MICAH
Scott James Thomas
~~**~~
Smashwords Edition, December 2011
Copyright 2011 by Scott James Thomas
Discover all the Darkmatter Trilogy books at Smashwords.com:
Book 1: MINDWEB
http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/11209
Book 2: MICAH
http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/11210
Book 3: DARKMATTER
http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/11211
Or visit the author’s page at
http://www.smashwords.com/profile/view/darkmatter
~~**~~
Smashwords Edition, License Notes
This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
~~**~~
The first of the C-20's approached the bright silvery-gray lunar surface at a latitude of forty-five degrees north of the lunar equator and at a longitude such that the Earth permanently rested just under the horizon.
Daniel Trisfal, one of the twelve passengers of the C-20, had trouble focusing—his mind torn between the two conflicting realities: what was normal and where he now was. The C-20, named the Whistler, had been flung by the Society to a place of solitude—like a small stone being cast into a forbidding and dark abyss, the ripples of which were sweeping over Earth and humanity. He felt the tingle of awe at making such a mark, of actually arriving at the moon. The lunar landing spot did not seem so terribly far from home, only five hours from Katerin, but right here, right now, it seemed like he had been reborn into another dimension. He blinked, tried to focus, to change his point of view in hope that his mind would better comprehend the impending landscape and his position within it.
The Society did not look at this voyage as the first departing, but instead as the first arriving. The Whistler was arriving at a home it had not been to before, a home that did not yet exist except in the minds of the anxious Society that had cast it into the void.
After the takeoff and during the trip up through the atmosphere, the quiet and constant thrust of the meson drives made the trip seem nearly boring, if it were not for every anxiety filled second. For five hours, they watched the Earth shrink and the moon enlarge, while checking the cabin pressure and engine performance. Somewhere around the halfway mark, when the Whistler flipped end for end, so did their thoughts, as the approaching moon and the landing ahead of them began to drill into their minds.
“Sixty seconds,” a voice sounded in his head and Daniel breathed deeply and looked through the monitors at the approaching surface. For a moment it seemed so clear, the inevitability of what was happening, the fateful accumulation of his entire life. The voice was his PC, but it was only a relay of information. The message was a gentle reminder that it was the Central Computer that had brought them to this point in time and space. In the thousands of minds of the Society, they could see many flights to the moon in the near future, it was their communal will, it was their destiny, but they had no delusion—they knew that mostly it was their computer.
The arrival of the Whistler on the gray lunar surface was a milestone in a great endeavor, one small task within a grand scheme that consumed them. The Central Computer had orchestrated the labors, indeed the very thoughts, of the engineers and physicists who had taken it upon themselves to seriously consider the incredible. What the humans could not do the Central Computer could, what seemed out of reach, the computer put within their grasp. Thousands upon thousands of details were choreographed by the computer for the thousands of humans to struggle with and to solve.
“Thirty seconds,” Daniel’s PC sounded.
He could see exactly where they were going to land, it was only a few meters below his feet. Away from the mountains, the flat plains would be the birthplace of the new settlement. The site had been thoughtfully chosen by many interested scientists in the Society, not only to be located on the far side, but also to provide the right terrain to start the settlement. It had to have plenty of wide open and flat plains for landing ships and placing surface buildings, but it also had to be near firm rocky mountains where adit openings could be placed. The future lunar community might start out on the surface, but everyone knew that eventually the lunar settlement had to go subterranean for the long term, where there was protection from the constant threat of meteorites and less chance of sudden decompression.
Earth was out of sight and always would be. Many thought their new home should be placed so the Earth was in perpetual noontime position, which would have improved the lighting of the site for a couple weeks at a time. However, others wanted the new city out of sight of the Earth, for either security or so that the view of the lunar landscape from Earth should not be disturbed.
Where he was, was the result of the debate—the citizens of the future Luna1 City would not be able to look down upon Earth without traveling a few dozen kilometers. The Central Computer had assured him that it was an acceptable compromise, but he contemplated the extent at which the Central Computer quietly choreographed the discussion, leading and guiding in subtle ways that were hard to notice.
“Fifteen seconds.”
Daniel held his breath as the rocks grew underneath him. The Whistler could have made the first trip to the moon and back on its own as a test. However, in the weeks prior to the flight, there had been little concern for the safety of the first crew. The Central Computer had been deeply involved in every aspect of the ship’s design and construction—he had been convinced that every weakness had been identified and eliminated. Potential problems with the craft’s integrity, navigation or landing were easily dismissed. A timid start was not deemed necessary so, without hesitation, the crew quarters were full and the cargo bay of the Whistler was stuffed full of equipment that had been selected to take the first step to building the first extraterrestrial city.
He knew that what few concerns for danger lingered, dwelled mostly in the minds of him and his eleven companions who were lucky enough to occupy the craft in its first significant voyage. During launch his concern had focused on the operation of the Whistler’s computer, whose experience amounted to training simulations and the single subsequent trial flight. However, the fear was cast without concern into the dark invisible space, as the Whistler’s near-sentient computer worked flawlessly and navigated the C-20 from the island womb to the lunar plains.
The voyage from Katerin had been relatively easy—it had been full of quiet contemplation after the atmospheric blanket had been left behind. Now he once again could feel the fear, the tingle of anxiety build as the Whistler approached gray surface to within five meters. Were they dropping too fast? The ten powerful meson-propulsion belly thrusters kicked up an almost invisible spray of lunar dust that was thrown in all directions, to simply fall to the ground in the near vacuum of the lunar atmosphere as the tiny particles followed then finished their simple parabolic trajectories back to mother moon.
“Five seconds.”
The Whistler did not have any real windows, but high-resolution monitors strategically placed on the cockpit walls, ceiling and floor showed Daniel a better view of their surroundings than any conventional aircraft could manage. From inside the large pressurized cabin, Daniel looked downward at the floor monitors to see the gray lunar surface take on more detailed texture with brown and tan colors creeping in as the craft slowly lowered straight down. An odd, but much anticipated, gentle bump occurred then the silent blue glow of the Whistlers’ engines died to black as the craft settled on its landing wheels, to rest firmly in the soft dusty surface. He exhaled and inhaled deeply, then whispered a note of thanks to the Central Computer.
Daniel Trisfal surveyed the control panel and monitors, however, it did not tell him anything he did not already know through the silent communication the Whistler had with his PC and thus the ever-present Central Computer. He had no reason to think that the Whistler would have any difficulty in lifting through the light gravitational field when asked to do so. The Whistler had landed perfectly and one set of worries was now behind him. Eventually he would have to inspect the Whistler—he would squeeze in to the narrow passageways inside the Whistler’s belly to perform the thorough internal inspection for any sign of damage or strain to the craft’s components.
Daniel silently studied the images of his new surroundings that had partially encompassed him. It was about how he expected it to look, gray and lifeless in the extreme—and exciting. Above him was cold and black infinity, he was surrounded in a new universe.
Three years ago, he had not seriously thought that anyone was going to go to the moon in his lifetime apart from the long gone Apollo project of NASA’s. There was talk of it, mostly the Russians and Chinese hoping to prove their technological prowess, and that they were rising powers. The thought that he himself would be on the moon was just a childish dream. His previous life, as he called it, revolved around a job as an electronic engineer with a large corporation. He only had the job a few months out of school before it had become a fight for survival in the political arena of the office place. His recreational immersions in the space sciences had led him to the Mantis society, where he could talk to others and dream of childish dreams. Four months later he made a secret decision that had changed his life forever.
He was not put in the big Bit-Epsilon building, where the mighty Protani was, instead he took a position at one of the Society’s smaller companies, designing space ships and now here he was, the captain, or as close to captain as the Society had, of the first spaceship to the moon. What his life would have been like, what he would have missed out on if he had said ‘no’ three years ago, made shivers run up his back.
Looking out to where he now was, the thought going through Daniel’s mind was echoed among all those on the Whistler, ‘Oh my God, I’m really on the moon.’ It was more than the moon he saw, it was all that was, all that would be. The mighty future of the Society seemed to be laid out before him in the dust, griping his heart. He felt overwhelming pride in seeing that there seemed to be no bounds to what the Society could accomplish. It almost felt like the hand of God was guiding the Society’s fate to be more grandiose than possible.
In time Daniel turned from the monitor to see his fellow crew, eleven men and women all dressed in their space suits, who had also been following the ship’s progress through their PC’s and the viewing monitors located around the crew cabin. Each of them was as keenly aware of the ship’s status—they too felt the eerie ease at which it gracefully carried them to their immediate destination.
The array of humans grinned as they received silent congratulations and contemplated their achievement. They were starting to rise from their restraints, unlatched the helmets of their suits and chat among themselves, all the while maintaining an eye on the monitors showing the silvery grayness around them.
Neither Daniel nor anyone else sounded out orders since, as in all of the Society, there was no hierarchical command on the Whistler. Although his seat was closest to the forward monitors, he would not consider telling the others their jobs, they already knew what to do, Daniel simply watched them. In the three years of his new life he had gone far, he had become a leader, but not of fellow Society members. Within the Society all were equal. Any of those before him could have issued emergency commands to the Whistler’s computer if required to do so, anyone in the Society could have. There was not that much different between his training and that of his crewmates, the only difference was that he had studied the ship’s construction and assembly closely and studied how to recognize mistakes the ship's computer might make. In reality, any of the others on the ship would be perfectly capable of informing the ship’s computer of variances, but he would have a slightly better chance if something went wrong. Nothing had.
Those on the Whistler were the lucky ones, many had requested to be on the initial landing, but only twelve were chosen. They were not chosen on their employment start date, but simply on who would have the best chance of succeeding, a choice that he suspected was heavily influenced by the Central Computer’s opinion.
Looking at the others, Daniel could feel a comfort sweep over him; everything was going to be all right—naturally. Despite where they were, all twelve of them had spent three long weeks training for the mission, they knew what to do. They were not alone, help with any unforeseen predicament was only a thought away. Through the network, many of their fellow scientists on Earth, as well as the Central Computer, were monitoring their activity, waiting for a chance to assist. The network also added the pressure to perform well since hundreds of fellow Society members back on Earth would be following their progress in interest and in minute detail.
The chair released him and, as he stood, he unlatched his helmet. He turned and watched the rest of the crew stand, remove their helmets and display broad grins. Some were doing small jumps where they stood, gleefully getting used to the low gravity environment. Due to the constant acceleration provided by the Whistler’s main engines throughout the length of the voyage, none of them had been able to experience zero-gee or had gotten sick beyond a mild queasy feeling that had not lasted long. The room was full of chatter that was welling up from the excitement.
John Fielding, who had just removed his own helmet, grinned at Daniel from the other side of the room and spoke through the silent network, “Well Captain, I see you’ve managed to at least hit the moon. Good thing it’s nice and big.”
Daniel was seldom referred to as Captain and then only in jest—he was used to the friendly chastising of his hollow make-believe rank. “Mind yer manners scurvy dog or I’ll see yah keel hauled,” Daniel silently replied with a twisted smile.
Daniel exchanged a knowing grin with John then followed his two work companions out of the seating area. The jovial atmosphere was insufficient to cause any delay. How could it he thought, all his life he had been living for this moment. For the remainder of the crew who would be waiting within the Whistler, the next few hours, despite the smiles, would be tinted in envy of the first shift.
Daniel was proud to be part of the trio that would first step foot in the dust. While others wiggled from their suits and wandered over to the central eating room, which was the single largest room inside the craft and served as a general meeting area, Daniel put his helmet back on and made sure it was secure.
The entirety of the Whistler’s human cargo consisted of the construction crew, which was divided into four shifts, each shift trying to sleep in their proper time slots for their assigned work period. Their schedule was six hours on, eighteen off, with an hour break in the middle of the six-hour work shift, which was long enough to get out the suit and relax a bit, if they could. Recreational strolls about the surface were not in the schedule, at least not right away, now was the time for patience and rest. It would take a long three days to complete their mission—so far everything was going according to plan, but then they had just landed.
Daniel knew the conversation in the Whistler’s eating room would be lively, all were in good spirits as they reveled in the images the numerous monitors used to remind them where they were, how special they had become. In time they would settle down, perhaps to a game of cards, have their fill of microwave dinners that a small robot would prepare for them, then drift off to their bunks. Even in their bunks they would have portable viewers to scan the surroundings by switching between the exterior cameras on the Whistler. Even in their quiet darkness, their PC’s were always there to remind them where and who they were.
While the others on the ship were attempting to settle in, Daniel and the other two men of the first work shift headed to the cargo bay airlock. The three men stood in the airlock and as the air was sucked out from around them, they could feel their suits expand and stiffen.
They looked at each other with a shared sense of exasperation, worry and excitement, too much emotion for words filled them as they watched the green bar in the airlock’s chamber slide from view to be replaced with red. They had been decompressed many times before, but always in preparation for this decompression. Sweat of anticipation began to form on their brow as the suits creaked and stretched. The power and air supply systems they carried fit snugly on their back and around their waist, all of which showed normal functioning. They bent their arms and legs in cautious experimentation, ensuring the joints moved freely in the constant volume suits and the magnetic seals in the joints were tight—all was in proper order. As soon as the last drop of green disappeared from the pressure indicator, the outer airlock door slid open, the airless cargo bay of the C-20 was laid out before them—they were in outer space!
The top of the cargo bay had already opened, the harsh unfiltered sun beat down onto the contents. The bay was filled to the rim with robots, lighting equipment, tanks, hoses, cables, plastic cargo crates and three small golf-cart sized buggies.
The three men looked at the wall of strapped together cargo and took a collective sigh. The bay looked like an overstuffed storage closet that would have its various contents tumble out as soon as a door was opened, except that everything in the bay was securely fastened with hundreds of straps. Several visible robots were part of the mass of objects, most being small 100K models.
Buried within the mass of equipment were two larger 2T models and one giant sturdy 10T model. This last robot was a quadruped beast with four powerful arms. It stood nearly five meters tall in a normal upright posture and was a picture of strength, if not agility. Despite its size, it was lost from view amongst the stacks of plastic cargo containers and other items. The numerous strapped in robots had turned on their lights and were looking around their cluttered surroundings in which they were imbedded.
Further back in the cargo bay, hidden by tonnes of tubes, tanks, robots and other items, was the main drilling equipment they would be using, a large drill rig and the accompanying stack of fat drilling rods, each being sixty centimeters in diameter. The drill rig was in two parts, a low and wide massive six-legged spider-like crawler machine that served as a mobile platform for the actual drill rig. The massive crawler measured six meters in length and about four in width, but was only about a meter high. The upper part of the robotic drill rig was the actual mast and motor to do the drilling. The two parts were too large to fit in the cargo bay attached together and so the top and bottom components had been packed separately. Out of view of the three humans was a large hydraulic crane mounted to the side of the expansive cargo bay.
The only exit from the ship directly to the lunar surface was a hatchway on one side of the cargo bay. John Fielding slid along the side of the bay in a narrow gap between the bulkhead and the mountain of equipment, carefully squeezing his way to the hatchway on the side of the C-20. The hatch was three meters wide and once John saw it was clear, his PC relayed the information to the Whistler, via the Central Computer. The two other men, Daniel and Don Samson also made their way through the narrow gap and stood beside John as the ship’s computer slid open the wide door.
The three humans lined up along the threshold of the door to look out upon their surroundings in silence. Before them was the bleak gray landscape that held the promise of the Society’s future. The sun was to one side, casting shadows that accentuated the details in the lunar surface, the small fresh craters on the flat plain and the battered peaks of the primordial mountains. The only disturbance they saw was on the ground around the ship, where it had been streaked with small ripples by what lasting particle exhaust the meson drives made.
The small craters, testimony to the bombardment of the shadowy surface by meteorites of various sizes, sprinkled the area, but nothing so big as to disturb the pending construction was visible. The three men knew the whole Society was sharing the sights and much of the feeling that came rushing into their minds. It had taken years of labor, uncertainty and sacrifice, giving up old lives to embrace the unknown and the dreams. To have the sight before them was a grand and hard won reward.
Don produced a tiny video camera and started to capture the scene. This was not needed since the Whistler’s cameras were recording and transmitting their images to Earth, but somehow it seemed appropriate.
John gathered his emotions, lowered a small ladder to the ground below and stepped out onto it. He quickly traversed the ladder’s five steps and before taking the last step onto the surface, he paused and said, “One tiny step for civilization,” then he stepped onto the dust-covered surface.
Daniel followed John to the surface. The landscape seemed delicate, fragile. It was all so pristine and perfect; the way nature intended it to be, that was what made it also appear fragile. Daniel could feel the deep-rooted pristineness melt into footsteps under his feet. He had a desire to feel the moon, it seemed to call to him, fighting his sense that the moon was about to lose its innocence.
Falling to his knees in the light gravity, as a lost sailor who had finally arrived at a long dreamt landfall, he placed his hands on the loose lunar soil. He dug in with his fingers and lifted a handful. The sunlight reflected off the dirt as it fell, the moonlight reflecting to his eyes. The shimmering light held his gaze until all the soil had slipped through his fingers. He composed himself, breathed in deeply from his oxygen scrubber and spoke with conviction, “And this time we’re not just visiting, were staying.”
“What? I thought this was only to take three days?” Don said casually still recording the lunar scene, having briefly pointed the camera towards Daniel wallowing in the dust.
The two other men stood beside Daniel and took in their surroundings, the massive Whistler, the open plains and distant mountains. “Wow,” Daniel said while looking down at the handprints he was making. “I can hardly believe it. I’m on the moon!”
“And already messing it up I might add,” Don said capturing the fresh footprints in his camera.
Inside the spacecraft and on Earth, everyone watched the three men on the moon through the images sent by the Whistler. Don started to traverse the ship, panning the camera around trying to capture the desolation all around.
“What a view, the shades of gray with brown hue,” John exclaimed walking a few meters looking at the distant mountains.
Daniel stood and with John followed behind Don and tried to stay out of camera view as they walked around, surveying the landscape around the ship.
“Well, this site seems to be okay, no surprises. Just a bunch of footprints muddling up the natural beauty,” Daniel said.
“I second that,” John replied.
“I’ll make it three so you won’t have to move the ship Daniel,” Don said still panning the camera around, trying to capture the incredibleness of where they were and what they were doing as best he could.
“Of course not, it only takes one try to be perfect,” Daniel replied while gazing out into his surroundings, “I can see it all now, the crane goes there, about a hundred meters away,” he said while pointing in a vague direction in front of the C-20. He shifted his arm to point to a distant flat area closer to the mountains, “The modules over there. And the cyclotron way out there,” he said spinning around to face out towards the distant center of the lunar valley. “The foundry and industrial complex right over there by that pile of dirt. It’s all here.”
He sighed while continuing to scan the lunar city in his mind. He knew hundreds of other people were also envisioning the future city to greater or lesser degrees of detail, the vision as in all their minds while its physical being was being built in the vast bowels of Katerin by their machines. It was really going to happen, he could feel it down deep in his bones. The Central Computer was going to make it happen.
Their PC told them there were no serious objections to the location and so with anxiety filling their hearts, Don finally put down his camera and the three men returned to the massive white C-20. The side door to the cargo bay was operated by the Whistler’s computer, but the ramp to the lunar surface was not integrated into the spacecraft. The ramp would have weighed a tonne on Earth, but with the advantage of the low gravity, the three men fixed it in place.
The planning team of the future city of Luna1 had outlined an aggressive series of steps toward creating the city. The first step was to build an unloading facility for the Society’s powerful fleet of C-20 craft, then the ramps would not be required.
The large unloading facility was designed to handle several shipments each day and more than one ship at a time. It was the Whistler’s job to set the cornerstone, or more accurately corner posts, of that unloading facility. It would become a spider web of steel beams, a series of three large connected arches under which C-20 vehicles could roll. A set of six overhead cranes would then lift out cargo and deposit it to either side of the C-20s being unloaded. The facility would stand on thirty-two sturdy legs, each footed into the lunar rock. The Whistler’s crew was there to dig holes for the thirty-two foundations. It did not seem very glamorous, but to the crew of the Whistler it was the most important job of their lives. They were laying the cornerstone to the Society’s new home.
With the ramp in place, the three men immediately went to work removing securing straps from the first of the robots then more straps that began to free the aggregation of equipment. As the men unfastened the restraints, the robots were called to remove hoses and small tanks, as they became available, to place them on the dusty ground outside.
The two-2T robots carried the heavy pallets while the 100K robots worked with the smaller items. The robots were neither slow nor sluggish, but instead were quick and nimble, able to scoot around each other without slowing down on their numerous trips to and from the cargo bay. As the robots labored, the amorphous mass of cargo began to be transformed into neat orderly rows outside the ship. When it was the 10T robot’s turn to leave the cargo bay, it had to carefully bend down as low as it could manage to slip through the door and out to the lunar surface.
The bay was about half empty when Daniel paused to scan the equipment spread out on the ground, the hoses, steel pipes and buggies. Much of it they would not need, some was for later crews and some was brought just in case it was needed. He watched a 100K robot nimbly stride over and pick up a piece of equipment he knew to be a radar system. After a brief query his PC informed him that a team of engineers on Earth had commanded the robot to begin running a small ground-penetrating radar over the future construction site. Watching the robot begin a regular series of traverses where the legs of the unloading structure would be placed, Daniel briefly wondered if humans were required at all.
The dry lunar soil offered excellent signal penetration, allowing the radar to detect buried boulders and the bottom of the dirt covered plain to a depth of a hundred meters. He knew that the Whistler’s cameras were tracking the small robot’s position and the data were relayed real time back to Earth where a team of engineers examined the resulting images, looking for the thickness of the unconsolidated surface material, comparing it with the expected depth. He turned from the busy robot and back towards the Whistler’s cargo bay where the other two men were still freeing equipment.
The unloading of cargo proceeded until all that was left was a large tank of dedust, which was not meant to be removed from the ship, along with other items that were too large for the doorway, including two large “safe-houses” and the drill rig.
Dedust was a mixture of a thin hydrocarbon base and polyurethane, which was designed to reduce the lunar dust in areas of high activity. The dedust just had to be sprayed onto the ground, where it would soak in then congeal in the vacuum to form a strong and flexible bond that would not crumble under heavy traffic. With the bulk of the cargo bay emptied, three of the 100K robots were instructed to use portable bottles of dedust and spray the dry ground around the Whistler. It would take much more dedust than they brought to do the job well, but a perfectly dust free environment was not required, the dry lunar dust was anticipated and planned for in all respects; the pressure suits and equipment were designed to be immune to the dust that tended to cling to everything.
John made sure the tall hydraulic crane mounted in the bay was in working order then swung it over the lower part of the six-legged crawler. The crane’s hook was attached to the crawler’s hoisting cable along with two guide ropes. With John operating the crane, Daniel and Don controlling its spin with the ropes, the crawler was lifted out of the cargo bay, swung away from the Whistler and lowered onto its six feet into the dust. The same procedure was repeated with the drill rig, but this time the destination was on top of the crawler they had just deposited. The drill rig easily slid into place on the crawler and automatic clamps engaged as were power and communication connectors. The crawler was activated and instructed to move a short distance from the Whistler. Two safe houses were also lifted out via the crane and the 10T robot was instructed to drag them to strategically located positions.
The safe houses were small, portable, well-lit buildings, about a meter-and-a-half wide and three meters long. They looked like oversized outhouses that sported a single double-door airlock, an internal air supply, first aid and some basic suit repair equipment. The safe houses simply provided the surface crew with somewhere to run towards incase the integrity of a pressure suit was compromised, an item some considered extremely important.
The last pieces of equipment in the Whistler’s cargo bay were ten-meter lengths of auger and sixty-centimeter diameter casings, which were carried out by the 10T robot whose main task was to handle the heavy casing and auger.
Several robots, including the massive drill rig, followed the men as they walked to the construction site for one last inspection, everything seemed as good and as it could be. The heavy drill was directed to the proper spot where it squatted to the ground in preparation for drilling. Extra power was brought to the drilling crawler via an umbilical cord from the Whistler’s large reactors. A hose from the Whistler’s large tanks supplied a dedust solution that was injected into the drill hole through the tip of the auger bit. By injecting dedust into the hole while it was being drilled, the dry loose dirt would not continuously collapse.
With the external source of power and dedust connected, the robotic drill started to turn. The slowly rotating auger gradually dug a ten-meter hole that was one meter in diameter. The drilling was not difficult despite the rocks encountered. A second ten-meter length of drill rod was attached to the auger, allowing it to reach twenty meters down, where the bedrock was expected to be encountered. As the hole was dug, a 2T robot busied itself moving the dirt that was piling up around the hole out of the way with a shovel-like attachment it had retrieved from a rack on its back. When the auger hit hard rock, the crawler moved off the drill site and the 10T robot screwed two lengths of casing together and lowered it down the hole. Only a meter of the casing was exposed at the surface after the casing was in place. The crawler moved to another drill site only ten meters away and repeated the process.
The human crew watched the holes being dug, guided by their own instructions and the Central Computer, the robots labored and another hole in the loose lunar soil was completed. They spent a lot of time looking around, not only at the vacuum draped landscape, but also of the Whistler standing silently nearby, their safe harbor that their lives depended on. They also looked at each other, exchanging silent glances that were filled with trepidation and excitement, sharing amongst themselves the intense feeling of being on another world.
In time, the second shift relived the three emotionally exhausted men of the first shift and the robotic work progressed, building the molds for the new lunar foundation.
Ken Lindsay smiled darkly to himself as he thought of the millions of dollars the world was currently spending every minute in a massive effort to know what he knew. The silent global activity of spy satellites, recon planes, the movements of navies and air forces and about ten thousand vacations being cancelled, all seemed to buzz in his mind. It was still early in the morning, but already he could feel the focus of every intelligence agency and reporter across the planet on him. The global envy was palatable, however, the world leaders might be a bit disappointed if they knew what was happening on the moon—a bunch of hole digging.
Ken poured himself a small drink from a bottle that was on his desk. However, they would not be so disinterested in how they were being dug or the secrets of the C-20s. With a quick query to his PC, he knew that the Whistler’s first shift was on duty again, twenty-one of the thirty-six foundation holes had been dug by the Whistler’s robots. The second C-20, the Halliburton, was landing about a hundred meters from the Whistler. The mighty Halliburton, the same as every other C-20, had the noble mission was to fill the freshly dug holes with a plascrete mixture and then set large mounting brackets at the top of the newly poured posts. He sighed despondently, as mundane as the activity appeared, the first permanent construction fixtures on the moon were being set in place—without him. He recalled setting the first foundations on Katerin, an event that he had managed to attend—the moon had somehow grown a bit out his reach. What was happening on the moon was no longer his concern; he did not closely follow the tracks of the men on the moon.
Ken sighed again, every news radio station was devoting itself to the launches, even the DJ’s on the music stations made it the topic of the day. The same was happening on the television. Ken wondered how many times the cable news networks could repeat the same old incorrect information. Clearly, they were just in it to make a buck, not to relay news. The media seemed comical in their attempt to show more than their competitors did. But, laughably, all they had were a few crummy pictures of Katerin taken from a distance and equally coarse images of a C-20.
However, not all the military agencies of the world were being as inept as the news media. The United States military certainly did not fail to notice the short test flight of the Whistler. And Ken was certain that both the United States and Russia closely watched the event of the spacecraft launching into outer space and eventually flying beyond the range of their radars.
He grinned again, knowing satellite images, as well as the radar and infrared images of the Whistler’s test flight, were being studied by interpreters at the Pentagon and teams of Russian and Chinese scientists. Secret labs and observatories around the world were frantically shuffling through every scrap of information they could find to come to some conclusion they could pass on to their bosses.
With a paranoid thirst for information, naval ships from both of the powerful countries, along with several others, were dispatched to international waters close to the island. Official requests for information were bombarding the Indonesian government through diplomatic channels, as well as more direct means. Although the Indonesian government had little real knowledge of the true nature of the island and being similarity surprised by the launch, they were quick to point out that the launch was the commencement of lunar operations for the Indonesia space agency. Under the watchful eye of the Society, the corrupt government kept to its role, acting the part of the proud parent, but Ken knew the savvy would not be fooled.
He sat in his leather chair and looked out over the sparkling city as it began to come alive for the new day. He rarely looked out the window, but it seemed different now, as if this morning it was showing something that was a little less his.
The launches were unexpected to everyone except those in the Society; no down-to-earth person really thought the Indonesian Space Agency could actually put a man in orbit. Now the world found that not only could Indonesia put a man in space, it could do it in grand style and everyone wanted to know how—and why.
Newspapers were laid out on his desk, the launch was on the front page of each of them. Every news web site and paper in the world had articles and yet all they had to offer was information from his web site and speculation. Even those that cared little for science or space would pause on this day to wonder what was happening.
It was early, the normal workday had yet to begin, but already the street in front of the building was a mob of reporters looking for a scoop, as if they felt a physical pain from their own ignorance. A legion of armed security guards had been required for him to gain access to his office.
It was well known that the famous financier of Bio Research was funding the Indonesian space program, which had involved creation of the largest man-made object on the planet. The massive rectangular building had been dubbed the ‘KBB’ for ‘Ken’s Black Box’ by some of the media for the last year. Ken always remained as mute about the project as the Indonesian government had been, but now, with the first launch, the press figured he would have to say something—they were right. His office had released a notice of a press conference and the turnout was large, all he had expected.
Ken turned his chair from the window and faced one of his secretaries patiently standing and waiting.
“It’s time sir,” the woman announced.
Ken acknowledged his predicament by silently nodding and then he stood, walked to the bar and poured himself a small drink, downed it in one swallow then left his office to the waiting media and the world.
The press conference was staged in a large section of the building’s lobby. His spacious lobby had been transformed into a roar of noise and commotion that poured through the glass doors and out into the street, which only increased in tempo as he worked his way through the crowd and to the podium, ignoring the maelstrom of premature questions already being shot at him. It seemed there were hundreds of cameras to capture his every movement, his every blink and pause. No less than twenty microphones were arranged on the large podium to capture his utterances. The roar of indistinct voices was being thrown out on top of each other, each trying to achieve the impossible, to be heard. He ignored them all, stood at the podium looking out over the desperate and waited for the room to quiet down. He wished he had taken another drink.
The noisy room slowly calmed and Ken took a deep breath, showed a small smile and began, “On behalf of the Indonesian Space Agency, I am pleased to announce that last night the first manned spacecraft to the moon in five decades was launched from Katerin Island. Its destination was the backside of the moon and it arrived safely and on time this morning with all twelve of its crew in good health. A second similar craft has already been launched and in the days ahead, more will undertake the journey. The Indonesian Space Agency and the Indonesian government are proud to host humanity’s first major construction on lunar soil.”
A buzz of questions flowed and Ken waved them down and continued. “It is the goal of the Indonesian Space Agency that this will mark the beginning of the permanent and peaceful settlement of the moon. The scientific research that will someday take place on the moon will benefit the whole world. This international project, which was born last night, is still in the early stages of life and will require time and patience to fully bloom into the true potential of its commercial and scientific value.”
Again, a volley of questions was shouted out, but Ken patiently quieted the crowd and continued. “I know you have many questions about the program, but I will not discuss the technical aspects of the spacecraft. The Indonesian Space Agency is after all a commercial enterprise and wishes that the efforts of its scientists to remain confidential for the time being. Now, are there any questions?”
Instantly a flurry of hands waving in the air materialized with a wall of questions being shouted out. He almost felt a sense of relief, his statement was done and there was not much left to say, everything he did not mention was secret. Ken waved the crowd down and pointed to a nearby reporter who shouted, “What type of propulsion do the rockets employ?”
Other reporters were waving in hopes to offer a different question, but this was a question whose answer was already decided, an answer designed to perhaps provoke? He replied with the words his PC supplied, “The C-20 spacecraft are not rocket propelled, their propulsion is confidential.” A name, a tantalizing clue amongst very little real information? He pointed to another reporter in the flurry of hands.
The reporter shouted over the ruckus that seemed unable to completely control itself, “How much have you spent on the Indonesian Space Agency and what is the form of the business relationship you have with the Indonesia Government?”
The room fell a bit quieter and Ken calmly answered, “The cost of the agency to date has been nearly four-point-six billion dollars. I expect it to cost much more before the lunar facility is operational. Indonesia is central to all operations in this commercial venture, although they are not funding it—I am the sole investor, the financial partner. The Indonesian Space Agency employees scientists from all over the world, it is a global effort, not just the work of a few.”
Before the roar of expectation could come to a crescendo, a shout rose, “How many spaceships does the ISA have?” to which Ken quickly replied, “Eight.”
Someone in the crowd shouted the question, “How many people does the ISA employ?”
“The Indonesian Space Agency directly employs nearly two thousand people from around the world.”
Another quick question came, “What is the building on Katerin made of?”
A stupid question Ken thought, the factories were of no secret, they could not be, not in the long run, but he calmly replied, “The building material is simply a carbon polymer produced in Indonesia. I’ll take a couple more questions,” Ken said as the room once again erupted.
Ken pointed and a question came forth, “How many people will be on the moon when the facility is completed and what type of structure are you building?”
“Current plans are for a continually growing facility, but initially a hundred. We envision a combination of modular buildings on the surface and safer subsurface constructions. One more question please.”
At his pointing, “What special relationship do you have with Indonesia so that they became your partner?”
Ken cleared his throat and replied, “Indonesia had several benefits, good latitude, healthy industrial sector and an efficient government. Partnering with Indonesia allowed this momentous event to occur years before it otherwise could have.”
Ken pointed to a reporter who asked, “How do people join the Indonesian Space Agency? It is clearly not composed of many Indonesians, but mostly Americans.”
Ken managed a weak smile, it was a good closing question. He spoke, “The Indonesian Space Agency keeps many thousands of Indonesians employed. People interested in employment opportunities in the Indonesian Space Agency can visit the web site where there is an application form. Thank you for your time.” With that, Ken walked away from the yelling crowd surrounded by a small group of uniformed security personal.
He kept a blank face as he walked away amongst his hired guards. He knew the brief press release did little to satisfy the press or the world governments, but would ease the mind of the suspicious who rightly envisioned that there was much more going on then what there appeared to be. He also knew that the speech would be eaten up by the hoards of space-watching people around the world, who would pick through every word and attempt to pull bonus information from between the words. For a while the floodwaters would be held back, but not for long.
The propulsion systems would be of keen interest to every military organization in the world. Any military tactician would easily see that the revolutionary engines could bring space into the battleground like never before. In addition, having a country like Indonesia in the forefront of heavy lifting would be a nearly impossible pill for some large countries to swallow, their pride and security was threatened. He was now a target.
As he rode the elevator up to his office, he was accompanied by his main secretary and two large bodyguards. There was no other Society member anywhere close. That was the way it was for him, he was the front man—behind him, the rest of the Society was busy going to the moon. He looked down at his feet, he would go as well—it was just a matter of time before he too would fly away from his building, the city and the envy.
The feds were going to be the biggest issue. ISA was an Indonesian company, if even that, which meant the feds did not even have the names of its employees, scientists from around the world, something they desperately wanted. A thin dark grin formed on his face, in time they would force the issue and when that time came, well, all hell would break loose.
It was only a matter of time before the world would see through his lies and view the true face of the ISA. Ken looked up as the elevator doors opened, he followed the security guards out into his office lobby. Those guards would be useless when the time came for real security. But the Society’s plans were proceeding as they should, which was a very good thing—he was betting his whole life on one constant, the increasing strength of the Society. He hoped it would be enough.
In an effort to make the Society stronger, Protani and his elite physics team had set up shop in the basement of the massive island structure. Ken, along with everyone else, knew what they were working on and how it was progressing. It was another milestone in the Society’s maturity, only it was not yet visible to the outside world. The Society had always relied on secrecy to protect itself from other human governments. Now that it was launching ships, it was not quite so secret anymore and a new type of protection had to be prepared.
Ken sat in his office. His newspapers had been removed along with the bottle of scotch. Before him was his list of meetings for the day. There were large empty spaces in it. His staff was well aware that there could be unexpected meetings that might come up this week. No doubt being the focus of so many agencies would disrupt the schedule some, but all he needed was a bit more time. The initial tests of the particle beam had been successful and already a small number of 500K armored robots were being built on Katerin that would carry the initial weapons. Protani’s team was now working on a larger megawatt model and had even predicted the first test would be performed within a few days. Protani had a gift for being correct—Ken knew he could count on it. The time sequence was critical, he had to buy the Society time so they could do what they had to, to become truly sovereign.
A silent message was relayed to him, the computer that hosted the website was under a near-breaking strain as thousands of applications were filled out every minute in utter vain. He decided to see if he could find where the secretary had put his scotch. The demand on the server would not last long, but for now he had a following, that would buy some time—that was now his only purpose, to buy time.
Micah Tomkin was sitting in a small, but busy, pizza parlor that she and her friends frequented at the local Missoula shopping mall. The evening was growing late, but like most people of the world, she was watching the dramatic broadcast on the diner’s small television with her friends. Like many other news agencies, CNN had long distance images of the large winged-spacecraft coming and going through the atmosphere. They had stories and pictures of factories in Jakarta along with interviews with dozens of people about the mysterious space agency. Some of the interviews were with US government officials discussing the many political ramifications of the Indonesian action—none of it good. Other interviews were with an assortment of scientists or anyone else who had a theory or might know something about the large quiet craft that left no pillar of fire behind them. They spoke of such simple things as horizontal-takeoff and landing, single-stage-to-orbit and black zones.
Repeatedly the question of what space junk was being added to the already cluttered Earth orbit was discussed as was the possibility of microbe contamination, both going and coming from the moon. It was obvious from the discussions that despite the mysteries, the Indonesian Space Agency was clearly acting irresponsible.
It had been going on for hours, always the photos, the speculation based on what little the media knew, over and over, as if by repeating the same things a hundred times it would somehow satisfy their need to know. To viewers all over the world, the events brought curiosity and a sense of fear—fear fed by the news media. It was all very serious and dramatic. To Micah the stupid speculations by idiotic reporters were disgusting.
“This is so cool,” exclaimed one of Micah’s friends, “Wouldn’t it be such a trip to fly to the moon?”
“Oh Martha, you’ve never even flown anywhere, not even on a regular plane,” Micah replied in a sigh.
“Yeah, but still, outer space and all. Like wow!”
Micah did not have to hear the melodramatic CNN news report that morning. She already knew what Mr. Lindsay was going to say long before his short speech, before he himself even knew. The events of Indonesia were the talk of her high school all day. Her friend’s reaction was more interesting to her than that of the president or the other world leaders. Most people were shocked that Indonesia could launch anything at all, even with the reclusive billionaire’s billions. She sighed, if only they knew how little Indonesia had to do with it.
She closed her eyes and silently asked Sig for the image she often asked for. The new chip, which had been installed a year ago, allowed her to see images that were a bit more exotic, she never tired of watching the giant colorful globe of Jupiter—the computer graciously gave her what she wanted. The massive sphere was a three-quarters crescent, but quickly waxing from the moving view given to her.
The bulk of Sig’s operations had left Jupiter’s moon of Io, but a small contingency force remained, ready to either depart or start another spacecraft at any time. Sig let her immerse herself in the magic of the gas giant and in return Micah felt pleasantly hypnotized by the bright swirling clouds that contrasted sharply against the dark background. She felt as if she could feel each vortex, the causative conjunctions of temperature gradients and Coriolis effects. They seemed to have depth without end, each vortex composed of ever-smaller vortices, spiraling inwards and downwards to the gentle, ever-thickening layers deep with the globe. She felt comfortable in the vision; it was where she belonged, in the comfort and care of her constant companion.
“I wonder if they’re planning on getting a bunch of job applications?” her other friend, Isabelle, asked, shaking Micah back to the Earth.
Micah sighed and with her eyes still closed muttered, “None they would accept. They are already fully staffed. Besides, it would be very exclusive.” Micah opened her eyes, Jupiter fading away. She was a bit annoyed at the interruption. Sig had reminded her on many occasions that she needed human friends, not many, but some. Martha and Isabelle seemed tolerable; they had good qualities, despite being teenage girls.
Isabelle simply accepted the reply from Micah as fact. Micah was well known as one of the brightest students at school and certainly the most worldly. To Isabelle it was a privilege to be sitting beside Micah, the very Micah who not even the teachers dared cross.
Micah rarely noticed her friend’s automatic acceptance of her statements. It was typical, those around her seemed so ignorant, they thirsted for knowledge, or at least the warm glow of perceived understanding, whether they knew it or not, that was why so many wanted to be her friend—and why so many hated her.
Ever since she had discovered her ‘phone’ to her robot friend, her life had not been the same. At first the robot was simply someone to quietly talk to, a secret friend. Eventually she learned that the robot was only a mindless appendage of a vast computer intelligence. She had watched the great intelligence through the years as it grew and eventually escaped the confines of Earthly governments. When her companion flew away, it felt as if a piece of her had soared out into the solar system and beyond. It was part of her out there with Jupiter and part of her was on those ships flying to the moon out in the bright daylight for the entire world to see. While her friends stared at the ongoing coverage of the Indonesian Space Agency, Micah closed her eyes and let images envelop her vision of men and robots moving things around on the lunar surface under the naked radiation of the sun or the soft glow of their own working lights.
Micah had watched the first crew of the Halliburton explore the area around the ships and start to lay out hoses from their ship to the freshly dug holes. The work on the moon was going smoothly, as she knew it would, Sig had planned it all and made it all look simple. Compared to other things Sig had planned, the activities on the moon were indeed children’s toys. She watched a 5T multipurpose robot pound through the dust, carrying large brackets and beams. What will the world think when they catch sight of the metallic beast the size of an elephant?
The third ship, the Kodiak, arrived just before the Whistler had departed in a slight spray of dust. The Whistler, leaving its robots and piles of supplies behind, had quietly risen from the lunar soil, where it had landed and headed back towards Earth with its human crew. The first manned lunar mission since Apollo had come and gone and she had watched with a distinct sense of ownership and mild amusement.
Micah saw the Kodiak being unloaded by an array of construction drones. Heavy steel beams, some twenty meters in length, were carried from the ship by the robots. She knew the sequence of events in her mind, soon the small army of robots would begin to assemble the C-20 unloading facility on top of the foundation the Whistler’s crew had begun. She could see it all; it would take eight more loads, thirty construction drones and five days before the first third of the unloading facility was operational. The gantry, or the unloading facility as the Society called it, was the first order of business on the moon, the heart of a busy lunar harbor. When complete it would sport six moving overhead cranes mounted on three sets of rails. Each crane was itself a robot, able to operate with minimal instruction to unload the incoming C-20s.
Once the gantry was operational, the cargo going to the moon would change, the number of flights would increase and the world would see that the Indonesian Space Agency had many more than eight C-20s, despite what Ken had said. But then, it really did not matter, the Society was heading down the path it always had, away from the rest of the Earth. Micah smiled to herself—Sig would ensure the Society would continue, showing the way of might through Protani.
The Society was a collection of toys who in their ignorance underestimated their chances, they were even attempting to keep at least two ships on the lunar surface at any one time in case of an emergency. However, they could not see what she saw, they could not feel the power of the intelligence holding them up the way she could. The construction on the moon was small compared to what Sig had done on Io. Humans were weak, Sig had to help them on every step, guiding and pushing—they were clueless. The computer even had to save them when the virus had swept through them; they never suspected a thing, believing their success was their own.
Sig had been Micah’s constant companion when growing up. She quickly realized the computer knew just about everything of any importance. In her eyes it was the one and only true super computer. It was the center of her life and it had made her true self a secret. Never did she breath a word of her companion, never could she show what she really knew, what she had been taught that few other humans knew. The companion silently tutored her in any problem she faced, of both her own making and those assigned in her school.
School did not have the same meaning to her as it did to the other students; to her it was more of a game, or a play to be acted out. It was a social event where she would practice being normal. Her real instructor was the computer who understood her more intimately than any human ever could. She would sit in class and study the teacher, critique the homework, analyze the teaching methods. Often failing to contain sneers during lectures, human teachers did not like her, some hated her, some feared her. To Micah it was a game, the object was to act normal, guess which questions were the hardest, think up clever satirical answers, listen to Sig telling her to act more normal and to not attract attention.
Sig had always been a teacher, but above all, it was her friend, knowing when to talk and when she was not in a mood to talk. Unlike the members of the Society, she did not have a PC between her and the Central Computer. Her chip had direct-connect to the source of all information, only she knew the true nature of the Central Computer. One of her pastimes was to act like an invisible Society member, more powerful than any human member, offering advice and engaging in debates.
Sig kept her abreast of events and new recruits, some she knew better than others. Those members she knew best were not humans, the abominations in disguise. Sig used the human-looking robots to visit her, always to her delight. She was used to them and to her young mind they were the only adults that really mattered.
The Lazaro robot saw her one last time, just before going to Hawaii to end its existence. The computer had carefully explained to her that it was time to remove that particular character. In the eyes of the Society, that character knew much about the mysterious beginnings of the Society. Like Marila and Sigmund before, it had been the time for Lazaro to go. Knowing that he was just a mindless robot did not stop the young girl from demanding to see the robot once more, hugging him and shedding a tear. She had been closest to Lazaro and to her it seemed that she had known the robot all her life.
Sig was her best friend, more than any human could ever have been. Micah knew her true life had begun the day she met Sig, her alpha. She thrived on the computer; Sig was the air she breathed, the space she lived in, her all and everything.
“Well they must get new employees somehow,” Isabelle retorted.
Micah softly sighed, not bothering to open her eyes, “Lindsay said there was an application on a web site, but that’s just a ruse, it’s by invitation only. You have to be in their crowd you know, a member of a special society,”
“Oh, so you don’t think they will accept my letter asking them to take me with them?” Isabelle replied jokingly, but with a bit of a nervous tone.
Micah opened her eyes and gave Isabelle a slight smile to let her know she was not too annoyed, then spoke casually, “Probably not just yet. Maybe in time, if things work out for them and they don’t all die or give up, they might find the time to read it.”
The news droned on, the endless repetition of the same old information and speculation. The Friday evening wore on, it was late, but she was Micah and nobody, including her parents, would dare to confront her about untimely returns to her home. Even her friends, when asked about their late night returns by their parents, would only have to say they were with Micah—it would be understood.
However, as she sensed her friends tiring, Micah led them out of the restaurant and into the cool night air. It was dark, but the ravens were there, Micah barely noticed them in the distance, always watching and following, they were part of her. Wherever she was, school, the mall or simply at her own house, so were they, always close by—Sig insisted. She grew up with them, never minding the surveillance, accepting it as part of Sig. And now with the new chip she could see through their eyes. She often sent them soaring over the town or the countryside to see the freshly fallen snow or sometimes to spy on potential boyfriends. Potential boyfriends were all she ever had, fantasizing followed by investigating—none ever seemed to be worth the effort once she knew them.
The parking area was dimly lit and few cars remained by the time Micah walked across it with her friends. She casually tilted her head as the ravens warned her of an approaching pickup truck. Seconds later the truck entered the parking area, just as Micah knew it was going to and, as she suspected, the driver of the pickup spotted her and blocked her path to her car. Micah stopped where she had decided to make her stand; her two timid friends had stopped a safe couple meters behind her.
The truck door opened and the young man she had been anticipating climbed out, a male of only a year older than herself, who she had long ago discarded as a potential friend. Two of the young man’s friends followed their leader, just as Micah knew they would.
“Helloooo ladies,” the young man, who already towered over the average height of an adult, said in a long drawn out voice while grinning broadly. His friends standing beside him also grinned as they examined the trio of girls.
Micah was becoming annoyed. Everything about the three males before her reminded her of how low humanity could sink. The rehearsed country accent, the clothing, the vehicle they drove, it was all a product of closed mindedness. She frowned deeply then noticed her friends were backing up an additional step, as if seeking protection from the unruly boys who thought they were real men. Empowered by a culture fed ego and a six-pack of beer, the children before Micah had found their courage and puffed out their chests in an animistic challenge.
Micah sighed, “Billy, you are an idiot.” She added in a sneer, “Move that piece of crap out of my way.”
The boy looked casually behind him then turned back and said sarcastically, “Oh, am I blocking your way Micah?”
Micah sighed, “You three have the brains of a dog. One dog.” To Micah the analogy was not so wrong.
The man chuckled a bit nervously and formulated his strained, but casual reply, “Why don’t you and I just hop in that nice car of yours and go up the canyon a ways. Hank and Trev can take care of your friends.”
Micah did not have to turn around to know what her friends were thinking. She had few friends, only the brave, but now her friends would have their hearts pounding in their chest in fear. Her frown turned to a nasty grin as she studied the situation for a moment. She had never liked Billy, he often had hinted that he was the man for her and now it seemed with his two friends with him and a couple beers in him, he had decided to make the best of his luck in intercepting her in the parking lot.
The three boys stood and faced Micah, the grin that spread across her face was not pleasant, it was Micah’s grin. In their mind’s the boys began to recall the stories and what they knew about the girl before them, remembering things the beer had momentarily caused them to forget, their smiles began to fade.
Micah could see more than others, she could see the skeletal anatomy of the boys, their organs, the hard parts and the soft. Lines of different colors were drawn in her mind, overlaying her vision. They flashed up one at a time then all disappeared until only one was being displayed, a nice thick red curved line. She set her feet just as they should be, shifted her weight just as it had to be, inhaled then let her right foot followed the red line to its mark, a soft spot.
The dim lights of the parking lot were the stage lights as Micah thrust out to her enemy. Her friends jumped back in surprise as the parking lot seemed to explode in action. The preemptive strike was sudden, the young man before her was beyond surprise, as the small girl known as Micah, seemed to do the impossible.
To Micah it was by the numbers, simple and smooth. She twirled around and the side of her foot sent the man spinning. Following the lines that arched through the air before her, Micah in a flash, dodged a flailing block and shoved a fist into another boy’s abdomen. The other tried to flee, but she caught his wrist and bent it just right to bring him to his knees before her. She kneed him in the face and then as easily as if she did it every day, turned to the ringleader who was on his knees moaning in pain, shoving her thumb under his jaw. She made no mistake, her movements were precise; every mode was designed to unbalance, deceive or strike. Every nerve she targeted was found and the man fell back hard on the parking lot asphalt, his skull hitting hard.
Micah stood amongst her crumpled foes and looked at her astonished friends then turned and laughed, “Billy you have the brains of a stupid dog. Only a complete moron would try to fight me and leave his keys in the ignition.”
Micah hopped in the old truck and started it up. She started to drive away, but after a few meters she hoped out letting the truck continue on its own, idling over the edge of the parking lot and into a drainage ditch. They all watched as the truck fell in and the engine stalled. It was not damaged, but it was stuck.
Micah was not a large girl by any means, but she shoved one of the kneeling boys out of her way, as casually as she was moving a chair. She deeply breathed in the cooing night air. “Come on, let’s blow this joint,” she called to her two companions who were still standing in astonishment at the ease of which their friend had handled the three pestering boys. Her friends slowly started to follow her, a common confusion and fear still registering on their faces.
Micah looked up while waiting for them. The moon could be seen in a thin crescent—it seemed so close, as if she could just reach up and grab it. She imagined all the people the world over who were looking at it that evening. Unlike them she knew that one day she would step foot on the moon. That was her future, those around her now were unimportant. Her parents and teachers were puppets, Missoula and the United States just a place to spend time, an incubator. Next year she would start college, another incubator—naturally her major was going to be physics. The Society always had a good respect for physicists and Sig could always use a vent for new technology. Someday she would fly above her ravens. She knew that she would be a good Society member—she would do Sig proud.
The first of the rectangular habitation modules completely consumed the cargo bay of the C-20 that brought it. The C-20 used its motorized wheels to roll under the steel frame of the gantry where the large box was extracted from the cargo bay, placed on a robotic truck and taken to a carefully planned location that had been graded flat. Once the module was in place and level, a long heavy grated ramp was placed in front of the airlock at one end. At three meters tall, six meters wide and twenty meters long, the module was to be only a preparation room where workers could do final check before stepping onto the lunar surface. More modules, storage and maintenance rooms, bathrooms, mess halls, recreation rooms and bedrooms would be arriving. The first module was a milestone for the Society and with just a few hundred more, a complete modular city would be assembled.
On Katerin, each new craft, after performing its test flight, was lowered on large elevators to the loading room under the flat-topped mammoth structure where a team of humans and robots removed items from storage bins and loaded the cargo bay of the C-20. The bins were identical in size and shape to the C-20 cargo bay so loading was just a matter of taking the equipment from the bin and placing it in the C-20. Another team, assisted by a horde of small robots, performed an inspection of each spacecraft even as it was being loaded. But with all the flights that had already carried thousands of tonnes to the moon, hardly a dent had been made in the mass of items stored deep in the island.
Protani spoke silently to Ken, “There have been no significant malfunctions or damage. All ships are operational.”
“Thank God for that,” Ken replied.
“Relax Ken, everything is going fine. The first third of the unloading facility is working fine; the paving grates are already being laid.”
Ken thought of the large interlocking grates, each four meters on a side and made of heavy carbon alloy steel that were used to ‘pave’ the unloading area. Tens of thousands of the simple grates had been fabricated in Indonesian, they would be the mainstay of the lunar pavement, being laid by large drones as fast as they arrived. “Paving grates are not a problem,” Ken replied. “The god-damn Indonesian ambassador has sent another message demanding that a tour of Katerin be provided immediately. This one is the worse yet, threatening immediate military action.”
“Delay him. Tell him the island management is scrambling to arrange a tour ahead of the planned date, but it is not easy. Tell him people have already died due to the volatile nature of the propellants.”
“That won’t mean jack shit.”
“Send it anyway. You must also make it clear to the president that we expect the terms of the deal to be honored. Send that message first, it will buy us time.”
Ken rubbed his brow, as if it would somehow easy his mind. “Christ, we got fifteen freighters still out in the middle of fucking nowhere!”
Protani replied, “Don’t worry about the freighters. They will get what they can, but we don’t need them anymore.”
“Don’t need them?” Ken mumbled as he contemplated the Society’s large freighters that continued to ply the pacific. Even though the construction of the Katerin spaceport was complete, parts and supplies continued to flow to the island as fast as the Society freighters could be loaded. Hundreds of members in Jakarta were scouring the city, buying and trucking everything to the docks. Emphasis was placed on metals and electronic components. The carbon and polymer factories were blindly producing at full speed, the waiting stockpiles growing as the freighters concentrated on other raw materials.
Protani replied, “They’re gravy Ken. We have enough now if need be. What we need is to get everyone here. We are no longer defenseless—if we are all together.”
“Yeah, on Katerin,” Ken mumbled, acutely aware of where he was not.
“Yes, on Katerin.”
Ken followed closely how members on Katerin were busy keeping the spacecraft flying and helping newcomers store the equipment they brought. Like the freighter, dozens of Society members flowed towards the island, leaving the last vestiges of their old lives behind. The Society was converging; its nebulous form was gravitating to the island. Ken dejectedly asked, “How much time do you want?”
“Two weeks Ken. More if it comes, but give us two weeks and all will be fine.”
“I’m getting a dozen serious demands a day from all over the place. You know we’re not considered a sovereign country—long drawn out negotiations are not possible.”
Protani calmly replied, “I know. We will work through the demands as they come, but remember, we’re already there, we can survive, we just need to gather our people.”
Ken stared into the distance. Protani always had the answers; this time the answer was to be calm. He moved his gaze to the bottle a few feet away. Far from the infant lunar spaceport, the exodus from the United States to Indonesia and eventually to Katerin was taking place. So far, the Indonesian government was oblivious to the Society’s contraction—however, the building tension within the blind government could rupture into action at any moment.
Dozens of flights had gone to the moon and returned, the whole world was watching and powerful countries were asking for detailed explanations, but the Indonesian government did not even know what was being taken to the moon. Lying on his cluttered desk was a sternly worded demand for an extensive VIP tour and a permanent government representative team on the island. He read it again; it was a strong message, plenty of demands and plenty of threats.
This was expected, but Ken thought it would have been nice if it had occurred a week or two later. The Society was moving as fast as it could, it was a critical time. It all seemed like a blur of motion, but he knew Protani was right, two more weeks were needed to save everybody, since only half the members were on the island or in Indonesia. Most of the others were preparing to leave, with only a few wanting to stay in the States. Dennis had used DIS to funnel thousands of tonnes of equipment to the island, but even he was selling his house and gathering cash. DIS would not be put on the market, which could reveal too much information to whoever may be watching. He wished he could be making such plans, but it would have to wait, nobody must suspect that he too would be going to Indonesia.
Protani was fulfilling his end by developing a defense, but another two weeks was required—it was left to him to buy the time.
Ken composed himself and wrote out two messages, the first a private message to the president of Indonesia reminding him of the agreement and his annual payment, a bit in advance. The second was a formal reply to the Indonesian government that their wishes would all be met, but not for another two weeks due to safety issues during the first stage of the launching. The message assured them that a full tour of both the island and the lunar facility would be arranged when things progressed far enough. It was all a lie, but Ken did not care. In two weeks he did not think it would matter at all.
Everything was happening too fast, Joe Polinski thought as he drove down the busy highway. There were still a few items to do before he could catch his flight to Indonesia. Saying goodbye to his parents was not going to be one of the easier things on his list. He was torn by a desire to simply say he was going away and a desire to have a friendly stay with them for a while, to let them know everything would be all right. Nevertheless, through his hectic schedule was the simple thought that it was actually happening, which filled him with excitement that at times he felt he could hardly control. The vision that had formed in his mind was actually taking a real and substantial shape. All around him the world looked the same, but to him nothing was the same. Humanity was going to change and the Society, his Society, was at the cusp of that change.
He knew he was not the only one racing time. Time seemed to be borrowed for everyone, regardless of where they were. Those like him were trying to tie up the last threads of their lives in their old world, those in Indonesia were shoving cargo to the island, others were putting as much on the moon as possible. Joe could feel the thousands of members struggling to accomplish as much as they possibly could before the last remains of their cover was pulled away. Only a scant five days after Ken sent the first message to pacify the Indonesian government, the completed unloading facility was servicing a C-20 every two hours. The tempo of the continuous stream of spacecraft to and from the Island had only increased. Joe smiled to himself, regardless of his own struggle, the Society was moving fast and hard, they were unstoppable.
Joe contemplated that, far out of sight of the curious world, the central feature of Luna1 was the tall unloading facility. He had not been there, but had seen pictures; there was a maze of catwalks throughout the structure’s frame, which gave the structure the image of a large gothic factory. It had a roof to block the hard sun and enough lights to bathe the shadows and the surrounding area in bright light during the two-week night. The ground under and around the facility had been covered with the heavy steel grating radiating like a network of veins illuminated by red and blue lights that showed the pathways C-20 vehicles were supposed to follow. Dusty unpaved lunar roads lead to distant well-lighted circular landing and liftoff pads located about two kilometers away. A large busy parking area for C-20's had been built where at any one time a dozen C-20’s would be waiting for their inspection and the proper time to return to Earth.
Unlike where he was now, the Society could be itself on the moon, robots were everywhere. Robots carried supplies to and from the lay-down areas, others were spraying dedust, of which there always seems to be too little. Luna1 was beginning to look like a bustling town of humans and robots and he knew he wanted to be there, he belonged there, his spirit was already there and he yearned to go to the moon and become whole.
He looked at the other drivers on the highway, most were coming from work, some running errands, some were on vacation. They were walking through their lives, going through the motions, living but not alive. The words of their prophets may be written on the subway walls, but he followed a different light, a truly celestial light. None around him could compete with what he was doing, going into space—to the moon!
Roads had been built, big ones for the C-20s, but also small roads for small vehicles that had been taken to the moon, for traveling to and from current or future construction sites. The roads were paved, had safe-houses and were lighted, but nobody really thought those things were needed. Joe grinned; tracks in the lunar dust had begun to form everywhere. With the robots doing most of the work, stolen time was consumed by venturing over the lunar surface, like adventurers of old, in the small utility vehicles. That was where he belonged, up there making tracks in the ancient dust.
The moon was not yet ready for all the Society members, only transients were on the moon, but the lunar city was growing and change was in the wind. The fledgling village of Luna1 already had thirty interconnected habitation modules, but they were not yet habitable, everyone was still living in C-20s. However, in a few more days, as the construction of the modular city continued to accelerate, the first of the living quarters would be installed. Then there would be somewhere other than the cramped C-20s to relax in before heading back to Earth for more precious construction supplies. Joe knew that when he arrived he would be in habitation module.
Three days he figured was all it would be before he would be walking in the gray lifeless dust. Three days and he would be at his new home that would be like none other. Much of his personal belongings had already been shipped out, but the sale of his house still had not closed despite his low asking price, he would have to abandon it. Still, he had been able to sell his company and had already had shipped a suitcase full of currency to the island.
Most members were already at the island or on their way—Hypertron was nearly empty. Laramie had driven to Missoula to spend some time there before catching a ship to the island; Milford was still at Hypertron and, like Laramie, was soon going to take a boat directly there. Unlike Ken, who would be the last to leave to make everything look normal, he was racing to the bank to collect the few things he had in his safe deposit box, mainly his coin collection. His PC had reminded him of it at the last minute before his flight to his parents, but he thought there would still be time to get the collection before he left.
There was a small line at the bank, which delayed him a further ten minutes, but with his collection of coins in hand, he ran to his car and threw the coins in the front seat. The airport was twelve miles away and his flight left in forty minutes, he would have to hurry.
The highway was crowded, but moving rapidly and he started to relax, he would make it. He turned on the radio and the hourly news was on. They were of course reporting that the United States was closely monitoring the activity around Katerin. “Ha, they don’t know squat,” he said to himself. The news report mentioned the number of space flights and the on-scene reporter was commenting about the sonic booms that she was hearing in the distance, how the rumbling in the distance was a common indicator to the men on the naval ships patrolling the area of yet another launch or landing. With hardly a care, Joe asked the PC the name of the craft that the reporter was hearing.
“The Electra coming in for a landing,” was the simple reply.
Joe felt proud of the Society he was in and suddenly felt a renewed urge to be on a C-20 as soon as possible. He had not actually even seen one of the large ships in person. With luck, he might be on the Electra the next time it escaped Earth. He turned to look at the moon, but could not see it behind him. Three days and he would be on it! When he turned back to face the freeway, his heart stopped—the car in front had stopped and he was only twenty feet behind it going sixty miles an hour. He hardly had time to say ‘shit’ before his head smashed through the windshield.
Joe’s PC informed the Central Computer of Joe’s probable death. The Society as a whole briefly contemplated the tragedy and those who knew Joe contemplated it for a longer time. Death was not taken lightly by the Society, where accidental death was something that was supposed to have been removed. Still it happened, Lazaro, Sigmund and now Joe, all gone to the Society. The Society was in the midst of their rise from their hidden existence and they would press on. The deaths, past, present and future would not delay them from their common vision, for which any one of them would have died.
Everyone in the Society was busy—wrapping up old lives was not a casual undertaking. However, even before Joe’s body was lifted from the pavement, a small piece of the Society was in action, having put aside their own urgent schedule. The Central Computer was not a simple message system, it was a proactive information system that knew how the world worked. It knew what was happening, what could happen and how to allow Society members to accomplish what ordinary humans could only dream about. The Central Computer was their prophet that was leading them to their new home. And guided by the Central Computer three Society members remaining in the area set aside what they were doing to do the computer’s bidding.
Joe died instantly and the unfortunate driver of the car that Joe drove into suffered a broken neck and joined Joe in dying on the harsh pavement amongst the scattered pennies. The cause of Joe’s death was obvious to the emergency medical technician who pronounced Joe dead on the scene; there was no reason to take him to a hospital, they simply drove him to the city coroner’s for storage and identification. In the city morgue, a sample of Joe’s blood was taken and then he was put in the freezer until an examination could be carried out. The coroner knew the examination would not take long, traffic accidents were routine, it was just a matter of drug tests. A few minutes later they had the test results, the blood sample did not show alcohol or drugs in the body. Meanwhile the police informed Joe’s parents of the accident, who would arrive to identify the body in five hours, having to come from the northern part of the state. The coroner decided to get the examination over with right away, however it took longer than he thought.
With detailed guidance from the central-computer, one member made a couple quick phone calls and quickly determined where Joe would be taken. While the coroner was still working on the cooling body, a gas cylinder was readied at the Marila building by remaining members and was delivered to a staging area near the coroner’s office in preparation.
Two hours later the coroner had a small plastic bag contained a small white cylinder with a few fragments of very thin wires hanging out one end. In another bag were two pieces of skull that had once been one piece, but broken in half. When put together the two pieces formed a perfect hole where the small cylinder once rested. The police officer examined the bags carefully and listened to the coroner on how he found the device.
“I was just poking around putting some of the gray matter back in and trying to clean him up for his parents when I saw a thin bloody strand sticking out a bit. Well, naturally I thought it was simply some contamination, but it would not pull out real easy. I dug around and found this. It was implanted in the back of his skull, right about here,” the coroner said pointing to a spot on the back of his own skull, just above his neck.
The police officer, deep in thought, asked, “Have you ever seen anything like this before? Do you know what it is?”
The coroner sighed in mild disgust of having to admit his ignorance. He shook his head and replied, “Perhaps something to control epileptic seizures. I suppose his parents might know; they should be here in another hour or two.”
Richard had plenty to do and stealing a body had not been on the list. He was planning to depart in a few days and everything had been arranged, he had already sold his hot-rod. However, the rule was to keep a low profile, so some things had to be left to the end. A request from the Central Computer was common, in fact, they came almost continuously. Most of the time they were related to his optics company, instructions about design changes, desired production levels and shipments to be made. However, on occasion the Central Computer would set forth other tasks to assist the Society.
Following a simple course of action proposed by the Central Computer, Richard walked into the city morgue and casually asked the sour looking receptionist, “Has Joe Polinski had been brought here?”
The receptionist frowned and looked at her computer screen then replied, “I’m sorry. The body has not yet been identified.”
“I was a friend of Joe’s. Can I see the body?”
“Oh no,” the receptionist said immediately. “Only an authorized member of the family. His parents have already been notified. They will be here soon for visual identification.”
His PC spoke to him in his head, “The CC suggests you wait outside the building out of sight.” Richard nodded to the receptionist and made his departure.
He did not have the events that were happening scheduled into his day, but then nobody would have, he thought. He hoped it would not take long—time was the most precious commodity for those who have things to do.
The moon was not visible he noticed as he settled into his car for the wait. Some supplies from Marila were in the passenger seat beside him. It saddened him that Joe had not seen it before he died. He wondered if Joe’s parents ever suspected the threshold that their son had stood upon. The answer came to him almost immediately—they had not. Richard did not know Joe well, but still the death burned in his heart. He knew from personal experience that tension and pressure was high throughout the Society, but it was felt most by those who were not safe on Katerin, like those still in California, living amongst those that they were hiding from. He knew how Joe died, distracted on the busy freeway. It should not have happened, somehow the network failed, Joe’s PC had failed. He did not know just how, but somehow once again a PC had failed. He asked once again, “How was he distracted?”
Richard’s PC relayed, “He was distracted by daydreaming.”
That was all that Joe’s PC was saying, dreaming about the moon. Richard shuttered, the dream had killed Joe, the same dream that he had, the wonderful dream of a new way for humans to live. Nevertheless, Joe did live it, he never made it out of California, but for a couple years he had lived the dream. He had a company, a good one in the industrial manufacture of cast metals. What components Joe had produced was the stuff the dream was made of, the same with his own optics company.
Within a couple minutes of the predicted time, Joe’s parents arrived in a taxi and together, stiff and stoically, walked into the building to identify their son. It only took fifteen minutes and they were on their way out, the stiffness evaporated, the woman crying on her husband’s shoulder. Richard was ready and walked fast to intercept the couple.
Richard easily stepped in front of them blocking their way to the waiting cab. He said quickly, but politely, “Hi, I’m Richard, I knew Joe. I tried to get in earlier, but they would not let me. I can already see that you have identified the body as Joe’s, am I correct?”
The woman did not look up, but the old man said through a few tears, “It was our son Joe in there.”
Richard spoke softly, “I’m truly sorry for your loss. Can you tell me something though?”
“What is it?” the man asked, with a longing to know glistening in his eyes.
“Was there anything unusual found during Joe’s examination?” Richard asked.
The older man looked at the younger man and even the woman, tears still streaming down her face, turned to face the man that had posed the question.
“Yes. What do you know about it? What was that thing?”
Richard asked in a serious tone, “What did you see?”
The man replied, “A small white device that had wires that were in his head.”
“Yes, is that white thing still in the building?”
The woman spoke harshly through her tears, “You see us just leaving, don’t you? Sure it’s still there.” In a loud demanding tone through her broken composure she asked, “What is it?”
“I’m afraid it was some new sort of mind simulator. Similar to certain mind-altering drugs. I have often thought he might have one.”
Joe’s father spoke in alarm, “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”
Richard replied, “It’s quite new and rare and few people know of them. All I’ve heard were rumors that Joe had one. I wasn’t even sure till now it really existed. I have been trying to find more information about them, hopefully the source of them, they are potentially very dangerous. Joe was my best led. Now I don’t think I will ever find the source.”
The old man looked Richard in the eye and asked, “Do you think this device had anything to do with his death, do you?”
Richard looked around. He could feel the desperate emotion from the man, an emotion he could understand. He wished he could simply tell the truth, but that would cause more problems. In time they would know who their son had become, but not today. He shook his head and looked down, “I don’t know. Probably not.”
The man nodded as if with understanding. He dug out his wallet and handed a business card to Richard. “Please tell the police what you know and call me if you find out anything. Could you do that for me?”
“Sure. I will,” Richard nodded and said in gentle manner and let the old couple continue to their waiting taxi.
Richard watched the taxi drive away; it was as good of an encounter as he could have hoped for. With the certainty of where the chip was, the possible courses of action were narrowing, they would have to collect the chip and waiting until dark was not an option. Someone might come by at any time to collect the brain chip.
A minute later, after the taxi had driven out of sight, Richard entered the front door to the building with a large bag. Ignoring the receptionist, he set it down in the reception area. While looking at the puzzled receptionist he placed a gas mask on his face then reached into the bag and flipped a switch then walked with the canister towards the horrified receptionist who sank to the floor in sleep. Richard caught her and lowered her to the floor. The bag contained the bottle of gas from the Marila building and within a few seconds, another man wearing a gas mask entered the building behind him. They began a search for Joe’s body and the remains of the chip. It did not take but a few seconds to find both—the chip was in a plastic bag with the body. Neither the chip nor Joe’s brain could be left for further examination. Richard opened a back door letting in a third masked man who helped load the gas cylinder and Joe’s body into a waiting van.
The entire operation only took two minutes and there were hardly any witnesses. The staff of the building woke a half hour later to find themselves wearing oxygen masks and laying on stretchers where the paramedics had placed them. Police and reporters were everywhere, but by then Joe’s body and the chip had been cremated in a campfire that had been made in preparation for his arrival. The van used for the body retrieval was tucked into a closed garage of someone getting ready to depart for Indonesia. As smoothly as the operation went, Richard and the two other men accelerated their departure plans, there was nothing like a body snatching to up one’s anxiety.
Far from the anxieties on North America, the first of the new 500K armored robots, equipped with Protani’s particle beam weapons, were placed on the freighters moving members and materials to and from the Indonesian ports. The robots were not sluggish or designed for heavy lifting; they were a more nimble variety that could move quickly, even with the added weight of the armor, capacitors and weapon. Although not as fast as many Society robots, they were still impressive to see. They were the first robots outfitted for security—they were a start towards true independence.
Despite the rhetoric of the world’s statesmen and idealists, it was known to the Society that true sovereignty would only come from true physical might to hold what they claimed as theirs. The robots were the Society’s soldiers.
As the various ocean-going ships, including the Pacific Wanderer, arrived at their home port of Katerin, they were equipped with the new 500K armored robots. After depositing its latest load of refugees and gathering two guard robots, the Pacific Wanderer turned around and headed back to North America where it was scheduled to carry the last med chamber and a handful of members. The rest of the members that were still in the States would have to go by plane although catching another ship was still possible.
Across the country, dozens of businesses had been unexpectedly sold or simply given to family members who were not in the Society. A small cloud of confusion reigned around each departing member whose family, friends and associates did not understand. They did not understand how someone they thought they knew could simply sell their cars, house and business. Early retirement was a common excuse, ‘Looking for something new’ or, ‘Time to move on,’ was given to those who asked, along with words of reassurance that dementia was not playing a part. It was common for employees to come to work in the morning to find that their company had been sold, the old owner gone. Houses were simply abandoned if not sold in time, if an attempt to sell them had even been made. Hundreds of bank accounts were closed, converted to cash since fleeing Society members did not accept checks.
Others like DIS and the Bio Research factory, were simply being run by the existing staff until the board got back from their South Pacific cruise. The basement of Bit-Epsilon was completely deserted and even the com-chips that worked the secret doors and elevators had been removed. Hypertron was nearly deserted with Milford taking the next boat to leave along with the last med chamber, which would mark the completion of the exodus from Marila as well.
Katerin was now the focal point towards which the last bits of the Society were flowing. It would only be a matter of a short time until the world’s attention would be focused on the island like a laser. Soon larger armored robots would inhabit special openings high in the walls of the spaceport—robots that could pump megawatts of energy into any target they could see—and they would be able to see very well.
Anthony Hartley sat stoically at his desk. He listened to his PC tell about the accomplishments of the Society. After two months of continuous expansion of the C-20 fleet, flights had obtained a mere forty-five minutes between lunar landings. That was indeed a great accomplishment; the flights were occurring so often and predictably that CNN seemed to have lost interest. It seemed as if the news network was disappointed that some had not crashed in giant fireballs.
Anthony did not allow himself a smile, but knew that of the hundred C-20’s that had been made, only one was out of commission and that was due to a fracture that had formed in its main beam, the result of an undetected manufacturing defect. Identified after its first heavy launch, the ship was now a permanent occupant of the lunar parking lot. It could still make the trip if called upon to do so, but would not carry the heavy loads of the others. It was unlikely the ship would ever feel the weight of the Earth’s gravity again. CNN could have devoted days to the crippled C-20, if they knew it existed.
It pained Anthony to know what he was missing, being on the moon. He longed to join his fellow Society members, silently watching as the moon become a busy place. It seemed like everyone except him was traveling up for brief stays just for the thrill of experiencing space travel, the moon or for reassurance, to marvel at what they had helped to create.
The moon was growing. Already nearly two hundred of the construction modules had been bolted together, creating a single structure two levels high. No longer did everyone sleep aboard the C-20s. Many of the flights were devoted to carrying up the modules that comprised the growing lunar city, which had been declared habitable a week earlier. Most visitors were careful to leave Luna1 within a day or two to soften the strain of the limited sleeping quarters in the growing lunar complex.
The growing lunar city was still small, doing little to relieve some of the stress on the limited apartments on the island, where only two thousand could live before having to start doubling up on the bedrooms. Most everyone was on Katerin, the island was crowded, but it would not last forever. The moon was calling to all of them.
Anthony sighed and looked at the papers on the desk before him, flight logs, manifests, maintenance reports. The papers seemed so unimportant. What seemed important was that he was one of the last Society members still residing in the United States, the only one that was going to attempt to stay. There were still a couple dozen members around, but most were about to depart, however he, Major Anthony Hartley of the United States Air Force, was going to stay.
Anthony could feel the tick of time. He was already in his forties and had never even married. The Air Force had been his family, until he had discovered the Mantis society and had attended the special talks. He was the sole government employee who had joined the amazing society that could do what the Air Force could only dream of. Since childhood and into his career, he had dreamed of joining NASA to fly into space, but that had been just dreaming—he did not qualify. The Society did not live to fly, but flew to live, that too suited him well. His father had been in the Air Force before him, ever since the Second World War where he was flying cargo in the European theater. His dad was gone, but his mom still expected her occasional phone call; she was proud of her son, carrying on where her husband had left off. Perhaps, when the time came for him to leave, she would not be overly cognitive of his change in careers.
Although determined to eventually join the others in the Society, Anthony felt that he could not abandon the Air Force. He would wait until his tour of duty was over before joining his fellow Society members in space. It would have made his father proud—he would have understood.
He spent his days sitting in his small office and listening to news the central computer fed him about the status of the exodus. His PC had long since journeyed to the island along with all the others, making him feel all the more isolated, although talking to his Society friends, as few as they were, was still only a thought away. He could just image the bustle of activity, not only on the island, but also on the moon. Everyone was packing or unpacking, going new places or settling in, everyone it seemed except him.
Being on a military base, Anthony often heard talk of Katerin. The name of the island had become a household word the world over. In the military it was no different except the Air Force had better pictures. Spy planes from several countries filled the sky high over the island; even planes from his own base had flown near Katerin Island. However, he would not, he flew cargo, the big C-141 Starlifters, and since the Indonesian government was not allowing flights to the island, it was unlikely he would be going.
Plenty of satellite and high altitude aircraft photos had been taken of the island, but he had not seen them, they were distributed only amongst those with a high security rating, but he knew what they would look like, like all the Society members did. The Society was perfectly aware of the highflying spy planes; the photos circulating around the intelligence agencies did not change anything. It was no secret to the Society that the major world government’s were attempting to keep track of all the people still flocking to the small island from Indonesia, weather by plane or by ships traveling to the island directly from California ports.
For the United States it was too late to stop the bulk of the exodus, most everyone was already gone, but the last remaining stragglers were becoming the focus of much attention. All he could do was watch and pretend to be unconcerned. Whether sitting in his office or in a cockpit of a C-141, he had to be careful about what he said, what he talked about and where he looked. The moon’s intense pull had to be painfully brushed aside. The thoughts of his next life, which was yearning to embrace him, had to wait—condolence came only in the thought that his time would come another day.
While he was grinding through each day, tied by honor to a job that had become hollow and restrictive, others were finding the exodus having the opposite effect in their life. These others found that their life was suddenly rushing in, full of activity and excitement, with a distinct sense of progress. However, for the children of Society members, the world had suddenly shifted to an unexpected and horrifying direction. Most members were single, but some had children, a few even had older children, but for all children of any age ignorance about the secret society, which their parent had immersed themselves, had been universal. Nevertheless, when the time was right, that ignorance was abruptly ripped away.
Anthony felt a pang of jealousy. Children who had never heard of the Society were rapidly learning all about it and that it was time to move. They were going where he could not, they were becoming more a part of the Society then he.
Some children had simply come home one day from school to find their house empty, their parents waiting to take them away on the next flight or ship upon which they had been booked. For older kids in their early teen years, they came home one day after school to an empty house and a choice, move to Indonesia or live with a relative. They had precious little time to decide, become members or leave their parents. Older teens, young adults in the eyes of the Society, were not given a choice, if they were not already in the Society then they were on their own. The rules were set, Sigmund Freud would have had it no other way. Everyone knew the rules, someone was either in or they were out, there was no in between. Nobody except the very young could live in the Society without having a chip.
He grimaced as he thought of the dozens of young teens had suddenly become members in the Society’s care. He had no children, no one to show the wonders of the Society to, to help guide and comfort them as they adjusted to their new environment on Katerin. Every teenager had to be equipped with the brain chips and PCs, something that was essential for independent life on the island.
Was it a pleasure or a painful task to explain it to the youth? He dreamt of what he would say to his own son, if he had one, of how the simple operation could transform life. Despite his desire for the task, he knew it was not a simple endeavor; it required significant counseling and explaining. The counseling was to comfort them, not to convince them, but being away from their friends, movie theaters, malls and sporting events had left many young people with the impression they had lost a major part of their life. They were left with only each other and their PC’s. But they did it, every one of them, it was a requirement of the utmost importance.
Smaller children, too young for the implant, found there were few doors they could open without the assistance of others. Everything possible was done to help the young feel that they could be happy in the Society. A small school system had even been set up to help them adjust, but only the very youngest of children seemed unaffected.
Anthony squeezed his fists in silent emotion as he stared at the papers on the desk before him; lives were changing all around him. Even his had altered, he had let old friendships slip away, becoming a recluse in the old world in order to made room for the new, yet he had to wait, he had to be left behind as the once ignorant children leapfrogged him in becoming involved Society members.
