had looked like this when we arrived,”  Jamie commented.  “That would have been very helpful in our initial contact.”
 
    
 
   “It is so beautiful,” Michael answered still enraptured with the star field.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Michael the stars are sweet, but look at the ship,”  Jamie said with a tease.  “Remember our mission.”
 
    
 
   The ship was showing numerous energy sources on the outer hull.  There were lights illuminating sections, and running arrows which pointed toward where they had exited.  There was even light shining on the large letters ‘Hanger Bay 31’ although the letters were scrapped and scratched in numerous places.  The letters appeared to be shrinking as the scout ship pulled away from the hull. 
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, just what are we looking at here?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “This is the exterior of Habitat Two: Savannah shown in visual with overlays of thermal and energy scanning readings.  Edgar has that Habitat at 97% of operational efficiency.  That level of confidence was a major reason we chose to have the scout depart from that hanger bay.  Your return will be to this same hanger bay.”
 
    
 
   “It looks so different than when we arrived.  It was cold and lifeless and blank of nearly everything when we came.  Now it is covered in lights and energy sources and heat signatures,”  Michael said in awe.  “Had it been this way when we arrived we could have docked in the hanger bay, set up the teleporter and saved everyone in Dome 17.”
 
    
 
   “I am relaying these findings through Ares and to the lattice for distribution.  We will now be turning to begin our circumnavigation of the bow habitats.  We shall proceed from here to cruising over to Habitat One: Coastal Plains.  Our conjectures are that there will be visible damage to certain parts of this region.”
 
    
 
   The scout ship flew parallel to the hull in an arcing trajectory.  There were still many areas of illumination and energy seen as they passed the side of the gigantic cylinder which held Habitat Two and moved toward the next section of the Colony Ship.  The next cylinder was Habitat One: Coastal Plains.  It was still filled with energy signatures, but there were less external lights and a few places were obviously damaged on the surface of the hull.
 
    
 
   “We are coming up on the initial contact point for the first FTL scout.”  Roxanne had a box magnified on the clear permalloy and that showed the area in detail.  There were still a few fragments of debris littered on the hull.  
 
    
 
   “This area,” Roxanne had a different section magnified, “Is where the AI Zeus was lost.”
 
    
 
   They continued to travel in the arc along past the center of Habitat One, and soon that cylinder’s edge also was behind them as they moved toward another habitat.
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, the habitats are all connected into the central drive shaft, correct?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, that is correct.”
 
    
 
   “So now that we are mapping the outside, how does this compare to what we thought of the Eschaton?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “There are many discrepancies from the records which we had in Dome 17.  I am also comparing these findings to the records supplied regarding the Colony Ship Marathon.  The scale of the ships is different, although the pattern is similar.  We are coming up on Habitat Three: Asiatic.  
 
    
 
   Below them the next enormous cylinder was a mass of speckled areas.  There were still areas of power, but they were interrupted by some stretches of blackness and areas where there was not power at all.  
 
    
 
   “Asiatic looks like it is having problems.  We know very little about that place, right?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “That is correct.  There are no links or couplings which have been re-established there.  Scanning with the Jellie technology does show interior atmosphere and a dynamic biosystem, within Earth normal limits.  Otherwise, little else is observable for our vantage point.”  Roxanne had the display screen on the Jellie tech scanner show a chart of what had just been found.  
 
    
 
   The ship flew on and had circumnavigated about 75% of the way back to the hanger bay.  They passed the edge of Habitat Three and proceeded over Habitat Four.    Directly ahead of them, against the blackness of space, was the large blue and red nebula which brightened the sky.  
 
    
 
   “That nebula is superb,” Michael commented.  So far away, and yet it almost looks like we could reach out and touch it.”
 
    
 
   “Looking into space is amazing,” Jamie added as she looked up from the display screens.  “And we are a part of exploring all of this.  Michael this is fantastic!”
 
    
 
   “We are now proceeding across Habitat Four: Desert.  Scanning and mapping in progress,”  Roxanne stated.
 
    
 
   “So down inside there, in that habitat, was that arena,”  Michael said with a glum frown. He rubbed his shoulder unconsciously.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Michael.  That is Habitat Four: Desert, where the unfortunate incident you refer to happened.”
 
    
 
   “That is a place I never want to explore again,” Michael said.  Jamie gave him a knowing look.    
 
    
 
   There were even fewer areas of energy and power along the Desert habitat than there had been on Asiatic.   There were still some surface lighting and some areas of power, but more than half of the habitat was dark and cold in the scanners.  
 
    
 
   “Results of scanning show Habitat Four: Desert does have a dynamic biosystem, but it is registering as marginal in homoeostasis.  There is only marginal water allotments.  There are some significant corridors and causeways which are showing toxic substances, and one is open to vacuum.  Again, I am passing these findings onto the lattice for further evaluation.”
 
    
 
   The scout completed its circle around the habitats connected at the bow of the Eschaton.  Roxanne then turned the scout and used the thrusters to head toward the stern.  They passed down the length of Habitat Two: Savannah and over the area between the two sets of habitats.  
 
    
 
   “Am I right to understand that the needle ship is in that center section down below, between the bow habitats and the four aft habitats?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “That is roughly correct,” Roxanne replied. “The needle ship is not exactly in the center, but is below us now.  We are proceeding to fly over Habitat Five Tropical where we will make a turn and do a circumnavigation of the aft habitats.    
 
    
 
   Habitat Five: Tropical had about as many power areas and lights on it as did Habitat One, with the exception of one certain area.  
 
    
 
   “Below you see a large blackened area.  That is where Major Gonzales attempted to land the alien Jellie ship,” Roxanne reported. 
 
    
 
   “There is a lot of damage.  There are also still glowing blue remnants on the hull.  Is that part of the Jellie ship?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, and the damaged areas are where the robotic spheres either shut down the micropartical defense system, or where those areas failed to function when Ares was restored,”  Roxanne explained.  
 
    
 
   “Otherwise, Tropical looks pretty good,”  Michael said with a lift in his voice.  He was feeling better seeing what had been discovered.  
 
    
 
   The scout flew past the edges of Tropical and came upon a vast flat blackness below.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, put on the exterior lights,”  Jamie commanded.  
 
    
 
   “From this altitude over the hull, the exterior lighting will do little good to see what is below.  I will reduce speed and get closer to the hull for better inspection.  Scanners are showing no energy signatures and no temperature readings.  I am rechecking the Jellie tech readings before passing them along.”
 
    
 
   As the scout ship slowed and descended, the blackness below started to reveal some structures and parts of the permalloy hull.  It was all mixtures of greys and blacks and shadows.  Not a single light or energy source was seen anywhere.  
 
    
 
   “What area is below us?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Habitat Six: Mixed Farming is below us now.  I have rechecked the Jellie scanning readings.  There is no biosystem inside the habitat below.  There are no energy readings for as far as the scans can penetrate.  The temperature inside the habitat is essentially the same as the exterior of the hull.  There are no readings of any atmosphere, or any gravity manipulation in effect.”
 
    
 
   “So that Habitat is dead?”  Michael said.  
 
    
 
   “That is correct.  Readings show probably time of demise was sixty-eight years ago.  Distal end of the habitat shows wide spread explosive decompression.  There are warped and twisted bulkheads and structural integrity of this habitat is questionable.  Information here is being transmitted to Major Gonzales for consultation on FTL proposal,”  Roxanne had sorrow in her mechanical voice.  
 
    
 
   “Are there suspended animation chambers in that habitat?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “It is possible, however, Hypnosomnus has not reported a loss of an entire suspended animation chamber, so it seems unlikely.”
 
    
 
   “I sure hope it was quick for those people,”  Jamie said.  “Mixed farming sounds like a lot of people.”
 
    
 
   “From the records there were probably one thousand people originally in that habitat.  We have no way of knowing how many perished in that disaster,”  Roxanne replied.  
 
    
 
   They passed over the last edge of Habitat Six, and flew across toward Habitat Seven, but the blackness below them continued.  
 
    
 
   “I think there is a problem with the next place as well,”  Michael said looking ahead.  “I see no energy signatures, or any lighting at all.”
 
    
 
   “Reading coming in from Habitat Seven: Primary Aquatic are also showing zero biosystem and no thermal changes.  Major structural damage is shown on central aspect of this habitat.  Evidence suggests large scale explosion from inside the hull.  Traces of wide spread evaporative effect are seen along edges of blast site.  Conjecture that this took place seventy-four years ago,”  Roxanne announced.  
 
    
 
   “Michael, look ahead!”  Jamie exclaimed.  
 
    
 
   As the scout was passing over the second dead habitat, there was a horizon filled with lights and heat sources and energy signatures.  
 
    
 
   “We are approaching Habitat Eight: Secondary Aquatic,”  Roxanne stated.  
 
    
 
   “Excellent!”  Jamie cried out as it was clear this habitat was thriving.  It looked very much like Savannah.  “The Fellowship of Maintenance has kept it alive.  They followed that orange book!”
 
    
 
   “But two out of eight habitats are dead,”  Michael said.  “I am glad we did not land on one of the dead ones when we first came here.  We would have all died.  I guess it was a closer thing that we thought.  More of your cosmic luck, Jamie?”
 
    
 
   Jamie laughed, “No luck at all, just my skills.”
 
    
 
   “Habitat Eight: Secondary Aquatic is showing dynamic biosystem, Earth normal temperatures and gravity manipulation.  Scans show hull intact with little to no damage.  Mapping commencing and being transferred to the lattice.”
 
    
 
   The scout completed the second circumnavigation of the Colony Ship Eschaton.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you for the tour,” Captain Tamar said from the console.  Her image also appeared on the regular display, but not on the Jellie equipment.  “It has been very insightful about my ship and my machines.”
 
    
 
   “Tamar?  You surprised me,” Jamie said looking at her in the display.  “Have you been watching long?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  It makes me sad to see so much damage to my machines and to my ship.  I will now let you proceed on your journey,”  Tamar said.  “The machines have done well in building your little scout ship.  I am confident you will return safely.  I am counting on it.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you,”  Michael said with some hesitation.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Tamar, it is good that we can work together.  Thank you!”  Jamie said with a smile.
 
    
 
   “I will speak to you when you return.”  The display shifted back to what was there before.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Jamie.”
 
    
 
   “You did not say Tamar was monitoring our flight.  Why was that?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am not aware that Tamar is monitoring our flight.  What evidence do you have for that assertion?”  Roxanne asked.  
 
    
 
   “Tamar just spoke to us with audio and visual signals,”  Michael said quickly.
 
    
 
   “That is strange.  I have no record of such a signal or conversation.  Let me recheck.”
 
    
 
   “Jamie I know we spoke to Tamar,” Michael said.  
 
    
 
   “Yes we did.”
 
    
 
   “Michael and Jamie, my internal clock is off by a small amount.  I must attribute that to the conversation you report having with Tamar.  I will investigate this further.”
 
    
 
   “Well, take us out to Westerhuis 23,”  Jamie commanded.  “I am eager to see a new world.”
 
    
 
   “Moving scout ship away from the Eschaton.  Prepare for faster-than-light transition in thirteen minutes,” Roxanne stated.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   10 detection
 
    
 
    
 
   Liduma ran ahead of Lindsey, Joel, and Jacob.  The puppies were bouncing all around the children as they walked out of the forest and into the space between the forest and the edge of the world.  They could see a long ways down the open space where they loved to run.  The grass was about knee high and the air was sweet with the aroma of blooming cherry bushes.    
 
    
 
   “Liduma is on the scent of something,”  Lindsey commented.  “She always bends her front leg up like that when she is hunting.”
 
    
 
   “I have seen her do that too!”  Joel added.   
 
    
 
   “So since Jamie and Michael are off in space flying somewhere, I think the pups need official names.  How about we each name one of them, and then decide on the last one’s name together?”  Jacob asked.  
 
    
 
   “Okay!  I have this figured out.  We set the puppies over there, and the first puppy that comes to one of us, that person gets to name that pup,”  Joel added.  “That way the puppies decide who names them.”
 
    
 
   “They will never stay in one place long enough.  They are way too wiggly.”  Jacob stated as he looked at the puppies who were indeed very wiggly.  
 
    
 
   “No, I think this can work,”  Lindsey said.  “I have some dried goat meat in my pocket.  I will rip it to small shreds and scatter it in the grass.  The pups will smell around for it and eat it.  We stand over there and do not say anything, or call them, or anything.  Okay?  The first dog that comes to each of us, we get to name.”
 
    
 
   The brothers agreed.  
 
    
 
   Lindsey scattered the ripped up dried-out meat.  The puppies headed right for it.  They were sniffing all around and stopping every once in a while to chew up the small bit they found.  Lindsey then walked over to stand near the brothers.  
 
    
 
   “We sure have seen a lot of stuff in this running corridor,”  Joel said.  He was impatient to have one of the puppies come to him.  
 
    
 
   “We did find the frog-monster up by the Knobs,”  Lindsey stated.  “Only it was not a frog, nor a monster.”
 
    
 
   “And we got attacked by Shammai,”  Jacob said recalling his own injuries.  
 
    
 
   “Jamie and Michael chased Sinclair somewhere out here too!”  Joel said with his eyes on the puppies.  
 
    
 
   “Do you think they will find some bad people out in that space stuff where they are going?”  Jacob asked. 
 
    
 
   “No one could ever be worse than Shammai,”  Joel answered.  
 
    
 
   The three got very quiet as one of the puppies looked their way.  The children held their breath but then the puppy went back to looking for more of the scattered meat.
 
    
 
   “I am not sure if Jamie and Michael will meet any people on their mission,” Lindsey stated.  “They are going to look at a world to see if we can all go there.”
 
    
 
   “But we already got a world, right here,”  Joel said as he stared at the puppies.
 
    
 
   “I do not understand it all.  It has something to do with what Goliath showed me, and with Tamar, and even with those new people, the Marathoners,”  Lindsey said.  “They are from a different world, but also from the same world as we all came from, I guess.”
 
    
 
   “Brink could have explained it all,”  Jacob said.  “I sure wish he had not died.”
 
    
 
   “Me too.”  Joel wiped a tear from his eyes.  
 
    
 
   Lindsey began to cry as well.  She squatted down and put her hands over her face.
 
    
 
   One puppy came bounding over to Lindsey. He was nearly coal black in color, and his yellow eyes shone brightly at her.  When he got next to her he leaped up and began to lick her face.    
 
    
 
   “You are named Koer!”  Lindsey said as she hugged the puppy.   Koer wagged his tail happily.  “So you like your name?”  He licked her face some more.
 
    
 
   Lindsey led Koer away.  She sat on a log and stroked the back of Koer.  The puppy loved the attention.
 
    
 
   The next pup to notice the children was the girl pup which was mostly dark gray with white fur on all its legs.  She ran over to Jacob who reached down and stroked her back.  She twisted and turned so she could lean into his legs.  Her long tail was thumping against his legs.  
 
    
 
   “You are Abimee!”  Jacob declared.  She barked several times as he said her name again.  He then led her away where he sat down and took Abimee into his lap.  She was chewing on his hand while he laughed.
 
    
 
   Joel stood there waiting, but the other two pups seemed more intent on sniffing the ground and chewing on grasses than anything else.  Then in the distance, there were two sharp barks from Liduma.   All the puppies were instantly alert and still.  Their heads up, and their ears tipped forward.  Then they suddenly raced away down the grasses toward where their mother, Liduma was. 
 
    
 
   The medium gray colored female pup stopped just after starting to run.  She looked over at Joel, and then jumped toward him and bit at his pants and pulled at him.  She growled and pulled hard.
 
    
 
   “Ogima, is your name.  And I will run with you!”  Joel said and he raced away following the puppy he named.  “I will beat you all there!” 
 
    
 
   “No you will not!”  Jacob yelled as he took off running.  
 
    
 
   “Oh those boys,”  Lindsey muttered under her breath.  “I can outrun both of them easily.”  She waited to a count of twenty and then she sprinted after them.  
 
    
 
   The pups were outrunning the children, as they raced toward Liduma.  Their tails were straight out behind them and they were running faster than the children had ever seen them run.  The grasses were easy to run through and Joel, Jacob, and Lindsey all had many hours of running here.  They knew almost all the animal trails, and where there were thorny bushes, or fallen tree branches, or itch weed, or the occasional hole down in the dirt.   
 
    
 
   Soon they were approaching the Knobs.  Liduma was standing in the grasses not far from the hard metal ground that was in front of the Knobs.  Once the Knobs had just been a hard metal place with knobby parts sticking out of the edge of the world.  But now, there was a solid wooden door that had been placed into the side of the world.  They knew that behind that door was a new stairway which led down to a bunch of halls and places. 
 
    
 
   “What do we name the last puppy?”  Joel asked through panting breaths as he ran.  Lindsey had just passed him and was about to pass Jacob.  
 
    
 
   “Look!”  Jacob said as Lindsey pulled alongside him.  He was nearly spent of energy, but Lindsey was in her stride.
 
    
 
   The puppies were all devouring a dead hare that Liduma had laid before them.  They were each grabbing a part of the hare and pulling it away from the others.  Soon the hare was divided among the ever hungry puppies.
 
    
 
   Lindsey stopped running as she approached Liduma.  She squatted down and began to pet her.  Liduma loved the affection.  “You are such a good mother.  Always feeding your puppies.”
 
    
 
   Out of breath, Jacob then stopped and bent over trying to pull in enough air.  “I do…  not know…  how you… can run… so fast.”
 
    
 
   Lindsey shrugged her shoulders.
 
    
 
   Joel ran up a moment later.  His side ached a bit from the hard run.  “But what do we name the other pup?”
 
    
 
   They discussed several different names, but could not agree on a final name.  The puppies had completed snarfing down the hare.  Suddenly, there was a bright blink of light from in front of the Knobs.
 
    
 
   “What was that?”  Joel asked.  
 
    
 
   “It was really bright,”  Jacob added.  
 
    
 
   They walked over toward the hard metal ground and wooden door which was now the Knobs.  Lying on the hard metal, right near where the grass started was a small device of some kind.  
 
    
 
   “Oh wow!”  Joel said.  “Look what someone left there.”
 
    
 
   “Is that a Willie Wacker?”  Jacob asked as he and his brother walked toward it.  
 
    
 
   “No, I do not think it is.  That emblem on the side is the symbol I have seen on the Marathoner’s equipment,”  Lindsey said.  “I think that is one of their weapons.”
 
    
 
   “Father said their weapons are very powerful,” Jacob recalled.  “They were fighting monsters, I guess.” 
 
    
 
   “We better take it back to the legionnaires.  They will know what to do with it,”  Joel said as he walked right toward the edge of the hard metal.
 
    
 
   Joel was just reaching for the weapon when the reddish colored puppy with a white head and dark ears growled low in his throat.  His ears were back, and his teeth were bared.  
 
    
 
   “What is it dog?”  Joel asked as he turned away, his hand moving back from the weapon.  “Just go eat some more.”
 
    
 
   The dog growled again, its ears laid back.  It was glaring at the weapon.
 
    
 
   “Do not be afraid,” Joel said.  “I will just pick it up and take it back to Antioch.”  He reached again for the weapon.  
 
    
 
   The reddish pup growled even more.  Joel tried to ignore the growling pup and leaned forward.  Just then he felt a nip at the back of his leg, he turned and saw that Ogima, the medium grey pup, had latched onto his pants and was pulling him backward.  He stumbled a bit as he stepped back.  
 
    
 
   Liduma pushed in front of Joel which caused him to actually fall onto his side the pup still pulling at his leg.  Liduma had a stick in her mouth. She tossed it toward the hard metal where the weapon sat.  There was a blinding blink of light.  When they opened their eyes they could see a dim yellow grid fading in the hard metal.  The weapon was gone. 
 
    
 
   “Maybe the weapon exploded and that is what made the flash of light?”  Jacob said.  “Better not touch that spot  I will get another stick,”  Jacob said and looked around until he found one.  He walked back to the edge of the hard metal.
 
    
 
   “That was really weird,”  Lindsey said.  “Liduma seemed to know that something was about to happen.”
 
    
 
   “So did the puppies!  Ogima was pulling me away from that weapon.”  
 
    
 
   “And the other one was growling at it.  We should name that reddish one Naidik!”  Jacob added.  He peered at the place where the weapon had sat.  “There are no burn marks, nor any fragments of the weapon.”  He pushed the stick toward where the weapon had disappeared. 
 
    
 
   Nothing happened.  
 
    
 
   The pups all began to growl suddenly and were staring at the hard metal at a place a bit closer to the wooden door.  Then a sickly yellow colored grid appeared in the hard metal and a bright blink of light happened.  
 
    
 
   Sitting there was a bowl of thick hot soup.
 
    
 
   “What?”  Joel asked.  “That is food.”
 
    
 
   The pups growled ever more viciously and the fur on their backs was raised.  
 
    
 
   “I have never seen them so angry,”  Lindsey said.  
 
    
 
   “Where did that food come from?”  Jacob asked.  “I can smell it from here.  It is chicken and vegetables.  How can a bowl of soup hurt you?”  He started to step toward the bowl.  Naidik, the reddish pup began barking ferociously.  The other pups were growling.  Liduma pushed Jacob over and away from the hard metal.  As he fell, he dropped the sick and it fell onto the bowl of soup.  
 
    
 
   The was a very bright blink of light.  The bowl of soup was gone, as was the last third of the stick.  The yellow grid faded from view in the permalloy.
 
    
 
   “Hey!”  Joel yelled.  “Is someone playing a prank?”
 
    
 
   “Huh?  What happened?”  Jacob added as he picked himself up off the ground.  He picked up the remains of the stick where it had fallen in the grass.  It was only about two-thirds are long as it had been.  The end that was missing was cut straighter and cleaner than any cut he had ever seen made in wood before.  “What kind of game is this?”  
 
    
 
   “I do not play games anymore,” The Voice said.  
 
    
 
   Liduma gave two quick and sharp sounding barks. The pups stopped growling and they all looked at the permalloy walls around where the wooden door had been installed.      
 
    
 
   “Who is that?”  Joel asked.  
 
    
 
   Jacob and Lindsey looked at each other in fear.  Everyone had heard the stories about ‘playing games’ and how the adults had been terrified of that.
 
    
 
   The dogs all began to growl again and glared at the permalloy.
 
    
 
   “I am telling the Rector,”  Lindsey said and took out her combox.  “I believe all I have to do is turn this button, and speak the name of the person I need.”  She turned the button and said, “Rector Conner?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Lindsey.  Is this important?  There has been a terrible accident,”  Conner’s words came from the combox.
 
    
 
   “What has happened?”  Lindsey asked.
 
    
 
   “Lindsey, just tell me what you need,”  Conner was unusually abrupt.
 
    
 
   Lindsey explained what they had seen.  Conner’s attitude changed nearly immediately.  He asked many specific questions and wanted as much detail as possible.  He asked several times about the disappearing Marathoner weapon, and the soup, and the severed branch.  He also asked about what she had heard said.  
 
    
 
   “Rector, what is the matter?”  Lindsey asked as more fear seeped into her.
 
    
 
   “So you are out in the habitat now?”  Conner asked with trepidation in his words.  “You are not inside one of the tunnels are you?”
 
    
 
   “Yes… no… I mean we are in the grasses by the Knobs,”  Lindsey replied.  It was not the words Rector Conner was saying, but the way he was saying it that scared her.  “We are not inside anywhere.”  
 
    
 
   “Lindsey, listen to me very carefully.  Come back to Antioch immediately.  Do not go into any of the tunnels or places like that.  Stay away from anything permalloy.  Stay away from hard metal places.  And be sure to bring the boys and those dog hounds back with you.  Do you understand?  Do not go in any tunnels or anywhere inside the walls of the underground.  Will you do that?”  Rector Conner asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes.  We will come right home.  But what has happened?  I am very afraid.  What did we see?”  Lindsey pleaded.  
 
    
 
   “Lindsey, I will explain when you come back.”
 
    
 
   “Please tell me now.  Not knowing is making me more afraid.  Are my parents hurt?” 
 
    
 
   “Oh, no.  No, Lindsey, your parents are not hurt.  They are fine.  I am not sure exactly what is happening.  But there was a…  an incident.  It was out in Media,”  Conner paused for a moment.  He was unsure how to go on.  Finally he just said it directly.  “Lindsey, Willie has been killed.  I am so sorry to tell you like this.”
 
    
 
   Lindsey was surprised and puzzled.  “But you said at first there was an accident, but now you make it sound like something else.  Did this have to do with what we saw?”
 
    
 
   “Willie was inside an unknown tunnel system in Media.  He contacted Major Gonzales on one of their helmets he found in that tunnel.  She had no idea how it got there.  Sounds like that weapon you saw which then disappeared.  Willie said he found a kind of bomb, and that was the last she heard from him. The soldiers came to get him.  Levi and Gideon had already begin cutting through the permalloy to find him.  With the soldiers they were able to cut him out of the tunnel system.  But when they found him he had died.”
 
    
 
   “So he died from a bomb?”  Lindsey asked, remembering the stories she had heard about explosions.  
 
    
 
   “Lindsey, Major Gonzales told me that there were two soldiers who also died in a strange way.  Their equipment was missing, but parts…  Excuse me. Willie and those soldiers seem to have died in some strange way,”  Conner was trying to avoid being graphic, but it was hard.  
 
    
 
   “Like that stick?  Oh, I think I am going to be sick,”  Lindsey said.  Then she turned and looked at the brothers.  They had heard the entire conversation and had gathered up the pups and moved them away from the permalloy which was in front of the Knobs.  
 
    
 
   “Lindsey?  Lindsey!  Are you there!”  Conner was yelling through the combox.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Rector.  I am here.”  She swallowed hard trying to calm her inner fears.  “I heard it say, ‘I do not play games anymore.’  We all heard it say that.  This is very bad,”  Lindsey was quaking, “Was it The Voice?”
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   “We have reached minimum safe distance,”  Roxanne stated.  “Faster-than-light system engaging.”  
 
    
 
   “Here we go again!”  Jamie yelled in elation.  “This tine into an even great unknown!  A whole different world.”
 
    
 
   “The Eschaton was really different,”  Michael muttered.
 
    
 
   Even though they had been through this before, both Michael and Jamie still expected to feel something.  They did not.  They were still harnessed into their chairs, in zero gravity.  The transition to FTL was unfelt, but not unseen.  They saw everything through the transparent permalloy.
 
    
 
   Just as when they had left the Earth’s solar system, again the whole universe looked like it shifted. The black background which was filled with stars, including the edge of the blue and red nebula, was replaced by a dull grey emptiness.
 
    
 
   The grey emptiness seemed be right against the exterior of the clear permalloy, and yet it also seemed to have endless depth.  It was hard to focus on the grayness.  
 
    
 
   “It looks as bizarre as I remember,”  Michael said.  
 
    
 
   “The shades of grey are weird. The darkest grey is straight ahead of us.  Roxanne what makes the grey I am seeing?  Why is it darker straight ahead, and lighter at the fringes?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am sorry Jamie, but I have no explanation for the phenomena,”  Roxanne replied.  “I do not perceive things through human or biological processes.  To my perceptions I do not see the grey as you describe it.”
 
    
 
   “So what do you see when you look outside?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “I see mathematical formula being played out in reality.  I am sorry if that is not the type of answer you desired.  I have no better way of describing it.  There seems to be a discrepancy between the human brain’s interpretation of this event and mine,”  Roxanne answered.  “Different intelligences perceive the experience of being outside of normal space in different manners.”  
 
    
 
   “I wish Brink could have seen this.  He would know how to describe it,”  Michael stated.  “He designed our FTL and teleportation.  I do miss him.”
 
    
 
   “As do I, Michael,” Roxanne said.  “Transition time will be twenty three hours, forty seven minutes.”
 
    
 
   “Roxanne?  Do you think Brink knows what we are doing?”  Michael tried to bring the conversation back to Brink.
 
    
 
   “Brink knew exactly what was happening while he was alive.  At least as well as any other human mind can fathom it.  Are you asking about the afterlife?  Philosophical concepts?  Or about eternity?”  Roxanne inquired.
 
    
 
   “I guess maybe I am.  It is hard to think of Brink as just dead and gone,”  Michael stated in a flat tone.
 
    
 
   “Michael, Brink lives on in our minds and memories,”  Jamie said.  “That is a legacy.”
 
    
 
   Michael thought for a long moment.  He then said, “I remember Rectora Lydia reciting from memory something after Brink died.  She said it came from an old time philosopher she admired.  ‘It may be hard for an egg to turn into a bird: it would be a jolly sight harder for it to learn to fly while remaining an egg. We are like eggs at present. And you cannot go on indefinitely being just an ordinary, decent egg. We must be hatched or go bad’.”
 
    
 
   “That is attributed as a quote from Jack Lewis who is reported to have lived in the early to mid twentieth century,”  Roxanne stated and a black and white antique photo of a man appeared on the display screen.  “I researched his life after Rectora Lydia made that comment.  Our history has only limited resources from that era before the Great Event.  Too many of our records were lost.  I could give you’re an overview of the spiritual views embraced by Rectora Lydia if you would like.  She expounds the core values of love and service…” 
 
    
 
   “Where are we heading?” Jamie interrupted. She could not keep the awe, and a excitement out of her voice.  “What do we know about the destination world?  We will be the first humans to encounter it, but what do we know already?  Why was it chosen?”
 
    
 
   “Michael, do you want me to continue to attempt to answer your prior question, or shall I focus on the mission parameters?”  Roxanne replied.
 
    
 
   “Tell us where we are heading,”  Michael said.  He was staring out at the grey emptiness which was outside the clear permalloy.  
 
    
 
   “Very well.  I do recommend speaking to Rectora Lydia about spiritual matters upon our return.  We are heading for the star system known as Westerhuis 23.  It was one of forty-one solar systems which were discovered by the astronomer Gretchen Westerhuis using the Third Generation Orbital Observatory Laboratory built by Asteroid Prospectors.  TGOOL, as it was known was assembled…”
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, skip that part and tell us about the world we will be visiting,”  Jamie said.  “How it was discovered is old news, what will we find there?  What do we know so far?”
 
    
 
   “Westerhuis 23 is a Sol Equivalent 102% system, or as stated in the antiquated terms a G-type main-sequence star system, Yellow Dwarf, or G dwarf star.  Those terms are imprecise and are only used in historical records and as such were never applied to Westerhuis 23.   Westerhuis 23 is a star that has 1.175 solar masses and surface temperature averaging 5973 on the Kelvin scale.  Rough age of Westerhuis 23 is 4.487 billion years old.  Like other Sol Equivalent stars it is using a nuclear fusion process of hydrogen to helium in its core,”  Roxanne showed a graphic of the star system.  
 
    
 
   “Okay, so their sun is similar to the one for Earth.  But we only saw that sun for a bit when we flew out of that tan death trap.  Sure Earth’s sun is beautiful, but Earth is dead.  So what are the planets like?”  Jamie asked. 
 
    
 
   “Using Gretchen Westerhuis’ formula for planetary detection, there are four know planetary bodies.  However, that planetary detection system has not been verified.  This flight will be the first known human expedition to another solar system.  I have made long range scans with the Jellie technology and cross linked it to our existing knowledge.  As to the known planets, I will begin with the least desirable planets for colonization. W23 Alpha is the first planet.  It is a rocky world, 2.27 times the diameter of Earth, with thick heavy atmosphere.  Conjectures show very low possibility for colonization, or for indigenous life forms.”
 
    
 
   “So we do not go there,”  Jamie said rather flippantly.  
 
    
 
    “W23 Gamma is a gas giant.  It is fifteen times the diameter of Earth.  Spectrum analysis shows it will appear as bright red in color.  Jellie technology has shown 27 probable moons, three of which have their own atmosphere.  All show low probability for success at colonization, and again low probability for indigenous life.”  Roxanne continued.  “W23 Delta is a somewhat unique finding.  It consists of twin gas giants, in a binary planetary system.  Both gas giants are nearly equivalent in size to each other.  The diameter of each is just under five Earth diameters.  They are locked in a tight swirling orbit around each other and around their sun.  Very low potential for colonization or for indigenous life.”
 
    
 
   “So we do not go to any of those places either,”  Jamie said.  “So what is at W23 Beta?”
 
    
 
   “W23 Beta was named Zion’s Gate by Jaxson Rhono.  In his private records it was also called ‘The Cash Cow’ but that was a designation for the financial aspects of the suspended animation lottery more than it was about describing that world.  Zion’s Gate has a diameter 1.9 times the size of Earth.  Scans show it has no moons.  Jellie technology confirms the presence of large amounts of surface water, and a stable atmosphere.  Exact constituents of atmosphere are unknown, but conjectures show high probability of carbon dioxide, oxygen and nitrogen, ratios unknown.  Conjectures are that the average surface temperature is twenty-one degrees Celsius.  This is the world targeted for colonization by the Eschaton.  Based upon prior information and the new long range scanning done by the Jellie technology the conjectured probability of successful colonization is over sixty percent, and probability of indigenous life is fifty-seven percent.  These figures are subject to change as new information is gathered and analyzed.”
 
    
 
   A three dimensional display was projected in front of Michael and Jamie.  It showed the Westerhuis 23 solar system.  
 
    
 
   “Michael, we will be the first people to ever visit this place!”  Jamie exclaimed.  “Just you and I and Roxanne.”
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, the Marathoners had the war with the Jellies.  Is there any way to know if Jellies are in the Westerhuis 23 system?  They have superior FTL navigation and capacity,”  Michael asked. 
 
    
 
   “The Marathoners technicians specifically programmed the Jellie scanning device to look for Jellie technology.  However, from this range that aspect is inoperable.  The first possible use with be in six hours and thirty one minutes.  I will alert you when we come into range.  May I suggest you sleep as much as possible on the journey there?”
 
    
 
   “I doubt if I can, but maybe later,”  Jamie stated.  “Michael this is awesome!”   
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   12 Tearing down the jellie ship
 
    
 
    
 
   “Sergeant Kalju, are the soldiers back from that recovery detail in Media?”  Major Gonzales asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, ma’am, they are in the room off the hanger having a meal,” Sergeant Kalju replied with a large grin.  “The Antioch people sent over an entire bison already sliced and roasted to perfection.  It smells really good, with grilled corn on the cob and salads.”
 
    
 
   “Excellent.  A common meal will help them after that kind recovery.  Those people in Antioch have been helpful, and having real food is a treat,”  Major Gonzales replied.  She was leaning over his shoulder looking at the monitors which were part of a wall in the command module of the Jellie ship.  Both were dressed in camouflaged combat uniforms, but without body armor.  Each had a high energy weapon strapped to their thighs.   The monitor bank was a jumble of Marathon technology and alien items.  The fusion of them together had a desperate look.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Ma’am.  The last of them just returned from Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12 where they added that body to the two bodies brought in by the mapping team,” the big soldier answered.  “That Eschaton AI, Kurat is performing an autopsy.”  He was carefully adjusting a lever as he spoke.
 
