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    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.   
 
      
 
    Therefore, 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 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 doing 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. 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 slowly 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. 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, would try 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 Neal 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. 
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    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 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 wondered 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. Therefore, 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. 
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    Legionnaires Listening 
 
      
 
      
 
    The legionnaires’ 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 Neal’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 talking 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 adept with diplomacy.   
 
      
 
    “Jamie and Michael, welcome.  How can I be of service to you?”  Melody asked.   
 
      
 
    “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.   
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    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 ensure they are safe, if the boar comes there. They have the new baby Ava, and neither Conner nor Miranda is skilled in hunting and fighting.  Melody and Rolyn wanted to go to Neal’s farm.  Rolyn especially, as Neal has two daughters, but that is a different kind of hunt, and I am not sure who is pursuing whom!” Levi laughed.  “But back to serious matters.  Neal 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 of 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 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 rather 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.” 
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    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, all the way back to the original crew members, who people now called, 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 Neal and Lottie’s 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. Hence, 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.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Please, just 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 asked.  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. 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. 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. 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 Neal’s.   
 
      
 
    Jamie and Michael ran into the darkness chasing the sounds of barking, growls, grunting and occasion high pitched squeals.   
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    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. Chroniclers had great skill at manipulating genetics in many and various ways, and did so effectively. 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. 
 
      
 
    Thus, 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. Quickly, 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,” Jamiestated. 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.    
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    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.  Well, 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 colors 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 recordings 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. 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 recording 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. 
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    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 Wacker 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 ship 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 shamble 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, 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 we 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 harder 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 shamble 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.   
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    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 were disturbing.  But he seemed adapted to living in that dimness.” 
 
      
 
    “And, 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 was 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 the 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.  “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 nonfunctional.  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, “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 systems 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 a real account 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.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey! 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 you 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.    
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    Alluvion Avenue 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, that AI in that library was worse than Theta Four ever has been,” Michael commented 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 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 grille 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 grille 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, 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 grille 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 grille 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 grille 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, 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.” 
 
      
 
    Therefore, 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 and 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. 
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    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 landings were nearly identical.  At each one, some water was pouring over the mesh and down the wall, while other water 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 uniforms, 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.” 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 will 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 could’a 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 skid-steer 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 you 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.  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.  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?” 
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    Fourth Find: Nursing Home 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now, 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. 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
    “Now, 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 grille along the tramway.  Opening the grille, the machine entered the small space.  It closed the grille 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.   
 
      
 
    “Shall 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 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 voice 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 minerals 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 should’a 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 could’a 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 recordings 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. 
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    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 they 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-hundredth 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 outlines, 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.   
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    Interference or Interdependence?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    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 dizzier 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 his hands 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.   
 
      
 
    “Just 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. 
 
      
 
    “Well, 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.”   
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    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 outside of the front windows of the craft as it went out of control.  The asteroid was seen for a 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.   
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    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.   
 
      
 
    “Here comes another cacophony of contractions,” Michael stated with no small measure of frustration.   
 
      
 
    “That antique-style of speech is bothersome,” Jamie replied. “It is surprising they ever accomplished as much as they did.” 
 
      
 
    “Like the Great Event, or the 90 Hour War?” 
 
      
 
    Jamie sighed out, “There is that.  Shall we watch?” 
 
      
 
    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 do 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—how’s do I say it? They’ill 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’ta 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 are—well, they-be just the opposite.  Filthy stuff like 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 difficult 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 of 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 a 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…” 
 
      
 
    “Now 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.   
 
      
 
    “Wow, 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. 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 inquired.   
 
      
 
    “I am Klay.” 
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    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.  
 
      
 
    “Just 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.  Therefore, 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.  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.   
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    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.  Thus, 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. 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.       
 
      
 
    “Okay, 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 here 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 are 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 grille 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 there?”  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 grille. 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 grille 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 grille 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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    The Seventh Find:  Caused or Allowed Cataclysm? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    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 grille 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. 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.  Thusly, 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.   Therefore, 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 grille, 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 of Directors of Asteroid Prospectors.  How may I assist you?” 
 
      
 
    “Well’s I’ll be. What do I 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.   
 
      
 
    “Now, Onesimus, you will now obey me, and only me?”  Jaxson asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “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 century long 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. Yes, I was. 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.  Truly 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.” 
 
      
 
    “Now, 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. Well, 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!” 
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    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 grillwork.  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 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 AI 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. Just 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 grille 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 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 and 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 there was a wire gate, 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.” 
 
      
 
    “Just 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. 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 grille 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 while 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 grille on the wall.  There was a gap of about half a meter between the pipes he was on top of and the grille in wall.  He pulled on it, but the grille 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 grille.  He was confident of escape. 
 
      
 
    Taking a small tool from a pocket, Richmond worked to unfasten the grille.  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 grille. 
 
      
 
    “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 grille.  The densely packed pipes and the strange orange lighting made visualization difficult.   
 
      
 
    Finally, the last fastener on the grille came loose, and Richmond felt success.  He never wondered why this grille was so difficult to open.  He pulled it free.  As soon as the seal was broken, the low air pressure beyond the grille 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 grille 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.   
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    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. 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 pair 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.      
 
      
 
    The 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 Canvas 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 canvas 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 canvas 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 distance 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. I thought maybe no one else would check there, being it is a creepy, and cursed place. 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 canvas 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  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “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 
 
      
 
    If you like these books, please leave a positive review. That is appreciated!  Thanks for reading my books! 
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