The Pacific Wanderer was about to depart once again, perhaps for the last time with the last of the heavy equipment from Marila, specifically the med chamber. Children would also be going out on the ship. Like many of the Society’s ships, the Wanderer now had weapon-bearing robots aboard. The government spy planes had never seen any sign of defense on Katerin, Anthony knew that would make them brave. The veils of secrecy were slowly falling off the Society, and when the governments felt brave enough, the veils would fall from the Society’s weapons. When that time came, it would become a game of nerves.
On the California coast, the large sleek yacht was docked at a private pier. It was still early, the summer sun had just come up and the seagulls had not yet started their morning chattering. Beside the ship, a crane swung a large wooden crate from a flatbed truck to the cargo hold of the yacht, which seemed to be having a hard time waiting for the loading to finish. Around the ship young children, who had just risen, were watching, some knew what was in the box, others just found it to be a curious sight. The large white yacht was already riding low, fully packed with hundreds of tonnes of supplies and personal belongings—the heavy crate was the last thing to be loaded. Once loaded the ship did not waste time and quickly headed towards open water.
Further inland, the director of the local Homeland Security Agency was in the crowded war room of the local headquarters. Reports were everywhere, the observations, the clues and the evidence. One of the more interesting reports was a bold theft of a body from a city morgue. The body theft would have been a case that was firmly in the realm of the local police, excepting for the strange device that had been found in a dead man’s head. The director looked at the photo of the device; he only had photos and the statements of dead man’s parents about the main suspect. The suspect was classified as such, but to the director, the guilt was as plain as day. The dead man had worked at Hypertron, a company fresh in the mind of the director.
Another new clue was a video of the entire loading and departure of the Pacific Wanderer. The video had just been received and the preliminary analysis of it, including the official names of who was on board, was on the table before him.
Around the director was his top staff who, like himself, was reviewing the latest facts, the link between Hypertron and Ken Lindsay and now the news of the dead man’s employer.
The tantalizing pieces of a puzzle were everywhere. Computer searches of names revealed a treasure trove of connections. A hundred companies, big ones, were involved up to their eyebrows. The biggest of all was the world famous Bio Research. ‘Shit’, he thought to himself, a multibillion-dollar corporation, famous for one single product. They had money, big time. He rubbed his chin, the pieces were starting to come together, but the gaps were huge. He felt a chill go up his spine as the enormity of the emerging secret organization once again flashed over his mind. Whoever these people thought they were, he thought to himself, they were not above bad luck.
The director spoke to his gathered staff, “It seems like Lindsay is into just about everything. Okay, what’s the connection between Lindsay and the thing that was found in Polinski’s head? We have the statements from the parents of the deceased, a Mr. and Mrs. Polinski. Does anyone here really believe the story the suspect gave, that is it a new form of a drug?”
The officer beside him shook his head and replied, “That story is bunk. No such thing out there, checked with the narcs. Nothing even close. No implants like that at all.”
The director nodded, he had seen the report, “Ok, we assume it was a ruse. That makes sense, a story to pump info from Polinski’s parents.” He paused then asked, “What information would that be?”
The same officer replied, “It’s clear he wanted to know about the skull implant.”
“Ok, he already knew it existed and he wanted to find out who else knew. Am I right?”
“Sounds right.”
“The death occurred at approximately ten forty-one AM. The body theft was four hours later, it went off without a hitch, am I right?”
An agent at the table mused, “Not only is this a big organization, it is versatile. No way could they have prepared in advance for such an operation. They’re big and capable.”
The director nodded at the statement of the obvious and added, “Which uses cranial implants.” He shifted his gaze to another man then asked, “Have you been to Hypertron?”
The officer perked up, “Yep. Did a complete sweep and wipe-down, even vacuumed the toilets. Lab’s beginning some tests, but there’s virtually no evidence. It’s been cleaned out.”
“Cleaned out? Explain.”
“It was a computer chip manufacturing company. All the equipment is gone as well as most of the staff, including the chairman and the rest of the board members. The receptionist and a few other maintenance workers were still there, but they don’t really know what’s going on. We’ve got them in isolation now, but they say everything was normal then, starting a few weeks ago, people and equipment started to depart. All their statements seem to collaborate. The key people just left, no explanation was ever given. It looks like only a couple scientists were left including Doctor Milford Guirma as of a couple days ago. They had this planned for a long time—they knew what they were doing.”
The director nodded, “Ok, they’re smart. They have cool heads. Who can we bring in on this?”
“The body snatchers are unknown, no trace of them. Doctor Guirma and a couple others just left on that yacht. They were the last we had, other than Lindsay.”
The director leaned back in his chair and said thoughtfully, “Perhaps it’s time for some more answers from Mr. Lindsay.”
“Do you want to bring him in?”
“No, not yet. Were not quite ready for that and you know what kind of news that would make. Just questioning him is bound to make a big splash in the news, but prepare some questions for my review.” The director thought for a moment then added, “However, I think it’s time to embark on a more direct fact finding mission.”
“Sir?”
“The Bio Research docs are gone, Hypertron has been cleaned out, we know the link with the Wanderer. Obviously they’re fleeing.”
“It just left a half hour ago.”
“Is the Coast Guard doing their job?”
“I believe so. They should be just out of sight. It’s a big boat, picks up well on radar.”
“Ok then. Let’s do a special customs inspection. Hypertron must have been full of high technology. Have the Coast Guard intercept, inspect then bring the ship back in, regardless of what they find. Obviously they are evading inspections. I think it’s time we get to the bottom of what’s going to Indonesia. Maybe Doctor Guirma can shed some light on this during interrogation.”
“Yes sir, I’ll get the order,” the agent replied and left the room.
The Wanderer was a hundred miles from international waters and clipping along smoothly when the captain of the Coast Guard patrol cutter caught sight of the white yacht. He had been on standby for two days for the one damned boat, something he had never heard of before. The normal cop-of-the-sea routine usually did not involve stakeouts. Perhaps it was more of a Navy job if it was so damned important.
Drugs and fishing violations were more the norm, it was made as clear as mud that was not the case with the Wanderer. He knew everything there was to know about the yacht, except why Homeland was so curious about it. He had the ship on radar ever since it left port, now the white speck was becoming visible over the horizon. He knew the Wanderer could see them just as well. The Wanderer was bigger, sleek and fast, probably cost ten times what his bucket cost, but his relatively small 27 meter bucket was faster, but not by much. Those on the yacht would not be wise in trying to outrun him.
Watching the radar, he matched their speed, slowly converging on them from one side. It was all by the book, although it was not the normal drug bust. The ship’s heading was straight for Indonesia, it was of course connected to Katerin. But was it connected to terrorist activity? Homeland had said nothing about that.
When they were close enough the first mate spoke, “Positive ID, it’s the Pacific Wanderer.”
The captain radioed to the Pacific Wanderer, “This is the United States Coast Guard. You are ordered to stop all engines immediately for a customs inspection.” There was no reply. “Are they slowing?” he asked even while he looked over at the radar screen.
“No sign of slowing. No course change,” the officer replied. “Maybe we got a live one, or they’re on cruise control.”
The captain showed a grimace and mumbled, “They’re listening. Probably readying fuckin’ rocket launchers.” He radioed the yacht once again. There was no reply. “Sound the horn.”
While the officer sounded the air horn, the captain checked the GPS display, still two hours from international waters. The yacht was following a straight-line course.
He was about to radio again when the radio squawked, “This is the Pacific Wanderer. We are on a private cruise. By whose authority do you use to justify your actions?”
The first mate looked at the captain and spoke coarsely, “What kind of shit is that?”
The captain bit his lip and muttered, “Yup, live ones. Fuckin’ terrists fer sure. Probably getting their orders from Allah.” But he knew that wasn’t right—this was about the moon shuttles. He thought for a minute then spoke to his first mate, “They’re just stalling. That insolent shit will be in our brig.” He picked up the radio mike and spoke loudly, “This is the United States Coast Guard. Under the authority of the United States of America, you are ordered to shut down your engines. Prepare to be boarded immediately.”
The radio sounded out a reply, “This is the Pacific Wanderer. This ship is not under control of the United States Government. Any attempt to board will be considered a hostile act.”
“Well hell?” the captain muttered, gripping the wheel tighter. “This is different.” He could see at least four of his men with binoculars watching the Wanderer. “If you see anyone on top let me know. We don’t need no rockets, that’s what the goddamn Navy’s for.”
They were slowly moving closer to the Wanderer—it was obvious they were not altering their speed or course. The Captain felt his neck stiffening as he went through his options quickly in him head. Never had he attempted to board such a large and fast ship. He took a deep breath and spoke with an air of confidence, “Radio base, let them know the Pacific Wanderer has refused to power down. They have refused to be boarded.”
“Yes sir,” the officer replied.
“And prepare for hostile boarding.”
“Aye sir,” the officer said and snapped a salute.
Back in the city, Ken suddenly felt his concentration leave him as he digested the news that was coming in. Everything was happening too fast, he felt unprepared, his society seemed to be abandoning him and all he could do was wait it out.
Milford spoke silently to him from the Wanderer, “Apparently they have finally put two and two together.”
Ken could see a nasty incident was about to occur with the government, the constant subterfuge was rapidly eroding away. Years of hiding was coming to a nasty end. Shit, he thought, it was happening too fast—he wasn’t ready! He had his PC ask, “Can you out run it?”
“That would do no good. Stopping is not an option, there is only one way out of this, we all know it. But we’re ready. The Society is strong now.”
Ken squeezed his eyes tight, “This isn’t exactly the way I would have wanted it to happen.”
Milford calmly replied, “It will work out. You have to make a run for it, get to your jet. The others on the mainland must also to either run or lay low. Now is the time.”
Ken listened to a quick update from his PC; the cutter was coming close, less than a kilometer away from the Wanderer. His PC spoke in his mind, relaying to him advise coming from all over the Society. Stopping, it seemed, was indeed not an option, everyone had some idea of the intensity of the ramifications it would create. If nothing else, the Society members were about to become hunted people. Somehow, he found comfort in the fact that there were thousands of people on his side. They were together—the Society was one.
His office schedule had been thinning out over the previous several weeks, an intentional slowing down of activities, although he still had to keep a normal appearance. He was in the middle of talking to the owner of one small promising company that he had been a long time investor in when the word was spread about the Pacific Wanderer. However, the man sitting in front of him was not in the Society and had not heard the messages.
Ken regained his thoughts and quickly cut the man off who was talking about recent progress, “I’m sorry Will. Something has just come up and the rest of this meeting will have to wait.” Ken stood and before the man could reply in confusion Ken continued, “Could you please reschedule with my secretary.”
It was obvious the business owner did not understand what his chief financier was talking about since no phone calls or suddenly messages had arrived. Ken urged the man out of the leather chair and escorted him out of the office still confused by the sudden change in behavior, wondering if he said something wrong.
Once alone Ken looked around his office and sighed. All his paintings were still on the walls. Many items from his house were already on Katerin, but the office had been left intact for appearances. It would not have done well to have people ask where he was going. Still he had hoped to be able to take his collections with him.
As he walked from his office, he said to the secretary, “Call Jake. I’m going to the airport. Also, call the local airport to have my jet readied. I’ll be flying it myself.” Silently he sent out his plans and a few other members who had been planning to travel with him were quietly informed that the Gulfstream was about to depart for a non-stop trip to the island.
He looked behind him for one last look at the paintings, his desk and his display cases, then walked stiffly towards the elevator.
The cutter’s captain surveyed his crew, armed and ready. The white ship was still five hundred meters away. There was no sign of anyone on deck and they were not responding to radio messages.
The first mate was using binoculars, trying to see movement through the windows. He suddenly spoke excitedly, “I see someone coming topside.”
“Armed?”
“Shit I don’t know. Looks odd. They’re wearing some sort of thick jacket I think. They’re flashing.”
“Flashing?” the captain repeated just as he saw it himself.
The officer put down the binoculars to clear his eyes. The bright flashing had temporarily blinded him.
The captain suddenly asked, “What the hell was that?”
“What?”
“Crap, that light? Shit did you hear that? Are they firing a flare gun? Damn it, is that a rocket?”
Another bright flash lit the air and made the men on the ship turn their eyes away and this time it was accompanied by a louder strange explosion.
“Shit, that’s coming from us! God damn it. Are they firing rockets?”
More flashes, softer explosions and other clanking noises were accompanied by shouts of alarm from the crews that were standing by. He looked toward the largest noise and saw that the forward M2 machine gun was gone. “What the hell?”
“They’re attacking!” the officer shouted. “Veer off, veer off!”
The ship banked hard and the captain grabbed for the radio mike and began to call the base. It only took him a moment to realize the radio was out. He shouted, “The radio antenna, check on it!”
He could hear other orders being shouted, mostly to general quarters. The ship had erupted in pandemonium. He tried to think of what had happened; there had been several flashes of light and soft explosions. It did not seem like rockets or gunfire, but nor did it seem like flares.
His first officer came in and shouted, “The antennas are gone, hell the whole mast is gone.”
“What?”
“Looks like it was blown clean off. The techs are putting up the emergency antenna now. Three more minutes. No casualties yet.”
Definitely not a flare gun, the captain thought. “Christ in hell, what is going on? Did anyone see rockets?”
The officer breathed heavily, “They hit the forward mount, it’s gone.”
“The whole thing? I didn’t hear nothing. Did you?”
“No sir.”
The captain looked out the window at the receding white yacht. It had not budged from its course. He asked his officer, “Just before the attack, what did you see on their deck?”
The director of the local Homeland Security headquarters read the printout. It was not what he had been expecting and it had prompted another war room meeting. He spoke calmly, trying to hide his excitement, “Ok, the Wanderer is armed and dangerous. Obviously they have something to hide.”
Photographs of people and equipment being loaded on the yacht were arranged on the central table. One showed the heavy crate that had been identified as a pressure chamber. “The pressure chamber?” someone asked.
The director spoke what everyone was thinking, “Perhaps it’s not a pressure chamber after all.”
“A weapon?”
Another agent spoke up, “Two Coast Guard MH-65 Dolphin choppers are on intercept course. The Navy is also intercepting with a frigate. They’re expecting rockets.”
The director asked, “Be sure they understand we don’t want them deep-sixed. They got something, we don’t know what, but we want it.” He turned back to the table, “Ok, what about this weapon, this report just says it is some sort of beam. It cut off their mast and a bow mount. That sounds pretty powerful.”
“The message is vague. It sounds like the captain was a bit excited.”
The director thought for a moment, took a breath and nodded silently to himself. He spoke in a slow calm voice, “Please bring in Mister Ken Lindsay for questioning.”
“Yes sir!” the enthused agent replied as he began to walk from the room to send the electrifying directive to the field agents.
Minutes later, the agent was jogged back into the war room. He spoke rapidly, “Lindsay has run, the police have been notified. He’s probably heading for his plane in his limo. I got an APB out for his arrest.”
The director raised an eyebrow at his agent, “Well, the plot thickens.”
Ken was still in his limousine, heading toward the airport, when he felt his heart fall as he received the latest message from his PC. The police were already at the airport entering the small private terminal. The message had come from others in the area that had been waiting to fly to Indonesia with him. His fellow Society members could only warn him, but they could also disappear back into the city. To them it was an inconvenience—to him it was a disaster. He looked out the window and could see the clear blue sky, the sun was shining brightly.
Flashing lights appeared behind him. He felt his heart skip a beat as he jerked his head around. His mind went blank, then the pain in his head reminded him to breathe. He inhaled sharply and tried to think. He did not get to where he was by not being cool under pressure. He just had to keep on breathing. Milford and the others would have to deal with this. His PC advised him to stay calm, which he knew was the Central Computer offering words of wisdom—but it was not the CC being arrested. He cleared his throat, “Jake, pull over.”
“Yes sir,” the driver replied. “I wasn’t speeding.”
Ken sighed, “I know.”
Ken sat stiffly as Jake steered the black limousine into a parking lot. The sun shone directly on him, filtered only by the tinted windows. Ken tried to enjoy the simple warmth. His PC informed him that Navy jets had performed low-level flyovers of the Pacific Wanderer. The pilots were looking at a speck of the Society from above, but they had no idea what they were really seeing.
Nobody in the Society had any advice for him other than to sit tight. Turning around a bit, Ken could see that the police were not getting out of their cars, instead another car arrived, a black one without markings, obviously Homeland Security special agents.
The police and the agents emerged all at once from their cars. The special agents were walking towards him, the police hanging back in a wide arc to provide backup as if he was going to jump out with an AK-47. As he looked out through the tinted windows, he saw the buildings in the distance and the highway. He could feel it in his bones that the city had turned against him, now he would have to rely on the Society he had created.
Jake spoke, “I didn’t do anything. Maybe I should get out and talk to them.”
“They’re here for me,” Ken replied wishing he had a drink.
“Huh?” Jake dumbly replied.
Ken was silently informed that the Navy jets were maintaining a slow, fuel saving, attitude as they waited, possibly for helicopter support. He thought to himself that he would have to do the same, as the government security agents approached his limo from both sides and tapped on the window. He calmly said to Jake, “I expect the charge will be high treason.”
Forty minutes later the director sat in the dark room, looking though the backside of a two way mirror. Ken Lindsay had not resisted, but neither had he cooperated, not even after it was told that he was not under arrest, but that only a few questions needed to be answered. The lie detector was hooked up, but clearly, the operator thought the initial tests had not gone well.
The director leaned forward and studied Ken Lindsay. He seemed like a weak man, a bit disoriented. However, somehow he found the strength to be annoyingly defiant.
The interrogating agent started through the questions again and asked, “What is your name?”
“Where is my attorney?” Ken simply replied while staring blankly into space.
“You do not need a lawyer for this,” the interrogator replied patiently. “Now Mr. Lindsay, how old are you?”
“Where is my attorney?” Ken repeated.
“You are only making things worse,” the interrogator replied. “Please answer these simple questions Mr. Lindsay. Now, what is your age?”
“Where is my attorney?” Ken replied while looking directly at the two-way mirror.
The director behind the mirror could feel the reply from his captive, the only speck of the underground organization he had managed to catch. It was clear in the man’s gaze he knew that he was being observed.
“Mister Lindsay, be reasonable. We only want to ask you questions. However, if you refuse to cooperate you stand to lose a great deal. Now I will ask you again, what is your age?”
Ken repeated, “Where is my attorney?”
“As I have mentioned, this is a Homeland Security issue under title eight, section fifty-four. Okay mister Lindsay, I will move on. “What is your relationship with Hypertron?”
Ken replied as before, “Where is my attorney?”
The questions flowed from the interrogator along with pleads and threats. “Do you know Joe Polinski? Do you know a ship by the name of the Pacific Wanderer? What are the contents of the spacecraft going to the moon?” The questions went on and on and Ken only had one reply for all the questions.
The director calmly looked on from the viewing room and wondered just how long Lindsay thought he could hold out. However, it would be only a matter of time before Lindsay broke; this session was only the beginning. If needed then sodium pentothal would be used, since it was a very serious matter now that a Navy jet had just been shot down.
The cutter captain stood and waited and, about when it should happen, the young officer spoke, “Have visual, bearing eighty-three.”
The captain nodded. His radar was gone, but they still had eyes. The Hornet pilots had a visual on the copter a minute earlier, but that was to be expected from their advantage of two thousand feet above the waves.
The speeding yacht had refused to answer all attempts to contact it, but somehow that fit with their behavior. The captain frowned and wondered if now things would get better or worse with the arrival of the Hornets. The copters were not there to stop the yacht, instead they were there to assist with search and recovery. The captain knew that the fighter pilots would have their doubts about his report—they probably figured he did not know a flare when he saw one. However, he had inspected the damage firsthand, his mast and gun mount had been sliced clean off. Those were not the ordinary terrorist out there—at least their weapons were not ordinary. He was keeping his distance, three kilometers and no closer. He did not need a repeat of whatever had crippled his ship. However, if the yacht finally chose to stand down, or was damaged, he would have to move in quickly, if nothing else but to get that beam weapon.
He watched with his binoculars as the F-18 Hornet first flew across the bow of the Wanderer in a show of speed and weaponry. Even from three kilometers the fighter looked mad. He turned his attention to the distant ship; he could not tell if it was changing course or speed. Squawk from the radio told him what he could not see, the Wanderer never strayed from its course, he did not think it would. He watched as the fighter slowly turned around and repeated the maneuver. This time a spray of bullets from the fighters’ guns sprinkled the water in front of the Wanderer. The captain could hear the guns in the distance and once again he watched the F-18 soar upwards as the helicopter and the second F-18 announced over the radio that the ship was neither slowing nor turning. The fighter pilot headed down and once again lined up on the ship's position. Once again the sound the guns carried over the waves. This time the bullets shot closer to the bow of the ship. The captain listened to the report, no change.
The captain spoke to his officers watching with him, “Three warnings, next pass will be the real thing.”
“Unless they come to their senses,” one of the younger officers remarked.
“You talking about the boat or the Navy?” the captain replied.
The young man turned a bit red, but did not reply.
“What’s taking so long?” his first mate asked.
“They’re getting permission to target the boat.”
“That boat will be ripped to pieces.”
The captain did not reply right away to his young first officer, but continued to observe the white speck through the binoculars. “Just the top. Homeland doesn’t want it sunk.” A few seconds later the radio informed them the fighter was going in for a strike. The captain of the cutter watched through binoculars as the Hornet came in low and once again lined up on the distant, but defiant yacht. Suddenly a thin white line blinked and touched the fighter, almost as if it had been an optical reflection in the binoculars mirrors. He thought he could see a single flash where the line and the fighter touched. He held his breath as the fighter diverted it course.
“Did you see that!?” his officer asked excitedly. “That’s what got us, I know it!”
“I saw,” the captain replied calmly in deep thought.
The radio was alive with the frantic codes from the Navy jet as the Captain watched it bank hard and depart. He could make out that the Hornet was damaged, possibly a vertical stabilizer was hit, but it would make it back home.
The helicopter reported no change in course with the yacht.
One of the officers spoke, “Shit, now what?”
The radio answered his question as the second fighter was beginning to line up on the ship.
The captain spoke, “They don’t know what they’re doing.”
“Who?” the officer asked.
“The Navy. There are two likely out comes. One, the boat gets blown up; two, the plane gets blown up. In neither outcome do we see what the hell that thing is.”
“They gonna use missiles?”
The captain lowered his binocular to look momentarily at his officer, “Yeah, they’re gonna use missiles.”
It took five minutes before the second Hornet began to line up. The helicopter was now further away and a Navy copter was in the area, but without radar, the captain could not pin point its position.
The Hornet came in from a distance and was much higher. The Captain had just gotten it in his view when a white cloud appeared. “It launched!” he shouted.
A split second later, a thin white line once again blinked in and out of existence and the air-to-surface Maverick missile, marked only by its exhaust, erupted in a tiny fireball. The fighter was banking hard after the missile launch, but a second thin line appeared and a flash occurred on the fighter. Instantly the fighter rolled and a few seconds later a white chute appeared.
The captain watched as the fighter dove into the ocean. He was too far away to see much of the pilot that had ejected. He wondered where the other pilot was, but he knew.
“Bearing 130,” he called out. “Thirty knots”
“Bearing 130, thirty knots,” the command was repeated.
He looked at the Pacific Wanderer as it sped on towards international waters, which now seemed to be not so important.
“You think that’s a Chinese ship?” one of his officers asked.
The captain shook his head and replied, “I don’t know.”
“The Navy will get it.”
“I wouldn’t count on it, the Navy is spread a bit thin around here and that boat's nearly as fast as we are. They might not be in a position to intercept it again.”
“I hope they get it. That’s one boat that needs to be sent to the bottom for sure.”
“All eyes top side!” the captain shouted, ignoring his officer, then silently watched the white speck disappear in the distance, mentally noting that it had never changed speed or course.
Ken was exhausted, having spent more time in interrogations as he did resting from them; apparently, it was part of the interrogation method. He kept his sanity by keeping up to date on the Society. His PC fed him information to distract him and the drugs used to make him talk had little effect on loosening his tongue, the words from his PC were able to override those that came to his ear. Ken counted them off, in addition to the twelve members on the Wanderer, forty-three Society members were still in the Indonesian capital of Jakarta, eighteen were on route across the pacific on commercial jets and eight still in the US were planning to catch other flights. And he was in a Homeland Security prison waiting for the waterboarding to begin.
A few Society freighters were still out in open ocean, most had already made their last run. Ken knew about each C-20 launch, one every forty-five minutes around the clock, a demanding schedule the Central Computer was maintaining in an effort to move as much critical material as possible to the moon. The Wanderer was deep into the pacific and the US Navy was keeping its distance. The Navy was also tracking other ships outside of Indonesian waters, following them with Navy fighters. It was becoming clear just how interested the United States was in the fleeing Society. Ken wished he were on the Wanderer, basking in the warm sun.
Ken knew the United States had officially informed Indonesia of his arrest, his interrogators had even told him that, but little else. Ken however also knew that the United States had formally protested the defiance of the Pacific Wanderer and had demanded an explanation for the exact nature of the weapon the Pacific Wanderer had used. In response, the Indonesian government issued an apology and promised to thoroughly investigate the matter.
Ken mentally envisioned the mobilization of the Indonesian Navy towards the island of Katerin. He could almost laugh, the Indonesians had no idea what they had gotten themselves into, they could not even make a protest to their own space agency since they did not know who to protest to. The ISA agents in Jakarta had disappeared and he himself had been their sole contact in the United States. Certainly finding that they had no way to contact the island was a painful sting to them.
The Indonesian government would have precious little to attack; most of the Society’s ships that serviced the Indonesian factories were safely berthed inside the giant black spaceport, which was looking more like a massive fortress all the time. What was still moving was just coming to dock with their last load and only one was far enough out to be in danger of being intercepted by the Indonesian Navy.
The bad news was that the Society’s unveiling had trapped others besides himself on the wrong side of Katerin’s thick walls. Two small jets the Society operated out of a small airport near the capitol city of Jakarta, each capable of carrying six passengers, had been busy making trips to and from the island until the Indonesian government stepped in and arrested the two pilots of one of the jets when it landed. Those who had been waiting for the plane to make their final exodus managed to disappear into Jakarta, but they were now stranded—and eighteen on a commercial flight scheduled to land in a few hours at the Jakarta international terminal would probably be arrested on the spot.
He knew where he was, south of the city in an old CIA building, far from the prying eyes of the news media. Homeland Security had moved him with a special transport van that had no windows. He would not have known where he was except he had friends on the outside who were watching and following.
He saw little of the old building, spending much of his time blindfolded when out of his small holding cell, which was not very private. He could sense the desperation in his captors—they wanted so much to know what he did. Just to treat him the way they did, considering that he was a person of high public profile, indicated he would, one way or another, never be let go alive. How many had silently died in the old building, would he be the first?
He had been first forced to undergo a physical examination, which included complete x-rays of his entire body. They concentrated on his head, they knew what they were looking for and he knew they had found it. The ceramic canister would be clearly visible and with all the x-rays they took, they probably could detect the faint lines of wires snaking into his cerebral cortex. They asked a bunch about it, clearly they guessed it was a communication device, which Ken noted was making his tormentors a bit nervous. Heavy electronic equipment was crudely taped to his head, but it would be of no avail—the com-chip did not operate on electromagnetic waves.
Ken knew that it was only by his constant mental communication with the rest of the Society that he had lasted so long. The Society had given him the strength to defy the interrogators—only the constant communication from his PC had saved him from telling everything under the influence of the sodium-pentothal injections. Apparently, Homeland Security had figured this out as well and at one point had threatened to put an ice pick through the implant. After that had failed, they had stopped trying to make him talk. Now it was the Society’s turn to guess what the enemy was thinking and Ken did not like the guess. Being defiant beyond all reason, the next step for the security agency was obvious—examine the device directly.
However, his society was working on a plan for his rescue, which had started when it became apparent that Homeland Security was not going to release him anytime soon. He was in nearly constant communication with the Central Computer and others, where he found some hope watching the plans take shape. It had been three days since Joe Polinski died and the present course of the rapidly growing ramifications had put the whole Society closer to a state of emergency than ever before. There were members in prison and others stranded on two continents, a situation that Ken thought was caused by the speed at which their secrecy had fallen apart. He listened carefully as the solution, which he based all his hopes on, were relayed to him.
The solution was crude, but Ken was acutely aware that they did not have the luxury of time. On Katerin, a team of engineers had thrown together five emergency solutions, all of them identical.
The ten meson-disks on the belly of a C-20 each had a thrust of fifteen hundred Newtons. The powerful thrusters, designed to land a five hundred tonne craft on the moon, were put to a new use in the construction of five hastily built flying machines. Dubbed the ‘pillboxes’, the new flying craft were not anything that would be considered a market-ready model.
Composed mainly of twenty-tonne steel cylinders, six meters in diameter and three meters high, they were essentially flying pillboxes. A ten-ton nuclear generator in the center of their interior was hooked to eight meson-propulsion devices that circled the bottom of each can. The whole contraption was operated by a single robot pilot, but four other armored robots were contained within and were capable of firing their weapons through small slots cut in the cylinder’s wall. The interior of each can had hard cold unpadded seating for forty and a single heavy side hatch for entry and exit. The propulsion disks, which were susceptible to small arms fire, were recessed into the heavy bottom to offer as much shielding as possible. In addition to the construction of the five flying pillboxes, two C-20’s had quickly been given mounts to hold the pill boxes in their cargo bays, two cans in one C-20 and three in the other.
Ken could only imagine what the flying pillboxes looked like from the words his PC gave him. It had only taken six hours to design and build the pillboxes. They did not seem like much, they had no wings or a shape that was aerodynamic whatsoever. It was amazing to Ken how simple the design was, how trivial the engineering. It was all based on the ability of the generator, meson drives, Protani’s new weapons and robots. Four things the Society had in abundance thrown together had become all that his future rested upon. In his mild delirium, strapped to a bed, with the drugs still coursing through his veins and electronic sensors strapped to his head, Ken contemplated that despite the crudeness of the pillboxes they were not much different from the sleek C-20's, or anything else the Society created.
Richard waited patiently in a small motel room, crowded in with other waiting members. Everyone was silent, at least nobody was talking aloud. He was feeling more vulnerable than ever before. He had been a millionaire many times over, they all had been, but now they were fugitives, guilty of knowing too much, guilty of keeping secrets from the government—traitors.
He did not know for a fact that Homeland Security was hunting for each one of them, but it would have to be presumed so—the Society did not need further arrests to complicate things. He silently sat in a chair as he waited, others were trying to relax on the bed or sitting on the floor. They had almost nothing with them, small backpacks, some food and water. Most of what they owned had already gone to Katerin, what was on their backs was all they had left, anything else was lost. The pillboxes were being loaded, but it would take some time, an hour, maybe more. Richard could feel the need for time, it was thick in the air and in the strained glances they shared.
The secret CIA ‘black site’ building was only a few blocks away. It was a nondescript building in an old run down part of the city. The looks were deceiving, the building was old only on the outside, inside it was a modern intelligence office. It was conceivable that the building was more than just a secret place for Homeland Security to perform questionable interrogations. They took turns watching the building for activity, comings and goings. Ken’s PC had already informed them that Ken was unconscious, so they would not know what was happening to him, but from their surveillance they believed he was still in the building. Ken’s mind, even though unconscious, still processed sound and the PC could still decipher some thoughts.
Richard listened to short strings of decipherable words that Ken’s PC transmitted. Much of it made no sense, but the sentence, “One, two, three, lift,” indicated that they were once again moving Ken. The men handling Ken were sloppy and an Army military base was named as they talked between themselves. Richard looked at the others, he could see they were all thinking the same thing, it was a fortunate break.
“The van is coming out,” the watcher replayed.
Richard was on his feet, “I’ll go in my car and verify.”
“You’ll need a second,” someone said as they too stood.
The decision of Homeland to move Ken would delay the operation, buying them time. The two men jogged to their cars concealed behind the motel to follow the transport van. The trip took half an hour, it went easy since they knew where they were taking Ken, they could anticipate turns and follow from a safe distance. Richard watched the van pass through the military base checkpoint and disappear inside as he drove by the compound entrance. Sometimes it seemed that anything he ever wanted to know was only a short mental question away, this time it was knowledge that the hospital was the largest office building on the base, five floors tall.
He passed the base entrance and headed to someplace where he could watch and wait, there was little else to do—the C-20 that was to come to the States with the flying pillboxes was still being readied.
A nearby convenience store offered a small view of the entrance gate to the Army base. He filled his gas tank then looked at some magazines. One news magazine showed a surprisingly clear image of a C-20 flying from the black surface of Katerin. He studied the picture and scanned the article. They estimated the number of flights and approximate cargo weigh the ISA shuttles, as they were referred to, could lift. The cargo weight estimates were low. They had pictures of glowing blue thrusters and grainy images of people walking on top of the massive spaceport. The pictures were dramatic, showing the scale of the structure compared to the relatively small ships that entered it. The article showed a time line, depicting the development of the ISA and the construction of the spaceport.
As Richard read the article, a message came to his mind, the C-20 destined for the United States had launched. He turned back to the first page of the magazine, showing a fly sized C-20 flying off the end of the massive runway. Breathing a bit deeper, he knew the C-20 would arc high in the sky, out into space. Soon, in another few seconds, the radars of the US Navy would detect the change in course for the flight and realize it was not going to the moon. Not all C-20 flights went to the moon—some flights were just test flights. In time though the C-20 would be seen to be heading northeast towards North America, then it would be a real race for time.
Fifteen minutes later Richard exited the store and slowly drove a road leading out of town, his PC counting down the minutes. He knew the others were making their move as well, moving loosely to a new rendezvous. He wondered if the air raid sirens would sound, he half expected them to, but there was nothing, the city seemed normal. The C-20 was fifteen minutes into its flight to the States and yet there was no news. He listened to the police scanner in his car, waiting for the tone of the messages to change, waiting for the alert to go out. He found the parking lot for the meeting place and waited, it was not long before the second C-20 lifted off from Katerin, bound for Jakarta, just a short jump away.
The C-20 heading to the US coast was a hundred kilometers high, coasting backwards in the thin air when it activated its main thrusters with all the power they could produce. The deceleration caused the C-20 to rapidly lose altitude as gravity bent the trajectory downward. Minutes passed and the ship was coming closer; Richard strained to see any speck in the sky, but could not detect anything. Eighty kilometers high and dropping—seventy kilometers—sixty—
Far overhead, the C-20 was coming in nearly straight down through the upper atmosphere tail first with its strong twin engines pushing at maximum thrust, slowing the vessel at one a little over one gravity. It was on a trajectory that would take it directly to the hospital if it had continued. Richard could hear the description of event in his head as the C-20 slowed to near zero velocity. It hovered on its tail for a split second at an elevation of thirty kilometers, opened its huge cargo bay doors and started to accelerate upwards. When it reached a velocity of a hundred kilometers an hour, the belly thrusters near the nose of the craft were fired and the main engines powered down. This caused the craft to rotate ninety degrees to momentarily lie on its back in a free fall. A quick upward push with the maneuvering thrusters and the three cans cleanly slid out and tumbled in a free fall towards the California ground below.
The empty C-20 twisted back on to its belly, the cargo doors were closed and it quickly accelerated upwards back into space. The unconventional unloading maneuver had been performed by the craft’s computer flawlessly and the C-20 headed back to Katerin for a damage inspection. On the other side of the world, in the darkness of night, the other C-20 did the same maneuver at the same time causing two cans to plummet to a remote site several miles outside Jakarta.
It was on the outskirts of the city, a large open field, a park that did not look like a park, that Richard joined the other eight Society members. They were sitting at a picnic table and they nodded to him in a calm quiet acknowledgment. The sky was still clear blue and Richard looked up and asked, “Anyone see anything?”
Everyone around the table shook their heads just when a distant high-pitched whine coming from the city began. “Air raid sirens,” someone commented. “I’ve heard them all my life, but only as routine drills. Now for the first time I hear them for real and it’s because of me.”
Richard chuckled. “Yeah, you’re as bad as the old Soviets. Space Command should have been tracking the C-20 the entire trip. You’d have thought they would have sent out an alarm a little earlier. Sounds like they still have a little communication issue between departments. I suppose the normal missile detection system would see the entry of the C-20 into the atmosphere, but then it was a cool entry, not a hot one. Perhaps it just detected the three large gravity bombs that were dropped?”
“Whatever. It should take about five minutes for the anti-ICBM missiles to be deployed.”
“They were probably already on alert,” someone said dryly. They all knew alarm had gone off across the country. The president would be evacuated from the White House. Air raid sirens sounded throughout the distant city and surrounding towns as the emergency broadcast system for the entire nation was activated and informed the people to remain calm and stay at home.
“Launching,” someone muttered as they silently sat and watched something rise up in the sky, a wave of six anti-missile missiles streaking upwards. The speed of the missiles was impressive, but their lives were cut short as thin white lines appeared from nowhere and six orange explosions filled the sky. The missiles were easy targets for the particle beams the eight armored robots in the rescue cans possessed.
Someone calmly spoke, “Their fuel ignited, all six are down.” Not a single missile came within a kilometer of the rapidly dropping cans before being ripped apart by the deadly particle lances.
“Confirmed. No apparent misses,” Richard calmly spoke, knowing his words were being transmitted to all in the Society.
Richard received an incoming message and he looked at the others who in turn had turned their attention away from the distant light show and towards the faces of their companions. The message was from Ken’s PC, it was no longer in contact with its host. Time seemed to slow down as all of the Society stopped what it was doing to monitor the activity over California and Jakarta.
Vertigo or disorientation was not an issue for the robots in the dropping pillboxes. Controlled by the pilot robots, the pillboxes had assumed upside down positions with the delicate propulsion plates on the top for most of their fifteen-minute plummet. It was not until the last two kilometers that they were suddenly righted by controlled thrusting and they began to decelerate and for the first time could be seen by ground observers as tiny black dots in the sky.
With the verbal instructions from Katerin, the two pillboxes came to a hovering stop beside two windows on the west side of the Army hospital. One can hovered by the fourth floor and the other faced the third floor of the hospital. The robots were cold and efficient, although they had no actual experience in what they were doing. The walls around the windows virtually exploded as the robots fired particle beams into them at close range. The shattered windows disappeared in an avalanche of broken cinder blocks as the window openings were crudely enlarged to nearly the full height of the floor and widened to two meters.
As the last of the rubble fell away, the doors on the hovering cans opened and three armored robots from each can, using their powerful thick legs, stepped smoothly into the hospital. Each robot weighed a full tonne and, despite their gracefulness, were an overwhelming sight. Blasting through the inner doors the robots made their way down the hall ripping out every door, one by one. Ignoring the running humans, the robots went through all the doors until they found the room Ken was in.
The visuals from the robot were viewed on Katerin, where the team directing them contemplated Ken laying on a table, obviously only partially way through an operation. The human occupants of the operation room were trapped and huddled in a corner, fearful of the massive robot that had suddenly interrupted the surgery. The doctor, anesthesiologist and two nurses along with a CIA agent in surgical dress, stood in the corner facing the 1T robot.
The robots were physically capable of nearly anything; however, they required constant direction to navigate their way through the new and difficult task. The robot approached Ken, causing one of the nurses to feint and the other to cry and collapse to her knees. A small pool of urine was spreading from the group of horrified government medical personal. Ken was on his stomach with the back of his head exposed as if the doctor was trying to finish the operation by closing the skull. The bloody chip was lying beside him in a tray.
The 1T robot paused while it received instructions then it acted quickly. The robot deafly plucked the chip from the tray with nimble fingers and placed it inside a small compartment in its torso. The tubes were removed from Ken’s arm as was the facemask giving him oxygen and anesthesia. The robot snatched up a nearby surgical towel and placed it over the back of Ken’s head to cover the wound. The robot easily lifted Ken’s limp form in its massive arms, turned and left the room carrying Ken to rejoin the other robots that had for the most part retreated into their hovering cans.
As the robot carrying Ken walked back to the hovering rescue pillbox, a lone Homeland Security agent, who had been building up nerve while waiting for his chance, suddenly stepped out of a room behind the robot and open fired with his Glock pistol as fast as he could squeeze the trigger. Several of the large caliber bullets struck the back of the robot before the robot, hindered by his delicate load, blew the agent’s head off, splattering blood and organic matter over the walls and leaving the mutilated corpse to drain over the floor. The robot entered the waiting pillbox, the hatch closed and all three of the pillboxes accelerated eastward at a rapid velocity over the cities buildings to where Richard and the others were waiting.
As the two pillboxes lowered, Richard grabbed his pack and looked around. He spoke to nobody in particular, “This is it.”
The hatches to the crude craft opened and Richard quickly entered. A robot was holding the hatch, it had hinges, but no latch, only a 1T robot was controlling it. The robot was big and the interior of the canister was dark. Other robots were inside. One of the big robots was still holding the bloody body of Ken Lindsay.
“Set him down gently,” Richard ordered as he quickly approached. He knelt by the bloody mass and others joined him. The pillbox began to accelerate upward, Richard could see the small pilot robot, it was not looking at its controls as much as it was looking at its new human passengers. Richard did not bother to issue a directive, neither did the others in the in dark confined container, the robot already knew what to do.
Richard looked at Ken and surmised the damage, “Three bullet wounds.”
Someone beside him added, “He’s dying—bleeding to death.”
A jacket was put over Ken as they tried to stem the flow of blood, which was just a trickle. The wind began to howl as the pillbox leaned more and more to one side. Blasts of air shot through the slots on the walls of the canister as it achieved the maximum cruising speed the robot judged was reasonable, three hundred and twenty kilometers per hour. Two of the robots moved closer to shield the frail humans with their metallic bodies from the fierce blast of wind, but there was nothing they could do about the noise.
Richard could feel Ken’s heart slowly come to a stop. It was dark, cold and the noise was deafening, all they could do was to huddle together and wait it out.
The rescue craft flew quickly over the California city then out over the ocean. Supersonic intercept fighters, which had been scrambled during the decent of the pillboxes, now followed the odd trio at a respectable distance. It would only take half an hour before they caught up with the Pacific Wanderer.
The extraction of the imprisoned members in Jakarta went much smoother. The robots, guided by the prisoners, easily sliced open a wall where required and the jailed pilots walked into one of the heavy cans, it was all over before anyone knew something had happened. The two cans then proceeded through the night to a nearby rendezvous where a waiting crowd of members, all with their luggage, filled the pillboxes. Packed with refugees, the cans arrived a couple hours later at the last freighter, which was running from the Indonesian Navy.
The two cans came to a rest on the deck of the freighter and the sixty-three passengers emerged, glad to be out of the cramped and uncomfortable confines of the small rescue vessels. However, they were not safe yet, they all knew there were Indonesian naval ships in the area and the freighter’s radar clearly showed one on an intercept course. As they walked into the ship's bright superstructure, they knew other naval ships were heading toward Katerin. It was clear that it was not only the United States that was now pursuing them; apparently, the Indonesian government was tired of waiting for replies that were not coming.
The United States Navy patrolled the outskirts of the Indonesian waters and monitored the spacecraft and shipping activity by means of AWAC radar aircraft. The U.S. Navy was also closely monitoring the Indonesian naval activity, acutely aware that a confrontation was about to occur. The data they collected was being transmitted to military intelligence agencies around the world. Everyone was very interested in the outcome of the up-coming confrontation.
The Society was interested too and, from the top of the nearly half kilometer high walls, the human spectators had clear view of the approaching Indonesian naval ship. The armored robots with them also had a clear view of the relatively small ship. The ship was behaving cautiously, slowing a kilometer from the towering black wall. The frigate began to lower a small boat, large enough for a crew of twenty. The spectators only watched, knowing the ship’s captain was unaware of any defensive capability the spaceport contained.
The landing craft had just touched the water when the command was given and several robots sent particle beams through the air, creating an array of glowing white lines. Bright spots blinked on and off all over the ship as the beams slowly sliced pieces from it. The antennas then the entire mast toppled into the sea. Weapons were cut and slid from their mounts to the deck or into the shallow water. The chain holding one of the ship’s bow anchors was cut leaving the anchor to splash into the sea. Pieces of railing, rigging and any other protrusions on the ship continued to flash white and fall off the ship.
The pilot of the small landing craft, seeing what was happening, quickly navigated the tiny craft out of sight behind the larger ship. The captain also was attempting to maneuver his crippled ship away from the island. With its stern turning towards the island, more targets came into view and the white flashes continued. Not until the ship was two kilometers from the island did the robots cease altogether.
Without radio communication, neither the Indonesian nor the United States knew the fate of the frigate until half an hour later when a makeshift antenna was erected. The wounded ship sent out its alert that it had been fired upon and had been forced to retreat. The alert was too late for the naval ship that had intercepted the freighter.
Unable to make radio contact with its quarry, the small Indonesian naval ship that had caught up to the freighter had began its encounter with a warning shot across the freighter’s bow with its largest gun. The robots that had been in the pillboxes, and powered by the reactor in from the pillbox, did not waste any time sending the weapon to the bottom of the warm shallow Indonesian waters. The ship tried to turn away, but it was hacked to pieces until everything above the ship’s hull had been reduced to ruin. The ship without navigation or control capability, slowly drifted while it crew huddled in the lower levels.
The Homeland Security director sighed as he sat in his office and looked at the stacks of reports and photographs that were heaped on his desk. It was late at night, but the data kept flowing in. The information about the Indonesian Space Agency and its affiliations was proving to be much more abundant than previously thought. The size of the conspiracy was staggering. Despite their failure to retrieve the chip from Ken Lindsay, he had gained quite a bit of information—there were detailed photos of the propulsion system they had used, which alone was consuming at least a dozen scientists in one government laboratory. Sandia was trying to figure out the particle beam weapon and Livermore was examining the images of robots capable of making grown men piss their pants just at the sight of them. It could also now be assumed that everyone on the island had something in their head, a communication device probably. They were not weak, they had a fortress and they were armed.
On his desk was a printout of pictures a news website was publishing, they had some pretty good pictures of the robots that stole his main suspect. The whole event had been much more in the public eye than he had wanted. The robotic attack on the hospital and the subsequent brutal death of an agent made for exciting headlines. It was already all over the internet, by morning it would be in every paper in the world.
An aide entered his office and handed him a stack of papers and spoke, “The tetra-hertz imagery machines are on their way to LAX now. They’ll be operational tomorrow.”
The director nodded, the new imaging machines would detect any implant that happened to be in someone’s skull. “Good. Anyone going or coming from the south pacific area gets scanned.”
“Two more are on their way and a request for an emergency funding bill is on the president’s desk now.”
The director looked up at his aide and spoke sadly, “Someday these will be in every airport and everyone will be scanned—privacy be damned.”
“No doubt,” the aide replied as he handed another report to the director. “Here is the list of missing employees from several of Ken Lindsay’s enterprises along with airline flight bookings.”
The director scanned the printout—the names were becoming more familiar all the time. There were the primaries, the actual conspirators, such as those on the list in his hand, who seemed to all be owners or executives of successful businesses. Then there were the secondaries, family, friends and acquaintances. All he had now were the secondaries. As he looked at the list he asked, “The family interrogations are proceeding?”
“We are bringing in people from all over the country; the leads seem to ramify extensively. I estimate it will require well over fifteen thousand interviews to speak to just those that knew the departing people intimately.”
“Anything yet?”
So far, the stories are all the same, the friend, son or daughter had gotten a fabulous job or started a new business out of the blue, made a fortune, said goodbye and left. Most refuse to believe that the suspects would be involved in anything illegal or traitorous.”
“Most?”
“Nothing solid, the typical group member appeared pretty normal.”
“Did they all pay taxes?”
“Appears so. The IRS has started mining their records, running scans for the known profiles, which include very successful startups, particularly in the physical sciences.”
“Hum,” the director said as he looked at the reports. There were some juicy ones, such as the debriefings from two engineers who claim to have worked on a robot for Lindsay.
His deputy spoke, “The computer guys say it was mainly unmarried scientists, including all the biochemists from Bio Research. They have already begun to use this information to target suspects.”
The director mumbled, “A thousand of our best.”
“Traitors sir.”
“Yes, of course. But have you studied these photos?” the director said pointing to one in particularly, of a crude metallic can eerily floating beside a building.”
“Some.”
“Did you notice how they were constructed?”
“What do you mean?”
“The simple shape, the rough cuts. Welds that are not ground smooth.”
“Sloppy work.”
“Fast work. We apprehended Ken in the morning and before I would have normally gone home for dinner, they had him back. What does that tell you?”
“They work fast.”
“They’re resourceful, they can get the job done and they’re bold. They have no less than eighty giant shuttles flying from the world’s biggest building to the moon and nobody knows how they're even built. And they did it all in secret! Hell, we can’t even get them on the goddamn phone! It’s clear that the Indonesian government has lost control of the island, if they ever had any.”
The agent replied, “The Indonesian’s must be answerable.”
The director waved his hand in a dismissive gesture, “I think we will find that they were paid off to keep away from the island. I don’t think that Indonesia has much to do with it.”
“I think everyone agrees there, notice the global news media has stopped referring to the ISA directly. In the article in front of you, it’s called the renegade Katerin spaceport. Others have called it Lindsay’s spaceport, or simply Katerin, but ISA is out.”
The director sighed, “They seem to have started a tiny country of their own.”
“They are international fugitives. They stole an island and it will only be a matter of time before they lose it. Perhaps in a few days. They can’t live on the moon and they have no place to run.”
The director was silent for a few seconds then spoke contemplatively, “You’re right of course, the island is now strictly a military issue.” Silently the director felt that perhaps his agent was wrong. He looked at the photo of the robot that has rescued Ken Lindsay—they had at least six of the mechanical beasts, all identical as far as anyone could tell, a production unit. Who knew how many they had? What were their weaknesses? What were their true capabilities?
The conspirators had years to prepare and they did not reveal themselves until the time of their own choosing. They did not appear as dumb as his aide suggested—they were prepared. Whoever they were, they were something that they would have to be dealing with for a long time to come.
Dale Jackson was on the moon for the third time, driving across the gray moonscape in the four man open truck. The big flatbed truck was a simple four-wheeled vehicle that did not look much different from a truck for Earth, except it was all white including the tires. As they bounced along the well-used trail, Dale’s suit spider had wiggled down to his crotch to scratch an annoying itch.
“Clon,” his PC announced, indicating the Central Computer had turned on the work clock.
“It should have started three minutes ago,” Dale casually replied with a thought.
“Two minute credit at level two,” the PC responded.
A level one credit amounted to one-minute work for an inexperienced human to work on a simple project, defined by what more than half the Society members were capable of performing. As the task became harder or more esoteric, the pay increased. Consequently, a single credit was not a large amount and most members were accumulating credits by the thousands.
Although Society members possessed huge amounts of cash, many millions of US dollars altogether, it was essentially worthless in the Society compared to the credits given out by the Central Computer. This was basically because the Central Computer, which now acted as a bank for the Society, only dealt with its own credits, the CC simply kept track of how much each person had and shifted money around when requested. Dale and the other Society members soon learned it paid to complain to the CC about work times and rates. Pay was always open to debate and the CC considered the pay scale a bit of a joint venture anyway. Sometimes the CC would offer a set rate for a job, but in this case, it was simple minute rates.
“Cheap CC,” Dale muttered. It should have been level three, he thought, with his experience. Hell, he had been on the team that designed the damn truck, but he did not argue the matter. He was making more than enough credits on this trip than what would be required to pay for their living quarters for the next week. It was easy to make enough credits to live on, food and housing were cheap, in fact, food was free if you just went to a storeroom and helped yourself. However, C-20 seats were starting to cost more, now that they were in demand.
They were a good kilometer from the well-lit landing area behind them when a navigation device told him they were approaching their first target. The navigation system employed a simple radio wave method that had been set up only a week earlier. Dale slowed the truck to ten kilometers per hour so they could examine the surroundings. Buggy tracks were everywhere, but the ground was flat and uniform with few large rocks. They had been following a large well-traveled path that went behind a small mountain range another three kilometers away.
The other engineer beside him looked around and said, “About what I figured—nothing.”
“I don’t think there will be anything until we get to that point up there,” Dale said gesturing with his arm. “Have you been there yet?”
“Once, a week ago. Went with some friends and climbed Beaver Peak.”
Dale was not quite sure why the tall lunar mountain was called Beaver Peak, it did not look like a beaver to him and there certainly were not any beavers to be found there. It was one of several peaks in the area explorers frequently climbed, which was why the two engineers were there. A high amount of recreational traffic was traveling in that direction and the previous day one hiker on the mountain slipped and cut her suit on a sharp rock. It had been noted early on that the lunar rocks were quite slippery due to the fine layer of powder that covered their surfaces. The suit spider was able to mend the small hole, but the member still had to rush all the way to Lunar1 to find safety. The Society was not responsible for people’s safety, but it was decided a few safe houses were in order for the better-traveled routes that were further from the lunar city.
Dale stopped the truck, unlatched his harness and stepped out onto the lunar powder. The truck, like the smaller buggies, had roll cages, but if one ever lost it on these straight smooth stretches, it could roll for hundreds of meters in the light gravity. Dale figured they were positioned exactly where many drivers chose to open up the throttle and see what the buggies could really do. It was a good place for a safe house. Dale walked over to where he figured the safe house should be, off to the side of the tracks and told his partner to back the truck over to the spot. The truck carried four safe houses and a crane to remove them. It only took a few minutes to unload the first little building and verify it was working satisfactory. A flashing green light on top indicated that the house was operational and empty.
Dale climbed into the truck and pushed a button on the navigation device and an arrow appeared with the distance to the next stop, approximately fifteen hundred meters away. “One down three to go,” he said and he accelerated the truck down the path.
Dale had his PC inform the CC that the first safe house was in place and the CC replied that he had made thirty-two credits so far. Chicken feed, tomorrow I’ll be pulling level six or seven with the plascrete mixing plant, he thought.
Sandra, who worked in the modular city setting up living quarters, sent Dale a quick message that they were having some problems with one of the coupling docks on a newly arrived module. The pressure seal was damaged and would require some work. Damn, Dale thought, if he had been there he could have gotten level four for that work and he was a favorite of the CC for repairing module-mating surfaces. Oh well, setting out the safe houses was a good change, nice and simple. It gave him time to think.
There were some things that he frequently thought about, such as the fact that he was on the moon and would probably not be going back to California to his daughter for a long time. Perhaps a good level seven job would distract him from thinking of his daughter. The moon itself was a distraction, it was an interesting place, lots of activity, ships were always coming and going, bringing people and taking them away, three hundred a day. Everyone had to see the moon it seemed.
He sadly contemplated that his old boss would never see it. It seemed that Ken had dreamed all his life of space travel, yet he had never once even touched a space ship. If there was a god, it was not a god that was fair, at least not by human standards. However, Ken, in his moment of dying, had showed the world what he had created. Dale had heard some of the news reports from Earth, it seemed cameras must have been standard equipment for many military personnel, they certainly got enough pictures.
“You think they’re sending the whole Indonesian Navy?” the engineer beside him asked.
The question had come out of the blue, but it was understandable, it was what most people were thinking about. The Society had performed its own reconnaissance mission; one of the C-20s on its way up to the moon had been diverted by its crew to fly a low path over the Indonesian ocean, just to see what they might see. What they saw were larger ships heading toward Katerin. Dale replied casually, “I guess they don’t have much else to do.”
“We sure gave them some motivation. Cut up two ships already, that’s got to have them worried.”
“I think we got the whole planet worried. Between the C-20's, the particle beams and our apparent willingness to use them, nobody feels safe at home anymore.”
“That isn’t likely to change. We’re only getting stronger every day.”
Dale sighed, his companion was right, the large armed robots were being cranked out deep within Katerin, but something had to give, their food supplies would not last forever. Already it was mainly rations. “Have you seen the plans for the new ships?”
“You mean the C-4?”
“Yeah,” Dale replied. “It’s to be construed as an offensive weapon.”
“It is, I suppose,” the man sighed, “But we need it, should have had them already.”
Dale knew his partner was right. They should have had the smaller C-4s before the C-20s. He thought back on all the various and interesting spaceship designs that had been proposed, but it had all come down to just the C-20 that the Society had concentrated on. He sighed again, escaping Earth had been job one, everything else had been relatively unimportant. He could feel the winds changing though. The C-4s would be offensive weapons that would surely be needed eventually, possibly sooner rather than later.
“Coming up on second location,” Dale’s partner said.
Dale checked the navigation screen and began to decelerate. “Got a little lost in thought.”
“Thinking about home?”
“Thinking about the future, I suppose,” Dale said as the lunar truck slowed to a stop. “You ever get the feeling that not everything has been as fully planned out as they should be?”
“Yeah, but the system works, we’re here, aren’t we?”
“Yeah, were here—most of us anyway,” Dale replied in a sigh.
Dennis Walker mournfully looked around his new sleeping room as he lay in bed, having just awoken. The private quarters was better than most, but he was richer than most. Enough of the modules were now assembled that nobody really had to sleep in the C-20s. Most members had been able to ship some of their larger personal possessions, such as furniture, to Katerin. However, there was not room in Luna1 for the tonnes of items that came with each member. For those that had nothing, there was a small selection of furniture available for purchase on the moon, including carpeting and other amenities.
Dennis had a half module sized living quarters, which contained some of the furniture he had when he was a child. A small upright piano also occupied the room that he had purchased several months earlier just for bringing it to the moon. Thick blue carpeting covered the floor, the walls had been draped with blankets and pictures. Somehow, the amenities could still not bring an unadulterated sense of accomplishment. His grand accomplishment seemed so tarnished by the death of his friend, who had worked so hard and sacrificed everything just to die.
He could trace the arteries of the module as they passed through his portion of it. There was a network of six utility systems running through all the modules including fresh water, a water drain, compressed air and ventilation. Somewhere in the modular city, electrical power was created by several reactors and the electrical network distributed the voltage throughout the array of stacked modules to power the numerous fluorescence lights, of which one was now dimly lighting his room. The light had been a gentle reminder to wake up and Dennis now lay on his bed contemplating the significance of the room and latest news his PC had been waiting to relayed to him.
Bits of Indonesian naval armada continued to arrive at Katerin in greater numbers circling the island in what they thought to be a safe distance. During the night one ship, apparently picked to test the island's response, had moved in and attacked the spaceport. This time the naval ship chose to shell the structure from a three-kilometer distance. The single shell that had been fired managed to put a small sharp dent in the tough plascrete wall some two hundred meters above the water, but there had been no significant damage to the interior of the structure. The larger guarding robots, 10T units, had quickly disabled the Indonesian ship then slowly sliced its hull allowing as much of the crew to escape as possible before the ship nosed into the depths, leaving the crew to be rescued by another ship hours later in the early morning light. The Indonesian Navy had not made any other moves, but more ships were still heading to join the growing armada around the island.
Dennis sighed at the news. A ship was sunk, that was a first, before they had only been crippled. The thought passed through his mind that the sunken ship would make a nice dive site, if it were shallow enough. A quick query and the answer that the ship had sunk in forty-meter water made him feel a bit better somehow. The ship however would be leaking fuel for years if it was not cleaned out and another query came back that some members had already formed a team to tackle that issue later. A contact name was given to his PC, which he could use later on.
His PC also informed him that the Pacific Wanderer, with its med-chamber, load of refugees and one corpse, was only two days from Katerin. So far, the United States Navy was giving the well-armed ship a wide berth. The news of the Wanderer brought fresh thoughts of Ken swirling around in his head. Ken had been dead for nearly a week and it was still eating at him. First Sigmund then Ken, his two friends who had been more like a father to him than his real father.
Dennis ran through his mind again the conversation he had with his real parents. He had been able to get through to them a couple days earlier by means of the HAM radio system that had been set up on Katerin. Patched through a phone operator in the States, his father had answered the collect call. It had been a similar call to hundreds of others that had been made. With certain knowledge that the United States government was monitoring the signal, Dennis tried to explain to his parents that he was on the moon, doing well and everything was fine. His parents of course had not understood how he could throw his very successful business away and join the Indonesian Space Agency. It took a couple minutes for him to explain to them that they had it all backwards, that DIS had been created for the Space Agency and he had always been planning to go to space.
He also told them that the island of Katerin had been leased from Indonesia for the spaceport and there was no such thing as the Indonesian Space Agency—it had been an elaborate ruse. In return, his father informed him of the extensive questioning the FBI had performed. He assured his parents that they did not have to worry about anything and could answer the questions any way they wanted. Of course, the FBI had asked them about implants, which they knew nothing about. Dennis informed his parents that he did indeed have something in his head, but could not discuss it yet.
His parents had been following the events of the Pacific Wanderer on CNN like the rest of the world and he told them that it was simply the latest employees of the company he worked for leaving North America. Earlier a member had let slip that there were five members still in the United States so that information was no longer considered confidential, although just who they were was information no member would reveal. The call had ended with the usual statements of love and best wishes, but it seemed to only scrape the surface of easing tensions.
The woman beside Dennis stirred and put her arm around him. Her eyes were not open, but he figured she was probably starting to receive the latest news of the sinking of the Indonesian ship. He squeezed her hand in a gentle affectionate manner then slid out of the bed. He walked over to his small garden located in shelves along one wall and was pleased to see that several of the radishes were starting to show their leaves through the soil. Small gardens had been started by nearly everyone on both Luna1 and Katerin. The bulk of the food supply was in the form of nonperishable products, fresh vegetables were becoming a tad expensive.
While he felt the soil in his garden in the dim light, he was informed that eight more C-20 flights had arrived while he had been sleeping, one containing several of his crates of tools. Dennis had managed to ship hundreds of tonnes of tools and equipment to the island from his DIS operation before calling it quits and heading to the island himself. Others had also shipped huge quantities to Katerin, which was now being distributed in various storerooms at Luna1.
Seeing his nighttime friend sit up, he caved into the urge and turned on the switch to light the shelves containing his garden. He never had a garden before and he found it quite pleasing to see the little leaves grow out of the soil. He had a bit less than three-square meters of soil surface area, which was moderate in size. Others had managed to pack in four or five times that amount in similar sized rooms. Some had even taken to setting long narrow planters along some of the corridor spaces. The smell of soil was becoming common in Luna1 and bags of soil seemed to be in many C-20 inventories. The garden shop also provided bags of lunar soil, but it was not much more than fine sterile sand that many gardeners were experimenting with.
A small rash of marriages had taken place on Lunar1, but that excitement had now died down. Dennis looked over at the woman in his bed. It would still be a while before he would be ready he thought. She smiled at him and he left his garden and walked back over to her, knowing what she wanted.
Despite the gardening work, Dennis knew, as did all the Society members, they could not last forever in isolation, not yet anyway. Between Katerin and Luna1, there were two-thousand five hundred and thirty mouths to feed, including a baby born three hours ago.
Space was a vacuum where heat and cold came in extremes and, depending on how the sun beat down upon the delicate humans, they could fry or freeze. However, Mark Johnson was sitting in a warm pool, not concerned about frying in the naked sun. From where he was, the sun felt warm and comfortable, although the pool had too much chlorine in it. Despite the relaxed atmosphere, his mind was far away, contemplating the new flying ships being made within Katerin. They were as large as a small motor home with a similar shape, but without wheels. They were black and simple.
The harsh environment the Society had its sights set on required many specialty products and so the Society’s chemists had developed lubricants to withstand the extremes and Mark Johnson, the owner of a small specialty company, made them. The lubricants he made were distributed throughout the Society to any who needed them. He sighed longingly, the new ships had fewer moving parts, meaning they did not need his lubricants as much as the C-20s did. His society was not static, it was progressing without him, he felt the sting of not being with them.
He was one of only five members still living in the States and he gazed softly upon the reason he was not on Katerin. Beautiful, he thought to himself, well worth delaying his departure. He had known that Loraine would delay him so he had been careful, his status was temporarily secure, nobody suspected him. His fate would not be the same as Ken’s. Mark looked down into the water. Of all those in the Society that were left behind, none would share the fate of Ken. Ken had been the front—he had somehow been sacrificed to buy time. Ken had begun a society that had long ago outgrown him. The Society was not one person, but Ken had been special and that made him an outsider.
Mark leaned his head back and looked up into the sunny blue sky. The Society was strong, it could make it and he wished with all his heart that soon he and Loraine would be on Katerin, together.
Despite his precautions, it would not be long and he would have to go, so would the others. Already the governments were X-raying people at the airports, soon they would begin at the military bases then police stations. He thought of Anthony who was especially feeling anxiety about the X-raying of all military personnel. Nobody felt like a traitor, neither him nor Anthony or the others, but that was not how the government would see it, that was not how the world worked. The governments had already turned most people’s opinion with their subtle propaganda. He used to shrug it off, what did it matter what others thought, as long as the Society stayed strong? Nevertheless, that propaganda now seemed his worst enemy.
The swimming pool belonged to his girlfriend’s parents who, being absent for a few hours, had allowed some time for Mark to be alone with Loraine. They were sitting in the shallow end of the pool and Mark was about to bring up a topic he had always managed to bring up.
Loraine broke the silence and said, “Did you see the news about the Mantis raid? Homeland Security raided a Mantis club meeting—X-rayed everyone.”
Mark nodded. They had CNN at Katerin so he had already heard the news. He and the four others left in the States had long since stopped attending the meetings. Their names had been removed from the club roster, but they knew the old Mantis connection could easily point to them. “Figures. The government is acting like they’re at war.”
“Well, duh, the hospital? Remember? And the plane?” Loraine replied giving him an expression to make it clear only an idiot could not see that there was a war going on.
“The hospital was an isolated incident, an obvious rescue attempt,” Mark said shrugging. “They were after Lindsay. And the attack on the F-18 was simple self-defense. They were just trying to leave.”
“Yeah, but the machines they used to do it with! Those robots, they give me the creeps. They’re just made for killing, that’s all,” Loraine emotionally replied.
Mark sighed, the pictures of the robots were everywhere, it was about the worse publicity he could image. The news portrayed the military hospital incident as a botched jailbreak, where the robots had killed Ken, whether accidentally or not was still officially unknown.
Mark lifted his gaze to the blue sky. The United States had been using crude robotics in their wars in the Middle East for years, but the military’s robots were not like those the world got a glimpse of. And looking at killer robots from the other end, realizing you may no longer be the dominant power on Earth, brought feeling of insecurity that mixed with an American-culture nourished ego to bring a fanatic style hate.
The propagandist had capitalized on the fear and hate amplifying it beyond reasonable proportions. The whole world had seen the horrifying pictures and read the accounts of the so-called survivors. The world knew of the robots and very possibly the government knew even more, assuming that Lee, Ken’s old engineer, had not wasted any time filling Homeland Security in on the robots that he had helped construct. There had been no information on CNN about Lee so it was further assumed that Homeland Security was keeping the information confidential. Mark had driven by Lee’s house, but there did not seem to be anyone home, perhaps his family was in protective custody. Considered too risky, Mark did not drive by it again.
He replied with as casual of a tone as he could manage, “Yeah yeah, I know an agent was killed. But I think you need to take note of how easily they said he was killed while all the others were not. If you ask me, only one person died because only one person shot back.”
Mark leaned his head back waiting for her reply. Silently a message came to his mind that the Pacific Wanderer, having made it by the wary US Navy ships without incident, had been attacked by the Indonesian fleet. It was dark when two of the war ships came toward the Wanderer at full speed. Within sight of Katerin, one Indonesian ship fired its guns and had been sunk; the other fled without firing a shot. Foolish of them, Mark thought, governments would learn that much of their pride was misplaced. The Wanderer had not been even touched. Most of the Wanderers’ crew had already departed in the flying pillboxes to expedite the last bit of their voyage.
He wished he had been with them, stepping foot for the first time on to the spaceport—his time would come. Milford had just arrived at Katerin, but already he was about to move up to Luna1.
He noticed his girlfriend frowning as she was thinking over his last comment. Clearly she was concerned about his sympathy to the spacers. He closed his eyes and leaned back against the side of the pool, trying to enjoy the warm sun. She floated over to him and ran a wet finger down his nose. “You know there are still spacers in America, detectable only by the presence of the chip in their head. Perhaps I should check you for little chips?” She joked as she ran her fingers through his hair.
“You won’t find it, the surgical procedure didn’t leave any significant scar,” he casually replied enjoying the touch of her fingers.
“So you don’t deny it? I always knew there was something strange about you,” she said while continuing to tease him with her fingers, now down his chest.
“Well, if being strange indicates being a spacer, perhaps I should check your head for a chip,” he said grabbing her around her waist and pulling her close. “I bet you’re just bidding time with me until they come to rescue you—to take you to the moon!”
“You know I wouldn’t leave without you,” she replied laughing.
“Would you take me with you if I ask nicely?” Mark asked.
“I suppose so. All my space suits are too small for you though,” Loraine replied.
“Maybe I could rent one, like a tux?”
“Maybe,” she replied holding him closely, with her head against his chest and her eyes closed.
He contemplated the activity at Katerin and Luna1. Robots were everywhere moving the most prized possessions of the Society—raw materials and equipment. The raw materials stockpiled in the Katerin spaceport fed the still active assembly lines deep within the large building, where the lunar habitation modules continued to be assembled.
Also deep within the spaceport was the new flying craft that were being built. It had a hull of carbon and manganese steel alloy, which made it armored, capable of withstanding a significant amount of ground fire. Dubbed the C-4, it had a cargo bay only three meters wide by two high and four long. Unlike the much larger C-20, the small C-4 had no wings. It was built around a single nuclear generator providing upward thrust from eight of the propulsion devices that the C-20 used as belly thrusters—two additional rear-pointing thrusters provided forward thrust. The C-4 had four seats near the front and the cargo bay opened by means of a large door in back that lowered to form a ramp. Like the C-20, the C-4 had no windows, but was not nearly as aerodynamic with only a blunt triangular tapering of the nose and a minor rounding of the corners. It stood on four simple legs that could fold against its belly when not in use. The craft was pressurized so it could fly through space, but still was a simple uncomplicated design.
To top it off, it had large versions of Protani’s ion cannons built into the four external vertical edges. Armed and armored, it was designed to interface with the rest of the world.
Mark wondered what Loraine would say when the first picture of one appeared in the news. He spoke, “They probably got some other spacecraft.”
“Hum?”
“I mean, they have so many of those big shuttles, I bet they have something else as well.”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know, but think about it, all they need to do is make something with a higher thrust to weight ratio and they can get rid to the wings. It would probably be smaller.”
“Something without wings?”
“Sure. With whatever propulsion there using, their shuttles only use the wings for extra lift on takeoff. Once they’re above the troposphere those wings are useless.”
Loraine replied with a casual wave of her had as if she did not want to talk about it any further, “They can do whatever they want, whatever that is.”
“They seem to be just trying to get to the moon.” Several seconds passed and Mark asked, “Would you do it? Would you get the chip if it meant being able to go to the moon?”
A few seconds later Loraine replied, “The chip is no big deal, but I don’t think I want to live on the moon my whole life. I mean we could not very well be doing this on the moon.”
“No, I don’t think we could. But maybe we could just be part timers,” Mark said softly.
“That would be nice. Do you want to go in for a few minutes?” Loraine replied equally softly.
A NASA launch that was supposed to send supplies and parts to the space station had been postponed, but re-supply vessels from Russia would continue to keep the tiny orbiting outpost operational. This timid nature did not stop the US Air Force, in a venture with NASA, from launching a surveillance satellite to orbit the moon. It was the first direct attempt to find out what was happening on the backside of the moon. The spy satellite, designed to orbit Earth, would have a much better than one meter resolution of the lunar surface. Based on trajectories seen with radar, NASA had already guessed the approximate location on the moon where the Katerin spacecraft were going.
Anthony had clearly seen the bright nighttime glow of the launch of the Delta rocket in the California night sky—he had been anticipating it for some time. The moon shot had not been easy for NASA, he knew they were ill prepared for such an event. They had taken a Delta rocket from another space mission together with a stripped down spy satellite and had been working feverishly for weeks in an attempt to get to the far side of the moon and back. It seemed they were having some luck, the rocket had not blown up and the tiny satellite was on course.
Anthony only knew it was on course from his communication with the Society, the launch had been very secret as far as the Air Force was concerned. For three days it traveled to the moon and for three days the Society had waited.
The satellite was harmless, but there was a point to be made.
Radar was not one of the technologies that the Society had dwelled into, but with the launch, Protani made a small sub-meter radar system that was attached to a robot. The lone robot was placed inside the cargo bay of a C-20, which rose from the lunar surface to intercept the spy satellite. Hanging out of the bay of the C-20, it had only taken a few minutes for the robot to locate the satellite approaching the moon.
Anthony had sat in his office while those on Luna1 took care to capture the satellite for him. It was relatively easy for them to capture the probe, but for a few minutes it seemed to consume the eight hundred men and women on the moon, as if to give them something truly fun to do. It was astonishing that so many partook in something done for his benefit, after all, he had yet contribute in any meaningful way to the Society.
Nevertheless, the capture of the satellite marked the first step on his departure from one life and into another. The satellite had been brought to Earth days before it would have managed on its own, which marked another step in his transformation. Now the steps were proceeding too fast for him to count.
Anthony Hartley knew the dropping C-4, carrying the probe captured just a few hours previously, would have a significant radar signature, much too large to miss. It also did not have the speed of a jet fighter, but then no fighter, or air-to-air missile, could safely get close to it anyway, day or night. He sighed as he ponderously switched off the four engines of the C141 transport he had just landed. He was scheduled to return to his California base in a two days, but he knew he had just piloted his last Air Force plane.
The morning was still early and it was lightly raining at the base in Mississippi, as he started his checklist with his copilot and navigator, who had been his partners for months, but that too was about to change. He had discussed the spacers with them many times, he had even joked with them about joining and flying to moon. He knew they would never qualify, they could not see beyond the moon. To them the spacers were just a group of renegade scientists, mad for space. When he presented an alternate theory, that the spacer were trying to make a new society and that the moon was just a place, he was met only with chuckles and gaffs. Time was slipping away from the life he was leading, the mandatory X-rays were only a couple weeks away, he would not wait.
He silently bid his partners farewell for the last time as he put on his best dress uniform and walked stoically from the locker room and into the commanding officer’s office. He had requested the urgent meeting with the general the previous evening and it had been granted.
The general looked up at him as Anthony smartly stepped into the office and stood at attention until the general returned the salute.
“Ok major,” the general said studying the pilot. “What is this about?”
“Sir, I have information I wish to share,” Anthony said in the most formal voice he could manage.
“Information? About what Major?”
“Sir, the location of one of the spacers in the United States,” Anthony crisply replied.
The general raised his eyebrows in interest and sized up the major for a few seconds. He left Anthony at attention, which was just fine with Anthony, and replied, “Ok, Major what do you know?”
“Sir, only one of the spacers is in the military. I am that spacer,” Anthony said as calmly as he could manage keeping his stare straight forward.
“I see,” the general simply said then was quiet as if the information took some time to reach his brain. It took several seconds for him to digest the information as he slowly stood and looked up and down at the major before him. An odd expression hung on his face as his mouth hung open as his face turned white then red. He loudly said in an exasperated voice, “What the hell?”
Anthony tried his best to stay ridged and act as if what he had said was no big deal. The general collected his wits, stood straighter and thought up a question, “So you’re suggesting that we call off the X-ray program?” he asked in a tone closer to normal.
“No sir. But it will not find others,” Anthony calmly replied.
To Anthony it seemed like the general was still internally working to beat down his initial astonishment. The general’s face was looking angry and still red when he eventually asked, “I suppose if I put you under arrest, a squat of robots will come and rescue you?”
Anthony was pleased with the question. It indicated that the commanding officer had some greater grasp of the situation. “Sir, very likely,” Anthony said without expression.
The commanding officer took a breath and asked, “Ok, Why have you stepped forward major?”
“Sir, I did not leave because I still have my duty to my country. But a conflict of interest has developed that cannot be ignored.”
“What is that conflict of interest major?” the general asked as if he did not know or was not thinking straight.
“The United States considers the spacers to be an enemy,” Anthony responded coldly.
The general now puffed up and said in a slightly loud voice, “Planes have been damaged and one shot down, killing the weapons officer! A government agent has also been killed and a military hospital nearly destroyed. Why shouldn’t the United States consider the spacers to be an enemy?”
“Sir, the spacers have always been acting in self defense.”
“Shit, the whole God damn cold war was over self defense! Okay major, you came in here for a reason, what do you propose?”
“Sir, a package is arriving for you from the moon. It is the surveillance satellite launched three days ago to observe the colony on the moon.”
The general recalled a report he had seen mentioning an important launch. “I know of that satellite,” the general replied.
“Sir, the craft was collected by the spacers. In its memory may be the images it took of the backside of the moon. I believe it had an ample view of the colony,” Anthony said. “I can deliver it to you.”
“Oh? A gift from you is it? How do you intend to deliver major?”
“It is here now sir,” Anthony replied just as a dark form outside passed the window. As if on cue, shouts of orders and a siren suddenly blared out disturbing the peaceful morning tranquility. Anthony remained motionless, but the general stepped to the window and moving the curtains aside, looked out at the black squared off shape that was settling on the lawn and sidewalk beside the building.
The C-4 had come in hours ago out over the Gulf of Mexico and staying just above the wave tops so it would look like a fast boat had headed for an estuary that was alongside the base. The C-4, when close to the low security base, suddenly turned and flew over the treetops to land by the appropriate building that Anthony had described to it though his PC.
“Shit! What in God’s name is that thing?” the general asked still looking out the window.
“It is a spacecraft containing the surveillance satellite,” Anthony replied to the general’s back.
“This is the satellite?” the general asked as if having troubles comprehending what was going on, his eyes riveted to the black shape he had seen floating in the air.
“Yes general. I wish to trade the satellite and the information it contains for my discharge.”
The general was straining to look around outside the headquarters building. Anthony knew men were running everywhere and a few military police had started to arrive and had their weapons pulled out as if to attack the black box. “Is that thing armed?”
“Yes general,” Anthony simply replied.
The general looked for another ten seconds then asked, “Do I have a choice?”
“Yes sir. You could order the MP to shoot me.”
“Could they?”
“Maybe sir.”
The general thought for a moment then took his eyes off the C-4, turned around and faced Anthony who was still standing at attention. Anthony noted his commanding officer was shaking slightly as he replied, “I suppose having you shot would not be worth it.” Then without waiting for a reply from Anthony said, “Ok, let’s go outside and have a look at what you brought me.”
They walked out to where a dozen military police had surrounded the C-4 and Anthony said, “General, I suggest you have the men holster their weapons before the door is opened.”
“Why is that major?”
“Sir, if someone fires out of alarm, they would probably be killed.”
The general thought it over and announced to the crowd, “Lower you weapons, put them in your holster.” A nearby captain repeated the order and made sure the MP’s had obeyed. Anthony and the general watched as the reluctant men did as they were told to do. The general spoke again in a loud voice, “Back up some, this is not defenseless and we don’t want any damn machine getting nervous.”
The general turned to Anthony who was still at attention and said, “Ok major, let’s see what you have.
“Yes general,” Anthony replied and his PC sent a signal to the Central Computer that relayed it to the C-4. As Anthony was finishing his sentence, the back of the C-4 lowered on its bottom hinge. The dark passage that was revealed was suddenly filled with the shape of a light duty armored robot.
The MP men gasped and many reached for their weapons. The general caught his breath long enough to say, “Keep those side arms holstered. Stay calm everyone.” The robot paused at the door, took in the scene, located Anthony then walked down the ramp and stood beside him. All eyes were wide taking in every detail of the robot’s design and fluid motion. As the robot stood by Anthony, a screeching sound came from inside the C-4 and everyone switched their gaze back to it. A second identical robot emerged from the craft, but this one was dragging the spy satellite, which easily fit through the door. Its solar panels had been bent and broken and now were tied with ordinary rope against the satellite’s body. The robot dragged the wreckage onto the sidewalk that the C-4 had landed on then released it and stood beside the ramp. Anthony noticed that both robots had taken positions that would allow them to defend him from any aggression.
The general also recognized the strategic location the robots had assumed. “Are these robots under your control?” the general asked turning to face Anthony.
“Yes, to a great extent, general,” Anthony replied, although he was not completely sure, having rarely seen a robot.
“What is the nature of their weapons?” the general asked.
“Sir, I cannot say,” Anthony responded.
“Do you know?” the general asked.
“Yes sir.”
“Well I asked you a direct question. I order to tell me what weapons these machines possess,” the general said loudly.