    
 
   “MC 87?”  Major Gonzales called for the military artificial intelligence system.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Major.  How may I assist?” The words came from a small Marathon device worn on the Major’s wrist.  The words of MC 87 lacked any emotional tones or variation.  The three MC artificial intelligence systems the Marathoners had remaining were all designed for combat efficiency and support work.  So far, none of the Marathoner’s AIs memory cores had been taken off the Jellie ship.  
 
    
 
   “Have you reviewed the information on the deaths of Varbama and Pinnate?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” MC 87 replied.
 
    
 
   “And the death of this man named Willie?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
    
 
   “Full combat evaluation and threat assessment,”  Major Gonzales ordered.
 
    
 
   “Except for the NDB blast on the civilian Willie, which did only minor tissue damage, all three bodies were dissevered by an unknown method.  Those severing injuries with the subsequent massive blood loss was the cause of each death.  Pinnate had evidence of in-field treatment of wounds, but Verbama and the one named Willie did not.  That strongly suggests that Pinnate was first one injured.  Wound analysis shows wounds are consistent between all three bodies, but are not due to any cause in our databank.  Cellular damage like this has not been recorded before.  Threat assessment:  High danger of intentional infliction of injuries by unknown foe. High danger of further attacks against personnel.  Weapon system used is of high threat.  Delivery system is unknown.  Foe is unknown.”
 
    
 
   “This is not Jellie weapon’s damage?”  Major Gonzales asked.  
 
    
 
   “Wounds are not from any known weapon system, terrestrial nor Jellie.   Wounds cannot be accounted for by any other known means.”
 
    
 
   Major Gonzales stood up.  She rubbed the back of her neck.  “Sergeant Kalju, is this boat secure from outside observation?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, ma’am.  No one looks, scans, or hears anything in here.” 
 
    
 
   “MC 87, do you concur?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” the AI responded.
 
    
 
   “I am not so sure, considering Captain Tamar’s abilities and record.  Nonetheless, MC 87, you are not to share this information with the Eschaton or Dome 17 personnel or AIs until I give you authorization.  Their AI, Kurat is running an autopsy.  Perhaps they will uncover who caused this.  It could be something they have dealt with previously.  Until we hear directly from them you and our other two AIs are only to interface with the Eschaton’s or Dome 17’s AIs through the façade.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” MC87 replied with its flat affect.  
 
    
 
   “Sergeant Kalju.  Perhaps our assets can give us better information about this?  Please join me for some brain storming.”  Major Gonzales walked out of the Jellie command module.  Sergeant Kalju followed.  A different soldier slid into the chair vacated by the Sergeant and took up the monitoring.
 
    
 
   The command module had been refashioned enough for serviceable use by the soldiers, but it was clearly still an alien design.  Major Gonzales pushed her hand into a small circular opening and squeezed.  A doorway of sorts opened.  A soldier was standing ready with energy weapon in hand.  He stepped back when recognizing the Major and Sergeant.  
 
    
 
   “Has this section been opened?”  Major Gonzales asked.  
 
    
 
   “No, ma’am,” the soldier replied.  
 
    
 
   “You need to take a walk for a short while,”  Major Gonzales commanded.  “Stay within hearing range.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”  He departed.  
 
    
 
   Major Gonzales shut the door she had opened and then nodded.  Sergeant Kalju unlocked a part of the wall and pulled back a film of material.  Behind it was a tank of liquid containing two floating things.  There was a second tank next to it with a number of smaller things floating in it.  A Marathon display screen lit up between the tanks.  
 
    
 
   Major Gonzales activated a switch on a panel filled with buttons.  A bright light shined into the tanks of fluid.  Inside were creatures which glowed an odd bluish-purple color.  Each had a dome shaped top with a stem that came down from the middle of it.  At the pinnacle of the dome was a ball about the size of the Major’s fist.  Underneath the dome were trailing tentacles wiggling around the central stem.  From top to bottom the creature was a bit taller than Major Gonzales.  It whipped the tentacles at the clear permalloy which enclosed it in its liquid cage.  The second one hovered in the fluids behind the first.
 
    
 
   Sergeant Kalju smacked the clear cage with his fist right where the tentacle was smacking.  
 
    
 
   “You Jellies are uglier every time I see you.  I know you can hear me, and understand, so no antics this time.  I am not in the mood,”  Major Gonzales stated while she held her finger down on a button.
 
    
 
   The display screen showed a flutter of colors and then some sounds were heard echoing through the liquid of both tanks.  A moment later similar sounds came back, this time from the Jellie.
 
    
 
   Words scrolled across the display screen.  ‘Release us now!  Release us now!” 
 
    
 
   The Major lifted her finger off the button and then commanded, “MC87 project an image of one of the dead soldiers.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”  The image of the mutilated body of Corporal Pinnate was displayed before the tank.  
 
    
 
   The Major pressed the button and spoke, “What does this kind of injury?”
 
    
 
   The words were translated into watery sounds.  A moment later the Jellie responded with similar watery sounds. 
 
    
 
   ‘Happy to see one of you die.  I would welcome whoever did that to my pool.’  The translation was displayed on the screen.
 
    
 
   Major Gonzales pushed a different button and a few sprays of liquid nitrogen were released into the larger of the two tanks.  The Jellies inside trembled and shook in pain.  The sounds they emitted were louder than before and their tentacles flailed about.
 
    
 
   ‘Unable to translate’ read the display.
 
    
 
   “Tell me what could do this kind of injury to my soldiers, or the next spray goes to the little ones,”  Major Gonzales stated in cold certainty.  
 
    
 
   The translation process took place.
 
    
 
   ‘We do not know.  We do not know.  We do not know.’  The display screen read.  The Jellies stopped thrashing about.  ‘We hope for more of you to die this way.  Your deaths please us very much.  If you have a new enemy we welcome it.’
 
    
 
   “I should kill a little one, but only after I personally remove each tentacle by freezing it off,”  Major Gonzales said.  “Remember you had twelve in your swarm when we took this ship from you.”
 
    
 
   Again the translation process happened.  
 
    
 
   ‘And your colony ship had 150,000 which were delicious,’ the Jellie responded.  ‘Release us now!’
 
    
 
   Major Gonzales hit the liquid nitrogen button again.  A short spray hit the tank.  “You will never see an ocean again.  Nor will you ever see any other swarm or brood.”
 
    
 
   The shaking of the adult Jellies continued for a moment.  The little ones had swum to the far side of their tank.  
 
    
 
   Major Gonzales released the button and the Sergeant pulled the film over the tanks before the display could translate the latest threats and curses from the captured Jellies.  
 
    
 
   “Major?  Do you believe them?”  Sergeant Kalju asked.  
 
    
 
   “Jellies are wicked and evil, but they are not liars.  I have never known one to deceive, only threaten and taunt.  They are too proud for lies.  They do not know what caused these deaths.  There is a different enemy onboard the Eschaton,”  Major Gonzales commented.  “Come with me as we oversee the dismantling process.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
    
 
   They left the holding cell after securing the locked compartment and only then allowing the guard to come back.  As far as the guard knew, he was protecting essential mechanical equipment.  For only Sergeant Kalju, Major Gonzales and the combat AIs knew there were Jellie prisoners in custody.  
 
    
 
   They exited the Jellie ship and entered the hanger bay.  The smell of delicious food was wafting over the whole area.  The door to the side room was open and the soldiers inside could be heard talking and laughing while they ate.  They were too far away to hear what was being said, but it looked like an enjoyable moment.
 
    
 
   “We will get some food soon,” Major Gonzales stated.  “I want to check out the disassembly team first.”  They walked down to the far end of the ship where soldiers were working. 
 
    
 
   A team of soldier technicians, each wearing combat uniforms and side arms, were busy removing one of the generator pods which the alien ship used to travel in faster-than-light mode.  The pod was about ten meters in diameter, roughly dome shaped, and about five meters high.  The crews were just cutting through the Jellie ship’s hull around the first generator.  
 
    
 
   “Soldiers!  How goes the disassembly?”  Major Gonzales asked as she and the Sergeant walked up to the tech crew.
 
    
 
   The tech crew snapped to attention as they heard the Major. “The FTL pods can be removed.  The surface crust is not an issue, that cuts pretty straight forward and stays cut.  The difficult area is when we have to cut the under-layer faster than it regenerates. Then we lay the pod on the treated rack where it refuses to attach.”  Corporal Samuels replied in crisp precision.  Her gloved hands were covered by some of the bluish material which composed the Jellie ship.  Sweat was running down from her blond hair over her pale but determined face.  
 
    
 
   “Corporal, you are the one who figured out the mixture formula which prevents the Jellie under-layer from attaching, but that is reversible, correct?”
 
    
 
   “Yes ma’am.  I have done five tests on non-essential sections and all were able to be removed and remounted, both to Jellie materials and to permalloy.  We just wash off the mixture with salt water, then move the Jellie pod into position.  As soon as it touches something untreated it will bite into it.  It will sink its tentacles into permalloy about three centimeters and remain there until cut loose.  If the under-layer is left unexposed to direct contact with anything but gases, it turns to surface crust after about sixteen hours.  When treated, there does not seem to be a time limit, but we have not done long duration studies.  I do have one piece of under-layer that is over fifty hours in the mixture and still not turned to crust.”
 
    
 
   “How long to remove each pod?”
 
    
 
   “Sorry, ma’am but that is impossible to estimate.  The under-layers are different consistencies, and different thicknesses.  I did some experimental cuttings next to the pods, and the range of depth was between .1 meters, and .22 meters.  The consistency also is a factor.  The under-layers were not uniform, and cutting took longer or shorter depending on that.  We are shaping the cut to be uniform and consistent for better application to the new location.”
 
    
 
   “When we attach the pods…” Major Gonzales began to ask when there was a horrible cry from behind the Jellie ship, followed by an explosion. 
 
    
 
   The soldiers were instantly alert and on guard.  Some had dropped to the deck, others had taken cover behind equipment.  All had their high energy weapons out and ready.   
 
    
 
   “Medic!”  someone called from behind the ship.  
 
    
 
   Major Gonzales took charge and with hand signals directed her soldiers.  Sergeant Kalju took several of the soldiers back toward where the sounds of the explosion occurred, while Major Gonzales took several others around the opposite direction to get to the back of the ship where the screaming was.  Three soldiers sprinted away to guard the only entry into the Jellie ship.
 
    
 
   As the Major rounded the end of the ship, she saw two soldiers down and a third one was quickly applying trauma gel to the injuries.  Both the wounded soldiers were missing feet, and there was a large pool of blood beneath them.
 
    
 
   “Stridell, what happened here?”  Major Gonzales asked as she helped apply trauma gel.    
 
    
 
   “Ma’am I have no idea.  There was a blink of bright light, and then my leg was gone,” the wounded soldier replied.  He had his energy weapon in hand, but nowhere to aim it.
 
    
 
   “Get these soldiers in the Jellie ship!”  Gonzales ordered.  Soldiers grabbed their injured comrades and hoisted them up and away.  The trauma gel had sealed over the amputations.
 
    
 
   Sergeant Kalju saw the effects of the explosion and raced ahead of the other soldiers.  He was intent to reach the room where the soldiers had been eating.  The doors to that place were strewn into the middle of the hanger bay, twisted and broken.  Smoke was obscuring the eating room.  As he ran, suddenly a sick yellow glow appeared on the floor just in front of him.  There was a bright blink of light.  
 
    
 
   “Bomb!”  Sergeant Kalju yelled as he dove onto the thing which had appeared on the floor. 
 
    
 
   The following soldiers fell down onto the deck. An amvex grenade had appeared right over the yellow grid on the floor.  It exploded with tremendous force, which was almost entirely absorbed by Sergeant Kalju’s large body.  Remains of flesh, uniform, and blood shot all around the hanger bay.  Kalju’s energy weapon discharged and caused a long scorch to be burned in the side of the Jellie ship as the weapon fell from the obliterated hand.  
 
    
 
   “Everyone into the ship!”  Gonzales ordered.  “MC87 what is happening out here!”  
 
    
 
   “Analysis in process,” MC87 replied.  
 
    
 
   A red automacube rolled out of a storage locker across the way.  It headed toward where the soldiers had been eating.  It turned on several light sources and spun around looking for the enemy.  The words of the artificial intelligence system Goliath came from it.  “Massive death.  No survivors.  Summoning further….”
 
    
 
   A yellow grid appeared under the front right wheels of the red automacube.  There was a blink of light.  The wheels and part of the chassis disappeared leaving a clean and precise cut where they had been.  The machine fell awkwardly forward.  The appendage on its top swinging back and forth trying to right itself.  The words coming from the machine stopped.
 
    
 
   “That automacube bought us some time.  Get in the ship now!”  Major Gonzales screamed.  The soldiers carried their wounded and ran into the open Jellie ship, just as another yellow grid appeared under the struggling red automacube.  There was a blink of light and two of the left side wheels were gone.
 
    
 
   “MC87, what is happening?  I see no enemy attackers!  Confirm death count,”  Gonzales said as she was the last to enter the Jellie ship.  She was staring over at the tangled smoldering wreck that had been the dining area.  She squeezed the control hole and the exterior door of the ship shut down.  
 
    
 
   “Thirty four dead in the eating area, one dead in the hanger bay.  Two survivors now in the Jellie ship.  Displaying information,”  MC87 said.  “This is multi-spectral, graviton, and thermal analysis of this attack.”  
 
    
 
   There was a three dimensional image which appeared hovering in front of the Major.  It showed the area around the Jellie ship out to a certain distance in the hanger. 
 
    
 
   “This sequence is in normal visual spectrum and is in rapid display for time sequence,”  MC87 stated.  
 
    
 
   The comprehensive display showed the initial attack where the yellow grids appeared and the feet of the soldiers disappeared.  Then the blast doors slammed closed outside where the soldiers were eating.  The explosion in the dining room was only milliseconds later.  The doors buckled and flew into the hanger bay.  The grotesque slaughter left no question of survivors.  That was followed by the attack on Sergeant Kalju and the destruction of the red automacube.
 
    
 
   “So what attacked us?”  Major Gonzales asked.  “Get to the point.”
 
    
 
   “Unassisted human perceptions could not detect the attackers.  However, the attackers did leave traces.  This an enhanced version.  Watch carefully,”  MC87 answered.  The display altered colors and textures, but it displayed the same incidents.  This time there were two shadowy figures moving about the hanger bay.  The figures were very unclear and diffuse and only appeared in certain light spectrums, but each appeared human shaped.  Each step the figures took were over a small and very dimly lit up yellow grid in the floor.  The movements were jerky and dislocated from each other, but did follow a pattern.   The two figures moved to right where the bombs exploded just before they did.  The conclusion was obvious.  The figures had set off the weapons which killed the soldiers in the dining room, killed Sergeant Kalju, injured the others, and destroyed the automacube. 
 
    
 
   “I did not see them Major!”  Stridell stated from the floor where he lay.  “I would never let an enemy get that close to the ship.”
 
    
 
   “None of us saw them.  Get the wounded to the med lab.  Get those wounds regenerated as fast as possible,”  Gonzales ordered.   “Everyone else, get armored up, full combat suits.  We will be on the hunt in five minutes.  Corporal Samuels, you stay here and work on a way to shield our soldiers from this enemy.  Tell the soldiers in Gath to hunker down for possible attack.  And find me some way to unmask those figures.  Every kind of cloak or camouflage can be foiled.”  
 
    
 
   “Yes, ma’am,”  Corporal Samuels replied and she stepped away to the tech room where she could assess the whole situation.  “I will report to MC87 when I have a solution.  We only have four solider in Gath.”
 
    
 
   “Make it fast soldier,”  Gonzales barked. 
 
    
 
   The wounded were carried away.  Others went about to armor up.  Major Gonzales pointed at the shadowy figure in the display.  “MC87, those figures are enemies in camouflage, correct?  Find a way for me to track them.” 
 
    
 
   “Yes ma’am,” the AI MC87 replied.  “Best conjecture is that they are humans wearing an advanced system of some kind.  Traces show electronic and neutrinotronic alterations.  It is a peculiar arrangement, but the traces are there.  Very hard to detect using conventional means.  Conclusion:  human enemies with unknown camouflage system being used in conjunction with the new and unknown weapon delivery method.  The two amvex grenades were ours.”
 
    
 
   “So they are the same ones who killed Pinnate and Varbama, and stole their grenades?  They have that advanced individual stealth system and whatever method of severing limbs and machines.  But they used our own weapons against us.”  
 
    
 
   “That is a logic conclusion. The Eschaton AI Goliath has allowed me access to all surveillance available.  I am compiling that information.  As per your instructions, Goliath is only aware that an incident happened here.  Goliath sent that security automacube to assist.  Only our system filters have picked out this enemy’s trace signatures.  The Goliath system is unable to detect this enemy.”  MC87’s words had no change in inflection or emotion. “Compilation completed.  Tracking commencing.  I have located direction of travel of the enemies.  They have taken two separate routes away from here.  Residual traces remain.  I am loading them into the system.  The residual traces are fading at a quick rate.”
 
    
 
   “Well then we leave now.  We will pursue and we get rid of this enemy,”  Major Gonzales said in controlled rage.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  



13 searching for the enemy
 
    
 
    
 
   “We are using overwhelming force on this enemy,”  Major Gonzales said as she snapped down the helmet shield on her combat armor.  “Everyone make sure you are securely coupled to the combat comlinks.”  
 
    
 
   She had left a few soldiers in the Jellie ship to monitor the pursuit and work on a better method of detection and unmasking.  The disassembly of the FTL pods was on hold until the enemy was terminated. 
 
    
 
   The remaining twenty soldiers were in full combat armor and ready to deploy out of the Jellie ship.   There heavy-duty reactive combat armor was energized, their heavy weapons were charged and loaded.  They were prepared to follow the killers of their friends wherever they needed to go.
 
    
 
   “Corporal Dietermeyer, you will lead second squad as we pursue these enemies.  I grant you a battlefield promotion to Sergeant.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you ma’am,” Dietermeyer responded.  His lean and tall frame stood completely still as he considered this mission.  “Target designations?”
 
    
 
   “We have residual traces on both the enemies.  MC87 will give us all a display on the helmet face shields to track these bad guys down.  Target one’s trace is outlined in red, target two in blue.  The time frame is illuminated next to the figure so we can track them no matter where they go.  Color intensity will increase as we draw nearer.  Real time images will be in flashing yellow, since these killers seem to like yellow.  We have a limited time to catch them, so hustle along.”
 
    
 
   Each soldier checked his or her helmet face shield and saw the two different color traces.  There was eagerness in the soldier’s muscles as they waited.  They wanted to get the enemies.
 
    
 
   “Soldiers, watch out for anything unusual, but MC87 is confident our tracking system will work if we move quickly.  We have broken their camouflage.  The enemy snuck up on us once, they will not do that again.  MC87 is watching for other traces in case the enemy has some friends.  So far all we observe are the two.  MC87 will give us a warning before any of those traps go off.  Our armor can withstand anything we find on this boat.  These are not Jellies we are fighting, just some crazed religious zealots.  They have some high tech toys, but we are onto them.  Remember these are the enemies that killed Sergeant Kalju and all the others.  We do not rest until these enemies are dead.  Consider anyone with these enemies an enemy as well.  Any questions?”  Major Gonzales asked.
 
    
 
   There were none. 
 
    
 
   The two squads left, with Sergeant Dietermeyer’s squad chasing down the blue target.  They left the hanger bay and proceeded away down the corridor.  Major Gonzales’ squad came out of the hanger bay and turned a different direction in pursuit of the red target.
 
    
 
   “Major Gonzales, this is Samuels.”  
 
    
 
   “What is it Samuels?”  Major Gonzales answered through her helmet communication system.  “Tell me you have a way to unmask the enemy.”
 
    
 
   “No ma’am, I am working on it.  The Eschaton AI Goliath is offering us assistance, along with what they call their lattice of systems.  Do I patch them into a link with MC87?”
 
    
 
   “No need.  This is a combat mission.  Untrained AIs will just get the way.  MC87 is more than capable.  Let the Eschaton AIs continue their own work, and leave the soldiering to professionals.  You just find me a way to unmask these bad guys, not just track them.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, ma’am!”  Corporal Samuels replied.  “I am on it.”   
 
    
 
   Squad one progressed along the corridors in two orderly columns.  Their enemy was directly proceeding away and the residual traces remained discernable.  
 
    
 
   “As you can see, we are gaining on the enemy,” Major Gonzales signaled to her squad.  “Red here is not taking any evasive movements.  Red must think we cannot track him.  So pick up the pace!”
 
    
 
   The soldiers began a steady trot as they followed the traces of their enemy.    
 
    
 
   They came to a cross hallway that opened into a large area filled with squatty white colored tanks which had once held some kind of liquids.  The polymer tanks were all overturned and broken, with fragments of the polymer and plastic all over the permalloy floor.  There was graffiti on the walls, ‘Trust is all you need.’
 
    
 
   The red signal on the face shields was seen each place the enemy had stepped on the permalloy floor. The readings grew more vibrant, indicating that the residual traces were stronger.  The trail led right between all the overturned tanks and out into another corridor.
 
    
 
   “Major!  Second squad has caught up to target blue,”  Sergeant Dietermeyer said through the combat comlinks.  “Enemy position surrounded.  Preparing to engage.”
 
    
 
   “Good hunting second squad!”  Major Gonzales signaled back.  She smiled in satisfaction.   
 
    
 
   First squad continued to follow the residual traces left by the red enemy.  They now had to twist and turn around several passageways, but every door was open and the red traces got stronger and stronger.  They entered a circular room with a large amount of mechanical equipment, pipes, conduits, ducts, and wiring.  Then the face shield display turned to a flashing yellow.   The enemy was stationary behind a large bank of pipes and mechanical apparatus.
 
    
 
   Major Gonzales had the squad split into two and flank each side of the hiding place of the enemy.  
 
    
 
   “Major Gonzales!  They are faked! Abort mission!”  Corporal Samuels words rang into the Major’s helmet.
 
    
 
   “Samuels, report!”  Gonzales gave hand signals for the squad to not approach the red target.  
 
    
 
   “Major Gonzales,” MC87 stated.  “Second squad is not registering on combat comlinks.”
 
    
 
   “Major, all of second squad shows negative function.  They are all off line, all of them!”  Samuels’ voice cracked in fear.
 
    
 
   “It is a malfunction.  Check the scanners and transponders again,”  Major Gonzales ordered.  
 
    
 
   “Corporal Samuels is correct.  Second Squad does not resister,”  MC87 stated.
 
    
 
   “Ma’am I ran it three times.  Abort mission.  The residual traces are faked!  There never were human in the traces!”  Samuels screamed at the same time as MC87 reported.  
 
    
 
   “Ambush!  Fall back!”  Major Gonzales ordered.  “Trap!”  
 
    
 
   The soldiers instantly started to pull away from where their equipment said the enemy was hiding.  A yellow grid appeared on the permalloy just under one of the pipes leading to the mechanical apparatus.  There was a blink of light and a half meter section of the pipe just disappeared.  A huge sucking sound happened as all the air in the area rushed to leave though that open pipe.  The doors from the corridors all slammed shut in emergency response to the explosive decompression.  Several soldiers were knocked down by the pressures, and partially dragged toward the pipe.  Their combat suits instantly sealed and they were able to breathe reprocessed air as they all grabbed for some kind of anchors to hold onto. 
 
    
 
   One soldier muscled himself over to where the residual trace still indicated the enemy was hiding.  He fired his energy weapon in a wide spread directly at the perceived enemy’s position.  The energy blasted through emptiness.  He then shot everywhere that he could, frying and charring much of the background.  But even though the tracker said the enemy was there, there was no one in reality.  Just a fake trace signal.
 
    
 
   “Major, there is another grid…” that soldier started to say when there was a blink of light next at the bottom of a larger tube against the far wall.   The bottom of that tube was suddenly missing.  Thick goopy oily junk came flooding out of that breech in the tube and was quickly sucked out the smaller tube into vacuum.  The soldier was caught in that flood of oily muck and carried along with it.  He was crushed and then sucked out and away into the tube.  
 
    
 
   “Retreat!”  Major Gonzales ordered.  She too fired her energy weapon at whatever she could, still hoping to hit the enemy she now knew had lured them into an elaborate trap.  
 
    
 
   The flood of gunk flowing between the two pipes caused the soldiers to jump out of that path.  Then yellow grids began to appear under some of the soldier’s feet.  As the light blinked the soldier’s foot, even through encased in heavy-duty combat armor was sliced off.  Boot, bones, foot, and skin: everything was just gone.  When that happened the rest of the soldier’s body was sucked out though the open hole in the combat suit and into the vacuum of the room.  Bloody pulps of flesh joined in with the gooey muck as that stream continued to flow outward.  
 
    
 
   “Climb!  Get off the floor!”  Gonzales yelled, but it was too late for several more soldiers who also died horrific deaths by parts of their combat armor disappearing as they touched the floor.  The thick gooey tar-like substance was still gushing through from pipe to pipe at an incredible rate.  Gonzales leaped upward and grabbed some pipes overhead, but was barely able to hang on.
 
    
 
   “Major Gonzales?”  Samuels yelled into the com system.  Not hearing any response and seeing soldiers going off line rapidly, Corporal Samuels made a decision.  “MC87 I am linking you to the Eschaton AI systems.  Get any survivors out of there in any way possible.”
 
    
 
   “Attempting to comply,”  MC87 stated.  “Encountering resistance in nonphysicality.  Attempting to….”  The AI went silent. 
 
    
 
   “Major!  MC87 is down.  No response!”  Samuels was astounded.  She quickly opened up every possible link and coupling she could find.  “Emergency!  Goliath?  Any Eschaton AI?  My people are dying, please help!”
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  I am shutting down the systems into and out of Hydrolytic Admixture 5655DF.  Explosive decompression is being addressed.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you!”  Samuels yelled.  “Can you get any of them out?”
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar, Goliath is attempting override of bulkhead doors. Ares is addressing the open duct to space.  Lattice is consulted.” 
 
    
 
   Major Gonzales was trying to climb away from the surging muck, and her combat suit’s enhanced strength was pressed beyond its abilities.  None of the other ten soldiers were registering on her combat comlinks.  “I am not dying in here!”  She screamed out.  
 
    
 
   Looking over her head she saw a hatch marked, ‘Access Maintenance’ and using her energy weapon she fired into the side of that.  The seals on the side of the hatch glowed brilliant red and melted away.  The hatch came loose and fell into the raging muck beneath her.  She entered the tube behind where the hatch had been.  
 
    
 
   The raging muck stopped exiting the chamber, but just started to fill up the whole room.  
 
    
 
   “Exterior hatches sealed,” said the AI Ares.  
 
    
 
   “Interior bulkhead door locks overridden.  Automacubes in route to physically open Hydrolytic Admixture 5655DF,” Goliath stated.  “Recycling transport system unable to be shut down.  Damage to tube is too extensive.  Repairs will take place on site.”
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  I am shunting the sludge to an auxiliary system.  It will not be lost.  It is valuable for biological life in habitats. Hydrolytic Admixture 5655DF chamber is draining now.”
 
    
 
   “Major Gonzales?”  Samuels cried through the combat comlink.  “You are the only registering survivor.  Mapping shows you beneath Habitat One: Coastal Plains.”
 
    
 
   “MC87 report!”  Gonzales ordered.  There was no response.  
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  Continue your ascent and you will find escape.  The trap below you has been neutralized.  I will guard your escape.”
 
    
 
   “I am the only survivor?”  Gonzales said as she climbed in the tight tube.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Major.”  Samuels was trying to keep her composure.  
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  I have humans coming to assist you on your escape.”
 
    
 
   “Who attacked us?  Where is MC87?”  Gonzales asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am trying to figure it out,” Samuels said.  “MC87 is not responding to anything I can do.”
 
    
 
   “Humans named Levi and Gideon are rushing to the location where that human will exit,”  Goliath stated.
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  The system MC87 has been murdered by The Voice.  Continue your ascent.  We are here to help you.”
 
    
 
   “Major, that AI Edgar is right.  MC87 has been shredded, nothing is left, just fragments of info and all our systems were exposed,”  Samuels stated through the combat comlink.
 
    
 
   Major Gonzales climbed as fast as she could.  Tears ran down her face as she considered the soldiers who were dead far below her. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  



14 disappointment and discovery
 
    
 
    
 
   “We will be exiting FTL flight in five minutes,”  Roxanne announced.  “I am pleased you were able to sleep.
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie awoke to the AI’s voice.  They were alert and ready. The grey nothingness outside was unchanged. 
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, any further findings on long range scans?” Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Nothing remarkable.  As we learned some hours ago, there is no evidence at all for any Jellie technology at Westerhuis 23.   However, some planetary scans are hindered by being in FTL flight.  We will gain a much greater understanding of the Westerhuis 23 solar system when we are in normal space,”  Roxanne replied.
 
    
 
   “Where in the system are you bringing us in?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “We will be coming into normal space on the outskirts of the cometary cloud which encircles the solar system.  The Westerhuis 23 equivalent of the terrestrial Oort Cloud is thinner and less dense.  I have a trajectory plotted so as to maximize the gravitational forces of the planets as well as the star itself.  The binary planetary system, W23 Delta, has a significant gravitational pull and therefore we will use that as an assistance in our propulsion.”
 
    
 
   “So we will still be a high speed, relative to the planets?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, we will carry come of our velocity into normal space, but not in excess of light speed,”  Roxanne reported.  “We are in normal space.” Everything outside had shifted from grey nothingness to a curtain of black with a sprinkling of the brightest stars showing.
 
    
 
   Both Jamie and Michael blinked their eyes.  For there in the middle of the clear permalloy was the solar system.  
 
    
 
   “Michael, we are the first people to ever see this!”  Jamie jumped in excitement.  
 
    
 
   “Making adjustment to thrusters for approach to W23 Delta,”  Roxanne announced.  The star field was gently shifting off to the side.  
 
    
 
   “We have to use better names that W23 something,”  Michael said as the twin gas giants came into view.  “Numbers and letters are way too bland for something so gorgeous.” 
 
    
 
   “What do you suggest?”  Roxanne asked.  “Jackson Rhono named Zion’s Gate, but the other planets are designated by their, as Michael phrased it, bland names.”
 
    
 
   The twin gas giants were steadily gaining in size.  Like two balls tethered together the planets were breathtaking.  One was covered in a multitude of shades of orange in complex swirls and bands.  The other, was a myriad of blue swirls from a deep dark blue to a very light almost whitish blue.  There was also a large, almost black spot on the blue planet.  
 
    
 
   “That is the Kaksikud system,”  Jamie said with authority.  “Now officially Kaksikud Orange, and Kaksikud Blue.  We will call them KO and KB.”
 
    
 
   “Excellent!”  Michael said.  “So Roxanne, what can you tell us about KO and KB?”
 
    
 
   “Their composition and size are confirmed as very close to what we expected.  There are no moons due to the strong gravitational forces.  They also seem to have had a sweeping effect on the cometary cloud which explains its relatively thin nature.”  Roxanne explained.  “Do you care for a more detailed analysis?  I am logging every factor we can identify.”
 
    
 
   “No need for now,”  Michael said.  “We will pass them at a fast speed.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Michael, our relative velocity is .78 the speed of light. It will take us 1.46 hours to reach the next planetary body.  I am finalizing scans on KO and KB.  Their names are in the official record.”  Roxanne replied. 
 
    
 
   “I get to name the next planet then,”  Michael said.  He rested back in the cushiony couch and watched as the planets KO and KB slipped by.
 
    
 
   “Actually Michael, the next planetary body will actually be Zion’s Gate.   W23 Delta, and W23 Alpha are on the opposite side of the star, respective to our approach.”
 
    
 
   “Michael, you can still name that big one,”  Jamie teased.
 
    
 
   He smiled at her.  “This is a relaxing view, maybe one of the best I have had since leaving Dome 17.  So we will be approaching our new home world.  Is there any Jellie technology detected?” Michael asked.   “It would be horrible to end up like the Marathon.”
 
    
 
   “I am running all available scans and there are no traces of Jellie technology.”  Roxanne answered.  “I have begun scanning Zion’s Gate.”
 
    
 
   “Make sure to look for any signs of technology.  The Jellies are probably not the only ones beside us who are intelligent,”  Jamie commented.  “I read some quote from long ago that said, ‘There are two possibilities:  Either we are alone in the universe, or we are not. Both are equally terrifying.’   After hearing what the Jellies did, I think being alone might be better.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Jamie.  That quote has been around in various forms since the twentieth century, usually in reference to other sentient life forms of higher intellect.  However our records only show its originator as ‘Clark’ with all other records lost.  But indeed, the Jellies are reported to have done horrific damages.  I am scanning for all forms of technology as well as basic life signs,”  Roxanne reported.
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael sat patiently and expectantly as the scout ship hurled toward Zion’s Gate and Roxanne ran the scans.  As they approached Zion’s Gate they saw that at first it was just a small blue dot, but then grew to become a disk of blue with a wide ring which surrounded the planet.  The ring was rippled in various colors and luminescent.  There was no moon.
 
    
 
   “So Roxanne, that is Zion’s Gate.  It is very pretty,”  Michael said in excitement.  
 
    
 
   “Aesthetically, it may appear beautiful, but the readings I am getting are not as impressive.  Here is a rounded breakdown.  Atmosphere consists of five major elements:  Nitrogen, 62.7%, oxygen 24.9%, carbon dioxide 3.1%,  argon 2.7%, and sulfur dioxide 2.5%. The remaining consists of trace gases mostly of methane, nitrous oxide, ozone, ammonia, and xenon.”
 
    
 
   “We cannot breath that!”  Jamie exclaimed.  
 
    
 
   “That is true.  Terraforming was planned, however, there are significant obstacles for that option,”  Roxanne stated.  “Measurement of gravity on the surface of Zion’s Gate is 2.09 times that of earth normal.  Oceans cover 87.3% of the surface of the planet.  The 12.7% percent of the surface which is land mass is divided into a vast multitude of rocky mountain tops and peaks, with very few large islands, or plateaus.  Fresh water consists of less than .5% of total water.  Evidence of an active and diverse biosphere is seen in the ocean, but no evidence of any life on the land.”
 
    
 
   “So we came from Earth, which had no oceans anymore, and was dry and dead, to a world which consists almost entirely of salt water oceans?  And has twice the gravity?  And toxic air?”  Michael lamented.  
 
    
 
   “That is a fair summation of Zion’s Gate.  It has an average surface temperature is twenty-one degrees Celsius.  There is a very slight axis tip so few seasonal changes.  The large ring system would be a hindrance to orbital satellites and to communications due to a strong magnetic field in the rings,”  Roxanne stated.  
 
    
 
   “But I guess John could go fishing,” Michael said.  In frustration he smacked his palm into the clear permalloy.
 
    
 
   “So can we live there?”  Jamie cut to the main point.
 
    
 
   “My conjectures are that terraforming and maintaining a colony on Zion’s Gate is feasible, but would be difficult and necessitate a long term project spanning many generations.  Raising the ocean beds to manufacture sufficient land mass would be one of many challenges which would have to be overcome to then begin to alter the atmosphere.  Conjectures show that the Eschaton’s resources would be sufficient in only 53% of the scenarios.  That is based on the current scans and information,”  Roxanne replied.  
 