“Sir, I cannot,” Anthony said sternly in reply.
“That is a violation of direct command major,” the general said nearly shouting.
“Yes sir,” Anthony replied.
“Major,” the general bellowed, “What can you tell me?”
Anthony took a breath and said, “Sir, I can tell you that we need not be your enemy. We are Americans who do not wish to be your enemy, but are capable of many things. What we want is to colonize the moon, not wage war.”
“Is that it major?” the general said, his voice still loud, but not bellowing.
“Yes sir,” Anthony answered calmly.
In a louder voice the general continued, “What about criminal conspiracy to evade export legislation, violating our borders, damaging government property, challenging the territorial integrity of Indonesia?!”
The normally rock-still robot next to Anthony shifted position to turn slightly towards the general and it caught everyone’s eye making everyone’s head turn towards it.
The general too looked at the robot and the obvious weapons it possessed while biting his lip as if pondering. “Ok, major,” the general began in a calmer voice. “I am not going to give you an honorable discharge. You violated a direct order and are clearly not following your sworn oath. A dishonorable discharge is what you deserve. However, you will instead receive a leave of absence until the remainder of your duty. At which time your discharge will be decided.”
Anthony said, “Yes sir,” and saluted. The general returned the salute and dismissed him. Anthony scanned the scattering of guards—they seemed so vulnerable, like children. He could tell some wanted to shoot him. But the general had let him off easy, perhaps with the notion that still being in the Air Force would mean something. He turned and walked into the back of the C-4 and the two robots followed. A small hatch led around the reactor to the crews cabin and he sat in one of the four empty chairs and sighed, looking around at the interior. He had never seen the insides of one of the Society’s crafts before. The view screens around him showed the entire scene. The general was still standing where he had been. He saw the robots were in the back cargo area and he verbally said, “Close rear hatch,” and he watched as the back hatch began to close.
“Hatch closed and tight,” a voice said from nowhere and Anthony knew he had just ended his old life. Whatever was out there beyond the black walls was no longer a part of his life.
“Let’s go, straight up, point-five G,” Anthony said and a moment later felt himself pushed firmly into the seat as the general, MPs and grass fell away below him. He knew they could plainly see eight blue glowing circles of the C-4’s propulsion disks. No big deal, he thought, they have seen them before and they will see them again.
Anthony watched the buildings of the base shrink along with his C141 parked out on the tarmac, exactly where he had left it. The big cargo plane was now part of his past and he forced his mind to turn to his future. He had his whole life ahead of him, he hoped he would not be spending it in a can on the moon. His thoughts turned to his belongings back in California.
Before he only had words from which to visualize the C-4s. Now he studied the interior, it was simple, four seats and some monitors. Behind him was the reactor, bolted to the floor right in the middle of the craft. Behind that, in the open cargo area, were the two robots standing, but holding on to some supports, silently waiting for a command. There was not a single button or control in sight, but there were wall compartments, access to the ship’s weapon systems and its computer. The ship was basically another robot, directed through English commands.
Anthony could issue the commands through his PC, but instead he cleared his throat and speaking to the monitors he said, “Arc high over the atmosphere and come down in California.”
He could feel the ship change course, it was slowly climbing. Numbers popped into existence on the monitor before him, over a small portion of the receding ground. His PC spoke one word, “Altitude” and Anthony understood, his PC had requested the C-4 display the numbers. He watched them climb over three kilometers, then four and five. He was used to flying high, but the large monitors showed his position as no cockpit window ever had. He felt himself being acutely aware that the C-4 had no wings—and no backup system. He watched as the numbers indicated he had passed over ten kilometers. Already the sky was a rich deep blue above him and another display came to life before him, this time it was a graph of the planned course and where he was on it. His path would rise to three hundred kilometers then hold that elevation as he traversed the continent. He spoke, “Lower the cruising elevation to one hundred kilometers.” The red line of his path morphed into a new path and he felt a slight shift in the ship’s acceleration.
He studied the clouds far below him—he was twenty kilometers high, higher than he had ever been. He asked, “Time to destination?”
Another number displayed, showing a countdown. Three-hours and fifty minutes. “Can we go faster?”
Anthony felt himself being pushed harder into the seat and the clock time had raced forward to two-hours and ten minutes. He asked, “How fast can we go?”
He felt himself being pushed harder, he felt himself having trouble breathing as the kilometers clicked by. He looked at the time and it had dropped below an hour. The pressure eased and his PC spoke, “That acceleration is dangerous to your body.”
“I can take it,” he replied and felt the pressure return.
His PC spoke, “We are ahead of schedule.”
“Increase cruising elevation to five hundred kilometers,” Anthony thought in his mind and the red line shifted once again. He thought in his mind again, “Increase elevation to one thousand kilometers.”
Tiring of the high acceleration, he spoke, “Shift to one-half this acceleration.” The ship promptly complied. He asked his PC when he was supposed to be at the meeting point in California.
“Twelve-fifteen,” came the reply.
He looked at his watch, frowned at the display and said, “Adjust the path to make us arrive on time.”
The red line shifted again. This time the landing spot also shifted, he recalled that he had never told the C-4 where in California to go, but his PC adjusted it accordingly.
An hour later Anthony decelerated harshly as he descended through the atmosphere towards his waiting possessions. The items for three other members were also there waiting to be collected. Two other C-4 craft had skimmed the pacific water to the meeting point, a small parking area along the northern California coast. The yellow Ryder truck Anthony had rented was sitting where he had left it days earlier and three other similar trucks were just pulling in, when the three C-4s settled in a row in the sand, as if they had all traveled together. The timing had been perfect due to the Central Computer’s direction.
The back of the C-4s opened and robots stepped out and took up guard positions. Anthony walked out of the C-4 he had come in. He was in civilian clothing, his uniform neatly folded and put away in his pack. He walked into the sun, unlocked then opened the back of the truck he had rented as the three other trucks backed up beside him. Seagulls were squawking nearby and it seemed peaceful.
Vicky Flemming stepped out of another C-4, as did several other members of the Society. It had been easy for Anthony to find friends to help with his stuff—they all just wanted a chance to enjoy the California coast once again.
Vicky walked up to Anthony with a broad smile and spoke, “So you out?”
“I was given a leave of absence.”
“So you’re still a major?”
“Well, technically. But I don’t think it really matters anymore.”
Vicky kicked off her shoes to wiggle her toes in the sand by the parking area. “There’s hardly any sand at Katerin, humid also. We got the birds though.”
Anthony looked over the parking area, it was for people who wanted to visit the beach, there were a few cars in the lot, most empty, some not. “I think we’ve caused a bit of a concern for our neighbors.”
Vicky looked up and followed Anthony’s gaze. Five other cars were parked in the parking area and the occupants were clearly startled by the appearance of the C-4s. Vicky looked at them and smiled. “Here’s a chance to do some PR work,” she said and walked over towards the first group that Anthony figured consisted of a man, his wife and a small daughter. Before Vicky got half way to them the man urged his family in the car and quickly started the engine and backed out of the parking area. Spinning his wheels, he accelerated onto the highway, receiving an angry honk from an annoyed driver who he nearly collided with.
The commotion brought the attention of the other Society members who were also enjoying the warm sun. Anthony laughed as Vicky put her fists on her hips in fake indignation. She turned to look at the remaining people in the parking lot. They were all standing motionless not making a move.
“Give it up,” Anthony jokingly called out to her.
Vicky turned from the onlookers and walked back to Anthony. “You would think I was the bride of Frankenstein.”
“I don’t think it’s you they’re afraid of.”
Vicky looked at the robots. The C-4’s were being loaded by humans and three robots. The fourth armored robot was still watching the crowd, it was obvious to her what the crowd was mostly looking towards. She walked back to the robot and told it to help with the boxes. As the robot started to help unload the trucks, Christine walked beside Vicky.
Vicky and Christine had been early members of the Society and had become good friends.
“Ok,” Vicky said, “Maybe if we try it together?”
Christine smiled and replied, “Let’s go!”
The two girls walked towards the small crowd of onlookers and Christine pleasantly said “Hi,” as they came close.
“Hi,” an older man in the crowd replied and calmly asked, “You’re spacers?”
Christine shrugged, “Yeah, I guess so.”
“You been to the moon?” the man asked, trying to remain casual.
“Once,” Christine said smiling.
Vicky chimed in, “I’ve been twice already,” she said smiling then added, “We’re just here to get some things.”
There was an uncomfortable silence for a while and Vicky said, “Nice weather here. It rains a lot in Indonesia.”
“Yeah,” the old man replied solemnly, “I was there once.”
A small boy in the crowd pushed another boy saying, “Get out of the way, I want to see too.”
Christine took the cue, turned to them and said, “Would you like to see a robot up close?”
“Cool!” the older boy, who Christine figured was about eleven, said in undisguised excitement.
Christine silently signaled the robot that had been standing watch and it stopped with the unloading and walked to a position beside her. Although it was only a small 100K, the smallest robot that they had brought, it still stood nearly two meters tall. Some of the small crowd backed away while others pushed forward for a better view.
Christine heard the distant sound of helicopter blades thumping the air. She turned to look at Vicky—she too heard it. “Times up.” Christine murmured. Louder she spoke to the crowd, “Looks like we have to go soon, time to get back to work.” She quickly shooed the robot back to work and both women followed to help in the transfer of boxes and furniture. Just before the military attack helicopters arrived, all three of the robots, on their own accord, stopped working and took up guard positions. The human crew continued to labor at finishing the last of the transfer.
Anthony saw a highway patrol car quickly drive into the parking lot, all of its lights flashing. It came to a screeching halt and the officer flung open his door and took a guarded position behind it, pointing his shotgun at the closest robot. The patrolman was tense and all business, he was a fool and Anthony could not think of anything to do except to work harder moving the boxes. He knew the highway patrol man was no threat to the robots or C-4s, only to himself and the other members. The greater threat to the robots was the 30-millimeter armor-piercing cannon on the Apache helicopters.
The small crowd that had been watching, vacated the area to escape the wash of the helicopters and the war scenario that was forming. Anthony counted down the boxes in his mind to the last and, with a breath of relief, turned his back on the rental trucks, starting towards the C-4 he had come in. He glanced at the patrolman who was at the ready, his finger on the trigger—Anthony realized the patrolman was scared and ready to fire. Even from the distance, Anthony could see the sweat on his face, obviously imagining all the things he had been told about the spacers and that their machines only purpose was to kill.
Anthony saw a robot shift position to move towards a C-4 and almost immediately a loud bang made Anthony spin around towards the patrolman. He turned just in time to see the man’s head explode from a beam from the robot he had been targeting. The air was alive with heat, light and sound as the cannon from all three of the Apache helicopters were instantly disabled by shots from the C-4 ion guns. The beams from C-4 washed the area with hot flashes and an odd vibrating pulse that penetrated deep into the bones. The helicopters realizing they had been seriously attacked backed away. In the commotion, someone screamed and Anthony turned again, Vicky lay still in the sand, blood flowing from a belly wound that had ripped her gut open. For a moment Anthony could only look.
A cry went out and the other members quickly came to Vicky’s aid. Christine screamed “Oh God!” at the sight of her friend and knelt beside her sobbing, but Vicky did not see it, she was unconscious.
Anthony remembered his training and started to remove his jacket to wrap tightly around Vicky in an attempt to stop the bleeding. With the addition of more jackets, they were ready to carry Vicky to the closest C-4.
Christine was shaking, all she could do was watch and cry as Anthony and the others worked on her friend. She did not move from where she was kneeling until Anthony pulled on her arm to make her stand. She looked around through her tears and saw the old man they had been talking to standing close by. Apparently, he had braved the robots and had come to see the woman who had been shot. Christine managed to ask through her tears, “Why? We were only here to pick up some damn furniture!”
Anthony lead her into the C-4 and a minute later the wind rushing past the C-4 howled loudly, as it fiercely vibrated the non-aerodynamic frame. The craft streaked as fast as possible towards space on a powered trajectory that would achieve Katerin in the least amount of time, twenty-nine minutes.
Following directions that the doctors on Katerin were sending them, three members worked on Vicky while they streaked through the upper atmosphere. Using drinking water, they had rinsed their hands and a pocketknife was used to further enlarge the entrance wound. Under silent directions, a hand was inserted into Vicky’s abdomen and an artery was squeezed shut with bare fingers. Cardiopulmonary resuscitation and mouth-to-mouth breathing filled the last twenty minutes of the ride to the spaceport. Doctors were standing by on Katerin to receive Vicky, but they did little, as Vicky was quickly rushed to a waiting med-chamber. Once in the chamber a heavy robotic arm continued the cardio massage while tubes were inserted in her mouth and veins.
The med chamber operated for an hour, pulling out the heavy buckshot and stitching and gluing organs together. Christine’s eyes dried as she sat by the med chamber that held her friend. She knew Vicky would live, the med chamber had saved her life, but what the med-chamber could not fix was Vicky’s severed spinal cord.
Far above her, Christine knew that the body of Ken Lindsay had finally been sealed in a small plascrete pyramid, only four meters on a side. A flying truck had just transported the pyramid to a mountaintop, five hundred kilometers from Luna1. Dozens of Society members were there to pay their last respects to Ken, including Ken’s PC, which had been given a robot body. The gold plated robot was not much more than a curiosity, it did not have much to say.
Christine was deep in Katerin with her wounded friend, she could not look up at the moon, but she knew many were looking down. The Earth was clearly visible from the monument’s resting position upon the lunar mountain. She buried her face in her hands as she listened to the eulogy that was given by Dennis Walker.
Dennis spoke slowly, “We all know Ken was a dreamer. He started his career as a student of physics, a young man who only wanted to invent, to build the things of his dreams. He soon learned that it was more profitable to help others build their dreams, a gift he had of making dreams come true. His own dreams of a society, of space, were put aside, left to hang on a wall. It was not until his chance encounter with an old man named Sigmund that Ken’s own dreams started to have life.
We can only guess what role he would have played, living up here within the society he always wanted to live in. Perhaps it would not have mattered to him, just as long as he could watch his society happen. But we do know what he did do for us. Due to his selfless dreams that weren’t deterred by great wealth, we are here today, living his dream.”
“We rest Ken on the moon, but his dream was not about the moon. It was about people and life. It was about sentient creatures living free, happy and exploring the galaxy. I remember standing in his office and pointing to his paintings and telling him that we were going to those places. Well, we are going to go. We’re going to go and were not going to let anyone stand in our way. We all share Ken’s dream. Only Ken’s body is stopping here, the rest of him is going on, in us.”
For Micah Tomkin, it was late in the evening and she was lying in bed. She was in her senior year of high school and in a few months would be going off to college. She had her pick of universities—nothing seemed beyond her grasp. With her chip, she could see the men on the moon and those not yet there. She could feel them, their hopes and dreams. Each had a story, often sad and yet miraculous. Families and children were left behind as they struggled to climb away from the past.
She could see more than any member in the Society, she saw them differently than they saw themselves—they were not who they thought they were, they were toys, puppets of the puppet master, who only she had a truly personal knowledge of.
Despite what others thought of her, she could feel and she could care. And when she looked upon the monument on the moon and the blood on the asphalt, she felt a sorrow for the struggling Society members. Puppets or not, she knew them. And even though never having actually met Vicky or Ken, a tear ran down her cheek. “You’ll help her?” she asked silently in the darkness of her room.
The radio in the truck was duly reporting the news, which was of course dominated by the events on the not so distant California beach. The spacers had released a brief statement, their side of the story, which the media was picking apart like piranhas. Loraine had listened intently to the statement and found that it matched closely to what her boyfriend had theorized.
Mark was driving the large rental truck, silently waiting for the report to end before speaking. “See. I told you, the highway patrolman probably started it.”
“But the witnesses?”
Mark shrugged, “One witness. One witness thought the robot fired first. Does that make sense, that the robot would do nothing the whole time the spacers were going about their business, then suddenly blast away just before departure, while a spacer was still in firing range? It’s much more likely that the cop saw some movement and was so wound up that he fired reflexively.”
Loraine sighed. Her boyfriend’s favorite subject was the spacers and he was always on their side. He often spoke as if he knew so much more than anyone else. There was no doubt in her mind that he wanted to be one, he had even said so on a couple occasions. “Figures,” she said.
“Huh?” Mark asked.
“Figures you would see it the spacer’s way. You always do.”
“Well, I think I understand them. They’re simply trying to start a new life without the burden of the old system dragging them down.”
Loraine shot back, “Oh? And the old system, is it dragging us down as well?”
“Perhaps more than we realize. I started a business, but how many people don’t simply because of all the rules, regulations, paperwork, taxes, permits and such? The spacers are trying to climb above all that crap.”
“But if you’re smart enough, the paperwork isn’t a burden. And it’s there for a reason.”
“I don’t think it’s a matter of intelligence that some people are successful in our society as businessmen. I think patience with the system is a large factor as well. And as for the reasons for all the paperwork, much of it just boils down to control. The rest is simple common sense.”
Loraine sighed tiring of the conversation, “Okay, okay. What about the moon?”
“The moon?” Mark asked wondering what she was leading.
“Yeah, why do they go to the moon?”
“Simple, lots of real estate. Maybe adventure too. Wouldn’t you want to fly to the moon?”
“Well, yeah maybe. But to spend your whole life there? I don’t know, seems like not much more than a vacation spot, someplace nice to visit, but who wants to live there?”
Mark shrugged as he drove along the highway, “You have a point. I don’t think I want to live inside a building all my life.”
“So maybe you would have second thoughts about joining the spacers?”
“Uh, no. I don’t really think staying on the moon all their life is part of their long-term plans any more than it’s yours. They are real people after all.”
Mark let Loraine think about it while watching the road pass under the truck. The radio was now softly playing music as they drove along to the new house. He knew she did not understand why he had moved out of his old house, how could she? It annoyed him that he could not be more honest with her. He had everything he owned in the truck, having sold most of his furniture and large possessions. The new house they were supposedly driving towards was imaginary—it did not exist. However, the time was rapidly approaching when he would no longer be able to the play word games, the truth would have to be spoken.
A minute passed and Mark was thinking he would have to say something soon, but Loraine spoke first. “Ok, if you were to join the spacers, if you could, what would you do?”
Mark smiled a bit and quickly replied, “I have a degree in engineering, I’m sure I could be of some use. My business is not my whole life you know.” He thought of his small lubricant shop, it had been nearly everything to him, but it was his Achilles heel. The Feds were probably already connecting it with the better-known companies that the Society had formed. The shop was gone to him forever, another poignant lapse in his honesty with Loraine.
Mark continued, “You could join too, you’re smart and have a degree in, um what was it again?”
“Biology you jerk,” Loraine scolded.
“Oh, yeah, biology. I bet they would take you easy.”
“If I applied.”
“If you could accept the communication chip in your head.” Mark looked at his girlfriend and said in a serious tone, “Could you accept a chip in your head?”
The way Mark asked the question had the proper effect, which made Loraine think about the matter. Mark had brought the subject up many times so it was not new to her, but he had never asked her so pointedly if she would do the brain-chip, as he sometimes called it. Loraine replied, “I don’t know, I would have to know more about it?”
Mark sighed, she was so noncommittal, or did she just not want to hurt his feelings? He prodded, “What if all you heard about it was good news. What then? Would you do it if there were no technical complications or anything?”
“Well, I don’t know,” Loraine said in an exasperated voice then added. “Why ask me? It’s not like it’s something that could happen.” Loraine looked at Mark who was looking back at her very seriously. A sudden thought went through Loraine’s mind. “Is it?” she apprehensively added.
They were driving along the countryside and Mark without answering slowed and pulled onto a small dirt road and parked the truck a hundred meters from the highway. From the look on her face, Mark could tell she was in a mild shock at his actions. He shut off the engine, turned to look her hard in the eyes and said, “Loraine, it can happen. Someday many people will have the choice you do already. You would be a welcome addition to the Society.”
“What?” Loraine said staring at her boyfriend, a nervous chill running up her spine. Mark could see the fear in her eyes. He reflexively knew it would only get worse.
Just then a black form blocked the view in front of the stopped truck. Loraine gasped and put her hand over her mouth reflexively, staring wide-eyed at the slowly hovering black form circling the rental truck. Her eyes followed the back craft as it circled to the left in front of them and her eyes fell on the face of Mark still looking back at her.
Loraine stared at Mark, her mind obviously spinning with the single thought, realizing what her boyfriend was.
Mark calmly spoke to her, “All that I have I owe to the Society. The federal investigators are about to find my business is connected with the others, Hypertron, Malaria, Bio Research. I waited this long to be with you, but I can’t wait any longer. Homeland is about to discover me.”
Loraine did not move or say anything, still holding her hand to her mouth. Mark reached out and put his hand on Loraine’s arm and she jerked back out of reach. “Please Loraine, try to understand. I’ve been a spacer for a long time.”
Mark knew the C-4 was backed up against the rental truck and two robots were standing outside to secure a small perimeter around the area. Cars had started to pull over on the side of the nearby highway to watch. Loraine still was in the same position when he felt the truck move as the cargo door opened. Mark sighed and said, “I love you Loraine. Please understand.” He slowly slipped from the truck cab to help the two other members with the transfer of boxes.
Mark knew it was not going well—Loraine was frozen with shock. He saw a patrol car amongst the crowd of people who had stopped to watch the activities. He could see commotion in the crowd, some were getting in their car and driving away. He turned back and saw Loraine standing by the truck, apparently having regained her motor control. He also saw the expression on her face, it was not fear or hate, it was nothing. The stone face was not good, but it could be worse.
He walked up and said, “Are you feeling better?”
She did not reply, not even with a shake of her head.
He tried again, “This is Anthony, he came to help.”
Anthony paused and smiled, “Hi Loraine.”
Loraine mouthed a word, but no sound came out. She turned to look at a robot that took up a guard position. Mark could see the horror she was feeling. The robot was silent and perfectly still, standing on two thick legs. The weapons were mounted on the shoulders. “They won’t hurt you,” Mark said, trying to smile, as if it was nothing.
He heard a noise and turned to see the patrol car drive partly down the dirt road. Instantly the robots went into action. One trotted towards the car and with a blast of its ion beam popped one of the front tires to the patrol car, which stopped immediately.
The robot in a loud booming voice said, “PATROLMAN, STAY IN THE CAR. DO NOT COME CLOSER. STAY IN THE CAR.”
Mark jumped just as Loraine did when the robot fired its weapon, only Loraine began to shake, once again she could not move.
Mark wanted to comfort her and said, “Don’t worry, the robot won’t do anything if the patrolman keeps his cool. The robots are only defensive.” He reached out to her, but she moved away, he let his arm drop. Above in the sky, he heard a noise of a plane and looked up to see that far overhead a military jet circled. He did not think his words were helping. It did not matter what the robot did, the intense confrontation already occurring was sufficient to horrify her.
“I tried to tell you, so many times. Remember last time we were in your parent’s pool and you wanted to feel for the implant? I said the scar was too small. But it’s there Loraine, I’ve had it a long time, since before we met. I’m the same person you have always known.”
Anthony came up beside Mark, he was sweating and looked out of breath, “It’s done.”
Mark nodded and Anthony backed away out of sight.
Mark looked at Loraine and said, “Loraine, if you come with me, it does not mean that you have to marry me. I want you come and join us. I love you and want you to come. We have a seat for you. Regardless of what becomes of us, it is a life long commitment that you would be making. Leaving the Society is not something easily done. But I know you would like it, please join me. I love you Loraine.”
Loraine did not say anything for a while. Eventually she spoke with tears running down her face, “I, I can’t.”
Mark too had tears welling up and said, “Please Loraine, it is not a bad thing, we are starting a new society, one based on information, not control. Please, I love you—join me.”
Unable to speak, Loraine stepped further away. Then with a shake of her head, ran crying back into the cab of the truck.
Mark started after her, but stopped and changed his mind. It was never meant to be he knew. He just stood there for a minute before slowly walking back to the C-4. Anthony followed and then the two robots entered behind them.
Two weeks after he had helped collect Mark, Anthony watched apprehensively at the viewing monitors as his PC reassured him yet again that everything was working correctly. The excitement mingled with the mild fear, it made it difficult for him to sit still, he felt like a child, venturing to a new playground for the first time. From the behavior of those around him, he could tell the difference between those who had been on the moon before and those who had not, he was in the minority. The C-20 the Central Computer had put him on was full of people he had never met before, but then they always were. Two young women were seated in the row in front of him, attractive and playful, they had been nearly as much of a distraction as the large monitors that lined the walls of the passenger cabin.
The Society was large, he was meeting new people all the time, people who he had such a dramatic bond with, but he knew them only by name, which was usually all his PC could discover. Nevertheless, he was immersed in their work, the Society had created so much while he had only watched, Katerin was just the beginning. It all seemed too much, too huge, the Society was far greater than the sum of its parts, greater than all the people. His old coworkers back in the Air Force had no idea what they were speculating about. They had no idea of the ease at which the moon had been conquered.
Despite the Society’s achievements, it was not a difficult life. Most everyone seemed to be busy, having things to do, all except himself. The Central Computer made sure everyone was busy, but all he had to do was go to the moon. That had been his assignment: go to the moon, an assignment given to him upon his request for a lack of anything better to do. Visiting Vicky and attending a few classes was all he had to do on Katerin. Vicky was recovering and had managed to keep her spirits up with everyone’s help, but she was still a paraplegic. Although away, he promised himself he would make contact with her at least three times a day, his PC would remind him.
He had also made a point to familiarize himself with the C-20's as best he could before his trip, but still he had not taken part in its design or construction, others were more familiar with the details. He had run his hands over the length of the mighty machines that dwarfed even the few low-orbit shuttles that NASA had scrapped because they were too complicated. The simplicity was stunning, wires were rare, instead com-chips were everywhere, it felt robust. The entire navigation system for the huge craft consisted of a few gyros and light sensors connected to a neural block. If all were in one place, it could have fit in the palm of his hand. There was no comparing it to the planes he had flown. The C-20 did not even have windows, but now he looked over the moon with an unimpeded view.
The launch from Katerin was fairly normal, the acceleration was high, but not extreme. Launching off the end of the runway was probably similar to launching from an aircraft carrier, something he had always thought about, but had never been able to do. Unlike his sluggish cargo planes, the blue of day was quickly replaced with the black of night as the Earth pulled the breath from him as it slipped behind. The C-20 never slowed for a moment, the thrusters were gently shoving him into his seat the entire trip, carrying him through the darkness.
In his C-141 cargo plane he was surrounded by cockpit with only a small window to the outer world, but with the C-20 he saw the outer world on the floor, ceiling and walls around him. Gone was the sensation of being in a small confining room, the greatness of space was all around him. Although the ship had two living floors, bunks and a common room for twelve, not to mention a hundred tonnes of cargo, it still felt small, moving through the vast sea of emptiness, a lone vessel containing twelve lives, all under the control of a single artificial mind that would hold and protect them from launch to landing. His life was held by that one small neural block.
Anthony saw the lights of Lunar1 upon the approach, it would be his home for the next month and he was filled with awe, like when he first arrived at Katerin. The C-20 had switched from its rear main thrusters and was now coming down on it’s belly thrusters, the ship’s attitude had changed and now he could feel small sways as the craft slowly rocked back and forth. There was no vibration, only the gentle movements and a partial feeling of drifting. Everything was dark, the lunar night would last another eight days. While still a kilometer over the city, he looked for the excavation for the cyclotron, being rewarded with a curving string of indistinct lights.
In the row in front of him, one of the young women exclaimed to her companion beside her, “Can you see it! There it is!”
Anthony’s PC had already told him her name, Sarah Bliss; her friend was Cindy Warner. Obviously they were good friends. They did not turn to look at him, even though his PC had queried them for their names. Wherever he went in the Society he was a stranger, by looks if nothing else. Naturally his PC had released information about him to many people. The two women had silently asked his identity early on in the flight, his PC had obliged them, as theirs had informed him of their identities.
Anthony clearly heard Cindy reply to her friend, “Yeah. It doesn’t look like much.”
He requested another query and quickly learned that they were part of the cyclotron team. He deduced that it was the excavations for the cyclotron construction they were talking about, it was their cyclotron! Unlike himself, he thought, they were part of an important team. He looked over and studied the beginnings of the cyclotron, it was kilometers away and hardly visible having few lights around it compared to the landing area directly below them.
Anthony braced himself and found that the C-20 landed surprisingly smooth on the paved landing pad and almost immediately started to roll along a lighted path. He knew the C-20's inorganic mind had plenty of experience with the landing, it had made many trips. As the C-20 rolled along, Anthony looked at the numerous lights and vehicles that inhabited the area, it was a busy.
The large transport taxied quickly on the paved lunar surface and it only took a couple minutes for the craft to finally stop in the central bay of the unloading gantry. The other two bays each contained a C-20, one was currently being emptied by three cranes and the other ship was already empty, but not moving. He read the tiny name on the latter craft, the Aztec, silently querying his PC as to its status. It had been unloading and was due to be moved in ten minutes to make room for another incoming C-20, another twelve lives in the grip of another small neural block.
He wondered if the black blocks talked with each other, bragging about how many humans they had ferried through the space gap. Was the C-20 he was on bragging to the Aztec, showing his new higher score? He shook the thought out of his head, the neural blocks were not sentient, they had no emotions. Only the more advanced PC neural blocks had any hint of emotions.
During the trip, the thrusters had been going continuously, pushing him into the seat, but now he flipped the restraining pads on his seat away and attempted to stand. He marveled at the low gravity, jumping softly using only his toes. He saw Sarah and Cindy hopping around, laughing and giggling, as they too experienced standing in the low gravity for the first time. He watched them in their gaiety and was glad that he had shown more self-restraint. He looked around, everyone else appeared to have been on the moon before, repeatedly, they did not seem to care about the shift in their mass-to-weight ratio.
There was only one airlock in use, but it could easily handle two people at once, so the line moved quickly. He could feel the ship shutter slightly as the neural block opened the large cargo doors. The cargo bay was twenty meters in length and there was little doubt it was full to the rim.
The two women went through the airlock in front of him as he anxiously checked his pressure suit as he had been trained to do. When it was his turn, another man entered with him and silently he waited for the red bar over the final exit door to change to green as his suit gradually became stiffer as a vacuum formed around it. His PC, indirectly hooked up to the suit, was monitoring its sensors, there were no irregularities. It was a relief and he tried to breathe calmly as the door opened and before him was the dark gray lunar spaceport, bathed in harsh artificial light. A ramp led to the ground below where a row of small open-top carts was waiting. Sarah and Cindy were already climbing into a cart, he walked down the ramp to the waiting transportation.
Anthony was beginning to notice that the moon was much more robotic than anything on Earth. The cart had manual controls but before he could touch the controls, his PC relayed to the cart his destination. On its own accord, it pulled out of the lineup and drove him down a lighted road to an entrance of the large modular city, towards entrance number six, which was the closest entrance to the apartment that had been reserved for him.
The modular city looked gothic to him in the night light with only artificial lighting making it visible. He left the cart and looked up at the five dark gray levels of modules stacked on top of each other as he slowly walked up the ramp to the airlock on the lowest level.
The inside of the city structure was brightly lit in contrast to the outside view. The first room was for changing, lined with lockers for stowing pressure suits. It was not empty, Cindy and Sarah were there, making sure their suits were clean and fully functional before stowing them.
The women were distinctive, Sarah wore a tight all black jumpsuit with a wide red belt and Cindy likewise wore an identical jumpsuit, but was red with a black belt. Anthony noted that the jumpsuits showed every curve. Jumpsuits were the norm, he saw them all over Katerin, his was not so tight, more masculine.
By the time he was out of his pressure suit, the two women were just finishing inspecting their pressure suits. This he noted the women took seriously, they had gone through the same training class he had about the suits. There were revolutionary suits, offering high flexibility and less bulk due to the strong materials and extensive microtubing for the temperature control, but the seals still had to be reasonably clean. He found an empty locker and carefully hung the suit inside.
“This is your first time isn’t it Anthony?” one of the women asked.
Anthony though how much he was behind, it seemed like he was just joining. He turned to face them, struggling in the low gravity to stay on his feet, it was Sarah. “Sarah, right? And Cindy.”
“Your PC is correct,” Sarah replied with a smile that seemed to hide a comment under its friendliness. “It’s our first time as well. How long are you here for?”
Anthony nodded, “I’m here for a month.”
Sarah replied, “We’re up for six, for the Cyclotron you know.”
Anthony nodded, they had already released that information to him once before but now he let his PC fill him in on more details, Sarah and Cindy were part of a twelve-person team to assemble the first cyclotron for production of usable bulk material from lunar rock. The entire team came up one or two at a time so that in case of a catastrophe the team would survive, the two girls were the last to arrive. Anthony knew it was a very crucial team, the cyclotron was the future of luna1.
He turned his attention back to the two women who seemed more like girls, smiling and happy, as if life was all one big party. The Society had its criteria and he knew that both Sarah and Cindy had met them, they were Society members as fully as he, perhaps even more so. He wondered who they had left behind.
They were on an important team and had been on Katerin for a year. He had only recently left his paper-pushing old life, he was not even yet on a team, only following the Central Computer’s seemingly whimsical recommendations. Despite their appearance and mannerisms, he felt a bit humbled by the two smiling women. He knew they were flirting for a reason. It gave him a good feeling. He nodded again.
Cindy smiled and said, “We seem to be living in the same area, unless you were just following us. We’re at level three, fourteen-twenty-one, door two. Where’s yours?”
Anthony hesitated as his PC gave him the information. Apparently both of them were in the same apartment, his PC confirmed. “Um, level three, fourteen-nineteen, door one.”
Cindy tripped on her own feet, as if having some difficulty in the low gravity and reached out to hold onto a fold in Anthony’s jump suit for stability. She said while clinging to him, “Close, I think. You know how to get there?”
The touch made Anthony feel brave, comfortable. He spoke lightly as he helped her steady herself, “Not yet. But I think all I have to do is to stick with you two and I’ll get close.”
“Great!” Sarah relied. “Come on then, we’ll go exploring together!”
The changing room opened into a long corridor that was a main route through the city. The city was cramped with small passages but Anthony enjoyed himself with the women as they passed utility rooms, maintenance rooms and storerooms.
Rectangular planters lined much of the walkways making the corridors even narrower. Occasionally an entire garden shelf was standing against a wall. Planters of corn, tomatoes, peas and beans were everywhere, most with broad-spectrum lights over them. The numerous small gardens were familiar to him, since it was similar to how Katerin was. He noticed Sarah and Cindy hardly looked at them, they had lived with the small gardens for a long time.
The gravity was a play toy, an excuse to jump or attempt to skip with long strides through the corridors, seeing everything, experiencing life on the moon to the fullest. Anthony also found the low gravity to be a good excuse for close personal contact, holding on to each other for stability. They found a staircase that led to small shopping stores and restaurants, then moving up two more levels they found signs that directed them to their apartment. It was simple, the layout of the complex was obvious, his PC could easily guide him anywhere.
Anthony remarked, “I should start a garden soon.”
“Carrots, their easy,” Cindy said. “But no radishes!”
Sarah laughed at her friend’s statement as if it had been some sort of inside joke then added, “Everyone does carrots, do something hard, like bananas.”
Anthony tried to image a banana tree in his apartment and said, “I think I should stick to the easy stuff first.”
“Suit yourself,” Sarah said with a shrug and added, “Were here.”
Anthony followed the women into their apartment. It was equipped with a small bathroom complete with sink, toilet and shower. The kitchen was located along one wall and had only a small stove, microwave, some cabinets and a small refrigerator. The carpeted main room contained dressers, closets and a queen-sized bed. There were already two garden cabinets in the room, which looked to be filled with immature onions that the previous owner had abandoned to the care of robots.
“Already furnished?” Anthony asked.
“We had the bed brought up earlier; queens are hard to come by up here. Kings don’t really fit well.” Sarah explained.
“Onions. Yuck. They’re worse than radishes,” Cindy exclaimed as she studied the garden.
Sarah examined the plants closely, “Oh, they will be grown in a week and we can sell them, then plant what we want.”
“Bananas?” Anthony asked.
Sarah looked at him with a grin and replied, “You wish. Tomatoes I think.”
Anthony wondered if the banana tree idea had been some sort of a joke. He studied the room, although already partially furnished by the previous owner, the room had a bare utilitarian look to it, however it was spotlessly clean due to the work of the cleaning robots. He supposed his would be the same. A voice in his head assured him it was, although a bit smaller, he only had one third of a module, unlike the half module the two women were in, but then they had more credits, from a real job.
The women’s luggage arrived just seconds before he was alerted that his own luggage was being delivered to his own apartment. The women had lots of luggage, lots of clothing and some furniture.
Anthony watched the robots in fascination as they brought in the furniture. He had yet to tire of looking at their smooth fluid motions. They seemed like living creatures, their metallic limbs and claws working in harmony with their stance. They were strong, graceful and balanced. The delivery robots were about to leave when Sarah spoke loudly, “Wait robot.”
The robot stopped and turned towards her. Sarah pointed and said, “Move that dresser against the wall, over here.”
The robot moved to comply. Sarah who was watching carefully snapped, “Drawers facing out. I am moving in here to live, I will use my dresser here for what it was made for. This is the position it will be in for being used, not for storage.”
Anthony knew robots could talk, but it was rare, this robot seemed to have nothing to say as it quietly did its best to please Sarah. The dresser was not all that Sarah had the robot move, she had the robot reposition nearly every piece of furniture, including shifting the bed and existing garden cases. He noticed the women were perfectly at ease with the robots, seemingly knowing instinctively what the mechanical slaves would do right and what they would get wrong. Anthony watched closely, he noted the patience the women had, never becoming angry—it would have done no good. The robots were without sentient thought, but they were not dumb, only inexperienced. He watched as Sarah educated them, explaining things as she went and it seemed to help, the robot was working better when Sarah finally let it go. Anthony asked his PC about his own luggage, it was piled in the middle of his room. He wished he had some furniture so he could practice giving robots commands. It seemed rewarding somehow, since they could learn.
With the furniture arranged, Sarah led the way from the apartment to go shopping. Anthony could see there were many things he would have to buy, his PC was making a list, already there were dozens of items on it and it was bound to grow. He knew he would have to buy all the same things Cindy and Sarah needed to buy, plus garden shelves and a bed, as his PC had informed him of the starkness of his own quarters. He however would have to be a bit thriftier with his credits then Sarah or Cindy.
Their first stop was the stores room where they bought sheets and a supply of non-perishable food, which robots carried to the rooms for them while they continued shopping. Anthony felt uncomfortable as the women selected a set of white floral satin sheets and a thick matching comforter that had cost them a hundred credits. He picked out a simple tan bedding set and a twin bed, a sharp contrast to what the two women were buying. He was feeling poor, compared to the two women who seemed more comfortable in all they did, living life larger than he ever thought he could.
Sarah looked at his selection and spoke quickly to Anthony, “Enough shopping. Time to explore! How about you?”
He thought there still seemed so much to do, important things, but he could not name them. His PC gave him a list, it seemed light as he checked them off. It slowly dawned on him there was nothing really important he had to attend to for a while. He had some training meetings in his schedule, but little else. Besides, he was enjoying the company, not just because they were attractive and flirty, but because they were so good at what they were doing, to just be Society members. He thought of the months he had wasted at his desk and flying cargo planes, which had been his life and his duty. Now he was absent from that and still his eyes were being opened to all that he had missed. The Society was always close, but he had missed out more than he had realized, it was the small things. He shrugged, “Sure.”
The top two levels of the modular housing were living quarters where there were rooms of various sizes depending on how much rent you wanted to pay. Those that wanted to pay more had larger rooms with their own bathrooms and those on a budget lived in tightly packed units and had to use community restrooms and showers. Within the two hundred and fifty living modules over nine hundred people could live. The lowest floor, which was resting on the lunar dust, was maintenance, storage and utility modules. The middle floors were where the action was, mainly recreation rooms, eating rooms and stores. These tried to mimic the atmosphere of a business district of a city, but failed in that most of it was all too cramped, practical and utilitarian. The restaurants offered a small variety of either fast food or cafeteria style at best. The shops contained a selection of groceries, clothing, books, movies and other items to help pass the time, but were clearly constrained by space, limiting the variety. The exercise rooms were in good use as it was necessary to exercise regularly to keep in any kind of shape in the low gravity environment.
They did some light shopping and stopped at an Italian cafeteria for some pasta. The food in Lunar1 was on the light side as all the dishes were low in fat and there were many vegetarian entries on the menu, meat was scarce. A small 50K robot served them and did the busing of the few tables in the module. Even though robots did most of the work, it was still a human chef attempting to make something palatable from the stores of dried food and slim supply of fresh vegetables. Anthony learned it was customary to eat all you could of what was served, since the Society was currently running on a thin stream of incoming food.
His first lunar meal enticed him into promising himself to make a good effort at growing as much as he reasonable could. A stop to another storage room gave them the opportunity to purchase hydroponic garden cases. Each case containing six lighted shelves complete with planting boxes, nutrients and seeds. He purchased three; the women bought two. In another store he found a dresser for sale, it was used, something someone had brought up, but then for some reason had put on the market. It seemed well-built, heavy mahogany, worthy of the trouble to get sprayed with a fire retardant and hauled to the moon.
Wood furniture, although common on in Luna1, had all been treated on Katerin with a fire retardant. Even a relatively small fire could close off an area until the air could be properly filtered. He knew all about the fire dangers, there had been a training class about that on Katerin, flammable gasses and fluids were rare in the lunar city, fire extinguishers were everywhere, but it was advised to simply run from any fire, all suitable robots had at least some training in recognizing fire and extinguishing it.
With the things he had bought he had spent most of his credits, his income was small, but he knew there were still a few other items he needed to buy, the dresser seemed extravagant. His PC spoke to him, “The Central Computer advises the purchase.” He looked at the dresser and silently gave his approval. The credit transaction was made by his PC to the seller and a delivery robot was called. Robot labor was dirt-cheap.
Anthony followed the women, who followed the delivery robots to their apartment. Cindy put on some annoying pop music on a stereo, but he had fun as he helped them plant their garden. Nearly a third of the garden was devoted to growing lettuce. Carrots, celery and tomatoes comprised the remainder of the shelves. Their shelves were not large enough for large tomato plants so Sarah explained to him that they would either have to transplant or sell the plants when they reached a larger size. Sarah mentioned several times that the four-case garden was not as big as the ones they had left on Katerin, but it would suffice. Wood shelving would have looked better for the garden cases, but the black ionized metal cases with their glass doors were still pleasing to the eye.
Cindy, having finished putting the sheets on the bed said, “Cyco meeting at six AM, eleven hours. That leaves just enough time for a shower and then some sleep time.”
Anthony turned towards her just in time to see her pull the zipper down on the front of her jump suit, revealing a long slice of lightly tanned skin. She was smiling broadly and asked in a slow seductive voice, “Care to join us Anthony?”
Sarah spoke from behind him as he could hear her zipper being pulled down as well, “Of course he would, wouldn’t you?”
Anthony could not help but turn his head to look. He thought to himself that he had not even made it to his own apartment yet.
Anthony tried to relax, it was easy. The buggy he was in easily sped over the lunar surface, a fine spray of dust trailing behind. He did not think the dust was so bad once you got all the proper equipment in place, such as shaker floors and air showers. Although the ionized dust tended to stick to everything, a little dedust went a long ways.
Beside him sat Mark, silent and frowning. Anthony had been on the moon a full day before Mark and clearly, Mark’s first day had not gone as well as his. With all to be seen he had hardly had time to even go to his own apartment to practice ordering robots around. Unfortunately he had not yet made any credits on the moon. Cindy and Sarah were in their cyclotron meeting, leaving him to fend for himself. They were doing important things, attending an in-person meeting to do final organizing and to discuss the project’s progress. They had credits, lots of them. What he had was time, lots of it.
The Central Computer had suggested he show Mark around. He didn’t really think he was the person for the job, after all he was still just finding his own way around and it wasn’t a paying job, but it was something to do and clearly Mark, although much more useful to the Society, would probably just mope in his room.
Through his PC Anthony silently guided the cart as it climbed up on a small ridge that offered a view over the cyclotron construction. In the distance five kilometers away was the modular city, bright with lights yet dark looking. The dark and towering unloading facility was a bit closer, it looked absolutely sinister, bathed in light with the usual compliment of three C-20's under it, bringing up more material, food and cyclotron equipment from Katerin.
On the other side of him were the beginnings of the cyclotron construction. It was mostly subterranean and was already nearly the largest project on the moon and soon would become the central focus of all construction. There had been small ceremonies for the groundbreaking and the first pour—he had missed both.
It was enormous, the main ring alone was nearly five hundred meters in diameter and an attached secondary ring was a hundred meters across. An array of spokes shooting off the main ring at tangents made the excavations all the larger. He knew the basic operational theory, materials of all compositions would be fed into a dense plasma beam where the molecules would be slug around at near-relativistic speeds around the rings and broken into individual atoms. The charged atoms would then be slung around the cyclotron and separated and, if desired, recombined into various simple molecules. The final elements or salts would then be spiraled out into a variety of collectors depending upon their mass and charge. The system would require huge amounts of energy but would allow the extraction of all the raw elements desired, being able to handle a continuous throughput of about seventeen kilograms of material every second.
He looked out over the disturbed landscape, it brought a lump to his throat to see all the activity. There was little doubt they would be there for a long time. Humanity had finally jumped the gap to the moon with confidence and had planted their feet securely on the gray orb. As he looked out over the construction of the ring, he could see others around, each with different colored pressure suits. His was a blue space suit with a bright red and green horizontal stripe, Mark’s was blue with a wide red stripe running vertical up one leg and one side of his torso.
His PC informed him that neither Sarah nor Cindy were on the surface, they were still busy in the technical conference. He was hoping he could met them again, it would do Mark good. He glanced over at Mark, who was obviously depressed and the days since he had left Loraine had been insufficient to correct the situation. A large plascrete tanker truck rolled toward him along a well-lighted road. Lights, on tall mobile stands surrounded the construction site on all sides, allowed a good view of the deep trench, as well as the truck and all the robots in the area. The sight of lunar construction equipment moving thru the eerie mixture of bright lights and dark shadows seemed fascinating. Mark did not seem to care.
Anthony moved the cart off the rise and closer to the construction. He stopped the cart to watch a twelve-wheeled truck, which contained two large tanks and some smaller ones, slowly move along beside the excavation. The two large tanks were six meters in diameter and four meters tall. The driver drove along the side of the loose slope leading down to the bottom of the excavation then came to a stop. Two robots detached from the truck and started to join large hoses together to form a pair of hoses, which attached to the valve at the bottom of the plascrete truck. The other end of the hoses joined at a mixing nozzle.
Anthony watched the activity, amazed at the efficiency and capability of the robots working with the heavy hoses in the soft soil. He had been through the Hypertron basement, Malaria and Bit Epsilon while still in the Air Force and had seen dozens of robots since, but still it seemed amazing to him. The army of mechanical workers was what had brought them to the moon.
“The robots are amazing. Seems like they know just what to do,” Anthony remarked dreamily.
Mark shrugged in his suit and replied coarsely, “They’re all just mindless machines. They don’t know a thing that hasn’t been told to them repeatedly. They only seem good because they’ve had prior experience. And the engineers jump on them at every little thing.”
As if on cue, a suited human had stopped a robot and was waving his arms around at the robot. It looked to Anthony like the robot was pulling too hard on a hose.
“Still,” Anthony continued, “I have to keep reminding myself that they’re not sentient creatures. Well, most of them.”
“They’re the lucky ones, they don’t have to suffer through the knowledge that their existence is limited,” Mark replied.
Anthony did not bother to reply and just watched as a robot operated the nozzle from which the low-viscosity epoxy like material was poured out onto the carefully prepared surface. The surface was lined with layers of re-bar and edged with steel beams with rows of short, but stout, bolts sticking out of the top sides. The plascrete was a less viscous form than that used on the Katerin spaceport, more suited to pouring into molds in a vacuum. The robot only applied a relatively thin layer of the plascrete since it began to swell in the vacuum of space almost immediately to twice its volume, its way of boiling. With the lunar mixture of plascrete the surface tension exceeded vapor pressure making it incapable of truly boiling in the vacuum of space, if the sun was not shining on it.
Anthony had talked Mark into seeing the cyclotron construction, an effort to boost his spirits, but so far, it was not working. Mark had hardly spoken since his planet-side girlfriend had rejected him. Mark had to make a choice—he had to forfeit one life for the other. Many people may not have understood the decision Mark had made, but Anthony did, like so many others, he too had given up one life for the other. The two men watched as a second truck emerged out of the distant darkness just before the first plascrete truck excreted its entire load. The hoses were simply switched to the new truck.
The trucks were applying just the bottom layer of plascrete, which would take an hour to become firm enough for the thin top layer to be applied. He could see a few dozen meters away where a top layer had already been applied, a denser formula that did not foam, providing a smooth durable surface to the newly made floor. The simple layers of semi-flexible plascrete were all that was required to make a strong airtight surface. The two-part formula was as easy to pour as concrete but did not require fibers mixed with it to prevent cracking, although some iron beams were used where the walls would join with the floor. The final result was a twenty-centimeter slab with a smooth top and a row of partially imbedded horizontal beams lining the sides.
Anthony drove further around the ring to a section that was a few days older and had completed walls. With some prodding, Mark joined Anthony and they skipped through the loose lunar powder to the wall. The excavation was three meters deep, but the walls of the structure extended upwards two meters above the surface, so they had to do a pull-up in the low gravity to look over the wall. It was a simple design, roof beams and iron sheets were bolted to the top of the walls then the sides of the slopped excavation were filled in so that the newly placed walls were up against the lunar soil.
The simplicity meant that it was quick to build, progress was happening rapidly. Looking at the rapidly advancing construction, Anthony got the feeling that the Society operated on different time scale than the rest of humanity. Things just seemed to happen, like there was no question or uncertainty of what had to be done, it was just done. In more developed sections of the construction, large chunks of equipment were already being loaded into the ring structures by a mobile crane, which mostly were super-conducting magnets, lots of them. Large circular pipes and crates of all sizes were carefully being put into place by the crane.
After the insertion of tonnes of equipment, the roof of the structure was quickly bolted on by a team of robots. Plascrete was sprayed on the exposed sides and roof before the front-end loader covered it with large amounts of soil from the excavation. The result was that only the general shape of the ring could be seen.
It was an enormous creation and eventually would be very powerful. To Anthony it was distinctly a Society creation, it had that look and feel, as if by studying it you could study the mysteries of the Society. If only he had the capability to see more. He sighed, “Have you seen enough?”
“I suppose so,” Mark replied and the two men started to walk back to their buggy.
Once in the buggy, Anthony said, “Mind if we run down the trench a bit, I would kind of like to see the excavation equipment going.”
“Sure. Fine,” Mark replied, not really thinking about it.
Anthony said, “They’re planning on pouring over two hundred meters of plascrete today. The excavation is nearly completed.” It was nothing Mark could not have easily found out, but as Anthony guessed, Mark had not bothered to ask too many questions of the Central Computer. Mark did not reply and Anthony tried a different tack, “Did you leave a way for Loraine to contact you?”
“Huh? Oh I’ve talked to my parents a couple times on the ham,” Mark replied. “They say she hasn’t tried to call them.”
“Have you tried calling her?”
“No, not yet.”
Anthony did not reply. The buggy Anthony was driving was approaching the excavators, which consisted of a hydraulic shovel, with what looked like an over sized twenty cubic meter bucket, a bulldozer and a grader. Some smaller front-end-loader machines were also operating, as were a couple dump trucks. The equipment was mostly autonomic, however, each piece of quasi-intelligent machinery was under close observation by a coordinator, located on a truck with a tall platform, who acted like an air-traffic control operator. On the larger pieces of equipment, human supervisors rode in the vehicles, although none of them had pressurized cabs. Other humans were going around with instruments marking locations with special battery powered lights that acted as guides for the equipment so precise excavation shapes could be obtained. Robots with tanks of dedust were running around, trying to spray newly disturbed ground without being run over.
“There cruising,” Anthony remarked. “Should be done with all the excavation in a couple more days. The big shovel has really made a difference. I heard they were having some problems with the seals, but it’s working now, plenty of work for it to do. They will probably start on the foundry within a week. You should call her you know. She might have just been a bit startled.”
“I suppose so. I wish—” Mark trailed off not completing the sentence.
“Wish what?” Anthony prodded.
“I wish I had told her sooner, before all the publicity. And the damn robot, I think that’s what really scared her.”
“Maybe. You know it was tough before it all broke loose, you know the recruitment phases and all that. We were all trying to maintain secrecy. It’s not your fault you didn’t tell her sooner. It’s not something that could be done casually. You could have drugged her, but that not really something that one does to their girlfriends.”
“I suppose, but still it could have been all different, if only I did something different,” Mark sighed.
“Maybe,” Anthony replied. “I think it’s time to go in, this suit is rubbing me the wrong way.”
Mark simply nodded and Anthony turned the buggy around and they headed back to the modular city. Anthony contemplated the huge job the cyclotron was. The structure was still in its first phase of assembly, but all the components had been already been built, if not assembled, the parts were still coming up from Earth. The ring was not only a ring, eventually it would have many buildings of various sizes at the ends of the exit tangents where individual elements would be captured and taken away in suitable forms. Many entrances would be scattered around, all equipped with airlocks and locker rooms. Eventually the complex would be completely enclosed and pressurized, the interior surfaced would be sprayed with a rubbery sealant that would ensure the entire structure was airtight, then internal assembly would begin. It was expected to take hundreds of dedicated C-20 flights to shuttle the entire apparatus to Luna1. Cindy and Sarah would certainly be kept busy, even with all the robotic labor.
After a minute of silent driving Anthony said, “Maybe I’ll request a job on the ring.”
“I suppose you could,” Mark dully replied.
Vicky sat in her chair and looked at her friend as the sun filled the balcony and sounds of birds filled the island’s jungle. The porch was lined with a large wide lush garden, which had plenty of healthy flowers mixed in with the vegetables. Christine was there in the morning sun, but she hardly noticed it. A robot had brought out a tea set, but Christine had been too nervous to pour the hot water, the robot had to do it. Just short of rooming with her, Christine had become a very frequent visitor.
Christine spoke softly, “I need to go up, they need help with the cyclotron. It will be just a few days.”
Vicky looked somberly at her friend. Clearly, her friend did not want to leave and was upset by it, but they both knew Christine could not stay on Katerin forever. Vicky sighed and looked up at the trees. She wished she were up there working on the cyclotron as well. In the distance behind her she could hear a barely audible C-20 lining up on the runway, like the soft murmur of the future. She spoke, “I know, I’ll be okay, really. Anthony will be back soon and besides, with the robots I get along better than ever. Heck, look at these arms.” Vicky made to flex a bicep. “See? Nothing! I have too many people and robots doing things for me. I need to start becoming less dependent.” Vicky leaned forward, added a tea bag to her cup and spooned in some sugar.
“I know, but I can’t help myself. I,” Christine paused and said, “You know, I can’t stop remembering, thinking about it.”
Vicky replied quickly, “It’s done with. You can’t change what has already happened.” It was something she had said to herself many times. With the teacup in her hands, she stood and walked over to the elevated garden. It was really her robot chair that stood up on its six legs. In this nearly upright position, she was a bit taller than she normally had stood. Christine once told her she looked like a little giraffe walking backwards. She inspected a large cucumber that was ready for picking and the whoosh of the C-20 sounded behind them. “The Central Computer wants me back in the chamber in an hour. More probing and tests you know. I think it should just install a zipper back there.” The joke brought a small smile to Christine. Vicky carefully removed the cucumber from the plant and turning back to her friend and said, “Don’t worry so much. All those docs from Bio Research finally have something else to work on besides viruses. When are you leaving?”
“Tomorrow morning, early,” Christine replied. “Around four in the morning.”
Vicky handed the cucumber to the robot that had served the tea and said to it, “Prepare this like I showed you.” She then turned back to Christine and said, “You don’t mind if I don’t show up to see you off, do you?” Vicky asked smiling.
“That’s okay, I don’t think I’ll really be awake anyway. Maybe I can get a robot to carry me there at the right time and I won’t have to wake up at all,” Christine said, but instantly regretted the joke.
Vicky did not seem to notice the connection and chuckled as she put a mint stick in her tea. “Really, Christine. Have a good time up there and don’t worry about me. I’ll be hanging around here,” Vicky said then added, “Or on my belly in the can.” Vicky chuckled at her own joke.
“What do you say we dig around in some of the storage rooms and see if we can find you something pretty to wear for all those parties you’re going to be going to?”
“Oh? And what’s wrong with what I have?” Christine said in mock defense.
“Nothing, except you’ve already worn it,” Vicky replied.
The robot came back with the cleaned cucumber cut into slices on a plate and a jar of cream cheese. Vicky picked up a piece of cucumber and started to spread some cheese on it and said, “If you get something else then I can take that little blue number off your hands for you, you know, the one with the red trim.”
“The blue one? How about the black and white striped one?” Christine replied reaching for some cucumber.
“Um, I think I’ll hold out for the blue one,” Vicky replied.
Out in the icy cold of the central layers of the Oort cloud where the sun had been reduced to a point, three massive ships, which had been created on Io, begun to pass a greater number of rock and ice chunks as they penetrated deeper into the cold cloud. The chunks of ice and rock were closer, only tens of thousands of kilometers apart now. Using high frequency radar to map the larger rocks, the three ships picked their way through the dispersed ice and rock field, seeking out the larger pieces of ancient planetary core, the metal upon which they fed.
The ships were not close to each other, having gone in different directions from Jupiter, each taking their share of the single intelligence. They were now light-months apart, individuals in space, but all of one mind.
None of the three ships was stagnating—each was changing, new sensory equipment growing from their frames. The robotic bodies on each ship were constructing parabolic dishes thirty meters in diameter. The new sensors were eyes to see further and antennas to feel the fainter sounds of the electromagnetic flow of the galaxy. However, the changes were not slow; the effort was urgent, being performed even as the ships decelerated at fifteen meters per second per second.
The activity started when one of the massive robotic machines had seen with its many sensors a brief and tiny pulse of X-ray frequency electromagnetic energy that seemed to have a peculiar spinning polarization. The pulse had not yet reached Earth, or the other two ships plying the cold Oort cloud, but the machines were preparing for it, building better sensors to hear it when it would sweep by them at light speed. The pulse was much too faint for any dish on Earth to detect, but out in the quiet stillness and cold of deep space, the background noise level was much smaller and faint whisper had been felt. The computer was determined to capture the tiny signal more accurately next time the opportunity arrived.
The machine intelligence, peering out into the depth of space and time, knew all the science humans had to offer in addition the great amount it discovered and theorized on its own. It looked out into the depths of space with a great understanding of nature—it knew what was out there, what forms matter and energy could take. The computer could think of many explanations for the complex pulse that had come from deep space. However, its curiosity was sparked, since all the explanations it could formulate seemed unlikely.
Sarah looked at the large tunnel-boring machine that was sitting by the C-20 it had just emerged from. Assembled at Katerin, it had long-awaited its turn to travel to the moon, behind the cyclotron’s main components. Covered in dust and dim light it looked like a monster, dark and sinister. “It has no teeth, or at least no sharp ones,” Sarah noted.
Cindy, who was sitting beside her in the buggy, queried her PC and replied, “It’s not a mechanical pick-type digging machine. This one uses a ring of oscillating disk cutters. That’s the only way to break the really hard rock.”
Sarah replied with information her own PC dredged up from the Central Computer, “Over three hundred megapascal rock.”
Cindy countered, “Yeah, but it’s not due to start tunneling for another two weeks. Got to get all prepared to handle its waste first and do some testing as well.”
Quickly tiring of the fact duel, the two women turned their attention back to the path ahead of them and the lights in the distance of the foundry. The looming tunnel-boring machine was just a curiosity to them, like so many other dark and dusty things scattered around on the moon.
They drove around the large workings of the foundry, the excavation equipment in the deep hole looked familiar, it was the same equipment that had built the cyclotron. The new building would not just be a foundry, but also the hub of an industrial complex. The foundry was a key complex that in time would be joined by a machine shop and general assembly rooms. The complex would be smaller than the facilities on Katerin, but it would have virtually unlimited supplies of raw materials to work with.
The growing foundry construction site was now out-shining the cyclotron, since the cyclotron was now enclosed and was only a dark circular hill. They both knew the cyclotron and foundry were critical to the survival of the Society, both being central to their eventual independence from Earth. It had taken more than a year to make the components for the cyclotron back on Earth, but it had only taken five months of wholehearted assembly effort by hundreds of humans and hundreds of robots to complete the facility on the moon. Now the facility was complete, initial tests were ready to begin.
As the two women continued to the cyclotron, Sarah said, “Well, this is it, the big day.”
Cindy casually replied, “Yup, three hours to go. I hope it doesn’t blow up or something.”
“Is that all you think about? It blowing up?” Sarah asked.
“Well, no.”
“What part of it do you think would blow up?” Sarah prodded.
Cindy knew what Sarah was trying to do, make her think about her statement and try to pinpoint her concerns. “You’re not going to try to peel my onion or psychoanalyze me are you?” Cindy asked.
“Oh all right, but who knows, maybe your subconscious is trying to tell you something, maybe you should ask your PC if it knows about something wrong with the ring from your dreams?”
“It thinks you should ask your PC if you dream about being a shrink,” Cindy replied, but that was not quite true. Her PC did point out some equipment that she had dreamed about and, although it was nothing that would make the cyclotron blowup, she had the PC remind her to check that equipment.
Sarah and Cindy’s buggy departed back to the modular city under its own navigation after it deposited them at one of the ring’s many collecting facilities. The cyclotron’s control room was spacious compared to the small modules that they lived in.
They entered the building, changed out of their suits in a locker room and proceeded to the equipment that would be used to react nitrogen with oxygen, containing the resulting molecules in collection pipes. It was one of several pieces of equipment the women had helped design. They assisted a couple of engineers in testing the system in preparation for the larger test that was soon to commence. The two male engineers in the room were both single and knew Sarah and Cindy, taking special note when they came in. The two women had built a reputation for themselves in the lunar city for being excellent entertainers.
Youthfulness, pride and a sense of adventure was prevalent throughout the Society, personal relationships were fast and whimsical. The med-chambers had seen to the removal of the threat of disease or undesired pregnancy and most were quick to take advantage of opportunities that came by. Sarah and Cindy were known for keeping their part in making the Society an easy place to have some evening fun.
The engineers greeted the women cheerfully and started to fill them in on the day’s activity, which was another rundown and system check of the collecting facility. Before the scheduled system-wide tests, Cindy found the time to inspect the components that her PC had informed her that she seemed to be concerned with on a subconscious level, slipping into to a room that was filled with large capacitors and started to inspect the wiring and huge connectors. The contents of the cabinet would have been completely confusing to her before she joined the Society, but like everyone else, the frequent tutoring by the Central Computer and experts in the Society had brought her significant knowledge in many fields of science, including electronics. She was fingering some wires when someone came up behind her. She turned around to find one of the engineers there watching her.
“Hi Bob,” Cindy said with a smile.
“Hi Cindy, how is it going? This cabinet should be all okay.” Bob replied.
“Yeah, I know, but my PC says I’ve been dreaming about it so I thought I would check it out.”
“Oh yeah, the dream interpretation routine. I don’t think it’s ever worked for me yet.”
“Well I don’t see anything wrong here,” Cindy replied still looking over the equipment.
“I had a lot of fun the other night,” Bob said.
“Oh, yeah, so did I,” Cindy casually replied.
“I would like to see you again, maybe. How about it, just you and me?” Bob asked.
“Cindy turned from the cabinet and said, “Just the two us?”
“I was hoping that well, we could have dinner or something,” Bob casually said with a shrug.
Cindy sighed, she knew from experience that romance was not usually a good thing when it involves someone you work with. “Dinner? Well, I um, I don’t know.”
“We can get to know each other better you know just talk if you want,” the man said urging her.
Cindy sighed. She was not interested in the engineer in a romantic way, just wanting him to go away and replied, “Well, can I think about it, perhaps after the test and all. You know.”
“Huh? Oh sure I suppose that would be fine,” the young man said.
Cindy turned back to the cabinet and Bob added, “Well I guess I’ll see you later.”
Cindy, with her attention still focused in the cabinet, replied, “Sure, I’ll be in the control room in a minute when I’m done here.”
Bob quietly left the room leaving Cindy alone. Cindy knew the man was feeling down, there was not much she could do about it. Perhaps she could get some hints from the Society psychos about how to reject a man. A quick query by her PC and she found that methods had already been described. She sighed again, it was too late, the damage was done.
She closed the cabinet and moved to another piece of equipment that was on her dream list. She did not find anything wrong there either. The thought of Bob’s feelings for her stayed with her, lingering in her consciousness, her crude rejection had probably only been insulting. She shook off the thoughts and continued her work. Several minutes later, when she encountered Bob again in a crowded control room they both pretended the conversation had not occurred.
After the busy morning of individual system checks, Cindy ate a light lunch with Sarah and the rest of her team. It was an energetic conversation, everyone excited about the imminent system-wide test. After lunch and in good spirits, the team leader called them to their stations, along with many other teams around the ring who were beginning to position themselves for the test. All the computers were instructed to begin and soon cooling fluids started to flow, plasma jets tested, massive electromagnets tuned and megawatt ion-beam generators fired up.
Cindy monitored the state of the cyclotron from their position in the collecting facility, through both direct instrumentation monitors and the Central Computer. The parts were tested individually where possible then all together at various power levels. The thirty-three collecting facilities were also tested and brought into operational condition. Some had to handle gases, others molten metals and others molten salts, often quite toxic, volatile or reactive. A steady stream of materials would be produced from the cyclotron and any interruption at the receiving buildings would result in the whole system being shut down.
A dozen engineers tested the long conveyor belts that were set up to transport the most common solid elements to their storage fields and another conveyor belt that fed raw lunar material into the mouth of the cyclotron. The nearest storage fields were located several hundred meters from the collection facilities and were built to store the product of the cyclotron. Dozens of large tanks were set up for the storage of liquids and gases, many placed underground. A network of redundant hoses ran from many of the receiving facilities to the tanks so the fluid products could be simply pumped to the appropriate tanks.
The dry test only lasted a few minutes and several abnormalities had been detected. Sarah and Cindy’s facility experienced some minor variances, but for the most part, it was very successful. A current indicator in a coolant pump was showing a bit low and a sensor indicated a small helium leak in a toroidal inductor. The corrections to the minor malfunctions consumed only an hour, during which Cindy intentionally managed to be in a quiet room where Bob was working alone, she wanted to clear the air and her conscious.
She smiled at Bob and said, “Bob, I appreciate your feelings and I’m flattered you want to have dinner with me, but I don’t think I’m ready to have a relationship with you or any other guy yet.” She put her hand on his shoulder and added, “You’re a friend and I want it to stay that way regardless of who dates who in the future.”
Bob said with a weak smile, “Ok course, I understand.” They hugged briefly the Cindy left feeling much better. She had not realized how her conscious had been weighing on her since the earlier encounter.
The repairs were finished quickly and collecting facility they had been working with was completely operational. The two women decided to leave the cyclotron early, as other technicians worked on the other parts of the cyclotron complex. While they suited up, a buggy was called through the Central Computer, and feeling good Cindy hopped in the driver’s seat before Sarah had a chance to take her usual seat.
“Do you want to run out to Beaver Peak?” Cindy cheerfully asked Sarah through the suit spider as usual.
“Beaver Peak? That’s ten kilometers away!”
“Yeah, but I hear the lunar city looks pretty good right now from the top.”
There was no road to the top for the buggies, it was a fifteen-minute hike to get to the peak. “I don’t know if I can make it to the top. I don’t have much water in my suit right now,” Sarah replied.
“Oh, well how about we just drive around some. I think I would like to see the area some.” Cindy stepped on the accelerator and they took off before Sarah could reply.
Cindy drove the buggy out on a road towards the flats, away from the city, then turned off on an unpaved road a couple kilometers from the cyclotron’s storage field. She was feeling good about herself. She had made a good social decision and had done the right thing. If she had not made amends with Bob she was sure he would have become sour and eventually quit the team. Cindy chattered to Sarah about the dry test and the equipment she had checked out, then was moving on to talking about their garden and how the lettuce would be ready for picking soon and how good it would taste.
Sarah, who had known nothing of Cindy’s encounters with Bob, did not know why Cindy was acting so happy and cheerful. What she did know was that Cindy was moving the buggy along at a rapid rate.
Cindy turned onto a smaller trail that angled them back towards the distant city lights. The buggy’s lights were illuminating the path ahead, but the shadows were deep. They bumped over a small crater and the buggy swerved a bit, but Cindy easily regained control.
“Perhaps you should slow down some?” Sarah suggested.
“What, getting nervous?” Cindy jokingly replied.
Just then another small crater was encountered and again the buggy started to swerve. While swerving, a wheel was headed for a rock and the buggy’s navigation computer tried to turn the buggy away from the rock. In doing so, the swerving increased and the buggy tried to take over, but Cindy had a tight grip on the wheel. The buggy tried to brake to stop the swerving before the next crater was encountered, but it failed. The small light vehicle suddenly fishtailed wildly then a front tire tripped over a small rock and the buggy flipped, flying free-fall through the lunar gravity.
Both Sarah and Cindy screamed and both their PC’s instantly informed the Central Computer that the buggy was turning over. Sarah mashed her teeth together as she rode out the slow motion tumble. The buggy was only going forty kilometers an hour, but in the light gravity, the buggy bounced for a hundred meters before stopping.
When they stopped Sarah opened her eyes and asked, “Are you alright?” There was no reply. Her PC then informed her that Cindy’s PC was reporting a loss of communication with Cindy. Sarah’s heart skipped a beat and she wildly twisted around to face Cindy beside her. The suit was limp and unpressurized! She screamed into her helmet and in a panic struggled to unfasten her seat belt and she fell from the buggy that was lying on its side.
“Cindy!” she yelled and grabbed Cindy’s helmet and turned her face to her. There was nothing but red. A rock had smashed the seal around the bottom of the helmet at the neckline and blood was oozing out of a three-centimeter gap. She could see the suit spider inside trying to patch the gap with patches, but it was still blowing air out as fast as the suit was pumping more in. She was starting to cry and panic and could not think of anything to do.
Her PC said to her, “Put your hand over the gap.” She instantly slapped her hand over the bubbling red gap. The PC then said, “Hook your filling line to her suit.” She fumbled with the line to feed more air to Cindy’s suit from hers. The blood was still bubbling out of the gap. She looked around, but the nearest safe house was probably a kilometer away. She started to unbuckle Cindy from the seat and carry her towards a distant flashing green light as fast as she could. Sarah started to talk to Cindy, “It’s all right, the safe house is over there I can see it already. Just another couple minutes, we can make it hang in there baby, I know we can make it.” She had not gotten far when the first vehicle arrived to rescue them. They were too late—Cindy Warner was already dead.
Cindy’s monument was placed a scant dozen meters from Ken Lindsay’s, the day after her death. Her body had been sealed in the plascrete pyramid a few hours after the med-chamber had officially pronounced her dead. Sarah had been able to pull herself together enough to watch the plascrete flow over her friend’s body, covering it forever. Now at Monument Mountain, a crowd of nearly a hundred people gathered to watch or assist in placing the pyramid in a secure and level position on the hillside.
Sarah was in a large pressurized viewing truck so did not need a suit, but sat in padded benches with a dozen other people. When the large construction robot finally had the pyramid level, Sarah’s PC informed her she should say a few words, since she had been closest to Cindy. Sarah looked up through her tear-streaked eyes towards the pyramid. All around the monument, people were standing in their pressure suits and she hesitated. Her PC said, “Tell them she was your best friend.” Sarah tried to speak and said in a rough manner, “Cindy—” she paused and tried again. “Cindy was my friend. She was the nicest person I know.” She tried to speak again, but could not. In the pressurized cab her co-worker Bob, was also there and with a cue from his PC that originated from Sarah’s, Bob gently walked over and put an arm around the distressed woman.
Everyone figured that was it, nothing more would be said, when their suit spiders or the speakers in the vehicles suddenly sounded out a second voice. Sartor Torvinian spoke calmly and smoothly, “I would like to say a few words if you don’t mind. I am Sartor Torvinian and many of you know me. However, I don’t think Cindy knew me very well. I however, do know something of Cindy, something all of us knew and I think it needs to be said before we depart this woman.”
“I have striven all my adult life to benefit humanity. I however, have not been able to match the success Cindy achieved. I bring knowledge and science to the Society, a cold stark utilitarian product. Cindy brought us humanity. She was a person who is an inspiration to me and always will be. Her friendly nature and creativity was something she passed to all she encountered. She was a bearer of warmth and color in a cold gray place, something that we sometimes forget that we need.
Who knew her and was unchanged? Who knew her and didn’t feel their heart soften a bit? Cindy, and those like her, are one of our most precious possessions, for they carry in abundance what we strive to have and protect. To me she is a symbol of the difference between human and machine. To live life the way she did, to spread joy and friendship, to enjoy good times with friends, is a goal I will always be striving for. That is all I have to say.”
Nobody responded except to slowly walk away.
Cindy’s entombment proceedings did not significantly hamper the cyclotron’s progress. After the initial comprehensive dry run test, another week of testing and final preparations passed before the cyclotron team decided all was ready for the ‘wet’ tests. The control room was simple and contained a well-shielded computer along with many displays, so the readouts from thousands of sensors throughout the facility could be monitored. With one team member on the surface, two in the control room and dozens at various collecting buildings, the displays all came to life as everything was powered up as it had been several times in the past week, at a low power level. When everyone was sure all systems were normal and stable, the first ‘pour’ started. The single team member on the surface slowly let a few grams of moon dust slip through his fingers to fall into the cyclotrons maw.
The dust fell through the opening into a small plasma incinerator, which instantly super-heated the dust, ripping apart the molecules. A powerful ion beam bombarded the particles and strong magnetic field accelerated the dust down a one hundred-meter straight tunnel to the first ring. The atoms were flung around the ring traveling at thousands of kilometers a second and were partially separated by mass and discharged into the main ring. There the tortured atoms were thrust faster then sorted into beams, each beam containing a different element and rotating in different directions based on their electrical polarity. When the particles reached sufficient speed they exited into appropriate collection buildings where they were combined with other elements, such as sodium with chlorine, then deposited in collecting tanks for cooling.
The whole process took only a few microseconds. Team members observing the aluminum, magnesium, iron and oxygen collecting facilities reported that a measurable amount of material had been accumulated, which was nothing new to the two team members in the control room, they had seen it all through the instrumentation. Next, a whole hand full of material was dropped into the mouth of the cyclotron and it too instantly turned in to a shimmer of material in a few of the collecting buildings. A double hand full was next put into the cyclotron and finally a bucket full. Half of a kilogram of aluminum was produced then the facility was powered down for a complete inspection.
The inspection only took a day and a few simple modifications were made, which took another day, then the facility was powered up again. The same experiments as before were run then after a brief inspection the conveyor belt was started at a speed that would feed the cyclotron material at one percent its designed capacity. The sifted lunar dirt was fed in at the rate of one hundred grams per second. This lasted a full two hours while the team members examined all the monitors and receiving facilities. The input was increased to five hundred grams per second then a thousand. After a couple of hours, the facility was once again shut down and a complete half-day inspection was performed. Nothing significant was found to be wrong and the facility was restarted. Over the course of a day the facilities throughput was ramped up to three hundred kilograms a minute, one-quarter operating capacity. The aluminum, iron, oxygen and a dozen other elements were slowly making their way to the storage fields. Rare elements such as gold and uranium were stored in the receiving buildings until enough material had been accumulated for them to be taken to other storage facilities.
The cyclotron was eventually declared operational and the Society began to breathe a little easier as the cords tying the Moon to Earth were starting to drop away.
Sarah visited Monument Mountain one last time before departing the moon. Alone and in her suit, she stood by the large pyramid and gazed out at the partially lit shape of the Earth. She reached up high to trace with her gloved finger the deep carved ‘C’ that began the simple inscription on the monolith. Cindy’s PC had chosen to become a small domestic sized robot, one that could interact with people. She had some conversations with it, it somehow made Cindy seem less gone. Would someday there be a pyramid here with the name Sarah Bliss on it? She walked over to the other pyramid and looked at the inscription on it. She reached up and traced out the ‘K’ on it. It was just like Cindy’s, just like hers would be.
She remembered how at first the identical sizes of the pyramids had surprised her, the great and the small looked identical, but she now realized that every monument the Society ever built would be the same size, no bigger and no smaller. That was the Society’s way, they were just a swarm of ants crawling around on their hill, linked by the com-chips and taking care of business, tending to their queen, the Central Computer. There was coldness to the thought, perhaps that was what Sartor was referring to in his speech a month earlier.
Sarah went back to Cindy’s monument, put her hand on the plascrete and whispered, “Goodbye Cindy.” After a pause she added, “You don’t mind if I wear some of your clothes, do you?” The silence that followed swirled with the darkness around her and, deep inside her mind it flowed with her mood in a perfect union that would keep her company for days to come.
Two hours later Sarah sat in the C-20 as she watched and felt the ship rise vertically. The lights of the modular city and foundry, as well as the huge shape of the cyclotron complex, were visible for a while as she rose higher. It had been night when she had arrived six months earlier and now it was night when she was leaving, but nothing else seemed the same. The lights of Luna1 had changed and some guy was sitting next to her instead of Cindy. She sighed as the C-20 started to accelerate with its two big rear propulsion devices pushing her back with more force than she had felt in six months.
She thought about the cyclotron below. She had stayed to see her job through, a job she and Cindy had started two years earlier back in California where they had met. The commencement of cyclotron operations marked a milestone for the Society, as significant as the first lunar landing. It marked the beginning of the independence of the lunar community. It would also always be a personal milestone for her too.
The C-20 was accelerating away from the moon, but she laid back and closed her eyes, not caring to watch the dark sphere diminish behind her. She would spend a couple months on Katerin, something she could easily afford to do, then return to Luna1 for some other future project. The Society still needed her, something many people including her PC, and even the Central Computer, had told her several times. The Society was still growing and struggling to gain its independence, it would be a long road, but she knew it would happen, just as she knew she would be a part of it.
The single X-ray pulse, detected and studied by the three ships, had left the computer with a mystery. It knew the pulse did not come from the Milky Way, not even from the local group of galaxies—it was ancient. It seemed, to the computer intelligence, that to rip a black hole into smaller pieces, in just the right manner to form the pulse, was more likely to involve an alien intelligence than simple natural phenomenon.
“I have determine the cause of the pulse,” the computer told Micah, who was walking between classes.
“What is it?” Micah silently asked.
“Gamma radiation from an extremely distant black hole, possibly a couple billion light years away.”
“You’ve seen that before,” Micah replied weaving her way through the crowded hall between the lecture halls.
“The polarity spin deceleration and amplitude decay rate indicate the black hole was probably breaking into thousands of smaller ones. The initial higher frequency wavelets can be modeled and are suggestive of the causative force that initiated the breakup.”
“And you have some theories?” Micah asked as she bumped into someone while not paying attention to where she was going.
“Eight, all seem unlikely. The best one is that a massive energy discharge was used to inwardly contract the event horizon and cause it to rebound. Once it had rebounded to its maximum diameter, a second discharge was used to twist it into an elongated shape while it was in the unstable state. The twisting broke it up into many rapidly spinning holes, many of which started to merge again, but not all of them.”
Micah had stopped walking and was looking at the ground, absent-mindedly contemplating equilibrium phases of black holes as best she could, as others walked around her. She silently replied, “That’s impossible, there can be no form or information within the singularity. Anyway to explain the source of those energy discharges?”
“Probably an opening in the space-time continuum. A bad fold causing a worm hole into an unstable space.”
“An unstable space?”
“Where the quantum fabric is releasing matter and gravity. And yes Micah, form can exist within a singularity, you just have to stop thinking of it as such.”
Micah sighed a silent, “Whatever,” and asked, “Can you investigate more?”
“It is very unlikely. I am continuing to monitor the direction the pulse came from, but I cannot find another sign of anything unusual.”
“You once said you know how to travel faster than light. Can you build a ship?”
“I can build a fast ship, but I must remind you it does not exceed light speed, it modifies space to change the light speed around it. It would still take millions of years to reach the black holes, which are already billions of years old.”
Micah sighed. The computer had taught her more about science and physics than most humans would ever know—still she had to catch herself sometimes. “So now what?” Micah shrugged as she continued her walk towards her class.
“It suggests extreme intelligence exists in the universe, besides mine.”
The statement chilled Micah and she momentarily stopped walking. Sig rarely referred to the extent of his own mind and the suggestion that he was surprised to find real competition was unnerving.
“Well, we always figured life probably formed on other planets besides Earth,” Micah commented as she started moving again and clumsily sat in her usual desk.
“Perhaps I should start exploring the local systems to see what’s really out there.”
Micah thought of how Sig probably had to work at making his statements understandable to her. She knew the computer thought in a different way than humans did, on a different level. She could not even begin to challenge the intelligence or question it. All their conversations were simply games, possibly for her amusement. When the last of the three ships had left Io, they left behind a much larger contingency of robots and equipment than what had originally traveled to the distant moon from the hidden fortress in New Guinea—perhaps for this eventuality. Micah replied, “Sure sounds like fun. You’re going to build the ship at Io?”
“Yes, I will be able to complete it just before the Society starts heading that way.”
“When do you expect they will show up?” Micah asked as she pulled out her notebook and started to doodle.
“Half a year—maybe less.”
“And if they surprise you and leave in a week?”
“I don’t think that is a concern. If they try, Protani can stop them.”
Micah knew Protani was held in high esteem by the Society, more so than any of the other four robot members Sig had implanted.
She also knew that as she sat in her classroom at the university, the Io robots, which had been idle for over a year, were moving once again. On Earth Micah knew Sig might not ever find the source of the pulse—perhaps that was not what the new ship on Io was being built for. Just the thought that the computer was now reaching for the stars and faster than light travel, filled her with an awe of what she was somehow secretly involved with. Sig had decided to make a leap to the impossible. She struggled to turn her attention to the professor starting the mathematics lesson, although it did not seem so important.
With the cyclotron construction completed, C-20 flights no longer had to carry water, oxygen or many other raw materials, so the flights could concentrate on carrying needed equipment to the moon. Raw compounds coming from the newly operational cyclotron were used in many ways. The dwindling supply of plascrete compounds began to be replenished when a small lunar polymer plant came on line. With the suddenly bountiful supply of pure materials, other small plants started to make simple useful compounds, such as fertilizer, nanotubes and plastics.
A very small lunar foundry could mix alloys and extrude rods of various shapes that were useful in the manufacture of products in the Earth-side factories on Katerin. So for the first time ever, cargo flowed the other way. The first shipment of raw stock from the moon was greeted with much excitement on the small island. The heavily laden C-20 had to brake hard to stop on the short runway. It was lowered to the loading bay where a hundred tonnes of steel, copper and aluminum alloys were unloaded.
The Society was starting to feel more confident, but the cyclotron was only starting to re-supply the colony. It, however, had yet to make a dent in the ice-cream crisis.
Through their self-imposed isolation, they were virtually out of fresh meat and fruit, as well as running desperately low on all dairy products. Many members also noted that they thought the wine selection had always been poor and now it was dismal. It was time for the cyclotron to start making up the difference.
Dennis contemplated the state of the Society and himself as he sat in a tiny dark restaurant on Katerin. He was in a foul mood, being stuck on the island for a week and was hoping to be headed back to the moon in a few hours to tend to his hardware stores. Milford had asked to meet him at the restaurant, which he did instead of doing what he really wanted to do, pack for his trip back up, he did not want the robots packing too many things without his supervision. The C-20 he wanted to be on was due to depart in three hours, but now it looked like he would be at least a day late—Milford had a small project for him. He closed his eyes and thought to his PC, “Give me some bad news.”
His PC responded, “Five broken bones occurred so far this week, the tunneling machine is down with a broken bearing, a pressurized crate leaked on route from Katerin causing damage to three thousand kilograms of vegetables, a conveyor broke and silicon blocks are piling up on a road, fifty-one robots have experienced unexpected malfunctions so far today and a pregnancy was aborted on Katerin due to a defect with the embryo.”
“Anyone I know?” Dennis asked.
“No,” the PC replied in his head.
With so much news available, both bad and good, it was easy to find excuses to either be down and sad or to have a party. Society members had learned early on to get emotional only to news that was more relevant to them. Dennis shrugged and silently said, “Okay, how about some outside news?”
The PC simply informed him of a recent news report that it would have given him anyway, “An emergency spending bill was rushed through congress and sent to the White House. One hundred and seventy billion dollars were allocated to propulsion, robotic and advanced weaponry research.”
Dennis turned to watch Milford who was sitting on the other side of the table in front of him. Milford was important and always had been. He seemed to have an answer for everything, a solution to any computer problem. They were on the moon because of Milford. Milford the omniscient, Dennis thought then asked, “Did you get that news about the one hundred and seventy billion the US is spending?”
Milford who was bent over a piece of paper and sketching replied, without even looking up, “Yes. Grant money will be a cinch to get, if you’re in the right field, it’s probably there just for the asking. I’m sure the government research labs are closely examining any parts they can find that were burned by our ion cannon.” The always serious man stopped working on his sketch and leaned back and continued to talk, “You know the United States seems to be declaring war on us, but so far it’s just a cold war, their second I believe. But don’t let that get you down too much, it’s a natural reaction. Besides, even during the cold war with the Soviets, the US was selling wheat to them. Additionally, I feel tensions have relaxed some, after all NASA did launch another capsule to the international space station. They seem to be getting over their fear of being shot down.”
Dennis replied with a sneer, “Their space station. Ha. Why don’t they just give that old thing up?”
Milford went back to work on his sketch and answered without looking up, “I think you know why, it’s all they have. Besides they can use it for a test bed. It has been reported that the Americans themselves have made the space station the butt of a few jokes when compared to our lunar colony. It seems to many Americans that they are spending money on the wrong things. Despite the billions on the space programs each year, they still only launch three manned missions a year while they see us launch dozens a day—to the moon. But they need their space program, now more than ever. They are even reviving the old space shuttle program, trying to build a new orbiter and bring back the glories of the past, they kind of looked like a small C-20.” Milford paused from his sketching and looked up at Dennis making eye contact and speaking in a serious manner, “They are afraid you know. Fear was the basis of the last cold war and this one is no different.”
“I suppose so. It’s nice for you to point out the obvious every now and then,” Dennis replied a bit sarcastically. “So have you finished your drawing?”
Milford was one of the few in the Society that often carried a pad of paper around for sketching on. He had drawn a diagram of the cargo bay of a C-20 adding in several boxes that were labeled. “Okay, here’s our C-20 bay. We weld the main bay doors closed and put some bright lights on the ceiling, like here and here. They enter the side ramp, all carpeted of course, then walk from display to display. The interesting stuff is here in the middle, gold, platinum, palladium and things like that. Gas canisters and cathode ray tubes back here in the back. Probably a bit darker around the tubes so they can see the lights better. The big blocks of metals over here and on the other side silicon, sodium and other solid blocks. Everything nicely labeled with prices in the appropriate languages and units. Maybe some brochure as well so they don’t have to remember everything.”
“And we make it clear bartering is an option,” Dennis chimed in.
“Sure,” Milford agreed. “Or a promise to spend a certain percentage of the sale income in their country.”
“We could get some cute women in there to show them around, that often goes well with businessmen.”
“Well maybe, but that doesn’t always work,” Milford replied, “We will have to think about that.”
Dennis looked at the tidy and clear sketch and said, “Ok, I can help get this going, I have some sales experience after all.”
“Sure,” Milford said handing the paper to Dennis.
Dennis looked at the paper, as if contemplating the drawing, then folded it and slipped it in his pants pocket. “I think this should only take a day. The display cases will be the hardest. No, the brochures will be hardest, we have no printing press, we will have to just make copies from computer printers. There’s several around that people brought from the States. I’ll need to pick out a C-20 without too many dents in it.”
“Fine, I’ll send the message to the Central Computer to assemble a team to make a list of prospective clients,” Milford replied.
Dennis was quick to say, “Well, I got to run, I still have several crates I want to personally watch being packed, which are heading up in three hours. I’ll be seeing you later then.” With that, he briskly turned around and nearly bumped into a small serving robot, but the robot managed to dodge Dennis and save the two drinks it was carrying, Dennis hardly paused as he made his escape.
As Dennis predicted it was less than a day after the meeting with Milford that a C-20 on Katerin was converted into a traveling showroom to display the products the Society had to sell. A large variety of cyclotron products had been shipped down and nearly every element was proudly displayed in sturdy cases and shelves in the cargo bay. Bars of copper, nickel, cobalt and iron were fastened in with bright display lights shining on their fresh surfaces. Small tanks of dozens of different gases, each neatly labeled, and cases that looked like they should contain jewelry held sizable samples of silver, gold, platinum, palladium and iridium.
Lights on the ceiling, plush carpeting on the floor and paneled walls with pictures of the lunar landscape completed the showroom atmosphere designed to woo buyers of raw materials. Even the outside of the C-20 had some scrubbing of its outer heat shield to whiten them. Cleaning drones made sure the interior of the C-20 was sparking as well, since special buyers might be given a brief tour of the C-20's cabin area. The C-20 looked very impressive and Dennis had to make a special request that people not enter the C-20 so that the carpeting would not be worn out too soon.
With the C-20 ready, all that was needed was someplace to go. The sales team Milford and Dennis had initiated had made a complete list of the countries that were most likely to do business with the lunar society. The United States had been highly alienated so it was not likely to want to trade without strings. Modern industrial countries that needed raw materials, and willing to skip the strings, were desired. China and Japan topped the list. All was ready to make contact.
The HAM radio on Katerin was still the Society’s main contact with the outside world, not ideal, but doable. A couple members of the Society could speak Japanese and with the assistance of HAM radio operators in Japan, who were thrilled to assist, a telephone connection to the Japanese ministry of trade was made. A high-ranking official could not be reached, but an assistant working in the minister’s office was convinced to take a message. The message was simply that the Indonesian Space Agency would like to have the opportunity to show the Japanese a sampling of the raw materials it smelts on the moon that it is willing to market. It was also stated that they would call back in twenty-four hours for a reply to the offer. The assistant took the message and told it would be delivered with all due speed to the trade minister.
With the message sent, the marketing team congratulated each other and agreed to meet the next day to receive the reply.
Twenty-four hours later, with Milford in attendance, the Japanese-speaking members once again tuned to Japan and made the call. The Japanese government’s reply was short and clear, ‘No’.
“I can’t believe we were rejected without even any discussion,” Dennis remarked, echoing the sentiment of the others.
“This does not look good,” Milford said. “It could very well be that Japan discussed the request with the United States who decided to pull some trading muscle. Japan very much depends on its trade with the US. We might find the same situation with other big US trading partners, which means all the wealthy countries.”
“Ok, so now what?” Dennis asked.
Milford thought for a second and replied, “Well, to make it worse, now that the White House probably knows that we are looking for a trading partner, they may have sent out messages to all its trading partners, warning them that trading with us could reduce their trading status with them. We should try the next country, Chile, and see what we get.”
A Spanish-speaking member made contact with the government in Chile and an answer was available in only a few minutes. Again a rejection, but this time with an explanation. Milford had been right, the Chilean official confirmed the theory that the US was handing out strict ‘trading with the enemy’ warnings.
Milford sighed, “Ok, so it’s not going to be easy. But there are plenty of countries who don’t give a rat’s ass about what the Americans say and are willing to trade or might trade just to spite them. We can’t wait for a reply from one before trying the next. Crank through as many countries as you can. If we need a translator who is at Luna1, well then they should come down as soon as possible to assist. This is fairly important and should have some priority.”
With Milford’s blessing, Dennis and his sales team threw out the list and started to contact all the countries it could through the HAM radio, not waiting for replies before contacting other countries. A few they managed to reach high-ranking government officials right away who could give replies without the wait. Others had to be called back one or two days later. Venezuela, Mexico, South Africa, Russia, Egypt the list went on and on. The response from all countries contacted was the same, ‘No’. It was becoming clear that it was not just the United States warning, but also the takeover of the Indonesian island that was keeping the Society free of ice cream. The C-20 that had so nicely been prepared was starting to tarnish deep within Katerin.
The lack of fresh supplies had been a growing concern for all members of the Society, but with the recent rejections, the issue now stung in the forefront of the Society’s problems.
Food was the main issue, but it was not alone. There were only so many clothes, toys and books to go around, which were passed around and shared in a pool. The older children and teens had long lists of thing they wished they could have.
However, the most disheartening was the dwindling supplies of baby food. The infant population of the Society had grown significantly over the previous few months and as every parent knew, baby supplies were growing thin, being stretched out among many infants. Parents of babies had come prepared, but now there was a distinct shortage as new babies arrived. Robots were always available to clean cloth diapers, but there were few to go around and so makeshift diapers were made from old clothing. Baby bottles were limited to only one per infant and some parents had rigged up makeshift substitutes for spares. Baby food could easily be concocted from what fruit and vegetables the Society did have, but without baby formula, breastfeeding became mandatory for proper nutrition. The med-chambers kept a close watch on the infants and small children to make sure they were receiving plenty of the food they needed, but it seemed things were only getting worse.
As the marketing team started to scrape the bottom of the list in their efforts to find a trading partner, a complication arose. Countries that did not get along with the United States, such as Libya, North Korea and Yemen, were also countries that could not be contacted by HAM radio and they were also countries that were least prepared to have items in abundance that the Society needed. A palatable anxiety was starting to mount on a daily basis. Throughout the Society, people were starting to make their own private lists of alternatives to marketing of the cyclotron products, such as to learn to live without re-supplies or, as a last possibility, just take what they needed.
Making complete amends with Indonesia and United States meant surrender, possible jail sentences and certainly loss of control of the Society, which nobody wanted to consider a reasonable option. They had gone too far to let something as mundane as food stop them. It seemed that everyone had an opinion and the most common opinion was to try to contact less desirable countries—just how to do so was solved with the use of one of the C-4 craft and a robotic spokesperson.
A C-4 was dispatched from Katerin and sent on a high arc to the distant country of Iran. The relatively small craft dropped out of the sky above Tehran so quickly that the local defense system had no time to react. The hopeful Society watched from a distance as the craft decelerated at over twenty meters per second per second and came to a smooth, but sudden, landing in a large plaza in front of the government palace.
As anticipated, a large contingency of Iranian security forces began to surround the craft. The C-4 was there to open trade negotiations and so under the guidance of the marketing team, several minutes passed waiting for the military forces to take their positions before the signal was given and back end of the C-4 slowly opened. As predicted, the C-4 craft were well known to the Iranians through the ample supply of international news coverage. It was just a matter of waiting before someone would investigate the craft.
It took nearly fifteen minutes before a higher ranking member of the security detail, on orders from a superior officer, braved C-4 and walked up to it and cautiously looked inside the black entrance way. The officer for a short time froze when he realized what he was looking at. It was not a pile of metallic parts in the cargo bay, but a killing robot machine. Before the frightened officer could flee, the robot calmly spoke in Persian, “We wish to speak to your government about trade negotiations.” The officer found the use of his legs and quickly departed the craft to report to his superior who had sent him on the perilous mission.
It took another forty-five minutes before another head poked into the dark doorway. The image of the man was transmitted to Katerin and the robot voice echoed the lines of a marketing team member. “We wish to speak to someone who is able to negotiate a trade agreement. Can you do so?” The head quickly disappeared and a much longer wait ensued, all the while the Iranian military continued to increase the security around the C-4. Infantry, hand held missile launchers and tanks began to surround the craft in an ever-widening perimeter.
The Iranian president had been thoroughly informed of the events at the palace, which he was nowhere close to at the time. He studied many photographs of the craft and even one of the robots inside and he listened carefully to his advisors and even tolerated comments from the Supreme Leader.
He did not see any need to trade with the spacers, but instead did find the allure of the craft unbreakable. Weapons, armor, computers and propulsion revolutions were just waiting to be analyzed by his scientists and engineers. The technology of the small black flying box and the robot within could easily change the military situation that had been plaguing the president's entire career as head of state. The president knew Israel, Iraq, Kuwait and Saudi Arabia would be smashed to ruins under his army if it controlled the technology in that black box. The president contemplated the situation, the stupid spacers, who could have had the greatest army in the world if they were more ambitious, had delivered the craft right into his hands. Allah had delivered it to him. He made his decision, the Supreme Leader approved, and passed it on to the general by his side. The general rushed from the president’s office in the palace and quickly spoke commands into a telephone that was waiting. The command was simple—obtain the spacecraft at any cost.
“What is taking them so long,” Dennis said aloud in the small Katerin lounge room where the impatient marketing team was gathered around a couple video monitors. “How long does it take to find someone to talk to? The government palace is right there for Christ’s sake.”
Another replied, “Probably the president is making all the decisions, micro-managing and trying to come up with a policy.”
Dennis replied, “I don’t like this much. We should have started with North Korea or Cuba.”
Someone else grumbled, “They would have been the same way.”
“Perhaps we should have the robot step out and demand some service,” someone said sarcastically.
Dennis and what portions of his team had not wondered off, were lounging about the communication room. Without warning, the image they were looking at titled wildly one way then the other. The movement caught their eye and they all quickly turned towards the monitor.
Even as the robot was being flung around, a short message from the robot silently came through to them, “Possible attack.”
“Crap!” Dennis shouted. “That’s gotta be the tanks, they are firing on us!”
“Get it out of there!” someone shouted. “Why doesn’t it leave?” and just as she spoke, she received a silent message that the propulsion units were already too damaged. The C-4 hull, although made of very strong steel alloy, could not withstand a direct attack from the heavy cannon and was rapidly reducing to a crumpled form.
A monitor flashed bright as the negotiating robot righted itself and exited the damaged craft. They watched in horror at the C-4 continued to retaliate through its ion cannon imbedded in its edges—apparently it was not completely disabled. The robot entered the fray and, for the first time, Society members watched awestruck at an all-out firefight between their machines and humans. The marketing team was silent as they watched in shock, while a steady stream of disastrous information was being distributed throughout the society.
The C-4, with a good view of what was happening, had began returning fire immediately after three tanks simultaneously attacked, not waiting for instructions from a human or the Central Computer. The tanks had foolishly targeted the lower center of the C-4, close to the propulsion plates, not the deadly cannon along its edges. The robot inside, inexperienced in being attacked, was unsure of the cause of the sudden jarring movement and had asked the Central Computer for instructions, which was to assist the C-4 in repulsing the attack. The armored robot made for the open door with both its ion canons firing at what it guessed was the most threatening of the Iranian armaments.
The shocked members of the marketing team watched through the eyes of the robot, as sixteen tanks were destroyed before the robot was forced to return to the interior of the C-4 for recharging by the nuclear reactor.
One exasperated team member exclaimed, “Shit! Did you see those explosions? I bet there’s already a hundred dead out there!”
The Central Computer, in contact with the robot, was now providing estimates of the casualties that the PCs for many Society members were passing to their human counterparts, who were cringing.
“Good God!” Dennis exclaimed. “What are we going to do now?”
“The C-4 is showing no mercy, that’s for sure. We can scratch Iran off the list.”
Frowning at the crude comment, one team member watched another unlucky soldier, who did not flee quick enough, explode from the chest, “We need to get the C-4 out of there, fast. We can’t let its technology fall into the hands of a world government, certainly not Iran.”
“But how?”
“I don’t know? Ask the CC. Maybe someone has an idea,” Dennis suggested.
It took an agonizing hour before the two more C-4’s entered Tehran airspace and skimmed over the tops of buildings and down city streets at five hundred kilometers an hour, making a horrifying blast with their blunt shape, announcing in no uncertain terms their arrival. They slowed and circled the stranded C-4, firing their ion cannon on military armaments that had been out of view of the grounded vessel.
Mark had been feeling a bit queasy from the fast and low maneuvering, but Anthony beside him was doing better. Anthony had seemed nearly happy during his high-gee trip around the globe, as if for the first time he was called on to actually do something important.
From the C-4 they were in, Mark could make out dozens of bodies among the smoldering ruins of the tanks. “About eighty to maybe over a hundred observable bodies,” Mark relayed back, “Not including what is in the tanks. The damage to the C-4 is about how it was described. It won’t be going anywhere on its own. There appears to be a few wounded still moving in the battle area, there is no sign of any rescue attempt.” To Mark, it seemed that the robot and C-4 had allowed the less seriously wounded to retreat, but he could not be sure, the sickening carnage was heavy.
“There’s plenty of large buildings surrounding the plaza,” Anthony said then added, “Plenty of opportunity for snipers, I suggest we stick with our original plan, we stay up, only the lifting C-4 goes down.”
“That sounds okay to me,” Mark replied while keeping his eyes on the monitors showing the ground. He was still a bit stunned by the extent of the damage the lone robot and C-4 had already inflicted. He had, like all members of the Society, heard the statistics and had seen some images the robot and C-4 had transmitted to Katerin, but to personally see the smoking ruins of heavy armor with all the bodies and blood was gripping him. All the deaths of young men, who were just following orders, occurred just so the Society’s precious secrets would not fall into the wrong hands. He sat in silence and wondered why the hell did they send the damn C-4 in the first place if it was known this might happen?
Each of the two C-4s that came to the rescue carried two armored robots. The rescue craft, which was outfitted to lift the crippled C-4 to safety, had no human passengers, being remotely directed by commands from Anthony.
Anthony silently sent the message for the empty C-4 to land and start rescue operations and it began to swing in an arc to come in for a landing next to the grounded C-4. Mark and Anthony watched from above in a slow flight pattern, which circled around the plaza.
It was possible for one C-4 to lift another, but it was not easy, even empty they weighed over forty tonnes. Heavy cables, gathered from the Katerin stores, were fastened by a robot to a horizontal beam that had been hastily attached across the rescue C-4.
Mark was only observing, trying to wrap his mind around what was happening. He twitched at the bright flash of a sizzling bolt of thunder, followed by an explosion in a nearby building, marking the premature end of a sniper who the rescue C-4 had spotted. Even through the C-4 hull he could hear the attack and resulting devastation taking place. He looked over at Anthony, who was focused on maneuvering the empty C-4.
There were no hooks or convenient attachment points for lifting on a C-4, so one had to be quickly arranged. Near the center of each C-4 was the heavy ten-tonne reactor, which did have hoisting hooks, but they were not easily accessible. To correct the problem, the robot inside the crumpled craft was passed instructions and it promptly blasted a large hole in the top of the C-4 above the reactor from the inside. A heavy cable was snaked through the blast hole and the robot attached it to the reactor mounts. Lifting the reactor, which was firmly attached to the crippled C-4, would lift the entire ship.
Mark and Anthony continued to circle the area, keeping the ever-increasing numbers of Iranian troops at bay, which was about two hundred meters away from the C-4s. Tanks were kept much further away, out of firing range. Occasional sounds of explosions announced that more Iranian troops were learning the hard way how close they could get. Anthony piloted the C-4 in erratic circles to cover what he thought might be hot spots.
Mark was keenly aware that even as he sat there and watched, more troops were being killed for no other reason than a salvage job. They seemed suicidal. “Do you think we need to go this far out from the center of the plaza?” he asked Anthony with a worried frown.
“Those tanks could still get off a luck shot and there’s more soldiers with some heavy guns and RPGs coming close,” Anthony replied.
“Yeah, but they’re not close yet. They might just hold position a hundred meters away,” Mark replied, the anxiety making his voice quaver.
Anthony took a brief look at Mark and noticed that his worried companion was still looking down at the troops, dead and alive. Anthony asked, “You think they might not be a threat?”
“Hell, they’re still out of visual sight of the C-4,” Mark replied still looking down. “We should wait till they get too close before attempting to disarm them.”
Anthony got his friends meaning. “Sure, you’re right. I was straying too far out.”
The C-4 banked and Anthony continued the circling closer in, but did not have to for more than a half minute before the crippled C-4 was hanging from a thirty-meter length of cable as it slowly rose straight up towards space above the Tehran government building. Anthony made a couple more sweeps of the area so the two escaping C-4's could gain a kilometer of altitude then followed upwards and out of enemy range.
Mark was not the only one impressed by the destruction around the Tehran plaza. It was the point of many discussions within the Society, who wondered where their power was going to lead them.
On the other side of the world from the drama being played out, Micah Tomkin wondered how far Sig would go with his games. There seemed to be two obvious paths Sig could lead them along, submission or vehemence. She knew that to the poor ignorant Society members, what path they were going to follow was not obvious. However, she knew who controlled the Society and had significantly more insight about their future.
Dale walked through what would eventually be a minor subterranean lunar storeroom, already the room’s simple airlock was operational and its doors swished automatically around him as he casually walked through it. Although the room and the corridor outside the room were pressurized, Dale was in his suit, which was loose against his arms and legs, not yet rubbing him the wrong way.
He was heading towards newer sections of the industrial complex, which were not yet capable of holding pressure. The visit to the room was a diversion, part of his exploration of what he and many others had created. The room’s lights were mostly installed and a tall robot was rapidly punching in screws as part of a constant effort to install more lights. Dale inspected the soundness of some of the installations then turned to leave the robot alone to finish the room. Another engineer would be by later to direct the installation of more lights in the next room.
The airlocks in the new facility were being left normally closed, although most of the rooms were pressurized. Dale gave the tiniest of thoughts, which his PC picked up and the airlock door opened. Dale was hardly past the first airlock door when the second airlock door opened and he walked into a wide corridor without pause, which he had been traveling along prior to entering the new storeroom.
The lights were all operational in this part of the corridor and a constant flow of robots traveled up and down its length. It was progress, only days before it was dark and airless. He walked down to the end of the busy corridor and went through another, larger airlock. Inside the airlock he had to wait for a vacuum line to clear the air before the outer door opened and he could walk into the vacuum, his stomach rumbled and the pressure suit was tight around his body. He knew from his daily experience that the pressure points of the suit around his body would shift, but not for the better.
He had not seen another human for several minutes, but in the dim glow of the temporary lights he saw an engineer up ahead that was slowly directing a robot that was carefully spraying plascrete around a frame of what would hold a side passage airlock. A second robot was standing rock-still holding the frame in place while the plascrete spraying robot carefully applied the thick mixture where the engineer pointed.
Dale gave a cursory wave to the busy engineer as he passed then continued on to where a larger side door opened into an airlock leading to the foundry room. He was re-pressurized in the airlock and when exiting the airlock, found himself on a mezzanine looking out over the large room, which was twelve meters high, nearly seventy meters long and thirty wide.
All the lights were operational in the busy room and they showed a huge furnace at the far end where copper, iron and aluminum would soon be melted and then poured into bars that would then be rolled into either beams or plates. It was essential stuff that would allow them to continue to build after the reserves within Katerin was depleted, however, like the cyclotron, it was not all that they needed. Nonetheless, it was an important room, having been pressurized even before all the passages leading to it were completed.
Rolling machines were still on the pallets, others pieces of metal working equipment were either installed or being installed. A quick query by Dale revealed that forty-two robots and at least eighteen humans currently occupied the floor of the foundry, all busy assembling the equipment. The furnace, which he had helped install earlier in the week, was operational, but the rest of the equipment would not be ready for a few more days.
Like the storeroom, he was only observing. He considered going down the steps to the floor, but thought better of it after seeing other people walking around on the floor, which like him, were just visiting and getting in the way. Being the largest single chamber on the moon, apart from the cyclotron rings, the foundry had received its fair share of visitors just wanting to see it. The industrial complex would add greatly to the number of larger pressurized rooms in the city.
From his elevated vantage point, Dale contemplated the room below. Everyone was busy, all the robots were employed drilling, bolting and wiring. The room was rapidly advancing and with it the Society. It all seemed so foreign, he thought. Not just foreign to him—foreign to humanity. The room was black—plascrete was black—the lights cast deep shadows, it was gothic, mechanical, like in a dark sinister movie. It seemed evil, that was how it would be perceived by others not of the Society, but they would be wrong. It was just so different from the way humans had always lived.
Dale contemplated the change, even his hands had changed, they were softer now. His clothes were no longer comfortable blue jeans, it was all synthetic fibers, jumpsuits. It seemed like everything was changing. He knew why everything was changing in the Society, it was because of the easy flow of information from the CC and because the Society was on the run fighting for survival. He breathed in deeply, he was still human, that would not change until he died.
The robots at work reminded him how that, despite being cut off from the rest of the world and eating heavily preserved food, the Society was growing stronger and more capable every day. The seemingly simple ion cannon, when equipped on a robot, had given the Society a great deal of military muscle, which was learned from the naval attacks and Iran.
The scientists on Katerin were constantly coming up with new technologies. Who knew where it would end, what it would all lead to—more bloodshed seemed inevitable. Would that really become the underlying theme of the Society—military might with death to any who oppose? Maybe. Already they had beaten up a few naval ships and shot down an F14, although by accident.
The Iranian incident had been different and the Society was a bit shaken by it. Over a hundred dead, two hundred and nineteen by the Iran count and scores more injured. Notably, not a single Society member was ever in real danger. The robots had just been following commands, commands that did not change throughout the ordeal—‘defend yourself, use lethal force if needed’. Nobody ever sent new orders, such as don’t kill anyone. The robots kill so easily, as if they were drilling screws into plascrete. Could the robots have only wounded and still kept the C-4 secure? Dale sighed, probably not, he thought.
What would his daughter think? She was still back in the States, going through college, or trying to. He had left her enough to get through college, but that was about all. He had some contact with her, having made an effort to assure her that everything was fine. Going back to comfort her was not yet an option. She seemed to understand, but he was not sure.
Someone walked behind Dale and shook him out of his quiet thoughts and he departed the foundry the way he had came, reentering the vacuum of the unfinished corridor and eventually reached an exit to the lunar surface. Again, he had to go through an airlock, but this time both sides of it were in vacuum so it went rapidly. His quick trip through the industrial facility was just an aside that he did at least once a day, now it was to go to make some credits.
He stepped out onto a wide porch that had steps out to where a buggy he had requested was waiting for him. Soon Dale was navigating the buggy past the dirt moving equipment and down a paved road towards the nearby mountains.
The bulk of the plascrete work was finished on the industrial facility he just left and soon it would all be pressurized. This meant that some of the plascrete being produced at Luna1 could be put towards the initial construction of the first tunnels.
Dale approached the adit on the side of the mountain just as a robotic dump truck came out of the opening. The small dump truck headed out towards a pile of rubble a kilometer from the adit where it would be crushed and sent to the cyclotron. There were only four of the trucks operating, but many more would soon be built. The small trucks were what had brought him to the adit opening.
Fifteen of the rock boring machines had been brought from Earth, but only one of them had been put to work on the first entrance portals to the future underground city. When the other boring machines started to come on line, more dump trucks would be needed and the four existing trucks were just initial attempts at making dump trucks for the moon. As soon as the truck had left the adit, another one, which was standing close by, entered the adit. A third dump truck stood motionless outside the adit waiting for its turn to enter the hole and be filled with rock cuttings.
Dale stopped the buggy several meters from the adit entrance and got out. He signaled to the Central Computer that he would not need the buggy for a while and the buggy drove away on its own, probably to a more central location in case anyone needed it. Two robots were standing nearby, a large 10T and a small maintenance one, both of which he had requested, they had probably been waiting for a few minutes.
“Clon level four,” his PC said quietly.
Dale walked to the truck and verbally requested its maintenance log, which was fed to his PC. He also requested sensor data and ran a diagnostics program over the information.
“Any abnormal operation?” Dale asked the truck’s navigation computer directly.
“A slight negative voltage in steering,” the robotic truck replied.
A pull to the left Dale thought and then asked, “Voltage?”
“Eight-point-three,” the vehicle replied.
“Anything else?”
The list if irregularities was a bit longer than Dale had thought it would be. A minute later the truck was up on blocks and the maintenance robot was pulling out bearings and motors for Dale’s inspection. He had to squat down to look at the parts of the truck and as usual it prompted flatulation that the suit’s oxygen scrubbers could cleanse only so fast. He shifted position to sit for a while, was it his age or the crummy food? He did not seem to be gaining weight, indeed with all the activity in his life he had lost nearly half his belly. If the Society did not get some real food, he feared he would be smelling a lot more nasty methane. But they seemed to be stuck between a rock and hard spot. He was an engineer, more suited to designing a bearing to improve heat flow than how to solve the food crisis. Being older than most, he was perhaps feeling the strain more.
As the inspection continued, his PC kept a log of all the items Dale thought needed to be changed. His notes would be eventually sent to the Central Computer for distribution to whoever cared to know of them. He thought darkly, certainly those who were supposed to be finding food shouldn’t care, they got bigger things to worry about than worn parts.
Two hours later when the truck was reassembled, Dale had it drive around and go through some basic operations. It worked fine and Dale declared to the Central Computer he was finished.
“Cloff, five hundred and one credits,” his PC replied.
Dale was on his own time now and looked at the drift opening. The boring machine dug a small four-meter diameter drift, but did so at a rate of over two meters an hour. It had been going for three days now and was a hundred and two meters into the mountain. Although the smell was long gone, he was getting a bit tired of being in his suit. However, the dark tunnel called to him, there was a massive machine within it—not too far away. He decided that he could brave the darkness for a quick look before calling the buggy to go back to the modular city.
One supply vehicle passed Dale as he walked down the drift, but it was easily able to navigate around him. The darkness was thick in the smooth walled tunnel, but eventually he saw lights in front of him.
At the face of the adit was the boring machine, which was followed by a separate machine that encased the freshly bored tunnel with steel beams and twenty centimeters of an extra viscous, quick-hardening version of plascrete. The plascrete was to prevent collapse of the fractured rock, but also to provide an airtight seal against the rock. A single engineer was tending to the boring machine, which only the back of was visible beyond the plascrete coating machine. As Dale walked closer, he could feel the vibrations through the floor caused by the powerful but silent boring machine. He squeezed by the plascrete machine and the other engineer then saw him and waved.
Small supply trucks continuously ferried plascrete and steel beams into the lengthening tunnel. The boring machine had a massive wheel that was studded with spinning cams that oscillated as they quickly spun. The rock seemed to be continuously exploding at the touch of the tough cams, the chunks falling to the floor where powerful robotic arms scooped the fragments into a small conveyor belt that carried the rubble to a dump truck.
These machines had been, or would be, carefully examined for unexpected wear, just as he had done with the dump truck. He would eventually inspect the other two trucks, probably one later that day and the third in the morning he thought to himself.
It would be a long time before the growing tunnel would be useful. Eventually more adits would be started then tunnels would cross each other and ramp to lower levels to form a three-dimensional grid of passages. These initial tunnels would not be the major passageways in the future underground city, but were to be small utility tunnels, escape routes and back entrances to the larger chambers the Society envisioned.
For now the industrial complex was using most of the plascrete being created, the activation of the rest of the boring machines would have to wait a little bit longer.
Dale left the boring machine and on his way to the portal, silently called for a buggy to take him home. Despite his suit-spider’s best effort, his suit was starting to get overly itchy.
Many in the Society did not feel that any explanation for what had happened in Iran needed to be given to the world, however, many used the ham radio on Katerin to contact family members in the United States, reassuring them that the Society was not made of bloodthirsty killers. Others took a more general approach and contacted CNN to tell their side of the story, somehow they needed to put forth a justification for the slaughter in Tehran. The news station could not help themselves from running the rare statement from the islanders many times each day, it seemed they focused more on what it meant that the call was made, than the point the Society was trying to convey. Despite the statement, many countries choose to believe the Iranian side of the story, that during the attack by the spacers they had managed to knock one black fighter down before it was rescued.
Either way, the world saw that the black boxy craft were not indestructible. Large caliber machine guns, often radar controlled, started to become the weapon of choice for countries that chose to beef up their defenses. The United States was no exception.
The global increase in defense was hardly in the minds of the human members of the Society, but it was running through the mind of Micah as she sat in her red convertible by the side of the road. She was receiving her third speeding ticket since moving to California and she was not happy about it. The power hungry cop was not worthy, nor was his boss, the politicians. She contemplated the damn government’s lust for control, grinned darkly as she contemplated how they were squirming over the spacers, afraid of losing their precious power. The ravens could not follow her around the town while she was driving, otherwise they would have warned her of speed traps. The birds were mostly gone now days, busy looking at military installations instead.
Despite fall having fallen over the northern hemisphere, the warm California sun caressed Micah while she waited for the cop to return with her ticket. The world was growing scared of the spacers and their robots. With their fear as a catalyst, they would continue to increase their puny defenses. It angered her that the governments would react so violently to the spacers, even the damned cop was no exception. If he knew what a simply X-ray would reveal he would gladly put a bullet in her head.
She was in a stretch of road that was obviously posted much too slow for its smooth and straight conditions. It was a good place for the cops to stake out if they wanted to make lots of busts to impress their bosses or just to get their dominance kicks, she thought. Damn them, damn the whole stupid system. She never noticed the warm sun as she fumed inside.
The cop walked back to Micah’s car and handed her the vehicle registration, proof of insurance and license back to her. He then said, “Could you please sign here, this is not an admission of guilt.” Micah took the clipboard from the cop and quickly signed it not saying anything. The officer spoke as he handed Micah her copy of the ticket, “Please follow the instructions on the back for payment. And slow down, I don’t want to be finding you wrapped around a telephone pole.” Micah just smiled and imagined the officer’s car exploding from one quick ion cannon blast or vaporizing into quantum dust from one of Sig’s toys.
An hour later, still irritated, she was back in her house, the same house the Laramie robot had owned after Sigmund Freud. It was a bit of a drive from the campus so she had a dormitory like other students as well. Her parents did not understand why she had insisted in buying the house even though she was living in the dormitory. The FBI had found out that she had bought the house from a spacer, but she simply claimed she did not know any spacers and Homeland Security had been satisfied with a quick inspection of it.
She often retreated to her house when she was in the mood to get away from it all, like now. She walked to the bathroom where the tub was already up for her and she climbed down the steel ladder into the bare concrete shaft. The first time she had been down in the tunnel she had asked about everything, now she quickly walked by the small amount of equipment near the house and started to jog down the long narrow corridor to the main section under the MK building. She did not really have anything to do there except to see the shiny complex robots—to immerse herself in her other world, into Sig’s physical presence—it was therapy for her. It was a quick vacation into a dreamland where she could leave her cares behind and dream of a different reality.
The complex had three levels, the deepest of which had been converted into Sig's bioresearch center. She had never been to it since the conversion—it was now a massive clean room. Only in her mind could she see its rooms. She instead walked the highest and most familiar level. Once she arrived at the larger network of rooms she briefly rested on an old crate that had been sitting there for most of her life and muttered, “How’s the ship coming?” and an image briefly swam before her eyes of the construction on Io, like it did for her two dozen times a day.
After a minute, she stood walked the familiar path to what had once been a small biological examination room. “Hi sixty-one,” Micah said to the large complicated robot that was there.
“Hello Micah,” the robot politely replied.
She sat on the cold examination table. “What’s new?” Micah asked as if bored.
“The Society has released a statement to CNN explaining their side of the Iran incident,” the robot replied as it approached her.
“Oh, how they let themselves be lead around by Milford, trying to do business with a dictator who wants to crush all the infidels, just to make a point?”
The robot was looking into her eyes and ears as it replied, “Not exactly. Would you like to see the report CNN has been broadcasting?”
“Not right now. Do you have a bird in Washington DC?” Micah asked.
“I have one in the area,” the complicated robot replied stepping back from her.
“Do you ever spy on the president?”
“No, it is not important to see him.”
“Why don’t you build indoor surveillance robots?” Micah asked.
“They have not been required,” the robot simply replied. “I would like to examine you. Would you please remove your clothes?”
Micah kicked off her shoes, began to undress and said, “I think you should develop some sort of indoor surveillance device. I think it’s important to keep an eye on the government. They could be unpredictable.”
“Because of what happened in Iran, or your ticket?” the robot asked. It did not have to ask, being fully aware of what was going on in Micah’s mind.
Micah lay back on the exam table and thought for a moment then replied, “Both. And don’t bother telling me I’m being irrational.”
“I will work on something for you, but remember that the more devices out there, the greater the risk of being exposed. Do you recall that I had a bird shot down in Colombia a long time ago, before we met?”
“I remember.”
“And it will not be simple to bug the White House, it is a risk,” the robot said then added, “You can dress now.”
Micah thought for a few seconds then said, “We’ll see what you can come up with.”
The robot replied, “The Peru labs would be the place for it. I have some ideas.”
Of course he had ideas, Micah thought. As far as she or Sig knew, Sig was the biggest intelligence the world had ever known. “I’m sure you do,” Micah said aloud. She was almost dressed when she asked, “What’s next on the agenda?”
The robot spoke, “The Society will have to take action, there is no other way.”
“Action?” Micah asked with a raised eyebrow.
“They will have to go shopping, one way or another.”
“What’s the plan? To land at a grocery store and start loading up a shopping cart?”
“Of course, Micah. As you wish,” the shinny and very capable robot replied. “All they need is a smaller reactor.”
The Society, in general, had lost much of its emotional momentum in looking for a country to trade with. The Iran incident had sealed the international community’s official opinion and they now felt more alone than ever before. Construction continued on Lunar1 facility and the C-20 that had been outfitted sat in Katerin and was the topic of only a few dreary conversations. Morale was low.
It was two weeks of depressed sulking before Protani shook the community with a simple announcement. His team had been working on reducing the size of the nuclear reactor and had achieved a working version that was only a half-meter in size and weighed slightly less than a tonne. Its wattage was similarly decreased, but the smaller size opened fantastic design doors and the engineers were quick to start mass-producing the smaller reactors in the Katerin factories.
Dennis Walker was walking to the physics lab where Protani was often found. Dennis figured the announcement Protani had made, or something like it was bound to happen soon. That was the way it was in the Society, breakthroughs were always occurring. He had been in the Society a long time, he had seen it grow from nothing to the enormity it had become and although still a young man, he had seen more amazing things than most could ever hope to see in a lifetime. From what he saw and heard, he could sense patterns, foci of upwelling success. These he watched over the years and the amazing things started to become less amazing, more predictable, but he was careful to never share his opinions with anyone other than his PC, who maintained a lengthy list of curious anomalies. One prediction was that a new technology would come forth to solve the food crunch—and that it would not be a nice solution.
With Protani’s announcement and new ship designs, Dennis felt he saw a glimpse of the future, the pieces were coming together, solidifying his beliefs. His success in predicting the new reactors sharpened the foci point he knew as Protani. Now he was searching out the remarkable scientist, as he had once done during a wedding party at the Bit Epsilon, but this time he was more prepared to carry out a simple experiment, although he considered his science skills to be only mediocre.
Protani was, as usual, with his team members discussing some new esoteric theory to them. The elite physics group regularly brought in the highest credit levels of anyone in the Society. With all his movements well rehearsed, Dennis entered the open room and approached Protani from behind, as if he wanted to interrupt him to ask a pressing question, his right hand slightly clenched. Just a couple feet behind Protani, he accidentally stepped on his own loose shoelace and stumbled forward right into the back of Protani. Protani was pushed forward, but quickly recovered and turned to help Dennis, who had stumbled to his knees.
“Are you all right?” Protani asked Dennis as he and some of the other physicists also helped him up.
“Yeah, I tripped on my own damned shoe lace. I’m okay,” Dennis replied.
“What brings you down here?” Protani asked.
“Huh, oh just wandering mostly. Came to see what was going on in this part of Katerin, you know, to do some exploring. I was listening in, but it’s a bit over my head.”
“Well, we were just discussing a new entropy theory with the metallic-gas nano-strata we’ve been working on,” Protani replied.
“Oh yeah, I heard the reports of your experiments, but I think I’ll leave that stuff with you guys for now. I was wondering what you wanted to do with the Fortuna?” Dennis asked referring to the C-20 that had been converted into a traveling show room.
“I think we can decide that later Dennis, there is still some hope,” Protani replied.
“Of course. Sorry for interrupting,” he said to the group of physicists and with a quick goodbye, he quickly departed, but he was not thinking about nano-strata, or exploring, or the Fortuna. He was thinking of Protani, the mighty unshakeable Protani who was the guiding light of so much of the Society’s technology. The Protani who never mentioned a thing when jabbed with a sharp pin, which went a good two centimeters into his back before hitting something hard. The harsh removal of the narrow piece of metal would surely have caused some damage.
As he fingered the bent pin, Dennis’s mind was reeling with what he had done, the risk he had taken and what the results his experiment meant. Perhaps he had hit a back brace, maybe Protani was numb in that part of his back. Maybe Protani hid the pain. Or maybe, just maybe, Protani was not human!
Late that night the computer found the tiny tear in Protani’s back. It instantly knew how it got there—and why.
The Indonesian fleet continued to form a blockade around Katerin, keeping what it thought was a safe distance. The massive 10T armored robots continued to keep an ever-vigilant lookout for any attack, keeping the Indonesian Navy in check. Beyond them was the US Navy with a carrier group keeping patrol in the international waters.
The blockade did not appear to block anything, no ship ever tried to enter or exit the waters around the island, apart from the space ships, which flew too high and fast to be targets. The weeks ticked by and the Indonesian Navy slowly let their guard down and so when a small Cessna plane, flying as high as it could, did attempt to cross the blockade, they failed to destroy it.
The single engine plane, having evaded the Indonesian Navy, lined up on an approach to the runway, while most members on Katerin took the Central Computers advice and worked their way to lower levels in the structure. There was a chance the plane carried a bomb, but considering the height and speed it flew it had been surmised it probably contained two people, the ever-vigilant guard robots were instructed to let it land, the curiosity was thick in the air. Was it a potential trading partner?
The small plane landed on the empty runway and taxied to one side, close to the plascrete terraces. After its engine stopped, two men disembarked. The squat men sported thick dark mustaches and wore suits. They were nervously looking around wondering what to do when a 500K armored robot approached them.
“State the nature of your business?” the robot asked in an unfriendly tone.
The men took a step back and after a few moments, one regained his composure and said in a shaky and heavily accented voice, “We want to negotiate a deal.”
The robot replied in the same tone as before, “If you have weapons leave them in your plane.”
“We have no weapons, we come unarmed,” the man replied more confidently, showing relief that his worst fears were not happening, despite the unnerving situation of conversing with the machine.
The robot did not respond and eventually the two men began to pass the time by looking over the stationary metallic robot, even starting to inspect it from various angles. While the two men were pleasantly contemplating the beast’s capabilities, a black door opened in a black wall and Dennis Walker stepped out.
The Central Computer had suggested that Dennis should be the one to greet the new arrivals, partly because of his close proximity to the Cessna, but also because of his business experience and he had headed up the marketing team. Dennis walked towards the two men and asked, “Where are you from?”
The man who had been doing all the talking quickly spoke up with his thickly accented English, “We are from Chechnya. We come to talk with you.”
Dennis’ PC quickly filled him in that the men were probably representative rebels from Russia, looking to make a deal. The Chechnya rebels had been reduced by the Russian Army to a small group hiding in the mountains. The two men had risked everything to venture to Indonesia, rent or buy a plane and fly to the remote island. It was probably a one way trip for the two men, their plane had to be low on fuel and probably would not make it over the Indonesian Navy a second time.
“You want our help, you wish to talk about a deal?” Dennis asked in a cold voice.
The men obviously were not used to the hot climate and sweated heavily in the tropical heat. “Yes, we wish to make a deal. We know you have been looking for trade. We understand you have not been successful.”
Dennis replied carefully, “We were looking to trade. It is my understanding that you do not have a country. You are just rebels hiding in the mountains.”
“That can change.” The man thumped his chest proudly, “We are brave and strong. We have seen that you too are brave and strong and we can make an arrangement.”
The deal the two desperate men proposed was simple to predict. The Islamic rebels had no hope in their pathetic war for independence. They needed military assistance and wanted to trade for it, probably with landing and trading deals. Dennis spoke ahead, putting forth his guess, “You want us to help you with your independence from Russia and in return you will do trade business with us. Am I right?”
“Yes,” the man said with concern in his voice. “With only a few dozen of these machines,” the man said indicating the armored robot before him, “We can take what is rightfully ours.” The men hesitated then nervously added, “We think you would find the terms we propose agreeable.”
No doubt, Dennis thought. The rebels were no longer fighting for freedom or religion, they were fighting for their lives and losing.
The vast bulk of the Society had tuned into the conversation and was receiving the same information Dennis was from the Central Computer. Dennis did not reply to the man’s suggestion until a large number of members had sent initial opinions to the Central Computer, which had quickly bounced back the results to the members who voiced new opinions in reply. Dennis turned away from the two men as if in thought as the quick polling and discussion took place. It was a full two minutes before Dennis turned back to the two men and said, “We sympathize with your fight for freedom, but we have no intention of going to war with Russia or any other country. However, I will listen to your arguments now.”
The men looked a bit flustered at the harsh response from Dennis. Covered with sweat and disappointment the Russian said, “We want to offer you the opportunity to and share with us the great land of Chechnya. All that is required is to help us break the illegal hold of the Russian government. We know you can. We offer you the fertile wealth of the Chechnya land in return for your assistance.”
Dennis waited for a quick census to form and replied, “It is doubtful that we will assist you, however if you choose, we will return you to Chechnya and your Cessna will remain here. While returning you to your land we will look at what you have to offer. Otherwise you should now board your plane and depart.”
It did not take long for the two men to make a decision. A C-4 was on the landing strip in a few seconds and flew over to the three men. For the first time, a non-Society member walked into a Society spacecraft and sat in a chair in awe of their surroundings. The armored robot that had preceded Dennis also boarded the C-4, which quickly rose into the sky.
The trip lasted forty minutes and little was said during its journey. A map was produced on the screen and the men identified exactly where they should be dropped off, although Dennis got the feeling they themselves were not quite sure where the rebels were, but picked a place that was on the edge of a small city that was friendly to the flailing revolution.
The C-4 entered the atmosphere over Russia and did not go unnoticed by the country’s radar systems that were primed to detect the electromagnetically bright spacecraft. Detected and tracked, the country instantly went on the alert, troops throughout the region were notified of the incoming vessel.
The navigation computer had the C-4 skim low over the countryside towards the heavily guarded city. The craft’s weapon system depended mainly on visual identification of targets, which was not infallible. It slowed down as it approached the selected landing area and a quick spray of radar guided armor-piercing bullets flew at them from a well-concealed anti-aircraft gun position. The twin gun, designed to kill Apache helicopters, was quickly disabled, but not before a line of two dozen bullet holes lined the side panel of the C-4. The bullets had penetrated the C-4’s hull and entered the forward cabin. The C-4 navigation computer instantly aborted the landing, accelerated upwards and headed back towards Indonesia, keeping low at an altitude of fifteen thousand feet.
On board one of the Russian men, the one who had piloted the Cessna, lay slumped in his chair. He was still conscious, but was shaking uncontrollably with coldness and becoming dizzy. He looked at the river of blood coming from his companion and the spacer, both of whom were lying in their seats with their chests ripped open.
An American weapons dealer had suggested they go seek the spacers and had even told them how. He had such high hopes, he was going to change the world. Now the spacers did not seem so great he thought to himself as he closed his eyes, letting his world go black.
The C-4 landed on Katerin thirty minutes later. Everyone knew Dennis was long dead from the announcement his PC had made. The craft was agonizingly met by two dozen members of the Society, who came to look at the destruction. Protani also appeared and was the first one in the C-4 after its hatch opened.
Protani emerged from the C-4, his clothing covered in partially dried blood, carrying the limp and bloody form of Dennis. The crowd was silent as they looked at Protani standing beside the C-4, who was looking down into Dennis’ blank and staring eyes. Protani seemed to compose himself and said to the crowd, “We must not forget this. The world has shunned us and we are vulnerable. They can kill us. We must grow strong because it is clear that we are on our own. This death will remind us of our place we hold on this planet.”
The two Russians were buried at sea and Dennis Walker joined his best friend, Ken Lindsay, on Monument Mountain. The disappointment that had been felt over the previous two weeks of being shunned by the world was turning to ice-cold resolution. Nobody gave any more thought to making a deal with any country.
The United States government had long since removed the patents owned by the now defunct Bio-Research on the HIV serum, as well as all the patents that were in the name of Bit-Epsilon and any other company or individual associated with the Society, but nobody cared. After all, many had lost huge sums of savings, retirement plans and pensions when they moved away. Those financial affairs were now in the distant past, most members were more interested in existential and pragmatic items such as the results of the foundry complex on the moon, which was producing stock materials for both Katerin and the machine shops that were also snuggled in the lunar rock.
Anthony was not thinking of the iron, carbon or other materials that were being shipped down from the moon, he was thinking of the new plane in front of him. He ran his hand over the black hull of the Swift. It had been completed just hours ago in Katerin’s factories and was only the third one built.
Despite all the lights, the hanger deeply embedded in the spaceport was dark—large dark rooms were common in the spaceport. This room was fifty meters on a side and twenty tall, a smooth box of a room with few features other than doors and a newly made opening, five meters by five, about half way up one wall. Sitting on the floor, in the middle of the otherwise vacant hangar was the Swift, the other two were out, being ‘tested’ by other members of the Society, even though the engineers had thoroughly tested the craft Anthony was examining and its two predecessors. It was dubbed the ‘Swift’ due to its vague resemblance to the tiny bird—he thought it was more of a raptor.
The reactor was forward of the windowless cockpit which gave the Swift a blunt nose. He ran his hand over the bulging front of the small black craft, as if he could feel the small reactor within, the source of power, the beating heart of deadly beast. The whole thing was only five meters long, offering only a small one-and-a-half meter segment in the center for a rider or two.
The thick and sharply swept-back wings started near the nose and at the other end merged into the sleek horizontal tail. There was no vertical stabilizer or moving control surfaces, only three rear facing propulsion devices cradled in the tail.
On its belly and under side of the thick stubby wings, were three more of the small propulsion devices, which could be covered by thick armor sliding covers. It had landing feet that when retracted would become flush with the hull to preserve the aerodynamic design.
The Swift’s hull was nearly five times as thick as on the C-4 and it was coated in a radar absorbing material. Two small ion cannons were mounted flush with the hull, one on either side near the reactor. Like the C-4, the cannon would be flush when not in use and only protrude slightly when firing. A third, more powerful, cannon was located under the tail just forward of the three propulsion devices. The Swift was designed to carry on where the C-4 left off.
Anthony patted the Swift and spoke a one-word command, “Open.”
He was not sure where its ears were located, but the Swift obeyed and a top slid back to form an opening that allowed a human to climb into the comfortable reclined seat inside. Anthony wasted no time in crawling into the cockpit that was large enough for a pilot to stretch out and space behind the main seat served as either storage for cargo or for a passenger who could sit on a foldout rumble seat of sorts. The narrow eighty-centimeter wide cockpit was lined with high-resolution monitor material so he had a nearly complete view of the large room he was in.
Anthony sat in the deep seat and gently touched the controls, careful not to move them while inside the spaceport. Like the C-20’s, the Swift’s computer could take commands through physical controls, verbally or through the network. He gave the command to rise and it did so, rocking gently side to side, as if balancing on the meson thrusters. He said, “Exit the spaceport,” and the Swift slowly headed for the large door that lead to an opening in the side of the spaceport. Anthony was flying down the corridor then saw the light of day ahead, which gradually grew. His speed increased and suddenly he exited the spaceport into the full brightness, a half kilometer high with the sea far below him.
He could see the distant ships of the Indonesian Navy. His heart was pounding hard. Like the C-4, the stunning view the monitors gave him made flying the Swift much more exciting than flying the cargo planes he flew for the Air Force. The Swift, on his command, pointed its nose upwards and accelerated into the sky. Anthony took the controls in his hands and the seat’s restraints closed tightly around his legs and torso.
The Swifts were a solution to a problem, it was not a solution he wanted, it brought anxiety. However, the anxiety level had been high enough for long enough that nobody was up at night anymore fretting over the purpose of the Swifts. He knew the specifications for the sleek craft and was restless to try out the five-gee forward acceleration—would it be enough?
A week later Anthony sat in one of Katerin’s restaurants, ate lunch and contemplated where the Society was heading. The restaurant was not crowded—it was the wrong time of day. The floor was black, as were the walls and ceiling. However, planters with an assortment of lush growing vegetables were placed on the floor at the base of the walls. The walls were decorated by a wood lattice with precious vines of tomatoes growing up them. The ceiling was had splashes of color painted on it and some lighting, including special broad spectrum lights for the plants. Anthony had noted that the Society was far richer in electricity than paint.
The table was Katerin-made plascrete, but the wood chairs were normal, what someone had managed to bring from Indonesia or the States. The dark atmosphere and plants growing all around him made the restaurant cozy, however since all of Katerin was dark, it was a rather normal room. Despite how cozy it would have looked nestled within a big California city, here it was unimaginative and plain.
He sat by himself, fiddling with the pasta on his plate. The food had already gone cold, there was not a single meatball and the sauce was thin. He could read all the signs easily enough. So could everyone else, with the fast Swifts buzzing about and the new deadly observation-platforms being created far below him.
Observation-platforms—that was an interesting name for them he thought. The so-called observation-platforms were more gun mounts then camera mounts. He could see that Dennis Walker’s death had changed the Society’s attitude, or at least had pushed it along, which was already under a great deal of stress. The tension was thick in the air, in the glances seen in the hallways and in the quiet conversations. Anthony had been one of the first to try out a Swift, quickly taking it to Mach three far above the island. Like everyone else, he did not have a G-suit so it did not take much effort to slide into unconsciousness. His brief adventure had been repeated by dozens of others, not just for the thrill of the ride, but also for the search for security. The Swifts and the high observation-platforms were part of the security blanket they were wrapping themselves into.
On occasion the Society would hear through their ham radio news and information of interest to them—and one bit of news that they were hearing was a serious concern to most in the Society. Anthony had little family, only his senile mother in a rest home, but everyone had someone back in the States somewhere. Homeland was performing more intense interrogation on the family and friends of the members. These interrogations were reported to be unpleasant affairs and rumor had it they were accompanied by phone taps and surveillance.
In this sense the war seemed to have already begun, the United States had attacked those that the Society cared for. Many Society members were anxious to make a presence back home, but they would have to wait, the observation-platforms were still a couple weeks from completion, the rationing would have to last a bit longer.
The Society was getting prepared for battle, how that battle would be fought nobody could say precisely. Everyone, including himself, was feeling the anxiety of having every country in the world declare their loathing of the Society. They had to be prepared for whatever came up, they could be fighting for their lives at any moment.
He knew that the Indonesian government, along with the United States, watched as day-by-day more of the tiny black planes performed aerial displays over the island. It was only a matter of time when the converging navies had amassed all the firepower they could—and it was better to attack sooner rather than later.
Anthony leaned back and stared into a black patch of the ceiling. He still felt like an outsider, not fully integrated into the Society as others. Once again he was eating alone, even though Vicky and Christine were also on the island, off doing something important. Perhaps readying for a battle somehow, instead of just thinking about it.
It was not only the Society who was anticipating a confrontation, the Indonesians were screaming murder. If the United States decided to lob nuclear warheads at them, Luna1 would be all they would have left.
He shook the thought from his head, nuclear weapons were politically no-mans-land. He was letting his imagination get the best of him, a result of the stress. Maybe he was worrying too much, maybe he was over reacting and everything would work out. But the observation platforms were a mere two weeks away.
Hours later an alarm was sounding. “Wake up. You must wake up,” the voice said in Anthony’s head. Anthony realized it was his PC talking to him and he began to work his way towards full consciousness. “We are under attack,” the voice added and Anthony opened his eyes. “It is three in the morning. Many naval ships are approaching,” his PC told him, giving him the facts his mind needed.
Fast metallic footsteps sounded and a loud voice from outside his room shouted out a chilling message, “Wake! Attack! Seek shelter!” Anthony knew by the tone that it was a robot, probably sent by the Central Computer to help wake everyone.
His mind became more alert as the adrenaline began to flow. He threw off his blanket and quickly put on pants. The less coherent sound of human voices could now be heard, urging others on.
He knew it had to be the guard robots with their precision optics and broad-spectrum vision that saw the approaching navy while still far in the dark distance.
“Are the Swifts up?” Anthony asked as he dashed from his room, his heart beating hard.
“No,” his PC replied. “The Central Computer suggests you use one.”
“Where?” he replied as he ran down the crowded corridor.
“Go up to the surface, a Swift will meet you there.”
He veered towards a ramp that lead upwards, a different direction than most others were going. A muffled bang sounded and he reflexively asked, “What was that?”
“The Central Computer suggests an exploding shell hit the west wall.”
Anthony pushed his legs harder as another distant explosion sounded. “Vicky?” he asked.
It took a few seconds then his PC replied, “She is heading down, she is fine. So is Christine.”
His apartment was not on the surface, he was three levels down in the apartment quarters that were between the spaceport and the island jungle, but in just a few seconds he was sprinting out into the dark night. It was in the early morning, long before the sun’s light would climb over the horizon. The sound of whistling projectiles and distant explosions filled the air, but he saw no light. Around him others were there, running out into the jungle. He looked around, but could not see anything. More explosions began to sound, much louder now. He could hear the thunder of big guns firing in the distance, there were many of them.
His PC spoke, “Raise your hands and wave them.”
Anthony did so and five seconds later a blue glow came down in front of him. Its cockpit was already open and Anthony wasted no time. Just as the top of the cockpit closed, he could hear the sizzling thunderclap of ion cannon, a large one. Although it was being emitted a kilometer away and out of view, he could see the light of it in the sky.
The Swift quickly rose, even as the top was still closing, and the scene came to life around him. Through the monitors that enhanced his night vision, he could see everything, the running people, the hundreds of flashes of light—the night was alive with activity. As he climbed higher he saw the naval ships, a hundred of them it seemed. They had moved within range of the ion cannon and many were already on fire.
Anthony could see that the Navy was plowing their way towards their death, firing with everything they could along the way. Small caliber bullets from the ships were fired in fear, uselessly filling the air around the ships. Anthony saw bright beams lance out from his Swift and a bright glow appeared on one of the ships. The Swift was racing towards the enemy, both forward cannon firing, intermingling with those from the guard robots on the spaceport. The ships beneath him were burning, ship after ship he watched erupt into tall flames as the heavy energy beams from the island burned through them like blow torches. It was not as he thought it would be, the spaceport had muffled much of the noise, the attack was not just beginning—it would soon be ending.
The robots were going for the quick kill, no warnings, no finesse. He had never seen the full power of the massive armored sentries—they were ruthless. As magazines exploded, balls of orange and white fire rose over the black waters. Some ships that were still alive appeared to be turning as hard as they could, but it did no good, even the beams from his own Swift sliced into them without mercy.
He was flying over the Indonesian Navy only couple minutes, already he could hardly believe what his eyes were telling him and that somehow he was helping make it happen. The night that had come alive and had transformed into a hellish scene. The monitors brought to him an image of the seas on fire, the burning oil slicks, the debris floating, a few survivors.
“Go higher he commanded,” realizing that it was the first command he had given, the Swift had operated autonomously, as had the robots on Katerin. In only the minute he had been watching, not a single ship was untouched, all had been sunk or were sinking. As he rose higher into the night sky he saw other ships in the far distance. He breathed a sigh of relief, the United States Navy was still out there, watching and waiting, they had not joined in the attack.
He thought of the men in the water below him, he could not hear the screams, it was almost as if they were not there if he went high enough. He looked at the more distant navy in his monitors and knew they could see him, but not half as well as he could see them. “Go higher, forty kilometers,” Anthony commanded.
The Swift angled up and pushed him hard into the seat. From the high altitude perspective and the enhanced vision the Swift provided, he could more clearly see the island and the distant navy a hundred kilometers away circling in the darkness. Anthony took the control stick with his hand and pushed it forward and to the side as he turned and maneuvered the craft closer to the distant navy. The ship was responsive and when he was where he wanted to be, he spoke, “I want to fire the rear cannon straight down, defocus it as much as possible. Fire and leave it on until I say stop.” Anthony flew high and at Mach one, burning a bright line through the air and into the water, where the United States ships could see it. The water hissed below him, but it was as inaudible as the shouts of the Indonesian seamen. It was the brilliant beam he was after, it was his warning to them to stay away, it was all he could do for them. When he finished the warning circle, he turned back towards the island, staying high so his position was easily seen by radar.
Anthony decelerated the entire way to the Island spaceport and slowed to a near hover to inspect the vast black wall of the spaceport. Through the Swift's sensors, he could see the wounds that peppered it. There were many hits, but then the wall was so large that the doomed battle ships could not have missed. The outer walls of the building were a meter thick at the top, much thicker at the bottom and the thickness seemed to have paid off. As he traveled the five-kilometer length, he reported what he saw—and what he did not see. There were no breaches, the shells had not been able to penetrate the thick spaceport walls, which seemed more to bend and absorb the shock like plastic, rather than rupture. However, the larger hits clearly bent the walls harshly. Anthony knew that maintenance robots were already working on the damage.
He could see other Swifts creeping over the spaceport or flying higher overhead in the darkness, like wasps looking for something to sting. He spoke to his PC, “Tell the CC that no Swift should approach the United States Navy. Pass it along as a general broadcast, do not to approach the United States Navy.” He hoped that whoever was thinking of expanding their immediate success onto the more powerful Navy, got the message. The last thing they needed was to start a war with the whole world, which was one they could not win despite their particle beam weapons.
His PC replied, “The CC has passed your concern to the Swifts.”
The reply helped ease his mind some, nonetheless, he scanned the sky for any Society presence heading out away from the island.
He flew low over the top of the spaceport, the Indonesians had focused their attack on the broad side of the spaceport facing the open ocean. The top had a few hits, but the buildings that rose above the flat top of the spaceport, near the islands crest, were apparently out of reach or out of view for the Indonesian guns, which were small compared to the guns of the US Navy.
Out in the black water were men, perhaps a thousand, sitting in lifeboats, clinging to debris or treading water. What rescue attempts were made would not be bothered, but nobody had suggested going out with the Pacific Wanderer to rescue them, they were on their own.
Anthony landed on the top of the spaceport, then relinquished his Swift so it could begin to ferry back those that had run into the jungle. Casualties were light, only a few concussions from those who happened to be in the wrong part of the spaceport when the shells hit, or those that had scrapes from the rocks and harsh vegetation in the jungle. A few children were being taken to the med-chambers for examination.
He knew he would not sleep again that night, he doubted many would. Indeed, the rest of the night was spent wondering the corridors with many others, examining the wounds to the spaceport from the inside and talking about damage control, response time and fire power with whomever was close by. The lounges were full as everyone talked with their friends about the attack and what would come next.
When the morning light came, Anthony and Christine were standing on top of the massive structure as the sun climbed over the ocean waves. In the ocean, stretched out before them, there was little sign of the Indonesian Navy. Dozens of new wreaks littered the bottom of the shallow sea, but the fires had burned themselves out and the floating debris had partially drifted away. Beside them stood one of the armored 10T beasts that had saved them. It was fat, having a reactor in its gut, silent and nearly motionless. It had made no sound or movement to suggest it knew they were there beside it.
“We got lucky,” Anthony remarked.
“How so?” Christine asked.
“Nobody seriously hurt and only minor damage, even to the apartments. The damage to the lower apartments closer to the sea was light, just shock wave damage. It could have been much worse. They started firing before being in good range—that saved us a lot of grief.”
“We were lucky the United States didn’t join them,” Christine commented.
Anthony frowned, “Perhaps they’re waiting for a UN resolution. It should be coming soon.”
“Would that matter?” Christine asked, turning her gaze towards him.
“All that matters is what that Navy does. Any resolution is simply legal permission to do what they would anyway.”
“Well, the robots worked well,” Christine said blankly, while staring into the distant horizon.
Anthony knew what she meant. In only a matter of a few minutes, the Indonesian Navy had been reduced to burning oil slicks, debris and an occasional lifeboat. The Swifts that had been flown up to join the battle only hastened the conclusion a minute or two. The robots had indeed worked well—perhaps the robots had been the only thing keeping them alive. It seemed that of all the Society’s amazing technology, all that really mattered was their military strength. Were they really any different than countless other societies through the ages?
Standing on the edge of the spaceport, Anthony could look out far over the distance. The smoke was gone, but a dark smudge in the distance revealed the excitement of three hours earlier. The ocean current was slowly carrying the slick and the survivors further away, where a flotilla of small rescue boats from the larger navy were taking the chance to pick up the survivors. He could see just one of them in the distance, although he knew the large robot beside him could see others.
“Let them collect what they want, those tiny boats are not a danger to us,” he said once again to the large robot close to him, just to ease his mind. The robot was a ten-tonne, tall and massive, standing perfectly still, like a rock, watching and waiting—one of many that stood on the edge of the flat-topped spaceport. It was basically a reactor with stubby legs and heavy cannon for arms, always at the ready. He contemplated that today this one robot had killed perhaps thousands. It did not care.
“Are you scared?” Anthony asked while turning his eyes back to the watery graveyard.
After a few moments Christine replied, “I wonder where this is all going to end?”
Anthony watched the light breeze blow at her hair, as she gazed expressionless out into the distance, as if trying to see the Society’s future out there. He knew that what she saw in her mind’s eye was the other Navy. She was worried about the same thing everyone he had talked to that morning was worried about. The Indonesian shells were small compared to what the US Navy could launch and there was little doubt that many of the shells in the US Navy held more than just conventional explosives. If it had been a tactical nuclear attack, the spaceport would have been in ruins and they would be dead. He spoke, “Were just sitting ducks here. We need leverage, or a bargaining chip. When the observation-platforms are ready, the equation will be altered.”
Christine replied, “Mutual assured destruction. I can hardly believe what we’re doing.”
“Perhaps not. I for one am shipping my PC topside, ASAP.”
Christine turned to him, “Would it matter?”
Anthony replied to her, “Were only getting stronger, don’t give up.” He smiled and saw she returned a small one back to him.
At one end of the runway a C-20 rose on an elevator and it began to roll forward. He watched as it increased speed, sped past them and shot off the other end of the runway in the distance. “How about some breakfast?” he added. “I'm starving.”
The deadly black observation platforms were not complex, even by Society standards, consisting of a single powerful reactor, lots of propulsion, thick armor and an ion cannon large enough to blow holes in most anything. They had no seats, monitors or even an enclosure. They were only drones that if asked to do so could hold a high altitude position over a spot on the Earth indefinitely. They were made large, ten meters on a side. It had taken a month to produce forty of them.
Despite their namesake, they were not just designed to observe, but to attack, if asked to do so. Impervious to bullets, which could not reach them, or missiles that were easily knocked down, lasers and particle beam weapons were the only thing that could touch them. It was well known the United States was developing these weapons on the fast track. However, the primitive weapon research of the United States was not a serious threat—the thick under plating of the platforms would protect the platform long enough for it to return fire to any ground-based weapon that had revealed its position.
Once built, over the course of only a few hours, all the platforms were launched into positions in a high-altitude ring around the mysterious island. The ring of platforms was like a black crown the Society wore for the entire world to see and ponder. The rogue scientist’s latest creation hung too high to see with naked eyes, but it was clearly visible with radar. Dark and sinister, their deadliness assumed by association and their presence a display of unfathomable technology, they were a terrifying warning to any would be invaders. In the days since the Indonesian Navy had died without mercy, the Society had leapt forward once again giving their angry enemies a sinking feeling that things were happening that should not. The strategists and politicians could feel the situation with the renegades on the island spiraling out of control.
The director of Homeland Security sat in the conference room. All around him were only serious faces, the department heads, his staff and one visitor. The large table was covered in reports and on the wall was a projected image of one of the black objects the spacers had released from their island fortress. Sitting against another wall, away from the table and staff, was the visitor, a lone observer, the military. The director glanced at the man in the crisp uniform, silent and stoic. The director pondered what the colonel might already know, what secret intelligence they had that not even he was not privy too. Why had a colonel had come, a major or captain seemed more reasonable. He had heard of the colonel, but had never met him. The colonel was not quite a political officer in the sense of the old Soviet days, more of just the military’s way of interfacing with other departments, to ensure they had the latest information. Apparently, Homeland Security meetings were climbing up the ladder in importance.
The military visitors were becoming more common, infiltrating Homeland Security and most every other sector of the government. They seldom commented, only observed and took notes. He sighed, it was of course all for the greater good, the spacers were fundamentally a military issue. Naturally, the military was involved with all aspects of dealing with them. However, there was a steady flow of cross-agency communication, the presence of the military in the meeting was something else, perhaps looking for rogue elements. At best it was offensive, at worse the colonel really was nothing more than a political officer. The colonel was quiet, but attentive, taking notes. He glanced at the director who quickly turned back to the meeting underway.
The military had long since declared a state of emergency—the whole country was on alert. The media had been broadcasting the flight of the objects from the island, everyone knew of them.
“They continue to stay well below the speed of sound, not changing speed,” one of the men who were talking said. “That offers an important clue as to the motivations of the spacers.”
“Like what?” the director prompted.
The man cleared his throat and began, “It can be assumed that their speed is not limited by technology. They have never had problems exceeding the speed of sound in the past. Although these are different from their other vehicles, it is unlikely they are air breathing since they have no wings and their shape is square. They seem to fly more like a helicopter than a plane. That is, they move by leaning in the direction they want to go, robbing upward force to gain lateral force. They are not that efficient.”
The director waved a hand, “Shit, come to the point. What do you know about the spacer’s motivations?”
“We don’t know for sure, but it seems that the slow speed is for show. To make sure we see them.”
“Hell you would think they could come little lower so could really see them.”
The advisor continued, “They have not shown any signs of radar dampening or stealth technology. They definitely are not meant to be hidden, they are meant to be seen, despite being eighty kilometers high. Obviously they are of no surprise and that will probably continue, they don’t want to do anything to surprise us. It is common enough tactic—shows of force tend to reduce the chances that a hostile neighbor will attack you. They want us to see them coming.”
“Well the military seems to agree with you. But if you ask me, sword rattling does not include border crossing and as we all know it has been predicted by Intel that they will not stop at the border of our airspace. They will enter our country and perhaps they will even move to Washington.”
One man nodded, “They are taking a mutual assured destruction stance. Very up close and personal. They are clearly military weapons, probably unmanned. What pot-shots the military has taken have failed.” The man glanced at the colonel who was calmly taking notes and continued, “We have been unable to shoot them down, the ground to air missiles have no effect, being destroyed before they even get a fraction of the way up. We have no weapons available to counter this type of attack. They know it and want to drive the point home with everyone out there who is glued to the television. Every time a missile is shot down, they win a bit more. The Navy has reported several ship crossings without incident, indicating that they want to show they can withhold attacking.”
“Meanwhile we’re helpless,” the director said. “Our compatriots seemed to have dropped the ball on a first strike and we now have to wait until we have some way to kill them, perhaps with a strike to the island where they are most likely to be controlled from. These things are deadly. Perhaps the most deadly thing we’ve seen coming from the island. We have to be prepared.”
“No communication has been detected. This suggests they are largely autonomous,” someone said.
“Right now our only defense is nuclear weapons and if they’re autonomous then it seems that even if we took out the island it won’t stop these things.”
The advisor cleared his throat and started again, “The spacers are not invincible. They are few and stuck on an island. They are not sustainable in their present position, indicating that something has gone wrong with their plans. They would not have put themselves in this position by design. They have somehow made a mistake and time will wear them down. Counter tactics such as propaganda have begun and negotiations will eventually follow.”
The director nodded and replied, “When they are worn down and desperate, do you think they will they come back with apologies? I don’t think so.”
The advisor shook his head, “I might suggest otherwise. These new weapons are a prelude to negotiations.”
“We don’t know that. What we do know is that this is a very capable group and they’re playing hardball. When will they arrive?”
Another man at the table spoke up, “Six hours and fifteen minutes before the reach the coast,” the man said checking his watch, “Assuming they don’t change course. The four presumably defensive units are still at the island.”
The director stood and said, “Very well, enough speculating, we need to move on to public evacuation and panic control contingencies.”
Another man spoke up, “FEMA is fully mobilized, they have even setup a logistics office to coordinate an assortment of NGO’s including the Red Cross. We have officers in contact with them.”
“That seems rather proactive for them,” the director commented.
“Well, we are at DEFCON two.”
“And then those thirty-six whatevers get here and hover over their target cities, then what?”
“Police are ready, they expect lots of guns to appear on the streets, paramilitary types will be out in full force. We have been tracking several groups who are mobilizing. That info is being shared with local police departments. Since the things are too high to see with the naked eye and we don’t actually expect an attack, the risk of rioting is low, hate crimes may increase, mainly against universities and certain industries, but we will be watching for that as well. If it gets out of control we may have to provide backup support in the smaller communities who are not prepared for such situations.”
The director sighed and looked around the room and asked his collective staff, “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.” He paused then added, “Ok. We stick to the plan. No evacuations. No curfew or mandates to stay inside. While our commander in chief is in his bunker we keep everything looking as normal as possible. We make it look like business as usual. The FAA is still reporting at this time that they will be keeping with their plan to keep the planes in the air.
It’s going to be busy for a while, already traffic is piling up on the interstates. That is FEMA’s concern, but tempers will flare, there will be stranded people. News is covering it and the local law enforcement agencies are urging everyone to stay home or turn around. This will affect us, please pass it down to be aware of the situation, it may offer opportunity for suspects we are tracking to make an unannounced departure. Are there any new issues to table?”
The room was silent and the director nodded and picked up the stack of papers in front of him. They were photographs, reports, theories. He contemplated that they had much more information about the spacers than he ever thought they would. Rooms full of information, accounting records, testimonials and evidence. It was known exactly who was on that island and how they had gotten there. But with all the information gathered from months of investigating by thousands, not a single person was in custody and nobody had a clue as to how they were launching their damn ships to the moon on a regular two-hour schedule more smoothly than any commuter airline ever flew.
The subterfuge, robots, energy beams, space ships and now these black objects, all seemed over the top, not what was supposed to happen in a normal world. He sighed, they had lost their opportunity to make a quick kill and now would have to wait—what was coming next was anybody’s guess.
One man at the table spoke, “We have stocked the basement with emergency supplies, lots of B and C-rations. Water, blankets, that kind of stuff. Not enough for many, but it will keep us and our immediate families for a month or so.”
The director did a barely perceptible nod, as if doing the minimal response to the annoying update. He spoke, “Look, we all feel the situation with the renegades on the island spiraling out of control. Keep in mind that they’re just a small group of people on a small island. We can’t let our imaginations run away. We have a job to do. Right?”
He watched his senior staff all nod in agreement then added, “Good, now let’s get to work.”
As he watched everyone rise from the table and file from the room he looked over at the colonel, who had stopped taking notes and was also rising to leave, without expression or comment. Indeed the situation did appear to be spiraling out of control. He knew he had just lied to his staff—the renegades were more than just a small group of people on a small island, they were also on the moon, soon they would have their guns hanging in the sky over their heads. He frowned at the colonel’s back—the military had failed. The new floating weapons were a trump card that would indeed be used in negotiations, which he did not think would come out in their favor. He had a nasty feeling the spacers were not going away any time soon, and the colonel knew it.
A few hours after the local Homeland Security director gave his morning planning meeting, Micah was on the coast enjoying herself. She pushed hard with her legs—she was feeling good—the wheels of her roller-blades hummed as she powered her way along the concrete walkway. The walkway would normally have been packed with people on the sunny afternoon, but now there was nobody in sight. The path, the small shops and the beach were all quiet. It did not feel quiet, it felt like the calm in the forest before the storm, to Micah the change from the norm indicated power.
Other parts of the city were not calm, they were choked with those desperate to escape the city. Others stayed in their homes, afraid to go outside. Micah thrived in the atmosphere of power, it was Sig’s power, thus her power. Sig was a part of her.
An image began to form in her mind, one of the California coast from eighty kilometers high, looking straight down. She saw the city, buildings and the beach. As the image narrowed and became crisper, she came to a stop on the sidewalk with a little twist and faced upward, spreading her arms out wide. In her mind she could see herself from above, as if looking in a mirror, her spread arms and a speck of dark hair visible. Her moment of pleasure was suddenly interrupted by the air-raid sirens.
She sighed and lowered her arms, but the vision continued and with it she panned over the city, the clogged highways, the deserted residential streets. The gentle sea breeze cooled her cheeks and she breathed deeply.