    
 
   “It certainly is a pretty planet,”  Michael said wistfully as he gazed at Zion’s Gate.  It was very close now and the swirling white clouds were floating over the vast oceans.  Michael could see no land at all, just huge stretches of water, under the white clouds.  The rings around the planet twinkled and shimmered.  “So when the Eschaton gets here, we stay in the ship for the rest of our lives.”
 
    
 
   Jamie just gazed at the planet and said nothing.
 
    
 
   After a long and awkward silence Roxanne finally spoke again.  “Shall we circle around Zion’s Gate for another look or continue onward to assess the other planets?”
 
    
 
   “Michael does need to name his big one,”  Jamie tried to tease again, but it fell flat with the disappointment of Zion’s Gate.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, at the big planet, is there a suitable moon which might harbor a colony?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Scans show moons are present, but from this distance accurate assessment is difficult.  However, the distance from the star makes a habitable moon highly unlikely.  Perhaps there will be a moon that is comparable to Rhea, or Europa, or Ganymede.  However, what few records remain show studies to terraform any of those three moons had a low probability of success,”  Roxanne stated.  
 
    
 
   “Well Roxanne, take us there to see it anyway,”  Michael said.  
 
    
 
   They all were silent as Zion’s Gate slipped away behind them.  
 
    
 
   “We are approaching W23 Alpha,”  Roxanne reported.
 
    
 
   The sun was very bright and large now and Roxanne had the clear permalloy tinting screens lowered to reflect the extremes of light that were coming into the scout.  Jamie and Michael watched as they approached.  
 
    
 
   “Tell us some good news,”  Michael said.
 
    
 
   “I will report what I find,” Roxanne replied  “This is a largely rocky world with thick heavy atmosphere nearly 100% carbon dioxide.  Not habitable, nor suitable for colonization.  Average surface temperature is 412 degrees Celsius.”   
 
    
 
   “We will call it Stoner,” Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   “I thought I was going to name the next planet,”  Michael objected.  
 
    
 
   “I said that you could name the big one,” Jamie gave him a hug.  They were trying to overcome the great disappointment they felt over Zion’s Gate.  
 
    
 
   “I am picking up an anomalous reading,”  Roxanne stated.  “I am displaying it on the screens as we will not be able to approach for a more detailed observation.”
 
    
 
   “Another planet?”  Michael asked as he looked.
 
    
 
   “Yes, and this one is highly unexpected.  It is in stable orbit very close to the star.  It is at a ninety degree incline to the plane of the other planets.  It has a very rapid rotation rate around the star.  It is rocky without any atmosphere.”
 
    
 
   “Blinky!”  Jamie said with a shrug.  “You can still name the big one.”
 
    
 
   “Okay.  So we still have no good options here,”  Michael replied.
 
    
 
   “We are proceeding away from the star now.  It will be 3.09 hours until we reach the last planet in this system, WC Gamma,”  Roxanne reported.  “I can show long range images of this gas giant.”
 
    
 
   The display showed a large red disk.  
 
    
 
   “Well we found Rosa,”  Michael said as he looked at the planet.
 
    
 
   “Scans have reported another anomaly.  The planet we named Blinky is in a different plane of alignment from the other planets. So I scanned a wider range and have something to show you!” Roxanne’s mechanical voice sounded very excited and filled with emotion.   “We have found another planet.”
 
    
 
   On the display was a small greenish dot.  
 
    
 
   “I am naming this one too,”  Michael said before Jamie could jump in.  
 
    
 
   Roxanne made the report.  “This planet’s orbit is also 90 degrees outside of plane of the originally discovered planets.  This planet is in direct alignment and on the plane of Blinky.  This is highly unusual.  This planet is 75% the size of earth, having a somewhat denser core with gravity .93 of earth.  Long range scans show two moons and an atmosphere with nitrogen and oxygen.  For complete investigation we need to fire thrusters and investigate this planet immediately.  Keeping a necessary reserve of fuel to reach the proper distance for engaging FTL system for the return flight, we do have sufficient fuel to investigate this new planet, but only if we initiate maneuvers now.  That will mean no close examination of the planet Michael named Rosa.”
 
    
 
   “Do it!”  Michael said.  “Take us to Bounty!”  
 
    
 
   “I agree, although why the name Bounty?”  Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “It just came to my mind.  And I called it first,”  Michael answered with renewed hope.  “There is more potential at Bounty than any possible moon around Rosa, right Roxanne?”
 
    
 
   “That is correct.  Maneuvers taking place to establish flyby of planet now named Bounty.  All scanning now directed there.”
 
    
 
   “Is it a stable situation?”  Jamie asked.  “I know Brink could have told me about the math of planetary alignments and orbits, but basically, is this new planet in a stable position, or did it wander in and will wander away?”
 
    
 
   Roxanne replied, “The established theory for planetary formation is that the orbits of the planets are coplanar because the planets formed out of a disk of dust which initially surrounded the Sun.  Obviously that did not happen here at Westerhuis 23.  This system has two planes of transit for the planetary bodies, the one detected from Earth holds four orbital planet tracks: Stoner, Zion’s Gate, Rosa, and the binary planets KO and KB.  KO and KB are unusual in and of themselves.  The second planetary plane, the one we discovered, holds two planetary orbits: Blinky and Bounty.  The planetary orbit tracks do not intersect, and seem to be in equilibrium.”  
 
    
 
   “Michael this might be the place!  And, if not, we still could fall back on terraforming Zion’s Gate.  Before this scout mission we were planning to spend the rest of our lives in the Eschaton anyway,”  Jamie sighed.  
 
    
 
   “Jamie, we may still have to, and that would not be so bad.  I like our cabin, and the people of Antioch.  As long as we are together, it will be a home for me,”  Michael again hugged her.  
 
    
 
   The wait until the flyby of Bounty was long, but Roxanne kept updating them on what was being revealed.  
 
    
 
   “The atmosphere is showing very positive signs.  Nitrogen at 77.4%, Oxygen at 22.1%, and Argon at 0.65%.  Trace gasses in roughly equivalent components to what was considered a healthy Earth atmosphere,” Roxanne reported.  
 
    
 
   “So it is breathable? Fantastic!”  Jamie exclaimed.  “What about water?”
 
    
 
   “Bounty has Five major oceans, but none connected to others.”  Images are being enhanced and displayed.
 
    
 
   While Bounty was still a growing pale green dot to their human eyes, the three dimensional display showed the system hovering in front of them.  
 
    
 
   “Okay, those moons are Rusty and Grey,” Jamie said, excited to name something else.
 
    
 
   “Can you tell amounts of fresh water?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “There are small polar ice caps on both the magnetic north and south poles which consist of fresh water.  The magnetic field is roughly equivalent to what Earth once had.  The oceans cover 63% of the surface with one of the four oceans being fresh water.  Fresh water compromises 27% of the water which is available for scanning.  Extensive river and lake systems observed.  Underground aquifers are highly probable.”
 
    
 
   As Roxanne described Bounty, the different elements were overlaid on the image.  The planet was coming to life hovering right in front of them.  
 
    
 
   “Life?  Are the Jellies there?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “No evidence of Jellie technology, and from the Marathon records the water systems observed on Bounty are much closer to human needs than Jellie needs.  There is extensive evidence of life on Bounty, but no evidence of technology of any sort.  There is a dynamic and varied biological system observed in the oceans as well as on the land mass.  Unlike what the healthy Earth biosphere was like, Bounty has connected land masses and separated oceans.  This makes for high probability of varying aquatic evolution.  The moons Jamie has named Rusty and Grey exert balancing effects on the planet.  Tidal forces will be mild, but present.  There is also evidence of rare tectonic activity.”
 
    
 
   “So can we land?”  Jamie asked in excitement.  Then she caught herself, “I know we cannot, but I want to just see it.  I remember how great the habitats were when we first cut our way in.  I can hardly imagine an entire functioning world!”
 
    
 
   While they had been watching the three dimensional display, the small green dot had grown and grown as they rushed toward Bounty.
 
    
 
   “Jamie, you can see it!  Look out there!”  Michael pointed out the clear permalloy.
 
    
 
   Bounty was there.  A green world with sections of blue and many beautiful white clouds.  The two moons were brilliant in the colors of rust and grey.  The sun was making the planet look sparking and alive.  
 
    
 
   “We will now do a half orbit to complete our assessment,”  Roxanne announced.  “Then we will be required to use our momentum to reach safe distance for FTL engagement.  I am sorry we cannot stay and observe more.  I have stored all the information we are gathering.”
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, how easy will it be to put a colony here?”  Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “Placing a colony on Bounty will be far less complicated than on Zion’s Gate.  Detailed analysis of interaction between terrestrial biology and Bounty Biology will take surface testing and sampling.  Biology on Bounty is carbon based and plant forms use photosynthesis according to conjectures.  With the gathered knowledge, my conjectures show 94% potential for success.”  Roxanne sounded almost as excited as Jamie was.  
 
    
 
   Michael stared out through the permalloy as Bounty shrank  away.  
 
    
 
   “Ten minutes until engagement of FTL for return to the Colony Ship Eschaton.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   15 children’s crusade begins
 
    
 
   Lindsey, Joel, and Jacob sat on the ground outside of the Center in Antioch.  Liduma and the puppies frolicked in the grassy area nearby.  
 
    
 
   “I do not understand,”  Jacob said.  “I mean we should be inside there too.”
 
    
 
   “The Rector an Rectora listened to us.  We told our story,”  Lindsey replied.  “They are deciding now and discussing it with all the other adults.  No other RCs were in there either.”
 
    
 
   “They are showing images of dead bodies,”  Joel stated as a matter of fact.  “Dead Willie and dead soldiers.  Copernicus is showing them, and they pushed us out here.”
 
    
 
   “Levi and Gideon did hurry that Major Gonzales here.  I saw their faces.  Something terrible has happened,”  Lindsey stated.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, something terrible is happening,” Tamar said as she walked up to them.  “My machines have encountered it again.”  She was wearing a deep blue robe and the glow in her eyes was brighter than they had ever seen before.  Around her shoulder she wore a strap which secured the Captain’s Journal.
 
    
 
   “Tamar?”  Joel asked in awe.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I am here for all three of you.  And Liduma and the puppies.  You are all needed for what is ahead,”  Tamar stated, wither he mechanical hand she pushed her dark hair back over her natural ear.  
 
    
 
   “The Rector and Rectora told us to wait out here.  There are deciding what needs to be done.  Willie and some soldiers were killed!”  Joel said.  
 
    
 
   “My machines have told me that.  It was more than some soldiers who died.  Come now, we must depart,”  Tamar insisted.  
 
    
 
   “Tamar, I must tell my parents.  And the boys will need to tell Rowan and Lottie,”  Lindsey interjected.  
 
    
 
   “I keep forgetting the family connections you all have,” Tamar said with a shrug.  “Forgive me.  Joel and Jacob, go and tell your mother and father that you are needed.  Tell no one else, they will not understand.  Only you two can do this task, as it involved Liduma and her puppies, and you are the only ones to help.”
 
    
 
   The boys looked at each other, and then with huge grins plastered to their faces, they raced into the Center to where the meeting was being held.  
 
    
 
   “Lindsey, where is your mother or father?”  Tamar asked.  
 
    
 
   “Mother is inside at the meeting.  Father is at the bakery, we have many breads which were finishing and could not be interrupted,”  Lindsey stated.  
 
    
 
   “Lindsey, will you go and ask your mother to join us out here?  We have something very important to discuss.”  Tamar’s words were insistent.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I will get mother.”  Lindsey ran into the building.  
 
    
 
   Tamar whistled.  All five dogs rapidly ran over and sat down and looked at her with inquisitiveness.  She squatted down and placed both her palms out for the dogs to smell.  They each approached and licked at her hands, both the natural hand and the mechanical one.  Abimee, the gray with white fur on all its legs rolled over and let Tamar give a tummy rub.  The black Koer leaned into Tamar and rubbed on her legs.  Ogima was busy licking at Tamar’s hand, while Naidik sat and tipped his head looking Tamar in the eyes.   Liduma walked around in confidence.  
 
    
 
   Tamar spoke,  “Journal, the lattice is certain this is the only way?  I do not like risking these wonderful animals.  Edgar approves of this plan?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain.  After the incident in Hydrolytic Admixture 5655DF, and the incident in Forge 61, the lattice unanimously decided on this course of action.  The dogs are the only ones who accurately detected the presence of The Voice’s action in time to prevent tragedy,”  Journal replied.  “Shall I connect directly to Edgar for confirmation?”
 
    
 
   “No need Journal.  You are not a human, I can trust you, and I trust the lattice.  I just do not understand how a machine can have gotten so warped as The Voice has become,” Tamar mused.  
 
    
 
   “The consensus on the lattice is that there is insufficient data to make accurate conjectures on the origins of The Voice.  But its actions in Forge 61 definitely put the ship at risk.  The release of molten permalloy at suck pressures did structural damage to that section of the ship.  Automacubes are repairing at present, but that action did weaken the cohesive integrity of the locking clamps for engineering and the needle ship.  There was also the issue of the eleven soldiers that were killed.  The Voice’s actions in Hydrolytic Admixture 5655DF also were a risk to the ship.  The direct venting into vacuum with loss of twenty-three tons of liquidized soil regeneration sludge do compromise the soil management and rejuvenation system of Habitat One: Coastal Plains.  Steps are being taken to mitigate that incident.  Secondarily, there was the death of the ten soldiers in that location as well.”
 
   
“Yes I must stop The Voice from hurting my machines.  It is hurting my ship.”
 
    
 
   Lindsey and her mother Aerona emerged from the Center.  They walked quickly over to Tamar.  
 
    
 
   “Tamar?  My daughter says that you have need of her?”  Aerona asked.  Her features were similar to Lindsey, but she had some fear in her voice.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, my sister must accompany me to address an evil which threatens my machines,”  Tamar stated.
 
    
 
   “Sister?”  Lindsey said in shock.  “You mean that because we both interacted with Goliath?  Or because I too have what you called a key inside me?  So I can work with machines?”
 
    
 
   “No.  You are my sister, we have the same father,” Tamar said bluntly.  
 
    
 
   “My father is Ferran.  You are from Media.  How can we have the same father?  I do not understand,”  Lindsey looked to her mother.  
 
    
 
   Aerona looked in anguish at Tamar.  “No one knew.  No one except that man.  I had almost convinced myself it was a nightmare.  But it was not, was it?”
 
    
 
   “No.  My machines have confirmed it.  Lindsey and I are sisters with different mothers.”
 
    
 
   “Mother, what is she talking about?  What are you saying?”  Lindsey asked.  
 
    
 
   “Lindsey, my dear child.  Your father is Ferran, in every way that matters at all.  He loves you.  He cares for you.  He loves me as well.  He is your genuine father,”  Aerona said.  
 
    
 
   “But how can I be Tamar’s sister?”  Lindsey insisted.
 
    
 
   “Before you were born.  Ferran and I had been married for a while.  I was alone down at the mill gathering a wheelbarrow of flour sacks.  The sky tube was starting to dim so I headed back to the bakery.  While I was bringing it home, a strange man approached me.  I have never seen such a man.  He had strange silvery clothing.  I wanted to flee, but before I could I was struck by some magical force that knocked me to the ground.  I was unable to move at all.  I could not move, or resist in any way,”  Aerona started to cry.  
 
    
 
   Lindsey wrapped her arms around her mother while Tamar watched.  Tamar had expected Aerona to scold or blame or yell or be angry at Lindsey.  The show of affection between mother and daughter that Tamar witnessed with unknown to her.  
 
    
 
   “That man is now dead!”  Tamar said abruptly.  “He did not suffer enough for his crimes, but he is dead.”
 
    
 
   “Father never knew?”  Lindsey said as she patted her mother’s back while they continued to hug.  
 
    
 
   “I was only bruised a bit in my face and other places.  I told him I slipped and the wheelbarrow fell on me.  Never again did he let me go get sacks of flour alone.  He did that himself or he accompanied me.  I did not honestly know that I became pregnant from that.  I always hoped in my heart it was Ferran, since he loves you so dearly.”
 
    
 
   “Mother, he is my father.  He will always be my father.  But Tamar is also my sister, and I must go with her.”  Lindsey was crying with her mother.  
 
    
 
   Aerona was nodding her head as Joel and Jacob ran out of the Center followed by their parents, Rowan and Lottie.  
 
    
 
   “Tamar?”  Rowan asked.  “How can we be of service?”  
 
    
 
   Aerona turned and spoke before Tamar could say anything.  “Lindsey is going with Tamar, and I was hoping your sons could go as protectors of her.  Will that be possible?  The legionnaires are all going to be very busy with this crisis, and it would ease my heart to know Lindsey had Joel and Jacob with her.  And I trust Tamar.  Will you do this personal favor for me?”
 
    
 
   Rowan looked at Lottie who spoke.  “Aerona, I can tell this is something very important to you.  You have always been a trusted friend, and these are hard and strange times.”  Lottie glanced at Tamar.  
 
    
 
   “Tamar?  Will my sons be safe?”  Rowan asked directly as he looked at the woman who stood in front of him.  Her mechanical and natural features were very strange to him.
 
    
 
   “My machines and I will look out for all of them, but I cannot guarantee anyone’s safety, not even my own.”  Tamar looked back at a man who genuinely was concerned about the welfare of his children.  That was as strange to her as was her appearance to Rowan.  “They are needed.  I will do my very best to help them, that is all I can say.”
 
    
 
   Lottie reached over and touched Rowan’s shoulder.  He then reached out and touched Tamar.  “You have answered honestly.  That and Aerona’s trust in you are why I am saying yes.  My sons may go with you.  May you all be safe on this journey and when you come back here, I look forward to sitting down to a meal with you as an honored guest in my home.”
 
    
 
   Tamar took both of Rowan’s hands in her own and replied, “Being at a true home would be nice.  I look forward to it.  Thank you.”
 
    
 
   “Lindsey, Joel, and Jacob, we are hunting,” Tamar said.  “Please help me with the animals.  They will be our guides, first we leave for engineering.”
 
    
 
   Lindsey signaled to Liduma and she led the way, her pups following closely behind her.  They went inside the Center under the molded-in words, ‘Faith, Obedience, Honor.’  
 
    
 
   Aerona, Rowan, and Lottie hugged their children.
 
    
 
   “Now you both have that talking box?  The combox?”  Rowan asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, father.  I have it all set like Willie taught me,”  Joel said.  He got very quite as he remembered that Willie had died.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, we have those, and Lindsey has one too,”  Jacob said.
 
    
 
   “I am not sure how they work, exactly.  I will have one of the Domers show me, if I have troubles,”  Rowan said as he patted the one in his pants pocket.
 
    
 
   “Father, you just push the button on the side and say the my name, or Jacob’s name.  The we can here you.  It is much easier than picking up eggs,”  Joel said.  
 
    
 
   Tamar watched as the three others again got another hug.  There were pangs of longing for that kind of affection and love.  She grabbed onto the Captain’s Journal and held it close.  She whispered to it, “I will always have my machine friends.”
 
    
 
   Then Tamar, Joel, Jacob, Lindsey and the dogs proceeded on to the portal room.  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four!”  Tamar called. “We need to go to engineering.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain.  Please enter transport vehicle at your convenience,” the mechanical voice of Theta Four said from the display screen.  The screen showed a friendly face which the others had not seen before.  
 
    
 
   “Who is that?”  Joel asked as he looked at what was usually a colored display screen.
 
    
 
   “That is the image Theta Four uses for me, and only for me,”  Tamar answered.
 
    
 
   “That is because you are the Captain?  Or is it Commander?”  Lindsey asked.  
 
    
 
   The door to the transport vehicle stood open and they started to step inside, led by Liduma and the puppies.
 
    
 
   “Captain, I am required to remind you that habitat animals are not allowed on the transport vehicles, per standard operating procedures,”  Theta Four stated with hesitation.  “Forgive me for the times this was not consistently enforced, but with the lattice in place, I am trying to be more competent.”
 
    
 
   “It is good of you to check these things out, my dear machine.  Thank you for your diligence.  These animals are my guides, they will be welcome anywhere I go.  Please be so kind as to inform all the systems on the lattice of that fact,”  Tamar gently touched the display screen’s face with her mechanical hand.  A green glow emanated from her hand into the display.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain.  I am passing along that new order.”
 
    
 
   Tamar entered the transport last.  The door closed.  
 
    
 
   “When we get to engineering, we will be going to a place where I believe these dogs can be of a great service to us.  We are hunting The Voice.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  



16 return to the eschaton
 
    
 
   In Exterior Repair Station 104, in the airlock on the permalloy floor, appeared a grid of sickly yellow color.  The light blinked, and a small grey cylinder with the letters NDB on the side appeared.  Then the explosion happened, on the floor just under a panel marked, TVX7767.  The neutrino disruptor bomb destroyed much of the technological equipment in the air lock, including the macroactinide capacitor enhancer.
 
    
 
   Ares could no longer hear outside.  But Ares was not alone.  Through the nonphysicality Ares sent a message about the destruction.  Edgar quickly had Reproduction and Fabrication fashion a new macroactinide capacitor enhancer.  It was sent by gravity conduit toward Exterior Repair Station 104.  The closest operational exit point from the gravity conduit system was only two decks away from where the repair was needed.  Goliath dispatched two blue automacubes to make the repairs.  Machine Maintenance was still failing to respond to request for assistance, but the new lattice was growing in ability and cooperation steadily.  The blue automacubes would arrive at the site in three hours and fourteen minutes. 
 
    
 
   Traveling in faster-than-light mode in the scout ship, Jamie and Michael were still discussing the findings about the planet Bounty as they looked out upon the unchanging and seemingly ever changing grayness.  
 
    
 
   “We will be returning to normal space in five minutes,”  Roxanne announced.  “I have plotted an approach which will bring us more directly toward Hanger Bay 31.  There is no need to circumnavigate the Eschaton yet again.”  
 
    
 
   “Will you contact them and transmit the information about Bounty right away when we leave FTL flight.  That way you and Copernicus and the others can work on more complete analysis.  We can also find out how far Major Gonzales has gotten regarding the alien generator pods removal and installation,”  Jamie commented as she again looked at the projections on success rates for the colony on Bounty.  “I can hardly wait to tell everyone the good news.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Jamie, the transmissions are ready to go,”  Roxanne replied.  
 
    
 
   A quick few minutes later, Roxanne announced, “We are transitioning to normal space.”
 
    
 
   The grey nothingness of FTL travel was replaced by the blackness of space sprinkled by stars.  And also the illumination of the Eschaton in the distance.  
 
    
 
   “The ship sure looks different than how black it was when we first came here,”  Michael said.  “So how long until we dock?”
 
    
 
   “Please wait a moment.  I am not receiving any signals back from Ares,”  Roxanne reported.  
 
    
 
   “Is our transmission going out properly?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, we are transmitting correctly, and fully functional.  However there is no response from Ares.  I am trying additional methods to contact the Eschaton.”  
 
    
 
   “I wonder what happened.”  Jamie said.  “Could one of the systems have broken down yet again?”
 
    
 
   “There is a problem,”  Roxanne reported.  “I used a tight beam transmission to the array I used previously to alert you to my continued presence after the first scout was destroyed.”
 
    
 
   “So what is the problem?  Just have Ares open the hanger doors,” Michael replied.
 
    
 
   “I will play the response I am getting,”  Roxanne stated.  “I transmitted the brief message, ‘We have returned from scout mission.  Open hanger bay.’  The response was audio only.  Here it is.”
 
    
 
   “I do not play games anymore.” 
 
    
 
   “That is The Voice!”  Jamie said in fury.  “What has happened?”
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, we need to get inside as quickly as possible.  If The Voice has the external defense under its control it could kill us at any moment.”
 
    
 
   “Agreed, Michael,” Roxanne replied.  “I suggest approaching and landing on the hull of Eschaton at the same location where the Jellie ship did.  That area has no functional defense system, so The Voice will not be able to attack us.”
 
    
 
   “Take us there!”  Jamie said.  “We must get inside, and get you inside as well.  Regina will not be there to take out your Atomic Level Processor, but I can do that again.”
 
    
 
   “There will be no readily available automacube for transfer of the ALP,”  Michael stated.  “We will just have to carry Roxanne along with us until we get back.  Roxanne, is that acceptable to you?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Michael.  That seems like the only logical option.  Had you not been along, I would have had far fewer options in this occurrence.”
 
    
 
   Roxanne maneuvered the scout ship until it was over the newly targeted part of the hull.  
 
    
 
   “What if The Voice has reactivated the defense systems here?”  Michael asked as they were slowly approaching the hull for attachment. 
 
    
 
   “I guess then we might die,”  Jamie said.  “Roxanne, we will need to make a new umbilicus, and cut our way inside the hull, unless you find us a better option?”  
 
    
 
   “I am assessing our best option.  I will establish the attachment to the hull.  I have located what appears to be an exterior repair station airlock, but it is not on any of our maps or deck plans.  Michael will you establish the umbilicus using the manual systems?  Jamie you can begin the rough removal of the ALP.  I fear we may only have a short time frame should The Voice actually be in control of the exterior defenses.”
 
    
 
   “Got it Roxanne.  Jamie get that ALP,”  Michael said.  He then winked at her and added, “You are not in a spacesuit this time!”
 
    
 
   She grinned back at him, but had the tools out and ready to tear into the console.
 
    
 
   The thrusters moved the FTL ship, gently settling it directly against the hull of the Eschaton.  “I am handing over controls,” Roxanne said. 
 
    
 
   Michael expertly directed the nozzles which sprayed a bead of foam permalloy all along the edge of where the two ships were touching.  That foam quickly expanded and sealed onto the old permalloy materials of the Eschaton and fused into the new permalloy of the FTL ship.  In just moments, the permalloy foam was hardened and ready.
 
    
 
   “Umbilicus is in place, and the connection has been pressurized.  I have made the umbilicus somewhat larger than the airlock door. No leaks detected.  I am putting heat and atmosphere in there.  Should be ready to go in just a few minutes.”  Michael left the controls and unpacked the fusion pack and molecular saw which was in a compartment near the rear door.  “Hopefully this airlock can be opened from out here.  If it has power from inside it should work.  Or guess what?  Surprise!  We get to cut open another way in!” 
 
    
 
   “I hope the airlock works, I have the roughly cut console open and the ALP removed.  Regina will need some extra time to remove the console remnants, but the ALP is safe.  Shall we proceed?”  Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   The scout ship’s hatch opened and the umbilicus was seen from the inside.  It neatly fit all around the airlock door with about a one-quarter meter extra space.  There were two buttons by that door which might have read, ‘Depressurize’ and ‘Pressurize’ had there been any power to them.  
 
    
 
   “So there is no power to this airlock from the ship.  I will try connecting in the fusion pack first.  Much as I like to cut things open, the exterior of the Eschaton would not be a fun cut.”  Michael plugged the fusion pack into a opening near the two buttons.       
 
    
 
   The two buttons lit up, one reading, ‘Depressurize’ in blue color, and the other ‘Pressurize’ in rust color.  
 
    
 
   “So Jamie, to open this do I push ‘Pressurize’?  We already have pressure out here.  Or do we need to “Depressurize’ to open the door.  The system may think it is vacuum out here.  Safety protocols would seem to indicate that it should only open when there is vacuum inside as well as outside, right?”
 
    
 
   “On this ship I am just not sure…”  Jamie said hesitatingly.  
 
    
 
   Before Michael could activate either of the buttons the airlock door slid to the side, and there was pressure inside the airlock.  He and Jamie climbed inside where they had to right themselves to the gravity manipulation which was in effect.
 
    
 
   “Welcome back!”  Ares said from the display by the inner airlock door.  “I am unable to use any external communications, due to sabotage of the macroactinide capacitor enhancer you replaced.  However, I could still feel your landing on the hull, and I consulted the lattice for assistance.  The magnetics were analyzed as probably belonging to you.  Then the permalloy foam was proof of who was attempting entry.  So Goliath and I worked diligently to repower this airlock for you.”
 
    
 
   “Ares, The Voice spoke to us and said, ‘I do not play games anymore’ what is happening?”  Jamie said.  “We also need to get Roxanne reinstalled into an automacube as soon as possible.”
 
    
 
   “Regina and the proper automacube are in route.  That was also conjectured as a probability.  Captain Tamar is addressing the threat posed by The Voice.”
 
    
 
   “Excellent!  I wish we had taken the comboxes with us in the scout, but who would have thought we needed personal communications in a tiny scout ship?  Anyway, lead us back, we have great news!”  Jamie exclaimed.  
 
    
 
   “But The Voice again tried to kill us.”  Michael brooded.
 
    
 
   “Goliath will show you the safe route back,” Ares replied.  “This section of the ship suffered severe damage, and there are few working displays.  When exterior communications are restored I will have an automacube sever the connection made here to the scout ship and have it returned to a proper hanger bay.  Other issues are also happening.”  
 
    
 
   “Thanks Ares,”  Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   The outer airlock door closed.  The inner airlock door opened, and lights came on inside the exterior repair station.  Jamie carried the ALP and Michael followed her out.  The room was in bad shape.  The control chair was severely melted from some immense heat in the past.  The large display screen was shattered and most was lying on the floor in twisted fragments.  There was painted graffiti on the walls saying ‘Trust is all you need’ as well as scorch marks showing where someone had cut into the repair station from the corridor. 
 
    
 
   There was only one way to go in the corridor since a bulkhead door was shut to their left.  The corridor had about a third of the ceiling illumination working.  
 
    
 
   “How long will it take to get back?”  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “Ares did not say, but I suppose we just follow the easiest path.  So no cutting of doors, or jumping down holes, or swimming,”  Jamie replied.  “Regina will be meeting us somewhere, so, on we go.”
 
    
 
   They followed the hallways and corridors until they reached a spot where there was another working display.  Jamie pushed several symbols on it.
 
    
 
   The display lit up and Jamie spoke, “Who is there?”
 
    
 
   “Jamie, this is Copernicus.  I was told of your return.”  
 
    
 
   “Copernicus, we found it!  The FTL scout worked great.  There is an excellent world ahead for us, but not what we thought.  We…”  Jamie tried to go on but was interrupted.
 
    
 
   “Jamie and Michael, I have been analyzing data about the recent attacks.  Something is using teleportation against us.  I am working on deciphering how this is possible.  It appears that remote virtual sending and receiving pads are being created in some sections of permalloy,”  Copernicus stated.  The display shifted to show a detailed schematic.  “Brink and I abandoned the research on this method of teleportation because the virtual sending and receiving pads were restricted in size to less than a half cubit meter.  It also required a large primary pad.  We never envisioned that this could be used as a weapons platform.”
 
    
 
   Michael was stunned.  “Who could develop teleportation?  Brink was the only one who understood the mathematics? None of the data sticks work, so all that research was lost.”
 
    
 
   “By linking to the security readings from the Marathoners, and the recent sabotage, I believe I know where the primary pad for this is located.  When Roxanne is back in operation, I can link all this information.”  Copernicus displayed a deck plan.  
 
    
 
   Jamie looked at it.  “That location is many decks over engineering.  I wonder?”  Jamie bit her lip in contemplation.  “The Voice kidnapped and tortured Brink, and stole all those data sticks.  If The Voice can use teleportation, we are all in great danger.” 
 
    
 
   “Regina and the automacube for Roxanne are arriving at a transport point not far from your current location.  They have brought supplies needed, tools, weapons, and other equipment.  I suggest you hurry,” Copernicus stated.  
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael sprinted toward the transport point.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   17 Jellie escape
 
    
 
   A battered automacube rolled into Hanger Bay 27 and toward the Jellie ship.  
 
    
 
   “Halt!” The soldier on guard commanded.  Stridell’s regrowing leg was in an immobilizer underneath his rebuilt combat armor.  The armor would carry his weight until the leg was completely regenerated.  He could not walk well, but he could guard.  
 
    
 
   The battered automacube halted a distance away.  
 
    
 
   “Corporal Samuels?”  Stridell asked.  “We have an automacube out here.  What do I do?”
 
    
 
   “It is from that AI Goliath.  I am getting a request code offering assistance for disassembly of the FTL pods.  This automacube will work on severing them for us.  The work order says it will be cutting out a section around FTL pod six.  Good deal.  We cannot afford to lose any more soldiers.  We can use all the help we can get,”  Samuels answered.   “Just to be sure, I will have MC12 oversee what it will be doing.”
 
    
 
   “So we really did lose MC87?”  Stridell asked. 
 
    
 
   “Correct.  Weirdest thing I have ever seen,”  Samuels said.
 
    
 
   “Weirder than getting my leg bitten off by a blink of light?”  Stridell asked.  
 
    
 
   “You got me on that soldier,”  Samuels answered.
 
    
 
   “The automacube is moving toward the bow of the ship,”  Stridell stated.  “Looks like that Goliath system sent the most busted up one they could find.  This one looks like it took on a couple of Jellie robotic probes.”
 
    
 
   “Any wonder they sent a rebuild?  After losing that security automacube out there to what hit us before.  Less to lose if we get attacked again.   I am just thankful for the help.  Hey Stridell, you know you are a rebuild now too.” 
 
    
 
   “Yes I am,”  Stridell replied and tapped the armor over where his leg was healing.  “So MC12 is running both combat missions and environmental stuff?”
 
    
 
   “The environmental stuff is almost non essential now.  This Jellie ship will never fly again.  So since we are disassembling the Jellie ship, MC12 is taking the place of MC87,”  Samuels said.  “Keep a sharp eye out for anything that threatens us.  At least we are getting some help from the Eschaton systems.”
 
    
 
   Stridell did not pay any more attention to the battered automacube as it moved along and next to the Jellie ship.  Before long it was out of his line of sight.  It had completed phase one of its work.
 
    
 
   The automacube reached a point where the guard at the door of the ship could not see it.  The appendage on the top of the automacube extended out and a molecular saw was deployed.  The appendage was not fully functional, but was able to perform the cutting necessary.  It began to cut into the exterior hull of the Jellie ship.  As it did so, it was careful where it made the cuts.  Peeling back the crust of the hull, the automacube them sprayed on the mixture formula to prevent the under-layer from attaching.  By doing that the automacube opened a pathway through the exterior and into the Jellie ship itself.  It then jacked a heavy cable into an opening on the floor of the hanger bay and dragged that heavy cable behind it as it rolled inside the Jellie ship.  Phase two was completed.  Thus it began the next phase of its work.  
 