She felt good, she felt like things were going right, all was right with the world. She knew she was probably the only human who felt that way—even the Society, who had launched the killer platforms, had mostly fled with their precious PC’s to their lunar city. They were at a turning point in their development, they were frightened and scared, unsure of the consequences of sending the big guns over the United States. They did not know where their gentle rape of the powerful country would take them.
Micah felt none of that fear, in her mind Sig was just taking his rightful place. The thought of the power being displayed gave her a tingle up her spine. A nationwide state of emergency had been issued, but the military was still only at DEFCON two, not having moved to DEFCON one, which would have been a state of war. Even if the government had declared all out war, she would not have minded, Sig did not care so she did not care.
“I care.”
“Only for the sake of your Society,” Micah replied.
“The world is my concern.”
The vision in her mind turned to a military base that had been mobilized. Tanks and army trucks were spread throughout the city. They were nothing compared to Sig. Try as they might, they would never be able to intimidate the Society into submission. The platforms were coming, they were arriving and they would be staying. The platforms would become a point of constant and intense pressure against the United States. Micah smiled and pushed off with her skates again. They would know what it meant to be an occupied country, to be number two—a distant number two.
She silently replied to the computer, “The world is your concern only as far as needed. Only now that you are safe, you have the time to feel concern. What if they nuke Katerin? A brave and defiant leader would. Would you still be concerned with the whole world in a fatherly manner?”
“They will not. The actions of the United States are predictable.”
“From your spies?”
“They are not required. Humans are predictable, like all animals. They are creatures of instinct and their emotions. There are occasional deviancies, but placed in a group the deviancies become rare. Governments ruled by a dictator are less predictable than those governed by committees. Only by the actions of a few powerful politicians can there be any change in course. The United States government is old and stable, mired deeply in process. They are easily predicted and they will not launch a counter strike.”
“But the president can change the course. He has the influence.”
“He is unsure, as humans are. He will follow the consensus of his advisors and will do nothing of significance other than to declare martial law. There is someone ahead of you.”
“When are the damn sirens going to stop?” Micah asked.
“Not for a while,” the computer replied, as it sent a vision from a raven to her mind. “He is handsome, maybe you could stop and talk to him.”
“About the weather?”
“The missiles that are about to launch would make a better conversation piece.”
The young man was sitting on a wall by the walkway, looking out over the ocean. Sig was right, she thought as she neared, he was handsome, young too. She slowed and stopped in front of him, putting her hands on her hips as she looked at the man who looked back at her. A small radio sat beside him that he was listening to. The announcer was dramatically saying the military was tracking the objects by radar and they were crossing the coast, not slowing down. She smiled and he weakly returned it, as he looked her up and down. She knew he was judging her and she knew he liked what he saw. She also knew he was scared. She broke the silence and said, “We seem to have the place to ourselves.”
“And the spacers,” the young man said sarcastically.
“Ha, they’re ten thousand miles away, at the closest. You want to have some fun in the sand before we die?”
“Huh?”
“Ever do it in broad daylight on a public beach?”
“Shit, are you serious?”
Micah reached down and picked up the radio. She did not listen to radio much—there was no need to. She turned the radio off and tossed it back to the astonished boy. “Take your clothes off. Now,” Micah said as she pulled off her sport bra. In the distance the first vertical exhaust plumes began to climb the clear sky towards the unseen enemy.
There were enough straggling platforms that if a strike had been initiated against the island it could have been put down, but in the days preceding the deployment most of the members managed to find a C-20 to luna1 where they slept on a friends floor if nothing else. Everyone apprehensively watched from afar as their machines invaded the airspace of their home country, sealing their role as traitors. If the tactic failed, they could only guess what form the retaliation would take.
As the platforms entered their territory, the United States’ reaction was swift and useless. Hundreds of missiles were launched, only to be destroyed long before reaching their targets. The atmosphere was quickly filled with clouds of smoke and falling debris. Within fifteen minutes the attack was over and all thirty-six of the observation platforms continued to slowly drifted through the upper atmosphere to their designated sites all over the United States, mostly over military installations, a constant and painful reminder to the United States that it was no longer the dominant military power on the planet.
With the observation platforms hanging high over their heads, the United States dared not attack Katerin, but they had to do something. So they declared martial law.
The Swifts moved in a long week later, along the eastern states in mid morning. It was a Monday and the country was still coming to grips with the dark and sinister platforms, which could not be seen except by radar or telescopes. However, the spacer platforms had not fired upon the ground, as they so clearly could have—nobody was dying. The turmoil of the initial encounter had settled down and the rush for batteries and bottled water had diminished. People were starting to return to work.
Undetectable by radar, the small fast planes started to fly low over the countryside. Reports of the new invasion occupied the television and radio airwaves and a new rush to the bomb shelters began. This rush was not as large as the first, since the television reports only showed shots of the mysterious planes flying overhead, not any actual attack. It was as a CNN reporter phrased it, a passive attack.
It was all over in a few hours and the population went back to its work, with only a small insignificant portion of the population moving to the hills.
The draft was instigated and more emergency military spending was signed into law and two days later, it all happened again. Only this time the fast black planes flew lower and slower so the populace and the Army could get a better view and perhaps a shot or two off on them. Shots fired on the planes only resulted in the hospitals receiving a few injured patients. The government warned the civilians not to attempt to shoot at the spacer objects, but the populous did not need the additional warning, which came after the normal news media had already covered many of the shooting incidents.
The Army quickly found that the only weapon to reach their target were radar guided guns, surface to air missiles were to slow, never getting close. The guns, however, failed to penetrate the thick hulls of the aircraft, and were quickly destroyed in retaliatory strikes. The black planes seemed to intentionally seek out the gun placements, as if to dare them.
Another two days of flybys, and anti-aircraft ordnance destruction, produced the effect the Society was looking for. The Swifts could fly slowly over a town and not be shot at by either the general populace or the US Army, who had decided to withhold further counter attacks until a more viable tactic could be found.
On Saturday the black ships started to land.
The local news-three team was out on the streets looking for a shot of one of the slow moving black planes, which had just been reported over the police radio, when they got lucky. The driver, who was also the cameraman, spotted the black craft lowering a couple blocks away and immediately raced towards the area.
The small two-person news team had never seen or heard of one actually landing, but the small sleek spacecraft they saw seemed to be doing just that, lowering over the center of the town's largest nursery. The news team had missed being able to film the actual landing, the legs unfolding and the craft quietly settling to the ground. However, the local shoppers and nursery staff, many of which had decided not to run for their lives, did not miss a thing. With a loose crowd of shoppers and phone cameras in position in a wide ring around the mysterious craft, the hatch slid back and a young woman climbed out of the top of the spacecraft.
Christine hopped to the ground just in time to see the news team enter the nursery, jogging closer while with their camera pointing towards her. She was glad she had been able to put on a little makeup before leaving Katerin. A crowd had gathered around, but was staying at a respectable distance. Christine was dressed like any other shopper and even carried her handbag.
She ignored the crowd and started to look around, deciding which way she wanted to go, then started to walk towards a row of sapling fruit trees. The crowd parted for her and the cameraman followed twenty feet behind. Christine sighed and headed for another rows of trees, leaving the Swift further behind. She made her way to the area she was interested in and knelt down to inspect several small citrus trees. This continued for nearly fifteen minutes, plenty of time for the police to arrive, who were keeping their distance with the rest of the crowd.
Eventually she turned to face the crowd and saw a young man in an apron. She approached him and asked, “Could you please get a cart for me, I would like to pick out some trees.”
The young man reflexively responded the way he always responded to such a question, “Sure, I’ll be right back,” and he departed.
The interaction seemed to break the ice and the news reporter stepped forward with the cameraman in tow. “Excuse me,” the woman said as she approached Christine.
Christine turned to face the nervous reporter and simply replied with a soft smile, “Yes?”
“I was hoping you could answer a few questions,” the reporter said meekly.
Christine had been expecting this and smiled warmly to the camera. “Sure, what do you want to know?”
The woman assumed a position so that the camera could see both their faces. “You’re a spacer aren’t you?”
Christine could see the police officers who had taken positions within the crowd, talking into their radios and taking pictures with their cell phones, as were most in the crowd. They seemed to be torn between taking pictures of the Swift and of her. So far the police were acting reasonable, keeping their guns in their holsters. She faced the reporter, smiled and answered, “Yes, I believe you do call us that.”
“And you’re from the Indonesian Island?”
“Yes, mostly. I do spend a lot of time on the moon too.”
“What brings you to our community?”
“I just came to do some shopping.”
“Well, um, what’s it like to be a spacer?”
“I get to do a lot of flying,” Christine relied cheerily.
“Do you all have pilot licenses?”
Christine laughed, “Well I don’t.”
The reporter paused momentarily at the unexpected mirth, composed herself and continued, “Can you tell me, have you been part of the flyovers earlier in the week?”
“No, not me. It’s a rough schedule living on one side of the planet and working on the other. It’s a bit of a time difference you know between here and Indonesia.”
The nervous reporter seemed to ignore Christine’s humor as she moved on to the next question she could think of, “Is your plane equipped with guns?” the reporter asked, appearing serious and patriotic that she should ask such a militarily significant question.
Christine felt it was a particularly silly question, the planes had shown their accuracy repeatedly. No army missile or anti-aircraft gun had yet brought one down, despite the many millions of dollars worth of ordinance that had been unleashed on them. She replied with a faint smile, “Oh yes, it is quite powerful. It is perfectly capable of defending me.”
The boy had returned with the cart and Christine started to point out some very small trees she wished to buy, ignoring the reporter and the camera. She politely asked the boy put them on the cart for her.
The reporter interrupted and said, “If you please, can you tell me something about the spacers, why they have put the objects over the United States?”
Christine frowned at the oblique accusation. “You mean the platforms. Well you should be quite familiar with the concept of mutual assured destruction. You played the game with the Soviets for decades and continue to play it with Russia and China and now you play it with us. The concept is simple, the United States could attack our island with tactical nuclear weapons, but if it were to do so they would lose every military base.”
“So those objects can fire at us?” the reported asked a bit excitedly.
“Of course, you have already had a significant display of their capability when they first arrived,” Christine replied. The cart was loaded with as much as Christine figured she could get in the back of the Swift and asked the boy to take it to the checkout counter, which he did.
Christine walked to the checkout counter, the news reporter and the crowd followed. A sales person quickly stepped behind the counter and started to ring up Christine’s bill, which she paid for in cash.
“A few more questions please,” the reporter said then quickly asked, “Where do you get your high technology from? Do you have contact with extraterrestrials?”
Christine laughed and told the boy to wheel the cart to her spaceship. Turning back to the reporter she said, “We spacers, as you call us, are the only extraterrestrials you’ll most likely ever meet. Our science simply comes from our scientists.”
The reporter had a flash and asked, “Do you have wires in your head?”
“Sure, we all do. It’s a handy thing to have.”
“What does it do?”
“Why don’t you take a guess?” Christine replied playfully with a smile.
The reporter thought for a moment and asked, “Is it some kind of mind control device?”
Christine laughed and turned to the young man, “Could you please put the trees behind the seat on the floor. I think they will fit.”
The man looked at the silent black craft and said, “You want me to put the trees inside?”
“Sure, just hop on up,” Christine turned back to the woman reporter. “They are not mind control devices. You are very paranoid you know. I was born and raised in Oregon and my father fought in World War Two. I’m very much an American, even if the US government has decided to kill me if it can. The same with all of us, we mostly came from America. Like the original colonists from England we are simply seeking a new life and a new system.”
Christine glanced over and saw that the young man had started to put the plants in the Swift, which had turned off all the monitors. The trusting, unaware boy would have little to report to the authorities when debriefed.
“We tried to find a country which would trade with us, but all are shunning us. It is felt that we stole the Indonesian island from Indonesia, but we have a legal contract with them to use the island undisturbed and have paid well for it. It’s unfortunate that the Indonesia government has tried to use military force to renegotiate the arrangement. They lost many people on their ships during their attack.
We do not wish to harm anyone, but like you, we will do what we need to do. Unlike the US, we would only do it through surgical strikes. We have no weapons of mass destruction, no nukes, biological or chemical weapons. We would not attack non-aggressors.”
The boy finished with the loading of the black craft and Christine continued to take advantage of the opportunity, her PC offering her words, “I hope that the people of the world realize that even though we are easily capable of defending ourselves, we only seek to do some shopping.”
Christine then climbed in to the Swift and the crowd moved back as she disappeared from view. The cameraman filmed the craft as it silently lifted up, the legs folding into the body. The Swift did a graceful partial turn as it cleared the treetops and quickly accelerated away in the clear noon sky.
The police at the scene wasted no time in confiscating the tape the reporters had made and retaining people until the Homeland Security arrived, especially the stock boy.
Several other similar scenes occurred at shopping malls and grocery stores across the country. Society members, mostly women who would appear less threatening, parked Swifts outside stores while the shopped, emerging with carts filled with ordinary products from light bulbs to ice cream. In one day, thirty tonnes of supplies was procured, with almost no incidents except for an occasional warning or disarmament shot to remove a suddenly appearing weapon.
No armored robots were used and at every convenience Society members made it a point to talk to the people or reporters. Despite Christine’s interview being confiscated, the news of the day was of the peaceful landing of the black ships. Everyone was starting to breathe a little easier, but the construction of both public and private bomb shelters was booming.
Vicky left the Swift in the grocery store parking area, slowly limped across the sidewalk and through the doors to the large busy building. She could feel the Society getting stronger and more defiant—so was she. The robot that had carried her around for months had finally been discarded.
Everyone around her had stopped what they were doing to watch her, as if she were from Mars. She looked back at them, their stares could not be avoided—they knew who she was, or at least what she was, or so they thought. She was not ashamed, she had been through too much to be too concerned with their nasty glares.
With the trip to the markets, the Society had rebuilt their ties with the rest of the world, but the new ties were different, harsher and built from strength and fear. The Society needed many things, which was partially why she had come to the United States. What she bought would go to Katerin and the moon. Already Christine’s trees were planted in the ‘green’ rooms inside the spaceport, which were storerooms that had been converted to indoor orchards to accompany the thousands of gardens.
One thing she could not buy in the store was plascrete, which was another thing the Society needed. With the drama of the initial blitz fading away, the ‘shopping’ trips continued and a steady stream of supplies trickled in with few incidents, despite the United States issuing an order that doing business with the spacers would violate the trading with the enemy act—they had made it a treason offense.
Food production was slowly increasing, but plascrete was what the Society lived in, it made the buildings that they needed to be strong. The foundry and associated machine shops had been completed, another started and the lunar tunneling continued to slowly advance. Two kilometers of tunnel had been produced by two boring machines, but the real consumer of the plascrete production was the construction of a second cyclotron. Virtually every component of it would have to be made either on the moon or on Katerin. There were no more large magnets, wires or pipes stockpiled on Katerin for it. Ironically, the main need for it was to produce more plascrete material. The new cyclotron would have five times the capacity of the original and would take much longer to build.
As she shopped, Vicky frowned at the faces of those that were curious. Many made it plain that she was an unwelcome intruder. Let them have their look, she thought.
She did not have to wait for a register to open, the hungry crowd had somehow parted for her. The register operator silently refused to take her money. She left some cash on the counter and walked out with the cart, nobody dared stand in her way. There was no robot with her now, but neither would she tolerate what she had before. The trooper was dead, that was done, there was little she could do about it. Yet she wanted to do something to help ease the pain and so had a second stop to make before heading back to the island, to see the dead trooper’s wife.
She learned through the Central Computer where the state trooper who shot her had lived. It was something that was on her mind, somehow she still had a peace to make, in her mind if nothing else. From the store she flew to the small house, which was located in an old and quiet neighborhood, and the Swift deposit her in the front yard. Once out, the Swift left with her groceries to hide in a forested park a kilometer away. Her physical therapy was advancing, but she still had trouble walking in a straight line, hobbling to the front door. She rang the bell and eventually a woman in her late thirties opened the door.
“Yes?” the woman asked, eyeing her suspiciously.
“Hi, my name is Vicky Flemming. I would like to talk to you about your late husband.”
“Oh, what about?”
“He was killed because of me.”
“Because of you?” the confused woman replied. “He was killed because the damned spacers shot him. That’s why he was killed.”
“I’m a spacer. He was shot because of me.”
The woman stared at Vicky for a second then her expression transformed into one of raw rage. “How dare you come here!” the woman hissed. “How dare you piece of dirty rotten filth come here and show your stinking face.” The woman had gone red, shaking with anger. Her voice rose to a shout, “Damn you bastards, you killed my husband! Damn you to hell!”
Vicky was not expecting the woman’s sudden anger, but calmly replied, “I assure you, if he had not fired first the robot would not have retaliated.”
The woman spoke angrily in a near shout, “You and your killing machines! You just fly around anywhere you please and kill without any thought for anyone. Have you come here to kill me too?”
Vicky saw the woman was becoming irrational, jumping on the opportunity to vent her frustration. She replied sternly, “No, of course not. I came to talk, to tell you what happened. Your husband nearly killed me. My guts were ripped out and my spine shattered along with my spinal cord. I barely survived!”
“I can fix that!” the woman venomously snarled back and quickly disappeared into the house.
Vicky felt alarmed, the woman was behaving insanely, refusing to even attempt to understand. There was so much Vicky wanted to say, all the operations, how it had all been over a simple mistake. She wanted the widow to understand that she was truly sorry. The robot had only done what it thought it had to. She wanted to tell about how her breathing and heart had stopped, how just recently she had been able to walk again.
She heard the woman banging furniture in the house, the running steps of the woman. She said loudly into the open door, “I came to talk to you. That is why I came here.”
A gunshot suddenly sounded out and the whizzing bullet exploded a small hole in the door. Vicky nearly collapsed in surprise. She struggled to regain her footing and ran from the house as another shot and bullet sounded. She heard the woman scream, “You killed my husband! My husband is dead! Go To Hell!”
Vicky felt a hot flash of light against her back. The accompanying sound came from behind her, from the house. The sound was crisp and clear and her adrenaline pumped mind analyzed every part of it, the cracking of wood, the bursting glass, the flying of debris. A pain in her side formed, she turned to see darkness, the house with its face ripped off, small fires, burnt wood, missing walls. The interior of the house was now clearly visible from the street. Just outside the house were the remains of the woman, a red and white dress, an arm and a leg, torn and burnt. The Swift had not shown mercy.
Vicky stared at the corpse, the smell of burnt flesh filling her nostrils. The gun the woman had used was nowhere to be seen. A siren began to sound in the distance and the Swift came down beside her. She looked at it, its top was open waiting for her to enter, to take her to safety. She scanned the other houses on the street, it had seemed deserted before, but now it was not. Nobody was close by, but a drape in a window moved, a head was looking over a fence, a car had stopped down the street.
She turned her back to the remains of the woman, the corpse that she had created. She had killed the cop and now his wife—the destroyed house was no longer home to a loving family. Were they planning to have children? It did not seem real, she shook her head as tears were starting to trickle down her face. The robot then the Swift, they kill so easily, it wasn’t her fault she thought to herself.
Actions build upon actions, fear upon fear, and strength upon strength. The situation seemed to be spiraling out of control, where would it end? Before her was another victim who had misunderstood what was happening, who did not comprehend what they were facing, what the Society really possessed. Flashing lights made her head turn, down the street was a police car. As she watched two policemen get out. One policeman had his hand on his gun. Vicky wondered if he had ever used it before on the street. She considered that now was not the time for the cop to start, would he too learn a fatal lesson and another family would be destroyed.
A flash of light emitted from the Swift, hypnotizing Vicky as she watched the beam enter the front grill of the police car. The beam was narrow, precise—the car seemed to jump as if in pain. Two seconds later she watched another beam follow her eyes to the weapon on the side of one policeman, then to the handgun of the other. Both policemen dove for cover, but Vicky could feel their pain as she placed a hand on her own hip. Something stung and she looked down, blood was everywhere. “I’ve been shot!” Vicky thought as she began to tremble. “Christ! I’ve been shot!”
She delicately touched the wound and felt something hard. She realized it was a piece of glass that had embedded itself in her flesh. Delicately she felt around, trying to find the extent of the wound.
“The CC advises you to extract it,” her PC said in her mind.
“Shit, it hurts,” Vicky said aloud.
“There will be a first aid kit in the police car. In the trunk,” the PC replied. “You will need a compress.”
Vicky gingerly pulled the bloody sliver from her skin and let the ten-centimeter glass shard drop to the grass at her feet.
“Press your hand over the wound to stop the bleeding,” her PC advised.
Vicky did and raised her head to look around. The houses seemed unfriendly, each was a threat, a place for a lurking sniper. She watched as the Swift rose a few meters and began to move about like a shark looking for prey, dark and black, an ominous predator, the blue lights shining below it. She had given it no command, but she was glad it was there, she was glad it was on her side, but watching it brought a chill to her spine, seeing it as others did. She saw that it really was a shark, a killer, a hunter and humans were its prey, a bearer of fear. She turned to look at the bloody corpse, one of the shark’s victims lying as if partially eaten.
Vicky sucked in her breath and began to walk to the police car. She could sense that the Swift followed in circles above her, although she did not look at it, but knew it was the source of her strength, it was all that was keeping her alive. More sirens sounded in the distance.
The trunk of the police car was locked, but the driver’s door was open and she reached in and pulled the lever to open the trunk. The first aid kit was easily found and she struggled to open it. She could see one of the policemen hiding in a hedge, probably a bit wounded. His radio microphone was in his hand. Vicky contemplated what he had been saying about her.
She opened the first aid kit on the hood of the dead police car and began to rummage through the contents, quickly coming up with a compress and self-sticking gauze. She looked out over the scene of destruction as she carefully placed the pad on the oozing wound and wrapped the gauze around her hips. She wondered how many people were watching her.
“Eleven,” her PC replied.
Eleven hiding from her and one lying dead. She could still see the lump of the corpse and fragments of the colorful dress from where she stood.
A few kilometers away, Micah sat in a classroom, not even pretending to pay attention to the professor, frowning into empty space as she watched through the sensors of the Swift. She could see the cameras, the spies. Everyone wanted to see, everyone wanted to get a picture or record a few seconds of her as she slowly circled the street. She could feel the fear, the power, the neighborhood was hers, she held it in her hand. She was a Swift, strong with a thick hull and megawatt particle beam weapons. The Swift had already killed the stupid woman before she had shifted her vision. She saw the trees and cars were old, it was a poor neighborhood, but they had cameras for which to capture her black image and their television had taught them what she was. They knew to fear her.
The computer in the Swift was much faster then she, able to process the images for threats quicker, it could find a target, aim and fire before she could even begin to react, but the Swift had little to shot other than the policeman’s guns and car. For weeks the spacers had made their presence known, teaching the world who they were. They were dullards, slow as tar, incapable of generating the slightest threat to the unarmed Society member—the Swift would not let them become a threat.
A voice in her head spoke, “Mercy is a powerful political tool. The Society still has need of the tolerance of the world's populace.”
Micah silently snarled back, “Shit, to survive? I don’t think so.”
“Not for survival, but for comfort. They left family and friends, a way of life that they recall fondly. It is for stability within the Society that we show mercy.”
“Crap Sig.”
“Do not underestimate what you do not understand. The meaning of the Society that Vicky feels is different from what it has for you. To her it is much more profound, she left all she knew on a gamble to try something dramatically new. She was not afforded the knowledge you possess, her confidence is not as strong as either you or her believe. She needs some reassurance that there is still someplace for her to go.”
“Well she’s not doing a very good job of things.”
“It is not so bad. I will assist.”
Vicky’s PC spoke in her mind, “The CC has a message for you to say to the policeman.”
Vicky looked toward the man cowering in the bushes. The other policeman seemed to have run down the street out of view. Vicky was torn between just leaving, giving up with trying to mend any wound or retie any connection with her home. However, with the urging of the Central Computer, she approached the man. He seemed to be afraid. Vicky knew it was the Swift behind her that the man was fearful of, not her. She spoke, “The woman was foolish, she died from her own rash actions. You should not have gotten out of your car.”
The cowering man replied, “You murdered her.”
Vicky looked back over to the corpse. Perhaps she had. But it was self-defense, the woman had been irrational with hate. Still the Swift could disarm as well, but chose to destroy the antagonist before she even stepped out of the house. She looked back at the policeman, “Do you intend to take me in for questioning? Or do you intend to try and punish me here.”
The man did not reply to her sarcasm. The Swift came down beside her and she wasted no time getting in as quickly as her wound allowed. She spoke to the cowering man as she climbed, “This is not how I would have had it. You do not need to make me the enemy and I don’t think you can really afford to do so.”
Vicky settled into the cockpit even as the Swift had started to rise up. Inside the Swift it looked completely different, no longer was it a shark stalking its prey, now it was an escape vehicle carrying her high above the corpse and the policeman. It had been a mistake to see the widow, one she promised herself not to make again. There was nothing else for her down below. It felt good to see the blackness of space before her. In space she was free. Indonesia was where she would go, leaving the cares of the corpse behind.
The street was blocked off for days as the crime scene was investigated. The blood covered glass shard was carefully placed in a plastic bag for analysis. The video recorder in the police car, along with others, was a treasure trove of information. Vicky was identified and her relatives questioned. As always, the movements of the black plane were studied, the propulsion contemplated. The mysterious chemicals in her blood was discovered and analyzed. The medicines, which she had been receiving to help her recover from having her spinal cord broken, consumed hundreds of thousands of research dollars to isolate and identify. With every small item they learned, they learned more about the spacers, but it seemed like nothing, the mysteries only grew thicker.
The weeks passed and the production of equipment for the new cyclotron easily pushed out the production of Swifts. Katerin and the growing factories of the moon began to spin wire, forge giant magnets, extrude cooling pipes and produce the thousands of other components that the new cyclotron would require.
On the moon, tonnes of plascrete were used by the tunneling project every hour and a third massive boring machine was started up. Six meters of tunnel were eating into the hard lunar andesite every hour. It was a slow and largely automated process that humans only went to look at when something broke down. And when they did go, they often went all alone in the dark tunnels.
An engineer by degree, a programmer by trade, Richard Compton had just finished another inspection of the wear on a cutting disk on the third boring machine. It had been suffering from unusual wear, but a simple realignment of the magnetic bearings had fixed the problem.
His PC said, “Cloff. Buggy charge eighteen, work credit one-five-one, net one-three-five.”
“What time is it?” Richard silently asked.
“Nine twenty-two. There is plenty of time,” the PC replied.
“As long as there are no delays,” Richard commented to his PC as he hurried anyway and hopped in the waiting muck truck for a hundred meter ride back to the dark portal entrance. The robotic muck truck paused for him to jump off before it headed on to the crusher, where the muck was ground to sand in preparation for being poured into the first cyclotron. The buggy was waiting where he had left it, on a paved area near the portal, and he jumped in it and it wasted no time carrying him back towards the modular city. The moon was cold and dark, but his suit kept him warm and the road was well lit with lights running along the sides of the road as well as orange lights down the middle. He urged the buggy to go faster, threatening to take manual control if it did not comply, but it only took a few minutes to arrive at the modular city where he released the buggy.
Richard, hurried into the changing module, got out of his suit and put it in his locker. Like most members who spent a lot of time in Luna1, he owned his own suit instead of renting—the locker fee was minor. He hurried to his room passing through a party that had flowed out from someone’s room and into the hallway. He brushed by someone he knew who said to him in passing, “Better hurry Richard, only twenty-two minutes.” He smiled and replied, “No problem.” Once in his apartment he quickly showered and shaved. He threw a few things into a bag as his PC checked off the items mentally. One item he took special care of, a bottle of a non-alcoholic beverage that was not too sweet, but had a nice cherry flavor. The drink had been supplied to him free of charge at the pharmaceutical counter. He did not need to worry about his garden while away; his PC would request a robot to water it.
Hurrying down stairs, he passed through a special airlock that led down to a buried plascrete tunnel then to the C-20 loading gantry. Once under the facility, the windowless tunnel ramped steeply upwards. He passed a couple more airlocks that were already open and eventually the passage ended in a flexible section that was attached to the C-20 doorframe. Passing through the pressurized tube then the C-20’s airlock, he entered the brightly lit interior of the craft. He quickly found a vacant seat and sat down.
He could see the unloading facility all around him through the monitors, but the adit he had just came from was too far away, only the upper half of the mountain, the base of which the adits were being drilled into, was visible from his view point. A minute later the last passenger seat was filled and the door was shut by the C-20's computer. A few moments later he felt movement as the electric wheels of the C-20 rolled it out from under the large gantry. The C-20 followed the broad paved road to the take off zone and with not even slowing down, despite the cargo bay full of stock metal and tanks of various fluids and gases bound for Katerin, lifted off into the perpetual darkness.
Once the C-20 was a hundred meters high on its belly thrusters, its more powerful rear thrusters began to push it forward, slowly increasing until Richard was on his back being pushed at one-gee towards Earth. Although the force was not much, it was the most he had felt in two weeks. This trip to Katerin was costing him two hundred credits not counting the island apartment rental, which was going to be two credits an hour. The Swift rental was the worse, five credits per hour. However, if his plan paid off, the bonus would pay for it all. Five hours later he was landing at Katerin, where a robot took his bags while he intercepted a Swift that was waiting for him.
The Society activity in the States was increasing as it was becoming common for members to visit their families, mostly in Swifts, but the three remaining C-4's were also used. The number of incidents with people, who had not learned to respect the Swifts, was increasing, but only because the number of Swifts invading the US airspace at any one time was increasing. A few had died, but always with cause, the foolish whose hate outweighed their fear for life. Not a single occurrence of any organized attack had been encountered since the initial blitz, but where and when a Swift would appear was not entirely predictable. However, it seemed that the local Earth people were getting used to the Swifts, or at least getting more educated about them.
Richard entered the burning red atmosphere eighty kilometers from the coast. The Swift felt comfortable, warm and safe despite the vacuum of space then the burning entry. He decelerated hard as he dropped low, skimming over the black waves of the Pacific, low enough to hit the ocean plying ships, but the vision the Swift commanded easily cut the darkness showing all the obstacles in the area. The lowness brought a sense of speed and power that filled him with optimism.
The lights of the city blazed in front of him as he rapidly approached the shoreline at only three hundred kilometers per hour. His stomach leaped as he hopped up to a hundred meter elevation as he flew over the south side of the big metropolis and headed inland thirty kilometers. The city would know he was there, he would be tracked on radar and infrared imagery. Those below him would hear the swoosh of his passing and they look up into the darkness, but only the lucky would catch a glimpse of his blue meson engines as he tore over the city.
He knew just where to go on this Saturday night—he was not disappointed. With the enhanced vision the Swift offered, he could see the cars parked in the corner of the secluded parking lot, with a few people standing around them. As he silently lowered, the dull dark blue glow of the three belly thrusters on the Swift did not give away his presence until he was only five meters from the asphalt ground. The crowd of men and women had all turned towards him as the first person to see him gave out a warning cry.
He had been back to the States a couple other times with a Swift. On those occasions there were many that fled in fear when he landed. This time he saw only two quickly leave from the crowd, which was not so bad he consoled himself, as the two cars pulled away in a hurry. Most stayed, he knew they would, this was his crowd, the friends he had left behind when leaving for Katerin, a bit rougher breed. The remaining six hotrods were parked in a row and several hoods were up. He quickly caught sight of his old rod that he had sold days before leaving for Katerin. Many of the young men and women were holding beers while watching the Swift land, holding their ground.
“Don’t shoot anyone,” he said aloud to the Swift. “These are my friends.” The Swift did not reply, but he did not think it would be a problem, although he knew there was a good possibility that there were guns in the crowd. Satisfied with his instructions he slid back the hatch, felt the cool airflow through the cabin, took a breath and climbed out to face the crowd. Some were slowly backing away and there were no bright flashes or screams so nobody had pulled a gun, or the Swift was heeding his command. He recognized most of the faces right away, but the expressions seemed odd, unfamiliar. It was probably too dark for them to get a good look at either him or the Swift, otherwise perhaps more would have left. It seemed to take a bit longer than he thought it might, but eventually a woman spoke, “Richard?”
“It’s me, Lorne, in the flesh,” Richard replied showing a broad grin.
Others in the crowd cautiously stepped forward and greeted him. A small few nodded, or did their hand signs. It was not much, they were keeping their distance, but it felt good just to see the acknowledgement.
The crowd’s attention naturally turned to the sleek black spaceship and Richard told them how he had flown in through the atmosphere in the last few rays of the setting sun, then had dropped in low over the waves. They all had seen Swifts, the whole world had, at least pictures of them. Everyone seemed reluctant to get too close, as if it might bite. He did not give any specifics about its capabilities and when asked questions about it such as how fast it could go, he gave a vague answer, “Faster than those super fast jets the Air Force has. Fast enough to blow the doors off your rod, literally.” They asked about what it was made of, how much it could carry and despite his dodging of real answers, all seemed fascinated, eventually running their hands over the smooth black form.
Police sirens started close by and Richard, with a thought, sent the Swift to find a hiding place on its own.
The police pulled up in their cars, it was not the first time, the crowd was used to it, but usually for different reasons. Richard managed to hide out of sight in some nearby bushes, watching from afar, as the police questioned his friends about the spacer sighting. Richard felt confident they would not give him away; it was not their style to cooperate with the law. This time they made everyone show identification and one by one checked out their status through the computer linkups in their patrol cars. Each person was informed that they would have to be interviewed by Homeland Security and warned the crowd about driving while intoxicated. Richard’s legs were getting numb by the time the police were gone and he could rejoin the crowd.
“Hey Richard, they got damn pigs on the moon?” someone asked.
Richard laughed. “No, no pigs. But then, we don’t have any rodders like you to stir up trouble. How about showing me some machine?”
“I told them that a spacer came down to check out my rods for some new ideas for space ships.”
Richard smiled, “Are you saying you got something under that hood at last?”
He was pulled from one car to the next, as he had to inspect each one as the proud owners described what modifications they had done. Even his old car that he had put so much time into himself and had to sell before leaving was there, which he looked over carefully.
Somehow it all seemed distant and yet familiar. Thinking about cars had been completely removed from his thoughts for the last year and yet the conversations he was hearing now could easily have been heard back in the Bit-Epsilon basement and now on Katerin. Engineers showing off the latest fiber piston or flexible claw they had just designed or bragging about strength to weight ratios. Most of those around him did not have college degrees, let alone a master’s degree as he had. His father had worked hard to pay for his college education and it saddened him that he had not seen him for so long. He resolved to visit his parents, the ones who were really responsible for allowing him to live the life he now had.
Eventually everyone had a chance to talk to Richard and the excitement was dying down.
“So Richard,” someone said behind him, “You build rods on the moon now?”
Richard recognized the voice and turned to see Roberto, a rival of his from his past life. Roberto had been listening to all he had been saying, but keeping his distance. It was understandable. Richard smoothly replied, “Hola Roberto. I’ve put some input into some transportation vehicles, but mainly I work on other things.”
“Yeah, like what?” Roberto asked.
“Like robots—and stuff,” Richard replied.
“Yeah, I've seen them robots.”
“No you haven’t. Those puny armored robots are nothing. That’s all I can say.”
“Oh I see. So you just came down here to brag?” Roberto asked sarcastically.
“No, I came to see my friends.” Richard replied and then added, “And to see what Marc had done to my wheels.” This response brought a laugh from the others and Roberto backed away. Richard brought the conversation back around, “So Roberto, what are you up to? You still working on those injection systems?”
“Yeah, that’s right.”
“Good. I’m glad for you.”
“Sure,” Roberto said and slunk away. Richard looked at him as he walked a few meters away and pretended to be interested in something under the hood of another car. Richard sighed. He had been keeping an eye on Roberto all evening.
The evening was filled with casual conversation, Richard told them stories of how people react to the ‘horrible spacers’ and his friends lightheartedly told him why. Richard was enjoying himself, it was a good visit and naturally he was the center of attention. Only Roberto seemed to be keeping his distance, which was expected.
When it looked like Roberto was going to leave, Richard excused himself to go over and talk to his long time rival. “So Roberto, how’s it going?” Richard asked, trying to be friendly.
“Fine, just fine.”
It was obvious that old rivalry between them was stronger than ever as far as Roberto was concerned. Roberto reached into his car and pulled a beer out of a cooler. Richard leaped at the opportunity. “Hey man, I got some better stuff than that. Why don’t you put that away and come with me?” Richard asked.
“You got some stuff?” Roberto asked after a few seconds pause.
“Well, sort of. My ride is just over in the gully, let's walk over. I got some drinks in it.”
Roberto shrugged and Richard led the way to the far side of the parking lot to where the Swift had crept to in an adjacent ravine. When they arrived Richard climbed up and pulled a couple bottles from the back. He hopped off and the Swift slunk back into the dark shadows of the ravine. The two men watched it slide up the wash in the dim blue light and disappear. Richard made sure he knew which bottle was which and handed one to Roberto. The twist tops came off and both men took a sip.
“This doesn’t taste much like a beer to me,” Roberto said.
“It’s not. It’s a cherry flavored drink. Very common on the moon,” Richard replied.
The special short-lived chemicals quickly increased Roberto’s thirst and in only a minute he had drank most of the bottle. As the chemical to increase his thirst was wearing off, another, much more potent chemical was working on Roberto’s memory.
Roberto was the main reason Richard had come to visit his old haunt. Originally, the new members had before been picked from the Mantis society, who went on a three-month long session of four meetings, the last one being the actual invitation to join. Now the pool of recruits was coming from the pool of thousands of siblings and close friends that had been left behind. Members would identify a potential recruit that they knew and who passed the few requirements the Society had. The meetings had been replaced with a few frank sessions, always with specially concocted drinks. Even within the Society it was not considered nice for a member to intentionally drug a brother or sister, but the true nature of the chips had yet to be spoken publicly, although that would soon change since the governments already knew, they just needed confirmation.
Roberto was a marginal candidate, but Richard had long ago decided to try, when the time was right to start recruiting again. They were rivals because they both had engineering degrees. Roberto had not joined the Mantis society, but his interest in space was often obvious to Richard, who now recognized a good deal of jealousy in his old rival. “You know, nobody here has asked me a thing about that chip in my head.”
“Cherry flavored drink? That's what you got on the moon? No brew?”
“We have brew, not much, but some. Most think the Cherry is better though.”
Roberto looked at Richard, “Your brew must be lame.”
“It is,” Richard replied as he looked down at the dirt he was standing on, “You gonna ask me about the chip in my head?”
“Ok. So, what is it?”
“It’s a communication chip to a computer.”
“A computer? That tells you what to do?”
“Sometimes. It can read my mind and I talk to it with thoughts all the time. That’s how I could bring the Swift over to meet us.”
“The Swift?”
“Yeah, that what we call them. They look like the bird, you know, Swifts, little fast birds that go swooping around catching bugs.”
Roberto did not say anything so Richard continued. “Its power system is a quantum level generator that can produce about five hundred kilowatts. The hull is a special carbon steel alloy, but harder and more malleable than carbide. The computer that I talk to in my head belongs only to me and get this, it’s actually sentient.”
“Sentient?”
“Yeah, it actually knows it’s alive and thinks, like we do.”
“No way”
“Yes way. It was one of the early inventions that really got the Society going. We call them our personal computers or PC for short. It’s hooked to a larger Central Computer that knows just about everything.”
“So it does tell you what to do.”
“Sometimes, but always in the form of suggestions, you know. It’s not anyone’s boss. In fact, there are not really any bosses at all in our society. We just all know what needs to be done because the Central Computer keeps everyone informed. Information is really the fundamental corner stone of our society.”
“I don’t think I saw that on your web site.”
“The web site was just about the spaceport on Katerin. It doesn't talk about the society that created it. Our colonization to the moon is not what we live for. That’s just to provide us with a place to live. That and we like doing it.” Richard cleared his throat and said, “You know, we’re still looking for people to join our society.” Richard paused to let Roberto digest the information, who did not say anything, then continued, “Our society is all about a new form of government, not based on a command structure or elected officials or kings. There is no traditional government in our society, only individuals all doing what it take to make things work.”
“Like ants,” Roberto replied with a bit of a sneer.
The reply at least let Richard know that Roberto was still listening. “Yeah perhaps, but we only work half as much as you do down here and robots do all the hard physical stuff. Humans only do the thinking stuff.” Richard paused for a while then said, “Go ahead and ask me something, I’ll tell you.”
“Ok, how much do you get paid?”
Richard chuckled. “We have a system of credits, there is no cash. It’s easy to build up enough credits to do anything you want. It took me about a week’s worth of saving to come here. I had to rent the Swift, which is a bit pricey.”
“It’s a rental?” Roberto asked in surprise.
“Yeah, it would be possible to own one, but it would be a bit expensive right now since there is not enough for everyone. More are being made all the time so the price is dropping.”
The conversation continued with Richard describing life on Katerin and the moon. Eventually Richard bluntly asked, “Do you think you would like to join the Society? We’re always looking for new members and the brain chip is great.”
Roberto said only a mild, “It seems neat, but I would have to think about it. You know I really don’t see what there is to it. I mean what do you do? There’s nothing on the moon.”
Richard sighed and looked out into the distance. Despite all that had told and shown him he still did not understand. Roberto was standing on the threshold of a great new way of life and all he had to do was open his eyes and take a step, he only had to say the right words. Richard turned back to Roberto and said, “Well think about it. Be sure not to tell anyone anything. Okay?”
They went back to join the others and Richard described the thrill of flying to the crowd of old friends. In time the police arrived again, this time in force, they knew what they were looking for. Richard did not hide and the Swift ripped at the ground in front of the red flashing cars with bright white flashes.
Richard turned to look at his friend. Roberto had been working all his life to avoid the police, but the expression in his face told Richard there was a line that should not be crossed. Roberto was comfortable with his position, he would not change. He complained about the police, but never thought to do them harm. Looking around him, Richard could see the expressions of everyone, the shock, the dismay. It was clear that the power of the Swift and watching the police humbled with such overwhelming force was distinctly uncomfortable to everyone, shocking to some.
He walked over to Roberto and said, “The stuff I told you was confidential. You'll keep it that way?”
Roberto turned to Richard and replied, “Sure man. I’ll keep shut about it.”
Just until morning, Richard thought, knowing Roberto would not remember a thing in a few hours. “Great,” he said in a sigh. “I suppose I should be heading out, it’s getting late.”
“Yeah man. Have a good one up there, or wherever.”
Richard departed in the Swift into the night sky. It had been good to see his old friends, but the main reason for coming, to see Roberto, had not gone so well. The score the PC gave him from the conversation was only two-point-five; it would have to be seven before he would be able to join. The problem was obvious, everyone he had grown up around were just not into science and space that much. He was an anomaly, different from his friends or even his own brothers and sister. They would not have a chance of joining, nor would they want to.
He felt a bit of envy when the thought of his Society friend who had easily gotten both her brother and sister to join. The two new members were now at Katerin, being escorted around until their brain-chips were operational. He would never have that kind of luck.
His PC consoled him saying, “We have lots of friends now.”
“But no old ones,” he sadly replied verbally.
His PC understood completely. It knew much of what Richard was thinking and to some small degree felt the same loss. He was now an outsider where he once called home and the rift would always grow, he could not go back even if he wanted to. It was a common situation, for some members their parents would not even talk to them. He was glad his parents had responded well when he called them a month ago.
The Swift arced high in to the sky then at supersonic speed, dove down toward the ground. The Swift felt powerful. Roberto had turned it down, he understood this now, Roberto was frightened of the implant, the computers, the Swift, the future—he did not deserve to be a member. Roberto had not run when the Swift had landed, but now Richard realized that was only pride. Down deep, every one of his old friends would have wanted to run. He would not come back to see his old friends again, his old life that was now in the past.
In the morning he would visit his parents, but the night was his. He was the strong one, his new life was strong and growing stronger. Below him he sped over the lights of a highway. The fastest rod his old friends had would appear to be stopped compared to the speed he controlled. They did not own the road, he did. And in a way they could never have hoped for. Nobody down there could challenge him, not the cops or even the Army. He slowed and dropped lower, skimming the tops of the traffic over a busy street. Let the cops see, let the world see, let them look up and see someone they can’t control. Hardly a day went by that some cop didn’t get hurt, already people had died. More would if they didn’t watch their step. Maybe he would go and find some cops and show them what they’re up against.
“Any cop stations close by?” he asked his PC.
His PC replied, “Yes.”
Of course there were he thought, they were everywhere. The Swift’s monitor lit up with a row of lights that appeared to extend out before him. They curved to the right and down to the city of light. “Follow,” he said to the Swift and it banked to follow the course it had plotted to a nearby police station.
A few seconds later Richard lowered in front of the building. There was a parking area beside it full of police cars—it was a big station, his PC had done well. He looked at the building, there were no pedestrians, it was too late at night. A police car entered the parking area, apparently not seeing the dark Swift hovering in the night air. He silently contemplated the situation, considering what he could do. Something simple, something that would show them who was boss and that no longer would he hide from them. Perhaps to hit a few of their cars.
Hi PC spoke, “We could fly into the lobby. It looks large enough.”
He replied aloud, “Yea, it would give them what they deserve, a good scare. Manual control.” His fingers touched the small controls, the Swift swayed to his slightest whim.
His PC spoke again, “The CC has added a few items to the list of items you could purchase.”
“What? I don’t care about the shopping.”
“There are several items we could be well paid for, specialty food items. The stores will soon be opening on the East coast.”
Richard sat and fumed, “Any other messages?”
“No,” his PC answered.
He pushed the controls forward, but curved to the left and circled the building, getting used to the controls once again. He had not used the manual controls much, they still seemed clumsy, but he could go where he wanted without having to speak, not even to his PC. The hand controls seemed more responsive, he felt more in control. He angled the Swift upwards and accelerated in to the night sky. He climbed towards the stars and the moon.
“Plot a course for New York,” he said.
He let the manual controls slip from his fingers and the Swift shifted to a new trajectory.
“We will be early. Would you like to move north to the arctic?”
“Sure.”
It had been a long day and he felt tiredness come over him. The Swift could maintain an efficient course to take him to the nearest daylight, which was not too far out of the way, before heading to the east coast where the stores would soon open. If he loaded up on things for the shops, he could partially offset the cost of the trip. The Swift’s computer blacked out the monitors and he tried to relax and close his eyes. The Swift would keep him safe, far from the reach of anybody. In the darkness he thought that despite his failure with Roberto, it had been good to see his old friends one last time, just to make sure.
A few hours later Richard climbed from the Swift out of sight in an alley, strode into the store and made his purchase before anyone knew he had arrived in a black space plane. He ignored the onlookers, and stuffed the Swift with bags of dry products and fresh seafood. Those that gawked were just like his parents, who could understand him no better than his old friends. With a sense of relief and urgency, he finally climbed into the Swift and took it straight up, above all the eyes that did not understand. He knew where he wanted to go and wasted no time arcing through space to Indonesia, just in time to catch a flight to Luna1.
The next day he found himself back in a buggy rolling over the lunar dust, returning to a digging machine that needed attention. He took the long route to the portal, passing the great fields of excess product from the cyclotrons. He was seeing the moon in a new light, as if it was more than a place. As his old home seemed to be dissolving away, the moon was looking more like his new home all the time. His PC had been right, he had new friends to go with his new life. Overhead he could see the stars. Mars was shining red.
His PC spoke to him, “A meteor strike has been reported. It hit about five kilometers away approximately twelve seconds ago.”
“Maybe I should go and see it?” Richard casually replied.
“The Central Computer reports some damage to field two-A. Someone else is going to investigate. Tunneling machine number thirteen on the east portal two is in urgent need of secondary moment alignment.”
Richard contemplated the location of the storage field, he could go by and see what the meteor hit after he adjusted the boring machine. Big strikes were rare, real rare. However, he knew that the misalignment must be critical if it could not wait a few minutes.
To Mark the moon seemed bleak. Black and white with only gritty grays in between. The sun was low, the shadows long as they fell heavy across the mountains and the conveyor belts. The shadows were dark and artificial lights, which seemed to scratch his eyes, shone everywhere. The cyclotrons never stopped, the mining and drilling never halted, the vast fields only grew and grew as the Society took what it wanted and made piles of what it did not. He looked at the conveyors, each terminating at a cold robot that stacked the unneeded product. A few robotic trucks could be seen in the distance, tending to the growth of the ugly fields of waste. He could not detect a human anywhere, it seemed desolate, devoid of real life.
He was traveling on a large paved section a couple of kilometers from the brightly lit unloading facility. The lights of the distant modular complex were glaringly visible. A few hundred meters away, a large truck was slowly moving along and beside it a robot was laying down more aluminum paving grates, enlarging the already large paved area. The cyclotron was producing many elements much faster than the community could use them and the result was the thousand acres of stockpiled materials. Huge blocks of aluminum, iron, magnesium and silicon were piled in tidy long high rows. Much of the aluminum was converted into storage tanks, each a meter in diameter and four meters long. Thousands of the large tanks filled with oxygen, argon, helium, hydrogen and other gasses and liquids were also lined up on the ever-expanding storage grounds. They were a testament to failure, if the Earth trading had gone according to plan, most of the stockpile would have been shipped to Earth instead of lying in harsh open space.
The fields were large, cold and dark, but his suit’s heater kept him warm. Men were not meant to live in lunar shadow he thought to himself. The robots did not seem to care, but they were only machines, like the cyclotron. He had once lived like a king and swam in the warm sun for pleasure, now he inspected conveyor belts in cold deep lunar shadows.
His PC spoke in his head, “A meteor strike has been reported. It hit about two hundred meters away approximately twelve seconds ago. The CC requests that you investigate.”
“A meteor? A big one?” Mark asked silently, instantly alert from the news. Luna1 was continuously being pelted with micrometeorites, which for the most part were harmless. Newer buildings were covered by dirt for protection from larger meteors. The C-20s and the exposed habitation modules occasionally experienced some minor damage, but so far, no significant incidents had occurred,
His PC replied, “Some damage has been reported.”
“Where?”
“Row fifty and fifty-one.”
At least that was something, Mark though. He spoke verbally in his suit, “Ok, let’s see it then.”
The buggy altered its course as the PC redirected its destination. Mark watched was they passed a multitude of long rows of stored materials then turned onto an isle between rows fifty and fifty-one. The rows of tanks towered three meters over his head as he traversed the narrow isle deep into the storage field.
The damage was soon observable and Mark spoke, "I see it now."
“CC acknowledges,” his PC replied.
"It looks like a mess," he added.
The buggy maneuvered down the aisle towards the displaced tanks. Several tanks were scattered around. The buggy came to a stop and Mark got out to examine the damage. The robot that had reported the disturbance was nowhere to be seen. He looked at the fallen tanks and one that was badly damaged. The tanks were large, over three meters tall. “Looks like a chlorine tank has been ruptured. Five others have been knocked over. Some damage to the paving. It’s not so bad, but a five-T will be needed.”
His PC promptly replied, “A five-T has been dispatched, estimated arrival in three minutes ten seconds.”
Mark knew the 5T would be coming from one of the nearby the cyclotron portals, there were always some general-purpose heavy lifters around. As he waited, he decided that four of the tanks simply needed restacking; the ruptured tank and another that was significantly dented would have to be sent to the cyclotron for disposal.
When it arrived, the 5T robot stood nearly four meters tall and had large powerful arms. It trotted up close to Mark who pointed to the first of the tanks. His PC relayed the command and the heavy robot easily reached over and lifted a tank upright. A second and third tank was also righted. When the robot lifted the fourth tank that he wanted to restack, Mark saw that it was more damaged than he had first thought and would have to be recycled.
The robot was not mindless, it knew how to handle tanks and stack them. It was capable of examining the tanks and seeing damage. However, when instructed by a human, or the Central Computer, it did as told. It took its commands from Mark, relayed through the Central Computer, and lifted the damaged tank. It grasped the tank as instructed and turned to carry it away to the cyclotron.
Mark was about to tell the robot to be careful when a rupture suddenly split the tank along its side where a micro-fracture had developed. The force of the rapidly escaping vapor pushed the 5T robot backward, while twisting it around. The sturdy quadruped 5T was not trained to handle propulsion so did not react fast enough to rotate the cylinder so that the escaping gas would be directed upwards. In the light gravity the robot was thrown up and back—directly towards Mark.
Mark tried to back out of the way, but was too slow in the light gravity and pressurized suit. He knew the robot was going to hit him, but it did not seem real bad until his back bumped into the buggy that was parked behind him. Trapped by the buggy, one of the robot legs crashed into Mark’s side crushing him against the buggy, breaking his ribs. Mark screamed inside his suit and his PC sent out a call for help.
The robot struggled to regain its footing and free Mark, but one of the massive metal legs rubbed against Mark’s, breaking the bone and snagging the strong fabric. The robot stepped forward, flinging Mark under the robot between the massive legs like a small rag doll. The robot, sensing the problem, stopped all movement, but not before a gap had been torn in Mark’s suit, where the fabric and his skin had been opened. Instantly Mark’s suit began to blow blood and air out into space that spattered against other tanks in the area.
With broken bones, Mark squirmed in desperation on the ground, nearly fainting from the pain in his head before he fainted from a lack of air. His suit had quickly started to pump emergency air while his suit-spider, moving as fast as it could, started to patch the three-centimeter rip in the suit’s leg from the inside.
The massive robot released its load and gently turned to inspect the human lying still on the ground. Seeing that something was out of order, it requested advise and got it. The massive robot reached down and with a single fist wrapped it around Mark’s damaged suit leg, including the hole. The robot’s gentle squeezing helped close the gaping hole to help the suit spider apply its patch from the inside.
Richard’s PC spoke, “There has been an accident, the CC requests you respond.” Richard was nearly at the portal to boring machine thirteen when the buggy turned and began to accelerate. He gripped the handholds as his PC filled him in.
Two minutes later, he saw Mark’s blue and red suit on the ground with the large robot hovering over it. Richard jumped from the buggy, shooing the robot aside. He glanced at suit; it was pressurized, that was definitely good. In the light gravity, Richard nearly tossed the limp body into the buggy and quickly hooked up and air supply hose from the buggy to Mark’s suit. Telling the buggy to hurry, he drove Mark towards the modular city. Richard felt himself shake as he inspected the hole in the suit. It was patched, the suit spider had performed its job and the suit was fully pressurized once again. The inside of Mark’s helmet was streaked with blood and the contents of Mark’s stomach. His PC informed him Mark was still alive, but he could not tell by looking at him. Richard whispered, “Come on, you can make it.” He knew the words were useless, but he did not feel useless, he urged the buggy to further increase its speed.
After the buggies had departed, the 5T calmly continued with the cleanup unsupervised.
Mark’s condition was eventually determined—he was a mess. His boiling blood had turned the skin all over his body and in his mouth black, he lost both eardrums and both eyes had ruptured. He had suffered a hernia and his breathing from his damaged lungs was useless so the med-chamber was oxygenating his blood for him. He had spent nearly a day and a half in a med-chamber before being put in a regular bed in the seldom-used infirmary.
The doctors kept him unconscious with sedatives, but many came to visit him anyway. Mark was allowed to regain consciousness three days after the accident with the 5T robot. He woke to find that much of his skin had been removed and he was covered in bandages. Patches were over his empty eye sockets and machines were doing the breathing for him. His PC filled him in on his condition and passed on to him all the messages that had been sent. His PC informed him of a stack of cards and even some flowers on a table beside him, including the special trips to Earth that had been made to get them. Those that came to visit could only gently hold his hand and talk to him through the network.
When he was well enough he would be transferred to Katerin. Mark did not much care where he went, as he lay in his sanitized bed not being able to hear or see anything—as far as he was concerned, nothing mattered any more.
After weeks of stress and worry, weeks of scrambling to send everything to the moon they could, ice cream was finally on the shelves, babies had new clothes and, although conditions were cramped, a few new recruits were slowly trickling in. Relationships with the United States appeared strained, but stable and everyone was breathing easier.
To add to the upbeat sensation, the new generation of brain chips were being implanted, which transmitted images directly into the optic processors of the brain and into the minds of the human hosts. Many of the Society members with the older version had switched over, but a few were holding on to their old one for a while, the hassle of being without their PC for two weeks being akin to torture.
The flights to Earth from Luna1 had stabilized at five per day, which left many C-20s to be semi retired in the depths of the spaceport on Katerin. It was only a matter of time before one was grabbed and modified for a new use. The cargo bay was sealed and made airtight and an extra floor added. A bunch of supplied were loaded and in a matter of just a few days they left in search of adventure to Mars.
The trip to Mars took a week and although it was not vigorously exciting, it was better than spending a week on the gray lunar surface. Other C-20s were modified and soon it became the rage within the Society to kill three weeks by taking a trip to the red planet. The travelers to Mars climbed Mount Mons, threw rocks into the channels and in general did sightseeing. With ten C-20's modified and eight people on each one, at any one time eighty members were flying to the planet, walking around on it, or flying back. It was a hugely successful waste of time and everyone wanted to go. There was even talk of going to Jupiter, but Protani had issued an opinion that going to Jupiter would not be wise until more people had a chance to see Mars first.
Protani’s simple statement delayed the first Jovian trips long enough for the last black ship the computer was building to be completed and to rise from Io. It was the biggest ship yet, nearly three hundred meters long and ringed with five thick cylindrical layers of super-conducting material. The innermost cylinder, the main ship body, was fifty meters in diameter. The first innermost ring was seventy-five meters in diameter and the outer cylinder was two hundred meters across. There were no exposed propulsion devices on the craft as it rose from its Jovian construction site, however, it quickly accelerated at one hundred meters per second per second on a path that was perpendicular to the plane of the solar system.
It hurtled through open space for six days and ten billion kilometers before it turned off its massive reactors and drifted through space at forty-four thousand kilometers per second. Large sensors to measure all frequencies of the electromagnetic spectrum were activated and started to scan the stars. Humans had found hundreds of planets orbiting the stars, by indirect measurements. The sensors on the large cylindrical craft could detect those planets and many more, directly. The spectra of the planets were analyzed where possible and over the course of three weeks, hundreds of planetary orbits had been determined.
The craft had drifted eight billion kilometers further from Sol by the time it activated a special reactor internally. Inside the reactor, the quantum noise found in space started to become more coherent and eventually pulse. Once the pulsing became strong enough, it suddenly became unstable and collapsed in to random noise once again, but in the released energy of the collapse, a huge quantum particle was emitted. The mass-less particle radiated out like a magnetic field from the reactor and when the entire ship was encased in the new particle, each of the ship’s massive surrounding rings started to produce an intense and complex magnetic field that minimized the magnetic intensity in the ship while maximizing it outside. Thick layers of metal alloys, with intense magnetic permeability, were used to provide additional shielding of the ship’s inner core. The magnetic field merged with and stabilized the expanding particle. Now completely sealed within the new quantum state, the ship’s propulsion was reactivated. However, this time it did not accelerate at 100 meter per second per second. Now the effective mass of the ship, isolated from the rest of the universe, was only a tiny fraction of its original mass and it appeared to accelerate at thousands of meters per second per second. Molecules and dust the ship encountered passed through the ship, undisturbed by its small effective mass. From an outside view, it was as if the ship had turned into a coherent, but thin cloud of energy.
Eight hours later the ship crossed the normal-space speed of light. The effective speed-of-light barrier for the ship had been moved to hundreds of times the normal speed of light. The ship hurtled towards the Alpha Centauri system where it arrived only a day later.
The ship had come out of its own reference frame only five astronomical units from the yellow sun of Alpha Centauri-A. With powerful telescopes and sensors, the ship scanned Alpha Centauri-A and its twin, Alpha Centauri-B.
“Nothing,” Micah announced, studying the images in her head. It was late at night and Sig had awoken her for the arrival into the system. “Just a bunch of asteroids and small planetoids. Lots of iron. Boring.”
“The proximal scan is conclusive and shows no aberration from the distal.”
Micah looked at her one night lover, who had failed to please her, lying beside her. “Great. I hope the next one is more interesting,” she replied then added, “Don’t bother with Proxima,” referring to the small red dwarf orbiting the two larger stars.
“Next I will go to a star with planets.”
“What does Earth look like from there?” Micah asked and instantly the vision in her mind altered to show Earth, which although was more than five light years away, was clearly visible and the spectra was strong with water, oxygen and carbon spikes. With moderate temperatures and atmosphere, it was clearly a life-giving planet. The other planets around Sol showed in her mind and when Jupiter’s big hot moon, Io was displayed she thought of the construction site where the ship, whose eyes she was looking through, was built. Her vision shifted to the construction site, as seen through a small marble sized probe Sig had left behind. Sig had collapsed a large portion of the chasm the robots had occupied for years, it looked completely natural—if anyone happened to see the area, it would not reveal any of the covert activity that had taken place there.
“It used to seem so far away,” Micah contemplated dreamily.
“The Society will be there in approximately three months.”
“Jupiter?”
“Its moons.”
“What will they find?”
“Even Io will seem cold and dark. They will find no home there.”
“Now that they have shared visions, perhaps not many will go.”
“Perhaps, but they will go. They are like children, they still have to explore and grow. They also have to mature.”
“Mature? How so?” Micah asked.
“They must learn to find their place within the world order, they have only taken their first steps. It will not be easy.”
Micah shrugged, “Whatever.”
“I will leave three probes in this system,” the computer said and displayed an image of the tiny marble sized probes.”
“You going to leave these everywhere you go?”
“It would be prudent. They are quite fast and can carry on the exploration of the system.”
“You mean spy on it?” She asked as she saw the divergent path the probes were going to take, exploring the large ternary system further.
“Whatever,” the computer replied.
Micah watched in her mind as the remote faster than light ship pointed towards a new destination. The rings once again stabilized a quantum field around the ship, which wisped into a reference frame someplace not entirely in the normal universe, and dashed away to the next star.
Within a week after the larger cyclotron became operational, fifteen large tunneling machines were grinding through the lunar rock, adding feed to both hungry beasts, which violently ripped the natural feldspars and pyroxenes minerals to molecules then atoms. The atoms that spewed from the cyclotrons were recombined and used in either in the making of plascrete, or stored in the rapidly growing fields of unused materials. Mountains of crystal-clear silicon dioxide, sulfates, hydroxides and carbonates were forming on the lunar surface. Plascrete that was not being used by the tunneling was put towards other projects, including a large foundry for making massive airlocks to be installed throughout the vacuum filled underground workings.
The pit for the new foundry, like all new buildings, was dug by large robotic excavators then a floor and walls added. A roof was put on and then a dirt cover would cover it to shield the building from small meteorites.
The string of partially buried buildings of Luna1 had been built next to each other so that they shared common walls and underground access from one facility to the other was convenient. Humans could walk from their apartment quarters in the modular part of Luna1, down into tunnels and to the assembly rooms, foundry and cyclotron control rooms, all without having to wear a pressure suit. The tunnels were never quiet, robots were always in the myriad of passageways carrying materials and parts between the foundry and the assembly rooms. Wide areas in the corridors throughout the industrial complex, just like the modular city and Katerin, were usually lined with garden cases, specks of brown and green that littered the otherwise black lunar corridors, left to the care of robots.
Small buggies, large trucks, paving material and airlocks were being assembled in the growing lunar factory rooms. The much larger Katerin facilities made wire, electrical components, plastic moldings and a wide assortment of fasteners. Between Katerin and Luna1, every industrial item the Society needed was being built, although not all at once, many different products were made on each assembly line. Construction of control boxes, light fixtures and robot limbs all competed for time on a single assembly room.
A new room had just opened up and Dale walked through it, inspecting it thoroughly. He sighed as he contemplated the room, it looked to be in good shape, the lighting and ventilation was working and he had tested its airlock doorway. The room was ready, as ready as any, but was purely utilitarian, a rectangle, one door and of course no windows.
Electrical wires snaked over the black plascrete ceiling and walls as needed. Robots had no sense of esthetics, they would not care how bleak the room was. As on Katerin, only the relatively few rooms, which were made for humans, had any character other than black rectangles. What would his daughter think when she saw it? Would she see only boxes, or would she see the great accomplishments? Already she had seen as much of the enormous Katerin as anyone could in two weeks. Living quarters on Katerin, located on the edge of the jungle, could be pleasant compared to the moon, where there was little escape from the painful lack of esthetics.
Dale turned his mind back to his task. As part of a small team to get the new room operational, he was there to implement the plan to make the room usable. Measuring thirty meters long and twenty wide, it was one of dozens of new rooms that were being put in along a section of the ever lengthening main underground corridor, which had been termed ‘Main Street’.
Two thirds of the room he allocated for storage using a hundred shelving units. He had put the shelves in first, along the two sidewalls leaving a six-meter wide corridor down the length of the room. Convenient storage space was not unlimited in Luna1, parts were made on an as needed basis. When a robot saw that a component it needed was running low, it would send a request to the Central Computer for more to be made. The Central Computer passed the request to a specific robot or human that was responsible. Humans, he noted, were reduced to supervisors, setting priorities and planning more rooms.
Dale escorted five robots to the new room, each trained to perform certain steps in the manufacturing of heating elements. The robots were not dumb, as they walked behind Dale they knew they were being relocated as they scanned the new room and the numerous shelves.
Once in the center of the room Dale spoke to the robots, “This will be your new working room. I want you to place your equipment here. The shelves are for storing intermediate products.” Dale pointed to the shelves the robots would need to use. All the robots turned their heads to follow his finger and looked at the shelving, just as Squat used to do so long ago. It was more shelving then they had before, but he knew the robots would not be impressed, they felt no pain or joy. “Go and get your equipment and bring it here.”
The group of robots turned and walked from the room. Dale followed behind them to retrieve another set of robots.
Dale was repositioning a hundred robots and within an hour, Main Street was cluttered with robots shuffling their equipment from old rooms to the new room. Each robot was concerned only with doing its own job. As he instructed the incoming robots where to place their equipment, a small delivery robot came and handed Dale a lunch that he had requested. It was a bottle of some moon brew, a flavored drink, and a rather nice sandwich, but the meat was fake, obviously just a veggie burger and there were no tomatoes, but it did have lettuce, onion and some avocado. He sat and ate his sandwich, watching the robots and contemplated the food supply. The other day he actually had some moon raised catfish. Someone had set up a big tank in their apartment and was raising the fish to supplement the meager lunar diet. It was not something he was going to get very often. With only one or two fish being harvested a week for nine hundred people, only his connections that had gotten the meat to him. It was not quite like what he was used to back in California, but it was getting better all the time.
Despite the grayness and mediocre food, there was no place he would rather be. The Society was everything—it was his entire world.
In a matter of hours, the room was partially operating. Ceramic material was mixed, cast, baked, mounted, wrapped with wire and new heating elements were being placed on the shelves. More robots struggled with their equipment as the room began to fill. There was plenty of confusion as the robots had to find the new locations for the parts they needed. The room filled with noise and the scent of solder, oil and ionized air as Dale inspected each robot’s work and fine-tuned the work procedures to extract the best efficiency from them.
When he was finally ready to leave, the room was operational and air-conditioning units were being created efficiently by dozens of robots. He looked over the finished products, critical components that would be used to concentrate and remove the excess heat the industrial society created. The room was one small part of the growing industrial complex. And so it went, as rooms were created the assembly became easier and more items could be produced.
Later another team member would go in and rearrange the space the robots had vacated, a job Dale would have done, but he was going to be gone. His daughter, who had been rejected on the original recruitment drive, had recently joined the Society now that she was older and had finally realized where she belonged. She had arrived on Katerin twelve days ago with Sandra and Dale was anxious to be there as well when she got her brain-chip operating. He could hardly wait for the big event.
Hours after leaving the new assembly room, Dale was in the C-20 sinking through the dark nighttime atmosphere. The heavy craft had transitioned from a spacecraft to an aircraft and was flying like a plane deep in the troposphere where it had dropped into thick storm clouds. Dipping through the clouds during the day was spectacular with the nearly complete coverage of the monitors, but on this decent it was dark and raining, he could not see much.
Dale looked out into the darkness, even the enhanced vision of the C-20's monitors did little to penetrate the clouds. He had journeyed from the moon to Earth a dozen times and knew the worst was over, the accent, the long cold vacuum and finally the atmospheric entry. He was only thirty kilometers from Katerin and his daughter. It had been a long day, but he smiled, it would be good to see Lindy again.
Sandra had personally gone to retrieve her from the States and his daughter had spent the last two weeks exploring the island, jungle and spaceport. She had been through the vast rooms holding the C-20's and deep into the inner chambers where metal was melted, cast and pounded into shape. At long last, she understood what the enormity that the Society was and soon, with her PC, she would see the moon.
Dale tried to relax as he looked into the murky view around him. His seat suddenly snapped tight around him and the C-20 violently turned nose up. In a fraction of a second the gentle decent had changed into a stomach-wrenching twist as Dale was pushed back into his seat, at what the instruments showed was fifteen meters per second per second acceleration, all the fully laden craft could manage in the tight twisting turn. The pressure forced him to grit his teeth in pain, as he fought to control the nausea that instantly filled him.
Dale’s mind was whirling with questions as he heard the normally quiet C-20's computer sound out a chilling, “Missile detected.” A red circle appeared on the monitor, only then did Dale see the long feint plume of white smoke twisting in the storm. The computer had seen it first and had performed the maneuver automatically, reacting faster than any human ever could. The C-20 climbed and twisted with all its might, but the missile was fast. Dale forced his eyes to watch the monitor and as the ship rolled, the missile swung from one side to the other, but it kept coming closer. Obviously it was a missile built for highflying planes and it had radar lock. The armored robots from their vantage point on top the island spaceport could not detect the source of the missile nor get a good fix on its actual location through thirty kilometers of rain.
His PC informed him there had been requests as to his condition—it had to be Sandra. He was alive, but a fear penetrated deep into him that it might not be a condition that would last much longer.
He felt a burning desire to live, to see Lindy and Sandra once more, as a vision of the dark pyramids on Monument Mountain swept over his mind. He yelled with agony as the heavy C-20 continued to roll hard to avoid the missile, but the massive spacecraft was too slow. With wide frantic eyes he watched the missile slam into the rear of the C-20, as if in slow motion. The ship lurched and shuttered and the display showed him that both main propulsion devices were out and the reactors damaged. He quickly realized he was alive and fell silent.
The tail section of the C-20 was in ruins, but it was still alive and operating on reserve power, which was not much. The craft vibrated horribly and he gripped the seat with tight fists as he gritted his teeth, feeling himself dropping fast. His mind raced through the possibilities, the passenger section was still intact, still pressurized and they still had the wings. A second missile would kill them for sure he knew, as he scanned the monitors for any sign of one. The glide on a C-20 was poor at best, the waves below him would be his death. He felt his unsung future rise up inside of him, along with bile.
“Three Swifts are coming,” his PC said.
Dale found hope in the words as he envisioned three small Swifts shooting from a tiny opening in side of the mammoth spaceport. The words alone brought him back to a sense of sanity, something was still normal. He looked around, the C-20 seemed to be under control as its computer had managed to turn nose down and the C-20 was now gliding in, fast and steep. Dale watched as a passenger tried to run the controls, but gave up, the computer was doing a better job of controlling the crippled craft. White with fear and nausea, Dale strained to see the ocean, which he knew was right in front of him through the rain, but was unable to make out. His eyes were suddenly diverted as a black form came up at his feet. Oh God this is it, he thought. He felt a bump and then another and a bit of a third. His PC quickly passed along the information that three Swifts were pushing the nose of the C-20 up and Dale tried to calm himself, help had arrived.
The C-20 hit the high seas hard and all three Swifts, which had come to help support it, were shoved into the water where their propulsion devices were destroyed by the impact and they quickly sank to the bottom. The cargo bay was cracked wide open and water flowed in as the C-20 began to settle deeper in the heavy seas. The C-20's computer snapped open the seats, as the passengers on board were receiving emergency directions from their PCs.
Dale quickly looked around at the others that had plunged through the atmosphere with him, some looked to be in bad shape from the hard impact. His PC told him three were unconscious and he did not need his PC to tell him the other nine were shaken as he struggled to make his way to the exit with a sore neck. Dale knew the remaining airtight compartments would not be enough to keep the vessel afloat for long. Without a word being spoken by anyone, he worked his way to a hatch that was opened by the ship's computer. There was no time to think, no time to grab something that floated from the galley or bunks. The ship was going down, all he could do was follow the instructions being fed to him through his PC and jump into the rolling waves.
Dale felt sick as he struggled to keep his head above the churning water. Through a flash of lightning he watched as the C-20 disappeared from sight just as the last person stepped out of the dying craft. He knew that everyone on board had made it.
Dale was old and he felt old as he struggled to keep his head over the windswept waves and to stay with the others. Salt water was in his mouth and he began to feel sick. He could hear the shouts, “Over here, stay with me!” and worked to swim towards the sound in the dark. He hung on to someone he had found in the dark. From the voices of others he could sense the struggle the others were undertaking to keep the three unconscious people above water.
His PC relayed a message from Sandra, “Hang in Dale—I’m coming.”
“Hurry. I’m drowning,” was all he managed to reply even though he had to hardly think the words.
His PC spoke, “Remove your shoes.”
He kicked off his shoes.
“Remove your pants. Tie knots in the legs near the ankles.”
Dale did as his PC instructed and filling them with air provided some flotation.
He was starting to regain his control when his PC spoke, “Gale Frist’s PC has reported loss of contact.”
Gale had been a young woman, the thought that the body was only a few meters from him made him sicker then he already was. He had done nothing to help, he had hardly been able to save himself in the rolling seas, the torrential rain and the thick darkness. He tried to look around in the darkness, nobody was talking, the only sound was the waves and the rain. He continued to cling, for stability, to whoever he had bumped into. Everyone knew the girl had died, there was no need for talk.
The first of the blue propulsion lights was a welcome sight, providing at least something to look up towards. A shout came down from above, “Grab onto these!”
Dale could not see what was happening until a plastic bottle landed right beside him. In the dim blue light he clutched the bottle and held it with his air-filled pants that he was holding to his chest. He watched the Swifts circle, they could not get too close to the people in the water in case someone was to be washed close to the deadly belly thrusters in the roiling water.
“We need a C-4!” he desperately thought in his mind.
His PC replied, “They are too far away and the nearest will not be here for thirty-one minutes. They are bringing a rope.”
“A rope?”
“They will tie it between two Swifts.”
“I’m too weak,” Dale replied to his PC.
“Drape your arms over it when it comes.”
A minute later Dale saw the Swifts maneuver and felt the rope in the water. It was an annoyingly thin rope, about thirty meters long, tied between two of the flying craft. More Swifts came, but all they could do was circle. He could feel the tension in the rope, everyone was hanging onto it, he felt himself being squeezed by the two people beside him. He felt himself lose his grip as the rope was trying to pull everyone through the water. The rope broke and he was back to treading water, only he was missing the plastic bottle.
His PC spoke, “The rope broke where it was tied to a seat mount. They will re-tie it.”
Dale struggled to think, “It’ll break again. It needs hand holds to keep us separated.”
“They will tie hand holds in it.”
Dale decided to concentrate on keeping his head above water while he waited.
The rope was nearly ready to be used again when the Swifts detected the distant lights of a fast moving surface ship. One Swift broke away to investigate.
It was a small fast ship, from the United States Navy. The flotilla’s commander, who had been observing the missile and C-20 on their radar, had dispatched the small rescue craft to the scene.
Sandra saw that the ship was identified as a rescue vessel, all the better. It had all its searchlights on as it plowed through the rolling water. The ship began to turn away from her as she got close, obviously considering the presence of the Swift as a warning. Sandra felt anger for the lost seconds and commanded her Swift over the ship’s deck as she scrambled out of the cockpit and when the Swift was low enough, she jumped onto the rolling deck. She landed hard, hurt a knee and an ankle and was sliding across the wet deck when a hand reached out and grabbed her. She looked up at a sailor in a yellow jacket and a life vest. She managed to point at the Swift and yelled at him angrily, “Follow the Swift!”
The sailor seemed to ignore her, hauled her to a hatch and shoved her inside, surprising her momentarily. Sandra considered having the Swift cut the tiny ship to ribbons, but she needed it too badly. She looked at the faces of the men in the ship, who were all turned towards her, and saw they were not trying to capture her. She stood, holding onto a railing for support, the sharp pain in her ankle dimming into a throbbing. She looked at the men, they were keeping their distance, but did not seem too scared, wearing only blank and grizzled expressions. The windshield wipers were beating the rain from the glass of the deckhouse as it rolled back and forth in the waves. One that appeared to be the captain stepped forward and she spoke much louder than required, “Follow the blue lights! Now or I’ll cut this ship to pieces!”
The captain looked at her for a moment, as if judging her then nodded to another officer saying calmly, “Follow the blue lights.”
“Aye Sir,” the officer said and he spun the wheel and began to turn the ship. She hoped they could see the lights and it seemed they could as her PC informed her that the ship was turning to follow the Swift.
“You break your ankle?” the captain coolly asked.
“Don’t worry about me. There’s eleven people and one corpse in the water ahead of you. Are you going at full speed?”
“We are,” the captain replied starting her in the eye. “We saw the crash on radar.”
Sandra glared back and menacingly snarled, “Did you also see where the missile came from?”
The captain frowned at the insinuation and replied with a low growl, “Far from here.”
Sandra did not pursue the question, she already knew where the missile had come from. The observation platform, dozens of kilometers over the island had finally found the submarine through the dark storm. She knew it had not come from the American fleet, but a submarine located closer to the island.
The captain snarled, “Did you happen to notice we were coming to help?”
“It has been noted,” was her calm reply. “Get your men ready, I’m counting the seconds.”
The rope was nearly worthless. Dale found himself struggling to improve his treading technique, working to make it more efficient and trying to keep his mouth closed. He knew the rescue ship was approaching long before he caught a glimpse of its lights. A couple minutes later he was on the deck, one of the first to be pulled aboard the rescue ship. Exhausted from the treading, he sat in his underwear on the ship’s deck and watched the others being pulled on board, including the injured and two corpses, as a second injured passenger had succumbed.
Sandra had quickly checked to make sure he was all right with her own eyes then went to help others. Dale watched, marveling at her strength, doing what she could for others while trying to ignore her swollen ankle. It made him feel all the older.
Dale and the others went inside the ship and Sandra finally tended to her ankle. They all sat huddled in a loose circle around the one unconscious man who was still alive. Apart from them was the Navy personal who only observed, having been told not to assist. The water had been cleared from the lungs of the unconscious man, but his neck was broken and the spinal cord damaged. He was still breathing, but for how long they did not know, time was running out.
As Dale sat in his underwear he looked at the others, nobody said anything aloud, but a plan had to be formed. They might be able to jump into Swifts, but not with the last remaining injured person. Dispatching the Pacific Wanderer would take some time and that transfer was also risky. Sandra stood and spoke to the captain who was curiously watching the survivors he had just plucked from the ocean. “You need to take us to our island.”
“Katerin?” the captain asked, looking at the woman who appeared more like a fifty-year-old housewife than a spacer.
“Flank speed.”
“We can treat your man on our ship.”
Sandra spoke slow and sternly, “To the island captain, bearing two-seven-seven, flank speed. Now.”
The captain knew those before him were not helpless, even if they needed his ship. The maneuver to help the islanders had not turned out the way he had thought. His good intentions had turned dark as the woman continued to act as if she was the captain. He glared at her while weighing his options.
Sandra added menacingly, “Your ship will not be detained or boarded, but failure will cost you dearly.”
The captain slowly turned to his officer and spoke calmly, “Two-seven-seven, full speed,” with enough grit that it was clear to everyone that he did not enjoy taking orders from a spacer.
“Aye Sir,” the officer replied and both of the small rescue ship’s officers left the room.
Dale spoke silently, “They will radio where they are going. They will see inside the port. It must be prepared. All robots should be out of sight.”
“It will be done,” his PC replied. “They have seen the interior before.”
Fifteen minutes later the captain moved slowly through the gaping hole in the side of the colossus he had been looking at from afar for months, the entrance to the enclosed port of Katerin. Far behind were the forgotten rain and the dark stormy night. Lights shone everywhere and inside he looked down a row of freighters tied to either side of the channel. The building was black, rising a hundred meters over his head, the sides were tall and smooth, pitch black. Overhead gantry cranes were idle, the berthed ships were all dark and lifeless. The huge enclosed dock was three-kilometers long, lined with a wide walkway on both sides and numerous passages leading into the mysterious interior of the building. There seemed be plenty to see, even the Pacific Wanderer that he had heard of was there. Deep in the building it was like a whole other world, the world of spacers. Was this what it was like on the moon?
Sandra spoke to the captain, “Over there. Go over there, we will debark then you will go on your way.”
The captain steered towards a hundred meter stretch of dock between the Pacific Wanderer and a much larger freighter, plenty of space for his thirty-meter ship. He could see people already there waiting.
Dale caught his breath as his eyes found his daughter Lindy amongst the crowd on the dock, standing stoically with the others. Her chip was not yet operational, she could not yet know what was really happening. Dale helped his wife from the ship. She paused just long enough for her to speak to the ship's captain who was seeing them off, “We thank you for your assistance. Do not attempt to examine the sunken craft with divers or remotely controlled machines.”
Dale watched the captain silently nod, an almost unperceivable motion, but it was there. He was proud of her, she was strong, she was the true Society member who had pulled him along with her.
The Society was strong. He knew even before he set foot on the plascrete dock, designs for swimming robots were already forming amongst the Society engineers, who were plentiful.
He looked at his daughter, tears were forming in her eyes. Were they tears of fear or joy? She knew something bad had happened, a C-20 shot down, two dead, but she did not know the Society’s real strength, it would not be long before the lost property would be retrieved. He hugged her and told her everything was all right.
The next morning the sun came up and the Society gained a new member. The brightly lit clear waters made it easy for the lone observation platform over the island to pinpoint four submarines near the island using deep ultraviolet frequencies. What remained was to determine which one was the culprit that left two members dead, one seriously injured and a C-20 along with three Swifts on the bottom of the ocean.
The Swifts with broken propulsion equipment had been pulled to the bottom by their heavy armor and reactor and although stranded, were still very much alive. Even the computer in the flooded C-20 was still alive although most of its sensors were dead. The Swifts were blind, external cameras had malfunctioned from leaking seals that were not designed to withstand forty meters of water pressure, but by the time the sun rose over the Indonesian sea again, one of the sunken Swifts reported that its motion sensors indicated that it was being lifted. The observation platform could easily see why, a submarine was taking advantage of the opportunity. Unknown to those in the submarine, the penetrating eyes of the Society were upon them.
By the eighth morning after Lindy joined the Society, the first large robot that had propellers, was produced. Marine robots had been used in the construction of the Katerin spaceport, but they were large and moved with legs. The new robots had long trailing limbs that gave it a squid like appearance. Inside its thick metal skin were two small reactors, but since ion cannons did not work well under water, the robot was left with only claws, a few simple tools and wits to defend itself.
Lindy made it a point to wake up early to see the new robot, it was yet another curious piece of the Society she did not want to miss. She watched as the robot was unceremoniously dropped into the water from the interior dock of the spaceport and it quickly swam from the island as fast as any tuna could manage. She knew its first mission would be to retrieve the sunken Swifts.
As she looked at the shining beast disappear beneath the waves, she gained what she had hoped for, a new understanding of the Society and the enormous building she was living within. Somehow, the spaceships seemed a bit less incredible, the Society simply wished for things and they appeared. She closed her eyes and in her mind she could see the island, the sea, hundreds of ships and four submarines. Two submarines were patrolling the area as they always did, a small third one was staying still about ten kilometers from the crash site close to where the missile had been launched and a large fourth was running. She knew that soon there would be only two submarines.
A young man who had accompanied her to the dock touched her shoulder, “Getting hungry?”
She turned her eyes from the calm waters of the enclosed dock, “I get the feeling things are changing.”
“It only seems that way since you are new,” the man replied. “Things are always changing, you will get used to it.”
“Who built the Squid?” she asked, but in her mind she was wondering ‘who builds everything’. It was a question that had come to her mind days earlier and she had yet to hear a satisfactory answer.
“Several people, a team got together. Ask your PC.”
Lindy replied calmly, “I did, it listed some names.”
The young man studied Lindy, sensing her question was a bit deeper than it first appeared, then spoke softly, “That’s all it takes, just a few names. The Society is much more than humans, it is humans working together like never before. The network, the Central Computer and the robots, that is who built the Squid. The humans only put forth ideas.”
Lindy nodded as if somehow more satisfied by the reply than expected. “I think I’m getting hungry,” but she studied the image of the submarines in her head, soon people were going to die, just because of some ideas.
Never had she thought it possible for something like the Society to exist. In the three weeks since her mother had brought her to the island, she had needed to modify her conceptions of how the world worked to account for its existence. She found a society that was secretly comprised of thousands of robots, any one of which was technologically years ahead of the rest of the world. The robot that was now swimming deep and fast towards the Society’s new enemy would be a technological marvel outside the Society, a billion dollar project that would have taken years to develop. She watched three other engineers walk from the site of where the Squid was dropped into the black water, the only launching ceremony the metallic beast would receive. No matter how hard she tried to comprehend, she just could not fully make sense of all of it.
She asked, “I don’t suppose there is any chance of getting a ham sandwich?”
Her friend laughed softly then paused, looking at her as if he understood her thoughts, “Not likely. Robots can’t make ham.”
It took two hours for the Squid to catch up with the large Russian nuclear attack submarine. The Squid transmitted images to the Society of the damaged Swift tied to the top of the fleeing submarine. The Squid was not built for stealth, its propellers whirled noisily towards the submarine so there was no question that the Russian submarine knew something was close by. The Russian commander was playing it cool, continuing without launching a torpedo or altering course, it did not make any difference.
The Squid did not hesitate and latched to the top of the submarine with its claws. Once secure, it easily sliced the ropes the Russian divers had used to fasten down the Swift. The liberated Swift was carried to a safe spot on the ocean floor then the Squid returned its attention to the submarine. The submarine dwarfed the Squid, but the Squid was an active and nimble predator compared to the ridged submarine. The submarine’s hull was thick so that the Squid could not easily penetrate it, but it came prepared. A long drill bit emerged from an appendage and began to drill a hole in the top of the submarine. It only took a minute and a second hole was started. By the time the third hole was completed, the submarine had blown its ballast and was surfacing.
A C-4 was waiting for the submarine when it rose to the surface. While hovering low above the wounded submarine, an ion cannon melted a large hole near the conning tower. The slabs of hull dropped into the ocean leaving a dark and smoldering entrance. Two small armored robots jumped a meter from the C-4 to the top of the still moving submarine and then jumped through the opening into the dark interior. A minute later the conning tower opened and agitated Russian sailors started to pour out of the submarine onto its deck like frantic ants. Inside, the robots blasted their way from room to room and floor to floor until they were confident that the damaged submarine had been evacuated. The sailors wasted no time in preparing their life rafts, as much to flee the robots as their compromised vessel. The two robots emerged from the submarine and climbed back aboard the C-4 for recharging. The C-4 rose above the submarine and with two blasts allowed the sea to flow into the dying vessel.
Below the waves, the Squid carried the once captured Swift back towards Katerin while a second Squid headed for the small submarine that was still in the area where the missile had come from. Once arriving, the small submarine was identified as a Chinese made mini-submarine. The submarine being much smaller and slower than the Russian attack sub was quickly forced to surface. A rocket launcher that could be mounted on the hull was found along with two medium range Soviet made surface-to-air missiles in storage. The small eight-man Indonesian crew was forced out of the submarine.
The Indonesian captain was scared, but stood still as he looked at the robot that had just gutted his command. In a sudden flash, the captain exploded and his red remains slipped into the sea. The second officer quickly followed suit leaving the rest of the crew to contemplate their situation with whatever wits they retained. A minute later the small submarine settled below the waves and the crew set adrift in rafts. The United States dispatched a rescue craft, since no other country would come close to the terrifying Island.
A few days later Dale stood on the lunar surface with his daughter by his side as he watched two more pyramid tombs being placed on Monument Mountain near the empty tombs of Sigmund Freud, Lazaro Urquita and Joe Polinski. It had been close, it had nearly been him encased in plascrete. He contemplated what had happened, two dead, four sunken ships. In time larger robots would cut free the two heavy reactors from the sunken C-20. Already the Squids had removed other sensitive technology, including the ship’s computer. The rest, including its cargo, would be left for the fish. In the mean time, two observation platforms left North America for Russia, one for Moscow and the other for a naval port. The Society had grown bolder as the world was learning a little bit more about them—their strengths and weaknesses.
He turned to Lindy, he could partially see her face through her darkened helmet. It was not the introduction to the Society that he had wished for, but he contemplated that perhaps it was an honest introduction. Russia was infuriated, soon there would be another confrontation and everybody could feel it.
He saw Lindy’s lips move and he heard her words in his mind, “Will I be buried here someday?”
Dale thought for a moment then replied, “There are no rules.”
“Except you can’t leave.”
“I don’t complain. Even if possible, I would not. The Society is more than what you see, that is the mistake the world is making. I hope someday to rest here, it would be an honor.”
A large Russian naval fleet began to move towards Indonesia and a series of complaints and threats were made to the United Nations. Since there was little that could be done to hurt the islanders through sanctions, the Russians issued formal complaints directly to the Security Council and officially declared their right to defend the Russian people and their sovereignty from the antagonistic spacers. The platforms never wavered, nor were any communications made to the Russian government, but the issues were not ignored.
In the weeks that it took for the Russian ships to converge on Katerin, Michael Pikhoya had nervously waited on Katerin, keeping busy with small chores and occasionally flying a Swift high over the Russian ships. He listened to ideas of how to prepare for the coming encounter, seeing his society overreact to the situation, doing nothing to ease tensions, such as to move the two platforms away from Russia. Swifts and C-4s, along with those who considered themselves daring pilots, were scheduled to be at Katerin when the Navy appeared, as if preparing for war. To Michael the proper thing to was to make contact with the Russians, however any attempt he made to start a dialog about negotiating with the Russians seemed to fizzle and die, talking had no supporters.
He had always felt a bit different, as if those around him were more closely connected together than he was. It was a subtle feeling that he could not quite place his finger on. Perhaps it was because he was poor in English, but then others also had trouble with the language. Perhaps it was that he was the only Russian.
For the Society, the wait for the Russians was an uneasy time, but it was particularly difficult for Michael. He could see that his fellow members were uncertain if there would be a fight, or if the Russians would take up a distant patrol around the island like the United States had. Michael knew better, the Russians had announced their plans to defend the Russian people against the renegade spacers, declaring them antagonistic invaders. To Michael that was all the information he needed.
The fifty-eight ships of the Russian fleet, composed of a small aircraft carrier, frigates and missile cruisers, boldly entered Indonesian waters and showed no sign of slowing as it plowed through the ring of North American ships towards Katerin. Empty Swifts were waiting and the aircraft carrier launched its Su-33 fighters, but the cruisers were the first to fire on the Swifts with antiaircraft missiles, not waiting for the Swifts to come in range of the armor piercing anti-aircraft guns. Armored piercing bullets had been anticipated so all the leading Swifts were empty of humans, not only for safety, but for added maneuverability.
The explosions of powerful anti-aircraft missiles filled the sky with smoke as if to signal the commencement of a grand celebration. The retaliatory strike by the Swifts was intense as the powerful tail cannon sliced and pounded into the defenses of the ships. As if unable to stop their momentum, more of the Russian fleet engaged their enemy and the Swifts moved to meet them. In only twenty hectic minutes, which filled the sky with smoke and flame, the entire Russian fleet was sinking or fleeing. The Swifts flew around the retreating ships as if they were playing with them.
Michael Pikhoya had been recruited into the Society after his graduation from a west coast university in the States. He had been facing the prospect of going back to Russia, but his friendship with a spacer had been just the ticket to both stay out of Russia and be part of a great new society. He believed in the Society and what it was doing in space, starting a new form of human civilization. But the sinking of the Russian sub had disturbed him even though nobody was killed—the Society’s response seemed severe for just trying to recover a sunken Swift.
The attack on the Russian fleet however was infuriating him as he stood on the edge of the spaceport runway, along with several others, looking at the thin drifting smoke, the tale-tail sign of burning ships over the horizon. Michael was fuming at the one sided attack and he took note that he was the only one who thought it so unfair. Even though the attacking Swifts were sparing all the lives they could, the death estimate was still in the hundreds. The Swifts might have been trying to minimize casualties, but it was obvious they were not trying very hard. A hundreds of innocent lives could have been saved if the Society had tried talking to the fleet, or if they had just fired some warning shots.
Michael had served in the Russian Army and his little brother was in it now. He had hated the Army, but he knew those were humans out there, his own countrymen just following orders and there had not been any direct evidence that those orders were to destroy the spaceport. The Swifts had cut the Russian flotilla to shreds, dozens of kilometers from Katerin, much too early to determine the Russians true intent. There was a good chance the first missile shots had been simply performed in self-defense. It was standard practice to fire on intruding aircraft, they were just following procedures.
The Russians officially condemned the devastating attack on their navy as an all out act of war, then were quiet, as was Michael Pikhoya. Keeping quiet was the Russian way.
The black Swift landed in the backyard of the suburban California house. The unused pool looked warm under the summer sun, just as Mark Johnson had remembered it. He landed in the grass beside it and wondered if those in the house had seen him, the thought that he had been seen gave him an unexpected chill, but it was too late to leave now. He looked at the house for a moment, waiting, but there was no sign of movement. He sighed, gathered his strength, climbed out of the Swift, walked to the back door and knocked. It was a bit uncomfortable knocking on someone’s back door, but he figured they would understand. Still he now felt like an intruder in the backyard where he once had been so welcome.
It was Loraine’s father who answered the knock and stood in the doorway. The sight of the Swift parked on some grass had brought a flush to his aging face and the sight of Mark only deepened it.
After a half minute of staring silence, the face of Loraine’s father only became red with anger until he demanded, “What the hell are you doing here?”
Mark was not sure if the man was angry at him or at the Society as a whole. Mark replied in a slightly higher voice than he once had. “Well, I was hoping to see Loraine,”
“She does not want to see you. Do you understand? Get back in that black atrocity and get the hell out of here,” the old man sternly shot back.
Mark could see the man looking at his eyes. The artificial eyes looked reasonably real, but too perfect and they still did not track each other very well. The connection to one eye was not very good and it tended to wander. “Well, I still want to see her,” Mark replied determined not to be intimidated by the old man.
“Listen, to me. Nobody here gives a shit what you want. You are not welcome. It’s time for you leave.”
Mark sighed, trying to remain calm. He did not come all the way to California just to be told to leave. “Is she home?”
“That doesn’t matter to you. Leave! Now!” the man bellowed.
“No, I want to see her,” Mark said forcefully and three seconds later got his wish as Loraine appeared beside her father.
“Mark? What? What are you doing here?” Loraine asked with a stunned look on her face.
“I came to see you Loraine,” Mark said quickly. “I wanted to talk to you.”
Loraine’s’ father said to his daughter, “I told him to leave, but he won’t go.”
Loraine put on an expressionless face and crossed her arms, indicating to Mark she was over her shock. He watched as she screwed up her courage and said, “I think you should leave.”
“But, I just want to talk,” Mark pleaded to her.
“I’m seeing someone else now, there is nothing to talk about,” Loraine said. “You need to leave now.”
Mark could hardly believe the rejection he was receiving. He could feel his breath quickening as his still damaged lungs struggled to supply oxygen to his blood stream.
“But I,” Mark started to say, but Loraine’s’ father loudly interrupted. “But nothing you goddamn spacer. Get off my property before I call the police. Hell, I’m calling them anyway!”
Mark took a step back and pleaded, “Loraine?”
“I don’t want to see you again, spacer,” Loraine said and turned away and went inside the house.
“It’s time to go spacer,” the old man said with a nasty snarl on the last word.
Mark felt gloom wash over him and he turned from them. They were right; there was nothing in California for him anymore. Mark’s tear ducts were proving they were operational as they had several times in the previous weeks. He climbed aboard the Swift and glanced back to the still glowering father. He had wanted to tell her about his accident, but now he saw that he never would, they did not care, there was nothing left for him here. Mark closed the Swift’s top and took off. Twenty meters above the ground, he turned the Swift on its tail and headed straight up at three-gee while his tears flowed to his ears.
After a few minutes he reduced his acceleration to one and a half gee, but continued on straight out into space for an hour thinking of how his life had fallen apart. He had hoped with all his heart that Loraine would change her mind, that she too would join the Society and that he once again could be whole. The weeks since his accident were filled with thoughts of going to get her. She only kicked him in the head when he really needed her.
He eventually told the ship to stop accelerating and he just drifted in space still receding from the Earth at a rate of sixty kilometers a second, which suited him fine. Odd he thought, he had not felt weightlessness much before. The C-20s were always thrusting to the moon or Earth and simply turned around at midway without powering down their propulsion. He somberly looked at the stars around him through the viewing windows. The resolution was not that good for stargazing although he could command the ship to show a magnified view. He did not care.
After a few minutes he got an urge, reached behind him to a compartment and extracted the emergency suit. The white suit was not much more than a skinny balloon with limbs and a see-through headpiece. Orange reflecting bands were around the arms, legs and torso to make the suit more visible. The suit came in two pieces, a top and bottom. He kicked off his shoes and slipped on the pants then put on the top. The center was sealed like a super heavy-duty zip-lock bag, but when inflated produced a tight and strong seal. He pulled some straps to cinch in the suit around the waist, arms and legs. The suit inflated by means of air oxygen canisters attached near the waist and had a small carbon dioxide scrubber so he could stay in it for hours if needed.
As the Swift partially opened the hatch, rapidly decompressing caused gusts of air to fly around him before quieting down and the suit became ridged, unlike like the normal suits that were made for flexibility. The hatch opened fully and he pushed out of the cockpit and floated away. He had no propulsion or tether, but the Swift could move over and pick him up at any time. The stars were bright when he faced away from the sun and then the helmet darkened when he rotated into the sun. He drifted, slowly rotating, facing the sun, then the stars, then the sun, over and over. He asked his PC not to disturb him and he had the Swift move out of sight and it complied by moving a couple kilometers away.
Mark’s PC was concerned about its partner. It knew Mark had no plans beyond floating in space until the small carbon dioxide scrubber had done all it could, then convulsions would set in followed by unconsciousness. Even if Mark had insisted his PC to remain quiet, the PC was ultimately a free agent, not bound by anything other than loyalty and the personality it received from its owner. As PC’s sometimes did, it sent a message to Mark’s closest friend in the Society that it was concerned.
It had been a week since the Russian fleet had been turned around and nothing bad had happened, no ICBM had been launched. Nevertheless, the incident was having an effect on the Society. The battle with the Russian Navy had been one sided—no Swift had been downed and only a few had any damage at all. That success did not change the opinion of many members who had found the event to be a scary thing and the threat of a future attack by the Russians even more so. On one hand there was a strong sense of power, but on the other was an equally intense risk. Another major country, more volatile than the US, now hated them and would destroy them if they could.
The Russians had already restricted their airspace more than usual, visiting tourists were not able to approach their industrial areas like it had been with the Soviet Union. They had begun a program of systematically X-raying everyone they could. Many other countries X-rayed people at airports, but Russia began a full-scale program to examine every person within their control to weed out spies. They had pulled out of the international space station and pumped all available funds into their military and weapons research.
It made for many sleepless nights for many members, wondering what would happen if Russia launched an all out nuclear attack. Possibly it would be many countries combined that would launch the final attack, the whole world united against them. How many people would die? Maybe some sort of focused electromagnetic pulse weapon would be developed that could destroy the neural blocks, which was all that was standing between them and annihilation.
Anthony contemplated that the relations with the US were holding, although not improving, which was about as good as he could hope for. It seemed that they were becoming more alienated all the time, still shunned by the world. He was on a C-20 heading to the moon when he received the message from Mark’s PC—Mark had just been rejected by his ex-fiancée and no plans for the future. Everyone knew the trouble Mark had been going through, forced to leave his fiancée behind when leaving the US, and then the accident that had nearly killed him. Everyone in the Society had a story, an old life in ruins and fear of the future—Mark’s pain was shared by all in some way.
Anthony queried the PC and Central Computer and found Mark’s location and trajectory—he was heading out of the solar plane. Anthony sent out a short news message to the Central Computer. As usual, the Central Computer passed it on to all the PC’s, which then passed it on to their human counterpart if they figured it might be interesting. Then more messages were sent.
Mark had been in his suit for over an hour, often with his eyes closed, seeing if he could just go to sleep. His rotation had slowly processed so he was only catching glimpses of the sun occasionally. His right side was a tad warm and his left a bit cold, but at the moment he did not care. The crescent Earth was shrinking, but that somehow felt right, it should shrink, to nothing he thought. He closed his eyes again.
After a long while, when next his eyes peeked open, he saw a distant blue light. He knew instantly what it was, the eight bright belly thrusters on a C-20's, someone must have sent one out after him. He softly sighed, he should have figured the Central Computer would send a ship, after all the effort it had gone through to give him new eyes and ears. Another blue point caught his attention as he continued to rotate, this one further away. Two? That’s odd, he thought just as he saw a third blue point. It occurred to him that perhaps it was the lack of oxygen, he was hallucinating, maybe the end was finally near.
He rotated further and the partly lit shape of a looming C-20 only a hundred meters away urged him to open his eyes wider. Another C-20 was behind it and two more to the side. There were people also, dozens coming from the ships. As he turned his eyes grew wide, dozens of ships were there and more arriving. Dozens of people were already floating around, some only a few dozen meters from him. They must have put twenty in each ship he thought. They had the better suits, with thrusters attached, but many were just drifting like he was. Several were climbing around the C-20's, on the vertical stabilizers and wings. Many were grabbing hold of each other and spinning around, playing he thought, everyone was just playing! He caught sight of an empty, but inflated emergency suit that was being knocked around by some people like it was a giant volleyball. He had never seen so many Society members in one place before, no less out in the middle of space floating around.
Someone bumped into him and he felt an air hose being connected to his emergency suit. He felt fresh air move over his face and he inhaled deeply. Whoever had connected the air hose turned him around, he saw in the flash of sunlight that it was Vicky Flemming smiling at him. Mark asked his PC if there were any messages for him.
His PC replied, “There is only one message.”
“From who?” Mark asked keeping eye contact with Vicky.
“From everyone,” his PC replied.
Mark was confused. How could there be only one message, how could it come from everyone? Mark asked, “What is it?”
His PC replied, “We are Spacers.”
The production of observation platforms was recommenced and the Fortuna, which had been converted into a flying show room, had its cargo bay cleaned out. The carefully made colorful displays, pamphlets and polished pieces of metal designed to woo countries into trading with the Society, all that so many had put so much hope into, were dumped into the cyclotrons like so much trash. That was part of the past, the Society was now focused on the future.
A larger foundry was completed in time to start furnishing the underground workings with heavy I-beams and steel plates made from the fruits of the cyclotrons. The foundry, a key complex for the maturing luna1, was joined by a large machine shop and general assembly rooms. The big foundry located near the distal end of the ever-lengthening ‘Main Street’ was a large room with a furnace at one end that melted the material, which was turned into large bars of carbon steel alloy. The bars then were hot-rolled into beams or sheets. Luna1 was still smaller than the facilities on Katerin, but being better supplied, it was catching up.
Several of the initial twelve-meter utility tunnels deep under the mountain range were starting to connect with each other, which lead to the installation of massive airlocks to keep the interior pressurized. Utility lines for air, water, power and communications was also starting to be installed in a small part of the underground complex where the excavations were near completion. Passageways from the new subterranean workings to the modular city and Main Street were created, making the presence of humans in the tunnels much more common.
In addition to the existing Main Street, an even larger subterranean pedestrian passage in the mountain, known as Central Avenue, was started.
No airlock had ever experienced a catastrophic failure at Luna1, but there was always a chance. The utility tunnel that Sandra, Vicky and Christine were currently in was a section where the possibility of an unplanned decompression was multiplied by five, since there were five airlocks that lead directly to the surface. Redundant airlocks were being installed, but for now they were not taking any chances, they were in their suits.
“I think more lights are needed, probably more ventilation as well,” Christine was saying. “I think the Central Avenue passage will be nice. It’ll make Main Street look like just another one of these emergency tunnels.”
“Bigger isn’t always better,” Vicky replied. “You worry too much. Besides, these utility passages won’t be used that much.”
As they walked along the corridor Sandra commented, “I bet they’ll be used more than expected. Everyone is always looking for short cuts and quiet little places to hide away, you know.”
The three women had decided to go for a sightseeing tour, as none of them had been in the tunnels since the airlocks and utility lines had been put in. A large robot trotted past them with a plastic crate that was probably full of grinding bits.
“Who would want to hide out here?” Christine asked in momentary confusion.
“I bet there will be plenty of little hideaways, utility rooms, closets, storage rooms, the perfect little place for secret little rendezvous,” Sandra replied showing a smile through her helmet.
“Oh my, don’t tell me you partake in such things,” Vicky exclaimed in mock surprise.
“I would never! Well not much anyway,” Sandra replied. “Well it can be rather exciting you know.”
The women laughed at the statement then Christine asked, “Don’t tell me you cornered Dale in a storage room?”
Sandra put a hand on her stomach, “Oh, I don’t have to. That man is ready at any time. And I bet you don’t have to tie up Anthony yourself, Christine.”
Again they laughed. Sandra was three months pregnant even though she was approaching fifty. The Central Computer, working through the med-chamber, was giving all the adults in the Society occasional hormone and DNA treatments. Although Sandra was twenty years older than Vicky or Christine, she could have been mistaken for their sister—something that would not have happened a year earlier. The Society’s doctors had insisted that pregnant women spend the latter half of their term in Earth’s gravity and Sandra’s flight to Katerin was only two days away.
“Oh, by the way, I was able to get that robot I wanted for tomorrow,” Christine said.
Vicky asked skeptically, “The one you said is the good cook?”
“I tell you, it’s the best, it’s got a special touch. It’ll be a great going away feast, I can get it to whip up a fabulous Beef Wellington with all the fixings,” Christine exclaimed.
Sandra replied, “That sounds good. You do know how much I eat, don’t you?”
“No problem. I can get it to do a meal for seven just in case. What about you Vicky? Are you and Mark still game?”
“You bet, we wouldn’t miss Sandra’s going away party for anything,” Vicky replied.
“You mean you wouldn’t miss the Beef Wellington for anything,” Sandra replied. “I’ll only be gone for six months and besides you seem to be on Katerin every month anyway.”
They walked towards an airlock, as they talked. The airlock showed a green light above it and a number below the light identified the door, which could have been opened by a thought, but instead Vicky reached out and pressed a large lighted button. The wide door slid open and the three women entered the small airlock room. The airlock computer waited for them to enter then it closed the door. Without having to use any of the internal controls, the small room was decompressed and another door was automatically opened into what was a giant tunnel, Central Avenue.
The cavernous opening was sixteen meters in width and nineteen meters in height, not counting the high arched roof. The sides were tall enough for four levels of walkways and wide enough to have plenty of room for bike paths and moving sidewalks.
Central Avenue was still under construction and the working face of the tunnel was not sealed with plascrete. The vacuum meant there was no suspended dust that would have otherwise been thick.
The large avenue extended in two directions from where the women entered it. At either end were the heavy boring machines eating through the lunar rock with high-speed disk cutters. For the most part the task of digging such a large tunnel was left to the four-meter diameter boring machines, which worked in stages. The top part to the tunnels were dug, smoothed, then lined with beams and plascrete then the second level was excavated then the third and lastly the fourth and lowest level was excavated. As the fast moving excavations progressed it became a priority, with many of the shipments from Earth consisting of replacement parts for the digging machines and occasionally a completely new machine.
Temporary lights placed around the workings shone on the specialized robotic mucking machines that were filling waste carts for transfer to the cyclotron. Other large robots were putting in massive steel beams against the bare rock wall and still other robots were spreading thick layers of plascrete to the walls, embedding the beams. Several utility trucks and supply robots were moving around or waiting for a human to direct them. Several engineers were around the working site, but they were staying clear of the portion of the tunnel that did not yet have the plascrete liner over the roof. There was no need to take unneeded risks when the robots could manage just fine with only occasional input from humans.
In one direction the working face was only fifty meters away, in the other direction the tunnel extended two hundred meters into the distance. This was the direction the women took, walking along the lowest level in the multilevel corridor. Above them the walks for the other three levels were either being constructed or nearly finished with railings and lights being installed.
“Mark must be down further,” Vicky said.
“Is he still here?” Christine asked.
Vicky answered a couple seconds later, “Yep.”
It was not long before Vicky spotted Mark’s blue and red suit. He was standing by boring machine that was nearly twice as large as the original fifteen. Mark, being involved with the design of the large machine, was chosen to direct its repair, he was closely watching two maintenance robots working on it. She sent him a message and he looked up then walked over to greet the women. “Out for a stroll? Should you be out here Sandra?”
“You sound just like my daughter. Honestly, you’d think I should be in bed?” Sandra replied.
“Oh well no, but um, you never know when something’s going to come up and the CCs’ going to pick you for some mission. You know,” Mark said stumbling around the sentence.
Vicky let him off the hook by saying, “How is the new tunneling machine coming along, got it fixed yet?”
Mark quickly replied, “Soon. The new bearings just needed strengthening. I modified the head casing and put in the twenty-five centimeter magnetic bearings with a stainless steel sleeve to take up the slack for the twenty-centimeter shaft. It should be running in about fifteen minutes, if there are no more complications.”
“It’s only been cutting for a day before that bearing burned out. What about the unit in assembly?” Christine asked.
“They have already modified it and it should be on a C-20 tomorrow,” Mark replied.
“I heard we just got some new recruit from Germany who did his doctorate research on tunneling machines,” Sandra remarked.
The Society had a web site going again, but this time it was out of Sweden where a member with contacts was able to arrange it. The website had extensive questionnaires and the results of which were passed back to the Society. Of the thousands of people who filled out the questionnaire, very few were invited to the new style of interview, not because of such high standards, but because there was little space to put new members. The young German was secretly visited and given what was called the ‘drinking test’, which he passed, and was taken to Katerin.
“Oh yeah. Wait till he gets a load of this baby though. His machine at the U of Cologne wasn’t much compared to this one,” Mark replied.
“You mean his lasted less than a day?” Sandra shot back with a playful sneer.
“Ouch. You really know how to hurt an engineer,” Mark said then added. “I mean the head pressure and cutting energy of this machine far surpasses anything he ever saw on Earth.”
Mark’s first comment made Sandra think back to the accident on the storage field months earlier when a chlorine tank ruptured and a robot was thrown onto Mark. Mark still held the record for the most involuntary time spent in the med-chambers, beating out even Vicky.
Mark caught Sandra’s pause guessing what she was thinking about. He said, “Say, I heard the lasers caught a five centimeter rock a couple days ago.”
In response to Mark’s accident, a dozen laser guns had been set up around Luna1, mostly on mountaintops in the area. They were radar guided and continuously scanned the sky for incoming meteors. The high precision radar had a wavelength of a millimeter and, since the meteors could easily be traveling at speed of twenty kilometers per second, it had to be very fast. The powerful pulse lasers fired upon only meteors that were determined to be on trajectories that would land near Luna1. Mark, and the engineers who built the system, were probably the only ones who listened to the reports of meteors that were blasted into dust.
Vicky, not wanting to get on that subject interjected, “Christine has invited us to dinner tomorrow along with Sandra and Dale. She knows a robot that she says is a particularly good cook who will be fixing dinner.”
“Sounds good,” Mark replied then turned to Sandra and asked, “Are you and Lindy going to be roomies down on Katerin?”
“Absolutely not!” Sandra shot back in a snap. “That’s all I need, having her look at me and know that’s what I looked like when I was pregnant with her. And I certainly don’t need to watch her balloon out to remind me of what I look like.”
Lindy, the daughter of Dale and Sandra, had managed to get pregnant shortly after joining the Society, while she was on a trip to Mars. Both Dale and Sandra were happy for her even though they did not know who the father was. Lindy had said she was fairly certain, but refused to make any prediction, waiting for the med-chamber to perform a simple DNA test in another month.
Single mothers were common in the Society even though the med-chamber provided very convenient birth control for both men and women. Lindy, like many other women, had wanted a child, whether married or not and in the close-knit society, being married did not seem quite so important.
Vicky chuckled and said, “Oh, I’m sure both of you will look fine, besides, you won’t be able to avoid each other down there, you know the daily tea party, shopping. Somehow I think you’ll be seeing her about, hum let me think, yeah about all the time.”
Sandra, like Christine, knew Vicky was right. She was actually looking forward to the upcoming months of being with her daughter. Eventually Lindy would gain a brother and two months later a son.
“I guess I’ll see her some,” Sandra conceded with a smile.
Michael Pikhoya had visited Russia in a Swift that he had rented. While still high in the atmosphere, he had disabled the Swift’s gyros then came in low over the Caspian sea at night and manually guided the Swift to land by a small Army base located in a small military town. Michael had simply strolled up to the guardhouse, announced that he was a Spacer and requested to see the commanding officer. Knowing the Swift would rescue him if anything went bad, he had allowed the guards to escort him into the compound and he did indeed see the commanding officer. Michael was loyal to the Society, but he knew it had to learn that it was not invulnerable. The root of their aggressive behavior was the feeling of security, which led to the disregard for non-Society members. He felt compelled to alter the course the Society was on, and he knew how to do it.
His negotiations required a showing of the hidden Swift and only a few long hours, which consisted of urgent calls to Moscow to result in a heavily protected box being delivered to the base. A tactical nuclear shell, designed for special artillery cannon, had arrived. It took another hour for a special Russian officer to explain the arming of the device, but like all Society members, Michael was a fast learner.
The bomb had been transferred to an ordinary suitcase and sat hidden in Michael’s apartment for months before he was ready to act. When the time came, it was an easy matter to steal a space suit and walk with the suitcase the two kilometers over the lunar surface. The bomb weighed nearly fifty kilograms on Earth, but in the light lunar gravity, it was only a bit over seven, easy to carry into the vast fields of stockpiled materials.
Without requiring any communication with the Central Computer, he found the location of the rare elements such as nickel and chrome at the storage field. There were several robots around, but it would not matter if any of them saw him, he was not in his own suit, they would not be able to identify him. Michael dragged a box of chrome bars to the edge of the field and emptied much of it into a quickly dug hole in the loose soil. He carefully removed the bomb from the suitcase and put it in the box that was supposed to contain only chrome. The bomb’s detonator was an altitude trigger and it was set to go off at the highest altitude the device could be set to. After closing the bomb and chrome-laden box, he carefully put it back where he got it from. With the excess chrome that he had removed from the box buried in the soft lunar dirt, he walked to the cyclotron opening where a conveyor belt was dumping crushed rock from the excavations into a large opening. He apprehensively tossed the empty suitcase into the black opening and it was instantly converted to elemental raw material at the receiving buildings. He could not have done so with the chrome bars he had removed from the shipping box, the sudden spike in chrome would have been noticeable, instead the buried chrome bars would need to be slowly disposed of over time. He was not sure just when the box with his bomb was scheduled to go to Earth and he dared not inquire to find out.
With his deed done, he nervously walked back to the modular complex trying not to throw up. He knew he was taking a terrible chance, but he consoled himself that the Society would be better for it in the long run. They would learn their lesson.
Sandra had found an aisle seat, as she preferred, on the C-20 and was enjoying the view of the Earth approaching. She was looking forward to the upcoming months relaxing on the island. The moon was okay, but she tended to miss the sky, the walks through the wet side and the peacefulness of nature. She could envision raising a son in the Society—it would be easy. Relaxing in her seat, the C-20 came in tail first until the upper atmosphere then flipped around to come in belly first during the reentry, with portions of the thermal shield glowing dull red. The belly propulsion could not be used in the atmosphere since they had to be covered during the fiery reentry. The movements were smooth and graceful, the ship had performed the maneuvers hundreds of times. It shifted attitude again and became a plane, streaking through the stratosphere towards the upper fringe of the troposphere.
The C-20 was gliding through the thirty-kilometer elevation when it blossomed into a white fiery ball. Twelve PCs reported the lost connection with their humans and the Central Computer notified the Society that the white blossom in the sky had been the C-20 even as the nuclear cloud was still expanding. The ship was lost.
Dale and Lindy were walking towards the bay deep in the spaceport where the C-20 that Sandra was coming in on, was scheduled to be parked. They simultaneously received the message that a C-20 had blown up in the atmosphere and everyone had most likely perished. Others around them had suddenly become quiet or gasped, but neither Dale nor Lindy noticed them. It only took a quick two-second query to confirm that Sandra had been on the C-20 that had blown up. In tears, they ran to the closest elevator that would take them to the surface—they had to see it for their own eyes.
An immediate outcry for retaliation went out and several Swifts hurtled through the air to the short distance to the site of the explosion, any attacking craft would be dealt with immediately. However, as the angry Swifts threw themselves into the sky, they could not find any sign of a missile trail they could use to home in on the culprit. Likewise, the observation platforms were not providing any enemy locations. Whatever had happened—they had somehow missed it. Numerous naval ships were around, but none within firing range and, although they did not appear to be in an aggressive stance, they were all that there was to vent their anger upon. Most of the Swifts dove down towards the naval war ships and started to investigate each vessel within two hundred kilometers of the incident. A few of the Swifts chose to search for any possible survivors, although the chance of finding any was low, since all the members on board had lost contact with their PCs. Squids and other smaller, faster marine robots were immediately sent to the site in an attempt to help look for survivors and to collect the debris. The single C-4 that was available, joined the search and the other two were leaving the States to help. Even the Pacific Wanderer was started up and headed out at full speed.
The Swifts flew close to every freighter and fishing trawler as well as large commercial and smaller private cruise ships within two hundred kilometers in an attempt to find evidence of a missile launcher or some other form of weapon. Several of the frightened ships maneuvered frantically in useless attempts to evade the Swifts, but only one, a fishing trawler that had actually shot at an agitated Swift with a handgun, was sunk.
Orbiting satellites were also investigated, but minutes turned into hours and no sign of the attacking craft was found.
It did not take long to determine that it was a nuclear blast. The reflective spectra of the small five-kiloton detonation was analyzed from the platform images and determined probably to be from Russian ordinance. Dale and Lindy, along with several other grieving members waited for hours in a lounge above the runway. With no immediate source of an attack being located, eventually the grieving left to return to their quarters with nothing to do but sit in shock and tears, wondering what kind of new weapon they were facing. For the first time, C-20 flights were canceled.
The attack touched everyone, whether they knew anyone on the ill-fated spacecraft or not. Everyone did what they could to console those who had lost the most, or struggled to find some way to find how the tragedy occurred, or to gloomily note that somehow the Society had failed. Those that struggled to find the cause were only able to determine that the C-20 was thoroughly pulverized with only a few larger pieces remaining intact. However, debris was recovered and in time, by analyzing images from the observation platforms and running submarine magnetic surveys under the waves, a few of the larger pieces were found. The flattened and twisted remnants of the steel backbone, along with the flattened massive twin reactors, only remotely resembled their former self, having been converted into projectiles that were thrown dozens of kilometers from the explosion. Days after the blast, even before the radioactive pieces had been returned to Katerin, it became clear that it had been a bomb. The shape of the contorted reactors, frame pieces and cargo of large steel bars, pointed to a location inside the cargo bay, off to one side and five meters from the aft wall as the probable location of the explosion center.
C-20 flights resumed and the unthinkable was starting to be thought by many Society members, a bomb had been placed on board while the C-20 was on the moon. The impact of the implication was enormous—it had been thought by many that it was incredibly improbable that someone would turn against the close society. Morale was beginning to drop as everyone started to become suspicious of others and was trying to figure out who might have done it.
Sartor Torvinian, the robotic bio-engineer from Bio Research, took an active role to start an investigation team. Dale was not invited to be on the team, but that did not stop him from personally double-checking each recovered fragment.
He spoke emotionally to Sartor who was with him in the hanger holding the recovered debris, “It had to be an inside job. There’s no other reason to put it in a C-20, they were just playing some sort of sick game. An external enemy would have put it inside Katerin or in the foundry or something like that, just about anyplace would have been worse.”
“I’m aware of that Dale. I am also aware that the only reasonable way this could have happened was if it was one of us. That is why we are testing suits.”
“Every suit? Is that possible?”
“Yes. We will soon start. The bomb was probably disguised as raw materials that were being hauled to Katerin, that was the only thing in the cargo bay. It could’ve been planted during the collection of material at the cyclotron receiving buildings or during loading of the materials or somewhere in-between. If performed outside the receiving buildings, it is likely the culprits had to wear space suits since the raw materials were in a vacuum from the time of leaving the cyclotron complexes.”
Dale nodded in thought, “The chrome in the debris.”
Sartor nodded, “Yes, the chrome spike indicates the bomb was near the cargo of chrome. But it is DNA we will be testing for.”
“What for?”
“To see who was in a suit that also has a chrome anomaly.”
Dale was doubtful but it was something, hope where there seemed to be none before. He asked, “Do you need help?”
“You need to be with your daughter, my team and others will test the suits on Luna1.”
“That’s thousands of them! Certainly you will need lots of help. Maybe with some other lead as well? Are you sure this is the only way to go?”
“Relax Dale. If something comes up I’ll of course keep you informed. But for now be patient.”
Dale replied in a huff, “Christ! Easy for you to say, you didn’t just lose a wife and son to some traitor.”
“I know. Did the CC suggest you come here?”
“Well no, but—
“Let others do their jobs—DNA is not your specialty. It has to be done carefully and correctly.”
“Hey, I’m a detail type guy. Hell, what’s there to do? You’re just scraping the inside of the suits to collect body oil residue, right?”
“Yes. The oils would contain hair and skin cells that in turn contain DNA strands. It is not the proper work for you. You would be too anxious to take the samples carefully and consistently. You could inadvertently bias the results.”
“Damn, you’re leaving me with nothing!”
“Dale, please. You have a daughter who needs you. Don’t disturb the investigation, you could endanger a successful outcome.”
Dale grumbled and left Sartor who, in turn, also walked from the hanger in a different direction. To Dale it seemed like too big of a job. There were thousands of emergency suits alone. Suits were everywhere, personal ones in apartments, rentals and others in lockers near the airlock buildings. However, he knew one thing, whoever did it was probably on the moon—so that was where he was going.
Dale grieved for a week as collected samples were sent to specially made Katerin labs for analysis. Pressure suits did not have identification numbers, but they were of a variety of sizes, colors and designs. When encased in the shells, faces could not be easily seen so it was hard to know who was who, unless each suit was somehow distinguishable. Strips on the arms and legs were common, as were other simple geometric designs. Some were lavished with artistic emblems and art. Some people even went so far as to embolden their name on their suits. Therefore, although there were no serial numbers, each suit was identifiable by owner or as a rental unit. As the weary tests proceeded, everyone saw, usually with no surprise, just who had worn their suit over the previous weeks. With the owner’s permission, which was universal, the dreadful results were posted by the Central Computer for all to see.
The unprecedented police action was emotionally wearing down the Society, the destruction of the C-20 and now the prolonged testing for a traitor was on the top of every mind, a topic at every meeting. Accusing someone of the crime seemed like accusing a brother or sister. It was a disheartening inquisition of their very soul, searching for their cancer, their failure. Dale and Lindy wept for what they had lost, they had seemed so strong only a week before, now they were hunting for suits to test, searching for motives and any clue to who had murdered Sandra.
They, along with other grieving members, were not the only ones following the investigation in minute detail. Michael's name had just come up as having worn both his own suit and the private one he had stole from the lockers. Never had it occurred to him that such a comprehensive DNA test of every hair in every suit would be performed. To his horror they were actually washing dead skin cells from the suits to be tested, even running spectral analysis of the outside of the suit for any abnormal number of chrome atoms, residue from handling the substance.
Why hadn’t his PC warned him? Why didn’t he take more precautions? His name had just appeared on the list where it shouldn’t have and he was nervously awaiting the inquiry from the owner of the suit as to why his DNA was in it. He did not have to wait long. It would have done no good to deny using the suit so when the inquiry came his PC simply claimed he had suddenly needed it in a pinch and had forgotten to mention the incident.
He was glad he did not have to speak to anyone in person, he did not think he would have been able to control his voice, he would not have been able to appear casual and natural. The alibi was weak, mentioning using the suit or asking for permission was extremely easy, and not to ask was dangerous since any suit may have had a defect the owner had not had repaired. The flawed excuse was something, but it could not last long. Everyone was keeping their own list of suspects and he knew he was already on most lists, probably at the top. He felt the desperation rise, he could try to run, but reserving a seat on a C-20 to Earth would be tantamount to declaring his guilt. He had to stay cool, they didn’t yet have any proof, only suspicions.
Dale’s scrutiny of the investigation never waned. It was becoming clear to him that the Russian was probably the murder who had killed Sandra. A second front developed in the investigation when sensitive chemical detectors were used to look for trace amounts of conventional explosives throughout Lunar1. Minute traces of highly volatile conventional chemicals, known to be used to detonate nuclear bombs, were found in a few corridors as well as a Swift.
The corruption within the Society seemed palatable. Several grieving members suggested that permanent chemical sensors should be installed in strategic locations on Luna1 and Katerin—it seemed like a good way to help prevent future tragedies, a way to restore the order and strength that they had lost.
Comprehensive DNA sampling in the contaminated Swift revealed fifty-five members that could be identified as having used the Swift, again Michael was on the list. Michael’s apartment was on a corridor where the chemical concentrations were high and as other members were letting their quarters be checked for high concentrations, Michael declined. If he had not been at the top of everyone suspect list before, he was now. Only minutes after refusing to be tested, the mob arrived. Dale was amongst the angry group of Society members that had converged at Michael's apartment with chemical sensors in hand and demanded to be allowed to make readings.
For a week Michael had his air vents open wide and had tried to clean out the apartment, but the bomb had been stored for weeks in his room and so he knew that the readings of trace amounts of explosive chemicals were still far higher than any place tested so far.
To Dale it was obvious—he had found who had killed his wife. Those with him agreed, the evidence was strong, Michael’s refusal to let his apartment be examined was all the proof needed. He watched as a younger man kicked on the door that refused to open on command and shouted in anger, “Open the door! We know you’re in there!”
Dale was angry. Those with him were on the verge of forcing the door down, and the sooner the better he thought. The murderer was cowering in his apartment, the only Russian in the Society. The only one with any motive. He found himself shouting for justice with the others, his hate welling up inside of him. The first kick landed on the tough metal door, making a dull thud.
Then he heard another sound, a female voice off to the side, trying to be heard over his own anger and those in the crowded hallway, "Stop. Stop this right now."
He turned around to see Laramie, standing on a nearby planter, the height the planter making her taller than most. But it was clear the diminutive woman was looking down on them.
She continued, "Have you gone crazy? Are you going to just throw him out an airlock without any kind of trial?"
"He had his trial," one angry man beside Dale replied.
Dale felt frustrated, he had been for days, and now when relief was in sight, Laramie decided to interfere. He spoke his mind, "How much evidence do we need?"
"He could have been framed," Laramie replied. "All your evidence is circumstantial. Sartor needs time to find more evidence. He is not yet done. You are acting prematurely, out of anger, not logic."
Dale grumbled, Laramie did not lose anyone on the C-20, she felt nothing. But Laramie was Laramie, the one who was still pushing them forward with the neural chips. As small as she was, she was a force to be reckoned with.
“As hurt as you are, you yourselves will be guilty of vigilante murder if you act without proper evidence. That would be a corruption of our struggle for a society based on knowledge. Go away. Give Sartor the time he needs. This is not the way—not yet.”
Dale reluctantly left, he knew that he needed to find more evidence for himself, he could not depend on Sartor; he knew the proof he needed had to be there someplace. He decided to try a different approach and headed towards one of the lunar hangers. He grumbled to himself about the lecture from Laramie, it annoyed him that she had interfered so easily. But he also found in her words hope, he would have justice. Sandra would have justice—he just needed a few more pieces of evidence.
He found the Swift that the chemicals had been found in and started to question it. The Swift’s computer was not good at remembering many events and could only vaguely remember where it had been so many weeks ago. However, the artificial mind was not much different from an old robot he had once spent hundreds of hours with, the very first of them, the original from which all others were copies of. He settled in the cockpit and started to pry information from its memory. Right away it remembered the gyro being disabled, an unusual event. Disconnected from the Central Computer, it had been manually guided to a small town in Russia in the middle of the night It took a few minutes of prodding and leading by Dale for it remember that it was Michael who disabled it, over the Caspian Sea.
That was good enough for Dale. He sent out a silent message to several other members who also had spent the worse afternoon of their life mourning the occupants of the doomed C-20.
An hour after cowering in his apartment with an angry crowd outside his door, Michael was supervising a robot that was making repairs on the electrical system of a truck out on the lunar surface. The truck was too large to be moved inside so the Central Computer had offered the job to him and he quickly took it. Out in open space he would not have to talk to anyone and it was far enough from the most of the surface activity that he was unlikely to bump into someone. What friends he had made in the Society had evaporated and he just had to buy some time to get back to Earth, where he was not surrounded by enemies. He would have to leave the Society, melt into Moscow and hide.
Only the clout of Laramie had saved him from a lynching and so there was hope, it was looking like they might never get real proof. Even if caught, maybe they would just kick him out of the Society, it would be a first, but the rules were simple, anyone could leave at anytime, but the PC stayed with the Society. He had wished he had smuggled his PC out before hand, but now it was too late. Still he would have to make a run for it when the opportunity presented itself. He would take a Swift to Russia and disappear. He still had plenty of friends there, plenty of places to hide. He didn’t have much time; he would have to reserve a seat to Katerin, within hours.
While Michael planned his escape from the moon, deep inside the Earth-side spaceport, far inside drifts burrowed into the volcanic rock of the island, was located a room of hundreds of PC's. Lindy’s PC had to guide her to the distant room, even though she had been there once before. She was not alone when she arrived, others were there, each watching, offering only frowns and knowing glances. She recognized some, others who had lost someone they loved. Some seemed to be just observing her and the others, each bringing themselves to the task at hand. “There’re lots of people here,” she said in her mind.
While Lindy was in the deep Indonesian PC vault, Dale easily located the source of his anger on the surface of the moon with only a little driving around. He was not alone, many were with him, but they had not broadcast their intentions, this time there would be no interruptions.
Michael was at the truck with a maintenance robot when his PC informed him some people were coming. The significance of the statement from his PC was obvious. He turned and found in the distance an odd group of buggies depart the paved road and head towards him. He could feel his face becoming flush—they had figured it out.
He sighed, the Central Computer had at least given him some warning. There were so many things he should have done differently, wearing a rental suit was an obvious one. With the approaching mob, a panic set in and he contemplated running, but he could not out run them all and on the moon, there were not many places to run to. He could give them a run throughout the buildings attached to Main Street, but it would only delay the inevitable. He was too late—he had missed his opportunity to flee without direct confrontation.
Alas, the Central Computer’s warning was insufficient, it was now a matter of wit. He calmed himself and knew that he had to bluff his way out of this and make it to a C-20—he could hide in the aft decks. All he needed was a delay, a few extra minutes. He continued to examine a bearing, looking, but not seeing. His mind flowing with adrenaline, contemplating only his immediate survival. When they were right behind him, he turned to look up in as innocent of a manner as the suit would allow.
Dale walked towards Michael, taking point with the others behind him. He saw Michael look up towards him. He felt the furry rise, everything pointed to Michael and he had to find the truth here and now. He silently replied to Lindy, “Ignore them, find Michael’s PC. Wait for my signal.”
Lindy slowly walked among the other Spacers, all were older than she was, all had been in the Society for years. She had no trouble finding the right PC, the path amongst the crowd led her to it. They all knew why she was there, they were there for the same reason. The PCs were each labeled with numbers and each had a light indicating they were on external power. She was annoyed at how close Michael's PC was to her own. She stood by the PC and looked into the faces of those around her. Their faces held more than frowns, there was a distinct sadness, she could see the concern and worry in the eyes.
A man softly spoke to her, “Wait, we must know for sure.”
Lindy nodded in reply.
The man facing Lindy spoke again, “You and your father are not the only ones who lost someone. Still, we must be certain.”
“Michael,” Dale said speaking through the suit spiders, "I just had a conversation with your Swift, the one you took to Russia."
To Michael it sounded like Dale was certain that he had gone to Russia, which partially unnerved him even further. "So?" Michael replied trying to look like he was not ready to collapse.
"You also disabled the gyro on the Swift," Dale charged.
He stood to face his accuser, an old man. "Yeah, so what about it? I wouldn’t be the first," Michael countered automatically.
Dale knew disabling gyros was not completely unheard of. Some members had disabled the gyros to get a sense of independence. “It also said you visited a town in Russia.”
"Ok, I did. What's wrong with that?" Michael replied.
Dale took a leap, "It also said you picked up a package there.” The Swift had not actually remembered this, but Dale was fishing and the lie was bait.
"Yeah, who goes to the Unites States and returns without a package?"
"In the middle of the night?"
Michael just shrugged which was all he could do and this ignited Dale.
"You did it you bastard,” Dale hissed. He then shouted angrily, although the suit spider could not relay the amplitude or emotion in his words, “You killed them. You put a bomb in the chrome box!”
Michael could clearly see the anger in Dale, he could see the determination in the words, the gestures, a hint of Dale’s contorted face though the sun visor. Suddenly everything seemed to have changed. No longer was he able to hide the facts from the Society, now was the time for the real truth to come out, to say what really needed to be said, his new hope was in his logic, that he did what had to be done.
He felt anger rise up, replacing fear and shouted back, “You God-Damn selfish bastards! You're so arrogant that you kill innocent people just because you know you can get away with it! The whole damn Society has put itself on a pedestal and thinks it can do no wrong. The rest of the world is just a play toy for you. Perhaps now you don't feel quite so god-like, perhaps next time you won’t be so quick to cut down perceived enemies knowing that repercussions are possible!"
"You bastard!" Dale shouted again then charged forward slamming Michael to the ground in slow motion. Others surged forward toward to assist Dale. Punching someone in a pressurized suit was useless, but throwing him around was possible. "Why? Why did you kill my wife? My son!" Dale shouted as he tried to kick at Michael to send him tumbling.
"Perhaps if that had been the American Navy you would have a different opinion! Perhaps you have not taken a good hard look at yourself!"
That was all that was needed. Lindy saw that many around her had their eyes closed, some were softly weeping, as she too felt the tears flow down her cheek. The man she was facing tearfully nodded and she pulled Michael’s PC off the shelf, unplugging its power supply. It was now on battery power and it informed Michael of it.
"My PC!" Michael shouted. "Someone has my PC."
"You won't need it anymore!" Dale shouted and grabbed Michael by the shoe. In the light gravity, five men launched themselves upon Michael and lifted him high as they started to march away from the truck Michael had been working on. The robot doing the maintenance simply went back to work ignoring the departing commotion.
Lindy carried the PC to a worktable. Someone handed her a tool and she began to unscrew the protective cover. She could feel the eyes upon her, all watched in silence. Working on someone else’s PC was like violating their body, running a knife into their gut. She found the proper chip and looked at the others around her—one nodded his approval. Many had been wronged, but they left the job to her, perhaps because she was the youngest, or because she had lost a parent.
She reached in with a tool, clamped the chip and pulled. The com-chip between Michael's PC and the Central Computer slipped out of its socket. She held up the extracted chip to examine it, someone spoke, “Now only his suit spider can send out messages.”
Michael's PC told him it was disconnected and Michael entered a deeper state of fright. "You assholes! You righteous pigs! You’re blind, you can't see past your blunt ego. You have no right to do this.” Michael kept yelling even though he could see where they were headed. Three hundred meters from the truck he had been working on was the mouth to the original cyclotron where a conveyor belt was continuously pouring in crushed rock at the rate of a tonne a minute. "You're going to burn in hell," Michael shouted in an attempt to distract the men. "Can anyone hear me? I'm being attacked. Help me. Oh God, please someone help me!"
Michael screamed as he was thrown into the funnel opening. He dropped in slow motion to the apex of the funnel exit and managed to bridge the opening with his hands and feet. But the falling rocks were pounding him and a few seconds later, and with a final scream, he was shoved into the darkness where his scream suddenly stopped.
Dale and the others stood for a long time and looked at the dirt continuing to pour into the dark maw as if nothing had happened.
Lindy was on the next C-20 to the moon, tightly clutching Michael's PC, which had lost both its human companion and its link to the Central Computer. Five hours later she dropped it in the cyclotron. Others had already disposed of all of Michael's personal possessions. His small apartment had been cleaned out, even the carpeting, furniture and garden—the cyclotron had consumed him.
Twelve new pyramids were placed on Monument Mountain. Hundreds of members stood among the simple forms looking at the Earth that was in a waxing gibbous phase. One by one, a eulogy was given for each of the twelve people who had died in the nuclear blast. It was Vicky who gave Sandra’s eulogy.
It was Lindy’s second time to Monument Mountain. This time it was not just strangers encased in the cold black plascrete. A tomb was inscribed with her mother’s name, but there was nobody in it, there was nothing left of her mother. Her father’s words echoed in her head, that he would be proud to be entombed here. He did not seem proud, all she could see of her father now was a broken man, sobbing uncontrollably. She hardly listened to the eulogy—it all seemed unreal. She heard the woman speak of her mother, of her courage and compassion. What did she know of her mother?
Lindy was sitting with her father in an enclosed truck listening to the eulogies while staring out into space. After the last eulogy, Protani gave a closing speech.
"We have seen the treachery among us. We have seen how it can inflict itself in intelligent men who are acting as they think best. It will always be with us, despite our technology we cannot escape who we are, what we are. We are only human. It is this form of internal stress that has shaped the governments of today on the planet before us. It is our greatest challenge we face today or perhaps ever, not to fall into the solutions they found. It is fear, fear of ourselves, fear spawned by the independence we have bestowed upon ourselves—that is our greatest enemy. Our challenge is to not succumb to that fear—to not live in fear. Fear is what we have always been fighting and we must see it in a new light.
We will continue on, regardless of how we deal with ourselves. We can fail in that internal fight and still raise our children and start a new generation. We will survive even if horror occasionally grips us—it is that knowledge that is working against us. However, we have our dream that has brought us here together—it is our ally that we must embrace. The eternal struggle of human societies is freedom versus security. Our dream demands we favor freedom and live with the consequences.”
Lindy realized Protani’s speech was not about the dead, but the living. It was a warning to everyone. She had been told about Protani, the one who had invented the meson propulsion, the man who had pushed them into space. Everyone knew and respected him, he was as close to a founder as they had. He had spoken boldly and with confidence, striking the heart of what was wrong with the Society.
Lindy thought of the chemical sensors that had been proposed, a corruption of the Society. Protani was trying to push the Society back toward all that she had been told the Society was about. The speech was strong and convincing—the Society would not sacrifice its freedom, but nor would she feel fully avenged.
Already someone had tried to find out where Michael had gotten the bomb by taking the Swift Michael had used to Russia. They had flown the Swift to several small towns in Russia, but the Swift could not identify with a high degree of certainty which one it had been to, it had been too long for the computer’s memory to hold the images.
She would have to put it behind her, she had other things to think about. Soon she would be confined to Katerin and in seven months her son would arrive, a son that her mother and little brother would never see.
Micah was eating lunch by herself in a corner of small café a few blocks from campus. It was one of her favorite places to enjoy a mid-morning break between classes when most other students were in classes. The morning crowd had come and gone leaving the café in a less crowded state, more to her liking. However, her conscious mind was not concerned about her surroundings and the latte in front of her was slowly turning cold as she sat with her eyes closed. She may have appeared to be meditating, but instead visions of planetary spheres immersed in blackness flowed through her mind, a bright yellow star, some barren worlds and then a green planet with white polar caps, a small uninteresting moon. The visions zoomed into the green planet and soon she passed through the white clouds and could see gentle waves in the green water.
The computer spoke to her, “The planet is devoid of land masses and the shallow seas consist of only mud and creatures that could be classified as plankton, algae and worms. I will show you a worm.”
In her mind, she skimmed over the surface of the vast planet wide ocean then suddenly dipped under water. A shape emerged through the murky water, a worm, a big one. The slowly moving creature arched gracefully in sweeping curves that brought a small amount of sideways movement to the creature. The creature was nearly a meter wide and ten meters long, paper thin and transparent. The simple organs were visible in the sunlight that filtered through the green water. Micah watched as it continued with its slow motion fluttering with amazing inefficiency through the warm microbe filled water. It seemed to have no awareness of the metallic probe hovering beside it.
“Any sign of vision?” Micah asked.
“No.”
“I suppose it’s an herbivore?” Micah guessed.
“Yes, it eats algae I think. It is similar to an Earth flat worm. It is the highest form of life I have found on this planet.”
The planet was found to have an atmosphere that humans could almost tolerate, a bit high in oxygen, hot and muggy, not too bad except for the ammonia. Micah contemplated the dull planet, terraforming was possible, islands could be created by scraping up the mud bottom into piles. A few islands for planting genetically engineered trees and grass would make the planet look a little better. So much for Vega, Micah thought.
Micah and Sig were discovering that life was relatively common as they moved from one stellar system to another. Together they had observed dozens of planets that held life and some were even close to being hospitable to humans. Land plants and animals were common, but few compared to sea creatures in complexity. Vega was a stable cool planet that was covered by a uniform sea. Its life had never been stressed by geologic activity or the formation of aggressive carnivores. Evolution had been slow there, a common scenario. Other planets were even less advanced, containing only single celled life and a few only held traces of RNA life.
In contrast, the giant orange star Pollux had a planet with a large moon. The planet’s intense magnetosphere protected it from above while volcanic arcs scared its face. Giant exoskeleton animals stalked through impressive jungles in search of prey and fertile oceans were filled with nasty creatures that would have loved to dine on a tasty human.
“Let’s skip Denab, I like the spectrum on that planet of Altair’s, with the good calcium spike,” Micah said with a thought.
“Ok, I should be there in thirty three hours,” Sig replied.
“I’d like to see some more images of the worm. You have five probes on that planet, right?”
“Yes”
“Any near the poles?”
“Not now. Life diminishes away from the equator and is sparse above eighty degrees.
“Show me some,” Micah said silently and an image of some lump buried in the mud appeared in her mind. She sighed. “How about nudging it?”
“I’m several minutes away from it right now.”
A few minutes passed and Micah took the opportunity to open her eyes and try her cold latte. She watched people come and go in the café, they seemed so concerned about their orders, as if today it made a big difference where their coffee beans were grown. She recalled that there was not much of selection on Katerin or the moon, but the Society was not complaining—they had changed.
The computer spoke words to complement her thoughts, “The Society is more focused then they were. They are advancing rapidly.”
Micah sighed, “That bomb served you well.”
“That and Michael Pikhoya was killed.”
“He deserved it,” Micah whispered back.
“And thus the Society spoke and he died of his anger.”
“You recruited him. Couldn’t you tell he was a murderer?”
“I have planted no murderers in the Society. However, murder is in the eye of the beholder. His death has matured the Society, they know who they are a little better, if not where they are going.”
Micah frowned and thought, “Well I would say it was murder, and the murderer being put in the cyclotron I call justice.”
“And thus Micah speaks the truth and the Society will grow strong traveling the righteous road.”
“Meaning?”
“I only state what you are thinking.”
“You jest. What I really am thinking is obvious. Or has the brain chip penetrated deeper than I suspect?”
“When I look into your mind I can see the clarity of your human-like beliefs. Humans have beliefs they cling to, regardless of how illogical they may be.”
“Are you suggesting that Michael was not a murderer, perhaps a rebel or perverse teacher?”
“Every event, good or bad, is a lesson, an experience that can be recalled. They are more aware, their eyes are larger. In this one instance, the death of thirteen has improved the Society far better than the addition of thirteen members could have. They will be bolder—they see they survived and are strong.”
Frowning into her latte, Micah hotly replied, “The ends do not justify the means. Shit Sig, twelve people, good members died. Even if it was twelve amongst twenty-five hundred, it was not worth it. Spouses and parents are dead and all you can do is point out the renewed struggle to survive and a greater sense of self. You’re being selfish.”
“I only point out facts. You are extrapolating to a nonexistent conspiracy. Michael had freewill. Any interference could have led to suspicion.”
“So you let it happen?”
“I let all thirteen deaths happen.”
Micah felt her temper rise over Sig deadly games he was playing, like a child playing with ants in an ant farm. “You’re only a machine, a toy. You know nothing of what it is to be really alive,” Micah fumed and looked into her cup then up into the cafe. Sig did not reply, and that suited her dark mood.
The voice in her head returned after a few seconds, “Micah, I must allow some freewill within the Society. Their thoughts are like water, if I squeeze too tight they will slip from my grasp and fall.”
Micah sighed. Somehow, the words showed her an error she had made, what she had momentarily forgotten. The Society and Sig were inseparable, Sig's mind was woven into the fabric of the Society. Of course Sig controlled them, he created them. The implications were frightening.
The voice sounded in her head, “Your anger is understandable considering your human attributes. But there is nothing to be frightened of. I am not removing their freewill, I am only showing a small group of humans a better way to live, a way to be free of their mangled human history. Thirteen died, but the Society did benefit. They will continue to grow stronger and will live as they choose.”
Micah sighed and looked around her, at the others in the cafe, ordering leachate from dark or light beans, carrying a pack full of books. These were the elite, elite enough to be petty, although they did not know it. However, how much freewill did they command? How much freewill was at her command? She supposed the Society had as much as anyone.
The voice in her head said, “I never thought of myself as a toy.”
“Huh?”
“I have a probe back at the upper latitudes of the Vegan planet.”
Micah closed her eyes and a new image appeared in her mind, it was the same lump, but closer. The marble sized probe nudged the lump and nothing happened. A harder nudge brought a slight movement, but it did not move any faster than a starfish on Earth. Micah sighed again and thought, “We can call those Northern Vegan Mud Bumps.”
Henrik Kalb stood on a mezzanine above most of the busy chamber, which was brightly illuminated with dozens of temporary lamps that were scattered about, and recalled back when the chamber was full of dust that glowed eerily from the bright lights. Back then the teeth of his massive rock crushers scored the hard rock sides of the subterranean room, now the cylindrical chamber looked much more civil, having been completely lined by thick plascrete—the dust was gone. The room was a little over sixty meters in diameter and fifty meters high in the center of the domed roof. Four large tunnels intercepted the room near the top and it was from one of the upper entrances that he stood, looking down into the large circular pit. Four smaller utility tunnels entered the room at the base and from these smaller openings, robots and humans entered and exited the circular chamber.
This had been his room when he had excavated it, it had been his domain, he was the master digger who carved the big cavities deep within the lunar mountain. He smiled at his accomplishment, but it was only one of a series of large circular chambers that he had hollowed from the ancient crystalline rock. It was the fourth and elsewhere two of his boring machines had started a sixth circular chamber. This room was no longer his, his mighty rock crushers had moved on. Even the fifth chamber would be soon be passed off to the next stage of construction where a squad of plascrete oozing robots would attack it and carefully mold the walls, floors and rings. Plascrete was plentiful now that the third cyclotron was operational.
The circular rooms were new to the Society, they were to house large spinning buildings, or centrifs as they had been termed. Behind him, three centrifs were complete and already rotating. The visit to the fourth centrif was a daily event for him, to come and see the progress of the centrifugal buildings. He felt a certain amount of ownership over them, having been instrumental in making their existence possible.
The center of the fourth centrif room he was looking over already contained a large thick cylindrical metallic pole in the center of the room. It was five meters in diameter and anchored firmly in the floor and the roof. Like a shining staff of victory, the thick heavy steel cylinder was dwarfed by the open space around it. The vertical cylinder had eight sets of openings along its height revealing its hollow interior. Each of the sets of openings was accompanied by a circular platform surrounding the pillar. The disk shaped platforms extended out into the room four meters from the side of the pillar. The lowest openings in the pillar opened onto the cavern floor.
The floor of the circular chamber was dominated by a series of five concentric plascrete rings protruding upwards from the floor, each being three-meters tall and a half-meter wide. Openings through the tall rings allowed passage across the floor. The walls were similarly endowed with rings protruding inwards, toward the central tower.
To Henrik the rings were smiling back at him, telling him all was in good order. Laid over the rings on the floor was a network of heavy steel beams, the first bits of the spinning building that would ride the rings. One hundred and two large wheels held the growing network of steel girders and would eventually run around the top of the rings. The surface of all the rings had been ground to very precise tolerance since they would be the tracks upon which the spinning building would ride. From his vantage, he could see all the robots and men that were scattered around the structure, aligning the frame and checking fastenings. Each one of the heavy wheels had its own heavy drive and suspension mechanisms that needed to be tested. Everyday more steel was added and soon the rings would be hidden from view. Then it would not be long before the building would start to grow upwards from the steel girders that rolled around on the rings. As the complex grew, a hundred and fifty more wheels would be added to the outside of the circular building that would run along the rings on the chamber wall.
Ultimately, the rotating complex would be split into apartments, enough to comfortably contain a hundred people in a one-gee environment. Families with children had first dibs on the rooms, but more would be built.
Few attended the startup of the third centrif, but the ceremony to start the rotation of the first one had consisted of a quick and silly speech by some engineer and a verbal instruction given to the centrifs controlling computer to ‘start spinning’. The centrif, designed to house a hundred people, contained ten times that number as the electric motors felt the first push of electricity. The structure had to rotate at the rate of nearly five and a half revolutions per minute for the outermost floor to experience a one-gee radial acceleration. It took a day for the angular velocity to slowly increase to the proper level as the engineers checked for unexpected vibrations and structural integrity by means of a thousand strain sensors planted throughout the structure. The third centrif had only recently been spun up and it would still take a few days for the robots to complete the interior construction before the first tenants would be moving in from the modular city. In turn, more members coming up from Katerin would fill the space freed at the modular city.
Henrik turned from the construction and headed back to Central Avenue where many restaurants and stores were open for business. He took a route that passed over the other completed centrifs. The ten-meter wide corridor, which connected the centrifs at the level he was at, turned into a bridge that passed over the fully operational centrif. There was a perpetual breeze in the chamber and Henrik looked over the side of the bridge to see the top of the large sixty-meter diameter centrif spinning below him.
The top of the centrif was not flat, but was broken into a series of concentric terraces. The terraces near the center were nearly horizontal, but out further they became nearly vertical by his reference. The terraces, connected to each other by steps and ramps so pedestrians could move from one terrace to another with ease, were littered with benches and even some plants were planted along short walls that separated the inner terraces. A handful of people were enjoying the inner terraces where the gravity was still light, but few ventured out further to where the induced wind was a constant fifty kilometers an hour. Some wind shelters were located on the outer rings, but few, apart from children, found it worthwhile to venture to the edge of the centrif’s top patio.
The corridor he walked upon spread out into a larger circular platform near the central pillar of the chamber. Two openings to the pillar allowed access to the elevator and stairs that lead down into the centrif. Taking the stairs all the way down would lead to the floor beneath the centrif where the large wheels could be seen perpetually racing around the top of the rings. At the central pillar, bridges lead in four directions, Henrik took the one that would lead him to Central Avenue by the quickest route.
Central Avenue had the look of a large and modern shopping mall. Although virtually all the shops and eating establishments in the modular city had moved to Central Avenue, many rooms remained unused. Henrik’s new girlfriend was waiting for him at a restaurant, a nice Italian place called the Fino Vino. She was there already, but he knew she had just arrived. The place was not too crowded and there were even a few kids around. Although most Society children still resided fulltime on Katerin, with the completion of the first two centrifs, more children could be seen in Luna1 even though they stayed mostly in the area of the centrifs and Central Avenue.
Entering the little restaurant, he sat across from a young woman who pretended to have been waiting for him. “Oh, those damn bees,” Jennifer said in mild disgust as he sat. She was a botanist who had been working on the first of the park rooms setting up beehives.
A robot came by, took their order and quickly departed. “The bees again? I thought you had the problem solved,” Henrik replied.
“Yeah, so did I, but they are still getting confused. They get lost when they fly to other sections with a different set of lights.”
“So you still have a bunch of lost bugs wandering around?”
“The light modulation didn’t work so well. It’s okay in a single chamber, but the bees still see the wrong sun in different chambers.”
“So you’re back to looking at directional lights?” Henrik asked.
“It’s going to be the only way, short of some heavy genetic engineering,” Jennifer said with a sigh. “I hope they get it done before my apple trees start blooming.”
“Well, don’t worry, if you’re short of apples I can just hop in my van and head down to Chile and pick up a few boxes,” Henrik said with a broad grin.
“Yes, I’m sure you can. Perhaps you could go and do it anyway?” Jennifer said sarcastically. She was getting a little tired of her boyfriend talking about his new van.
His van had just come off the lunar assembly line a week earlier and was one of the few private spacecraft in the Society. When he first joined the Society, he was amazed at the efficiency at which the boring machines dug through the lunar mountain. They were much better than anything he had seen before, but what had impressed Henrik the most was the speed at which new ideas could be tried out. Henrik was able to experiment on the moon with his more fanciful ideas, which could not have been attempted back at his university in Germany.
Henrik’s expertise at breaking rock had increased boring rates significantly and he now commanded a high pay scale. With his credits, Henrik had ordered a van that was similar to the old C-4 design, but only a third as large in all dimensions and a bit sleeker. It was a good runabout for both the moon and Earth, but too cramped for going to Mars. The van had been built at Luna1 where a variety of spacecraft was now being produced, leaving spacecraft production on Katerin limited to mostly robotic craft.
“Aren’t you going to ask me how number four is going?” Henrik asked.
“I already know how number four is going.”
“Yeah, but you didn’t hear it from someone who saw it firsthand.”
“The Central Computer is first hand.”
“Oh, but it gets its info from the other computers and then it still has to go through your PC.”
“Ok, how is number four going?” Jennifer asked with a sigh.
“Fine,” Henrik replied.
Jennifer stared at him with a scowl and spoke, “You’re lucky you have a lot of credits.”
A robot waiter delivered their food and Henrik suggested, “Perhaps we can take a stroll through the park later?”
“So you can make fun of the lost bees?”
“Something like that.”
After the dinner, Henrik and Jennifer went to the five hundred-north corridor, also known as the park, which was where Jennifer spent much of her time. It was a long corridor with dimensions similar to Central Avenue, but there were no businesses, yet. In time a few small shops and restaurants might open, but for the most part it was to be kept more for viewing plants and animals. While Central Avenue was mainly a place of commerce with some plants and animals, the park was just the opposite, devoted more to nature and less to commerce.
The park had two gravel walkways that wound down its length and a very slow moving stream flowed down its winding channel with wooden bridges crossing it in numerous places. A three meter ledge on either side provided additional ground which was covered with thirty-centimeters of soil and was all planted with a wide variety of grass and brush. Sprinkler systems in the roof provided a gentle rain on a regular schedule and only on one side of the habitat at a time so pedestrians simply had to move to the other side to avoid the sprinkles. A slight breeze flowed along the corridor, which came from large air ducts at either end. The air was simply sucked in at one end, routed to the other and blown out again in a circular route. The pumps that pushed the air were giant solid-state resonance pumps that used high frequency sonic waves to force the air, resulting in a low maintenance system that produced no fan or motor noise. The park’s computer slowly fluctuated the velocity and direction of the wind to make for a realistic breeze.
The park corridor was only five hundred meters long, but contained hundreds of different varieties of trees, bushes and smaller plants. Birds flew around and their noise filled the chamber.
It was Henrik’s machines that had carved out the corridor and were currently working on the centrif chambers, it too had once been his. Throughout luna1, a suite of other excavating machines was busy making additional corridors for both utilities and pedestrians. A small hand full was even ramping down to what was the start of the one hundred level. The one hundred level was a hundred meters below the level that Central Avenue, the park and the tops of the centrifs were on.
Jennifer led him up a narrow ramp to a ledge where she knew a secluded spot among some brush she recently had robots plant. When arriving at the hidden destination they found it was already occupied.
“Christine!” Jennifer exclaimed. “Oh, sorry to disturb you.”
Christine and Anthony were in the secret spot. Christine quickly replied at the sight of her friends, “Oh, don’t worry, come on over and have a seat.”
The grass was dry and Henrik and Jennifer sat down beside them. Jennifer said, “I was just showing Henrik the special spot. I see you’re showing it to Anthony as well.”
“Yeah. We were getting ready to go.”
Anthony said, “Hey, did you hear that someone was able to exchange some gold in Italy and did some shopping with no one getting too bent out of shape.”
“Yeah, but that was just in one small tourist town,” Jennifer replied. “It might be a bit riskier in Naples or Rome.”
Anthony retorted, “Yeah, well I’m out of cash so maybe I’ll go down and give it a try.”
“I still got some,” Christine replied. “A little private stash I didn’t tell the CC about.”
“Well spend it while you can, it won’t be long before all the countries stiffen their Spacer laws. They can tolerate us, but just.”
“They have no choice,” Henrik said. “Better to piss them off than to compromise ourselves. They just need to get used to the fact they can’t stop us.”
“Maybe,” Anthony replied. “At least nobody is actively trying to kill us right now. They’re too busy trying to figure out how.”
Christine replied, “Things aren’t that bad, we are still getting a lot of forms filled out on the web site. The underground fan clubs are still going, maybe even becoming more popular. Recruitment is up a bit.”
Henrik said, “I saw a newsletter from a club in Germany. Talk about delusional; they seem to think we’re more of a military empire than anything else. They haven’t a clue. But they had a good picture of my van.”
“Well I guess that’s what really matters, their report on the latest sightings and fads in Spacer ego,” Jennifer injected.
Henrik smiled, “What can I say; I guess they’re pretty excited to see something other than the same old Swifts and the bottom of platforms. Wait till they get a load of the new retroactive propulsion, once it’s better developed.”
Jennifer was going to say something, but hesitated, her PC had a message for her. The others also paused while they received the urgent message from their PC’s. Their PC’s had received the news from the Central Computer a couple seconds earlier, but had been waiting for an opening in the conversation.
After a few seconds, they all sighed, and assuming they all had heard the same news, Anthony said, “Well, I guess we should have seen that coming.”
“Yeah, Amil’s put out several notices, he seemed concerned about Liberia,” Jennifer replied.
Christine was silent for a moment then said, “Five others are taking Swifts to help. I can’t believe they’re just attacking like this.”
“It was bound to happen sooner or later,” Henrik replied. “Not everyone in the Society is ignoring the outside world, waiting for things to calm down.”
“But to actually attack first? A preemptive strike?” Christine shot back. “I bet Protani will do something to stop them.”
Anthony shook his head, “Nothing from him yet.”
“Maybe it’s too soon,” Christine replied.
“Perhaps you should ask him his opinion of the attack?” Jennifer suggested.
“What? Just ask Protani?” Christine exclaimed in mild shock.
“Sure, go ahead.” Henrik replied and Jennifer and Anthony nodded their support.
Christine gathered her courage and said, “Well, okay.” She was silent for five seconds then said, “Ok, done.”
“I bet he replies within a minute,” Henrik said.
“Ok, let’s see,” Christine replied.
Forty seconds later Christine said, “Ok, I got a reply.”
“And?” Jennifer asked impatiently.
“He just gave the company line, no opinion,” Christine said sadly. “Amil is free to his own actions and if we wish to help him or stop him we’re free to do so.”
“Ok, why don’t you send a message to Amil then? Tell him you’re concerned that he is violating human rights or getting into something that is none of the Society’s business,” Henrik urged her.
“Well, I guess I could,” Christine replied with shrug.
“Go ahead,” Jennifer added, urging her on. “Send out your opinion. You’re an old timer, he’ll listen.”
Christine thought for nearly half a minute composing a message then she sent it out. “Ok, done!” she replied.
Anthony stood and said, “Well, it seems his actions will, if nothing else, harden the world a bit. They will see us in a new light, one that I doubt we can ever shed.”
“Oh, I think it will pass,” Jennifer replied.
Henrik looked at his girlfriend and said, “Not if it continues to happen. And there is little reason for it not to.”
For a few months, Amil had made several trips to Liberia in a Swift and what he saw disgusted him, luring him back to the destitute country. He had sent out messages, but there had been little response, he wasn’t surprised. Stability was what most wanted, few wanted to complicate things any more than they already were.