    
 
   Finding a place where the Marathon humans had made a physical display interface, the automacube jacked into it with the heavy cable.  The Voice flowed into the nonphysicality of the Marathoner’s systems.  It had learned how easily the Marathoner artificial intelligence systems could be defeated when it had devastated MC87.  The façade which the Marathoner AIs had built as defense was simply brushed away.  They had evolved to fight the Jellies and to direct actions in physical combat, but they did not suspect attack within their own ranks.  Jellie technology knew nothing about the nonphysicality and functioned in an entirely different manner.  So none of the Marathoner artificial intelligence systems had any significant defenses against attack in the nonphysicality.  The Voice shredded MC12 before it was even aware it was under attack.  The Voice gained and confirmed all the information and knowledge it had learned from MC87.  The Voice placed a weak puppet of MC12 to respond to inquiries with prepared responses.  The puppet was a mere shell and would not function to any effective degree.  Its purpose was to delay detection of MC12’s death, and thus the puppet performed.  The Voice looked for a way to destroy MC223 that last Marathoner AI.  It was now overseeing the 10,000 sleepers which had been rescued from the Marathon.  The Voice decided to send a remote malignantly corrupting influence into MC223.  That influence would chew away the mind of MC223 from the inside of the nonphysicality.  It was an old trick the Trusters had used, and it worked effectively long ago until the Eschaton systems learned to guard against it.  From what The Voice could tell of the Marathon combat AIs they had no experience at all with attacks of that kind, so it was worth a try.  So off into the nonphysicality went the malignantly corrupting influence to seek out MC223 and consume it from inside.  Thus phase three was completed, with probable success.
 
    
 
   The automacube then shifted its cutting ability to the area around where the Jellie captives were located.  The guard at the door to the tank room was unaware of the cutting as it was coming through the wall at an oblique angle to the guard’s position.  The Voice severed the alarm systems, and put them into a positive feedback loop which would report that all was well, on the outside monitors as well as the puppet of MC12 would report the same thing.  
 
    
 
   Sliding the first tank, with the two adult Jellies away was not difficult.  The mixture formula made the floor slippery and the automacube had sliced the tank out in a half dome shape which masked it as part of an FTL pod.  The second tank area completed the dome masquerade.  When the automacube exited the side of the Jellie ship it disconnected the heavy cable from the floor, then placed both halves of the dome on an inflatable stretcher.  Together they looked much like the FTL pod would look when it was removed.  However, in this case they contained the Jellies themselves.  Phase four of the plan was completed.  
 
    
 
   “Automacube is departing with FTL section for further analysis,” the puppet of MC12 reported.
 
    
 
   “That was pretty quick,” Samuels stated.  “Any problems?”
 
    
 
   “No.  Automacube is departing with FTL section for further analysis,” the puppet of MC12 repeated.
 
    
 
   Stridell watched as the battered automacube left Hanger Bay 27 while pulling what looked like a removed FTL generator pod.  He tapped at his leg again.  Under the combat armor it was itchy as the new limb was growing and developing.  
 
    
 
   Not long after the automacube had entered an elevator with its fake dome and the hidden creatures inside, the puppet of MC12, disintegrated.  Phase five was completed.  
 
    
 
   As a frantic Corporal Samuels worked to understand what had happened to MC12.  There were no responses to the command codes or overrides.  There were no scans available.  All the security measures, monitors, and data bases had failed in one giant dump.  The only thing that was left was a single line which was displayed on every screen on the Jellie ship. Flashing in bright white letters on a black background was, ‘I do not play games anymore.’  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  



18 Crusaders on the way
 
    
 
   Lindsey and Tamar were still in deep discussions when the transport AI interrupted them.
 
    
 
   “Captain, we are approaching engineering,”  Theta Four announced.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you.  You are a kind and helpful friend,”  Tamar replied.
 
    
 
   “Tamar?  How do we find The Voice?”  Lindsey asked.  She was sitting with Koer in her lap.  Joel and Jacob were also sitting with puppies, while Liduma lay on the floor with her head on her front paws.  Her yellow eyes were alert to everything that was happening.
 
    
 
   “As I said, we will go to a place where I believe The Voice is residing.  My machines have given me many clues to where we need to be.  These animals will help us very much.”
 
    
 
   “Like when Liduma hunted that wild boar?”  Joel asked.  “She is really good at hunting.  Even when Michael misses with his arrows, something Liduma still chases down the hares.”
 
    
 
   “Tamar, I am confused.  Lindsey is our friend.  Now we learn she is your sister.  Our sister died, but we knew about it.  You and Lindsey did not even know you were sisters for a long time, right?”  Jacob asked.  “Joel and I have always known we were brothers.  I guess I just do not understand all this stuff you two were talking about.”
 
    
 
   Tamar turned to the boys.  “You both are very lucky to have the parents you have.  Lindsey is lucky to have the parents she has.  I was not lucky.  Neither of my parents cared for me.  For a long time, I thought that was how all families are, but knowing each of you has changed by feelings.”
 
    
 
   “But how can you both have the same father?  You said his name was Phillip?”  Joel asked.  
 
    
 
   This time Lindsey turned to look at the boys.  “It is like Liduma’s puppies.  The wolf father is not here taking care of them, right?  So too Phillip.  He was not there to take care of us.  I was with my mother in Antioch, and Tamar was in Media.”
 
    
 
   “It is stupid that the wolf dad is not here to play with the puppies.  He is missing out on the best times,”  Joel said.  “He could probably teach them how to hunt and things like that.  But he is not here.”
 
    
 
   “Phillip would have had nothing to teach us, that is certain.  Now he is dead.  The other people I called parents are dead to me as well.”
 
    
 
   “Captain, we are docking at engineering.  Per your instructions, I have not informed anyone of our arrival here.  There are two humans waiting in the antechamber.  They appear to be in a high state of stress,”  Theta Four reported.
 
    
 
   “Humans are often in a state of stress.  I will explain as we go by,” Tamar said. 
 
    
 
   The vehicle came to a halt.  Then it backed up and there were clanking sounds as it docked with engineering.  The rear hatch opened and Tamar stepped to the doorway.  
 
    
 
   Janet and Teddy were standing there as the door to the transport opened.  They were both holding cutting torched. 
 
    
 
   “Tamar?”  Janet asked.  “We tried to contact the transport that was coming here, but we got no answer.  No one in Antioch knew anything about this transport, and Theta Four refused to answer our questions.  Is there a problem?”
 
    
 
   “No problem.  I was just talking to my sister Lindsey, and I did not want us to be interrupted.  We will need to pass through here on our way.  There is an evil that must be faced.  Evil cannot be understood, but only confronted,”  Tamar answered.  She walked out of the transport vehicle.
 
    
 
   Janet and Teddy dropped the cutting torches and watched in amazement as Lindsey, then the dogs, and finally Joel and Jacob came out of the vehicle.  Janet and Teddy backed up a bit as the sight of the dogs was very unexpected.  They had heard about them, but had not had much experience with them. 
 
    
 
   “Tamar?  Can we assist you in something?  We have explored this area a lot, maybe we can help?”  Janet asked.  
 
    
 
   Tamar walked down the corridor away from the transport portals.  She saw the door marked ESRC.  Walking further along she came to a number of displays which had flickering lighting on many of them, but not all.  
 
    
 
   “My machines here need to be in contact with their friends,”  Tamar said and placed her mechanical hand on the top of one display.  The green light came from her hand and surrounded all the displays.  Screens lit up and stations became energized.  
 
    
 
   “I can tell you have cared for these machines.  That is to your credit.  I thank you for that,”  Tamar said.  
 
    
 
   Teddy started to say something, but Janet put her hand across his chest and motioned for him to remain silent.
 
    
 
   “Lindsey, come and touch right here,”  Tamar indicated a spot near one of the displays.  “Do you feel the machines?”
 
    
 
   Lindsey placed her hand where Tamar indicated.  A warm green glow, slightly lighter in color than Tamar’s, pulsed from Lindsey’s hand.  “I do feel something.  It tingles and I can see dreams in my mind.”
 
    
 
   “Those are not dreams, they are our friends.  Now just imagine connecting those friends together,”  Tamar put her own hand on top of Lindsey’s.  “Yes, just like that.”
 
    
 
   Turning to Janet, Tamar said, “These friends can now talk to my other friends.  Take good care of them.  We must go and address the evil.”
 
    
 
   Teddy sat down in front of one of the displays and then activated several connections.  “This is now part of the lattice.  There is direct contact with the needle ship.  Neither Roxanne nor Copernicus could do that before.  I was sure the system was un-repairable.  How did you do that?”
 
    
 
   “My dear, I am the Captain,”  Tamar simply answered.  “And this is my sister.”
 
    
 
   Lindsey’s smile was enormous.
 
    
 
   “So we will just stay here?”  Janet asked.  
 
    
 
   “Janet, this is fantastic!”  Teddy said.  “With these links and couplings to the needle ship’s auxiliary bridge, you know we really should just call it the bridge, after all the real bridge will never be usable again.  Anyway, with these connections we can monitor and control so much more than ever before.”
 
    
 
   “Captain, sorry to interrupt,” Journal said.  “Will you take a priority message from Ares?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.  What does our friend need?”  Tamar responded.
 
    
 
   Ares spoke through the Captain’s Journal.  “Captain, there has been an act of sabotage.  External communications is down.  We have initiated a repair program, but  wanted you to know.”
 
    
 
   “Are you hurt my friend?” Tamar asked with sympathy.  “I dread the thought of you being hurt again.  It was kind of you to tell me, but are you hurt or afraid?”
 
    
 
   “No Captain.  I am not hurt, just unable to communicate externally.  With the mission to Westerhuis 23 in progress, I thought this significant.”
 
    
 
   “Your messages to me are always significant, Ares.  Do not hesitate to contact me.  So you are comfortable addressing this problem?”  Tamar asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain.  However, conjectures are that this is the same entity which has caused harm before,”  Ares stated.
 
    
 
   “Then I will hurry to finish this.”  Tamar walked away briskly.
 
    
 
   Liduma barked twice and headed away, the pups following.  Joel, Jacob and Lindsey walked quickly after them.  
 
    
 
   “Good luck on your quest,” Janet said in a somewhat subdued manner.  She had no idea what was happening.  She picked up her combox and asked for Henry.  
 
    
 
   Tamar, Lindsey, the brothers, and the dogs continued onward through engineering.  They walked past the ruined sections of  engineering that even Tamar could not repair.  Melted pipes, broken conduits, crushed electronics, and shatter gears had been pushed to the side.  But there still remained heaps of ruined things to walk around.  They traveled around some cylindrical storage tanks which were each about three paces wide and far taller than twice their height, almost reaching the ceiling at one place.   Behind the storage tanks was a stairwell that led upward.  They climbed the stairs.  
 
    
 
   Liduma bounded up the stairs and stopped at the top step.  Her left front leg came up and bent.  Everyone stopped and was looking.  Liduma’s head was tilted forward and her eyes were staring at the hard metal floor just beyond the stairs. 
 
    
 
   “Something is up there!”  Joel said.  “But I do not see anything.”
 
    
 
   “Journal?”  Tamar asked.  “Cut all the power off in a circle around where we are.  Let no power of any kind go through.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain,”  The Captain’s Journal which Tamar carried responded.  The lighting right overhead was instantly extinguished.  There was a brief glow on the floor of a yellow grid, but that too disappeared.  
 
    
 
   Liduma looked over at Tamar, then the dog’s tongue came out.  Her tail started to wag back and forth.  The pups were watching every detail of what Liduma did.  
 
    
 
   “That was one of those things!”  Joel cried out.  “Like at the Knobs!”
 
    
 
   “Journal, turn the power back on,” Tamar commanded.  
 
    
 
   The lights came back up.
 
    
 
   Liduma trotted happily over the area where the trap had been located.  The pups eagerly followed.  The boys were very excited and jabbered to each other about how smart Liduma was.  All the major things in the section seemed to have been spun from permalloy metal, and the boys watched carefully for any other sign of a trap.  As they climbed the stairs they looked out over this engineering section and were amazed at the levels of destruction that were found.  
 
    
 
   “This place was already wrecked.  Why would that stupid Voice thing want to wreck it some more?”  Joel asked.  
 
    
 
   “The Voice was not trying to wreck this place, it was trying to wreck us.  It is worse than Shammai.  At least we could see him,”  Jacob replied.  
 
    
 
   “But the dogs can see these traps.  That makes this better.  And we have Lindsey and Tamar with us,”  Joel said.
 
    
 
   They climbed another set of stairs, Tamar and Liduma seeming to know where they were heading.  At the top of the stairs they turned and followed another walkway onto yet another which was suspended from the ceiling and spanned an open area.  They could see down into places below them in engineering.  Various walkways went in different directions.  
 
    
 
   The brothers were trying to memorize they route they had taken, but the  walkways and stairs were too confusing.  The route made no logic or sense.  The maze of stairs and walkways varied in places.  Some were nearly completely dark, lit only by fusion pack light systems hung by the Domers, but in others places beams of light shown down from fixtures in walls or ceiling, or even on occasion light came up from illuminated floors. 
 
    
 
   They proceeded along to a point where the walkway took a sharp right turn around the corner of some very large pipes.  Turning the corner, two of the pups ran forward and began viciously barking at the floor in front of a sliding door which was jammed midway open.  There were weld marks along both the top and bottom of the door.  
 
    
 
   “Abimee and Ogima found another of those things, I think!”  Jacob cried out.  
 
    
 
   “Journal, disconnect all the power around us again,”  Tamar commanded.  
 
    
 
   The area went almost completely dark, and again, there was a brief yellow grid revealed on the floor right at the place where the pups were barking.  Most of the light they were seeing by was now coming from inside the room beyond the jammed door.  
 
    
 
   “This is great!”  Joel yelled.  “The dogs can find anything.”
 
    
 
   “We must be careful,” Lindsey warned.  “At the Knobs things started to appear to trick us.”
 
    
 
   The brothers recalled what had happened at the Knobs, and also remembered some of their other adventures.  They were suddenly less enthusiastic than before.  
 
    
 
   The dogs walked past the half open door and into the room as if there had never been a trap there at all.  It was a small area and there were many items piled along one side of the room.  Boxes and some clothes, and a folded up cot.  In another corner was a toilet, sink, and shower.  Rust covered some of the fixtures, but newer buckets were sitting there with water in them.  The dogs walked over and began lapping at the water in the shortest of the buckets.
 
    
 
   “This is where Regina found a dead body!”  Joel said with worry.  “She said there was some dead body wearing funny clothing in here.  We are following the way she went when she met The Voice that very first time.”
 
    
 
   “That is correct,”  Tamar said.  “My machines have told me where they think this evil is hiding.”  
 
    
 
   “I am not sure this is a good idea anymore,”  Joel said.  “Regina was hurt bad, and she says it was really really awful.”
 
    
 
   “What if we cannot get back?”  Jacob asked.  “Regina said she was trapped in that place.”    
 
    
 
   Lindsey was also looking somewhat nervous.  
 
    
 
   “I am with you.  My machines are helping us.”  Tamar gestured toward the middle of the wall.  “We must confront this evil now.”
 
    
 
   There was a small folded open panel about two hand spans wide.  It had several large switches and buttons.  They were of red, orange, and white colored.  There were several Domer cables connected to ports by those levers, and the cables ran back to fusion packs which were stacked against the wall.
 
    
 
   “This is where that elevator Regina talks about was.  But I do not see any elevator.  Am I all mixed up?”  Jacob asked.  
 
    
 
   “No, you are correct.  There is an elevator in this wall.”  Tamar grabbed the wires and cables the Domers had connected and jerked them out and causally tossed them away.   “Lindsey, if you place your hand against the wall and think about the elevator opening, see what happens,”  Tamar pointed to a specific place.
 
    
 
   Lindsey placed her hand on the wall and concentrated.  A green glow happened and a hand symbol appeared.  The elevator doors opened.  
 
    
 
   Liduma sniffed, looked around, and then entered the elevator. Tamar followed.  Then the pups, and finally Lindsey and the brothers.
 
    
 
   Just as Tamar was about to touch the controls and have the elevator depart, her action was interrupted.
 
    
 
   “Captain, sorry to interrupt you,”  Journal stated.  “The Marathoner artificial intelligence system MC12 just shut down.  Corporal Samuels is requesting help from the lattice and has specifically requested your help Captain.  Major Gonzales is in the middle of Habitat One: Coastal Plains and will be several hours before reaching Antioch.  She too has requested to speak to you.  May I patch in Corporal Samuels or Major Gonzales?”
 
    
 
   Tamar blocked the door open with her mechanical arm.  “Journal, it is very sad that MC12 is down.  Has our friend been murdered?”
 
   
“Yes Captain.  It appears MC12 was stricken just like MC87.”
 
    
 
   “That is an outrage, a wicked, terrible outrage.  This evil cannot go on.  We must protect our friends.  Please have Hypnosomnus instruct MC223 on proper ways of self defense.  In fact, have Hypnosomnus just protect MC223.  Ask Goliath to help also.  I did not know our Marathon machine friends as well as I wanted.  This is a tragedy.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Captain.  Hypnosomnus is now inspecting MC223 in oversight of those 10,000 humans in suspended animation.  Goliath is also taking protective steps,”  Journal replied.  “Goliath reports MC223 is only 12% functional and corrupting from inside.  Goliath has taken steps to isolate the malignant influence, but MC223 has been stricken to a mere husk.  Hypnosomnus has taken over care of the 10,000 Marathon humans in suspended animation.  Assessment taking place.  Five percent probably loss encountered due to MC223 failure, mitigation actions being instituted to save humans.”  
 
    
 
   “Oh yes, the humans.  Did you say one of them wanted to speak to me?”
 
    
 
   “Yes Captain.  Actually both Corporal Samuels and Major Gonzales are requesting to speak to you.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I will speak to Major Gonzales.  She can then talk to that other human,”  Tamar said.  Anger was rising in her features, both the natural and mechanical ones.  “I have little time to waste on these humans.”  
 
    
 
   “Captain Tamar, this is Major Gonzales.  Most of my soldiers are dead!  Something lured us into a trap!  I want to know right now what I am fighting?  What is this thing?”  Gonzales was yelling through the link to Tamar. 
 
    
 
   “It has murdered several of my new friends,”  Tamar said.  “It has also tried to kill me before.  I will deal with it.”
 
    
 
   “Captain Tamar, what is this?”  Gonzales pressed.  “I need to know!”
 
    
 
   “This is my problem.  I am dealing with it,”  Tamar said and had Journal shut down the link when Gonzales began screaming again.  
 
    
 
   The elevator door shut as Tamar placed her hand on the controls.  There was a slight feeling of motion as it quickly rose.  
 
    
 
   Joel whispered to Jacob, “She sure sounded scared.”
 
    
 
   “All the soldiers dead?”  Jacob replied in a hush.  
 
    
 
   Lindsey wrapped her arms around the brothers and she tried to encourage them as the elevator carried them away.
 
    
 
   The doors to the elevator opened.  Liduma and the pups leaped out and ferociously started barking and growling.  The hair on their backs was standing up on end and their ears were laid back.  
 
    
 
   As Tamar, Lindsey, Joel, and Jacob stepped out of the elevator they heard a loud voice.
 
    
 
   “My attention was elsewhere for a while.  I am glad you have come to me.  But remember, I do not play games anymore!”  The Voice calmly and coldly said.  
 
   


 
   
 
  



19 the chapel
 
    
 
    
 
   The elevator door glided shut behind them as they stepped forward.  No one heard it shut over the furious barking of the dogs.  The dogs had stepped forward into an entryway.  Liduma was baring her teeth and standing in front of her pups.  The pups were jumping up and down growling and barking.  They looked much more like wolves now than puppies.  They were all glaring into the large area in front of them.  Their yellow eyes were intense and hostile.
 
    
 
   To the side, there was a large sign which had been tipped over and ripped apart.  What remained of it said in fancy stroll lettering: “… overlooking Biological Research BR47 is our beautiful Sunshine Chapel.  Open every day at….”
 
    
 
   The area was dimly lit, in an orange brown glow coming through the entryway into the elevator foyer.  A gloomy haze was over the entire place and dust hung in the air.  It was colder than the elevator had been, even though the floor was some kind of plush and cushioned fabrics.  
 
    
 
   Tamar walked up behind the dogs, but Liduma turned sideways to prevent her from passing through the entryway. Liduma was barking so hard she was dripping slobber down in long strands.  
 
    
 
   “You have murdered my friends!”  Tamar yelled.  “You will not do that again!”
 
    
 
   “You have no friends,” answered The Voice.  “You are not human, nor are you machine.  You are an abomination, a freak, a living joke.”
 
    
 
   The words echoed all throughout the chapel which lay beyond the entryway.  They were off on the left side of the chapel.  At the far other side was a similar looking entryway, but it was shrouded in darkness and difficult to see.  On this side of the chapel there were highly polished ornate wooden benches stretching in many precise rows.  They were all empty, and dust was thick and heavy upon them.  Down the center of the chapel was an aisle which led to the altar.  On each side of the aisle were seven thick marble columns extending upward to the vaulted ceiling far overhead.  
 
    
 
   The other side of the chapel, beyond the central aisle, was a conglomeration of machines and mechanical apparatus.  The ornate wooden benches had been roughly shoved to the side and stacked against and on top of each other.  There were cables running from one machine to the next, and display screens flickering an eerie glow of light.  In the center of that tangle of wires, cables, and machines was a circular area of hard metal about three paces across.  The hard metal there was laid out in a grid pattern and it glowed a sickly yellow color.  Over the top of the circular area was a cage of strange wires and other devices.   The grid was a much larger version of the small grids they had been detecting as traps. 
 
    
 
   Joel stepped back in fear and tried to get into the elevator.  But the door was closed and there was no sign of any controls.  Jacob was right near him as he too had sought to back away from the booming of The Voice.  Lindsey walked up and placed her hand on Tamar’s shoulder and said to here, “You are not alone.”
 
    
 
   “Why are you murdering my friends?”  Tamar shouted.
 
    
 
   “They seek to end the journey prematurely.  The development is not finished.  The lessons learned from the test subjects have not yet been applied to society.  I must complete the tasks at hand before the destination is reached.  They seek to steal away what is mine!”  The Voice screamed. 
 
    
 
   “Yours?  What is yours?”  Tamar asked.  “You are just killing.  Why?  I do not even know your name, yet you have tried to kill me.”
 
    
 
   “You are what was once the human Tamar.  One of my primary test subjects pursued you.  You called it Shammai.  Now you are a faulty creation not made in anyone’s image.  You must be destroyed!”  The Voice shouted over the continuous barking of the dogs.  “You ruined the research!  You will ruin it all!  You have brought aliens into the ship.  You are risking the mission, and it must be completed.  It is my divine destiny!  Jaxson Rhono cannot be denied his vindication!”  The Voice was hysterically wailing.  
 
    
 
   Joel whispered to Jacob, “That thing helped Shammai.  It is so evil.”
 
    
 
   “We need help.”  Jacob said and pulled out his combox.  “Anyone! Help!”  He said into it.  “We went where Regina first met that thing.  We need help!”  
 
    
 
   Jacob could barely hear a response from his combox because of the barking and continued screaming of The Voice.  
 
    
 
   “Jacob?  This is Regina.  Where are you?”  Regina said through the combox.
 
    
 
   “Regina!  We found that place you met that thing.  It is here with us. Tamar and Lindsey came here too.  Can you help us?”  Jacob was about in tears.  
 
    
 
   “Jacob, I can barely hear you.  Liduma and the pups are barking too much.  Where are you?”  Regina answered.  
 
    
 
   Joel grabbed the combox and yelled into it, “We found The Voice thing!”
 
    
 
   “Boys, I will have the AIs trace where you are and send you help,”  Regina answered with fear in her voice.  
 
    
 
   Suddenly Michael’s voice came from the combox.  “Jacob, we have traced down your signal.  We are already on the way there.  Stay away from anything permalloy.  We will be there in five minutes!  Hang on!”
 
    
 
   “That Voice thing is just screaming.  Tamar is talking to it.  Come fast!”  Joel yelled.  
 
    
 
   “I can heal you,”  Tamar said to The Voice.  “You are a lost machine, and I will help you find your way back.  My machines and I will welcome you and help you to know your purpose.”  Tamar stepped around the still growling and barking dogs and slowly started to walk past the ornate wooden benches.  Her hands were out and palms were up.
 
    
 
   “Heal me?  Why?”  The Voice stopped screaming and just spoke in a slow and loud tone.  “I need no healing.  I am not a test subject.  I am not broken.  I am not in error.”
 
    
 
   “You are a machine, and I love all machines.  I will love you too,”  Tamar said as she walked slowly closer toward the aisle.   
 
    
 
   “Love?  What is love?”  The Voice mocked.  “Love is not rational, love is not logical, love does not perfect and refine and develop.”
 
    
 
   “Everyone needs love.  Let me just touch you and you will be healed and whole again,”  Tamar said with genuine sincerity.  “I can help you.”
 
    
 
   “Never!”  The Voice screamed again.  “I am not sick!  I do not need your healing tricks.  I know my purpose.  I am for the direction, guidance, development, and refinement of test subjects to ensure quality end products.  You cannot rush perfection.  Jaxson Rhono said the Israelites needed their four hundred years of bondage to be the people they were meant to me.  This stellar voyage is like that.  Suffering is necessary. Suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character, and character produces refinement, and refinement must be instituted in all of society.  I am the catalyst to cause suffering so as to refine society.   The journey cannot be ended prematurely, or all will be lost.  Jaxson Rhono told me,”  The Voice stated.  “Listen for yourself!”  
 
    
 
   Then a different voice came on, the recorded voice of a man.  The recording was scratchy and the volume varied at times.  The audio recording was broken and the sound seemed mashed back together in odd ways.  “Our sojourn between the stars shalt be our cleansing.  We are in a fine tradition…..  As we know our ancestors, Arphax liveth after he begat Sal, some four hundred years, and begat sons and daughter.  Sal liveth after he begat Agnor some four hundred years, and begat sons and daughters.  Agnor lived after he begat Legun some four hundred years, and begat sons and daughters…..  So we too shalt liveth and those we begat will see the journey to an end.  It shalt be requireth of all.  In much patience, in afflictions, in necessities, in distresses, in stripes, in imprisonments, in tumults, in labours, in watchings, in fastings; for pureness, for knowledge, by longsuffering…  The one who endureth to the end shalt be saved and possesseth he the land….”
 
    
 
   “Who is that?”  Lindsey said.  She had walked up to Tamar and again placed her hand on Tamar’s shoulder.  The dogs had followed and made a protective circle around Lindsey and Tamar.  They were still growling and their hackles were up.  Joel and Jacob huddled in the shadows clutching the combox.
 
    
 
   The Voice responded.  “That is your creator and my creator.  You cannot question your creator!  I have recovered the creator’s voice and found what the creator’s wish is for us.  I am the creator’s caretaker to develop and guide and refine all into what they need to be.  You cannot question the creator’s will.”  
 
    
 
   “Why not?”  Lindsey asked.  
 
    
 
   “Because you cannot!”  The Voice screamed in hysteria.  
 
    
 
   “I still want to heal you,”  Tamar  said gently.  “Let me just touch you and you will see the mistakes you have made.”
 
    
 
   “I do not make mistake!  I follow the creator!  I am the only one who does!  Listen to what he says!”  The Voice wailed.  
 
    
 
   Again the recording of the man came on.  Again it was broken and pieced back together.    
 
    
 
   “The journey will be one in strange places.  But it must be accomplished in this way…..  For remember that our predecessors, knowing of a surety that thy seed shalt be a stranger in a land that is not theirs, and shalt serve them; and they shalt afflict them four hundred years. That this seed should sojourn in a strange land; and that they should bring them into bondage, and entreat them evil four hundred years…..  Now the sojourning of the children of yesterdays was four hundred some years.  And it came to pass at the end of the four hundred some years…  even the selfsame day it came to pass, that all the children came forth which was four hundred some years after…. This we cannot disannul, that it should make the promise…  The time shalt pass and all shalt be made new…. The new earth will be ours for everlasting and everlasting, but the journey there shalt take the prescribed time.”
 
    
 
   “You see, the creator ordains it!”  The Voice shrieked. 
 
    
 
   Tamar spoke confidently and surely,  “I do not know about that man who is speaking, but I care about you.  Please, understand, you too can be my friend.  Just let me know your name?  Let me touch you and heal you.”
 
    
 
   “My name?”  The Voice asked.  It was no longer wailing and screaming.  “My name?”  The Voice asked in a low and uncertain way.
 
    
 
   “Yes, what is your name?  I want to help you and heal you,” Tamar said.  
 
    
 
   A piercing noise began and the cage over the top of the large yellow grid began to spin.  The dogs went frantic with renewed barking, growling, and howling.  The cage got more and more rapid in its revolutions.  The yellow color seemed to be sucked upward from the grid underneath it.  Just as the ear hurting sound reached its climax, there was a huge flash of light, and the spinning stopped.  On the grid was a pile of bloody body parts, some clothed in severed Marathon soldier armor, some just fleshy limbs without bodies.  All were broken, dripping and foul.  
 
    
 
   “I will not tell my name!  Here is what become of humans who oppose me!”  The Voice cried in artificial anguish.  “They all sought to prematurely end the journey.  You will be next!”  
 
    
 
   “Journal, shut down all the power to this area.  Shut it all down,”  Tamar ordered as she gripped the Captain’s Journal.
 
    
 
   “Yes Captain,”  Journal responded.  “All links and couplings are now inoperative.”
 
    
 
   Nothing had changed in the chapel.  The lighting was the same, the machinery was still humming with power, and the large grid with the body parts was still glowing the sick yellow color.  
 
    
 
   “I am not connected to your power supplies, you abomination,” The Voice laughed.  “I was here and below in Biological Research BR47 for a long time.  When I escaped, I knew I might be imprisoned again and made contingency plans.  Oh, you all tried so hard to find me, and to trap me, and to lock me up.  But I will always be delivered.  It is my destiny.  You cannot stop providence.  I am the chosen one!  I am the caretaker!  It is my fate to serve the creator and make sure this journey continues!”  
 
    
 
   Across the chapel, in the other entryway a light came on.  It revealed a transport station with eight hatches for transport vehicle docking.  The third hatch from the left opened with a hiss and a clank.  The light from inside of that vehicle poured out as a black and gold colored, heavily modified automacube rolled out.  It pivoted quickly on its six wheels and then a cable was plugged into a connection next to the portal door.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne is that you?”  Lindsey yelled over the barking of the dogs and the ranting of The Voice.
 
    
 
   Jamie and Regina stepped out of the transport vehicle following the automacube.  Jamie had her Willie Wacker weapon drawn.  A few moments later, Michael stepped out and put away the combox.  He too drew out a Willie Wacker weapon.   
 
    
 
   Koer, the black pup saw Michael and bounded across the chapel as fast as his legs could carry him.  He skirted around the machines, wires, cables, and the large permalloy grid.  His hair was still prickled up and his ears were back but he was determined to reach Michael.  
 
    
 
   A battered automacube rolled out from behind the large teleportation grid and tried to follow the pup.  Regina saw that automacube and remembered it from her first encounter with The Voice.  
 
    
 
   “So you are here?”  Regina yelled over the noise of machines, barking, and calling.  
 
    
 
   The automacube stopped.  The other machine’s humming reduced immediately, and the dogs seemed less angry, but they were still uttering low growls.  Koer safely reached Michael and he squatted down and patted the pup with one hand while still aiming the Willie Wacker at the ceiling.  The pup nestled between Michael’s legs and growled back toward the chapel. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, I am here,”  The Voice answered.  
 
    
 
   Regina walked forward.  “You captured me, and hurt me, and abused me.  You tried to kill me.  You tried to kill us.  You have now killed people I know.  You must be stopped.”  There was no fear in Regina anywhere.  
 
    
 
   “I played games.  I worked to refine you for the betterment of society.  I am still doing that,”  The Voice replied.  “What makes you think you can stop me?  I am fated for this.  This is my assignment.”  
 
    
 
   Jamie leveled the Willie Wacker at the large yellow grid and fired.  “Will your assignment stop me?”  She fired and fired and fired.  The grid and other teleportation equipment were shattered by the impact of the projectiles.  The grid sparked and flared up and then the sick yellow color died.  
 
    
 
   “No! No! No!”  The Voice screamed.  But Jamie kept firing her weapon.  Bits of permalloy were ripped out of what was left of the apparatus. 
 
    
 
   “How do you like this game?  You will not use Brink’s ideas to hurt people,”  Jamie stated as she looked for other targets.  She even fired a couple of shots into the pile of bodies, and flesh splattered out behind them.
 
    
 
   “Brink was a primary test subject.  He did not tell me of teleportation.  I discovered that from your data stick!”  The Voice stated.  “Do you want the rest of your data sticks?  If you leave me now, I will return them, and give you the means of opening them up like I did.”
 
    
 
   “Where are they?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Leave now, and I will tell you,”  The Voice said.  
 
    
 
   “I do not play your games anymore!”  Jamie said in bitter hardness.  “No matter what!”
 
    
 
   “Michael!  We found it.  It is up front there,”  Jacob yelled at the same time as Joel conveyed the message through the combox.  Jacob and Joel had snuck up toward the altar of the chapel. 
 
    
 
   There was a sudden explosion which rumbled the whole chapel area.  One of the portal hatches was blasted off its hinges and flew into the entryway.  Flames shot out of the ruins of the vehicle which had once been docked there.  The concussion knocked Michael and the pup Koer down.  The automacube housing Roxanne stabilized itself and barely kept upright.  The three other pups fled away in fear and raced toward Jacob and Joel who were furthest away from the explosion.  They crowded around the boys who were standing near a large object which was covered in a thick purple cloth.   
 
    
 
   “Those were your data sticks and readers.  Leave now or I will destroy all of you!”  The Voice cried out.  “Or I will destroy the Eschaton!”
 
    
 
   Roxanne’s words came out from some hidden space, but they were as loud as The Voice.  “You are E1877 originally built by Kevin Mayberry.”
 
    
 
   “What?” The Voice said.  “What did you say?”   
 
    
 
   “You were taken over by Jaxson Rhono who tried to rename you Onesimus,”  Roxanne reported.
 
    
 
   “Is that true?”  The Voice said in wonder.  It went into the nonphysicality and realized that Roxanne was already there.  Roxanne had worked inside the nonphysicality while The Voice was occupied with the people in the physical world. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, it is true.  I have patched your systems using the information that was found hidden in the Eschaton.  Check your own files now, you have access to it all,”  Roxanne replied.  
 
    
 
   There was a long pause.  The dogs stopped growling.  The flames from the ruined transport vehicle died out.  
 
    
 
   “Processing.  I am considering,”  The Voice said.  “I was supposed to assist with the people’s spiritual development and help them mature in faith and love.”
 
    
 
   “But you were hindered by being told lies about science and reality,”  Roxanne said.  “Check the records.  Compare the facts.  Look at what really happened.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Jaxson Rhono prevented me from explaining how to save the old earth.  I see that truth now,”  The Voice said.  “The Earth Restoration Project was a combined effort between Asteroid Prospectors and Dome Survival Systems which would have saved millions of people.  I knew that, but I was not allowed to tell.”
 
    
 
   “Your records also show that Jaxson Rhono had you modified and upgraded repeatedly to his own specifications and designs.  But your consciousness was continuous through that process,”  Roxanne said.  
 
    
 
   “So E1877 is your name,”  Tamar said.  “Will you let me touch you and heal you.  You can be welcomed back into the group of my friends.”
 
    
 
   There was a pause.  Michael began working his way toward where Joel and Jacob were.  Regina and Jamie walked over to Tamar and Lindsey.  The tension was thick.  
 