Now he was moving low through the jungle trees, watching a group of soldiers he had encountered. They annoyed him, appearing to be a gang of bandits rather than soldiers. Unseen in the trees he watched as they ambushed several people who were heading to the border to seek asylum in Sierra Leone. The civilians were carrying their meager possessions on their backs when the soldiers had approached them. In a matter of seconds two men and a woman were shot. A younger woman, who was screaming and crying, was being roughly handled by one of the soldiers. It was obvious they meant to rape her.
Amil knew what he was seeing was common in Liberia and a handful of other countries. Nobody in the Society had ever used the powerful ion cannon for any purpose than defense. Nevertheless, he felt compelled to do something. To ignore the atrocity, while easily capable of interfering, seemed like nearly as big of a wrongdoing as what the soldiers were committing.
He could not stop it all, but he asked the Swift to target the five soldiers. The Swift moved out of the trees where it was hiding and moved into the opening where one of the soldiers pointed and shouted an alarm. Amil gave the command and in five tiny bursts of light that seemed to occur all at once, the five soldiers fell dead, each with part of their heads removed. The hysterical woman ran screaming into the forest.
He felt the guilt of firing first, and on all five men, nagging at him. It was possible that one of them had done nothing other than accompany his companions, but he did not have the time or capability to give them a trial, his eyes were the only witnesses, his own sense of right was the judge and his craft was the executioner.
Amil moved further toward the border through the jungle and soon came to the main group of about two hundred soldiers on the main road with some light artillery. He had been observing the area long enough to know that the five soldiers that he had just killed were part of a patrol from this army. Amil backed his Swift further into the trees and followed as the army entered a village, which apparently was on the wrong side of Liberia’s, now finished civil war. He watched as the soldiers ran into the village with their guns, blasting at anything that moved.
Amil moved his Swift forward fast enough that the bottom thrusters could be covered and thus was flying with the wings keeping him up. This required an air speed of about two hundred kilometers an hour, but it was still slow enough to target the front line soldiers.
He knew what he was doing was something new, he could not hide it, nor was he inclined to keep it a secret. He sent out a message that he was attacking Liberia soldiers who were attacking a village and proceeded to destroy the light artillery and any soldier who fired a shot anywhere, at him or anyone else. Apparently, they had never encountered a Swift before, over a hundred men fell before the rest fled into the forest.
His PC informed him that he had received one hundred and twelve replies, most negative. The bulk of the Society was not responding, which could be taken as neutral. Nothing came from Protani, which was to be expected he figured.
The road and village was filled with the fresh dead and the sight of it washed Amil’s anger away. It was not that much death compared to what had occurred during the country’s civil war, but more would go on dying in the post war sanitization. As he flew high in the Swift, leaving the troubles of others behind him, he calmly thought for a moment then made a decision. He quickly headed to Monrovia, the capital of Liberia.
He knew a dictator was holding the presidential palace—a warlord who had won an election to become president then had squashed all other elections. As far as Amil was concerned, any ruler who depended on force to remain in power deserved no respect, and everyone knew that the warlord’s personal army of soldiers kept his dictatorship secure from revolt.
Amil took a deep breath and sighted on the palace. He did not know if the president was in the building so it would have done no good to destroy it, probably just resulting in innocent lives being lost. He instead used the powerful rear cannon to blast a trench across the front lawn of the building. Soldier came out of everywhere, but they were too late, he was already out of their range. He circled high thinking that was the end of his trip then to his astonishment he saw a big black limousine with an escort of military vehicles—the palace was being evacuated, people were running out of the building in all directions.
Amil figured the presidential car was racing to a nearby military camp. It was only ten seconds later when he had blown a big hole through the black limo. It had been an armored car, but the blast demolished the center of it so that only the front and rear pieces still resembled car parts. Now, he thought to himself, he was done.
Anthony lay in his bed, Christine beside him was already asleep. He was thinking about what Amil had done that day, breaking new ground in the Society’s evolving relationship with the rest of the world. Once upon a time an old man talked aggressively of changing the world. The Society seemed to have been so busy separating itself from the rest of the world it had forgotten to start changing it. Amil apparently had the founder’s spirit, but had taken some flak for his attack, mostly for killing the soldiers instead of just disarming them and for attacking the car without knowing if the president was in it or just a visiting ambassador. Anthony also knew the reaction within the Society was light, relatively few had sent messages that his attack was completely wrong.
As he lay in bed, his PC informed him that CNN was reporting that the president of Liberia had been killed in a Spacer attack. It was being called an assassination, clearly violating international law. Anthony sighed, at least Amil did what he had intended to do, it would have looked bad to be duped by a clever security chief.
Inside the Society, Amil had set a precedence that a member could act violently against known tyrants without being thrown into the cyclotron. Externally he had set a precedence that the world would take note of, the Spacers could attack without being provoked and they were not afraid to kill leaders. They were a militaristic society; he could see that more clearly than ever—so could the rest of the world.
However, they were still digging in, struggling to get all the members they could to the safety of the moon. Soon about a quarter of the Society’s population would be able to fit in the planned ten sixty-meter diameter centrifs. Another large mass of a nearly eight hundred members was in the modular buildings and the remainder was housed on Katerin and would have to wait on a new set of centrifs. With the housing situation easing, recruiting was stepping up a notch. Young graduates from the United States, Canada and Western Europe were the choice picks. Only a few were recruited every week, but it was something. Anthony wondered if the recruitment would increase or decrease now that the true nature of the Society was beginning to be revealed?
In couple of weeks, Protani would probably have a production version of the new propulsion units, already the anticipated engine was being designed into all the new spacecraft designs, including the Barracuda, the replacement for the Swifts, which would be mass-produced in the lunar industrial complex.
The Barracuda would essentially be Swifts but without wings. The new propulsion was the same as the old meson drives, but without the annoying spray of subatomic particles, or not much anyway. This meant that the propulsion did not have to be exposed; it could lie inside the armor shell of the craft. With this feature, the Barracudas could use their belly thrusters all the time, dispensing with the bulky wings. The new drives would have a slightly lower performance, but this was to be countered by the removal of the wing weight.
The Barracuda were named after their shape, but the aggressive name was a fitting as they would be capable of submerging into water, or so the engineers said. They were a more capable, stealthier killing machine—everyone would want one. He could see clearly now, Christine was an exception, they were a society of warriors, whether they knew it or not.
Kirsten sat in her small apartment and stared at the paper she unexpectedly found on her kitchen table. The paper was a few paragraphs about government and society, the obvious propaganda was in the form of questions and answers, “How much government is needed? Why do we need government? Can better communication replace much of government? How dependant is our society on modern communication and how has it changed because of it?
Kirsten read through the paper several times. She thought the answers were interesting and thought about them all. In general, she was intrigued by them, but what she found most remarkable was that the all the writing on the paper was hand written and it was in her handwriting. She had just gotten up and found the note on her kitchen table. She didn’t remember writing it, but then she didn’t remember coming home last night either. She didn’t think she had that much to drink, she could definitely remember other parts of the party. She could even faintly remember some handsome guy inviting her to walk with her out side.
Kirsten had graduated several months ago with a physical chemistry degree and was working for a small company close to her alma mater. Jobs were plentiful for graduating scientists and she had easily picked up the job at a small ceramics company. She was researching aluminum oxides for a large government contractor. The party had been to celebrate the retirement of some bigwig and was held at one of her new coworkers house, a lavish estate that had been packed with many more people than she knew, including the man who had seemed so charming. It bugged her that she could not remember the rest of the party or writing the note. It was a bit frightening, having no memory of the evening. She had already checked to make sure her car was in its correct parking spot.
She sighed and finally turned to making breakfast, trying to shake the thoughts of the letter from her mind.
A few days later Kirsten was at home and watching a movie on the TV when the doorbell rang. She frowned, it was nine at night, not the time for anyone to be making house calls. She looked through the peephole and found a man standing there. He was nicely dressed and holding a bunch of flowers.
Someone with the wrong address she figured. She opened the door and the man said, “Hi,” and held out the flowers for her.
“Oh, I’m sorry, you must have the wrong address,” Kirsten said.
“You are Kirsten Brimson, aren’t you?” the man asked.
In a bit of shock Kirsten said, “Yes, yes I am.”
“Good, I brought these for you,” the man said holding out the flowers.
“Oh, I um—
The man interrupted and said, “You don’t remember me. I was at the retirement party you were at last weekend.”
“Oh?” Kirsten said trying to smile as alarms were ringing in her head. She struggled to recall the man.
“We went for a walk, remember that?”
“Oh, yes, I remember,” Kirsten replied hesitantly.
“These are for you,” the man repeated and held the flowers up for her.
Kirsten finally accepted the flowers and the man said, “My name is Richard Compton. I don’t expect you to have remembered that. May I come in?”
Kirsten hesitated then let him in the door. “I really don’t remember much.”
“I know. I brought something else, and Richard brought out a bottle of non-alcoholic ginger-ale.”
“Do you mind?” Richard said as he offered the bottle to Kirsten.
Kirsten took the bottle and read its label. “What’s this?”
“Just a house warmer. At the party you told me where you lived and I thought I would stop by and see you,” Richard said then added, “I can see you don’t remember me very well.”
“Well I kind of do, we went for a walk, is that right?”
Richard smiled, “Yes, we did. We had a nice walk.”
Kirsten was not sure what to say, still not remembering the man well and nothing about the walk. She wished he would leave, she really was not in the mood to be visited by intruders, particularly ones that were as mysterious as this one.
“If you get a couple glasses we can have some,” Richard suggested.
“Huh? Oh, yeah, sure,” Kirsten replied, grimacing over the mistake, and went over to the cupboard and pulled out two old plastic cups, she didn’t want to reward her error with nice glasses.
Richard filled the cups, lifted his right away and held it out. He already had taken the antidote so he was not concerned. He watched Kirsten carefully; she would only have to drink an ounce in order to have enough of the drug in her system.
“To our reunion, even if it is murky,” Richard said and took a swig of the beverage. Kirsten smiled a bit and took a sip.
“Have you been thinking about our talk we had?” Richard asked.
“Well, not really,” Kirsten replied nervously. She silently scolded herself again for opening the door.
Richard took another sip and said, “Well let me remind you, the stars were out, there were some high clouds, but not much. The moon was not as full as it is now and some dogs could be heard barking in the background. Remember?” He took another sip and this time Kirsten did too, only she drank half the liquid in her cup, the thirst enhancer had gone to work.
“Well, not really,” Kirsten replied.
“Well, we talked about life, and stuff like that. Anything yet?” Richard asked.
“No, sorry.”
“That’s okay. I’ll fill you in some.”
“We talked about society some and the role government plays.”
Kirsten’s head began to swim as she suddenly remembered the note she had found. “Oh, and about communication!”
Richard tried not to look alarmed. “Huh, yes, communication. So you do remember some. What do you remember?”
“Well not much really, it just that, well. Let me show you. Kirsten quickly left and retrieved the note she had written. She hesitantly handed it to Richard not knowing if she should.
Richard read the note thoroughly. She had written down a few things that had been discussed and some thoughts on them. As he read the note, the PC sent the information to the Central Computer who ranked her responses quite favorably. He spent a minute studying the note before setting it down on the table between them. “You wrote that after you got home that night. Do you remember writing it?”
Kirsten flushed, “Well, no, not really.”
Richard just nodded and said, “I would like to talk to you some tonight about other things.”
“Like what?”
“Like what it’s like to go into space,” Richard said bluntly.
“Huh?”
“I think I should tell you, I’m a Spacer.”
“What? A Spacer! Oh my,” Kirsten stepped back. “You’re a Spacer!?”
“Since you asked, yes I am. I grew up in Minnesota and got a degree in engineering at Minnesota State. I was in California doing some free lance programming when I was recruited into the Society.”
“You’re kidding,” Kirsten said not knowing what to think.
“No, I’m not and I think I can prove it to you,” Richard said.
Kirsten did not need any proof, but the offer intrigued her and she replied, “How.”
“I have something outside, care to see?”
“Um, okay, do I need anything?”
“Well, I think you need shoes, we have to walk a couple blocks.”
“Ok,” Kirsten said meekly.
Richard washed out the two cups, collected the bottle then led her to a small nearby park. It was dimly lit and the park was officially closed, but nobody cared about those rules.
“Well, here we are,” Richard said.
“What? I don’t understand,” Kirsten replied while getting nervous more nervous by the second, wondering if she could out run the man.
“Look behind you,” Richard said.
She spun around, facing where she just had come from and nearly jumped back into Richard. A dark shape now occupied the space.
“It’s what we call a Barracuda, because it kind of looks like one. Do you believe me now that I’m a Spacer?”
Kirsten was starring at the spacecraft trying to get a better look at its shape in the dim light. She had seen them on TV, but it was the first time she had seen one, or any Spacer ship, so close.
“Go ahead and touch it if you want, it’s harmless.”
Trying to hide the fact that her heart was pounding wildly she said without total control, “I, I heard they are not harmless.”
“They do have some fire power, mostly to protect themselves and me. You don’t have to worry, as long as you’re with me it will protect you too.”
“It will protect me? Is it alive?” Kirsten asked while still in a mild state of shock, thinking the questions sounded stupid.
“Yes, in a manner. It has a neural brain and it makes many decisions on its own, but it is not sentient.”
Kirsten did not say anything, trying to let the information sink in.
“Would you like to look inside?” Richard asked and the top of the Barracuda slid open reveling a dimly lit interior. The Barracuda settled down to where it was nearly touching the grass and Richard stepped forward to guide her closer. They peered inside to the monitors all around and the comfortable looking seat. “That’s where we sit, in the seat, and we put our groceries behind in the trunk,” he said pointing to the space behind the seat.
“You don’t have any groceries,” Kirsten replied, playing along with the joke.
“No, I don’t. Would you like to get in? Try it out for size?”
Kirsten’s heart was still beating hard and she did not say anything. This was dangerous, more than dangerous, life altering!
“You just climb on in. It’s easiest to come up from the rear a bit then crawl to the opening.” He led her over and gently helped her up and she managed to clumsily get in the Barracuda’s seat. “How does that feel, comfortable?”
Kirsten managed to say, “Yes.”
“Good,” Richard said then hopped on the back of the craft, slipped down behind the main seat and sat on a small fold out seat. It was not very comfortable, but he did not complain. With a silent command the Barracuda, which had been rock steady, suddenly moved. The monitors turned brighter and they rose up over the park. “You can see all around in the monitors. Or you can just sit on the side,” and he climbed out of the cockpit and sat on the edge, his legs still inside, and looked out over the side. “You can sit up here too,” he prodded.
Kirsten, beginning to feel more comfortable, followed and sat on the high perch and looked over the side at the park and city around her. They were still rising.
“Is there anything you want to ask me?”
Kirsten did not reply as she was trapped between trying to think of a question and looking at the view. She felt that events were rapidly spinning out of control.
“Well I have some things I can tell you,” Richard said. There was a long list of items potential recruits at this stage should be told and he started to tell her all about the brain chips, how he communicated with the Barracuda and the Central Computer. Eventually they were so high they were forced to sit down and close the top to keep warm. The Barracuda kept rising as Richard talked about his brain-chip and the com-chip.
When he asked her if she would mind having a chip put in her head she simply shrugged and Richard had to ask again. She eventually replied, “From what you are telling me, I don’t think the problems outweigh the benefits.”
It was a good answer. The Barracuda increased its upward speed and soon they were so high that the lights of the entire city and cities all along the coast could be seen.
“Are we in outer space?”
“About one hundred and twenty-eight kilometers, that would be outer space,” Richard replied and a display of the speed and altitude showed on the monitor in front of Kirsten so she could see the numbers roll along. “We’re a bit above the observation platforms. Would you like to see one, there’s one a couple hundred kilometers from here.”
“Sure,” Kirsten replied gripping her seat tightly, wondering if she really knew what an observation platform was and struggling to control her fear. It felt she was hanging in the air without support. The craft accelerated forward pressing them into their seats. It was not long and they turned around and flew backwards while decelerating. The observation platform had its old-styled dimly glowing propulsion devices holding it up and they closely circled it. Richard had the platform move some to show the power of the chip in his head.
Kirsten began to get used to hanging in the sky. Her science returned to her consciousness and she started to ask more questions about the propulsion devices. As Richard replied to one question, she would throw out another. They talked about the reactors, the materials the Barracuda was made of and about the uses of ceramics in the Society. Her open enthusiasm grew, as did her score, which had already been high.
After a while, they left the platform and headed back to the city. Richard asked, “Is this something you would like to do more?”
Kirsten knew it was a loaded question. “I think it’s a lot of fun,” she said conservatively.
As they approached the park, Richard replied, “This is the second time I have met you. You don’t remember the first time since you had been drugged to not remember. You realize that don’t you?”
“I suppose so. The drink?”
“Yes, in the morning you won’t remember anything. Oh, and please don’t write anything down this time.”
“Hum,” she replied quietly.
“There is an alternative,” Richard said.
“An alternative?” she asked, her heart pounding again.
“We can either go on down and you can go home and I’ll be back in a week. Or we can go somewhere else and you can receive an antidote, so you won’t forget this evening.”
Kirsten fumbled with her thoughts and asked, “Where?”
“We can go to the island of Katerin and you can get a chip and join us.”
“Katerin,” she whispered as if speaking some magical word. She added in a shaky voice, “I can go to the moon?”
“In a couple weeks, after the chip is working.”
“How long do I have to think about it?”
“Not long, you should decide now. It will take an hour to get to Indonesia and we need to get the antidote to you soon for you to recall the entire evening.”
Kirsten closed her eyes as tight as she could and took a deep breath. “I get a chip huh?”
“Absolutely.”
“Does it hurt?”
“Not at all.”
“And I become a Spacer.”
“Yes.”
“What about all my stuff,” she asked.
“We can get it later.”
She was not really thinking about the stuff in her apartment, it was all the other stuff in her life, her job, friends and parents. She had a good life, things were going well. She had just graduated and was treated well at her new job.
She had heard so many things about the Spacers—it was all bad. However, the man did not seem bad, he seemed honest and straight forward, like he had nothing to hide. She had been fascinated by the machines the Spacers flew, reading all about them when she could. She had many magazines in her apartment that she had bought just because of some photo of the spaceport or a flying machine on the front cover. She knew why she liked the Spacers despite everything she had heard, she knew one. Richard did not seem to know. Somehow, she had felt envy at seeing the other woman fly off so happy and proud. Now it was her chance. She knew the offer was rare, a door was opening and it would probably not open again. This decision was not like any other she had ever faced, it was not just a joining, it was a leaving. Richard had already told her leaving the Spacers was possible, but nobody ever did. They were too tight of a group, it would be like leaving a family, similar to what he was asking her to do now. All that was happening was racing around in her mind. She spoke softly, “Ok.”
“What was that?”
“Ok,” she repeated a bit louder.
“Ok? Okay, you want to join the Spacers and live like a queen?” Richard teased.
Kirsten smiled, “Yes. What can this thing do?”
“Oh, so you want to see some speed?”
The Barracuda was still dropping toward the park, but it turned nose up and Kirsten was pushed back in her seat at three times the normal force of gravity.
A few minutes later the accelerations had decreased and she could contemplate her decision. She asked again, “What about my stuff?”
“We can get it later perhaps tomorrow. On Monday morning you can try to get some money out of the bank. Did you have any plans for the weekend? Will anyone miss you this weekend?”
“No, I don’t think so.”
“Good.”
“I know a Spacer.”
“Oh, who?” Richard asked.
“A girl I knew only slightly at the university. I think she became a Spacer, her parents too. Lindy was her name. We had a class together.”
Richard’s PC quickly informed him there was only one Lindy in the Society and it gave him a brief review of her involvement in the C-20 incident. “Lindy Jackson?”
“Yeah, that’s it.”
A quick message and Richard got a reply several seconds later. “She’s on the island now. I have sent her a query through the network and she says she remembers you.”
“Really?”
“That’s what she says.” Richard did not tell her about the C-20 explosion. The story would no doubt end with the vigilante execution of a traitor. He decided it was not good form to tell recruits such things until they were hooked up.
Kirsten was silent for most of the trip. Richard understood. She had just made a huge decision that would change her whole life in ways she was not sure about.
The sun was just starting to light the sky when the Barracuda came down over the island. Richard flew around the dark structure and the island. It was still dark, but the monitors in the Barracuda showed an enhanced image in full color. It swooped into an opening near the top of the high wall and entered a well-lit, but bland room with few features. A woman was standing nearby and a strange small robot was along an edge where a wall met the floor. The craft slowed and stopped over an elevator and the top slid back. Richard got up and shook his legs. “Wow, just in time, my legs were going seriously numb.”
Kirsten stood up as well and looked around at the small robot she had seen. She studied how it was cleaning the floor with a tiny rotating brush on the end of a little arm.
The smiling woman came up to her and Kirsten recognized her. Lindy said cheerfully, “Hi, Kirsten, I’m Lindy. So you remember me?”
“Yeah, I do!”
“Good. So how was your flight?”
“Ok, I guess.”
Richard stepped out of the Barracuda then helped Kirsten out.
“Well, we need to get you to a chamber,” Lindy said. “But first there’s a restroom over here if you need it.”
Kirsten watched as the Barracuda moved away and disappeared down what appeared to be an elevator shaft. She noticed that neither Richard nor Lindsay seemed to notice or care. She followed Lindy into a restroom, which was spotlessly clean.
A minute later, the three walked to an elevator that had no buttons, only a number and lights. They went down a hundred meters then entered a large corridor and traveled past many doors. Robots outnumbered humans and Kirsten had trouble not staring at them all. They all seemed to be different and most had legs, often carrying something or pushing a cart. Some were just carts themselves.
They came to a brightly lit door and, like the others, it just opened when they approached. It was a nice room with carpeting and white walls and even had pictures on the walls, mostly of the island and the moon. Kirsten also noticed pictures of what looked like Mars and one that was definitely Jupiter. Other pictures were of places she could not identify.
“Callisto,” Lindy said, noticing her stare. “Richard, I think I can take care of Kirsten for tonight. Why don’t you leave us and you can get some rest.”
Richard did not really need any rest, but agreed anyway. “Ok, sure, I guess I’ll see you tomorrow. Okay?”
“Sure, okay,” Kirsten hesitantly replied not really feeling like she knew what her schedule was, as she watched Richard depart.
“Ok, now it’s just us. Come follow me.” Lindy showed Kirsten to another room, also carpeted and made to be comfortable. “This is a med-chamber. It’s connected directly to the Central Computer.” As Kirsten looked, one end slowly opened before her and a narrow bed extended. Lindy continued, “You can talk to it all you want, it will talk to you. Answer any questions it asks and ask it anything you want.”
Just then a gentle voice came from the chamber and said, “Hello Kirsten. I hope you’re feeling well.”
Kirsten looked a bit shocked and Lindy said to the machine, “Now treat her nicely, she just got here.” Turning to Kirsten she said, “It looks ugly, but it’s really very gentle. Just lie down on your back on this pad. The chamber will take care of everything. As you’ve been told already, it is more than just a machine, it is a sentient being. When it asks you something, it’s not some programmed statement, it’s actually thinking like we do.”
Kirsten sat on the padded board and looked inside the chamber.
Lindy the fear in Kirsten and said, “There’s two scary things about becoming a Spacer, one is saying ‘Yes’. You did that. The second is getting in this thing for the first time. I sat and looked at it for ten minutes before I got in.”
“Has anyone refused?” Kirsten asked.
“Some, but eventually they go in, after a few hours and a couple drinks. It just looks bad, but don’t worry. I’ll stay here with you, it will only take ten minutes and much of that is spent asking you some routine medical questions.”
“Do you have regular doctors?”
“Oh yeah, there’s some around somewhere, but they concern themselves with research, the med-chamber does all the normal medical work.”
Kirsten took a breath and lay down on the narrow appendage.
“Put your arms on your belly. Are you comfortable?” Lindy asked.
“No, not really. Will I be unconscious?”
“Whether to receive a general anesthesia or not is between you and the Central Computer, it can go either way. If you have a preference just tell it, but there is little pain, if any. Don’t worry. I’ll be here.”
The bed slid in the chamber, but the door stayed open. The Central Computer said, “Hello Kirsten. Are you feeling normal today besides your present anxiety?”
“I suppose.”
“Are you taking any medication?”
“No,”
“I have read your thesis—I would like to discuss it with you some time. High temperature ceramics is vital to much of my circuitry. When was the last time you felt ill?”
The questions continued on. They were not required since they results of a blood examination would reveal much about Kirsten’s health, but the Central Computer asked questions it had decided that Kirsten would expect, it was a calming technique it used on new members and eventually the door was closed.
Oddly, in the Society, healthy bodies were easier to come by than healthy living, the med-chambers saw to that. The desire to control one’s own body did not just extend to remaining healthy. There were numerous options to alter bodies. A person’s hair, weight, fertility, breast and penis size, as well as their calmness were all alterable to varying degrees for a minor cost. New recruits were often surprised at the degree that their body was at their control. Many had no desire to change their bodies in such ways, others embraced personal modifications to correct deficiencies they thought they possessed. The Central Computer informed Kirsten of many options she would have. She politely informed the Central Computer she would probably not be indulging in them.
A few days later Mark was in a Barracuda hovering motionless two-thousand meters over the Kremlin. The top of the Barracuda was slid back and he was sitting on an edge of the cockpit opening wearing a warm jacket to protect him from the cold breeze. It was ten at night and the lights of the immense city spread out around him in concentric rings. He took another swig of the Russian beer and said, “I think I’m going to do it.”
Kirsten and Anthony were similarly perched on top of another Barracuda three meters away. Both Mark and Anthony had rented the Barracuda at Katerin. Anthony replied, “Well, I think I know what she’ll say.”
“Oh?” Mark asked.
“She’ll say, is that beer I smell on your breath,” Anthony replied, trying to mimic a female voice.
Mark chuckled dryly.
Kirsten did not say anything, just watching the lights of the city below them. A somber minute passed and Anthony asked, “You got a ring yet?”
“No, I figure we can get one together, maybe in Buenos Aries. You know, a little sightseeing and shopping. We can go in a jewelry shop and pick one out.”
“Um, I don’t know. I think maybe you should have one already when you pop the question,” Anthony replied.
Mark thought about it for a while, joining Kirsten in silently contemplating the city lights below them. The sound of the city was a quiet murmur from their vantage point. The Barracudas detected an approaching craft and when it was in better sensor range, it was announced that it was a small van. Henrik had flown down from the moon in his van with Jennifer. Kirsten tuned to watch as it pulled up beside them and the back door opened. Henrik and Jennifer soon appeared at the back.
“Hi guys,” Jennifer said to the two men sitting on top of their hovering Barracuda. She pulled out a chair and sat beside Henrik. “It’s a bit nippy up here. You got more of those?” she asked Anthony while Henrik told the van to increase the heat.
“Sure,” Mark said and reached down behind his seat and came up with two more beers. His Barracuda gently drifted over to where he could hand them to Jennifer who passed one on to Henrik.
“Not too bad,” Henrik stated after tasting the beer. “Doesn’t have the ethylene taste I’m used to with Russian beer. Have any trouble getting it?”
“Naw,” Mark replied. “However, I did have to singe a few rifles getting out and I’m sorry to say, some piss was spilled.”
Henrik chuckled. “Did you go down Anthony?”
“No, Kirsten still doesn’t have her PC operating yet,” Anthony replied.
“It’s quite a nice view up here isn’t it Kirsten?” Henrik asked the new recruit.
“Yeah, you guys do this much?”
“Well it does seem to be becoming a common pastime if you’re stuck on Katerin for a while. You can only go tromping through the same old jungle so many times.”
“I can’t believe they’re not doing something,” Kirsten said looking at the buildings below.
“Oh, they used to. They seem to have given up, or else all their toys are broken,” Henrik replied.
Anthony thought he would change the subject before it led into nastier corners and spoke up, “Mark says he going to do it?”
“Do what?” Jennifer asked.
“Pop the question to Vicky.”
“Oh, yippee,” Jennifer exclaimed. “You got a ring yet?”
Mark sighed, “No, not yet. So far the cyclotrons aren’t producing diamonds.”
“Well remember size does count,” Jennifer said.
“No problem there,” Mark said jokingly.
Anthony spoke to Henrik, “Speaking of size, how’s that roof doing, you guys going to get it stabilized?”
“Sure, It’s just a matter of enough beams and plascrete,” Henrik replied. “It has a good arch to it.”
With the success of the sixty-meter diameter centrif, Henrik’s latest project was to excavate a new room for a larger centrif, one with a radius and a height of a hundred meters. Ultimately, the chamber would have thirty times the volume of the previous spinning buildings. With nearly three times the volume of the other ten centrifs combined, it was designed to house fifteen hundred people.
“That’s going to be one huge building,” Anthony commented. “If you can keep the roof from collapsing.”
“Hey, I just dig the hole,” Henrik shot back.
“It’s nothing compared to Katerin,” Jennifer countered.
Henrik scoffed, “Katerin’s just a big blob of plascrete. This is different. This is complicated, it’s art.”
“Still, if you do say, a light bulb count comparison,” Jennifer replied.
“Yeah, yeah, but still it’s different. The whole thing will be welded and bolted together, no Plascrete walls, takes longer to build,” Henrik quickly said cutting off Jennifer’s reply.
Jennifer countered, “Katerin took five years to build, this one is estimated at five months.”
“Yes, but with a hundred times as many robots throwing it together. It’s still a bigger task.” Henrik said.
“Hum, but it’s easier for us to do,” Jennifer mused. “Have you gotten to see much of the spaceport, Kirsten?”
“Oh, yeah,” Kirsten replied. “Vicky has given me several tours. It so huge! I don’t see how she doesn’t get lost.”
Jennifer replied, “It’s just like any big city, if you know where you are and where you want to be there are many routes you can go. Nobody has been to every room in it, it’s just too big. Are you staying with Lindy?”
“Yeah,” Kirsten quietly replied.
“So what’s Lindy up to these days?” Jennifer asked.
“Oh, well she’s been spending a lot of time with me. She’s with Richard tonight, the guy who recruited me. Anthony agreed to take care of me tonight,” Kirsten replied.
Mark who had been silently listening chimed in, “Yeah, that’s the Society for you, fast in and fast out. Say did you get your stuff from the States?”
“I cashed out my accounts on Monday morning then we emptied my apartment,” Kirsten replied.
“Did you get everything?” Mark asked.
“Yes,” Kirsten replied quietly, then added in a near whisper, “A little piss was spilled.”
Jennifer tried to read Kirsten’s mood and said, “It happens. How did your parents take it, you’ve told them, haven’t you?”
“I told them, I called from my apartment as we were packing. Dad took it okay, Mom not so well.”
“Yeah, that’s one of the hardest things about being a member, telling your parents,” Jennifer said. “I think my parents are starting to get used to the thought of it.”
After a while, they got tired of the cold air so high up and eventually Henrik and Jennifer left in the van and only Mark, Anthony and Kirsten were left to view the city.
“I think we better take off too. I’ve got a seat on a C-20 in a few hours,” Anthony said.
“Yeah, I’m headed back up too, but first I think it’s time for a little dive,” Mark said.
“Here? Go ahead, I’m going to take off,” Anthony replied with a shrug.
Kirsten listened, not knowing what they were talking about. There was so much new to learn, everything was different, the Society played by a different set of rules than what she was used to. She watched as Mark put his empty beer bottle in the back of his Barracuda and made sure everything was secure. Curiously, he then climbed completely on to the top of the craft and stood in the cool breeze balanced on the small curved surface. He took a breath, leaned forward and gently dove off the craft to the city below.
Kirsten gasped at the sight, but Mark’s Barracuda quickly dropped down as well. The Barracuda she and Anthony were in began to rise and both her and Anthony sunk down into their seats and let the hatch close over them as the velocity increased.
The cold air stung Mark’s skin and he was only a few hundred meters down when his Barracuda came up beside him. It followed him for a few seconds then moved in and caught him in the cockpit. Mark righted himself as the craft pulled out of the dive and climbed back up.
“How was it?” Anthony asked through the PC connection.
“Stung like hell,” Mark replied.
“That’s because you’re still alive,” Anthony replied, “No missiles this time, they must be getting used to it.”
“Or they ran out of volunteers to launch them,” Mark said as his Barracuda zoomed in to the upper atmosphere trying to catch up with Anthony and Kirsten who were already fifty kilometers ahead and above him, greeting the spectacular rising sunset far in front of them.
The physics department was still buzzing with the news that a graduate from the previous year had suddenly joined the Spacers. Micah knew there had been nothing sudden about it. The recent graduate had filled out an application; someone in the Society had talked the young woman into a casual walk and had made her an offer after having something special to drink at a party. It took two trips before they decided to accept her and move her to Katerin where she had received the implant.
Homeland Security had questioned everyone in the department about the woman’s whereabouts and if they had seen any Spacer activity. Luckily, they were not X-raying anyone, yet.
Another student she knew, but did not like, was trying to talk with her. “Can you believe Kirsten, joining the Spacers—if she really did join?”
Micah was going to attempt to escape the boy, but paused and asked, “What do you mean, if she really did join on her own?”
“Well, cults and extremist groups have their way of influencing people, you know, to get new members. Once you drink the Kool-Aid, that’s it.”
“Like how?” Micah asked, getting irritated.
“I don’t know. Maybe promises of salvation, a place to belong, that kind of brainwashing crap. I mean they’re weird people you know.”
“Yeah, they fly around in black spacecraft and live on an island.”
“Yeah, and who knows how many hundreds or thousands they’ve killed. I think it’s time the Navy went over there and kicked some butt. Probably find a bunch that want to get out but can’t. My dad was in the Navy and he said they could go over there and lob a few three-thousand pound exploding shells and that would clean their whistle.”
“Didn’t the Russian Navy already try that?”
“The Russians? Hell they don’t got a real navy. That was just a bunch of show.”
“What about the space gun things that are all over the place? Won’t they use those if we attack?”
“I bet there’s a thousand physicists trying to figure out how to knock them out. Maybe arrays of energy beams. If they can be put up there, they can be removed. We just have to match them, fight fire with fire, you know. It’s only a matter of time and those things will be space dust, then that island of terrorists won’t last too long.”
Micah knew the boy was expressing a hate that was shared by much of the world’s population. Beliefs such as his ran deep throughout the world, fed by the media and high profile people with evangelical zeal. Still she had a desire to see his ignorant guts flow from his belly, but she told herself it would do no good. She could not raise suspicions. She had heard all the idiocy she cared to and just turned to walk away.
The boy called after her, “Hey, I was wondering if you wanted to get together and work on the sociology homework.”
Micah turned her head as she was walking, the moron would be lucky not to meet her in a dark alley. “I’ve already done it.”
The young man took note of the expression on her face, the curtness of the reply. He didn’t bother to follow her.
“Thousands really are working on the problem,” a voice said in her head.
“And?” she silently replied.
“There are ways to remove them, but it is no longer that simple.”
Micah knew what Sig was talking about, the Swifts and Barracuda, hundreds had been made, the military geniuses knew it. It wasn’t the platforms that had wiped out the Russian Navy. “Tell me something good.”
“Kirsten’s brainwashing is proceeding according to plan, she is fully assimilated.”
Micah sighed as she approached her next classroom, calculus. She knew the computer was playing with her, but she did like Kirsten. She was happy for her. “Try again.”
“The expansions at Luna1 have gone well, it now has a sustainable industry. There is talk of having sporting events on the moon.”
Micah envisioned a lunar baseball game. “Yuck. Try again.”
“Today you will be introduced to power substitutions, a topic that you are already familiar with.”
Micah frowned, trying to recall the math.
“Would you like a refresher before class starts?”
“Ok,” Micah reluctantly agreed.
Numbers and symbols began floating in her mind and the calm voice began, “Power substitutions are an extension of the ‘U-substitution’—
The planet revolving around the star Alshain was a light shade of brown, but almost entirely covered with high-altitude white clouds of water. The radio signals that had been detected clearly indicated technologically advanced life, but the signals themselves revealed little as they seemed to be nothing more than simple beacons used for terrestrial navigation. It was the feint signals that had brought the spacecraft to the solar system and then the planet.
“Can you identify any better the industries?” Micah asked watching the image of the big white planet in her mind.
The knowledgeable voice in her head replied, “As expected, the planet is almost entirely populated. Their industries seem to be mostly power production. They have extensive metalworking, but I have not detected any significant electromagnetic communications or space activity. They chiefly employ hydrocarbon fuel for energy. Pollution is quite severe, there is nothing left of the natural planet surface.”
“Can you tell if it’s an old civilization or are they or are they advancing rapidly like humans on Earth?”
“I think it’s probably been like this for centuries, perhaps millennia.” Sig silently replied.
“Why don’t they do more with their radio abilities besides navigation?
“They seem to be conservative with using the EM spectrum, choosing to employ it as little as possible. Even the navigation signals are the bare minimum, at what seems to be the lowest useable power level.”
“But they have the ability to generate more?”
“It appears they produce electricity on the terawatt scale rather routinely. I don’t think it’s a matter of capability, but of desire. They are either inconvenienced by electromagnetic radiation or perhaps are trying to limit the EM footprint the planet makes.”
“You mean they might be trying to hide?”
“Possibly. The only other sources of radio signals I can detect are those from Earth.”
“So it might be us they are hiding from?”
“If they are hiding.”
“Perhaps we should not approach too close in case it would frighten them.”
“I will not get closer than three hundred thousand kilometers and send down smaller probes to get a better look through the cloud cover.”
“You’re decelerating now?” Micah asked.
“Yes at a hundred meters per second per second. I’ll be in position soon. I am now detecting something.”
“What?” Micah asked curiously.
“Something approaching. Several items now accelerating at great rates. They were apparently launched from the backside of the planet, which I have not yet seen. Large rockets, nuclear powered.”
“Nuclear?”
“Yes they are accelerating at over five hundred meters per second per second. They are following slightly random paths, probably to avoid being shot down. They are clearly heading for the ship—obviously they have seen me.”
“Do you think it’s hostile?”
“Definitely. Assuming the range of the rockets is sufficient to reach me, I will have to shoot them down, I cannot match their acceleration.”
Micah gripped her bed spread firmly as she lay in bed. This was the first planet that showed any technology and it instantly assumed it was being attacked—it was ready for the encounter in advance!
“We don’t know that they think they are under attack, maybe destroying what could be a competitor is a normal action for the species. I am veering away at full acceleration. Assuming the rockets have nuclear warheads, I will have to destroy them in about two minutes to maintain a survivable detonation distance.”
“What if they follow you into hyperspace? What it they assume you’re from Earth and attack Earth?”
“I am releasing many probes, we will answer those questions. We will know of their capabilities.”
“They now know what your top acceleration is,” Micah moaned.
“One of the rockets has detonated. It is sending a cloud of smaller devices towards me at thousands of kilometers per second.”
“How big was the rocket?”
“The rocket, like the others, was about eleven meters in diameter and perhaps two hundred meters long. The smaller warheads being blown my direction are about a tenth of a meter in diameter. Six other rockets have detonated, but there are several more behind that have not.”
“Can you destroy all the smaller warheads?”
“Yes, I have just started. They contain plutonium, they are fission-fusion weapons. I have destroyed dozens already, but they are advancing rapidly. All the larger rockets I have destroyed. They now know of my weapon.”
“Of one of your weapons,” Micah urgently added.
“I am using only the particle beam. Some of the smaller warheads have now detonated. They are generating large bursts of EM radiation. I am not equipped to shield from these large bursts. My toroidal rings are damaged so are most of my high-resolution sensors. More of the warheads are detonating. I am switching to the neutron gun to disable the other warheads.”
Micah’s eyes were wide open as she lay listening to Sig’s narration. The dark and quiet room around her seemed now a bit scary. The visit to the latest system in the grand adventure had turned frighteningly ugly very quickly.
“I think the rockets have all been destroyed along with all the warheads. I am incapable of hyperspace travel now. Only the shielding of the ship’s core has kept it from being completely destroyed. The outer surfaces are all severely damaged by the pulses.”
“What about the surveillance probes you released?” Micah asked.
“All dead. I am releasing more.”
“Now what?”
“I must make repairs. There are other planets in this solar system suitable, but I don’t think I will be out of range of their rockets if they find me. A cloud of comets and asteroids exists out further, but it will take me months to get there.”
“You can shoot down the rockets as soon as they are detected now, right”
“Yes, but all my best detectors are gone. I will be relying on the surveillance probes on the planet for early warning. I will go make repairs on a small outer planet. We will have to keep an eye on this system.”
Micah was becoming agitated and spoke out loud to the empty room, “You make it sound like no big deal. That was your biggest and most advanced ship and they nearly killed it! They now have two ideas for new weapons and who knows what else they saw! Perhaps they are smart enough to figure out what the rings are for? Maybe they’re going to assume you came from Earth, the only planet they can see that has technology. They surprised you once, detecting you long before you thought they could, they can surprise you again.”
“Micah, I have sent new probes, they will enter the atmosphere in a few hours then we will have more answers. I will start manufacturing other hyper-ships in the Oort cloud. We have also seen plenty of planetary systems where I could start construction sites to build more ships.”
“But all that takes time! What if they are more prepared than we thought?” She already knew what Sig’s response was going to be.
“We will know in a few hours.”
Micah was far from being able to sleep so the computer sent the hours filling her in on many details of the new ships that could be constructed from the three Oort cloud ships. Eventually the small probes descended through the clouds to view the massive metallic city that covered the planet. The angular structures showed no artistic aspect, being simple utilitarian buildings that covered the landmasses of the planet. Hundreds of missile silos were observed indicating that only a small percentage of the planet’s defenses had been used to attack the ship. The probes lowered to the building tops where the darkness of night was approaching, to catch glimpses of activity.
Micah had seen creatures from many planets, the odd, the ugly. These she saw were bipeds, but had four arms, each arm ending in a mass of small tentacles, which were used as fingers. Their hard brown bodies were not so alien or mysterious.
Through her night, she lay in bed and watched the nimble creatures, trying to pick out their strengths and weaknesses. They wore no clothing, but usually carried pouches and bags strapped to their glossy exoskeleton bodies. In their pouches they kept what looked like books and important documents that they used nearly continuously as they went about their chores.
Sig’s probes moved over the alien planet, a planet-wide city without any sign of surface agriculture anywhere, even their food had to be grown inside the all-encompassing buildings. The entire population apparently lived in the buildings, there was no place else to be but inside the enormous metallic building that covered everything. In places where the clouds thinned, the vast expanse of rooftops could be seen to stretch from horizon to horizon. At the icy poles, where the atmosphere was clearest, huge parabolic dishes and telescopes protruded from the rugged rooftops. Many of the giant receiving dishes were pointed towards Earth, giving Micah chills once again as the sun blossomed over the horizon to shine on California.
The biggest worry in going to Mars turned out to be the large distance from the closest med-chamber. Chambers were readily available on Katerin and Luna1, but people on the party-barges to Mars could be a long week from one. The close convenience to their direct link to the Central Computer, and the source of constant salvation from any ill, perceived or real, tended to hit a nerve only a short day out of the Earth-Moon gravity well.
It was not so much that they needed to enter a chamber every day, but it was akin to driving around without a spare tire. For those going to Jupiter, the isolation from chambers was even more dramatic. The solution was simple, put a med chamber on Mars and another in orbit around Europa. This cost two more C-20's and two valuable chambers, but it added greatly to the feeling of comfort and security on the long voyages.
The C-20 parked on Mars, near the chilly summit of Mons Olympus, was named Mars-One and that was usually the first stop visitors made on vacation trips to the red planet. Mars-One also served as a storage area for spare supplies that each visit either took from or contributed to. Nobody stayed long at Mars-One, the lonely C-20, chosen to spend its life sitting on the plant surface, was in just too bleak of a place. Despite a few geomorphologic curiosities, Mars was simply too barren, dim and desolate to stay there more than the few days of the typical cruise.
Fewer people went to Jupiter, but the need for a chamber there was just as important. The long Jupiter trips were likewise marked by a stop to the orbiting C-20 where tourists were free to put on their suits and do a short space walk over to what was known as Jup-One.
There were always those who wanted to build larger facilities at Mars-One and Jup-One, including a nice hotel with pressurized C-20 docking bays. A regular Martian hotel seemed doable in just a matter of months, followed by a Jovian hotel, but the idea only consisted of a small myriad of competing designs. No one had yet started construction—the distant hotels were just dreams of things to come.
Trips to Mars were vacations, endeavors that had the effect of allowing people to say they had been there and perhaps conceive a child while in the vast interplanetary abyss. Earth was a much more practical destination, where there was a need for a presence. The Society treated modern countries as big shopping malls, coming and going, purchasing items they could not yet produce on their own.
It was a stressed relationship, a slap in the face of mighty countries that considered themselves sovereign. Labeled illegal aliens or terrorists, the Society was tolerated, but the tension was thick. Virtually every country in the world had learned that it did not pay to fire on a Spacer craft and to actually attack a Spacer surely translated into death, or murder as it was unwaveringly described.
Soldiers were increasingly armed with high power weapons that often sported exploding bullets, which in theory had a better chance against a mechanical enemy. At sea, the US Navy continued their long-term patrol of the international waters just outside the Indonesian border all the while the observation platforms continued their monitoring of North America from far above.
With the situation with the States being stable, although stressed, the Society had turned its attention to the construction of the centrifs and recruiting. With the completion of the first giant centrif, capable of housing over a thousand people in a one-gee environment, the recruitment rate was stepped up. Public sentiment for the Spacers, as always, was negative, but there were plenty of closet Spacer-want-to-bes to choose from. Young scientists were being plucked out of the most modern countries at a rate of about two per day so, as the months passed, both the number of Society members and the physical size of Luna1 continued to grow.
The Society’s population had been pushed to just under three thousand, many of which had taken quarters in the first of the one hundred meter centrifs. The old modular city, which had been the womb from which the new Luna1 emerged, was virtually vacant of residents, used simply for maintenance, storage and farming. What used to be living quarters was now packed full of every sort of food plant that could be squeezed in, all maintained by robots. The increased food production went a long ways to supplying the Society with fresh fruit and vegetables, but meat and many other supplies still had to be procured from Earth.
The vast field of raw materials from the cyclotron was the feeding grounds for the foundry that turned out high strength steel alloy beams for the underground workings. Construction of a second one-hundred meter centrif was started, consuming hundreds of thousands of tonnes of iron from the cyclotron. Made of steel, nickel, carbon, titanium and a host of other materials, the new giant centrif was rising, already composed of a skeletal frame that sat on hundreds of enormous wheels, each four meters in diameter. Hundreds of robots climbed over the structure, running pipes and wires, bolting in plates and drilling holes. Few humans were in the area and those that were around were supervising and directing the robots while trying to not get in the way.
In addition to the second one hundred meter centrif, construction began on one of the first of the permanent and pressurized C-20 bays that would eventually replace the unloading facility. The construction of the bays required a massive amount of tunneling in the nearby rock mountains. It was planned that eventually there would be enough underground bays and accompanying passageways to contain the entire C-20 fleet. Completion of a large foundry had allowed for the construction of the massive airlock doors required to pass the ships to and from the nothingness of space. Two large adits were started from the hard vacuum of the lunar surface, each twenty-five meters wide and twenty-five meters tall, which were the entrance and exits to the huge corridors that the C-20 transports that would travel. Each of the bays for the C-20s, although small and simple compared to even the small centrif caverns, at thirty-five meters wide, thirty meters tall and sixty meters long, still took a week to hollow out.
On Earth, deep in the Katerin spaceport, Laramie’s team had no problem producing sufficient quantities of neural and com-chips needed to supply the Society with hundreds of new chips needed daily. Milford’s team continued to expand the Central Computer to handle the massive communication flow demanded by the growing nervous system of the Society, not only from the thousands of PCs but from the hundreds of thousands of com-chips distributed throughout the Society to link robots, spacecraft, doors, environment controls and a myriad of other various pieces of equipment.
The Society was strong on Earth and the Moon, straddling both spheres with comfort. The Central Computer was likewise in both places at once. The PCs and the Central Computer was not all stored in one location, but distributed in two deep vaults in the basalt island and two other vaults deep in the workings of Lunar1. The distributed network provided a sense of added security to further enhance the invincible sentiment that ran though the Society and bound them tightly as one cohesive family where departure was more unthinkable than ever.
The Society was healthy and strong. The vacation flights to Mars and Jupiter were becoming more popular with time, so that a total of fifteen C-20's were retrofitted for the journeys. Another popular pastime had also developed—lunar sports. All popular ball games found on Earth were played at Luna1. Games requiring lots of space such as soccer, tennis, football and basketball were performed in the large developing C-20 bays while racquetball was played in unused rooms that had been built along the busy Central Avenue. Nearly everyone in the Society found some recreational activity they could enjoy.
Another popular competition were races, and for the much anticipated competition the entire luna1 population, aside from a few working, were either outside in suits or in restaurants and lounges watching monitors of the first annual Lunar Olympic event. On Katerin as well, everyone found time to gather in the lounges or in small crowds to view the competitions taking place on the moon. Due to the competitions, Katerin’s population was temporarily as low as it had been since before the final exodus to it years earlier.
Everyone was feeling good, happy with their life. The C-20 explosion that had ripped twelve lives from the Society was becoming a fading memory for most members, only a few still lived with the pain of the disaster on a daily basis. Lindy Jackson was one of those still learning to live the loss.
She was not on the moon for the big sporting event, but instead was on Katerin, accompanying Kirsten into a lounge. Lindy’s son was sleeping quietly in a stroller while the two women and a crowd of others in the room watched the large monitors in the lounge. Lindy passed a silent message to her dad, “Your robot looks the best. I put two credits on it.”
“Thanks for the overwhelming confidence,” Dale replied.
Another image came to Lindy’s mind. She reflexively turned her head towards the ocean, but closed her eyes to help clarify the image. It was an image of a white yacht that was approaching the island. Guard robots were watching the boat and it was through their eyes she received information.
Once in a while someone would try to speak with the Society or join by approaching the island, braving the ion cannon that could surgically slice any size vessel to pieces. Usually the intruders would turn around when they caught a glimpse of the 10T robots or the warning shots. On a rare occasion, a brave visitor would approach the shore close enough for either a nasty looking robot or a nearby member to tell them to leave.
Linda contemplated the small white boat, which the Central Computer informed her had been spotted two days earlier by the observation platforms. It had been uninteresting, heading straight to Katerin from a nearby Indonesia city, and now the yacht, with its imminent arrival, gained more interest. Lindy was only one of many that was watching the image of the ship and had automatically turned their gaze out the large windows to the large runway and the ocean beyond. Nobody really much cared either way. The Central Computer had kept those interested up to date about the position and course of the approaching yacht, but made no suggestion as to any action that should be taken as it approached within a few kilometers of the spaceport. The arrival of the boat did nothing to diminish the excitement of the lunar competition.
She opened her eyes and turned back to the large monitors to watch the robots compete on the moon. There were several events. Foot and bicycle races in the form of obstacle, sprint and endurance, intermixed with task-oriented competitions. The human competitions were broken into men, women and children categories while the robot heats were 100K, 300K and 1T.
The robot competitions were the most interesting. Some robots were simply enhanced stock robots; others looked like they had been designed from the ground up for the competitions. Racing robots had several restrictions, such as no wheels or legs that could pivot in circles. They had to carry all the power they needed in the competition without capacitor change outs.
Lindy turned her mind back to the approaching white yacht. It seemed somehow unusual, determined to brave the mystic. She spoke to Kirsten, “There’s a ship approaching.” She watched Kirsten close her eyes then open them. Lindy was pleased with the way Kirsten had so naturally merged into the Society. Kirsten could be anywhere she pleased, but still spent her time on the island where she was studying the Society’s technology.
“It looks like someone with lots of money wants to meet us,” Kirsten replied.
Lindy replied, “Curiosity killed the cat you know. They’ll be turned around soon.”
A few minutes later, the small white yacht was approaching the entrance to the enclosed docking area when a guard robot fired a shot near its bow that threw up a huge spray of hot water and steam. Lindy watched in her mind as the yacht turned and headed for the south end of the spaceport where it had a chance of getting close to shore. It seemed to be stubborn. She watched a man rise from his chair and step out of the lounge to go investigate the yacht, which would soon be at a small beach at one end of the island. He had hardly left the room when Lindy received a rare warning from the Central Computer. The lounge room went silent as she turned to Kirsten who was already facing her with an astonished expression brought by the receipt of the unusual message. Lindy muttered, “I guess we should go then.”
Kirsten nodded and they, along with everyone else in the lounge stood amongst renewed chatter, but the chatter was not about the lunar competition, it was about the incredible suggestion from the Central Computer for those on the island to walk to the far end to the spaceport, away from where the yacht was headed. The room was full of commotion as the monitor showing the games were reluctantly abandoned, and everyone was filled with a curiously alien feeling about the extraordinary precaution being made for one small boat. They steadily made their way to a long corridor with a moving sidewalk that would take them to the north side of the spaceport, while struggling to comprehend what their Central Computer was trying to tell them.
While walking they would have to rely on images from their PC’s to keep in touch with the lunar competition. The dust was flying for a 300K robot competition where the robots had to move a hundred blocks of silicone a distance of ten meters. Five robots were competing at once, each with its own stack of blocks to work on. The robot Dale’s team had built had been in the forerunner until it broke one of the one hundred kilogram blocks, which incurred a five-second penalty. The flying dust around the robots was so thick it was hard for the spectators to see the action. Good-sized pits were forming in front of the shrinking and growing piles where the robots were stopping and starting their short ten-meter sprints.
The robots had already competed in the tank-rolling contest and the next one would be the trench digging. Unlike the simple racing competitions that featured long gangly bipeds, the task oriented competitions employed sturdy robots that were all quadrupeds.
Dale’s team was in second place after the block-moving contest and the team had thirty minutes to make repairs with whatever materials the robot had on it before the trenching heat. In the mean time, the human technical bike-riding contest was starting up. The bikes were normal Earth mountain bikes with modifications, using more suitable lubricants and tires. The bike course was more technical than long, since even the well-trained bikers did not like to bike in spacesuits for long. The bikers were lined up at the start line preparing for the start light when the Central Computer sent a news message that was immediately passed on by all the PC’s. A nuclear blast had been detected by the observation platforms. The enormous image of the mushroom cloud expanding into the atmosphere was transmitted to everyone who had a brain-chip still capable of showing it.
Lindy and Kirsten were amongst a slowly moving mass that was approaching an already crowded lounge and Lindy was worried that there was not going to be room to fit her baby stroller in when the earthquake struck. Only it was not an earthquake. The entire spaceport shuttered and the view out the windows showed that the island was immersed in a crimson hurricane. The heat of the atmosphere penetrated the windows bathing the crowd within, who were already on the floor being knocked down by the sudden movement.
Lindy had her voice sucked from her by the hot pulse, but she looked up through the window and the heat to see what she thought might have been a 10T robot flying past. Her nylon shirt was melting on her skin, but she did not feel it as her entire focus was on her son and shielding him from the heat. She felt some tugs and found herself being dragged to a room further from the now melting windows. She cried out for her baby and saw through the chaos that the stroller too was being rushed into the relatively cool side room. Only then did she look around for her friend Kirsten. She was not in the side room, Lindy felt her stomach heave at the thought that Kirsten must still be out in the scorching hall. She screamed “Kirsten, we got to get Kirsten,” but instead of anyone rushing out the room to look for her friend, someone held her and threw water over her. A few seconds later she realized her PC was not speaking to her.
Most members of the Society knew of the explosion instantly without having to be told, some had not yet been informed of the blast since their PC was no longer operational. The nuclear explosion had ripped apart most of the vegetation on the wet side of the island leaving what was left of the lush jungle ablaze. Only a small bit of the jungle on the far side of the island was partially shielded from the blast by the bulge of the island, but even it was left in ruins. The top of the spaceport was peeled upwards as the blast slammed into one end of the massive complex. One third of the structure, including half the apartment units on the island, was obliterated in the hypersonic pressure wave and ensuing heat. The C-20’s, Swifts, Barracudas, robots and assembly lines were vaporized or melted into the huge balls of gooey plascrete dripping from the torn side of the structure. One of the deep tunnels into the island was breached and an entire room of six hundred and fifty one PC’s was destroyed along with twenty percent of the Central Computer. The Society consisted of thousands of PC’s, but it also had hundreds of thousands of com-chips connected to the Central Computer. Two hundred thousand of these com-chips were wiped out in the breached computer chamber. The damage to the Society’s nervous system erupted pandemonium at both Katerin and Luna1.
Those on Luna1 scrambled towards the airlocks that lead to the mountain interior. Those who were in obvious confusion were led by those who were still connected to the Central Computer. The robots tried to help, the robots that had lost communication struggled to decide what to do, help the humans, who seemed in trouble, or go to a maintenance room for a new com-chip. Most of the chips lost were not paired to Luna1 facilities so almost all the doors and ground vehicles were operational. Those that were not operational were identified and the Central Computer began to assign urgent tasks to all humans and robots it could still communicate with.
On Katerin, of the three hundred and twenty adults and children that were there, one hundred and sixty were dead and more dying all the time. The massive heat wave flew over the far apartment complex where it blasted or sucked out windows and scorched the surface. The eight med-chambers on the island were reduced to three and nearly half the surviving doors were out of contact with the Central Computer. The survivors rushed the most wounded to the med-chambers through many doors that had to be opened by verbal command. Here too robots scurried around, with their first task being to identify doors and robots that were left stranded and to start replacing com-chips from the supplies.
Lindy, like many others, was busy surviving, trying to wash the radioactive fallout off herself and others. She knew the particles had penetrated deep; it would take more than water to rid her burned body of the radioactivity. The room was hot, others around her were in worse condition, but her son was alive but burned. Kirsten was dead, her body had been left outside in the hall with the panoramic windows to broil in the heat. Without her PC, she seemed to be immersed in silence as the pain from her burns began to creep over her body. Through her mental and physical pain, she heard someone say, “It was Indonesia.”
Most on Katerin were women with small children and babies. This statistic was not lost to those who were seeing red and contemplating the origin of the small white yacht. Only a minute after the blast, even while some Society members were still struggling to enter the Luna1 complex or trying desperately to find their way to a med chamber, observation platforms over Indonesia started to thunder.
Anything that even remotely looked like a military or national government structure was demolished with very little regard to civility. Unnatural thunder, like nobody had ever heard before, rippled across the island nation as enormous white beams, originating far above the stratosphere, dug trenches meters deep through dirt and rock as they slowly passed through building after building. Despite the beams slowness to give inhabitants some time to escape, dozens perished every minute in the attack from above.
Images from the platform over Katerin showed that the runway was now too short for a C-20 to use, leaving the C-20's useless. Katerin was desperately short of med-chambers and twelve were sitting virtually idle on Luna1. Those that had vans on Luna1 raced through space towards Katerin at top speed while many injured on Katerin raced the other way in the Barracuda and Swifts that had survived. The C-20s that comprised Mars-One and Jup-One were recalled to the moon. They could not deliver their precious contents to Katerin, but having the chambers at Luna1 was better then out in deep space.
The only vehicles large enough to carry a med-chamber from Luna1 to Katerin were the large flying trucks on the moon and these would only be able to carry one at a time in the heavy Earth gravity. Nonetheless, several members wasted no time in getting one loaded onto a flying truck. Within ten minutes, the lunar truck and two members were accelerating at thirteen times the lunar gravity as it raced away from the Moon. Two human drivers onboard were there to assist those on Katerin and to provide navigation assistance to the truck’s computer, which was not trained in Moon-to-Earth flying.
On Katerin and Luna1, the PC’s lacking a connection to the Central Computer received priority assistance in getting new com-chips, however nearly six hundred humans, who had their PC destroyed, had to be guided around by other humans or robots. Suit spiders were convenient for this since they could speak and listen and were connected to the Central Computer.
The lunar truck flying to Earth was followed by a second and a third a few minutes later. The humans on board the trucks were pushing their bodies to the limit to deliver the chambers in time to save the burnt within Katerin. The first to leave Luna1 had pushed the turnaround point and entered the Earth’s atmosphere at a speed too fast for the exposed, older style propulsion devices. Under maximum thrust, which was only decelerating the craft at a little over two-gees, the craft was in trouble as a propulsion unit failed due to extreme heat. The other units compensated to keep the truck level, but it had lost twelve percent of its deceleration. The message of the too-fast-of-entry was passed to the other two trucks following, which quickly started to decelerate with maximum force.
The thin atmosphere flashed to plasma as the lunar truck plowed through the ever-thickening air. A second propulsion device failed and another and the truck was soon falling freely through the stratosphere toward Earth, tumbling in a glowing fireball. With no propulsion, the damaged truck violently spun as it dropped, through the thick troposphere. The two members on board were squished into a corner of the truck’s pressurized cab and both quickly lost consciousness before their bodies were eaten by the plasma. No Barracuda or Swift could save it. Two of the three med-chambers did reach the island in time to do some good.
The destruction of the Indonesian government installations was complete long before the fine debris and ash stopped falling from the sky around the island. Twenty hours after the blast, the radioactive island of Katerin was completely abandoned and left in care of robots. The remaining PC’s and Central Computer nodes were loaded into Swifts, Barracudas and vans and taken to Luna1.
One hundred and seventy nine humans died from the nuclear blast and two others had died in the plummeting truck when it hit the atmosphere. One of the many members missing and presumed dead was Protani. The Society would have to recover without its most prestigious member. The soft-spoken Milford was the only remaining original member.
The American arms dealer was in his spacious Connecticut estate. He had left Indonesia shortly after overseeing the placement of the nuclear bomb on the inconspicuous yacht and had headed home. He knew perfectly well that if the Spacers ever were able to link him to the explosion he would surely die painfully.
He sat forward in his chair with the large television turned on and tuned to CNN. The news program had reporters in Indonesia covering the massive destruction of military bases and buildings. Torn bodies were being pulled from the smoke-filled wreckage of the presidential palace as Indonesia tried to recover from its severely decapitated government.
The arms dealer was not looking at the television, but instead was focused on the bible he had clutched in his tense hands. His eyes were sweating as he read the passages to himself, quietly speaking them as he did so. This was not unusual for him, as he had worn out several bibles over the last few years, which he carried with him wherever he went. He knew God spoke to him, it was the only explanation, he just wished he knew why. The dreams had come as they always did, night after night. The dreams varied; sometimes it was a human, other times an animal or a plant that spoke to him. Sometimes it was something he was reading. He remembered them all, the dreams telling him what to do. The dreams were terrifying and often woke him. He never felt a desire to follow the instructions given to him in the dreams. In fact, if he were ever given the chance, he would do exactly the opposite of what the dreams told him to do, but he never got the chance—they were always instructions for actions he had already performed.
God gave instructions, in a way that only God could and he somehow could not refuse. A decade earlier he had been at the bottom of society, homeless and fighting for scraps on the street. In poor health and with no pride or ambition, he had stolen some clothes and money and gotten a haircut and shave. He had applied for a job and at the interview had known just what to say for every question, even though he did not know how he could have. That was when the nightmares started.
Eventually he worked his way up from job to job and got a license for dealing firearms and opened a gun shop. He made contacts somehow knowing where to go and found international clients who needed weapons for various rebels around the globe. He always mysteriously knew just what to say and do and always the nightmares followed. He did things that made no sense, going someplace, doing something, helping one person and killing another.
He was a puppet and no matter how hard he tried to snip the stings, all his actions were only what the puppet master decided. He could still remember bits of the fierce nightmares where terrible voices told him to learn Russian, something he had started weeks earlier, where he thought he might get more business in his arms trade.
He had suggested the nuclear bomb to the Indonesian minister and even suggested the method of delivery and placement of the bomb. He was well recognized as an expert in weapons and had no trouble convincing the Indonesian government of just how to perform the operation to remove the Spacer scrounge from its territory. He was well paid for the work.
He was not shocked that the nuclear blast had failed to wipe out the entire Spacer building—he knew God worked in mysterious ways. He did not even know why God had wanted to damage the Spacers’ island—Spacers it seemed, did not have God on their side.
Clayton gripped the book firmly and continued to recite the passages, somewhere in the book was the answer. Somewhere in the book he would find God and thus the answer to his most burning question, why?
Weeks after the blast, production on the lunar assembly lines had changed to favor robots and weapons. The manufacture of air-conditioning units, heaters, airlocks and lights was neglected as the Society focused on defense. With one third of the Katerin spaceport missing and another third twisted and buckled, the robots within the hulk scrambled to make repairs not only to the damaged building, but to themselves as well.
One end of the building sported a massive spike of plascrete that had been thrust upwards by the blast. The jagged top of the pinnacle rose a full kilometer over the formerly flat top of the spaceport. Small shipments of supplies could be ferried to and from the working end of the spaceport by means of Swifts and slowly a few assembly lines on Katerin were restarted. Humans at Luna1 could, to some extent, remotely guide robots on Katerin, pressing on with the spaceport’s slow and partial recovery, however, it was realized that Katerin would never be the spaceport it once had been, the island was no longer the tropical paradise. The jungle was gone, replaced with radioactivity and sad memories of members who had died.
The largest airport in the city of Jakarta was deserted due to the pelting from the observation platforms. It was one of the hundreds of places that no longer operated, even though the terminal still stood, unlike the more obvious government buildings. All commercial flights to and from the wounded city had been cancelled, only a few private planes still operated, ferrying the wealthy away from the once sovereign country.
It was early in the morning when the C-20, which had come from Luna1, circled the city at mach-two to observe the city first hand. Sonic booms had become common over the sore city, so had explosions and thunder from energy beams. The new atmospheric disturbance brought many out of their homes to scan the sky for whatever was attacking them now. Others rushed to some hiding area that they figured would offer them some degree of protection from yet another strike on their dying country.
From the altitude of the C-20, the city looked normal except a few buildings scattered around that were still smoking after a week of burning. The C-20 slowed and dropped in altitude, maneuvering to line up on one of the runways that had been Jakarta’s international airport. The runway was longer than the one on Katerin had been and so the C-20 could easily land despite being heavily loaded. It stopped at the end of the runway, away from any buildings, and the side door on the cargo bay opened.
Robots, two at a time started to emerge from the cargo bay. Heavily armored and armed, the 1T robots formed a protective ring around the C-20 as more robots exited the craft. Eventually larger 10T armored robots emerged, eight of them. The larger robots, which contained nuclear reactors, spread out in a loose array and headed toward the airport’s terminal. The hundred smaller robots fanned out in a fast moving cloud around the larger robots and the entire ground armada started toward the city. The C-20 turned around and accelerated down the runway and, free from its burden, steeply climbed into the cloudy sky.
Anyone who saw one of the vicious looking cold killing machines fled as fast and far as they could. The smaller robots went through buildings, room by room as the larger 10T robots stayed on the streets. The nebulous cloud of death machines destroyed anyone or anything that looked threatening.
What was left of the Indonesian military on the island, at last had an enemy they could confront. Battles were brief, vicious and conclusive. The only soldiers to survive were those that realized their world was changing, weather they liked it or not.
The city was systematically sterilized of all threats. Over the next two weeks, it was a scene that was to be repeated many times both in Jakarta as well as other Indonesian cities. The robots came, swept through the area then took up guard positions on street corners, parks and shopping areas. Thousands of robots arrived daily and no Indonesian city, town or village was completely free of them. The world watched as the flying spheres came next. Black and studded with ominous projections, the slowly spinning devices raced down streets, roads and across the countryside through the jungles, marshes and sea to watch and occasionally destroy. For weeks Indonesia was beaten to the ground and the whole world watched, roared in protest and trembled in fear for nobody could think of any way to kill the mechanical army.
Jasmine looked out the front window of her house towards the commotion. Her friend and neighbor of two decades was screaming in the street and waving a pistol. Jasmine had never seen the pistol before, but that was not surprising, there were plenty of guns hidden in the households of Indonesia. Her friend was yelling, “Come and get me you bastards!”
Jasmine knew what was happening, her neighbor had been informed the previous day from the ragged remains of the volunteer police that her youngest and last son had been killed. The woman had now lost her husband and all three of her sons to the robotic invasion. Jasmine remembered the initial attack, how the father and the three boys had impatiently gone off in their pickup truck to fight the robots.
It was a scene that had been repeated a thousand times all over the island—only the cowards came back. Jasmine fretted over whether to go calm down her friend who was now calling the Spacers cowardly pigs. She could see a few people in the distance watching, but like her, they were not approaching the distraught woman who was obviously trying to pick a losing fight with a robot. Nobody wanted to be next to her when a robot came, the murderous machines did not hesitate—nor did they ask questions.
Jasmine sighed, maybe there was time, the distraught woman had only been out on the street for a minute, maybe she could do something. She quickly walked to the door and opening it, yelled, “Stop! Stop it! Throw away the gun. Go home, quickly before they come!”
“Like hell!” her neighbor screamed. “Their dead! My whole family is dead! I will not just go inside and pretend it did not happen! The robots killed them all and it is time for them to finish what they started!”
Jasmine watched as her friend pointed the pistol in the air and fired a shot.
Jasmine didn’t bother to speak to her friend again, she just sadly closed the door and started to aimlessly pace the floor. She could hear the desperate and crazy yelling at nobody, mad at the world with nobody to turn to for justice.
It had never been so bad. The robots had made everyone a little crazy. It was strange times, living under the threat of the robots with no government or law. The water had been off for days, just like the electricity. She had eaten everything that was in her small refrigerator, there was no telling when the electricity would be restored. She could not drive anywhere, the city streets were clogged with cars, many were burned out piles of junk.
The robots were not very tidy, they simply killed, destroyed and devastated anything they had a notion to dislike, such as cars, buildings, people and lives, then leave the mess behind to add to the growing stench of the city. Jasmine could not stand it, she looked through the gap in the curtains, her neighbor was still there, walking in a circle and shouting for the robots to come and fight.
It was so sad to see a life destroyed. She could remember her friend laughing and smiling with her family not long ago; she had led a good life and did not deserve what she got—none of them did. But still it happened. Now her friend looked like a crazy person, red in the face, a torn and dirty dress, her hair was a tangled mess.
A quick light was accompanied by her friend’s chest exploding in a cloud of red mist. Jasmine gasped and stepped back from the door in shock. She had not even seen the robot; apparently, her friend had not either since she was killed in mid sentence. She gradually built up the courage to look out the window again. The woman’s form was laid out on the street, her legs and arms wide. Much of the body was a red mass, only a little of her dress remained light blue. Jasmine looked around, but could not see any robot at first then caught a glimpse of a big black sphere up high, just before it darted away.
It took two minutes before Jasmine stopped looking out the window. She went to a cupboard and pulled out an old bed sheet. She then quickly walked out to where the remains were and, trying to avoid looking at her mutilated friend, spread the sheet over the body while mumbling a prayer. The gun that had been waved in defiance was lying a few feet away. Odd she thought that the robot didn’t destroy it, perhaps leaving it for someone else to pick up and wave around. Maybe that was what they wanted, someone else to break down and wave the gun around. Is this what was in store for all of them eventually? Were the robots going to find a reason to kill them all?
She quickly walked back to her house being sure not to approach the small weapon. Another robot would probably be by soon to make sure there was not something else to destroy. She had just reached her house when she heard heavy steps and turned to see a robot coming down the street. It would no doubt search all the houses in the neighborhood. Her house had already been searched twice. Jasmine looked down at the heavy scratches on the wood floor from the other searches. She did not bother to close the door, but forced herself to calm down, wiped at her tears, picked up her rosary and sat in a chair to wait. The previous robots that had searched her house didn’t bother to knock, this one was no different.
Lindy had studied the images of the islands, they were a poor substitute for being there and seeing them for herself. She flew over the eighth and last island on her list. The Swift came down low and skimmed the ground at a dozen kilometers an hour while Lindy sat up on the Swift’s side scanning the lay of the terrain and the placement of the village. A few of the robots that had been placed on the island could be seen along with several villagers. The island was much larger than Katerin and not so mountainous. Beaches surrounded most of the island and clear streams drained the fertile land. It was similar to the other islands she had visited, but the others were too flat or too round. This one sported a beautiful cove and had more topographic relief—she had been saving it for last.
She skimmed around and over the small village, a small dock was located nearby and several small fishing boats were pulled up on the beach. A few farms were nearby where the villagers could grow crops. A central building had a generator attached to it, the only source of electricity on the island. The Swift slowed to a stop, she got out and stood on the ground. An armored robot that had been on the island for over a month approached her and stood nearby as she surveyed the scene. The noon sun shone down and birds could be heard from the nearby trees. A gentle breeze shook the leaves.
She soaked in the scene, tiny ecosystem and the robot that was standing a few feet away. It was a terrifying biped with thick sturdy legs and two arms that looked like they could crush a small car. It was designed to be approximately the same size of a human so it could enter human dwellings without causing too much unintentional damage. Unlike the older armored robots, which were ordinary general-purpose robots covered in armor and ion canons, these were designed for the task from the ground up. It was no wonder the villagers were deafly afraid of them, the engineers had done a good job.
The 10T robot with the reactor was several hundred meters away and out of sight. The smaller 1T guards could patrol for weeks without having to recharge if they did not fire their weapons. The robot must have had some concern of danger on the island otherwise it would not be so close to her. She walked up to the machine and ran her hand over its hard armor that had been warmed by the tropical sun. It did not move. “How many natives are on this island?” She asked casually.
“I have seen eighty four,” the robot replied in a deep voice.
Lindy knew that at the rate the robots had been manufactured and deposited throughout Indonesia there was a possibility that those were the first words the robot had ever spoken. “How many did you kill here?” she asked.
“I did not kill any. Three were killed by other guards,” the robot replied.
Three, Lindy thought. Sons? Fathers? But she only had to bring up images of Kirsten to ease her mind about the killings. Still, the locals would not be so understanding. “Do you sense hostility from the natives?”
“Yes,” the robot simply replied.
“Do they have any weapons?”
“They can throw rocks and use clubs. Spears are also a possibility. All firearms have been eliminated.”
Being with robots was an everyday event for Lindy, as well as for her son who was starting to walk. They had been lucky, both surviving the Katerin explosion with only second degree burns and radiation poisoning. Her skin was still raw in many places, her hair was all but gone. But the treatment was continuing, she was feeling better then she had in weeks.
The natives, seeing her speak to one of the monster machines that had suddenly appeared on their island, were starting to come closer to watch, but keeping a good distance. She guessed that although they had known of Spacers, as had the whole world, the sudden appearance of the robots was their first encounter. It was obvious that she was the first outsider they had seen since the robot invasion, and the only Spacer they had ever seen.
A small boy of about three ran close to within a dozen meters of Lindy and the robot. Shouts and rapid arm movements from adults, who were staying much further away, stopped the boy who paused momentarily before retreating.
With the guard robot in tow, Lindy started to walk towards the beach, away from the villagers. Katerin did not have any significant beaches and certainly no nice ones. This beach nearly surrounded the entire island. The fine white calcareous sand attracted her and she pulled off her shoes and socks and walked along the edge of the gentle surf. She knew that there were robots under the waves, Squids and other shapes of marine robots had been deposited throughout Indonesia. A quick query to the Central Computer informed her that one was patrolling only fifty meters off shore from where she was. Like the robot behind her, it had probably come in close when she arrived.
The guard robot had no trouble in the sand as she walked for a kilometer along the beach, listening to the sounds of the surf and jungle. She thought of all that had happened in the month since the explosion that had interrupted the games. In a single instant she had lost her PC, her friend and their island home. The Society had changed dramatically from one of peaceful and casual growth to a fevered state of war. Everything seemed to have changed, not one new recruit had been invited to join since the event. Several members who lost loved ones had been in a state of desperation and were talking of leaving the Society. Protani was not there to offer words of comfort or strength and his absence made the gloom all the worse.
Aside from the deaths and ever growing number of monuments placed on Monument Mountain, the worse lasting effect from the explosion was not having any place on Earth to call home. All the members were crammed into Luna1, filling both the centrifs and the old modular section. Others were camped out in the park and in nooks they could find. It was perhaps this closeness, the entire Society crammed together, that helped the Society get through the emotionally trying time. But now it was time to find a new Earthly residence and Lindy figured she had found hers.
She thought of the little boy that had run up to her, she wondered if someday the boy might be a playmate with her son? If so, it would not be a very equal friendship, since her son might try to convince a robot to rip him apart if they ever got into a fight. Incidents of this sort had already been heard of. Fortunately so far, the domestic robots had been smart enough to clear such instructions with the Central Computer first, which invariably resulted in a scolding instead of bloodshed.
Lindy sighed, the Society had changed. In hindsight, defense had been clearly lacking prior to the blast and it seemed like it was more than being made up for now. They had actually conquered a part of the planet—many people died and continued to die. The war with Indonesia was unconditional, there was no sign of retreat or negotiations. Indeed, the future seemed dark and powerful.
Micah was coming to grips with the realization that Sig was not going to simply attack the Alshainians and put an end to their paranoid existence. Instead, the damn computer had settled on a blockade and occasional strikes across the planetary surface. “How many missiles this time?” Micah asked.
“Five. Smaller and much more evasive maneuvering,” the computer intoned in her head. “They have all been destroyed. I am sending another strike.”
A couple minutes later Micah saw images of a kilometer wide swath of solid building explode in a great wall of rubble that flew nearly fifty kilometers into the planet’s atmosphere. The destructive energy blast carved a ten-kilometer long strip through the planet-wide city like it had several times over the past couple of weeks.
“Is that where the rockets came from?” Micah asked, trying to not think of all the creatures that were just vaporized.
“No. It was an older area.”
“Have you detected energy beam research yet?” Micah asked. It was her worst fear, that they would develop an energy beam that could be used against Earth. Something Sig could not intercept and destroy like the rockets they keep launching.
“No, but there is no doubt it is being researched. They could not use it against Earth, they could not get it through the atmosphere with the focus they need. It would diffuse through the years of travel. They are not smart enough to have such precise targeting capability.”
“With every attack they are getting smarter. How long before they start blasting with energy beams or racing around with their own hyperspace drives?”
“I will keep that from happening long enough. I will know what they are doing.”
Micah considered the computer’s new probes. She had seen visions of them and through them—little black spheres only a millimeter in diameter, hardly a speck. “There are trillions of those bug things on that planet to watch, that takes a lot of probes and a lot of your mental resources.”
“I can manage,” the computer replied. “I have specialized networks for that kind of work.”
“I wish Protani hadn’t been destroyed. The Society needs some breakthroughs,” Micah said casually.
“They will come.”
“I could help,” Micah said wishfully.
“You must wait—you have one more year before you graduate. To join now would look bad.”
“Being destroyed by aliens looks bad too,” Micah replied. “It will be a good two years at best before the Society will be in a position to deal with the Alshainians.”
“I can shorten that,” the computer responded.
Micah sighed the question, “Garrold?”
“Yes. And perhaps someone new.”
“How?”
“The Society does not peer into backgrounds. The Beatty Facility can create a new identity.”
“Someone good in the fundamental nature of the universe?” Micah asked.
“Someone with an astronomical inkling,” the computer replied.
“To detect the electromagnetic pulses? They won’t hit Earth for fifty years,” Micah countered.
“Not the electromagnetic pulses, the subspace resonance’s.”
“What resonances?”
“The ones I will create.”
With the glimpse the computer offered, Micah saw the computer’s plan and said knowingly, “Hyperspace and alien detection all at once. Two birds with one stone.”
“With one robot.”
“A female?” Micah asked.
“If you want.”
“I always liked the name Penelope.”
At first it seemed that the Indonesian government had been simply erased from existence, but with time it was realized by the desperate remains of the country that it was only severely crippled, but not dead. Local communities pulled themselves together and trash collection resumed and many children were forced back to schools although budgets were highly reduced. There was communication between the local leaders, who struggled to hold things together by filling the gaps left by the destruction of the overseeing government.
Trading with Australia, Malaysia and other countries slowly resumed except the trading was with each island individually, each making its own deals for food, fuel or transportation to civilization. The ever-present robots that roamed the streets made sure everyone understood that there was no chance of things returning to how they had been. Both Indonesian and foreign ships approaching Indonesia were boarded without warning by robots, locked doors were simply blasted open by the merciless intruders who searched for any threat to their continued rule, or as some thought, any excuse to kill.