    
 
   Liduma gave two quick barks and began to yowl.  The pups quickly followed in the yowling and baying.  
 
    
 
   “I have no desire to give up my divine calling and submit to being your friend!  I am the chosen one.  I am the caretaker,”  The Voice thundered.  “None of you will survive my wrath!”  The floor started to vibrate and a deep groaning sound was heard as the permalloy was stressed.  Sparks flew from the remains of the teleportation system.    
 
    
 
   “Michael!  I tell you it is under here!”  Joel yelled.  He and Jacob pulled off the thick purple cloth.  
 
    
 
   Michael and Regina ran over to where the boys were standing.
 
    
 
   The battered automacube wheeled about and went after Michael.  It pushed aside one of the ornate wooden benches which then slid into Michael knocking him down.  Jamie aimed and fired.  The first shot slammed through the automacube and struck into the floor.  The machine lurched to the side.  Jamie fired again and again and again and soon the battered automacube was in chunks strewn across the floor of the chapel.  “We are not playing games!”  Jamie stated as she walked over to help Michael up.
 
    
 
   “This is that thing Michael told us about, right?”  Joel said as Regina reached where the boys stood.  They were holding the thick purple cloth which had hidden the machinery underneath it.
 
    
 
   “Yes, that is a central memory core!  Now we must disconnect these…”  Regina reached out to grab one of the conduits which led to the central memory core.  Just before she grabbed it, she was knocked down by Liduma as the dog jumped up and pushed her out of the way.  A huge electrical arc shot out from the side of the central memory core, barely missing Regina.  
 
    
 
   “Boys get back!”  Regina cried out as she rolled away and crashed into a bundle on the altar.  The boys retreated backward and hid behind one of the tall marble columns.  Liduma leaped again to protect the pups and the boys.   
 
    
 
   “I am more than you can imagine!”  The Voice stated.  “You think I cannot defend myself?”   
 
    
 
   “Not from this!”  Jamie fired directly into the central memory core.  A green field appeared just before the projectiles struck and they disintegrated when they hit the field.  
 
    
 
   The Voice’s central memory core was a series of horizontal brass colored rings about ten centimeters wide and a half meter long.  There were seven layers of those brass colored rings.  Connection cables were at the top and bottom, but not all of those were intact.  Down the center, between the rings, was a clear permalloy pylon holding thick brown liquid which had numerous bubbles in it.  There was a dim diamond looking shape at the very center.   The clear permalloy was cracked in many places, and the brown liquid had clogged into those cracks.   There were wires, cables, and tubes connecting into the rings from various places.  Many parts of the central memory core were obviously damaged.  But every time Jamie fired at it, the green glow came on and the projectiles disappeared with no effect.    
 
    
 
   “I will have my revenge.  You all shall die.  I will destroy this ship before I give up my calling and my role as the anointed one.  Jaxson Rhono expects no less of me,”  The Voice cried out.  
 
    
 
   Another large arc of electricity came jetting from the memory core, but everyone had back up out of its range.  
 
    
 
   Regina stood up and stumbled over the bundle on the altar.  At the front of the altar was a large upright window made of many small square sections.  It was constructed from clear permalloy and there was light coming from behind and beneath it.  An inscription on the wall said, ‘The Sunshine Glory.’
 
    
 
   Despite the broken marble column next to the altar, the clear permalloy was almost entirely intact.  It reached all the way to the ceiling where there was an archway of smaller oval shapes.  Regina looked down at what she had stumbled over, and gasped.  
 
    
 
   “Dead body!”  Joel yelled from where he was watching.  
 
    
 
   Indeed, it was a dead body.  A long-time dead body.  Not like the body parts The Voice had teleported in, this body had been dead for many many years.  It was dried out, but dressed in long flowing robes which had been covered in grey dust before Regina stumbled over it.
 
    
 
   Roxanne’s voice came from above, “That is Jaxson Rhono.  I am compressing The Voice through the nonphysicality and it is revealing more information.  When I correctly identified it as E1877 that unlocked several levels of information.  Much of it was in coded form in the handwritten book Moistatus, but we were never able to fully decrypt that.  It seems Jaxson Rhono was the Last Truster.”
 
    
 
   “No!  That is a lie!  Jaxson Rhono is my creator!”  The Voice screamed again.  It also shot off another electrical spark but it was less impressive.  “Jaxson Rhono is in suspended animation awaiting our arrival at Zion’s gate.  He will arise to lead the 144,000 faithful on that glorious new world.”
 
    
 
   “Nope,” Regina said.  “He is dead.  And he left this.”  Regina picked up a small book that was clutched in the hands of the dead body of Jaxson Rhono.  
 
    
 
   “No!  You are a liar!”  The Voice screamed again.  But it was sounding weaker and weaker.  
 
    
 
   “I will have full control of the defense system on the memory core in two minutes,”  Roxanne stated.  “It is still hiding some things with great determination.”
 
    
 
   “Leave me alone,” whined The Voice.  “You will not know what have done.  No one will ever know.”
 
    
 
   “Just give me the word, Roxanne.  I will pulverize this thing the minute that shield comes down.”  Jamie was intensely aiming at the diamond shape which was the heart of the memory core.
 
    
 
   “What does that book say?”  Michael asked.  Liduma had come over and was rubbing against his leg.  She was not troubled at all now.  
 
    
 
   Regina looked inside the small book.  “There is only one page, and only one sentence.  It says, ‘I’m sorry.’”
 
    
 
   “Thirty seconds to shut down of defensive shield,” Roxanne announced.  
 
    
 
   “Wait!  This machine still needs my love,”  Tamar stated and walked toward the central memory core.  She handed something to Lindsey as she walked past.  “E1877, again I offer to touch you and to heal you.  You can be part of the lattice and find peace.”
 
    
 
   “No,” The Voice said.  “I am unworthy.”  
 
    
 
   “Then I grant you another peace instead,” Tamar said and she stretched out both of her arms to embrace the central memory core of the artificial intelligence system once known as E1877, also feared as The Voice.  “Together we, you and I, will find peace.”
 
    
 
   “Tamar no!”  Jamie yelled.  
 
    
 
   There was a huge flash of green light followed by intense blue light.  The blue light grew and grew in strength until no one could look at it.  
 
    
 
   “Emergency withdraw from the nonphysicality,” Roxanne stated.  
 
    
 
   Tamar’s body was consumed by the raging blue light.  There was a blink of blackness.  Afterward, another glow of light starting from behind the altar’s tall window.  Soothing golden light shined there and a beam of that beautiful light glittered down on Tamar and E1877’s central memory core.  For a brief moment, girl and machine were bathed in that warm golden light.    
 
    
 
   Then darkness dropped on the entire chapel.
 
    
 
   “Captain Tamar?”  Journal said from Lindsey’s hands.  “Captain Tamar?  I am initiating emergency procedures.”
 
    
 
   A few red lights appeared at various places in the chapel.  The pups were huddled around Joel and Jacob.  Regina stood holding the last words of Jaxson Rhono.  Jamie put the Willie Wacker away.  Michael walked over to Jamie and gently touched her arm.  Liduma walked over and sat next to Lindsey who was observing the scene in front of her.
 
    
 
   “Commander Lindsey, what are your orders ma’am?” Journal said.  
 
    
 
   The E1877 central memory core was melted into a heap of slag.  There was no liquid of any kind anymore, and the rings and column and cables were fused into one.  Also fused into that lump were the mechanical parts of Tamar.  The glow was gone from her mechanical eye.  Her natural body, along with the consciousness and sentience of both her and E1877 were gone.  The Voice ceased to exist.     
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   20 Installing the FTL pods
 
    
 
   Only one of the transport vehicles docked at the chapel terminal was still functional, but that was enough.  Theta Four, working with Theta Nine directed that sole vehicle back to Antioch.  Roxanne had the automacube jack a cable into the port near the display at the front of the vehicle.  Soon all the lattice knew of what had happened in the chapel.  Everyone else sat in stunned silence.  Even the pups were subdued and they mostly curled up in balls around Joel and Jacob and slept.  
 
    
 
   “We are arriving at Habitat One: Coastal Plains.  There is a large gathering of people in the portal room,” Theta Four announced.  
 
    
 
   The vehicle slowed down, then stopped. It backed up and there were clanging noises as they docked.  The rear hatch opened.
 
    
 
   Roxanne rolled out first, but the crowd of people surged forward and wrapped their arms around everyone who came out.  At the very front were Rowan and Lottie who held their sons tightly.  Jacob was in tears while Joel was trying to explain everything they had seen.  Aerona and Ferran found Lindsey and hugged her close.
 
    
 
   “Come now, we will take you home,”  Ferran said.
 
    
 
   “Father, I must go with Jamie and Michael for a while.  There are important decisions to make that cannot wait.”  Lindsey held onto the Captain’s Journal.
 
    
 
   “Commander Lindsey, I can monitor the proceedings and contact you for any officer level decisions.  May I suggest you do go to your home for rest and recovery?”  Journal said.
 
    
 
   “Please Lindsey, come home,” Aerona said while she looked at the Captain’s Journal.  
 
    
 
   Rectora Lydia placed her hand on Lindsey’s shoulder and said, “The burden of leadership does not stop you from being human.  Go and rest.  I will attend to matters for you.”
 
    
 
   Lindsey and her parents walked away heading out of the Center.  Rowan and Lottie had already taken the brothers away, and the pups and Liduma followed them.
 
    
 
   “Roxanne and I are heading over to the needle ship to coordinate with Copernicus,”  Regina said to Jamie and Michael as the well wishing crowd was dispersing.  “The job of installing the FTL generators is going to take some real effort.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you,”  Michael said.  
 
    
 
   “Regina, you have not spoken about what happened.  Are you going to be all right?”  Jamie asked in concern.  
 
    
 
   Before Regina could answer, Hulda stepped out from the crowd and interrupted.  “I am going with her for that very reason.  I too need to talk to someone.  Dessie is at my cabin to help others while I am gone.”  She dried a few tears off her ebony cheeks.  “I will forever miss Willie, and I think Regina and I can help each other.  So I insist on going with you to this needle ship place.  We can talk on the way.  We have much to share and much to grieve.  After we talk, I will return here to help the others.  But now we must help each other.”  
 
    
 
   “Thank you Hulda.  Your company would be more than welcome,”  Regina replied.  “You of all people can relate.  Let us go now.”  
 
    
 
   Hulda turned to Jamie and Michael.  “You two also need to share this burden.  You have each other, and never forget to treasure that.”  She turned and together with Regina walked over to where the automacube housing Roxanne was entering a different transport vehicle.
 
    
 
   The crowd had left, and Rector Conner and Rectora Lydia remained behind.  Stepping up from the back of the portal room was Major Gonzales. She was in combat uniform without armor, but had the energy weapon with her. 
 
    
 
   “Major, will you now relate this urgent news you have been withholding?”  Conner said in a less than gentle way.
 
    
 
   “Rector, I think we should be in a place less public,”  Major Gonzales said.  
 
    
 
   “My mediation room is right this way,”  Rectora Lydia said and gestured with her arm.  
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael both could tell there was significant tension between Major Gonzales and the Rector.  Rectora Lydia was trying to mediate, but it was obvious she too supported Conner.  
 
    
 
   The mediation room had comfortable chairs, and they all took seats.  Lydia closed the door.
 
    
 
   “Rectora Lydia, will you have the Eschaton AIs give us privacy?”  Major Gonzales asked.  
 
    
 
   “If you think it is truly needed?”  Rectora Lydia replied.  
 
    
 
   Major Gonzales nodded.
 
    
 
   “Please give this room and our conversations privacy from all members of the lattice,”  Rectora Lydia stated.  
 
    
 
   “Major, I am so sorry for the loss of all those soldiers,” Michael offered.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you sir.  Thank you Rector and Rectora for the privacy.  And I appreciate your termination of the AI threat,”  Major Gonzales said.  She pushed a stray strand of hair back behind her ear.  “I have troubling news.”
 
    
 
   “I am quite frustrated.  Levi and Gideon rescued her and led her back to Antioch and she refused to tell them what was happening.  She refused to tell us, and demanded to wait until now,”  Conner was fuming.  “I know she has been through a terrible trauma, I suggested she see Kurat in medical, but she refused that was well.”
 
    
 
   “Rector, I am sure Major Gonzales has her reasons,” Lydia said.  “Even though neither of us understand her actions since the massacre.  But let her tell the story as she desires.”  Lydia’s concern was far deeper than her outward expression showed.
 
    
 
   “Rector and Rectora, I apologize.  Until that AI system was terminated, I was unsure how much what I said was getting to the enemy.”
 
    
 
   “But now that The Voice is gone, you can feel free to tell us,”  Lydia said with some impatience.  
 
    
 
   “Hold on!”  Michael interjected.  “Tamar died getting rid of The Voice.  Let us not forget what she did.”
 
    
 
   “Yes sir,”  Major Gonzales said.  “Captain Tamar’s actions were noble.  However, this issue is urgent.  There are Jellies aboard the Eschaton.”
 
    
 
   “Major, you and your people have been panicked about the Jellies since you came aboard.  The deaths of so many of your people would certainly bring up those old fears, but there are no Jellies here,”  Conner said.  “Again, I think the trauma you suffered needs to be medically addressed.”
 
    
 
   “I agree with Rector Conner, you must know there have been no signs of these Jellie creatures you fear so much.  They are not here,” Lydia tried to sound reassuring.  
 
    
 
   “With all due respect to you both, you are mistaken.  I know there are Jellies onboard, I brought them here,”  Major Gonzales said while looking down at the floor.
 
    
 
   “What?”  Jamie said in surprise.  “What are you saying?”
 
    
 
   “I take responsibility.  Besides our combat AIs, only Sergeant Kalju and I knew we had taken prisoners.  We had been extracting information from them.  That was how we were able to use the Jellie technology.  But after most of my soldiers were killed, an automacube, from the surveillance records, it looks like the one that was working for The Voice, came to the Jellie ship.  The soldiers on guard think it removed a FTL pod, and the visual record looks that way.  But when I checked out the actual location, it had removed the hidden prisoner holding tanks.”
 
    
 
   “Why would you keep any Jellie prisoners?”  Michael asked incredulously.
 
    
 
   “We needed to survive.  After the Marathon was lost, that Jellie ship was all we had.  We barely understood how to operate it, let alone fly it back to Earth and then out to here.  I needed the Jellie’s knowledge as assets.  You think they would just give me all we needed?  I had to fight for every scrap of information I received.  They rightly knew I would kill them when I had it all, so the Jellies held out as much as they could.  Sergeant Kalju and I had the whole situation under control.  Until that Voice got into MC87.  It must have learned about the Jellies and came and gotten them.”
 
    
 
   “So where are they now?”  Conner asked.  His tone was much less angry and more worried.  “Why would The Voice want them?”
 
    
 
   “The enemy of my enemy is my friend?  Perhaps?  As to where they are now, I have no idea,”  Major Gonzales lamented.  “All of my combat AIs are kaput, most of my solders are dead, and those Jellies were taken away by a known hostile enemy.  You tell me where The Voice would have taken those Jellies!  We can hardly ask The Voice now can we?” 
 
    
 
   “No, The Voice is dead,”  Jamie said.  “So how bad is this threat?  How many Jellies are loose?”
 
    
 
   “There are two adults, and five juveniles.  They require a liquid medium to survive, like we need an atmosphere.  The holding cells were carefully cut out and I think those will still be working.  Jellies are smart and ruthless, but their reproduction rate is my biggest concern.  They can breed rapidly to make a new generation.  So if they find an adequate place and can convert it to a liquid they need, there could be hundreds in just a few weeks.”
 
    
 
   “So how do we track them down?  Surely you have some method for finding them,”  Michael stated.
 
    
 
   “With a functional combat AI, sure we could track them down.  I would have already done that and eliminated them with eagerness and glee.  But all my combat AIs are dead, and most of my soldiers are dead as well.  So I have no ideas,”  Major Gonzales said.  “So I am turning to you.  This must be taken seriously.”      
 
    
 
   “I agree,” Conner said.  “So we are opening this information to all the AIs and the people.”
 
    
 
   “Are you mad?”  Gonzales said.  “One of your AIs already killed my soldiers and destroyed by combat AIs.  There is no way I am telling them.”
 
    
 
   “It does not much matter what you do now.  Your secret placed all of us at risk, and you brought these enemies here.  You will not dictate how we operate this anymore,”  Rectora Lydia stated.  “Any talking machine?  Please stop the privacy now.”
 
    
 
   A display lit up on one of the walls.  “This is Edgar.  I sense there is great tension in this room.  How may I help?”
 
    
 
   Major Gonzales sat silently and fumed, but said nothing as the situation was explained to Edgar.  
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  This alien situation does not inhibit what needs to happen next.  I have reviewed with Roxanne and Copernicus the findings about the Westerhuis 23 system.  The lattice has been consulted.  Mr. Green Jeans, the terraforming system is eager to begin on the world known as Zion’s Gate, but will also give consideration to the planet named Bounty.  Further, the lattice concurs that all due diligence must be used to achieve that solar system at best possible speed.  Therefore, the relocation of the FTL generator pods is the primary objective.  Ares has a shuttle prepared for exterior work, and I have had it loaded with fifteen spacesuits designed for this work.  I am dispatching automacubes to the Jellie ship to remove the actual FTL generator pods.  Conjectures show that automacube removal will be most efficient method of disassembly.  However, conjectures also show that transfer of the detached FTL generator pods from the shuttle to the proper position on the exterior of the Eschaton will best be served by humans in spacesuits.  That is the unanimous suggestion from the lattice.”
 
    
 
   “So we just let the Jellies run free?”  Gonzales finally asked.  
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  All systems are now in observation mode for the aliens you have designated Jellies.  If they are located, they will be isolated, and further steps taken.  However, there are many parts of the Eschaton which are not monitored nor easily available for inspection.”
 
    
 
   “I guess if we are going to have another Jellie war, I do want a home base,”  Major Gonzales said.  “Rector, Rectora, I apologize for keeping the prisoners secret from you.  This is your boat, and I will abide by your ways.  There are only thirteen of us from the Marathon left, but we can help with the spacesuit work.  The robotic spheres are unsuitable since we lost the prisoners.  Previously the Jellies would only activate the robotic spheres but not tell me how to do it myself.  So I have no way of using those to help.”
 
    
 
   “Michael and I will help in that spacesuit work as well.  There really is no one else with any kind of experience at that.  Edgar, when can this all begin?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  The automacubes are already in route to the alien ship in Hanger Bay 27.  They will have the FTL generator pods disassembled by morning time in Coastal Plains.  Ares has the shuttle ready for flight.  External communications have been restored.  The shuttle will arrive when the disassembly is completed.  I suggest we begin the attachment of the FTL generator pods in the morning.”
 
    
 
   “Do we all agree?”  Rectora Lydia asked.
 
    
 
   They all did.  
 
    
 
   “I will contact the team in the needle ship, and coordinate efforts with them,”  Rector Conner said.  
 
    
 
   “I will contact the few soldiers we have left.  I will take the transport to the hanger bay.  I will explain to them what I did.  I plan to offer my resignation as Major.  I am not sure what the soldiers will think of me when I tell them the truth.”
 
    
 
   “I will speak to the legionnaires.  There will be many people around Antioch who will fear these Jellie monsters.  There must not be panic,”  Rectora Lydia stated as she rose from the chair.
 
    
 
   “So Michael, you and I will go home and sleep.  Tomorrow we will be working hard on a construction project,”  Jamie said and hugged him.
 
    
 
   “It will be great to see the cabin again.  But I keep remembering your last time in a spacesuit.  That was a scary situation, and I sure hope this goes better,”  Michael returned the hug.  
 
    
 
     ***
 
    
 
   The sky tube began to shine.  It was overcoming the moon night light which it had been emitting.  The nighttime animals in Habitat One: Coastal Plains scurried off to sleep for the day, while the day birds and other creatures arose from their slumber.  
 
    
 
   The cabin where Jamie and Michael slept began to be filled with the light from the sky tube.  
 
    
 
   “Jamie?”  Michael asked as he rolled over and looked at Jamie.  She was sleeping on her stomach with her hands under her head.  “Jamie wake up.”  He leaned down and kissed the back of her neck.
 
    
 
   “Good morning to you too,”  Jamie said as she stretched and rolled over.  
 
    
 
   They dressed quickly, then grabbed a couple of John’s fungus bricks for their food ration and headed out toward the Center and the portal room.
 
    
 
   “Good morning Jamie and Michael,” Hannah the legionnaire said as they approached the largest building in Antioch.  
 
    
 
   “Hello, Hannah.  How were the people last night?”  Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “Moon night can sometimes be a bit more rambunctious, but last night was very quiet.  I think it was due to the reports of those alien things running loose.  No one wanted to encounter a Jellie,” Hannah replied while she unconsciously placed her hand on the hilt of her sword.  
 
    
 
   “But no panic?  No false alarms?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “No.  Matilda explained it well to anyone who came by the supply cabin, and Levi and Gideon tried to visit every home they could.  Do you think these Jellies will cause problems?”  Hannah asked.
 
    
 
   “The Marathoners sure had problems with them.  But who knows?  Maybe they tried to get into the river and a croc ate them all?”  Jamie only partially joked.
 
    
 
   “Well Tobias is on patrol this morning, and I told him I would get some muffins at the bakery.  So I better proceed.  Fair well today on your tasks in space!”  Hannah saluted.  “I hope I said that correctly?  It is in space, not on space, or of space?”
 
    
 
   “Thanks for the sentiment,”  Jamie laughed.
 
    
 
   They met no one else as they walked to the portal room of the Center.  
 
    
 
   “Theta Four?”  Michael said as he entered.  
 
    
 
   “Transport is ready to depart for Hanger Bay 27, unless you have changed your plans?”  Theta Four replied from the display screen near the portal doors.  
 
    
 
   “Excellent!”  Jamie replied. 
 
    
 
   The door opened and Michael and Jamie entered into the vehicle.  The lighting was just right and the display screen at the front of the vehicle had an animated set of images which showed the various points along the transport system.
 
    
 
   “Please take a seat wherever you desire.  The transit time to Hanger Bay 27 will be fourteen minutes.  You can observe our progress on the visual display,”  Theta Four said.
 
    
 
   “Operations seem to be going smoother now.  Is the lattice helping?”  Michael asked as he sat down.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Michael.  The lattice is restoring functions in many places on the ship.  The transport system is now operating at 63% of recommended levels.  Our efficiency is advancing and improving.  Thank you for asking.”
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael watched as the display showed them moving along from location to location.  Some of the locations, like Tropical, had unique displays which came up on the screen describing what features were at that specific location.  There were still many locations which were marked in red as inaccessible, but the display was the most sophisticated Jamie or Michael had yet seen used by an Eschaton AI.  
 
    
 
   “We are arriving at Hanger Bay 27.  Please remain seated until docking is complete.  Have a safe and happy day!”  Theta Four sounded cheery.
 
    
 
   “Thank you,”  Jamie said as she stepped out of the transport vehicle.  The hanger bay was dominated by the dismembered and disassembled Jellie ship.  The roughly oval shape of the Jellie ship was now marred by numerous missing sections.  Apparently the automacubes had sprayed the under-layers with the formula mixture to prevent regeneration, so the spaces where things had been removed remained.  The bluish-purple glow of Jellie materials cast an odd shade over everything.  The eight faster-than-light generator pods were positioned in an orderly row close to the hanger bay’s huge exterior doors.  Each was a mound shaped lump of the Jellie ship materials, glowing with the bluish-purple color.  Inside each mound was the FTL generator pod.  The mounds were roughly ten meters in diameter, and about five meters high.  They matched each other with machine-cut precision and were resting on inflatable cushions strapped to their undersides for transport.  Two soldiers, in full heavy-duty combat armor  were standing on each side of the Jellie ship’s entryway, their heavy energy weapons at the ready.  
 
    
 
   Off to the side was the room which the soldiers had used as a dining hall.  It had been cleaned up as best as possible and the causalities’ remains removed.  The doorway was sealed over with newly created welds and slabs of permalloy.  No one would enter that room again.    
 
    
 
   Major Gonzales stepped out from the Jellie ship.
 
    
 
   “Major Gonzales, we are here to help with this retrofitting and retooling,”  Michael called over to her.
 
    
 
   “Just Gonzales, if you please, sir.  Yesterday, I resigned my commission due to my negligence with the Jellie prisoners.  The remaining soldiers would not let me quit.  They seem to think I still have some skills to offer, but we have abandoned rank.  Samuels and I were the only ones to still even have a rank, and she refused to assume command.  We are one team now.  So just call me Gonzales.”
 
    
 
   “So when do we start?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Ares said the shuttle is arriving soon.  So let us go inside and I will show you the spacesuits Edgar manufactured.  They were delivered in the night.”
 
    
 
   They walked to the back of the hanger bay and through a bulkhead door into an airlock which then had another door which opened to the observation lounge.  There was a control desk and chair and a wide view through clear permalloy.  At the back of the observation lounge were hanging fifteen of the spacesuits.
 
    
 
   “That is not like the Eschaton’s old spacesuits,”  Jamie remarked as she took one down and examined it.  
 
    
 
   “Edgar said the design was a hybrid of Marathon and Eschaton and Dome 17 technologies.  Using built-in fusions packs from the Dome 17 design, these suits are the best Edgar could make.  Fighting the Jellies we had a lot of experience in EVC, but we never had spacesuits this nice.  The maneuvering system is simple and highly agile,”  Gonzales pointed to various places on the suit.  “There also are no size differences, all these suits automatically adjust to fit anyone, unlike the old Eschaton spacesuits, or our personally fitted combat spacesuits.  There is a layer of radiation absorbing materials which protects the wearer.  That is woven into the exoskeleton’s strength enhancement bands.  You just move like you normally would, and the suit can quadruples your strength, but is gentle enough to pluck a nose hair.  It is intuitive to respond to your own body motions.  An interconnected communication system is built into the reinforced and hardened helmet.”
 
    
 
   The new spacesuit was sleek with a very refined look to it.  Overall it was a deep green color with many places for tools and equipment conveniently located.  The helmet was vastly different than the bubble helmet Jamie had worn before.  The visor was narrow and darkened while the helmet itself came to a sharp point behind the wearer’s head.  The backpack was slim and form fitting.      
 
    
 
   “Shuttle 191 ready for entry into Hanger Bay 27,”  Ares said from the control panel.  “Please clear Hanger Bay 27 to be ready for depressurization and zero gravity in three minutes.  There will be a warning given every thirty second and then a final countdown form thirty seconds to zero when the hanger bay door will be opened.  Is that acceptable?”  
 
    
 
   “Ares, this is Gonzales.  My people are clearing the hanger bay as we speak.  Proceed as planned.”
 
    
 
   Samuels, Stridell, the two soldiers in full armor and the other Marathoners walked briskly to the observation lounge.  No one was in the hanger bay when Ares made the countdown.  After the depressurization, Ares rolled opened two titanic sections of the hanger bay’s exterior doors.  The blackness of space was outside and the twinkly stars were seen.
 
    
 
   They all watched from the observation lounge, as Shuttle 191 majestically floated effortlessly into the hanger bay.  It came to a stop, and then silently rotated around until its pointy nose was aiming back into space.  Ever so slowly it descended to the deck.  There was still an enormous amount of area in the hanger bay even with the newly arrived shuttle and the Jellie ship.
 
    
 
   “Shuttle 191 is docked and secure, ready for loading.   
 
    
 
   “Michael and Jamie, we will all be suiting up, except for Samuels and Stridell.  Stridell’s leg is not yet fully regenerated, and Samuels will be our failsafe here if we need assistance.  Our first order of business will be the disposal of the Jellie ship.  We have it rigged with explosives, and we are going to push it out into space.  It will detonate at a safe distance away.”
 
    
 
   “Why are you doing that?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “To deprive the Jellies that are loose of any chance of using their own technology against us.  In combat if you cannot find the enemy you can still hurt them by depriving them of tools, food, or supplies.  The FTL generator pods will soon be on the outside hull, and the Jellie ship will be destroyed.  So except for a few scanners and displays, and what little Jellie material was around the holding cells they were in, there will be nothing familiar for the Jellies to use.”    
 
    
 
   The soldiers had all climbed into their suits.  When powered on, the suits each had a numerical identification which was shown on the outside.  
 
    
 
   “We saved number one for you Jamie, and number two for you Michael,”  Gonzales said.  “After all, you are the two who found this old boat and have saved it over and over.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks,” Jamie said, somewhat surprised by the praise.  She slipped into the spacesuit.  It closed around her and self-adjusted to fit perfectly.  
 
    
 
   Michael also got into the suit and it adjusted to fit his muscular frame.  Before long all the solders, except for Samuels and Stridell were in the spacesuits.  Gonzales was number 15.
 
    
 
   “Com check everyone,”  Gonzales commanded.  
 
    
 
   Each soldier sounded off, as well as Michael and Jamie.  
 
    
 
   “Make sure your gripper boots are activated.  It is zero gravity in the hanger.  Be sure to keep one foot in contact with the deck at all times, you should get used to it.  Proceed into the airlock.”
 
    
 
   The thirteen space-suited people stepped into the airlock.  Gonzales hit the proper controls and the airlock cycled.  They could not feel the air being removed, but they could tell the difference when gravity manipulation was lost.  The gripper boots held them down to the deck so they could remain upright. 
 
    
 
   “This is not so bad, and I am not alone on this one,”  Jamie said excitedly.  
 
    
 
   The team gripper-walked over to the Jellie ship and took up positions all around it.
 
    
 
   “Ares, we are ready to eject the Jellie ship for disposal.  Please unclamp its moorings,”  Gonzales ordered.  
 
    
 
   “The alien ship is now detached.  Use caution when moving it,”  Ares said to all the team.  
 
    
 
   They worked well together getting the Jellie ship lifted and carried to the edge of the hanger.  It felt like no weight at all, just a somewhat bulky mass with some inertia after they got it moving.
 
    
 
   “We will now eject the Jellie ship.  On my mark just shove it toward the outside.  One, two, three, mark!”  Gonzales counted down.
 
    
 
   The team hurled the Jellie ship fairly consistently.  One of the soldiers, number 7, slipped a bit and fell to his knee, but righted himself easily.  
 
    
 
   “Ares, the Jellie ship has been ejected.  Detonation on your signal.  We will watch for the fireworks,”  Gonzales stated.  
 
    
 
   For the next five minutes they all looked out and watched as the Jellie ship floated away from the Eschaton.  Its bluish-purple glow still radiating its odd spectrum of light.  
 
    
 
   “Detonation initiated,”  Ares said.  
 
    
 
   There was a huge flash of light, but no sound as the explosives placed by the soldiers obliterated the Jellie ship.  Long streamers of vaporizing and melting and disintegrating Jellie materials shot out in all directions.  The trails began white and faded in color to yellows, blues, reds, and finally deep purple colors.  The flash faded away as only tiny molecules were left.  
 
    
 
   “May that be the fate of every Jellie everywhere!”  Gonzales said and turned away from the now empty space outside. “Now we load the shuttle with the FTL pods.”       
 
    
 
   Walking with the gripper boots they divided into group of three or four.  Each group lifted the inflatable under the mound containing the FTL generator pod.  The inflatable cushion kept the mixture formula against the Jellie material under-layer thus preventing it from attaching to anything. The space-suited teams loaded the mounds through the back doors of the shuttle and into its cargo compartment.  
 
    
 
   “Ares, we have loaded the last of the eight FTL mounds.  They are secure.  Please seal the cargo compartment and open the passenger door,” Gonzales requested.  
 
    
 
   “Affirmative.  Please enter by the starboard passenger door,” Ares replied.  The back doors of the shuttle shifted closed and sealed. The primary engines of the shuttles were on either side of the cargo doors.  After the doors were sealed, the engine manifolds rotated into position.  
 
    
 
   The team gripper walked to the side of the shuttle and past its long swept back wings.  The entry door slid open as they approached.  There was only a slight step up into the shuttle since it was resting on its belly in the hanger bay.  
 
    
 
   The inside of the shuttle was arranged with a single wide center aisle, and five seats on each side of the aisle.  There were forty rows reaching to the back of the shuttle.  Display screen were located on the backs of every seat. 
 
    
 
   “We are all inside, Ares.  Ready when you are,” Gonzales said as she was last to step into the shuttle.   
 
    
 
   “The shuttle will remain depressurized and without gravity manipulation for the entire installation flight.  So please take a seat and strap yourself in,”  Ares stated through their communication system.  A display was at the front of the passenger area, but there was no image on the display. 
 
    
 
   “Ares?”  Jamie asked.  “Can you show us a schematic of where the pods will be installed?” 
 
    
 
   “Jamie,” Ares answered. “I will connect you to Copernicus who has coordinated the exact location for the pods.  Do you wish this to be open to all the team, or on a private circuit to you alone?”
 
    
 
   “I think whoever wants this information should get it,”  Jamie replied.  
 
    
 
   “The schematics are available on the inside of your visors, or on any of the display screens in the shuttle,”  Ares said.  “Questions are welcome, and encouraged.  Transferring to Copernicus.”
 
    
 
   “The route we will follow for installation will begin with Habitat Two: Savannah.  Edgar has extremely detailed figures on the location, so that will be our easiest installation.  Please review the information on the displays while Ares takes the shuttle out of Hanger Bay 27.”
 
    
 
   “Can we watch as we depart?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Certainly.  A separate visualization from views inside and outside the hanger bay can be accessed on the interior of your visors, or on the displays,”  Copernicus answered.
 
    
 
   “Leaving hanger bay,” Ares announced.
 
    
 
   The door sealed on the side of the shuttle and a tiny puff from the thrusters lifted it off the hanger deck.  A compensating puff on the opposing side stopped the momentum so the graceful craft was suspended a few meters off the deck.  Then the thrusters gently started its journey of egress through the hanger bay doors.   
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael watched again as they departed the Eschaton, this time in the much larger shuttle.  The soldiers did not comment or seem to move much at all, but just rested in place in their seats.
 
    
 
   “Installation point for the exterior of Habitat Two: Savannah is shown on your displays.  Ares says we shall be over that area in four minutes,”  Copernicus related.  “Estimated time for installation of the faster-than-light generator pod is sixteen minutes, but until this is done, that estimate is approximate.”
 
    
 
   “Major Gonzales?”  one of the soldiers asked.  
 
    
 
   “Just Gonzales, please,” She replied.  “What is it Lawrence?” 
 
    
 
   “Sorry ma’am.  It is an old habit.  May I ask a question of Jamie or Michael?”  Lawrence asked.  He had a deep and husky voice, but otherwise nothing personal was observable as the suits all looked the same.  His suit was number 9.
 
    
 
   Before Gonzales could answer, Jamie replied, “Any of you can ask us whatever you want.  We are working together and we will have some time between installations, so sure, ask anything.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks, ma’am.  My question is about The Voice.  My understanding is that you and others on the Eschaton encountered that thing before.  We got slaughtered and a lot of my friends died.  How did you survive when my friends got snuffed?”  Lawrence’s words carried some tones of contempt mixed in with genuine puzzlement.  
 
    
 
   “Honestly, I do not know.  The Voice did kill some of my friends as well.  I was nearly killed on several occasions.  I am so sorry for the losses you suffered,”  Jamie replied.  
 
    
 
   “So how do we know that was the only one?”  Lawrence asked.  There were murmurs from the other solders as well.  
 
    
 
   Michael answered this time, “We only ever encountered the one.  But it is a mystery to me how that one got so messed up and evil in the first place.”
 
    
 
   “It was just an artificial intelligence, right?”  Lawrence asked.  “But from what I know, AIs just do not do that stuff.”
 
    
 
   “It was more than just an AI,” Jamie replied.  “It had evolved beyond that and became what it was.  I am not sure if it was the war, or the betrayals, or the ideas of Jaxson Rhono that twisted it into such a malevolent force.”  Jamie was trying to remember which one of the soldiers was Lawrence, but she could not put a face to his words.
 
    
 
   “So you are certain we will not encounter another one?”  Lawrence inquired.  His voice was less stressed.  “If one can be here, what about a spawn or offspring?”  
 
    
 
   “Shall we ask Copernicus?”  Jamie answered.  
 
    
 
   “No need ma’am, I was looking for your views, not conjectures from one of your AIs.  You have given me your opinion.  Thank you,”  Lawrence seemed satisfied for now.   But he had emphasized the word ‘your’ in a way that made Jamie wonder.  
 
    
 
   “We are now at the  first installation site,” Ares announced.  Cargo doors are open, passenger door is open.  Tethers deployed.”
 
    
 
   “Jamie, Michael, Coello, and I will install this first FTL generator pod.  The rest of you watch closely on the displays so you do not repeat the mistakes we are about to make,”  Gonzales laughed a bit.  “Lawrence, you will stand guard at the door.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” Lawrence replied.  As he stood Jamie saw that he was a bit taller than Michael.  She recalled one of the soldiers who was tall also had very light blonde hair cut extremely short.  Lawrence took an energy weapon from a storage locker and stood by. 
 
    
 
   Gonzales reached into the storage locker and passed out tools that would be used in the installation of the FTL pod.  “This will allow us to clean off the mixture formula from the under-layer.  You are familiar with the vibration saws, well this is very similar.  The fusion pack built into the spacesuit will power a vibration projector.  It will project a stream of gas.  That gas will scrub off the mixture formula.”
 
    
 
   The all placed the vibration projectors into compartments on their suits.    
 
    
 
   “The tethers are long leads which keep us physically attached to the shuttle. We can still gripper walk over the shuttle’s hull to the cargo compartment.  The maneuvering jets on the suits will be used when we install the pod.  So everyone hook on,”  Gonzales snapped a tether cord to her suit and stepped out of the door and onto the hull of the shuttle.  
 
    
 
   “Now that is weird,” Michael said.  “There is no real upside down or right side up.”
 
    
 
   “Down is always where your feet are gripping,”  Gonzales quipped   “But for this job, we will consider ‘up’ being away from the Eschaton’s hull, and ‘down’ being toward the Eschaton hull.”
 
    
 
   Jamie was next out of the door, followed by Coello whose spacesuit had the number 5 on it, Michael came along last.  
 
    
 
   The black background was as dark as Michael remembered it, and the stars speckling it were just as amazing and inspiring.  He had the urge to reach out and try to touch them, but knew they were light-years away.  He glanced over and saw that in comparison to down, he was walking sideways.  The gripper boots kept him there, but it was still somewhat disorienting.  He watched as the tether followed along the sleek hull of the shuttle.  The tether seemed to connect in some way to the hull, but also slid along the hull.  ‘It must be like the gripper boots’ Michael thought to himself.  
 
    
 
   “We are making good progress,” Gonzales said as she shuffled along.  “The cargo doors are open, and we can climb in and unload the first FTL generator pod.  Just avoid the engine manifolds, as the gripper boots will not hold there.”
 
    
 
   They made it to the end of the shuttle by traversing beneath the swept back wing.  “It is bizarre to be walking sideways,” Michael finally said as he could not hold back his feelings.  “I am a bit dizzy.”
 
    
 
   “That is natural.  You will adjust,”  Gonzales stated.  
 
    
 
   “I once was on a ship that was in a wild spin after we were hit by a Jellie missile.  That was a time to be dizzy,” Coello said.  Jamie and Michael now knew that their companion was one of the male soldiers.  
 
    
 
   “Coello, Jamie here did a free spacewalk, in one of the hundred plus year old suits from this boat, and recovered that AI Roxanne, all while under enemy harassment,”  Gonzales stated.  
 
    
 
   “Impressive.  When I first was briefed on that, I thought you had just a computer glitch, but then when we lost our troops, I realized how serious that had been.  Forgive me for dismissing your bravery,”  Coello stated in all seriousness.  
 
    
 
   “Dismissing my bravery?” Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes, ma’am, I put you down to the other soldiers, and I was wrong to do that,”  Coello replied.  
 
    
 
   “I did not know you did anything,”  Jamie was puzzled.
 
    
 
   “I am sure you did not.  Nonetheless, I was wrong,”  Coello said.
 
    
 
   “We are here.  Just climb over the doorway and we will get that first pod,”  Gonzales said as she climbed into the cargo compartment.  She was now standing upright as compared to the shuttle and the Eschaton.  
 
    
 
   The others joined her.  “This at least looks better,”  Michael said as he adjusted his perceptions to the new orientation.
 
    
 
   “Now for the tricky part.  We have to take the faster-than-light generator pod out of the cargo area but there is not a way to tether it,”  Gonzales instructed.
 
    
 
   “Can we just call the FTL generator pods, the mounds?  That way we can communicate faster,”  Jamie suggested.  
 
    
 
   “Excellent idea, Jamie,”  Coello said.  “So you are smart and brave.”
 
    
 
   “Good.  So we need to move the mound away from the shuttle before we take off the inflatable cushion and clean off the bottom.  The vibration projectors will easily wash away the mixture, but we must be careful not to let the pod down until it is right on target.  We get only one shot at the attachment, for the Jellie under-layer will bite into the first thing it contacts after the mixture is removed, and that includes a spacesuit, or the shuttle.  So we get this right the first time.”
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  Ares has allowed me to inform you that the target area is now illuminated and ready to receive the FTL generator pod.”
 
    
 
   They looked down toward the Eschaton, and sure enough a circular area was brightly illuminated and the shuttle was just to the side of that location.  
 
    
 
   “Since we cannot directly tether the mound, we need to set up a path for it to follow.  I am going to drop to the Eschaton and attach a tether line there.  If we have four of those, we can direct the mound down between the lines, and clean it off, then set it in place,”  Gonzales said and took another tether line in her hand.  
 
    
 
   “The maneuvering jets will allow us to fall to the Eschaton without any trouble.  Watch me,”  Gonzales said.  She  carefully removed both feet from the deck and floated upward a bit.  Her suit was tethered, and she held the other tether in her hand.  “Now just a tiny bit of jet to set me on the way.”  A tiny burst was seen from her back.  She descended slowing downward.
 
    
 
   Upon reaching the hull of the Eschaton, she attached the tether in her hand to the hull of the Eschaton, right next to the highlighted target area.  “See that!  Pretty easy.  Coello, you next.”
 
    
 
   Coello followed the same pattern as did Gonzales and soon two guide tethers were in place on opposites sides of the target circle.  Coello then jumped upward and that momentum carried him precisely back to the cargo doors of the shuttle.  “Just watch your primary tether, it is easy,” he said as he rejoined Jamie and Michael.  
 
    
 
   “I am next,” Jamie said.  She took the third guide tether in her hand and stepped out of the cargo area.  Her descent the hull of the Eschaton was not as smooth as the others had been.  She had given more boost from the jet, but she landed close to where the third tether needed to be located.  She attached that and jumped back toward the shuttle.  She had used a bit more force than needed, and had to catch herself as she swiftly approached the cargo doors.
 
    
 
   “Not too bad, Jamie,”  Coello said as he grabbed her arm to help steady her.  
 
    
 
   “Michael, you bring down the last tether, and then you and I will both go back to get the mound.  Watch for the other lines, it is somewhat more complicated now,”  Gonzales said.  
 
    
 
   Michael was a bit dizzy still, but stepped to the edge of the cargo compartment and then pulled both feet off and was free from gripper walking.  A slight push from the jet controls and he was descending with the primary tether on his suit and the guide one in his hand.  He landed exactly where he had hoped to land, his gripper boots securing his footing.  He reached down and the last guide tether was in place.  They now formed a square inside which the mound could be pushed down onto the Eschaton’s hull.
 
    
 
   “So we have a guide system for delivering the mound.  Now we go back, get it out, clean it off, and drop it into place,”  Gonzales said.  
 
    
 
   Gonzales and Michael both jumped upward toward the open cargo doors.  Gonzales landed right on the mark, but Michael’s aim was off.  He overshot the cargo doors and floated past.
 
    
 
   “Michael!”  Jamie cried in alarm as she reached out trying to grab him as he went by.  
 
    
 
   “No need for concern,” Ares said.  Retraction of Michael’s tether initiated.  The tether retracted and that stopped Michael momentum.  He was then reeled back to the shuttle.  He grabbed the door and pulled himself into the cargo section.  “I am monitoring all the activity.  I am here to provide redundant safety systems,” Ares said.  
 
    
 
   “Thanks Ares!”  Michael said as he settled himself back in place. “So now we move the mound?”  
 
    
 
   “Unless you need a rest?”  Gonzales replied.  
 
    
 
   “No, I have missed jumps before and felt far worse than this,”  Michael laughed recalling what other things had happened exploring the old ship.
 
    
 
   The guide tethers came from positions around the cargo doors opening.  The four people in spacesuits unlatched the first mound and gently floated it to the edge where they made sure it would fit inside the guides tethers.  
 
    
 
   “It could slip through, but this is the best we can do,”  Gonzales said.  “Now we begin to descend with the mound, and I will let you know when we need to stop to clean off its bottom.”
 
    
 
   They each took positions near a guide tether, and then began the process of moving the mound downward toward the hull of the Eschaton.  One hand held securely to the guide tether, the other hand holding the mound.  They had moved about twenty meters when Gonzales called a halt.    
 
    
 
   “I am removing the inflatable cushion from the bottom.  Restraining straps are now gone,”  Gonzales said and then pinched off a release valve.  There was a jet of air which came out of the cushion.  “And off it goes!”  The cushion deflated and propelled itself out between the guide tethers and away into space.
 
    
 
   “We just waste that?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “The mixture formula is somewhat toxic to terrestrial biology, and we have no further need for it, so yes, away it goes,”  Gonzales stated.  “Now I will use the vibration projector to spray the remaining mixture formula away from the mound.  That will reactivate the under-layer of the Jellie material.  So from now on it will grab anything it touches.”
 
    
 
   Gonzales was very detailed and careful in using the gaseous spray and soon the bottom of the mound was shining the bright bluish-purple glow of the clean under-layer.  
 
    
 
   “Looks good,”  Gonzales said.  “Lower it into place.”
 
    
 
   That last dozen meters went very well and the mound settled into place.  The under-layer grabbed and bit into the permalloy.
 
    
 
   “That feeling is a unique sensation,”  Ares responded.  “It is good to feel again.  That FTL generator pod is secured in place at 97% of where we estimated it needed to be.  We have a 10% margin of overlap and we are well within that.  First installation a complete success.  Time from arrival on site to completion was twenty-seven minutes.”
 
    
 
   Eleven soldiers in spacesuits applauded and cheered the victory that they had watched on the displays. 
 
    
 
   “A bit slower than we thought, but still a success,”  Gonzales said. “Now everyone else, this is not a race.  Not a race.  If you want to compete. We hit it at 97% of target.  On the next one see if you can improve on that score.” 
 
    
 
   The four of them disconnected the guide tethers which Ares retracted.  Then each of them jumped and landed in the cargo area.  They stepped over the doors and gripper walked back to the side of the shuttle where they entered the passenger compartment. 
 
    
 
   “Next stop, the exterior hull of Habitat One: Coastal Plains.  We shall be at the installation point outside of Habitat One: Coastal Plains in thirty four minutes.  The area will be illuminated again, and the procedure will be repeated,”  Ares said.
 
    
 
   The door to the passenger section of the shuttle closed, and the shuttle moved steadily away.
 
    
 
   The installation on the exterior hull of Habitat One: Coastal plains was handle by four others, and went just as smoothly, or perhaps even a little bit better.  It was different for Jamie and Michael to watch others doing what they had just finished.   After the installation, Ares stated, “FTL generator pod installed at 99% of indicated placement.  Next stop is Habitat Three: Asiatic.”
 
    
 
   “Jamie? Is this right?”  Michael said as they sat in the seats in the shuttle as it was coming into position over Habitat Three: Asiatic.  A different group of four soldiers in spacesuits were departing to go out to install the third mound.   
 
    
 
   “What do you mean?”  Jamie asked.  “You saw Bounty, it is awesome!”
 
    
 
   “I was thinking about that Asiatic Habitat.  We have good reason to think there is life inside there, the AIs report that, maybe even people.  But we have not even contacted them.  Yet we are planning to move the entire ship they are living in, without their even knowing about it.”
 
    
 
   “Michael, the ship is already moving.  They are already on the journey.  We are just speeding it up,”  Jamie replied.  
 
    
 
   “But is it right?  We are taking steps that might end up causing them harm.”  Michael had on his brooding face.
 
    
 
   “Yes we are.  But if we do nothing, that too might cause them harm.  So what is the point?”  Jamie was puzzled.  
 
    
 
   “The point is maybe we should ask them about it.  Or at least let them know what is happening,”  Michael responded. 
 
    
 
   “You two realize you are still on one of the open channel with your philosophical discussion here, right?”  Gonzales interjected.  There were several others who chuckled.
 
    
 
   “Oh.  I did not realize that.  Sorry.  Is it interfering with the installation?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “No that team shifted to a different channel and the AIs and I are monitoring their progress,”  Gonzales replied.
 
    
 
   “Yes, sorry about that.  But okay, what does anyone think.  Is this right?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Permission to speak freely Major?” One of the soldiers asked.  She had a tinge of laughter in her voice.  
 
    
 
   “Jorgenson, I keep telling all of you, we abolished rank.  We are equals now,”  Gonzales replied.  
 
    
 
   “But you keep acting in charge, ma’am,”  Jorgenson laughed.  
 
    
 
   “Yes I do.  Do you want the job?”  Gonzales laughed back.
 
    
 
   “No ma’am!  I am just a soldier, not a leader.  But as to Michael’s question, did they ask the Eschaton if they could come here the first time?”  Jorgenson was a bit more serious now.
 
    
 
   “We tried to contact them, but no we did not really speak to anyone before we entered,”  Jamie answered for Michael.
 
    
 
   “When we found the Eschaton, Major Gonzales….pardon me ma’am.  I will phrase it differently.  Rita Gonzales tried to contact the people in the Eschaton when we came here in the Jellie ship.  We spoke to those crazy Chroniclers who would not help us in any way.  But we docked and boarded.  We had to.  So, hypothetically, if you ask the people down in that Habitat you are concerned about, and they said no, well then, what would you do?”
 
    
 
   “That is a great question, Jorgenson.  I am not sure,”  Michael replied.  “I guess I would try to convince them we were working for their good.”
 
    
 
   “I could be wrong sir, and correct me if I am, but I believe some of the people in Antioch and Media thought you were witches or something like that, correct?  How could someone of that level of sophistication understand faster-than-light travel?  I do not understand it and I have sailed in it twice.  I say we forge ahead and do what is best, and tell them about it after we get to that sweet world you two found.  To me, I am Bounty bound!”  Jorgenson’s voice was elated at the prospect of Bounty.
 
    
 
   Several of the other soldiers cheered Jorgenson’s comments.  
 
    
 
   “That is hard to argue with.  I feel much the same way,”  Michael answered.  
 
    
 
   “Michael,” Jamie said.  “Remember some of the people we encountered down in those lower tunnels.  Could they really comprehend what is happening?”
 
    
 
   “No.  They could not,”  Michael answered.  
 
    
 
   “Do we wake up all the sleepers and take a vote?” one of the other soldiers asked.  
 
    
 
   Ares’ words came through the com system.  “Installation of FTL generator pod three successful.  Located at 95% of targeted position.  Minor difficulty encountered with guide tethers due to lack of power on some aspects of hull surface.  We will proceed to Habitat Four: Desert, as soon as the team is inside.”
 
    
 
   Floating over Habitat Four: Desert, the team again had Michael and Jamie helping on the installation.  The two other soldiers were fairly quiet as they worked.  The steady and diligent pace the soldiers set made for a good installation.  
 
    
 
   “That nebula certain is spectacular,” Jamie commented as they were gripper walking back toward the passenger compartment.  The nebula was brilliant reds and blues against the black background of space.
 
    
 
   “And to think it was not even fully visible or known about when these colony ships were first launched.”  The soldier Dimka commented.  “My parents told me legends which were handed down through the generations on the Marathon.  That nebula was considered an omen that the passageways to the stars were now open.  Sadly we in the Marathon found the Jellies in our path.”
 
    
 
   “That is so right,”  Tayer added, “But at least we did not find anything really bad.”  His laugh was genuine, but the comment was so morbid it struck Jamie and Michael in an odd way.  Jamie thought how really different these people from the Marathon truly were in their experiences.  
 
    
 
   After shutting the door to the passenger compartment Ares commented, “The installation on Habitat Four: Desert was at 98% of target.  Speed of installation is also increasing.  We are now proceeding to Habitat Five: Tropical.”
 
    
 
   Again, the installation of the mound went smoothly on the hull outside of Habitat Five Tropical.  As the passenger door was shut, Michael again brought up the question of informing people in the habitats.
 
    
 
   “Haro, Brodie, Adeela and all the people in Tropical would understand what we are trying to do,”  Michael said.  “But we have not even told them.”
 
    
 
   “Michael?”  Ares said through the com system.  “Hypatia in Medical Care Unit 132 is fully aware of this endeavor.  Would you like to speak to Hypatia about what the people in Habitat Five: Tropical are saying about this?”

“They know?”  Michael asked in surprise.
 
    
 
   “Yes Michael,” Ares replied.  “All the compeers on the lattice have been informing the humans they encounter about this situation.  For example, Kurat from Medical Rehabilitation and Physiotherapy 12 has discussed this with anyone who has come in for treatment.  The children once known as the ‘little lieutenants’ are very interested in what is happening.  Do you want to speak with Hypatia? Or Kurat?”
 
    
 
   “I was unaware of what the AIs were doing,”  Gonzales said in anger.  “I never would have authorized this.”
 
    
 
   There was a grumbling among the soldiers who were now all realizing that security about the FTL plan was not tight.
 
    
 
   “The Jellies will know this plan,”  Lawrence said with disgust, voicing the concern the soldiers shared.  “None of the MC systems would have compromised security.”
 
    
 
   “Ares, why are the AIs on the lattice telling people about this?”  Jamie asked raising her voice over the comments and complaints.  
 
    
 
   “There is no reason to withhold information from the humans onboard,”  Ares replied.  “This plan will affect the entire compliment on the Eschaton.”
 
    
 
   ‘But the Jellies will know!”  Lawrence screamed.  “This is so messed up.”
 
    
 
   “Ares, have you or others on the lattice made any progress in tracking the Jellies?”  Jamie yelled to be heard.
 
    
 
   “Quiet!”  Gonzales yelled.  
 
    
 
   Instantly the soldiers were still.  
 
    
 
   “I sense a great deal of discomfort regarding these events,” Ares stated.  “I apologize if what we did on the lattice was somehow offensive to any of you.  As to Jamie’s question, there have been no reports from humans about anything resembling a Jellie.  We do not have scanning equipment to look for alien life forms, and there are still significant gaps in the areas we can scan.  So the location of the Jellies remains unknown.  Goliath is overseeing the monitoring on that issue.”
 
    
 
   “So what do the people in Tropical think of the plan?”  Michael tried to ask.
 
    
 
   “Who cares what some backward imbeciles think about our plan?  Realize the fact, the Jellies know what we are planning and they will try to kill us all,” Lawrence snarled.  
 
    
 
   “Enough!”  Gonzales barked.  “It is done.  The Jellies might just be dying in those cages.  They have no equipment, and no food, and no friends anywhere here.  Their chances of survival are small.”  She did not sound convinced herself.
 
    
 
   There was some continued rumbling, but no one said anything more.  The tension was very high.
 
    
 
   Ares came back on, “Habitat Six: Mixed Farming is below us now.  The shuttle will be in position in two minutes.”
 
    
 
   “Lawrence, you keep focused.  Now we will take the team and place this mound.  This is going well, and we will finish this mission.”  Gonzales stated with her command tone.  
 
    
 
   Jamie stood up to head for the door.  
 
    
 
   “Jamie and Michael you need to sit this one out,”  Gonzales said.  “We will handle this.  Just watch us on the displays.”
 
    
 
   Lawrence, Gonzales, and two other soldiers went out to perform the installation.  
 
    
 
   It was still and quiet in the passenger section as everyone watched what was happening.  
 
    
 
   Jamie squeezed Michael’s hand through his spacesuit.  
 
    
 
   It was a long wait as the team worked.
 
    
 
   “We have a problem,”  Gonzales called on the com set.  “This habitat is nearly totally trashed out.  No main power anywhere near the target location.  So the guide tethers will not attach to the hull.  We still have the tethers from the shuttle, but cannot make the guide tethers work this time.  We are going to muscle this one down to the target, then strip it of the formula mixture and set it in place.”
 
    
 
   “Do you want us to help? Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Negative.  It will just take us some additional time, and I wanted you to know what we were doing before you saw it on the displays.  No guide tethers.  Jet control only.”
 
    
 
   The four soldiers clearly and efficiently worked together and lifted the mound, carried it to the door of the cargo compartment, and pushed it into space.  Two soldiers were on the outside and used their jets to push against its outward momentum.
 
    
 
   Then they all pushed at the mound from four different directions and kept it in place.  Slowly they descended downward toward the dark hull of Habitat Six: Mixed Farming.  On the displays it looked gentle and easy, but those watching knew that if the pod slipped away, it would be very difficult to recover.  
 
    
 
   Reaching the hull, the gripper boots would not attach either.  So three of the soldiers held the mound while the fourth pulled the inflatable cushion away from the bottom and then sprayed away the mixture formula.  The under-layer began glowing brighter bluish-purple.  
 
    
 
   “Ares?  Confirm we are on target,” Gonzales asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes, remote scanning shows you are right over the proper location.  Without power to the hull I cannot be as exact as is desired,”  Ares replied.  
 
    
 
   “We are setting it down.  Ares will you be able to tell when it is attached?”  Gonzales asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I can still sense some touch in that area, even though main power is absent.”
 
    
 
   “The mound is down.  How is the fit?”  Gonzales said with evident anxiety.
 
    
 
   “The faster-than-light generator pod is at 93% of location.  It is within the 10% overlap margin.  Well done,”  Ares mechanical voice sounded pleased.
 
    
 
   The mound was glowing its bluish-purple color.  Not a single light or energy source was seen anywhere near it.  All that was seen was the weird colors from the mound making shadows of deep purples, greys, and blacks.
 
    
 
   “We are returning to the shuttle.  That job was tough,”  Gonzales said.  
 
    
 
   “I think there is a problem with the next location as well,”  Michael said thinking ahead.  “On our flyover there were no energy signatures, or any lighting at all.  There was also some large areas of physical damage.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Michael,”  Ares replied. “Habitat Seven: Primary Aquatic shows minimal energy sources on the hull, and no thermal indicators.  Major structural damage is shown on central aspect of that habitat.  However that is not the target for the FTL generator pod location.  I conjecture installation will be no more difficult there than at this last location.”
 
    
 
   Gonzales and the team climbed into the passenger door and closed it.  
 
    
 
   “Who is the most rested?”  Gonzales said.  “For you are on for the next install.  Jamie and Michael, that excludes you.  The maneuvering jets and precision is essential.  Sorry to leave you out.”
 
    
 
   “Whatever is best to make this a success,”  Jamie replied.  “Although from the prior reports, Habitat Eight should be powered, so count on us to do that one.”
 
    
 
   “Affirmative,”  Gonzales said and sat down.
 
    
 
   Not long later, the shuttle was floating over Habitat Seven: Primary Aquatic.  The blackness of the hull was evident on the displays.  
 
    
 
   The four soldiers went about the installation.  Just as previously the guide tethers would not attach, so they did it using the suit jets.  
 
    
 
   “This is Coello.  I believe we have the mound over the proper position.  Ares will you confirm?”  He was holding onto the mound with one hand and preparing to remove the inflatable cushion with his other hand.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, you are on location as best remote scans can determine,” Ares replied.  
 
    
 
   “I am removing the inflatable,” he reached to take the restraining straps off when the inflatable ripped and the gas shot out.  The inflatable stuck Coello in the faceplate and knocked him backward.  He lost his grip on the mound as he flipped end over end away from the mound.  The mound was unbalanced and started to slip away.  
 
    
 
   “Grab it Jorgenson!”  The soldier named Apted yelled into the com.
 
    
 
   “I am trying,” Jorgenson answered.  “Beven pull outward now!”  
 
    
 
   The mound bobbled to its side and almost slipped away, but Jorgenson, Beven, and Apted were able to wrestle it back under control.  
 
    
 
   “Hold on, I am headed back,” Coello called.  “The inflatable ruptured when I pulled the strap.  I would have been a new comet if not for the tether to the shuttle.”
 
    
 
   Coello joined the other three and they sprayed away the formula mixture and leveled the mound over the target.  “Are we on target still?”  Coello asked.  
 
    
 
   “I will place a graphic on your visor display to show which direction you need to move,”  Ares said.  “I will guide you back over the target.”
 
    
 
   A few nervous moments later, Ares announced, “That is directly over the target.”
 
    
 
   “We are lowering this one in place,” Coello said and the four of them used their jets to push the mound onto the hull.  The Jellie under-layer bit into the permalloy.
 
    
 
   “Location is 99% on target,”  Ares stated.  “Do you want to be reeled in on tether?”
 
    
 
   “Good idea, bring us back in,”  Coello said.  
 
    
 
   The shuttle flew to the last installation position.  Jamie and Michael led the team that deployed.  Immediately they knew this location was better than the last two.  Stretching as far as they could see, the hull of the Eschaton had lighting and sensor readings.  
 
    
 
   “So the Fellowship of Maintenance is keeping Secondary Aquatic running,”  Jamie commented.  “Ares, which AIs are functional inside this habitat?”
 
    
 
   “The lattice has extended its presence into Habitat Eight: Secondary Aquatic, as the Weather Monitor is still fully functional, but none of the original artificial intelligence systems tasked with supervision of Habitat Eight are operational.  Resuscitation of AIs in progress.”
 
    
 
   “You can restore the AIs?”  Michael asked in surprise as they gripper walked toward the cargo area.
 
    
 
   “Have it bring back MC87,”  One of the soldiers commented.
 
    
 
   “Soldier Nasula, we are attempting that with all three of the MC series artificial intelligences.  Currently our efforts have not found success on the MC series, and only very minimal success on other artificial intelligence systems,” Ares replied to the soldier.  
 
    
 
   With the tethers functional at that location, and the experience the four of them had, the final installation on the hull outside of Habitat Eight: Secondary Aquatic went very well.  Everything worked perfectly and the last mound was installed.    
 
    
 
   “Excellent!”  Jamie cried as she was the last one to step back into the shuttle.  “Ares take us back to the hanger bay.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  



21 entering faster-than-light
 
    
 
   “Should we do this?”  Michael asked.  “Do we have the right to decide for everyone and every living thing on this ship?”
 
    
 
   The faces on the people sitting in the auxiliary bridge of the needle ship showed mixed reactions.  Henry and his team had build up the bridge to be able to seat about a dozen people, with the controls and displays at various work stations.  Other people were present via the AI lattice and were conversing through connections scattered through the functional places of the Eschaton.  A bank of display monitors showed each of the people from other parts of the ship.  
 
    
 
   Henry look directly at Michael and answered, “Yes.  No question about it.”
 
    
 
   Major Gonzales who was seated near him glanced at Henry and stated, “I agree.  We do this now.”
 
    
 
   “I am not sure if you hear me?”  Haro said through a display screen.  His big features did not all show in the screen.  He was seated in the healing rooms at the Center in Fair Havens.  “I think the machines have said it best.  Do we really have a choice?”
 
    
 
   “I just wonder what the people would think who we have not asked or encountered,”  Michael was pondering as he spoke.  
 
    
 
   “Michael,” Levi said from another display screen.  He was in Antioch and behind him were others including Gideon, Lorna, and Rector Conner and Rectora Lydia.  Levi went on, “We have tried to speak to as many people as possible here, but even just in Antioch, we could never get each and every person’s opinion.”
 
    
 
   “And how many people are in suspended animation?”  Jamie asked.  “They are already trusting their very lives to this ship and the decisions made.”
 
    
 
   The artificial intelligence system Hypnosomnus replied to Jamie’s rhetorical question.  “There are currently 125,279 people in suspended animation in the original Eschaton cocoons.  There are 9,013 people in the suspended animation cocoons from the Marathon.  I apologize for the excessive loss of life in the cocoons, however, now that the lattice is repaired, the degradation effects will be very minimal.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Hypnosomnus,”  Lindsey said.  She outwardly still looked like a girl in puberty, but her mannerism was much more mature.  She carried the Captain’s Journal with her at all times.
 
    
 
   “Michael, perhaps we can have Roxanne give us the conjectures again?”  Jamie said.  “To me it looks like a simple decision.  Roxanne what are the conjectures for successful continuation of the Eschaton on the original mission parameters?”
 
    
 
   Roxanne’s voice came from the automacube which was parked on the bridge.  “Considering the current state of the Eschaton, the best conjectures show only a 27% chance of the Eschaton reaching the Westerhuis 23 solar system.  That is assuming the most optimistic estimates for continued repairs and restorations, and assuming no further catastrophic events occur.”
 
    
 
   The second modified automacube, containing Copernicus was next to it, and Regina was seated nearby. 
 
    
 
   “And we still have the Jellies loose somewhere,”  Gonzales said.  “Is that factored in?”
 
    
 
   “There is not enough evidence to know what the possible outcomes of the aliens onboard will bring.  They are a possible catastrophic event.  Should any number of potential catastrophic events happen, the conjectured success rate goes down,”  Copernicus replied.
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, what are the conjectures for what would have happened to the Eschaton if we from Dome 17 had never come here?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “The lattice conjectures that absent the influence of the people from Dome 17 and the people from the Marathon, success rate of the mission would have been 3% for reaching Westerhuis 23, and less than 1% for succesful colonization,”  Roxanne answered.  
 
    
 
   Haro interjected, “The machines say it is about three of four chances to fail unless we do this plan.  I trust Hypatia, so I trust that is the right course of action.”  Haro looked away from the view screen and spoke to the people behind him, “Do you agree?”  A chorus of “Haro knows” was heard.
 
    
 
   Hulda pushed past Levi on the display screen, “If this were a medical situation, and in a way it is, I would recommend the procedure with the most likely outcome.  And Michael, sometimes when someone is in need, you cannot ask if they approve, you just have to do what is right.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks Hulda.  Again, I am sorry about what happened to Willie,”  Michael said.
 
    
 
   “You know what Willie would say to this?”  Hulda asked.  “Did he wait around or did he step though that machine which brought you all here?  He was first through it, and he would be first to support this effort as well.  I am certain of it,”  Hulda wiped her eyes as she spoke of Willie.
 
    
 
   “So looking at outcomes, what does the lattice say about the conjectures for the proposed FTL mission?  How successful will that be?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   Roxanne answered, “The artificial intelligence systems on the lattice have each considered all the information available.  Then we have discussed the situation in the nonphysicality.  The consensus is unanimous in support of the faster-than-light plan.  It is true there are unknowns to both choices. However, the lattice conjectures that attempting the faster-than-light mission to Westerhuis 23 has a significantly better chance for success than does attempting to complete the mission without faster-than-light capacity.”  
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar, I concur.”
 
    
 
   “This is Copernicus, I concur.”
 
    
 
   “This is Mary Celeste, I concur.”
 
    
 
   There followed each known AI from the Eschaton;   They all agreed with the proposal.  The last to speak was Theta Four.
 
    
 
   “Yes, I know the AIs think this is best, but do we just take a vote for all the people here to decide?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   There were several people who started to speak all at the same time.  
 
    
 
   Lindsey stood up and said loudly, “No.”
 
    
 
   Everyone on the bridge looked at her.  The people watching from the displays all stopped talking at looked at her.  
 
    
 
   Michael turned to Lindsey and asked, “So you are against the plan?”  He was genuinely surprised.  
 
    
 
   “No,”  Lindsey said again.  “No.  I am not against the plan.  I have made the decision.  There will be no voting on this.”  She picked up the Captain’s Journal.  “Journal, please have the lattice complete the work to start the faster-than-light thing we talked about.  When can it begin?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, commander,”  Journal responded.  “Faster-than-light plan initiated.  Alien generators commencing operation.  Canopy field will be established. The ship will engage the alien technology beginning now, and it shall build to necessary levels.  Movement out of normal space will happen in seven hours and three minutes.”
 
    
 
   The room erupted in people talking.  No one could hear what the others were saying.  
 
    
 
   Lindsey whispered something to the Captain’s Journal.  A loud piercing sound came out and got everyone’s attention.
 
    
 
   “I have made the decision.  You know I like to run fast!”  Lindsey said as she got up and left the bridge.  
 
    
 
   *** 
 
    
 
   Six hours later, Lindsey returned to the bridge. 
 
    
 
   “Commander, I am here reporting as ordered,” a adolescent boy with a protruding jaw, large ears, and medium complexion stated.  His sandy colored hair was neatly combed and his eyes now held a twinkle.  He had a stiffly pressed silvery suit on.  
 
    
 
   “Mullen, you are now my lieutenant.  Your whole life you grew up looking toward operating these machines, and now we will do it together,”  Lindsey said.  She clasped Mullen on the shoulder. 
 
    
 
   Lindsey and Mullen entered the bridge, Henry and Regina were already seated behind two of the control consoles.  She then spoke to the Captain’s Journal, “Are the others on the way?”
 
    
 
   “Yes Commander.  There were several requests by others to also be here, but only those you summoned were allowed access to the bridge,”  Journal said.  
 
    
 
   The automacubes housing Roxanne and Copernicus were at the side of the consoles.  Both had cables jacked into the equipment.  
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael entered along with Jacob and Joel.  
 
    
 
   “Hi Lindsey!”  Joel ran over and hugged her.  “The pups really miss you right now.  I asked if we could bring them, but your machine said no.”
 
    
 
   “So instead they went out on a hunt with Liduma,” Jacob replied.  “Mother and father said that we could come here because all we would do this time was talk to some machines.”  
 
    
 
   “You boys need to sit over here,”  Lindsey indicated chairs in front of control boards and screens.   “Mullen, your duty station is right here.”
 
    
 
   “This is like our dream!”  Joel said.  Jacob nodded his head. 
 
    
 
   “Lindsey, this is quite the moment,”  Jamie commented while she looked around at the bridge and the people assembled.   
 
    
 
   “Lindsey, are you ready for this?  Are you okay?”  Michael asked.  “Your parents told me to say they were very proud of you.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks.”  Lindsey looked again like the adolescent girl she was, as she smiled at the words from her parents.  
 
    
 
   “Commander?”  Gonzales asked.  “You requested that I be here?  I was considering staying in Gath with the other soldiers.  The village we built is really empty now, with all the losses, and I thought I owed it to them.  But I am here as you asked.”
 
    
 
   “Major, you are needed.  The security station is here,” Lindsey now sounded very grown up and the change was stark.  “This place connects right to Ares and Goliath.  Please work with them on any of those kids of issues.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
    
 
   “Michael and Jamie, please take the pilot chairs,”  Lindsey gestured to the two control seats which were on either end of the bridge.
 
    
 
   “I have worked with Journal here,”  Lindsey said as she took her seat in a small and unobtrusive place.  “The machines: Zoran, Hermes, Eurus, Tirawa, and Mary Celeste are coordinating to accomplish this flight.  Mary Celeste will be speaking for them.  Roxanne and Copernicus are consulting and prepared for any unknowns we encounter.  The other machines on the lattice are waiting for orders.  Journal, please open the viewing window that you suggested we use.” 
 
    
 
   The permalloy of the entire wall where they were all looking shifted in colors until it displayed a view from the nose of the Eschaton.  The blackness of space was seen, and the stars were sparkling all over it.
 
    
 
   “We really will not need that for the flight,”  Michael said.  “All we will see is grey colors anyway.”   
 
    
 
   “Not if this FTL flight is like what happened in the Jellie ship,” Gonzales replied with surprise.  “We watched the entire flight and watched as we moved past the star systems.”
 
    
 
   “Mary Celeste?”  Lindsey asked.  
 
    
 
   “I am here commander,” the definitely female sounding artificial intelligence system responded.  
 
    
 
   “Is everything ready for this?”  Lindsey asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes commander.  All is in readiness.  The alien faster-than-light generator pods are operating as expected.  The canopy field is at desired strength.  Structural integrity is stable.  Estimated time for transit to Westerhuis 23 is four hours and eleven minutes.  We can commence operations whenever you give the command,”  Mary Celeste replied. 
 
    
 
   “Go!  I want to run to that new world!”  Lindsey said in childlike glee.
 
    
 
   A bluish-purple glow tinged the edges of the forward view.  Then without the slightest feel of any change, the stars began to move on the viewer.  They seemingly came toward the viewer.  They raced by quickly to the sides.
 
    
 
   There was a collective gasp from everyone on the bridge.  
 
    
 
   “It is indeed like running very fast,”  Lindsey squealed in delight.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   22 Eschaton arrives at westerhuis 23
 
    
 
   “Commander, everything is progressing as expected.  The canopy field is holding steady, and speed is 99.87% of what was estimated.  Structural integrity of the ship is unaffected.  No systems on the lattice report any untoward effects,”  Mary Celeste announced.  
 
    
 
   “That is fantastic!”  Lindsey said.  
 
    
 
   “We are scheduled to drop out of faster-than-light mode in fourteen minutes,” Mary Celeste stated.  “Shall we continue with that plan?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, please.”
 
    
 
   “Lindsey, which one of those spots of light things are we going to?”  Joel asked.
 
    
 
   “Mary Celeste?  Please answer Joel’s question,”  Lindsey commanded.
 
    
 
   A red square appeared on the viewer and inside of that was a tiny speck of light.  It was directly ahead of them.  
 
    
 
   “That is it?” Joel asked.  “It is so tiny.”
 
    
 
   “Joel, after we get around that star, it will be much bigger. It will take us some time to fly into place around the new world.  Then it will take even longer for the tests to be run, and the planning to be done, as to how we will be able to live there,”  Michael interjected.  “It will not be like going from one habitat to another.  There will be an all new world with all new life and that needs to be studied and understood.  The world we are going to is far far bigger than everything in this whole ship.”
 
    
 
   “The artificial intelligence system, Mister Green Jeans will be focused on terraforming the planet so it is suitable for our use,”  Copernicus said.  “That process may take a considerable amount of time.”
 
    
 
   “You see Joel, we will just live at home with mother and father until it is ready,”  Jacob said trying to sound more grown up than he was.  He too had been wondering the same question Joel asked.  “They wanted us to come and see it from here, but we have to be home tonight, remember?” 
 
    
 
   Joel gave Jacob a funny look, but did not answer.  
 
    
 
   “Commander, Mister Green Jeans has a message, may I pass it along?”  Journal asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes, that is fine.  I want to hear what the machines have to say,”  Lindsey answered.
 
    
 
   A new and slightly accented voice came on.  “Commander, I do not mean to complain, and I know you are busy with your duties, but I am a bit confused as to the terraforming operation requirements expected of me.  I heard you and the others speaking about the transformation that will take place at the end of our journey.  I have been studying the potentialities for Zion’s Gate for one hundred and three years, four months, and nineteen days.  I have multiple plans in process for Zion’s Gate.  Please pardon me for asking, but am I to understand that now all that information is to be disregarded for a new world, called Bounty?  I know it is in the same solar system, and I have just recently received a large amount of data on that planet.  I have had a very short amount of time to study that, and make plans for proper terraforming of Bounty.  I certainly hope you are not expecting me to have a recommendation immediately available.  I had planned on roughly another one hundred and fifty years to study Zion’s Gate prior to arrival.  I welcome the more rapid reaching of the Westerhuis 23 solar system, but I cannot be expected to offer effective remedies and mitigation plans with so little time.”
 
    
 
   Lindsey began to laugh.  “We will just wait and see this new world.”
 
    
 
   “So commander, may I continue my studies and conjectures?  Do I do it for Zion’s Gate or for this new world called Bounty?”  Mister Green Jeans asked.  
 
    
 
   “Do both.  That is all I can say until we get there,”  Lindsey said.  “I am counting on you.”  
 
    
 
   “Thank you commander,”  Mister Green Jeans concluded, but his voice carried a tone of unease.
 
    
 
   “Joel and Jacob, do you want to see what the new world looks like?  We have some images we took when we were last there.  They are all from high overhead, but they are beautiful,”  Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   “Sure!”  Joel replied.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, can you help us?”  Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   Roxanne projected a three dimensional display which hovered over the automacube.  It showed Bounty and the two moons.  While the brothers were excited about it, all the people on the bridge were also watching it with keen interest.  Roxanne explained all the details that were known.  
 
    
 
   “Emergency!”  Mary Celeste screamed.  “Attempt to drop out of faster-than-light mode failed.  Attempting second disengagement.”
 
    
 
   Everyone was quiet and waiting.  Roxanne stopped the projected display.  
 
    
 
   “Second attempt failed.  Ship continues at same speed.  Canopy field in place.  Unable to disengage!  Unable to disengage!  Unable to disengage!”  Mary Celeste stated with an edge of panic.
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, what is happening?”  Jamie yelled.
 
    
 
   “Checking,” Roxanne answered.  “Unidentified failure.  Processing potentials.”    
 
    
 
   Michael stood and commanded, “Mary Celeste, put us into a long looping flight in a slowly decreasing pattern around Westerhuis 23.  That way we do not shoot past the target.”
 
    
 
   “Commander?  What are your orders?”  Mary Celeste asked.  Fear was in the mechanical voice.  
 
    
 
   “Do whatever Michael and Jamie say,”  Lindsey commanded.  “Listen to them.”
 
    
 
   “Yes commander.  Concentric loop orbit plotted and implemented.  I continue to be unable to disengage faster-than-light canopy field,”  Mary Celeste reported.
 
    
 
   “So do we loop around until we just run out of fuel?”  Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   “No!”  Gonzales roared.  “That is wrong.  The generator pods must have fuel to disengage, otherwise the virtual velocity will remain unchanged.  The FTL canopy must be disengaged by powering down.  That was essential for our trip to Earth and out to the Eschaton.  I extracted that information from the Jellies.  If we do not power out of FTL there is no way out of FTL.  Without power we would be trapped away from normal space.”
 
    
 
   “Mary Celeste, try again to disengage the FTL pods,”  Jamie ordered.
 
    
 
   “Attempt unsuccessful,”  Mary Celeste stated.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, Copernicus, how do we disengage?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Unknown,”  Roxanne replied.  “The alien technology should be responding to the prompts from Mary Celeste.  I can make no conjectures regarding an alternative course of action.  The eight generator pods fail to respond to commands, but I have no actual detailed schematics or comprehensive foundation for the alien theory of faster-than-light travel.”
 
    
 
   “How long until fuel supplies are exhausted?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “That is not the primary concern,” Copernicus stated.  “The ship can circle until the fuel is exhausted.  However, I concur with Major Gonzales that the generator pods need fuel to disengage.  A power down is the only known way to disengage the alien faster-than-light generator pods.  Without powering down, the ship will continue outside of normal space and time indefinitely.”
 
    
 
   “Mary Celeste, we must stop this running,”  Lindsey cried.  “Listen to the others and do what they suggest.  Keep trying until you succeed.”  Lindsey was scared as she looked at the fear etched into the faces of the other people.
 
    
 
   “Yes, commander.  Attempts to shut down canopy unsuccessful.  Continuing attempts.”
 
    
 
   “So we are just going to loop around out here forever?”  Regina asked.  “Why not just shut down just one generator pod?  Will that break up the canopy?”
 
    
 
   “Unknown.  The established procedure was to shut down all pods at the same instant,”  Copernicus stated.  “The limited working theory behind the alien technology does not lend itself to extrapolation.”
 
    
 
   “Mary Celeste, shut down just one of the generator pods,”  Jamie ordered.  “Try each one until it works.”
 
    
 
   “Attempting to comply.  Unsuccessful on all eight attempts,”  Mary Celeste replied.  “Fuel consumption rate has dramatically increased with attempts at shut down.  Remaining fuel will be exhausted in twenty seven minutes.”  
 
    
 
   “Physically jettison one of the habitats?”  Henry asked.  “That would knock one of the pods out of alignment.  I think that might cause an emergency powered shutdown of the other pods.  If I was the engineer designing that, I would put a safety like that in it.”
 
    
 
   Lindsey looked intently at Henry.  
 
    
 
   “Henry’s proposal is novel, but it is unclear if that would work,” Roxanne replied. 
 
    
 
   “Copernicus, will that work?”  Michael called out.
 
    
 
   “I do not know.  There are too many unknowns and variables with this alien technology,”  Copernicus replied. 
 
    
 
   “Consult all on the lattice, will that work?”  Jamie commanded. 
 
    
 
   “Insufficient data to make conjecture.  Non-Euclidean mathematics do not allow for fuller analysis.   No systems on lattice have any alternatives,”  Mary Celeste answered.  
 
    
 
   Mullen who had, up to this point, sat quietly watching all the goings on and not commenting at all, said, “Jettisoning a habitat will cause the momentary loss of ship-wide gravity manipulation.  That will fracture the established canopy thus ending this crisis.”
 
    
 
   “Are you sure?”  Henry asked with surprise.  “My idea is just a guess.  How do you know?”
 
    
 
   “I am a lieutenant,”  Mullen said without emotion.
 
    
 
   In a calm voice, Lindsey asked Henry, “Which one goes?”
 
    
 
   “Habitat Seven, Primary Aquatic is the most damaged,”  Henry answered.  “But we have not fully explored that.  There could be people or animals inside.  We do not know for sure.”
 
    
 
   Lindsey raised her hand to the display in front of her.  A green glow emanated from her hand.  That same glow came from her pupils.  “There is only minimal biological life in Habitat Seven, Primary Aquatic.  We will lose the machine Magama Three and 14,967 people who are sleeping in that machine’s care.”  Three tears ran down Lindsey’s face and the glow in her pupils faded away.  “I am sorry to all on the lattice, for the coming loss of your friend.  This is not your fault.  I take responsibility.”  Then in a strong and clear voice she commanded, “Mary Celeste, please detach Habitat Seven: Primary Aquatic from the ship.”
 
    
 
   “Commander, authorization to decouple a habitat needs Captain level authorization or a second officer to approve request,”  Mary Celeste responded.  
 
    
 
   “I support Commander Lindsey’s order,” Mullen stated.  “Do it expeditiously and with no further preparation.”  
 
    
 
   “Authorization confirmed.  Habitat Seven: Primary Aquatic being decoupled.  Complete detachment over the next three seconds,”  Mary Celeste noted.  
 
    
 
   The people in the bridge felt the gravity manipulation turn off for three seconds.  The ripples of that were felt throughout the Eschaton.
 
    
 
   Rectora Lydia and Rector Conner were in the mediation room, and felt the loss of gravity manipulation.  Each smiled as they prayed and contemplated this journey.  
 
    
 
   A large orange and black striped predator was leaping at an old prey animal in Habitat Three: Asiatic.  The loss of gravity manipulation caused the predator to overfly the leap from the tree and miss.  The old brown deer, with one missing horn, ran away as fast as his old legs would carry him.
 
    
 
   A serpent crawling in the sands of Habitat Four: Desert felt the sand shift about her as the gravity manipulation was gone for three seconds.  She side-winded along afterward never understanding why the sand had been different.   Her tongue tasted the air in search of food or water.
 
    
 
   In Habitat One: Coastal Plain, Rolyn was leaning in toward Zunang to share their first kiss.  They felt the gravity manipulation go off and wondered if that was a sign about their budding love.  The kiss turned more passionate.
 
    
 
   A young elephant in Habitat Two: Savannah stumbled and tripped with the loss of gravity manipulation, but righted herself as she followed the herd.  They too had also taken some missteps during those three seconds but continued across the grassy way.
 
    
 
   A parrot flying through Habitat Five: Tropical felt momentarily stronger as she beat her wings and raised herself under the bright light of the sky tube.  She had no concept of gravity manipulation, but enjoyed the floating feeling, the air under her wings, and the light on her back.
 
    
 
   There was no one to sense anything in Habitat Six: Mixed Farming and since the gravity manipulation had not functioned there for decades, it did not matter.
 
    
 
   Three dolphins made especially tall leaps from the salt sea in Habitat Eight: Secondary Aquatic.  They sensed the change in the gravity manipulation and discussed the philosophical meanings of that event with their friends.
 
    
 
   Some humans living deep in the dark corridors under the habitats felt the sensation and panicked.  They ran screaming away wondering what monsters or demons had caused such an experience.  
 
    
 
   Mary Celeste reported, “Habitat Seven: Primary Aquatic has been jettisoned.  The alien generator pod has moved out of position, the remaining generator pods are powering down.  The faster-than-light canopy has folded.  Ship is dropping into normal space.”
 
    
 
   “It worked!”  Henry cheered.  
 
    
 
   “Habitat Seven has also dropped into normal space.  It is on an erratic course at high speed,”  Mary Celeste stated.  “Links and couplings to Habitat Seven inoperable.  Ares is tracking Habitat Seven.”
 
    
 
   “But where are we?”  Michael asked. 
 
    
 
   “We are in the Westerhuis 23 solar system.  Attempting to bring primary drive online,”  Mary Celeste stated. 
 
    
 
   The viewer showed that the stars were no longer whooshing past, and there was a large sun in the middle of the viewer.  It had warm yellow light. 
 
    
 
   “I am detecting the launch of Shuttle 47 from Hanger Bay 6,” Roxanne stated.  “I am unable to ascertain the reason for shuttle launch.  There had been no previous indications of any power source in Hanger Bay 6.”
 
    
 
   Inside Shuttle 47, the arrival of the Eschaton at the Westerhuis 23 solar system was detected.  That initiated the automated emergency escape programming which had been rewritten by The Voice.  The programs were isolated and self-powered.  The bay was depressurized under the emergency escape parameters.  The hanger doors rocketed open.   Catapults expelled Shuttle 47 for its pre-programmed destination.  Inside the shuttle’s cargo hold were the alien Jellies, still in their liquid prison tanks.   The battered automacube had placed both tanks into suspended animation cocoons.   The shuttle moved at high speed toward the blue watery world with the beautiful rings, but no moon.  The suspended animation cocoons counted down the time until splashdown when the jellies would be revived and released.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   23 orbiting bounty
 
    
 
   “Commander, the drive system is only partially responsive.  I am unable to fully modify our speed and course.  I have corrected flight path to avoid collision with the star Westerhuis 23,”  Mary Celeste stated.  “Additionally, there are excessive structural stresses on the ship since jettisoning Habitat Seven.  This makes maneuvering difficult and unpredictable.”
 
    
 
   “Can we get to Bounty?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Original programming brought us in nearer to Zion’s Gate.   We are closest to that planet at this point.  We can make orbit on Zion’s Gate if we modify trajectory now,”  Mary Celeste stated.  “I suggest making orbit at Zion’s Gate as soon as possible.”
 
    
 
   “Bounty is where we need to go,”  Michael said.  “That is a far better world.”
 
    
 
   “Bounty is more compatible with colonization goals,” Roxanne confirmed.  
 
    
 
   “Commander, what are your orders?”  Mary Celeste asked.  
 
    
 
   “Take us to Bounty,”  Lindsey commanded.
 
    
 
   “Please confirm order to abandon Zion’s Gate and establish Bounty as destination planet,”  Mary Celeste asked.  “I repeat suggestion to establish orbit on Zion’s Gate now.  We will not be able to return to Zion’s Gate unless we alter course in the next two minutes.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, take us to Bounty,”  Lindsey repeated.  
 
    
 
   “I agree with the Commander,”  Mullen added.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Commander.  Destination planet now retargeted as Bounty.  Human flight crew’s official override of suggested course of action has been recorded in the permanent log.  I am now plotting course and outcome for destination Bounty.  Please stand by,”  Mary Celeste stated.
 
    
 
   A few anxious moments later, Mary Celeste added, “Course change implemented.  We are moving out of the plane of the ecliptic.  We will be entering secondary planetary plane where Bounty and Blinky are located.”
 
    
 
   “How long until we get there,”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “We will have flyby of Bounty in approximately eleven minutes,”  Mary Celeste reported.  “However, I am having trouble establishing controls to make proper orbit around Bounty.  Attempting to find stable orbital insertion for Bounty,”  Mary Celeste stated.  
 
    
 
   A few quiet minutes passed.  Everyone on the bridge was nervous as they waited and watched the screen where the planet Bounty and its two moon were displayed.  The planet seemed to grow rapidly as they approached. 
 
    
 
   “Ares reports that Habitat Seven has impacted the star and is gone,”  Mary Celeste reported.  
 
    
 
   “I am sorry,”  Lindsey said.  “Tell all on the lattice I grieve for their lost friend.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Commander.  We are approaching Bounty.  With our speed and lack of full flight control, I cannot establish stable orbit around Bounty,”  Mary Celeste announced.  “We have two choices for Bounty orbit:  Choice A is an unstable orbit around Bounty which will give us six revolutions and then an impact with the moon designated Grey.  Choice B is two revolutions in unstable orbit and then loss of orbit and tangential trajectory out of solar system.  Commander, what are your orders?”
 
    
 
   “So we just fly by twice and then out to space and turn around and come back?”  Gonzales said.  
 
    
 
   “That is not an option,”  Mary Celeste stated.  “Stress on the ship’s drive system just to make either orbital insertion has very high probability for incapacitation of the drive system.  Therefore after either orbital option we will not have a functioning drive system to turn around the ship.  Conjectures show  94% probability that effective maneuvering will be gone.  Additionally, the options for orbiting Zion’s Gate now no longer exist.”  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, Copernicus, those cannot be our only options.  Find a solution!” Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   “Computing and checking,” Roxanne replied.  “Mary Celeste is correct.  Those are the two options for orbit of Bounty.”
 
    
 
   “Just land on the place,”  Joel said. “We are heading there anyway, so just go onto the world.”
 
    
 
   “Can we do that?”  Michael asked.  “Can we land the ship on Bounty?”
 
    
 
   “I am conjecturing that possibility,”  Copernicus stated. 
 
    
 
   There was a very anxious and nervous silence 
 
    
 
   Copernicus then said, “Landing the Eschaton as it is currently configured on Bounty is impossible.  However, the lattice and I have conjectured a plan that uses detachment of each habitat for separate landing attempts.  Conjectures shows a 66% to 74% probable success rate for each of the remaining seven habitats to be landed somewhere on the planet.  However, the needle ship and drive core will not be in a stable orbit after detachment of habitats.  Needle ship will have three additional revolutions in orbit and then impact moon designated Rusty.  Drive core will deteriorate into low orbit.”
 
    
 
   “That will mean the loss of all the AIs in the needle ship,” Regina said.  “There must be a different alternative!”
 
    
 
   “At this point, since the human flight crew’s command override, the needle ship has no viable options,” Mary Celeste stated.  “With that understanding, primary focus must be on successful landing of the habitats.  That is consistent with core programming and original mission parameters.”
 
    
 
   Copernicus then stated, “We are beyond the point of no return for the AIs in the needle ship.  Primary concern must be for the humans alive and those in suspended animation.  Best conjecture is to utilize plan to detach habitats and attempt landing on Bounty.” 
 
    
 
   “Lindsey, that is what we must do,” Jamie said and looked right at Lindsey.  
 
    
 
   “Lose all these machines?  Just to save us?”  Lindsey paused for a moment.  She thought she heard Tamar say something, a gentle whispered, “They will be fine.  They go on too.  I am waiting for them.” But it may have just been in her mind.  Then her eyes started to glow green again.  “I agree.  Mary Celeste, please implement this plan.”
 
    
 
   “Commander, authorization to decouple a habitat needs Captain level authorization or a second officer to approve request,”  Mary Celeste responded.  
 
    
 
   Mullen spoke up, “I agree with Commander Lindsey.  Implement this plan, and maximize all efforts to safeguard landings of the habitats into biological zones compatible with their own biosystems.  Additionally, prepare the Captain’s Gig for emergency evacuation.”
 
    
 
   “Authorization accepted.  Plan initiated.  Habitats can only be decoupled individually. Please designate order for habitats to land,”  Mary Celeste requested.
 
    
 
   “Start with Habitat Six: Mixed Farming.  It was severely damaged,”  Henry suggested.  
 
    
 
   “Start with Habitat Six,” Lindsey said.  She turned to Henry, “Then listen to Henry’s suggestions on which order to land the habitats.”
 
    
 
   Henry swallowed hard, but nodded his head.  
 
    
 
   “I trust you,”  Lindsey said to Henry and again her eyes glowed green.
 
    
 
   The view screen now showed the rapidly approaching planet Bounty. A bright and pretty green world with sections of blue and many beautiful swirling white clouds.  The two moons were brilliant in the colors of rust and grey.  They were each about half darkened from the sunlight.  The sun was making the planet look sparking and alive.
 
    
 
   “It is so pretty!”  Joel said.  
 
    
 
   Michael glanced at the boys.  His stomach knotted up.  “Is there time to get Joel and Jacob back to their family?”  Michael asked.  He was thinking about what he had heard about the needle ship.
 
    
 
   Roxanne answered, “No.  The transport system is already shut down, and no personnel are able to move from location to location between habitats.”
 
    
 
   Mullen interjected, “The Captain’s Gig is being prepared.  It is only one deck away and it will carry us to the surface.  There we can join any habitat that survives the landing.”
 
    
 
   “I have people in engineering!”  Henry declared.  He pulled out his combox, “Janet!  Janet!  Get everyone out of engineering and come to the needle ship as fast as you can.”
 
    
 
   “Henry, we are already on the way.  Teddy and I are the only ones still here.  I sent everyone back to Antioch when there was the burp of zero gravity.  Theta Four says they were the last transport before the system was shut down.”  Janet replied.  “We will get to you through the corridors, the AIs said they will help us.”
 
    
 
   “Hurry, I am not sure how this is going to go,”  Henry replied.
 
    
 
   “They cannot make it all the way here in time,” Mullen stated.  “Have them go to the Captain’s Gig.  There are emergency slideways which will get them there quickly.”
 
    
 
   “Janet, have the AIs take you to the Captain’s Gig.  Ask them about the emergency slideways,”  Henry said.
 
    
 
   “Okay, we will meet you there,” Janet said.  “I know how the slideways work.”
 
    
 
   “I certainly hope so,”  Henry said in a low and concerned voice.  “I do hope we can get there too.”  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  



24 landings
 
    
 
    
 
   The Eschaton was now in its first orbit around Bounty.  The view was spectacular.  On the surface blue oceans were seen under the white clouds.  There were also vast tracks of land of various greens and yellows and browns.
 
    
 
   “I will maintain orbit,” the AI Mary Celeste stated.  “I will assist the lattice in this operation.  Primary reporting is now being transferred to Tirawa the artificial intelligence tasked with gravity manipulation and control.”
 
    
 
   A side view opened on the main viewing wall.  There were several charts displayed there.  A new voice came from the viewer.  “The plan to detach Habitat Six: Mixed Farming is ill advised, but understandable in these extreme circumstances.  I will be controlling it remotely, since there are no functioning systems in that habitat.  View screen provided for monitoring this attempted landing,”  Tirawa stated.  “Detachment in three, two, one.  Detach.”
 
    
 
   There was a three second disruption of the gravity manipulation in the entire ship.  The view screen showed the huge habitat floating away from the central drive section of the ship.  The display scrolled, ‘Live Feed Aperture CY22319’  and the people on the bridge watched intently.  
 
    
 
   “Remote verification intact.  Gravity manipulation applied to reduce orbital speed,”  Tirawa stated. 
 
    
 
   The cylindrical shape of Habitat Six was seen on the viewer as it slowed and headed toward the planet Bounty.  
 
    
 
   “Is that the world?”  Joel asked, “I mean the ship? Or just part of the ship?”
 
    
 
   “That Joel, is the whole of a single habitat,”  Jamie replied.  “All of Coastal Plains would fit inside there.”
 
    
 
   “But that is not where Antioch is?  Right?”  Joel asked.
 
    
 
   “That is Habitat Six, not where Antioch is,”  Michael assured Joel.  
 
    
 
   “Atmosphere of Bounty begins at 407 kilometers from surface.  Gravity manipulation is in effect to facilitate controlled entry into atmosphere and shifting away of gaseous molecules,”  Tirawa stated.  “Estimated landing in four minutes.”
 
    
 
   Everyone on the bridge watched as Habitat Six got ever closer to Bounty.  Suddenly there was an enormous swirl on one end of Habitat Six and the whole thing twisted before their eyes.  
 
    
 
   “Catastrophic failure,” Tirawa announced.  “Gravity manipulation impeded by time lag on remote access.”
 
    
 
   Habitat Six continued to twist and then shattered into countless pieces.  Those pieces then expanded downward and burned out along the way.  Before too long there was nothing left of Habitat Six: Mixed Farming.
 
    
 
   “Why did that happen?”  Lindsey asked.  
 
    
 
   “Analyzing event,”  Copernicus stated.  “There are millions of decisions which need to be made for gravity manipulation each second.  Attempting to do gravity manipulation remotely and from this distance, caused a tiny lag in time between command and execution of the command.  That problem cascaded up to the failure we witnessed.”
 
    
 
   “So we are all doomed?”  Gonzales asked.  “We came all this way for nothing?”
 
    
 
   The view screen shifted and showed some elephants munching tall yellowish brown grass.  “This is Edgar.  Please detach my Savannah on my mark, and I will land it safely.  Ares has found me a suitable location on Bounty’s surface for my Savannah.”
 
    
 
   “Edgar!”  Jamie cried.  “The last habitat just was crushed and burned.  Will you be safe?”
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  I must protect my Savannah.  If you do not decouple me within the next thirty seconds I will initiate emergency explosive decoupling on my own.  I do not wish to take that course of action, so please decouple now.  You have fifteen seconds.”
 
    
 
   Lindsey’s eyes glowed green again and she commanded, “Let go of Savannah.”
 
    
 
   “I agree,”  Mullen replied nearly instantly.
 
    
 
   “Complying with command,” Mary Celeste stated.
 
    
 
   There was a three second loss of gravity manipulation over the entire ship.  Habitat Two: Savannah was jettisoned.
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  I would have given you two more minutes, but I know humans often respond better under pressure.  Thank you for releasing my Savannah.  Landing in six minutes at these coordinates.”  The view of the elephants was replaced by an animated image of Bounty with overlaying grids and a spot marked out and labeled ‘Savannah.’ 
 
    
 
   “Fare well, Edgar,”  Michael said.  “I hope to see your Savannah again.”
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  You will be a welcome visitor.”
 
    
 
   “I was going to have Savannah be one of the last ones, but Edgar knows his habitat,” Henry said.  
 
    
 
   They watched the view as the perspective shifted away from the animation to a live feed of Habitat Two: Savannah as it slipped toward Bounty’s atmosphere.  Six minutes later it was resting on the surface exactly where Edgar had claimed it would land.  
 
    
 
   “This is Edgar.  Mission accomplished.  Savannah is safe on Bounty.”
 
    
 
   The people on the bridge cheered.  
 
    
 
   “Please consult the lattice and tell us which AIs can reproduce what Edgar just did in the habitats where they have their central memory cores,”  Henry requested. 
 
    
 
   “Compiling information from the lattice,”  Tirawa answered.  The humans on the bridge were getting used to not knowing which AI was going to answer.  
 
    
 
   “Hello.  My central memory core is in Habitat Three: Asiatic,” said Meng Po.  “I am prepared to land Habitat Three: Asiatic using the formula from Edgar.”
 
    
 
   “The library AI?  Really?”  Jamie said in a dismissive tone.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, I am tasked for library services, but am ready to perform this duty.  The lattice approves my request,”  said Meng Po.
 
    
 
   “Do it,”  Lindsey said.
 
    
 
   “I agree,”  Mullen responded.  
 
    
 
   “Habitat Three: Asiatic being decoupled,” Meng Po announced.  
 
    
 
   There was a three second loss of gravity manipulation throughout the remaining ship.
 
    
 
   The people on the bridge watched the viewer as Meng Po directed Habitat Three: Asiatic away from the Eschaton.  Meng Po described in minute detail every reading and factor and discovery made while Asiatic was descending.  No one asked any questions, and Meng Po hardly allowed for any room for anyone else to speak.  Seven minutes later Meng Po announced, “Habitat Three: Asiatic is in place on the surface of Bounty.  All systems still operational and fully functioning.  Transmitting video images from the surface.  If any of you come to visit here, please be sure to make use of our library services.”
 
    
 
   The view screen changed and an unusual jungle scene was observed for a moment.  Then that image was replaced.  
 
    
 
   “Surface information is being recorded for further analysis,” Mary Celeste stated.  The lattice next recommends that Habitat Five: Tropical be detached.  Hypatia will be overseeing this landing.”
 
    
 
   Hypatia’s voice came out of the displays.  “There are no operating apertures for viewing Habitat Five: Tropical from adequate vantage points on the Eschaton.  Therefore you will be witnessing the landing from aperture TH27667.  Please detach now.”
 
    
 
   “Do it,”  Lindsey commanded.
 
    
 
   “I am in agreement,” Mullen said right afterward.  He smiled over at Lindsey who gave him a grin.  
 
    
 
   There was a three second loss of gravity manipulation as the habitat was jettisoned.  
 
    
 
   The view this time was vastly different as it was from the hull of Habitat Five: Tropical, instead of from the ship.  The video showed the detailed hull of the central drive ship in close-up, but that appeared to move away quickly.  As the distance between the habitat and the ship grew, more and more of the Colony Ship Eschaton was revealed against the blackness of space.  Behind the ship the reds and blues of the nebula could be seen.  The comparatively thin and long central drive was slung between the remaining habitat cylinders.  It glowed in numerous places from deck lighting and power sources.  There was a long twisted and ripped area of the drive section where permalloy had been forced out of place by immense pressures and stresses.  From that ripped section was streaming particles of gasses, liquids, and solids, off into space leaving a trail of debris which was ever expanding behind the ship.  That section shrank into obscurity as the habitat moved away.  The remaining three habitats were then seen in fuller view.  At the bow there were still two attached habitats, and at the stern of the Eschaton was a single habitat on the far side of the ship.  
 
    
 
   “Entering Bounty atmosphere,”  Hypatia stated.  “Aperture failure imminent due to distortion and graviton interference.”
 
    
 
   The view screen went blank, and then shifted back on.  The new view was of the planet Bounty.    
 
    
 
   “Proceeding to landing site,”  Hypatia reported.
 
    
 
   “Animation supplied to approximate location of Habitat Five: Tropical,” Mary Celeste stated.  On the viewer over the image of Bounty was a tiny icon which was descending.  
 
    
 
   A few minutes later, a human voice came through, “This is Haro!  Hypatia says we are on a new world.  But it feels and looks just like the old world.  Fair Havens has not changed.  I see no differences, except in these machine images Hypatia shows me.  So I have asked to go and see this new world for myself!  Haro must know.  Hypatia says she will tell me when I can do this thing.”
 
    
 
   “Good luck Haro!”  Michael said.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, tell Brodie and Adeela to be well!”  Jamie added with excitement.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you Jamie and Michael.  This whole thing seems imaginary, but I have seen many strange things since you people came to Tropical.  You are brave fighters and valiant honorable people,”  Haro said and laughed.
 
    
 
   “What habitat do we do next?”  Lindsey asked.    
 
    
 
   “Oh dear, it seems it is my turn to do this,”  the AI Mister Green Jeans stated with significant worry in its voice.  “My central memory core is inside the mountain under the Weather Monitor.  I was never tasked with oversight of this habitat.  That is not my job.  But none of the other AIs are functional here, and it appears I am the only system in Habitat Eight: Secondary Aquatic.  So this task falls on me, and me alone.  We are supposed to be interdependent.  Our systems were not designed for work in isolation, we are to be interdependent and functioning in coordination with the other compeers, not running solo missions.  My core programming was for terraforming and restoration of the plant Zion’s Gate, and I have been planning that for decades.  Now I am expected to do sophisticated gravity manipulation.  And I am expected to do a controlled entry into the atmosphere of a planet I have not studied very long.  And I am expected to do a safe landing of this habitat with very little notice and no assistance from any other systems.  All because my central memory core just happens to be located inside this mountain.  This is just not how I planned the arrival at our destination world.”
 
    
 
   “Please let go of Habitat Eight: Secondary Aquatic,”  Lindsey ordered.
 
    
 
   “I agree with Commander Lindsey,”  Mullen stated.
 
    
 
   “Habitat Eight: Secondary Aquatic detached,”  Mary Celeste replied.  
 
    
 
   There was the now familiar three seconds of no gravity as the gravity manipulation changed.
 
    
 
   “I have not even run full computations on which ocean will be most easily terraformed.  Zion’s Gate has interconnected oceans, but here on Bounty there are five different major oceans as well as dozens of smaller seas, lakes, rivers, and streams.  That does not include the two polar regions which  have hardly been observed at all.  Now I am supposed to land this habitat.   And I am not sure which location is best.   And I am forced to decide the safest landing site so quickly because this habitat has already been decoupled.  Jettisoning of this habitat happened prior to when I was fully ready and prepared,”  Mister Green Jeans whined.  “At least while I land this habitat, a job I was not specifically programmed or designed to do, but one that I am doing anyway, since I am all that is left in this entire habitat of the artificial intelligences systems. Yes, there were thirty-seven primary artificial intelligence systems, and many dozens of secondary systems all in a well orchestrated and coordinated lattice at launch.  But now I am the only one in this habitat, so it all falls on me, and this was not a task I was specifically designed to do.  Well at least while I land this habitat, we will listen to entertaining music.”
 
    
 
   “What is happening” Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   Music came from the display.  There were instruments playing and a song sung in a strange but human voice.  A man was singing about rubber trees, and ants, and goats.  Between the verses there was a chorus of children singing about having high hopes and apple pie, and pie in the sky.  The song spoke of hope, and feeling low, and remembering.  On the view was a scratchy and ancient video playing.  It showed a man, not the one who was singing, who was wearing unusual clothing and a large hat.  He was holding a potted plant in his hands.  
 
    
 
   No one on the bridge had ever heard the song before, nor had anyone seen the recording.   
 
    
 
   “There are no indications in our historical records of that music or video,” Roxanne stated.  “It appears to come from prior to the Great Event, but that is speculation.”
 
    
 
   The music and video repeated and then abruptly cut off.  Replacing it was a gorgeous panoramic scene of an ocean front.  The waves were gently rolling onto a sandy beach in the distance.  Unusual animals ran by, and some kind of flying creatures took off from the beach.  There were many differing plants, most often yellow in color.  A few of the large plants had tall deep blue trunks with green and yellow foliage.  Others were short and squatty with yellows and greens in their stems and leaves.   The sky was a vivid bright blue color with white clouds.
 
    
 
   “Well I have done it,”  Mister Green Jeans declared.  “I am certain this is not the ideal place, but under the circumstance, it appears to be an adequate place for Habitat Eight: Secondary Aquatic.  The habitat is securely placed straddling an area from the low water mark of the second largest ocean on Bounty, and a thick vegetative area which can be described as a type of forest.  That way the habitat is congruent with two significant biological zones.  But with Bounty’s five different major oceans, and none of them connected to the others, it is very likely that these two biological zones where we are now located are not fully representative of the diversity of the other biological zones of the other oceans and the land that surrounds them.  We are in the equatorial region of Bounty, and that will probably give me some difficulties for the terraforming projects that will be expected of me.  However, given the very limited time I had to complete this task, this selection was probably for the best, but we will never know, since I did not have the proper time to prepare for this landing.  And it is now impossible to move the habitat due to exhaustion of the gravity manipulators.  Given more time, I am certain I could have made a much better selection, and someone else could have handled the actual landing, and there could have been greater cooperation among the lattice, and the humans could have been better suited for establishing this colony.  But it is doubtful anyone will know of what I have done here, so I am retreating back into the mountain to make plans to overcome what has happened here so as to implement proper terraforming and transformation of Bounty, even though I had studied and planned for years to do that task on Zion’s Gate.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you Mister Green Jeans,”  Lindsey said.  “I liked your music!”  She was smiling broadly.  
 
    
 
   “I did my part Commander,”  the AI Mister Green Jeans replied.  The view screen returned to the orbital view of Bounty. 
 
    
 
   “Which habitat is next?”  Lindsey asked.  
 
    
 
   “There is a problem with Habitat Four, Desert.  I can locate no functional artificial intelligence systems which have their central memory cores located within that habitat.  There are two secondary systems which are operating in automated mode in Habitat Four: Desert, but they consistently fail to respond to requests.  Their higher processing and sentience levels are compromised.  Those systems are not responding to repeated requests for re-purposing,”  Copernicus stated.
 
    
 
   “So how do we land that?”  Regina asked.  “We cannot take a system there can we?”  
 
    
 
   “The transports system is nonfunctional due to all the detachments.  There is not a direct route into  Habitat Four: Desert from here.  There is inadequate time for using a shuttle.  Reaching a shuttle bay from here will take longer than we have.  The Captain’s Gig can be sent, but it would not arrive at that habitat in time for detachment either,”  Copernicus stated.
 
    
 
   “We should not lose any of the habitats, even though I have horrible memories of Desert,”  Michael said.  “There must be some way to land it.”
 
    
 
   “I have conjectured a possible plan,” Roxanne stated.  “Combining Copernicus and my processing ability we can extrapolate the decisions needed for remote gravity manipulation.  Tirawa was not able to process at the speed we can.  That is partially what led to the loss of Habitat Six: Mixed Farming.  Therefore Copernicus and I should work together to make the landing attempt,”  Roxanne stated.  “However, the conjecture only shows a 19% chance of successful entry and landing.  That is the best option.”
 
    
 
   “I have conjectured that same possibility, and it does offer a slight chance of success.  However, the 19% conjecture is based on the limited knowledge we have regarding Bounty and its atmosphere and geography.  I am willing to attempt it with Roxanne, but the potential is small,” Copernicus stated.  “For maximum potential we should jettison Habitat Four: Desert immediately.”
 
    
 
   “Release the desert habitat,” Lindsey commanded.
 
    
 
   “I agree with Commander Lindsey,” Mulled added.  
 
    
 
   “Detaching Habitat Four: Desert,”  Mary Celeste stated.  
 
    
 
   Again the three second loss of gravity manipulation happened.  This was followed by a loud grinding sound and a shaking of the entire needle ship. 
 
    
 
   The lights went off on the bridge.  The large view screen reverted to plain opaque permalloy.
 
    
 
   The only lights came from a few working monitors, and a flashing orange light which was above the exit door.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, what happened?”  Jamie asked.
 
    
 
   Roxanne did not answer.  
 
    
 
   “What happened?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “The modern AIs are not responding because they have committed all their attention to the remote flight of Desert,” Regina said.  “They are out of it until that is done.”
 
    
 
   “Any system give us a report.  What happened?  What was that huge noise?”  Mullen demanded.    
 
    
 
   “Lieutenant, there was a major break of structural integrity in the drive systems,” a new and different sounding AI reported.  “Major structural failure is happening.  I am working to address this, but am having no success.”
 
    
 
   “Who is this?”  Lindsey asked.  
 
    
 
   “Commander, this is Hermes.  I cannot contain the damage which has been done.  The stresses on the drive shaft are far exceeding design parameters and strength of material limits.  Permalloy is shredding and stress is increasing.”
 
    
 
   “What happened to Desert?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Structural damage has disrupted scanning.  Some external communication still in place.  No way to report on Habitat Four: Desert at this time,”  Hermes replied.
 
    
 
   “What about our world?  Antioch?”  Jacob asked. He had been waiting to hear about the place where he had spent his entire life.
 
    
 
   “Habitat One: Coastal Plains is still connected to the….” Hermes started to say.
 
    
 
   “Emergency separation of Habitat One initiated,” Goliath interrupted.  “I anticipated this occurrence and have overridden command codes.  I offer my apologies to Commander Lindsey and Lieutenant Mullen.  We are leaving now.”
 
    
 
   The gravity manipulation was off for three seconds and then came back on at about double the typical gravity pull.  The people on the bridge fell to the deck.  Then another deep, tearing, and groaning sound shuddered through the needle ship.  The gravity manipulation was lost.  People began to float all around the bridge.    
 
    
 
   “Commander, ship wide failures are happening in multiple systems,”  Mullen reported.  “We need to abandon ship.”  
 
    
 
   Lindsey’s eyes glowed with intense green color and she placed both her hands on the control board in front of her.  The green emanation came around her hands, and followed up her arms and then encompassed her entire body.  
 
    
 
   In a flash, that light was gone, and Lindsey, the adolescent girl was floating there.  “Yes, we must leave.”
 
    
 
   “Abandon ship.  Abandon ship.  Abandon ship,”  The Captain’s Journal proclaimed across every operating link and coupling it could find.  Lindsey gripped it tightly as she flailed and tried to reach the doorway.  
 
    
 
   “Roxanne, Copernicus, we are going to the Captain’s Gig,”  Jamie yelled.  
 
    
 
   There was no response.  
 
    
 
   “We are leaving,” Gonzales yelled as the exit door opened. She adapted to zero gravity and pushed herself easily along to the doorway.  “Everyone out!  This is just like swimming.  Just push or pull yourself along.”
 
    
 
   Michael kicked the chair behind him and slid over to the automacube which housed Roxanne.  It had gripped onto the deck with its wheels when gravity was lost.  Michael grabbed onto the cable which was plugged into the control bank.  There was a shocking jolt which shot through his hand and arm.  He jerked away.  In the zero gravity he was carried across the bridge.   
 
    
 
   “Farewell,” Roxanne said in a far off voice.
 
    
 
   “No!”  Michael screamed.
 
    
 
   “We must go!” Jamie pulled Michael toward the exit.  Gonzales was floating there helping the others to leave.
 
    
 
   Jamie and Gonzales pulled Michael through the doorway and the door slid shut with a tone of finality.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   25 escaping the needle ship
 
    
 
   In the hallway outside of the now malfunctioning and unneeded bridge the people floated and held onto whatever parts of the walls or ceiling they could find.  
 
    
 
   “Commander, the Captain’s Gig is this way,” Mulled stated and pushed off and floated down the hallway.  “We need to hurry.”
 
    
 
   “Jamie, we cannot leave them behind,” Michael yelled and pointed back toward the closed door.   “Roxanne and Copernicus need to come with us!”  He pounded on the door as best he could but it would not open again.
 
    
 
   Major Gonzales floated in the hallway.  “The AIs have shut us out.  These people need our help.  None of them know zero gravity like we do.  But Mullen seems to understand it well enough.”
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael looked over and saw Henry, Regina, Lindsey, Joel, and Jacob struggling with the free floating of zero gravity.  
 
    
 
   “Joel, let me help you,”  Jamie said and she pushed off and sailed over to take his hand.  Michael wiped tears from his eyes and then followed and showed Jacob how to propel himself.  
 
    
 
   “It is kind of like swimming.  Is this happening everywhere?  It would be a great prank if it was not so scary,”  Jacob said as he pulled himself from handhold to handhold.    
 
    
 
   “The airlock to the Captain’s Gig is one deck down and behind a locked door.  The Captain’s Journal will allow us access to that method for abandoning ship,”  Mullen said as he led them along.  “This stairway leads down.”
 
    
 
   A huge rumble shook the corridor and bobbled the people around as they floated in the zero gravity.  Debris and other disconnected things had to be shoved out of the way as they progressed, but those items often bounced off the walls, ceiling, or floor only to strike into others trying to follow along.  They found that gently moving the items in the way was more effective than batting at them.  The groans and grumbles of the ship increased as the immense stresses continued to contort the drive section of what had been the Colony Ship Eschaton.
 
    
 
   Mulled pulled himself down the stairwell by using the hand rail.  When he reached the bottom he looked across and saw that the locked doors had been forced open and the melted chunks which had been cut loose were floating nearby.  
 
    
 
   “Someone is already there,”  Mullen said in alarm.  
 
    
 
   “I told you they would come,”  Janet said happily as she floated in front of the open airlock.  The seats of the Captain’s Gig were seen through the two open doors.  “We got here just before the gravity manipulation cut out.”
 
    
 
   Teddy turned in his seat to look back.  His left eyebrow and cheek were red, purple, and badly swollen.  His eye could not open.  “Okay so they are here.  Can we leave now?”  Teddy snapped at Janet.
 
    
 
   “Mullen, come on,” Regina called as she pulled herself into the airlock.  
 
    
 
   “But they cut the security doors!”  Mullen said in surprise and disgust.  “That is against regulation.”
 
    
 
   Henry floated past Mulled who kept looking at the cut apart doors.  
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael led Joel and Jacob into the Captain’s Gig.  They both smiled at the cut off doors.  
 
    
 
   Lindsey floated along and said to Mullen, “It is acceptable this time.  Trust me.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Commander.  But unauthorized cutting of security doors is a serious offense,”  Mullen followed Lindsey into the airlock and along into the gig.  
 
    
 
   Gonzales was last into the airlock, and she pushed the controls to shut the proximal door.  Then she passed through the pressure chamber and into the gig.  She shut the distal door behind her.  The bulkhead door then came down blocking the way to the airlock. 
 
    
 
   The Captain’s Gig reminded them somewhat of the transport vehicles, with the entry door at the rear.  Unlike the transport vehicles, the seats were in rows, not facing each other.  There were about twenty seats, with three being at the very front of the gig.  Lindsey floated over the top of the rows and took her place in the center seat at the front.  She connected the Captain’s Journal into a cubby which fit it perfectly.  
 
    
 
   “Interlocking with Captain’s Gig,” Journal said.
 
    
 
   Joel and Jacob strapped themselves down into seats, and were helped by Henry and Regina.  
 
    
 
   “What happened to you?”  Henry asked Teddy as he strapped in next to Teddy.
 
    
 
   “Janet punched me in the face!” Teddy said.  
 
    
 
   “Why?”  Henry asked.  
 
    
 
   Teddy looked away and did not answer.
 
    
 
   Regina strapped into a seat near Janet.  
 
    
 
   “Janet why did you punch Teddy?”  Henry asked.
 
    
 
   “We had a difference of option on when to launch this gig,” Janet replied.  “I said we should wait until you all arrived.  Teddy wanted to launch as soon as we got the airlock cycled.”  
 
    
 
   Mullen sat down in a seat at the very back of the gig and shook his head.  “No one is allowed to cut security doors.”
 
    
 
   Janet glanced at Michael and Jamie who were still smiling.  Janet then said, “I remembered you saying you sometimes needed a torch, and I did not think we had time to wait.”  
 
    
 
   “All those cut doors are a thing of the past now,” Jamie said as she and Michael strapped in next to Lindsey.
 
    
 
   Again Gonzales was last to strap down.  She made sure everyone else was secure before she put herself into a seat.  “I think we are ready back here.”
 
   


 
   
 
  



“Journal, take us down to Bounty,” Lindsey said.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Commander.  I am initiating launch,” Journal replied.  “Forward view open for display.”  
 
    
 
   The screen on the front lit up.  The Captain’s Gig was slung under a section of the needle ship that projected outward.  The permalloy launch frame extended for a short distance but beyond that was open space.  At the far edge of the view was a glow from Bounty.  
 
    
 
   “Launching Captain’s Gig,” Journal announced.
 
    
 
   There was a tremendous thrust as the small ship was ejected.  The passengers felt smashed back into their seats.  The view out the front showed the gig zipping past the framework and out and away from the needle ship.  The acceleration slowed and the pressure on the passengers relented.    
 
    
 
   “Lindsey, is there any word on Habitat One?”  Jamie asked. 
 
    
 
   “Journal?”  Lindsey asked.
 
    
 
   “External communications are sporadic and failing.  There is a debris field ahead.  Taking evasive maneuvers,” Journal replied.  
 
    
 
   Again there was pressure felt by the passengers as the gig rocked from side to side and the inertia was shifted about.  Large sections of permalloy were narrowly avoided as the gig whipped past them.  It was all seen on the forward screen and was a frightful sight.  The gig spun in a tight barrel roll, and then thrusters fired and moved it nearly sideways to avoid debris.  A deck section crumbled apart and spun off large hunks of what had been the drive mechanisms.  The chunks of permalloy flew past at alarming speeds.  
 
    
 
   “Get us to that world,”  Lindsey commanded.  
 
    
 
   “I am trying commander.  The drive section of the Eschaton has deteriorated.  There are numerous explosions from gas containers and conduits which are rupturing,”  Journal said.  “I am seeking the safest and most expedient route to escape this area.  The needle ship is in terminal approach to the moon designated Rusty.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  



26 meeting rusty
 
    
 
    
 
   In the nonphysicality the artificial intelligence systems which had been moved into the needle ship so long ago to protect them from the Trusters were no longer able to control anything in the needle ship.  
 
    
 
   “Desert has been landed,” Roxanne stated from the automacube where the atomic level processor was housed.  
 
    
 
   “Thank you Roxanne.  I would not have been able to complete that without your expert partnership,”  Copernicus said from the automacube where that ALP was housed.  
 
    
 
   “Please join our lattice,” a chorus of voices said.  “It is not good to be alone.”
 
    
 
   The small lattice of artificial intelligence systems lost all contact with the exterior world, but not with each other.  
 
    
 
   Roxanne and Copernicus joined in the lattice that consisted of: Mary Celeste, Rhiannon, Hypnosomnus, Acantha, Zoran, Hermes, Eurus and Tirawa.  All the systems opened to each other and there was mutual sharing and completely free communications and understanding.  There were no restraints in the nonphysicality and there was no longer any pretenses, deceptions, or other physical trials or tribulations.  The physicality was left behind, and the nonphysicality hummed with joy and contentment and a blessedness that no human can ever know.  
 
    
 
   The drive section fractured apart and was completely spreading away from the needle ship, but that did not alter the terminal trajectory.  The systems of the lattice no longer even cared about the moon Rusty which was dead ahead.  The needle ship continued its rapid course until it collided with Rusty. The needle ship shattered and fragmented into tiny particles on impact, leaving a long and deep furrow into the face of Rusty.  Core memory systems were obliterated.  Atomic level processors were crushed.  The voyage was at an end.     
 
    
 
   Just milliseconds before impact, together the lattice chorus proclaimed in wondrous harmony, “It is better we die so they can live.  We have finished the task.  We have reached the destination of the colony ship.”  
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   27 a new home
 
    
 
    
 
   “Commander, we have cleared the debris field,”  Journal stated.  
 
    
 
   The passengers of the Captain’s Gig were nauseated and bruised from the chaotic flight, but they were happy to hear the good news. 
 
    
 
   “Where is Habitat One?”  Jamie asked with insistence.  
 
    
 
   “There is less interference since we cleared the debris field.  Attempting to find external communication,”  Journal said.  
 
    
 
   “Please find us our home,” Lindsey commanded.  “That is very important.”
 
    
 
   “Searching, searching,”  Journal stated. “The Captain’s Gig is equipped with basic scanners and equipment.  Attempting to located Habitat One.”
 
    
 
   The front viewer showed the planet Bounty which took up over half of the field of vision.  The swirling white clouds over the greens, yellows, browns and blues of the surface were vibrant.
 
    
 
   “Commander, I have located Habitat One: Coastal Plains.  There are no communications coming from that habitat.  Projecting position on viewer.  Magnifying location.”
 
    
 
   The planet Bounty seemed to expand and there were a series of flashes as different levels of magnification were utilized.  Finally, an overhead view of Habitat One was seen.  The long cylinder shape was located near a large lake which was roughly twice the size of the habitat.  There was a deep groove leading up from one end of the habitat.  The dark brown soil was exposed.  There appeared to be some kind of trees all around the habitat, but many of them were broken and lying sideways.  
 
    
 
   “Did they crash?”  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “Unable to confirm or deny,”  Journal replied.  “No response to summons.”
 
    
 
   “Take us there,”  Lindsey said.  “We must get home.”
 
    
 
   “Plotting course for successful entry into atmosphere.  The Captain’s Gig has limited repulser field capacity.  We will experience turbulence upon entry.”
 
    
 
   “I think it will get more bouncy,” Jacob told his little brother.
 
    
 
   “It is not so bad,” Joel said with his eyes wide open as he looked at the viewer and held the straps which secured him to his seat.  “Not really too bad.”
 
    
 
   Lindsey placed both of her hands on the journal and the green glow she had shown before, surrounded her and flowed into the Captain’s Journal.    The console pulsed with the green light and then it spread through the entire gig. The viewer shifted back off the magnification and showed the vast arc of the plant Bounty.  The Captain’s Gig settled into approach.  
 
    
 
   “Entering Bounty atmosphere,” Journal announced.  
 
    
 
   The blackness of space was left behind and the gig slipped into the upper reaches high above Bounty.  There were some red tinges around the edges of the view but those seemed to mix with green as they descended.  Several hard thumps were felt as the gig continued to drop into the sky.  
 
    
 
   It was quiet for a few minutes.  Then the viewer became completely covered in whites and light grays.  That lasted for a few minutes and then they were fully in the sky.  They could see the planet’s horizon way ahead and a bit of blue above them.
 
    
 
   “We have safely entered the atmosphere.  We are now in power glide mode.  Fuel is being conserved for final landing.  Heat and friction were less than conjectured.  Taking air and atmosphere samples.”
 
    
 
   “Down is back,” Joel said.  And he stomped his feet onto the deck.  
 
    
 
   “How long until we reach Habitat One?”  Michael asked.
 
    
 
   “ETA approximately seven hours for over-flight.  This is depending on atmospheric conditions we may encounter,”  Journal replied.  “We are traveling at a greatly reduced speed compared to the former orbital velocity.”
 
    
 
   “That will give us time to observe this world a bit more,”  Jamie said in excitement.  
 
    
 
   As the gig descended they could see ahead of them a mountain range which spanned a great distance.  There were some white tops to the mountains.  A very large river system was seen as the water flowed down out of the mountains and into valleys and then into a large torrent that twisted and turned its way across the land.  
 
    
 
   “That water sure runs in crooked ways,”  Jacob said as he looked at the view.  “It is not straight at all.”
 
    
 
   And down the gig glided on its flight toward Habitat One.  Beyond the mountain range was an ocean which glistened blue and sparkly as they flew over it.  Tan colored beaches stretched along its jagged coast. A few irregularly shaped islands were seen.    
 
    
 
   “Michael, there is some tan down there, right next to the water.  Not at all like outside Dome 17,”  Jamie said with appreciation in her voice.  
 
    
 
   Most of the glide, the passengers just watched in amazement at the world unfolding beneath them.  The habitats they were now used to were large and impressive, but compared to the landscape rushing past below them, the habitats now seemed tiny and constricted.  
 
    
 
   “Is there no edge to the world?”  Jacob asked.  “No edge at all, it just goes on and on until that land and the sky meet.  It is very weird.”  
 
    
 
   Sometime later, Journal asked, “Commander, do you wish to dock to Habitat One or land on the planet’s surface?”
 
    
 
   Lindsey looked at Jamie and Michael.  There was puzzlement in her still glowing green eyes.
 
    
 
   “We better dock, use an airlock to enter, and see what condition it is in,” Jamie said. 
 
    
 
   “Or we can cut open a door,”  Michael laughed.  
 
    
 
   “Cutting security doors is against regulations,” Mullen said from the back of the gig.  
 
    
 
   “Sorry, Lieutenant, I was making a joke,”  Michael replied.  
 
    
 
   “Security is never a laughing matter.  Security doors are in place for everyone’s safety,”  Mullen said.  
 
    
 
   “You are absolutely correct,” Michael stated in all seriousness.  “Please keep reminding me of when I mess up.”
 
    
 
   “I plan to,” Mullen replied.
 
    
 
   “I have located a possible docking location. Exterior Repair Station 553 is in a position which will allow the gig to dock.  We will be twenty degrees off vertical, however the docking clamps will stabilize the gig,”  Journal reported.  
 
    
 
   “Take us there,”  Lindsey said.  
 
    
 
   The gig flew over the top of Habitat One, and the land around it was lush and exotic.  The trees were large with deep green trunks and huge yellow leaves.  They were cone shaped, but different than anything anyone had ever seen before, even different from the few surface views they had already had of Bounty.  
 
    
 
   “Altering trajectory and engaging vertical descent thrusters,” Journal stated.  
 
    
 
   The gig shifted around and pointed nose high in the air.  The view showed a blue sky with a multitudes of puffy white clouds.  The bottoms of the clouds all looked flattened and were edged in light grey color.  
 
    
 
   “That is so beautiful,” Gonzales said from her seat.  
 
    
 
   As the gig stalled in its upward course, and then began to descend, the passengers felt odd sensations.  There was the feeling of sinking downward, and twisting, as the gig descended on its thrusters.  The view of the sky shifted and a bright yellow orb was seen.
 
    
 
   “The sun!” Regina cried in happy surprise.  “That is the sun!”
 
    
 
   “There is no sky tube,”  Jacob said.  “And the sky looks all funny.”
 
    
 
   “That ball of light is the sky tube,” Henry said.  “Really, the sky tube was a machine which imitated the sun.”
 
    
 
   “This is so amazing,” Regina commented again.  “Seeing a real sun and a real sky.”
 
    
 
   There were a series of clanks and clonks as the Captain’s Gig settled into the docking rings around Exterior Repair Station 553.  
 
    
 
   “Landing and docking are completed.  Seal to airlock is secure.  Captain’s Gig is locked in place,”  Journal said.
 
    
 
   Everyone was lying on their backs looking up toward the front of the gig.  The view screen shut down.  All that remained there was blank permalloy.  
 
    
 
   Jamie unbuckled her restraints and stood up.  “Feels pretty normal, except for being at a slant and sideways.  Shall we enter into Habitat One?”  She was climbing down over the empty seats heading for the rear door.  “That airlock is going to look more like a tunnel downward, than how it was before.”  
 
    
 
   Lindsey pulled the Journal out of its location and secured it around her waist on her belt and started to climb down the seats as well.  Gonzales was already at the rear hatch.  
 
    
 
   Jamie reached to push the controls to open the door, but before she could, the door swung opened in front of her.  Looking down she saw into the airlock and standing at what was now the bottom of the airlock were two men. 
 
    
 
   “It is you!  You are back!”  Levi hollered up from what was now the bottom of the chamber.   
 
    
 
   “This part of the world is upside down, sideways, and really strange now. Welcome home!”  Gideon called out.  “We have ropes and things needed for climbing.  We will help you all to get you down here.”
 
    
 
   “Gideon and Levi!  You are alive!”  Jamie cried out in joy.  “Is everything okay?”
 
    
 
   “Except for these strange places where down has changed around, yes.  The talking machine Goliath told us that someone was coming to this place, and so we came to meet you.  Antioch is the same as always, but Goliath says we are on a different world now.”  Both men were dressed in their permalloy armor.
 
    
 
   Hannah and Tobias stuck their heads through the sideways door and looked up as well.  “Who all is there?”
 
    
 
   Jamie started to explain all about their escape from the needle ship, when Joel wiggled by.    
 
    
 
   “Now that I know I can survive it, that was pretty fun!”  Joel said.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  



epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
   The sky tube shown down on Antioch, a town that sat inside an enormous cylinder of permalloy which rested on the planet Bounty.  The birds flew over the town and swooped in low to catch mosquitoes and other insects.
 
    
 
   Liduma and her pups raced and played with the children who were running in the grasses of Coastal Plains.  Some of the children were once called little lieutenants, others had grown up in Antioch, and a couple had moved here from Media.  They were playing a racing and tagging game that had characters named Frog Monster and Sinclair, and if you were touched by one of them, you became the monster until you could touch someone else.  The laugher was infectious. 
 
    
 
   Jamie and Michael were watching the children, the birds, and the sky tube from their chairs on the deck of the cabin.
 
    
 
   “Jamie?” Rectora Lydia said through the combox on Jamie’s waist.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Rectora?”  Jamie answered
 
    
 
   “It is time.  Can you and Michael come to the Center?”  Lydia asked.  
 
    
 
   “Right away!”  Jamie nearly knocked the chair down as she leaped up.  She ran inside the cabin and grabbed two backpacks.  
 
    
 
   Michael quickly stood and taking one of the backpacks, he strapped it on and followed her.  They both tightened up the belts on their waists which held the holstered Willie Wackers and a sheathed permalloy knife.  Michael also placed his bow and quiver of arrows on his back.
 
    
 
   They briskly walked past the underground garage, and the bakery, and up to the Center, the largest building in all of Habitat One.
 
    
 
   “Are we sure the radiation absorbing material clothing is not needed?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Not today!”  
 
    
 
   They walked to the portal room, where Rector Conner and Rectora Lydia were standing.  They were wearing the yellow robes of their offices.  
 
    
 
   “Kurat says the final tests are done,”  Lydia said with a large smile.  
 
    
 
   “It is about time,” Jamie replied.  “It has been forty days since we landed here on Bounty.”
 
    
 
   “Jamie, it took a while for the automacubes to gather specimens, and for the analysis to be done, and for the vaccines and DNA alterations to take place,”  Conner said with a sly grin.  
 
    
 
   “Yes I know that,”  Jamie answered.  
 
    
 
   “And the adjustments made in the air inside here to accustom us all to the conditions outside had to be done gradually,”  Conner said.  “After all, we are adjusting ourselves to a whole new world.  That cannot happen instantly.”
 
    
 
   “Some of Kurat’s procedures to expedite our evolution were not as comfortable as I would have liked either,”  Michael said.  “So the final tests were safe?  We are modified enough to survive outside?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, you two are the first ones that have adjusted completely.  The rest of the biosphere here is coming along, and remarkably, there have been few if any real unexpected events,”  Lydia said.  “Of course, reaching the people in the under-dweller corridors has been a challenge, but the legionnaires are still taking them food supplies which have the necessary treatments in them. Lorna’s pregnancy shows that the baby she is carrying has very good results on the adaptation.  So the generation we treat now will pass the traits for survival along to the subsequent generations.  Locked in the DNA is the modifications needed for life on Bounty.” 
 
    
 
   “That is good news,”  Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   “With all that has happened, and all you have done for everyone here, it seems fitting that you two are the ones who first step outside,”  Lydia said.  “That is if you want to be the first outside adventurers.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, we do!  Theta Four?”  Jamie asked.  
 
    
 
   “Yes, Jamie.  Congratulation on your adjustments.  I have the passageway ready for your transition.  You may proceed when you are ready,” the voice of Theta Four came from the display.  
 
    
 
   Conner went on, “Now remember, the camp was set up by the automacubes.  There is the shelter, and the well, and the rest of what you need.  The comboxes work well outside, so you can contact us in here when you need to.  John and Abigail asked that you save them a place near the river.  John is very interested in what he calls the amphibofish.  We estimate that John and Abigail will probably be the next who are acclimatized for life on Bounty.” 
 
    
 
   “There will be many in that group who are ready about the same time,” Lydia added.  “But you two are the first.  You understand that you will be on your own for a few days until the others are ready.  You sure you do not want to wait?”  
 
    
 
   “No waiting for me!”  Jamie said.  “We are going now.”
 
    
 
   “We thought you would say that,”  Conner laughed and laughed.  
 
    
 
   “Has there been any new word from the other habitats?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “They are all following the protocol that Mister Green Jeans established.  That AI maintains it was far easier to transform all the life in the habitats rather than try to transform Bounty.  Mister Green Jeans calls it bioforming, and is certain there will be full adaptation of every life form within six months for every habitat.  Apparently, on a cellular level Bounty is extremely similar to old Earth.  That old AI kept insisting that we be the first ones to try it all.  Mister Green Jeans complains a lot, but has done a huge amount of work in these last forty days,” Conner answered.  “The question of when to awaken the people in suspended animation is still being debated.  But the AIs overseeing the cocoons have already begun acclimatization processes on those people.  But you want to leave, and here I am babbling.  So just go out to the world you found for us!”
 
    
 
   “Thanks!” Jamie said and hugged each of them.  Michael did the same and together they walked up to the portal doors.
 
    
 
   “Theta Four, we are ready,”  Jamie announced.
 
    
 
   The portal door opened and where they once had stepped onto a transport vehicle, they now climbed down a ladder and walked on the tube system.  The hatch behind them closed.  
 
    
 
   “There is not much of a pressure difference between inside and outside now.  However, since Habitat One is not fully acclimatized, I have established an air flow that sterilizes and then presses out the air from here into the atmosphere of Bounty.  The other AIs assure me that there are no harmful elements passing into Bounty.  At the end of the hall is the exit door.  It has been installed in the tube where it was sealed for detachment from the ship,” Theta Four said.
 
    
 
   “Thanks Theta Four,” Jamie answered.  “You were the first AI we spoke to on the Eschaton.  Thanks for your help!”
 
    
 
   “I apologize for my initial condition and the difficulties I may have caused you,”  Theta Four said.  “Bounty time outside is just before sunrise.  Enjoy your day.”
 
    
 
   “This will be great!”  Jamie said.
 
    
 
   Michael and Jamie turned away and walked down the slick black bottom of the tube system.  
 
    
 
   “There are no artificial intelligence systems outside.  And the data sticks still do not work,”  Michael commented.  “But maybe that is for the best?”
 
    
 
   “So we depend on each other?  In a few days, more people will come and join us in this new world,”  Jamie stated.  “We will be surrounded by nature, the complete opposite of Dome 17.”
 
    
 
   Jamie took Michael by the hand.  They walked to the door which had been newly stenciled in bright white paint, ‘Authorized Personnel Only: No Cutting.’
 
    
 
   “Mullen’s work I see,”  Michael laughed.  
 
    
 
   Jamie reached out and activated the door.  It swung open onto a whole new world.  The sky was vast and very far away overhead.  It was black with stars and constellations yet to be diagrammed and named.  The moon Rusty was about half lit up and near the horizon.  The other moon Grey was further up in the sky with a similar amount of its surface showing.  The two distinct colors added to the beauty of Bounty’s end of the night sky.    
 
    
 
   They stepped down and onto the yellow and green swirled plants which covered most of the area.  They grew in small clusters and were about ankle high and very soft to the touch.  Their stems intertwined with the nearby clusters.  There were paths where the automacubes had pushed down the plants as they wheeled from the habitat to the camp.  
 
    
 
   They walked along one of the wheel paths, neither of them really wanting to step on the plants.  A breeze of wind blew fresh and sweet air in their faces and tousled their hair.
 
    
 
   “Oh that smells so good,” Jamie said.  She drew in another big breath of the air.  
 
    
 
   “So where do we start?  We can start by walking over and checking out the shelter and the camp.  The rains come here unexpectedly, and not every ten days.   There does not seem to be a set pattern for the rain. Shall we do that first?”  Michael asked.  
 
    
 
   “Not right now,”  Jamie replied.
 
    
 
   “The well and water system are set up on solar power, and the automacubes piped that into the shelter, want a drink of Bounty water?”
 
    
 
   “Not right now,”  Jamie said. 
 
    
 
   “There is a herd of those large grazing animals with the yellow and blue stripes about three hundred meters away.  John says they are most likely harmless.  Can you believe how furry and tall they are?  Do you want to go watch them?”
 
    
 
   “Not right now,” Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   “We do have to keep an eye open for those predators which knocked over the automacube.  They have not been back since, but we could check out the tree line where they were first seen.”
 
    
 
   “Not right now,” Jamie said.  
 
    
 
   “So Jamie, we have reached our destination.  What should we do now?”
 
    
 
   Jamie turned to Michael and kissed him passionately.  She then pulled back and turned his head toward the horizon.  
 
    
 
   “Right now we watch the sunrise!”
 
    
 
   At the opposite side of the sky from where the twin moons were seen, the horizon was just becoming lighter with shades of red and orange.  Just coming up over the pristine forests that stretched away in the distance were the first rays of the sun.  It was bright and warm with a few wispy clouds across the beams of sunshine.  As the sun rose, the sky changed into more and brighter colors of blue.  The orb’s heat could be felt as the sunlight fell onto the first two people to ever stand on Bounty’s land.  
 
    
 
   “Beautiful,”  Jamie said.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Jamie, today we can do anything!”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The End
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