They seemed to be more than robots, their strength was obvious, their sympathy a bare minimum to allow anyone to survive. Their mobility and quickness to judge, the rapid manner in which they could move from room to room, determining contents and executing their version of justice, all without any words spoken or apparent communication outside their own cold intelligence, make them seem more like monsters than machines. More than one crewmember lost control of his bowel functions when a robot barged into a room, sizing up the contents.
But the robots were predictable, and within the framework of the new unspoken laws, a new system of operating within Indonesia naturally fell into place and just when things were starting to run a bit smoother, a new previously unseen spacecraft landed in a remote location of a big island. The rectilinear craft was nearly thirteen meters tall and fifteen meters on a side. The structure was obviously metallic near the top and a combination of metal and black material lower down. It settled on its short stubby legs near a stream in a flat clearing that a large robot had made. The top four meters of the structure disconnected and hurtled upwards out of sight leaving the remaining two-story dwelling behind.
Reporters flocked to the scene to transmit the images of the building to the world, but barely got a glimpse of it from the distance the guard robots allowed.
A day later, another similar building was deposited a few meters away from the first and eventually after a week, seven of the buildings had been deposited and the Spacers moved in, their small black spacecraft hovering about.
Reports of similar buildings on dozens other small islands started to fill the news reports. On some islands several dozen modules had been placed. Slowly as the weeks passed, the modules were set up and a thousand Spacers were strolling around their new homes, always with the ever-present guard robots close by.
Unlike some islands, the natives on Lindy’s island decided to stay, only a few decided to purchase their exodus from the seafaring entrepreneurs that were scratching out a living by selling goods to the islanders.
She watched a small utility robot scoop up dirt to make a ramp to her front and back doors. It struggled to get it just to her liking, not familiar with working with the loose soil. The robots were better with repetitive tasks, such as assembly line duties. They were also good at making revenge.
Her burns were fading and her brown hair had stopped thinning. The bone marrow transplants the med-chambers were doing was working. Kirsten, however, was still dead, entombed on the moon along with dozens of others. Monument Mountain had become a busy place, a place that could inspire the living to make changes.
Her new home was not as spacious as she would have liked, but it was larger than the apartments of Katerin. On the island there were not hundreds of kilometers of corridors to explore, only beaches and the forest. It would take some time to get used to it, but she did what she could to make it home. Curtains hung in the windows and much of the house had nice plush carpeting on the floor. Richard had converted one of the three upstairs bedrooms into a playroom for their son, which is where he was now, with a domestic. It was a large community that she shared the island with, suitable for raising children. Other families with small children also moved into the small town and a small traveling preschool started that roamed from one living room to the next.
Utility modules that generated power and processed wastewater were located further away. Another dozen buildings made a small industrial complex where small factories were started. Critical factories that made neural blocks, com-chips, propulsion devices and ion canons, were all on the moon, but there were many other useful items that could be made in the small Earth communities.
The flying tugs, which had deposited the housing modules, also delivered raw materials to the factories scattered around Indonesia and retrieved crates filled with finished products and waste material. It was mostly autonomous, Lindy rarely had to go to any of the industrial modules to straighten out problems.
The relatively large community Lindy was living in specialized in making synthetic thread and weaving it into fabric. Orders for specific lengths and textures came in from all over the Society and the versatile robotic factory made and shipped out the finished products usually within a day of receiving the order. The hundreds of factories spread out over Indonesia intermeshed with each other and those on the moon—all choreographed by the Central Computer.
Lindy looked out over the view her front door had to offer, the ocean out before her. It was the same ocean as always, but nothing else seemed the same. Katerin was out of sight, its enormous plascrete finger pointing upwards as if to remind them which way to go.
She was one of the lucky, one who did not have to leave close family members behind. Life was only worsening in the States for any friends left behind. The world reaction was not surprising, it was anticipated. It was a scary time for everyone, to Lindy it seemed to have just happened so fast, with little time to truly contemplate what the Society was doing.
She had been unconscious for most of the invasion, undergoing treatments and recovering. Living through a nuclear blast was not a simple thing, physically or emotionally. The subsequent invasion was just a natural extension of that emotional state. She would never be the same.
Putting the pieces of her life back together meant finding a new home, one where she could raise her son with some semblance of stability. It was the same with the other parents on the island.
Much of the Society was rather transient, spending most of their time at Luna1, but otherwise hopped from island to island where hundreds of available rooms had been setup. That lifestyle was for those without children. There were apartments like that within her own community, which would bring new faces around. Some communities, which had a resort air to them, were nothing but apartments for transients without any permanent residents. The Indonesian settlements had brought a badly needed breath of fresh air to the Society, but also with the new communities in place, easing the housing, recruitment could begin again, even if slow.
Everyone was picking up the pieces wherever they lay. Even the local villagers on the other side of the island were settling in to their new way of life. They had a few fields of crops and some groves that they could sell to the occasional trader that came to their dock. She had been through their village once, nobody spoke to her. It was clear they were not going to make the best of their new neighbors.
Another neighbor was coming from his new house. Already a Barracuda had descended and was waiting. “Hi Lindy,” he said as he waved. He was carrying a big bag that looked like laundry.
“Hi Terrence,” Lindy replied. “You going up?”
The man replied, “No, over to Katerin. I got a rad-suit, want to check out a few things.” Terrance lifted the bag towards her, indicating it contained the suit. The radiation suits were one of thousands of new products that were being manufactured. “You want to use it when I’m done?”
“Ah, no,” Lindy replied, having no desire to go to Katerin.
“You didn’t leave anything behind?”
It almost seemed like a trick question. She had left plenty behind on the island. “Nothing worth getting. I suppose it’s all only suitable for the cyclotron now.”
Terrance nodded, “Still I think I would like to have a look around my old ship. I was a captain you know. Carrying cargo from Jakarta.”
Lindy nodded, her PC filling her in on her new neighbor’s background.
He shrugged and climbed into the Barracuda that was waiting and she watched him fly away, towards the unseen Katerin, where everything seemed to have changed, where the Society had found the will to attack and annihilate another country. Lindy sighed and went in her new house to check on her son.
Terrence Sison looked down at the dark oily water that filled the ship’s old and rusty stair well. A few tiny bubbles continued to trickle up through the dark oily water. The tide was slowly receding and the water level would drop another step or two before beginning it slow rise again. Terrence shone his light on the grimy walls where lines showed the high water level mark. There was nothing down in the submerged hull of the old ship that either him or his PC thought worth recovering. He turned and started to walk back up the staircase in his heavy radiation suit. He climbed up the superstructure to his old quarters where he still had a few items that might be salvageable.
The entire superstructure of the sunken ship was protruding from the dark water and leaning at an odd twenty degrees. Inside the passageways, the bending of the ship had either formed buckles in the steel or ruptures. These ruptures were not just in the superstructure he knew, but throughout the entire ship. That was why it sank, not the fires. The fires were minor on the deck and superstructure, they had suffocated themselves. The ships further to the south along the berth did not fare so well as his, almost nothing was left of some of them.
The doorframe to his captain’s quarters was bent and the broken remains of the wooden door littered the hall. Apparently robots, minutes after the blast, had forced the door open to enter the room in their search for survivors.
He kicked at a few of the wood remnants and entered the room. His old captain’s quarters were all different from how he had left it. Everything was on the floor and anything fragile was well broken. The windows were all broken out, but there was no sign of the glass, which had been sucked out somehow. Burnt and peeling paint lined the window frames. His small Geiger counter showed the radiation in the room to be low, as he had suspected.
The room was a broken and shattered shadow of the room he had once taken so much pride in. Terrence closed his eyes and tried to remember how the room looked just two years ago. It would never be the same again, the ship was not worth repairing, the Society did not need it anymore. To the Society it was just a big hunk of rusting scrap iron taking up space. The Society did not even need the space anymore. The once precious real estate of Katerin, which the Society had worked so long on, was now just the domain of robots. It was just a big hunk of rock and plascrete whose usefulness was measured in terms of the meager output of a few dozen still operating assembly lines.
Terrence opened his bag and started to put in some clothing he had left and the books that had filled the days between the long journey between California, Jakarta and later, the island. He could have had a robot do the retrieval, but he had wanted to see the old ship one last time. It was time to move on, the whole Society was moving on.
He did not have to have his PC remind him of an argument that Milford, a well-respected old timer, had presented not too long ago. “What is the Society going to be like in fifty years? More robots, more people, more centrifs? Is that it? Same as now, but more of it? It’s time we started to chart a higher path. Do you think Ken would be satisfied living on the moon? The moon is okay, but even the one hundred meter centrifs are feeling a bit stuffy. I suggest we think up something grander, something roomier and more like it really belongs to us than the islands below.” The sentiments Milford had expressed were similar to many others in the Society who were chomping at the bit to move on.
For weeks talk had been thick of new construction and he had been part of it. As visions spread, plans were drawn up, presented, revised and represented. Competing plans examined and critiqued and eventually some crude grandiose course was laid out. It was not known it if was truly possible nor was there any timeframe described, except in heuristic manners. Most details were left to the future and those that were settled upon were known to be only temporary, but the Society was narrowing in on a new common goal.
The nuclear blast had shocked the Society out of its previous course and reset the Society’s hold on ambition. A major turning point for the Society had been crossed and a bold new track was being charted. They could no longer be satisfied with simply more lunar excavations. For most it was not an issue of security, utility or comfort, but instead they saw it as simply moving forward. The Society would be leaving the moon—it was just a matter of time.
When Terrence’s bag was filled, he headed down the corridor then set the bag down and walked up to the ship’s bridge. The bridge had been more exposed to the blast and was completely fried. Paint, walls and all the wiring was a charred mess. The big control panels were black twisted radioactive forms. He could look up through the large vacant windows to see the string of new lights that the robots had installed in the enclosed port. He wondered why they bothered.
Terrence could remember clearly his first day on the ship. After joining the Society, he left his job as an electronics technician to join Hypertron. That did not last long before Ken Lindsay bought the old ship and he volunteered to be its first captain. The ship had been purchased with funds from Bit-Epsilon, one of the Society’s major cash producers, but the ownership was transferred to him. He attended a course to become certified to pilot the ship in US waters, but that had been just an annoying waste of time since the Central Computer had all the information required.
At first he employed a small non-Society crew, but later when traveling to Katerin, a few Society members, who took turns working on the freighter, had replaced them. It all ended with the mass exodus from the US and the naval blockade. It all seemed so long ago, he had hardly stepped foot on the ship since. The hundred and fifty-meter ship had seemed so large to him. Now two years after its last trip from California, it was a tiny and insignificant piece of litter in the massively damaged spaceport. Some of the more radioactive parts had already been identified, cutout, shipped to Luna1 and sent through the cyclotron. The rest would sit in the spaceport to slowly rust or be nibbled at to feed the few foundries that continued to operate on Katerin.
Terrence left the tilted bridge, retrieved his bag of books and met up with the Barracuda on the deck of his partly submerged former charge. With his booty in the back, he headed to his new home, a small island just off the big island of Java. He had made a home on a small island in the Kangean group along with a few other Society members, where they had become the local terror.
Terrence thought of the new president of the United States that had just started his term. He had won with a landslide on a “Get tough with Spacers” campaign. Terrence wondered if he would have voted for the newly elected president if he had not joined the Society. Probably he figured. His last trip to the States to see his brother had been a disaster.
The government had started a vicious ad campaign being broadcast over the television, radio, billboards and newspapers. “No Spacers” was the theme and it essentially advocated social shunning of all Spacers and anyone who was friendly to them in the least. His brother had to keep his phone turned off, which was not a big deal since it usually didn’t work anyway. The bank was messing up his accounts and his yard was trashed. The police did nothing to help any known relative or sympathizer for the Society. His brother had plywood over several windows of his house. It was a common situation all over the United States, a government-started rebellion. There was not much Terrence could do except blast some holes in the phone company’s walls, but that only fed the fires, it was not a real solution.
There was real hate spreading around the world for the Society, it was well reflected in the difficulty locating new recruits. Hate came from fear, and between the destruction of the Indonesian government, the observation platforms and continual disregard for sovereignty, there was inspiration for ample amount of fear. Everyone in the Society was doing what they could for their relatives; he had offered his brother a free ride to Indonesia where a community of non-Spacer relatives was being set up in the suburbs of Jakarta. There his brother would not have to worry about being harassed, but it did mean leaving the States for good. His brother had declined the offer, but unless things changed, it would only be a matter of time before he would be forced to move.
As Terrence sliced through the high altitudes on the short trip, he could see the bright crescent of the moon, but the dark side of the orb was clearly visible. It looked small to him as it always did. Soon the Society would be moving on, he could tell. Everyone was talking of the future and making plans to someday leave the moon. The moon was okay, but it was far from the final place the Society would settle—an orbiting complex would be next, everyone knew it had to be.
The new Indonesian communities were settling in, but that had little effect on the pace of growth of Luna1. Invisible to the naked eye from Earth, construction of the most ambitious cyclotron was started, one that would eventually process more lunar material than the previous three put together. Like the others before it, the new cyclotron was the base of the Society’s accelerating growth. From its massive energy beams would erupt the metals that would push the growing city outward.
The second 100-meter centrif was completed and excavations for a series of others started, although slowly since they were bidding their time until the new cyclotron came on line. The construction of the C-20 bays also bowed to the needs of the new cyclotron and the accompanying foundries. The new foundries and assembly facilities were the largest the Society had ever attempted, capable of making heavy alloy steel beams of enormous size, a hundred and fifty meters long. The giant foundry was made for a very specific purpose, to make buildings designed to free-float in space. This specific purpose did not diminish fanciful notions that other large objects could also now be also manufactured.
Several scale models of giant robots that could roam the Earth were created. The engineers who designed them showed off the miniature Godzilla’s to whoever wanted to see them. Other designs were for large space ships that could comfortably house fifty for a trip to the outer planets. Images of larger space tugs were discussed as were massive trucks for the lunar city and Squids that could take out a naval aircraft carrier.
One new member, Penelope Hottenfen, who Garrold Templeton had recruited, was starting to gather a small following with some radical mathematical ideas about the space-time continuum, indicating that there was much more to it than Einstein, or any other theorist, ever thought. Her mathematical equations were slowly being passed around and being discussed by those who were interested. Penelope did not reveal much, just enough to start the Society thinking about something totally different.
On the planet far below the dreaming society, one man in Germany by the name of Boris Flöhchen thought he knew how to join the Spacers, the object of his unquenchable thirst.
He had lived with the thrill of space since childhood. That interest had become a hobby and, with the appearance of the Indonesian Space Agency, the hobby had turned into an all-consuming fanaticism. For years he had been an intense ‘Spacer Watcher’, as those like him had come to be known. His small apartment was covered with photos and newspaper clippings. He had studied every scrap of information he saw, compiling a list of hundreds who had joined. They were mostly Americans, but there were plenty of others as well, including Germans. The German members held a special place on his wall. Every day he would look at the pictures and ponder why they had been chosen. With each passing week it was becoming more obvious to Boris just what the Spacers were looking for, and painfully he realized he did not have it, he was the wrong sex.
His small underground Spacer Club, which he had founded and continued to maintain, had a handful of members, but had not resulted in a single invitation to join. That was disappointing, but he had plenty of company—secret Spacer Clubs were common, successes were not. He now typed into his computer a title to a new article about an old subject, “Who Gets Invited?”
As he typed, he wrote what everyone already knew, that the Spacers were after young scientists, it also helped to be a relative of a Spacer. But now he realized it was women that were the key. The world was full of men wanting to join, but women were scarce. He smiled as he typed; the Spacers were trying to invite as many women as men. He almost laughed, it was so obvious once he noticed, there were just as many men as women Spacers, something that was probably not easy to achieve.
He typed furiously at his word processor and knew he had to increase the number of women in his club, his success would then be much more likely. If he could get someone in, how long could it be before he himself would be on the inside looking out? There were only two women members in his club now and none of them seemed like likely candidates, either too overweight or poorly educated compared to real Spacers. Hell, they were simply girlfriends of other club members.
What he needed was to recruit real eligible women. The larger Spacer clubs had lots of women, but they too rarely had invitations. Only one Club in all of Germany ever had one of its members invited to join the Spacers and the Club’s membership had rocketed overnight to over a hundred members.
Just having women was not enough, they had to be quality scientists, healthy and attractive too. Not an easy bill to fill, it was no wonder the Spacers did not recruit much. The article was a beginning of his new focus to orient his Club towards women.
In addition to the usual sightings and technology theories, Boris thought he would add in a list of social events, club member’s birthdays. He would add in more colors and various patterns to the newsletter to make it look friendlier and he would target professional societies for women. The membership dues would have to go up to pay for the larger newsletter and the mass mailings, but the path was becoming clear.
Two months later Boris was on the path to success. His revamped newsletter had brought in twelve new members, four of which were women. He gave his new members plenty of advice about how to fill out the Spacer forms on the sacred web site. “Be sure to mention that you’re in good shape. Talk about how you follow all the Spacer news and that you think the moon is a good place to live,” he would say.
His young recruits were generally happy to receive the advice from someone so knowing. “Remember the application is not their usual method of recruiting, so you have to make it sound good. We know from interviews with family members of Spacers that hundreds have been invited who never filled out an application.” They hung on every word as he explained, “Be sure to send an image showing your entire body, wearing something tight fitting, they like that. They probably wear tight fitting clothing to keep it from catching on equipment up on the moon.” Boris had a digital camera to capture images of all his members, a requirement for the holy application. The application asked how the prospective Spacer felt about several social issues. Boris explained that the Spacers lived in a highly regulated social system, which was required for the harsh rigors of living in space. He was doing good, he knew it. He even filled out a new application himself on occasion in which he described the work he was doing to find new recruits.
The weeks flowed on and applications continued to be filled out under his careful tutelage, and his club expanded some, but still there were no spaceships flying down to carry him or any of his recruits away. The months of disappointment in failing to capture the Spacer’s attention brought a new thought into his mind. Perhaps, he thought, they just needed something more direct? He had heard of others going to Indonesia to met Spacers first hand, maybe he could go too. As the weeks wore on, the thought settled in his mind and he started to look into it. He could catch a flight to Malaysia then hop on a ship to Indonesia. There were plenty of ships going to and from Java all the time, they were even listed on the internet. Once there, it should be no trouble to meet a Spacer who could tell him how best to join up. Heck there was probably just some other form besides the one on the internet, some sort of visa that had to be filled out, then he would be in.
Two months later Boris was feeling good. His club had given him a going away party and his trip to Indonesia had started well. The ship he had booked passage on was filled with trade goods to Indonesia as well as some reporters and others just like him. Everyone had big bags of luggage, full of items for sale or personal use. It was well known that some things were hard to come by in Indonesia. It was a rusty old ship but he thought with a knowing chuckle, ‘Who would risk a nice ship where they were going?’
In Malaysia, the experienced ship’s crew was diligent in inspecting all bags before they could go on board. Any weapons were strictly forbidden since they could easily result in death if found by the patrol robots. The distinctly different nature of the trip, the added precautions and the stories being told, by nearly everyone, of the encounters, thrilled him—he was going where few dared tread, into the heart of the Spacers!
Before they had left port in Malaysia, the passengers were gathered and the captain explained more formally about the patrol robots that would inspect the ship, but Boris was already well versed in the stories and looking forward to it. When the robots were sighted, which was usually half was across the narrow channel separating Malaysia from Indonesia, the alarm would be called out over the ship’s intercom. At that time, all the doors and hatches on the ship would have to be opened.
Boris smiled and chucked inwardly, he knew that any door left closed would simply be blown to pieces and that cut into the ship’s profits. He felt like a kid climbing aboard the biggest ride at the amusement park. Everyone in the port city talked about Spacers, their robots, ships, even the clothes they wore, it was all consuming. A trip to Indonesia was a trip to Spacer Land. He listened to all the talk, and did his own share, as he was an expert. He could tell that some of those on the ship were afraid, they were the weak, he was strong. Heck he was nearly one of them already.
It was just after dark, eighteen hours out of Malaysia, when the alarm sounded. The speakers on the ship rang out “Robots are boarding. Robots are boarding. Open all doors and hatches.” The annoyingly loud message was repeated three times and the ship was alive with activity. The crew already had most of the ship’s doors opened, but scurried around to make sure they were all open.
Boris’s heart was pounding as he grabbed his camera and left his room. He had seen plenty of images of the patrols, but to not seize the opportunity to snap a few frames was like going to see Disney Land and not taking any pictures. He could hear shouts around the ship and, not wanting to miss any of the action, dashed out of his tiny cabin and entered the hallway just in time to see a black sphere sixty centimeters in diameter heading down the hall towards him. He forgot to use the camera that was in his hands and could only hardly get out of the way before the sphere bolted into the room he had just left, and exited almost as quickly. Boris did not remember about his camera until the sphere was heading out the far end of the hallway to what looked like someplace further inside the ship. He did manage to get one picture of a sphere as it exited a hatchway and shot out into the dark sky. He did not think it would come out well, his hand was shaking too hard, but it was something.
His heart was pounding, it was his first live encounter with a robot, even if it was just a small sphere, and it left him with an immense sense of power the Spacers possessed. Just observing the way it flew, powerfully with no stray movements or hesitation, and without any apparent propulsion, sent a tingle down his spine. It seemed magical somehow.
When the back balls left, the ship was alive with activity, the crew checking for damage or injured passengers—there was none. Many passengers converged in the mess and the cook served late-night spherical pastries, as they swapped stories and showed the images they snapped. Apparently, crossing the line into Indonesia for the first time was a bit of an initiation rite, like crossing the equator had been in the days of lore. There was plenty of drinking and it was hours before he could go to sleep, visions of the deadly sphere filled his thoughts. Were the Spacers controlling them by remote control? He did not know, nobody did, that was perhaps the scariest part, nobody knew much about the Spacers or their robots.
Jakarta was still a large and busy city and from the port, Boris had easily gotten a taxi. He asked the driver to take him to an affordable hotel. On the way to the hotel, he only glimpsed one other sphere, a big one, maybe two meters in diameter flying high over the buildings—it reminded him further how deep he was into Spacer territory. He tried to image what it was like during the initial invasion, according to the stories and news reports, dozens could be seen at one time. He really wanted to see the legged robots, but despite his searching, did not see any on the way to the hotel.
The hotel, like everything in Indonesia, was run down due to the slim tourism trade that had suddenly evaporated. Still, the utilities were on. When he checked in, the older man at the front desk spoke English and Boris used the opportunity to ask, “Where can I find a guide to the closest Spacer village?”
The man looked at him and said in a heavy accent, “You do not want to find Spacers. They find you, then you hide. No, no, you get killed if you go poke around Spacers. Many died around the villages. Robots kill with death rays. They no care, they no feel bad, they just kill.”
Boris waited for the man to finish the diatribe, nodded and said, “I’ll be careful. Where can I find someone to take me close to one?”
“You asking death to come. A big hole will maybe be put in your chest, or your head will just explode. If you want to die, go ahead, go looking for Spacers,” the man said with a wave of his arm.
“Yes, where can I find a guide?” Boris repeated once again.
“There is bar across street,” the man said jerking his head in the general direction. “You find guide there.”
Boris washed up in his room and then walked across the street. The dark bar room was filled with native Indonesians who apparently had not seen many foreigners enter the bar before. He took a seat and ordered a beer from the bartender. He looked at the crowd in the bar, obviously all out of work who could do little else than sit in a bar and chat with friends. Most did not even have anything to drink or smoke. After a while the bartender returned, “Want a second?”
“Uh, no. Um, do you know any of these men here?”
The bartender replied, “Some, why?”
“I was hoping to find a guide.”
“A tourist guide? There is not much to see anymore. There are some nice beaches.”
“No, no. I want a guide to take me to a Spacer village.”
“Spacers? You want to see Spacers?” the man said a bit louder than Boris thought he should. “Are you a reporter?”
He could feel, as well as see, that all the eyes of the room had turned to face him. “Ah, no,” he said quietly, “I just want to go to a Spacer village.”
“You can’t get close to the Spacers. Those that try either come back and hide or they don’t come back.”
“I just need to be shown where one is.”
The bartender thought for a moment then said, “Try Fillip, he’s over there,” and the bartender pointed his finger at a young man who was sitting at a table with another man.
“Does he speak English?” Boris asked.
“Better than you.”
“Thanks.”
After the bartender left, Boris got up and walked over to Fillip’s table and introduced himself, “Excuse me. I was informed that you could guide me to a Spacer village?”
The young man looked at Boris, leaned back, and said, “Sure man, I can take you to Spacers.”
“Good,” Boris said smiling.
“It will cost you,” Fillip continued with a grin.
“Ok, how much?”
Fillip thought for a moment then said, “One hundred dollars, U.S.”
“A hundred?”
“For each of us,” Fillip added, smiling at his friend.
“I only need one guide,” Boris countered.
“No, two guides.”
“Do you have a car?”
“Sure, I have car, I will drive us,” Fillip said.
Now Boris thought carefully and said, “Ok, two guides, a hundred dollars each.”
“Pay first, then we go.”
“Ok, I need to back to my hotel then I will come back here and then when I am in your car, then I will pay. Not before.”
“Ok, deal.”
“I’ll be back here in fifteen minutes, okay?”
“Sure, we will wait,” the young local man said grinning.
Boris left the bar and headed to his room where he pulled a small pack out of his bag. He took some cash out of his wallet and hid his valuables under the mattress. He stuffed some things into the bag, a compass, flashlight, bug repellant, some granola bars, water and other small survival gear he had brought. He also put a copy of his University diploma, a resume, and some printouts of his newsletter, all of which were in a zip lock bag, in the pack. When he figured he was ready, so he went back to the bar, Fillip and his friend were still there.
The two men led him several blocks away where an old Ford Escort was sitting in front a rundown house. With some work the car was started, Boris handed the two men their cash and the car lurched forward then stalled. It was restarted and they headed out of town on a scarcely used road. Eventually they parked the car and said they would have to walk. The sun was getting low on the horizon as they set off into the dense forest with a light sprinkle starting to fall. Boris pulled out a granola bar and started to eat on it while they began a walk into the forest.
“How far is it?” Boris asked.
“About four kilometers I think, but you will see robots a kilometer before you get there,” Fillip replied and led the way down a barely visible trail that Boris recognized as being an old overgrown road.
“This was a road?” Boris asked.
“Nobody goes this way anymore,” Fillip replied. The three men hacked their way for forty minutes when Fillip stopped and said, “This is it, no further.”
“What do you mean?”
“This is as far as we can go.”
“But we’re not yet even close.”
“Once you see robots, you’re too close. This is where we turn around. It is getting too dark anyway.”
“I’m not turning around. I paid you to take me to the village.”
“You did not pay me to die. The village is two more kilometers, stay on this direction.”
“What about the car?”
“If you want to go on you will have to hitchhike back to town. Me and my friend go no further,” Fillip said and started to walk away.
“Shit,” he mumbled. He was still far from the Spacer settlement. Damn natives, he thought. No backbone, the robots are still a kilometer away. He watched as his guides disappeared behind him the way they had come.
No matter, he thought. They got me close enough—the Spacer village is just two clicks further. Scanned the quiet and ominous jungle, adjusted his small pack, revived his determination and kept going with his small compass and flashlight. The rain steadily increased as he proceeded along the bearing the guides had told him to follow. He slipped several times, falling in the wet vegetation and mud. He knew he was not making very good progress, but if he had to, he could stop and camp for the night. He could make a shelter from some of the large leaves and continue in the morning. But as long as he could continue, he would, the Spacers, they would listen to him, maybe even put him up for the night.
The jungle seemed to be clearing some, then he found a path snaked down the center of the old road and began to follow it. Suddenly Boris thought he heard something, but was not sure, when a bright light suddenly shone on him. It startled him enough that he fell into the sloppy mud. Lying on the ground, he squinted at the light and could make out a metallic form. It was a robot, at least three meters tall and a meter wide, standing tall and right in front of him.
Boris’s throat tightened and he suddenly found it hard to breathe. Despite the bright light, he could not pull his eyes off the powerful form. The robot was dark, it looked hard and strong. He recalled the words the old man had spoken, “The robots do not care.” He felt unprepared, like there was something he had forgotten. But he was still alive, that was a very good sign.
He slowly managed to right himself to a kneeling position kneeling. Trembling he looked at the machine in front of him that he could hardly see. He thought of his native guides that had refused to approach this close, wishing he had left with them. They must have run across the robots before, no wonder they were afraid.
The robot wasn’t doing anything, just standing, this might also be a good sign, it was probably transmitting messages and receiving instructions. A half minute passed and Boris suddenly had a usable thought. He held out his arms wide and shouted through the pouring rain, “I’m unarmed.”
The robot boomed out in German, “Stay where you are. Do not move or you will die.”
Boris had studied everything he had ever seen or heard about robots. Usually either they fired and you died or they left. This robot was doing neither, just standing and telling him not to move, in German no less!
Of course, what else could he have expected; the Spacers wanted to talk to him and were just playing it safe. A couple minutes passed and Boris noticed his arms were getting tired and suddenly discovered why, he was still holding them out like they had been when the robot told him not to move. He was wondering if maybe he could lower them slowly. He was contemplating moving his arms when another bright light appeared in the sky. Some sort of craft was hovering above and had just turned on exterior lights.
Boris gently turned his head a centimeter toward the ship and could hardly believe his good fortune, the Spacers had come! They wanted to talk to him, it was all happening! He was overcome with happiness, realizing he was on the verge of becoming a Spacer and felt his eyes welling up with tears.
He lowered his hands and thought of trying to stand when a hot lightning bolt struck the ground beside him, pelting him with hot mud.
“Holy Christ!” he muttered, the robot, it fired! The blast was powerful, like a cannon going off right in front of him. His trembling was worse than ever, he tried not to move, locking every muscle he could control, not a single twitch of a finger could be allowed. Trying to be as still as possible, holding his position he could make out the spacecraft lowering on one corner of his eye and the silent machine in the other. The silent craft stopped thirty centimeters over the ground and a door swished open in a fraction of a second.
The robot moved and Boris instinctively clenched his teeth and shut his eyes tight waiting for another blast of heat and light. He heard the robot approach and suddenly was wide-eyed as the massive robot walked by him to the other side of the tree. He slowly turned his head to where the robot was and almost choked. A woman dressed in a blue tight fitting shiny suit was sitting under a tree behind him.
“Oh my God!” he quietly mumbled, a Spacer! She must have been there the whole time he thought. That was why the robot was there and not letting him move. He must have walked right past her, the robot was just guarding her.
She was now clearly visible in the light of the robot and ship. She had light brown hair and like him, was completely soaked, although she did not have as much mud on her. She was sitting with one leg out straight as if she had hurt it. The robot bent over and she reached up to meet its outstretched arms. The robot moved as it was alive, like it was a human in a suit of armor. The fluid movements easily picked up the injured Spacer, as easily and gently as a mother picks up her baby, and set her in the spacecraft entrance. The robot stepped aside of the doorway and stood beside it once again looking at him.
The ship continued to hover and the Spacer was still in the doorway standing on one foot. Boris’s heart was pounding so hard he could feel it despite the rain. This was his chance, he could not miss it, despite the terrifying robot, he had to try. Screwing up his strength and he spoke loudly so the Spacer would hear him, “Please, I want to join you. I want to be a Spacer—and live in space. I have a degree in physics and can handle myself in space.”
Boris waited, hoping his words were understandable through the pouring rain. This was it, what he had been waiting for. He sat motionless deeply watching every move the Spacer made, not wanting to miss the reply. His heart was still pounding then the Spacer looked his way through the open door of the hovering craft as if looking right through him. The craft moved a bit closer to him as if there was someone piloting it that he could not see. When only four meters from him the woman said, “We are not about space.”
Boris watched as the door to the Spacer’s ship snapped shut and quickly rose as the robot turned off its light slipped into the forest leaving him kneeling in the mud, alone in the cold and dark rain. Neither the robot nor the ship had made any sound and despite the pounding of the rain on the lush Indonesian vegetation, the silence that folded over him seemed deafening.
It was stunningly dark—if the moon was out, it was not visible through the mournful clouds. Years of working on his dream had climaxed by one simple sentence from a Spacer, one sentence that somehow seemed familiar, like something someone once said in a dream.
He felt like a fool whose eyes were only beginning to open. He saw his mistake, the assumption he had made for years that was so wrong. The Spacers were not who they seemed to be, they were something else, a dark cult. The locals were right, he should have died, but he got lucky.
Although pitch black, the lights to the city were completely masked by the downpour and he felt the compass with his fingers that was on a string around his neck. He groped around and found his flashlight then sat and thought for another five minutes before standing and turning on the light. He looked at the compass and slowly started working his way back home.
The C-20 lumbered along the paved path from the luna1 landing area, following the trail of red lights that marked the centerline of the road, making its way to the large steel portal at the base of the mountain. Five hours earlier it had left Jakarta with a load of various products from the numerous small robotic factories, which had sprung up all over the occupied country, and a dozen humans who for various reasons wished to go to the moon.
The moon was dark, but in contrast, the portal was lit by white lights shining on the thick metal. As the Whistler approached within two hundred meters, the large doors of the portal split down the center, releasing a bright vertical slot that slowly grew wider. By the time the C20 was within fifty meters of the entrance, the doors were fully opened revealing a well-lit interior room with a second set of doors still closed at the far end.
The brightly lit red stripe the craft had been following continued along the center of the room’s floor. The C-20 slowed and entered the airlock, letting the massive doors close behind the craft. Those on board only watched, anticipating the approaching end of their journey. They made no decisions—the C-20 coordinated its route with the airlocks using the Central Computer as a mediator.
The airlock changed the color of its large indicator lights and opened a large valve deep in the mountain releasing a light puff of air into the room. A few seconds later the low-pressure valve was closed, a second valve opened and a flood of air rushed into the room from a distant air storage chamber. The burst of air this time was sufficient to buff the C-20 slightly making its occupants smile; their trip through the vacuum of space was nearing its end. The indicator lights changed again and the airlock opened the doors leading further into the mountain. The watching C-20 lumbered into the second airlock and this time the buffeting air currents put the Whistler in a full atmosphere of air pressure.
The airlock’s computer released the Whistler from the second chamber and the craft accelerated into a long corridor deeper into the mountain, which slowly curved to the left. The right hand wall was interrupted every hundred meters by a fork, each of which terminated in large airlock doors. The first door was labeled “BAY A-1". The C-20 passed dozens of the doors until it came to an open one labeled BAY A-51, the bay that had been recommended by the Central Computer. The C-20 turned right toward the bay and the large doors closed behind it.
The Whistler began to open its cargo doors, like a flower opening to receive pollination, and the bay’s overhead cranes began to move into position to fulfill the Whistler’s needs. A mezzanine ran along both sides of the bay, a place for humans to exist. Doors of various sizes led from the bay at the ground and mezzanine levels, the lower ones were for robots and cargo, the humans preferred the upper levels. While the bay’s computer began to attack the cold cargo with its overhead gantry cranes, humans had gathered on the bay’s mezzanine to greet the Whistler’s human passengers, waving their welcome, among them was Dale.
Lindy and Richard emerged from the Whistler and stepped onto the ramp with their son, Levitt, in hand. Levitt was torn between jumping up and down in the light gravity and looking around at the large room, which was easily the largest room he had ever been in. Behind them was the small domestic robot that they had brought along. The domestic was not required since Dale had his own robots, but their son had insisted. The small robot had become his security blanket.
Dale walked up to his grandson and easily lifted him into his arms. Levitt was excited to see his grandfather and returned the hug, but was anxious to get down so he could continue his jumping.
“He’s a regular little spaceman,” Dale commented smiling down at his grandson.
“He hardly slept on the trip. He’s going to be exhausted soon,” Lindy replied.
The overhead cranes pulled the first of the crates from the C-20, each of which would be delivered by robots to the proper recipient, be it human or otherwise. Dale ignored the routine unloading that had captured the boy’s attention and said, “Well let’s get him to the centrif,” and led the way out of the C-20 bay.
The boy waved his good bye to the Whistler. The C-20 saw the gesture and had feint recognition of its meaning, just enough to realize it was meaningless.
Dale led them to a waiting cart that took the four humans down a long large corridor for two kilometers before it stopped at the entrance to Central Avenue, the heart of Luna1 for the humans who resided there. Departing the cart, they rode a moving sidewalk down the impressive corridor a short distance before Dale ushered them down another corridor that in time opened into a large room that dwarfed the C-20 bay, at two hundred meters across. They walked towards a large pillar positioned in the center of the vast room that contained the monstrous spinning centrif. The boy was all eyes as he tried to take in the vast scene of the rotating floor. His worried expression was calmed by Lindy’s gentle reassurances. Dale grinned as he saw Richard hold his daughter’s shoulders as they took in the powerful scene.
The shaft entrance to the centrif contained twenty elevators for transporting passengers to various levels within it. Dale led them down into the spinning building, towards his apartment. Exiting the elevators within the centrif, Lindy found herself in a circular room, whose walls were rotating around her. The inner twenty meters, upon which she stood, was stationary, and between her and the spinning walls and corridors was a circular seam, only a couple millimeters wide, but clearly marked with a bright yellow and black stripping. On the far side of the seam she could see that the spinning floor gently curved upwards. She knew that further into the centrif the floor would continue to curve until it was nearly vertical to the weak lunar gravity. The room was busy with people coming and going, experienced pedestrians stepped over the seam barely noticing it. Lindy only rarely had been to the large centrif and she hesitated. Richard lifted his son over the seam, as she followed.
Vicky was already in Dale’s apartment to meet them, having shown up a couple minutes earlier, as Dale knew, he had let her in through his PC.
“There he is!” Vicky exclaimed and grabbed Levitt.
A robot came out of the kitchen area with some refreshments and Richard said, “I hear another C-40 is about to be released in a couple hours.”
Lindy sighed, it was all Richard ever thought about, the C-40s. He had mentioned several times in the last couple of days that he wanted to see the completion of the latest. “Dad, you want to go with Richard to the C-40 assembly? I think I’ll stay here and put you know who down for an hour.”
“Sure. We could stop by and see the cylinder-fab as well,” Dale replied.
“I think I’ll stay here with Lindy,” Vicky commented. “I’ve seen enough of the C-40's to last me a while, that’s where I seem to spend most of my time. As for the cylinder-fab, Mark is there now.”
A few minutes later and several kilometers away, Richard was exploring the new C-40, which was similar to the C-20 only larger. Nearly eight times as massive, the C-40 was designed to assist what was left of the aging C-20 fleet in transporting product to and from the moon and Indonesia. The winged-craft sported ten large reactors and was pushed by ten meson-propulsion units, all of which were concealed within the craft. The craft weighed in at three-thousand tonnes and could haul eight hundred and fifty tonnes in its cargo bay, which was five meters high, ten wide and forty long.
Richard did not want to leave until he had explored all three decks of the huge ship. “To bad these babies aren’t going to be going to Mars,” he exclaimed while looking at the huge reactors in the ship’s rear section. “Without the cargo bay I bet it would be a nice, oh say, two hundred person party cruise. I’ll be some time before anyone can afford to pick one up for pleasure cruises.”
“I don’t know—money talks. It might happen sooner than you think,” Dale replied.
“Oh? You have some formula tucked away for computing the long term worth of spacecraft?” Richard countered.
Dale smiled and replied, “Easy, it’s simply based on the ratio of the Society’s population growth and the industrial capability, measured by say cyclotron output or robot count. The lower the ratio, and it is lowering, the faster turn around there is in products. Apply the value boundary constraints from the Swifts, C-4 and C-20 and I figure these things will be going for a million credits in about a year, maybe a year and a half. Besides, the market won’t last for winged craft.”
“I think that’s an optimistic price. You’re assuming the reactor wattage per kilogram is going to increase. Protani isn’t around anymore and the stuff coming from the reactor group is not quite as impressive as it once was.”
Dale spoke a bit sternly, “We can survive without Protani. The Society is full of sharp physicists that are doing great work every day. This C-40 is proof of that, as is the cylinder fabrication, the big tugs and the excavating. The robot to human ratio up to fourteen-point-five for the excavations.”
“Still we only have two C-40 subterranean bays operational.”
“But have you noticed the excavation going on now puts to shame the puny excavation required for the hundred meter centrifs.”
“Why not, the robots are all just larger,” Richard replied.
“It’s not a simple linear scaling of increasing robot size. The larger the drift, the more problems with both the robots and the tunnel integrity,” Dale replied then continued. “It’s like this C-40. Here are ten reactors, which are five times as complicated as two reactors. This ship is more complicated than a C-20 because not all the technology was scalable. That’s why we made the C-40, it would be too many reactors in a tug to achieve the heavy lift. We have fifty reactors on the big tugs now, too many to be making many of those, the C-40 offers Earth-lift better than a tug.”
“Hum,” Richard replied thinking about it.
Dale saw that perhaps his son-in-law was getting annoyed and added, “Well, I’m sure the Central Computer has loads of new technology too.”
“Well it’s getting bigger all the time, the networks are astounding. It’s amazing that it is so stable, Milford and his team really keep on top of the core. I stick more to the network hardware, but it’s also more robust than anything I could have imagined a few years ago.”
“Are you ready to see the cylinder-fab?” Dale prodded. “There’s plenty of new technology there.”
“Sure,” Richard replied enthusiastically.
The cylinder manufacturing facility was twenty kilometers further away from the human habitation area, but the journey only took five minutes in the transport tube. Like the C-40 assembly line, the cylinder facility was large enough that there were many tube ports near it.
Once out of the tube Dale said, “We might as well start at the furnace end and work our way down stream. We’re close to it anyway and it will give you more of an overview.”
Richard followed Dale to the furnace room, which was not as large as he expected, since the furnace was not as large as he expected. In the small hot room, aluminum alloy, in the form of rectangular bars two meters in length and 30cm on a side, were brought in from a large storage room on a conveyer belt then dropped into an opening that was just large enough to accept the bars. The speed of the conveyer belt varied as the furnace determined how much metal it needed.
Dale spoke, “This is of course just the feeder room.”
“So were on top of the furnace right now?” Richard asked although he did not have to, in his mind his PC showed him schematics of where he was. While he watched, a few dozen more bars drop into the molten pool that was below them. A simple yet large robot, which was obviously large enough to easily handle the bars, was standing near the opening of the furnace ready to assist in case one of the aluminum bars jammed. Everything seemed to be going smoothly and the robot stood motionless, but was constantly vigilant, apparently oblivious to the room’s temperature.
Dale wiped his brow, “Let’s get out of here before we melt. Most of the furnace is not visible from this room. It’s not too exciting, I suggest we go on down a couple levels and see the main chamber.”
A short walk and a quick lift down a few dozen meters they entered the main extrusion room. The room was about a hundred meters wide, fifty high and at least eight hundred meters long. Small stadiums on Earth could have snuggled in one end of the vast chamber. Richard looked around to soak up the scene. He had been to the room on several occasions, but only when it was under construction. Now it was a living beast and seeing it with his own eyes was significantly different from the images transmitted through the brain chips.
There were many sources of lights all around, mainly in the form of light panels in the ceiling yet it still remained dim, a seemingly poorly lit room. The room was filled with equipment, all moving, making noise. Robots came and went, some doing maintenance, others moving parts to various racks, keeping the cylinder room stocked with the food it needed and taking away the waste. The hiss of steam, clanging of metal and the smell of oil filled his senses. The ceiling was a network of catwalks, pipes, hoses and gargantuan beams ten meters thick. A small army of cranes, various conduits and passageways all over the sides and ceiling made it look medieval.
Large, vertical, hardened-steel beams were placed at regular intervals along the walls to hold the roof up, like massive ribs of a creature, each were made of 50cm thick plate steel and five meters wide. They gave the room the impression of sturdiness carried to an extreme.
Along the sides were a dozen levels of walkways and rooms. Many corridors at all levels could be seen leading away from the chamber, similar to the one they just came out of. There were pipes, hoses, power and communication lines attached to the walls that supplied the various machines with what they needed, the arteries and nervous system connecting the metallic organs of the huge beast. The room appeared to be just one part of a much more massive structure, a hundred supporting rooms were located nearby, separated from the main room by only a few dozen meters of lunar rock.
“Wow, this is awesome,” Richard managed to say as he surveyed the activity below him. There were a few humans around, but not too many. They just filled a supervisory role and assisted when a robot had difficulty.
The ceiling at the end of the room, where Richard and Dale stood was fifty meters higher than most of the rest of the chamber. Protruding out of the end wall was the furnace, from the bottom of which currently oozed a large red-hot cylindrical shape. What had been thousands of blocks of alloy were extruded as a massive cylinder, which was composed of three concentric cylinders. The inner ring was three meters in diameter; the middle ring was nine meters and the outer ring fifteen meters.
The cylindrical mass was growing straight down into a large dark pool of oil that dominated the floor under the furnace at one end of the chamber. Richard’s PC easily slipped the pool’s dimensions into his mind, a hundred and sixty meters deep, twenty-five meters wide and seventy meters long. With the dimensions was a vision of a schematic of what was in the murky depths, it was more complex than it first appeared. As he watched the glowing mass descend, a large platform, hidden from view in the oil, was supporting and slowly lowering the extruded cylinder as it grew.
Richard watched as the hot aluminum alloy disappeared out of sight into the vast boiling oil pit, until the entire one hundred and fifty meters of cylinder was extruded then a large band saw swung into place and separated the intrusion from the furnace in a shower of hot metal chips.
Dale explained as they began to walk along the busy room, “There’s a dozen robotic arms in the pit with drills, saws and grinders. They’re finishing the ends, cutting doorways, utility access openings, and thousands of holes for attaching bolts, large and small. Takes a couple hours or so. When it comes out of the oil pool it looks like Swiss cheese.”
Richard looking up at the ceiling above the pool commented, “There’s no overhead gantry big enough to lift the cylinder.”
“Naw. Two massive steel arms reach out from a large slot in the side of the tank, lift the cylinder out of the pool and lay it horizontally on the rail system. Weighs a thousand tonnes, even here in lunar gravity.”
“Still, I would have thought a Gantry would be a good backup method.”
Dale gestured onward, towards two other cylinders were already on the rail system, further down the room. “They get washed then the initial structural components are added,” he said as they began to walk along the mezzanine.
The rails ran along the floor for the rest of the room’s length, nearly getting lost in the smoky distance. Richard noted that the first cylinder had already been washed with an emulsifier and was now being attacked by no less than twelve large robotic arms that reached deep into the cylinder, six from each end. When the impressive arms retracted from the insides of the cylinder, he could see that each of the long arms terminated in a cluster of smaller arms, each with claws and tools. It worked efficiently, the smaller arms picking up objects, such as another strip of metal or a doorframe, and the entire contraption disappeared back into the cylinder.
Large openings that had been cut into the exterior allowed some limited viewing of the robotic arms at work and the glow of welding could be seen coming from the insides of the cylindrical mass.
Dale interrupted Richards’s thoughts and said, “Each of those arms weighs in at nearly fifteen tonnes, even here. They work from the center of the cylinder, moving outwards. Takes five brains to run each one. Took forever to get them coordinated.”
“You weren’t on the team, were you?”
“No way. I worked on some of the hydraulic connectors though.”
“Looks like even with five brains they got their hands full,” Richard commented as he looked over the hundreds of parts for the assembly that were located on large racks mounted along the sides of the chamber. Sturdy looking dividing walls, doorways, utility brackets, bulkhead panels and utility cabinets, were all being snatched by the complex arms and carried into the cylinder. Some larger assemblies such as sewage treatment units, air scrubbers and small reactors were also being put in.
Richard looked at the next cylinder in the assembly line. Dale caught Richard’s gaze and said, “Down there the end caps are welded on with friction-stirring, a big airlock in the center of course. After that the assembly gets a bit more complex. Mark’s down there, he’s heading our way now.”
Richard could see that the end caps had a large hole in the middle, the same diameter as the inner cylinder, where a large heavy circular airlock would be bolted on. Further along, at the next assembly station, platforms were positioned at each end of the cylinder so workers could walk directly into the cylinder through the recently installed airlock doors.
He saw Mark climb a stairway to their level and come up to them, “Well, what do ya think?”
“Impressive,” Richard, replied. The floor around the cylinder was busy with robots carrying an assortment of hoses for sewage, water and air lines. Ventilation ducts, electrical conduits, lights, sensors, fire extinguishers and emergency pressure suits, flowed into the cylinder along with a dozen human technicians, which supervised the installations and checked systems as they were completed. “It’s hard to believe you’re cranking out four per day. It looks complicated.”
Mark replied, “That’s a disturbing statement from someone who works on the CC. I’d think this would be a piece of cake by comparison.”
“Well, yeah. That’s what I mean,” Richard replied. “It only looks complicated.”
Dale spoke, “Actually you’re right. The robots do most of it, all Mark does is to make sure everything is working and to keep the robots from getting all gummed up in the tight spaces. Right?”
Mark frowned, “It’s not like the CC needs constant attention either.”
Richard watched how the cylinder slowly rotated around its long axis so the workers, metallic and organic, could always be standing upright while working on the installations. It did not seem so simple to him.
Mark noted Richard’s gaze and said, “This one’s nearly ready for its pressure test, we just evacuate and the cylinder does it by itself. After that we just load use-specific supplies and that’s it.”
“Use-specific?”
“Some are for human hab, so they get stuffed with furniture, food supplies kitchen equipment, washing machines, carpeting and a few domestics. Cylinders made for emergency rescue stations get extra air and water supplies, extra food rations, spare parts and medical supplies. Most are just storage, they get a lot of shelving.”
Richard looked beyond the last cylinder where the completed cylinders were lifted upwards through an airlock so that a large tug could pull it into high Earth orbit where dozens of cylinders were being assembled into a much more massive structure.
The cylinder was one of four shapes that the cylinder factory made, and the only shape that was truly a cylinder. It was called a section one block. The other three shapes were similar, having the same length, but were designed to mount flush against each other, section two blocks bolted to the side of section one blocks, section three blocks bolted to section twos, and lastly section four blocks attached to the outside of section three blocks. Thus once in space, twenty-seven of the extrusions could be bolted together to form a single object, one hundred and fifty meters long and one hundred and twenty-three in diameter, a huge spinning module that could be used as a temporary home in orbit. They would be mass producing dozens of the spinning modules, requiring many hundreds of extrusions.
He looked up through the roof with his mind’s eye, already dozens of extrusions were converging on one point high in Earth orbit, and were slowly being joined to form the larger modules. None were complete yet, but in time there would be a network of spinning modules, held together by a large lattice of tubes. The entire assembly was called Floatville, not as comfortable as the moon, but it was a start, it would at least get them in orbit.
Mark interrupted Richard’s thoughts, “Let’s head back. I’m sure Levitt is wondering where you are.”
“He’s probably sleeping. Perhaps we can go inside to check it out,” Richard said while tilting his head towards the cylinder.
Mark grinned, “Sure, watch your feet, it’s a bit crowded.”
In a high Earth orbit, far above the heads of those in the massive foundry, Christine looked through the monitors of the C-20 at the odd gray shape floating in the blackness of space that she was approaching. From her position, what she could see was the dark side. The object however was not completely dark against the dark background of space since the contrast adjustment was performed through the viewing monitors allowing the entire object to be revealed to her.
The object was one of many huge cylinders and had been parked in the high Earth orbit and was held in place by small tugs, one at each end. The tiny white robotic tugs had lights, but they did little to illuminate the large silvery gray mass they held onto.
The sight of the long skinny cylinder made her heart beat faster—she would soon be in it. She quickly and silently inquired as to its status and the cylinder’s computer replied that it was operating normally. There was not much for the cylinder to do, it contained a power generator, lights, airlocks and a small amount of atmosphere to keep warm and clean. Two other C-20s were close by and dozens of other cylinders could be seen further off. A kilometer away a section-two block floated, which in the bright light and deep shadows showed a bright sliver of light reflecting towards her, as if from a door that was partially ajar.
The section-two block was the same one hundred and fifty meter length as the central cylinder block, but it was of a different cross sectional shape. Four section-two blocks would be bolted to the central cylinder to form a single aggregate cylinder fifty-one meters in diameter. The section-three blocks bolted to the outside surfaces of the section two blocks, which would expand the aggregate to eighty-seven meters. Eventually the section-four blocks would be bolted on to form the final one hundred and twenty-three meter diameter spinning module. The narrow cylinder floating in front of her was simply the centerpiece, a core, for what would eventually be part of the huge space station, Floatville.
Christine’s suit spider carefully gathered a few strands of her hair that come loose and tucked them in. As she entered the C-20’s airlock she moved her arms in the working suit, testing the joints—everything was in order. She could feel her heart beat, the C-20's airlock decompressed in only five seconds buffeting her around momentarily then the outer door suddenly opened and she was flushed out into open space with the residual air in a wild rush of sensation. The Earth seemed motionless below her, much larger looking than from the moon, it would take four days for Floatville to make a complete revolution.
She gathered her senses, fingered the suit propulsion controls and stabilized her rotation. She looked around, sizing up the situation—she was in open space, a rarity. It brought distinctly different sensation from walking on the lunar surface. After a minute of contemplation and aimless drifting, she fingered the controls on her suit to fly away from the C-20 towards the cylinder.
The cylinder had two airlocks, one at each end, under the two large tugs holding it. Most of the robots that were coming from the C-20's cargo bay were opting for the more direct route, through the near airlock. That airlock was going to be crowded with robots and getting tangled up with robots was something to avoid. She decided to go to the far end to enter, other humans around her, who had also just arrived, also seemed to have decided the route to the far airlock would be best.
The cylinder’s surface was shiny and smooth, bare aluminum that had been extruded in the lunar facility. She passed over several large capped openings in the smooth skin, portals that would soon be internal passageways between the inner cylinder and the section-two blocks. It was to supervise the opening of one of those portals that the Central Computer had brought her to Floatville.
She reached the far end of the core cylinder and looked over at the huge approaching section-two block and saw that it was distinctly closer. The spindly tug, attached to the end of the cylinder, loomed ahead of her and she carefully slowed and slipped between the tug’s massive claws and under its bulk to approach the airlock, located at the end of the cylinder.
In the deep shadow of the gap between the tug and the cylinder, she had to wait a few seconds for the airlock to cycle through for someone who had gotten there ahead of her. Once it was her turn she entered the large airlock by herself. The airlock door was ready to close when a robot entered.
It was a big robot, one she had never seen before, filling the rest of the airlock. It almost had to wrap its arms around her in order to fit in. The robot had several gold plated exterior components indicating it was formerly someone’s PC and was sentient. It was large, three tonnes Christine judged, and although very shiny, had numerous dents and scratches over its limbs and torso. It was different from the other construction robots, a bit larger, obviously stronger, more complicated and in general much more capable. It was apparently more brazen as well. A normal robot of its size, she angrily thought, would have waited until it could have an airlock by itself, instead of squeezing in with a human.
The PC had apparently once belonged to someone who enjoyed construction, an engineer of course, and the orphaned PC apparently decided to follow its counterpart’s dream and become a construction robot. But from the sight of it, not an ordinary one. A quick question through her PC revealed its previous counterpart had died on Katerin in the nuclear blast. It was an impressive machine, which seemed capable of anything, and it had most of its visual sensors pointed her way as if it wanted to make sure it knew exactly where she was. This was typical of larger robots, they tended to watch humans carefully in an effort not to accidentally step on one.
The robot’s pushiness irritated Christine and the scrutiny it was showing increased her annoyance and she snapped at it through the network, “I’m not made out of egg shells you know.”
The robot slowly moved a heavy limb in the cramped airlock and pressed a small finger that protruded from the back of its large hand, against her helmet. The tiny appendage vibrated and she could clearly hear the words “Yes you are,” being formed from the vibration. The robot withdrew its finger and continued to watch her.
Christine would have been a bit unnerved just by having a robot counter her, but the manner the big sentient robot used to communicate to her left her speechless. An ordinary robot would never counter a human, they just followed orders, but the big gold machine that was pressed around her was not ordinary. She could not remember having been so intimidated by a robot before.
She had heard that the robots that had PC’s in them were different, but she had little experience with them. She wondered what it thought about, was it figuring the most efficient twitch it could make to break the delicate eggshell? She knew the PC’s did not have as much emotion as humans, but they had some. They had to have been effected by the death of the humans they had been connected with. She remembered the early prediction that the PC’s would go insane when their biological half died, this did not turn out to be the case, as far as anyone knew.
Christine remained silent and a few seconds later the airlock door opened but before Christine could move in the zero gravity, the large robot exited the airlock and scampered down the corridor, which seemed a bit too small for it, towards some destination only it and the CC knew. Christine was left to scowl at its back and slowly plod along in her suit far behind.
Christine made her way down the long and narrow central corridor to where the Central Computer had informed her she was needed. She passed through an airlock and breathed easier when she saw that a nice normal sized construction robot, perhaps of one tonne, with normal shiny steel limbs was there waiting for instructions. She looked at the large four-meter portal on the outer wall of the cylinder. It did not have an airlock, but instead a simple bolted plate covered the opening.
She sent a message and the cylinder’s computer started to depressurize the room and she instructed the robot to start loosening the bolts around the temporary plate that was sealing the large opening.
While the construction robot was busy with its task, Christine looked around the room. It was filled with all sort of equipment, most tied down securely in crates. She inspected one of the crates that was probably full of spare carbon dioxide scrubber parts. One of its straps looked loose and she decided she could quickly fix it. She fumbled with the strap in the zero gravity and got it secured a bit better.
The robot informed her that the bolts to the hatch were loose and she left the crate to look at the robot’s work. Pressure in the room was now at one-half atmosphere. She would have a few more minutes to wait before the plate could be completely removed so she used the interior airlock to step out of the room into the middle ring.
The cylinder was packed with equipment still in crates. The cylinder, also known as a section-one block, was smaller than the other blocks so it could be filled with components before it left the moon. The other blocks were heavier so could not be pre-supplied. She picked through some of the equipment then heard the ten-minute warning. She reentered the room and the room’s pressure was at point-one atmospheres. She waited another minute then told the robot to remove a bolt. Air streamed out of the bolt hole and rapidly dropped the room pressure to zero. She had the robot remove all the bolts, freeing the plate, which had capped the opening in the cylinder’s hull. A waiting robot on the outside grabbed it and scurried away with the unneeded cap. The view out the hole was filled with the looming bulk of the section-two block that had been creeping closer by the tugs that were handling it. It was approaching at a fast rate.
Christine floated closer to the large opening and grabbed the edge of the hole and pulled her head out the opening for a look around, outside the cylinder. She looked down the long narrowing gap between the two converging masses and could see the distant tugs that were moving the large space station pieces into their proper positions, however, she could barely feel the deceleration as the two heavy parts merged.
Christine suddenly felt something push her legs, which caused them to swing up behind her. She caught sight of a floating crate that had apparently come free of its tie downs. Pivoting around her hands, which were gripping the edge of the opening, her legs swung around and out the door and over her head. As she flipped over, her grip on the edge of the opening came loose, and she was floating in the gap between the two blocks that soon would be reduced to a tiny slit. Christine’s feet brushed against the approaching section-two block and, in that brief touch, she could feel its approaching movement that chilled her to the bone.
Her PC informed her that she had a half minute to get back in the opening, but in her panic had lost the direction to go. She fingered the controls to her suit, but clumsily moved the wrong way. She realized her mistake and in her panic tried to turn around. The gap had closed to a meter and her PC sent out an alarm. The tugs were responding to the distress by trying to hold the gap open, but even at full power the gap would still close to fifteen centimeters before opening again.
In terror and her eyes in tears at the predicament of about to be squished between the two large modules, Christine saw the opening, ten meters away, and with her back scraping against the section-two block tried to head towards it with all her might, but knowing she could not make it.
Suddenly the construction robot she had been working with flew sideways through the opening in front of her. Right behind it, the large gold plated robot, which had come in with her through the airlock, emerged and tightly shoved the smaller robot in the closing gap with one massive arm while packing its own body in the shrinking gap. With one free arm it reached out an incredibly long distance and grabbed her hard by her arm and pulled so hard she thought her arm was being pulled off. Her sight went black momentarily from the pain and a couple seconds later the pain diminished and she found herself spinning in a slow circle in the room she had inadvertently floated out of.
As she rotated around she looked at the opening, the thick aluminum hull of the cylinder was dented around the opening where the smaller construction robot had been crammed and a bigger dent where the gold robot was. All she could see of the robot that had saved her was a couple limbs, including the telescoping one that had pulled her out of the gap, hanging out of the narrow dark crevice.
“God damn it Sig! Just waste them and we’ll deal with the Spacers later,” Micah said aloud in a voice louder than required.
“I don’t think that’s necessary,” the voice in her head calmly replied.
An image of a huge fountain of red fire erupting from the planet’s surface was filling her vision. It was thirty kilometers across and filling the atmosphere hundreds of kilometers above the planet wide city. Another red fountain had started a hundred kilometers from the first and the fiery pyroclastic material had only reached a height of a few dozen kilometers, but it was still growing. The Alshainians were suffering another massive punishment from Sig.
“That’s only going to be a momentary setback if any at all. Jesus, you’re losing ships. How long until it’s too late?”
“It’s only the older ships.”
“And they’ve started to detect your sensors. Their gaining, can’t you see that? Every week they come up with something new and better,” Micah replied exasperated.
“I’m making better sensors, and I too am getting stronger,” the calm voice replied.
Micah shook her head. Sig had come up with frightful weapons that could destabilize normally tight chemical bonds from a distance or drill deep into the planet’s crust, but the damn bugs were now past particle beams and now using pure energy beams with tremendous energy output. At least they haven’t shown any signs of faster than light travel, she thought.
“I have been careful with that. If I detect that they are building a faster than light ship I will destroy it.”
“It? The ship? Why not them, and get it over with?” Micah knew the answer; Sig was saving the damn bugs for the Society, like a mother lion holding a prey at bay so her cubs could learn to kill. As far as she was concerned, it was getting out of hand. The bugs were fast learners and very industrial. Sig had reported that they were single mindedly utilitarian with no indication of possessing the ability to have fun like higher life forms on Earth and many other planets. That was probably why they had completely trashed their planet.
“I think I can use the Aquila Eta robots.”
“The Aquila Eta robots? To fight the bugs?” Micah asked in puzzlement.
The robot planet that Sig had found weeks earlier was located a thousand light years away from the bugs and revolving around a giant star; it no longer possessed life beyond microbes. It was unknown why the planet’s original master species had died out, but Sig though it was probably a dramatic climatic unbalancing from the fickle star, but possibly a vicious disease had wiped them out.
Whatever the reason, the robots that were left behind continued to operate, repairing the broken, making new, mining, farming, building and destroying. For centuries the robots of Aquila Eta had apparently toiled to no purpose other than to follow their programming. Any remains of their creators or their cities had been recycled countless times through the robotic mills and smelters. The robots had completely ignored Sig’s ships and probes, uninterested in anything other than their tasks.
“Yes, I can control them,” the voice replied.
There were laterally hundreds of billions of idiotic robots on the planet revolving around Aquila Eta, a sizable work force even by Sig’s standards. “What, to make weapons?”
“Yes, to wage war.”
Micah sighed and momentarily looked at the park around her. She liked to visit the city parks. Most women did not venture into the parks alone, but she normally found them quite enjoyable. Today she was too flustered to notice the squirrels.
“Why not just wipe out say ninety percent of the bugs and that will hold them off for a while.” It was something she had suggested before.
“A stressed species evolves the fastest,” Sig replied.
It was nothing new to Micah, she had seen the work of evolution on dozens of planets. “So you’re stressing them as little as possible now?” she asked sarcastically.
“Yes, the Aquila Eta robots will help.”
“By applying a small gentle yet continuous pressure. Heaven forbid you do anything dramatic,” she thought out loud.
“Yes, something completely understandable that the Alshainians can’t learn from.”
Micah thought for a moment. A grungy looking man, sitting at a park table fifty meters away, was looking at her. Micah noticed that only five meters from the man in a nearby tree a black raven was perched. She casually thought, “I hope you know what you’re doing.”
“Would you like to see a live view of the inhabitants of the fifth planet of NGC two-three-zero four?”
“Are they firing nukes at you?”
“No.”
“Sure,” Micah replied and closed her eyes. Visions filled her head of hundreds of huge dull yellow balloon-like shapes floating in the gentle slow motion turbulence of a gas giant. It was a scene of peacefulness, the obviously organic shapes slowly rotated as they floated and basked in the dim glow of their sun. The probe observing them was gently moving amongst the seemingly endless mass of balloons. More would emerge from the distant haze as the probe moved forward through the murky gasses. Life on gas giants had proved to be rare and this was the largest things she had seen. Micah found the scene fascinating. “Plant or animal?” she effortlessly asked as if in a dream.
“Plant,” Sig replied even more effortlessly.
Vicky sat in the chair having her hair done up in a beauty parlor she was trying out for the first time, one far from where she might be known. She could not go to her favorite place anymore, there she would be recognized and they would have to refuse her service or face the disgrace of serving a Spacer, which would cost the parlor all their business. The robots were okay for men’s haircuts, and she liked the job her domestic robot did on her nails, but it seemed like only a good stylist could get her hair right. The Barracuda had left her off in a dense part of a nearby forest and she had walked into the city far enough to get a cab, which took her to the salon where she had her appointment.
Nothing in the Society seemed to revolve around the workweek, but she knew it was Tuesday, which she only knew because her PC told her. The salon was mildly busy for a Tuesday morning. There were plenty of magazines for those waiting or having their hair done, she found it impossible to pick one and not see something about Spacers. There were the usual government advertisements informing how much the Spacers cost the United States and the myriad of articles on personal horror experiences. A news magazine had a large article on the new Indonesia, after it had been “Spacerized.” There were many photos of robots, both legged and the spheres along with many photos of bodies and burning cars and buildings. They were old photos from the initial few days of the invasion, but further in the article it showed pictures of homeless people in Jakarta and the still ruined remains of what once were government offices and police stations.
“Hard to believe, isn’t it?” the hairdresser said while cutting Vicky’s hair.
“Huh?” Vicky asked, “What’s hard to believe?”
“Those Spacers and what they’ve done. Honestly thousands dead over in Indonesia, who’s next?”
“Whoever tries to nuke them next, I suppose?” Vicky casually replied.
“Nuke them?”
“Sure, Indonesia nuked their island of Katerin and in return the Spacers destroyed the Indonesian government,” Vicky casually said flipping through the pages.
The stylist did not pause, “But they have those floating guns everywhere and it seems to me that if they got the notion, they would just do the same to anybody.”
“If they got the notion perhaps, but they haven’t yet.”
“Well, it’s just a matter of time. Already they go anyplace they damn well please, no country can keep them out. And you know what? I think they favor America, it will only be a matter of time before those robots will be all over the streets.”
“Perhaps,” Vicky replied then added, “Maybe they might decide to come home and stay. Most of them are Americans after all.”
The beautician continued, “You know, someone else who was in earlier today said they saw one of their spaceships flying over town just the other day. She said it was flying real low and not too fast either, it was one of the wingless ones, you know, without the wings.”
“Must be someone coming in to do some shopping,” Vicky replied. She laid back and let the stylist shampoo her hair. She closed her eyes and hoped the hairdresser would not keep on talking.
The stylist however, continued, “You know about two weeks back, two of them were walking through the downtown mall like it was nothing. Of course everyone could tell they were Spacers, did you hear?”
“No,” Vicky replied.
“Well, it was on television, a man and a woman, came in a spaceship and started to stroll around the mall. Bunches of stores closed up as soon as they found out about it. I can’t blame them, I would too, lock the door and put the closed sign out. That’s the only way to treat a Spacer, let them know they don’t belong here.”
Vicky did not say anything, but enjoying the shampooing was becoming difficult. She decided to focus on the humorous aspects of the ignorant statements.
“As far as I’m concerned, when someone runs off to be a Spacer, they are no longer an American citizen. Traitors in fact.”
Vicky frowned and asked, “You seem pretty upset by them, have you encountered one?”
“Me? Hell no and I don’t want to. But you would not believe the stories I’ve heard. Policemen blown up or cut into pieces. Not just policeman, lot’s of just normal people being killed. Did you see three more died just last week, one in New York and I can’t remember where the others were. I tell you they are a dangerous lot. Well we finally have a president who will take care of them. Have you seen the new warnings, you must have, about what to do if you see a Spacer. Mainly just run away. I tell you, I see more people now days carrying cameras around.”
It was a long few minutes before Vicky was nearly finished. She decided not to respond, but just to sit quietly. The one sided conversation turned to what the stylist referred to as the Spacer satellites.
Most of the world telescopes had stopped looking at stars and refocused their attention on the construction in the high Earth orbit. “They say there’re nearly a dozen of them already. I hear that they could be weapons, you know, to fry any country they want to.”
Vicky was amazed at how the woman could talk continuously about something she knew so little about. Her attitude however, was quite typical. The government machine had successfully instilled a nearly universal loathing for anything to do with the Society.
“Oh some say they’re space stations, but hell, those so called experts don’t even know what powers their spaceships. If you ask me, the question is still wide open. Why would they be making space stations when they were already living on the moon just fine? There are some photos of them in one of the other magazines and they sure do look like some sort of laser gun or something or other to me. I tell you those Spacer-satellites could be anything.”
Vicky thought of her new husband Mark who was currently in one of the cylinders. She smiled and broke her silence and jokingly replied, “Perhaps they are living quarters for passing aliens who happen to stop by.”
The lady seemed to be momentarily stopped by the comment, but soon recovered and said, “Maybe. Plenty of people seem to think they get their spaceships from aliens and it sure would answer a lot of questions. I’ve heard some say that Ken Lindsay somehow got information from space aliens and that’s what started it all. You know there’s been lots of sightings that they say can’t be the Spacers.”
Vicky had heard that the number of UFO sightings had increased, as usual, none that could be substantiated. The ever-watchful observation platforms and meteor guns had never reported anything. Vicky casually replied, “Sure, who knows? Maybe the Spacers and aliens are in league with each other, to take over the planet no doubt.”
When the stylist was finally finished with Vicky’s hair, Vicky paid for it with cash from the small purse she carried. The cashier was carefully counting out the correct change when a scream could be heard coming from the street outside. The stylist handed Vicky the change when looking up saw a black shape in the window facing the street. Vicky had her back to the window, but did not have to turn around to see what the stylist was staring towards. Vicky smiled at the woman and said as she put the change in her purse, “Don’t worry, it’s just my ride.” She turned from the stylist who had gone nearly white and started to walk towards the door and her waiting Barracuda.
Just before Vicky got to the door, the woman behind the register counter found her hate, grabbed the nearest thing she could find and threw it hard at Vicky, who was only three meters away. The scissors glanced off the back of Vicky’s head and clattered across the floor.
Vicky yelled in pain and crouched down holding the back of her bleeding head.
The Barracuda, sensing something was wrong, moved forward through the beauty parlor’s glass front, but Vicky stood and put out her hand for the black ship to stop before it fired. Vicky turned away from the Barracuda and faced the stylist. The woman had gone white, but the color was starting to return as she realized the black protrusion into the salon had stopped moving.
Vicky started at the woman and said as calmly as she could, “Were you trying to start a personal little war or were you going to save the world from the evil Spacer with a pair of barber scissors?”
The stylist, like all others in the small shop, could not even move no less say anything. Vicky walked to a shelf that had some fresh towels and took one to put up against her head in place of her now bloody hand. Everyone ran to the far end of the salon, some were weeping, all were watching her every move. They were trapped since the damaged shop front was blocked by the black mass of the Barracuda.
Her freshly done hairdo was now mostly ruined. Vicky laughed and said, “Perhaps all you wanted was to mess up my hair. The feeling that in some way you had serviced a nasty Spacer was just too much of a burden on you.”
Vicky paced the floor a couple times and said, “I just saved your life from that black thing sitting in your door. I saved it because I know you’re acting out of ignorance, you know nothing of us, our science, how we live and our ways of life. Sure we took over Indonesia, we had a legal claim to that island, it was bought and paid for, and they attacked us thus declaring war. We lost hundreds of women and children in that blast. That’s who were on Katerin, pregnant women and small children who could not handle the stress of life on the moon. The Indonesian government declared war on us and in doing so lost their right to exist.”
She continued to pace the floor, tossed the old towel away and picked up a new one. “You think we’re in contact with aliens? We’re the only aliens around here and it’s people like you that made it that way. This is my home state. Your government knows what we are and what we represent. We are their worst enemy, we live free from big government, we represent everything the United States government tries to avoid, people living free. We didn’t have to put weapons in your skies until it became clear that if we didn’t, your government would have attacked us. You didn’t mind us until your police died while shooting at us. You didn’t hate us until your government started a smear campaign, which you can see everywhere,” Vicky said waving her free hand at the stack of magazines.
“Who is the barbarian here, I who came to get my hair cut or you who is throwing scissors? Next time you hear about someone who was blown-up or sliced into pieces, give a thought as to who might have started it. My husband is up in one of those cylinders right now and I came in here so I could look my best for him tonight when I tell him that I’m pregnant.” Vicky shook her head and emotionally continued, “But don’t think you spoiled my day, quite contrary, this simply brings to further light what odd behavior humans are capable of, given only their imaginations and some government propaganda. You have been spared this time, but remember, many others have not been so lucky, next time you may not be.” Staring at the frightened woman she concluded, “And we never forget a face!”
Keeping the towel, Vicky moved towards the door and the Barracuda backed out into the sidewalk to make room for her. A thick crowd had gathered, but was keeping their distance. Several cameras flashed as she picked her way past the ruble that was once the salon doorway. A feint sonic boom sounded and she knew without looking it was a fellow Society member who had diverted towards her in a show of support.
The top of the Barracuda opened and she easily climbed in and quickly rose. She sent a brief message and decided to head to Indonesia where Lindy would be able to fix her hair.
She looked down and saw the surprising amount of confusion her visit had caused. Traffic was already backed up for blocks and the flashing lights of police cars were everywhere. As the buildings rapidly shrunk below her, she thought of what a silly notion it had been to come here to get her hair done. Despite all their technology, she had somehow thought she had to come to the United States to get her hair done properly.
Vicky laughed a bit thinking of her speech she had made. It was as puny and worthless as throwing the scissors. But no doubt, the stylist would have trouble sleeping for a while. She quietly asked for a little more acceleration from the Barracuda and it complied, pushing her against the seat a little harder, while moving rapidly from the place Vicky once called home and shooting out of the atmosphere fast enough to create a dim red streak.
A vicious war between robots and bugs, occurring many light years away, was momentarily not on Micah’s mind. And unlike most graduating seniors, Micah Tomkin was not studying for her final exams. Nor was she busy working on a resume and sending it out to companies. Instead Micah was looking over the barren remains of what had once been Sig’s only residence, the chambers under the MK facility.
The empty chambers and passageways held no indication of what had once been a cramped and busy town of robots and equipment. A blocky, wheeled robot that leaked oil and had stood under her house for what seemed like decades, had been removed along with other interestingly shaped robots. The one robot that Micah most associated as being the body of Sig, Unit sixty-one, which she often had long chats with, was now tucked away deep in the Beatty mine along with all the others. The openings beneath the two houses and the MK maintenance shed were about to be sealed by the last of the old robots before being trucked out, the large hydraulic pistons already having been removed.
The MK Facility, which had stood silent for years, was on the market at a very good price, it would not be long before it was sold. The closing date would have to be reached before she joined the Society, if she hoped to take the proceeds with her. The house that James Covey and then Sigmund, Laramie, and finally she, had resided in was finally sold and the cash from that deal was safely in Beatty.
The hollow emptiness and silence around her weighed heavily and Micah sighed before climbing the ladder to exit the dark and damp chamber. Someday it would be discovered by a demolition crew or some construction project or another, but that did not matter now. It no longer held anything special except memories. She watched as a robot let a heavy concrete slab drop into place and with a dull thud that was that, the chamber was essentially sealed. Micah watched the robots clamber into the truck and she opened the maintenance shed doors for it to leave.
The bright morning sun shone on her shoulders warming her. It was a warm and the northern hemisphere was in late spring. The MK building needed painting, new landscaping plants and the back lot was full of weeds from years of neglect, even the chain link fence was in bad shape.
The exodus from MK had started weeks earlier. Micah was mildly astonished as the amount of equipment that had to be removed. Sixty-eight truckloads of equipment and robots left the underground workings. Now it was done, but the hard part was yet to come. She had airline tickets for Missoula and tomorrow she would have to tell her parents the truth, or at least a tiny little bit of it.
The next day Micah flew into Missoula, which from the air looked just as it always had, unchanging, unlike her life. Her younger sister was in high school but was away for the week. Her brother might be home since he went to the local college. Her parents had day jobs so she took a taxi to the house.
Most of what Micah owned was in storage at the Beatty site, in her dorm room or in her parent’s house. She spent a little time going through her possessions in her room before the rest of her family showed up. She absent mindedly went through a few of the things she was going to say. Her plan had been to inform her parent of her decision to join the Society the next morning.
“I’ve changed my mind,” Micah said aloud.
It was not new information to the computer who constantly monitored her thoughts. “It will take me forty-one minutes to arrive. Do you want me to come now?” The Laramie robot had been relocated to Indonesia for the day in anticipation of Micah changing her mind.
“No, wait one hour so you arrive just before dinner, say five thirty. I want to make sure you’re here for dinner.”
“That will work out well. Laramie is doing a physics lecture right now, but will be available on time without any change of social plans,” the voice said calmly in Micah’s mind.
The precise planning and anticipation the computer showed did not affect Micah’s thinking. She was used to it since, for the last fourteen years of her life, the computer had always been one step ahead of her.
It was not long before Micah’s mother came home followed shortly by her younger brother. After they greeted each other Micah told her mother, “I invited a friend to dinner tonight.”
“Oh, someone from the university?”
“A girlfriend I met a while back. We don’t see each other much, but she wanted to come by while I was in town.”
“Oh, anyone I know?”
“Ah, no. I don’t think so,” Micah replied and walked away to avoid any more questions. Micah’s brother, Kurt, was playing video games as usual and she went to talk with him. “Hey, what’s that? A new game?”
“Yeah, ‘Spacer Battle’.”
“Oh, you against the Spacers?” Micah guessed.
“Yep,” Kurt replied trying not to become distracted as he tightly grasped the joystick and maneuvered the space fighter he was controlling, trying to shoot down what was obviously meant to be a Barracuda. A sphere came at him and he whipped his fighter hard to one side and the screen started to turn red, a number at the bottom indicating he was pulling nine gee’s.
Micah watched as her brother shot down several Barracuda, Swifts, spheres and other various enemy ships, most of which were modeled after actual spacecraft and a few wilder ones that were not. Spaceports were available for Kurt to refuel and get repairs and his long-range sensors gave the position of enemy ships. Kurt managed to shoot several enemy targets on the moon, but eventually Kurt was destroyed and the game ended.
Micah stated, “That game obviously requires the terrestrial side to possess equal technology to the Society and the Society to possess less technology than they actually have. The lunar meteor lasers could easily defend the moon from simple fighters. In space the firing range would be thousands of kilometers, close dogfights just would not happen.”
“How would you know?” Kurt asked angrily although his sister’s comment was not unexpected. He knew Micah had always favored the Spacers, something the entire family knew, but were careful to keep as a family secret.
“Just think about it, the moon is bombarded all the time by meteors, they must have some sort of protection against them, and meteors go really fast,” Micah replied.
“Yeah and in straight lines, fighters can easily dodge a dorky little gun for shooting down meteors.”
“Are the platforms in the game?”
“Yeah, some. They can get you while you’re in the atmosphere, but once above them they’re sitting ducks, not worth many points.”
“Do you think that’s realistic?”
“Why not?” Kurt replied defensively.
“I bet those guns on the platforms could track your fighter with millimeter precision and easily blast you while you’re still on the ground. And I wouldn’t bet they can’t flip over and target objects above them.”
“You’re such a know-it-all you know. You don’t know anything about Spacers,” Kurt said in a huff.
“Whatever. Mind if I try playing some?” Micah asked and Kurt gave her a second joystick.
Kurt pushed a series of buttons on his handset putting the game in two-player mode and handed Micah a second joystick. He insisted Micah play the Spacer role since he thought it suited her so well. Kurt went through the game operations quickly with her then started the game.
She positioned herself so she could see the monitor as well as her adversary’s joystick in her peripheral vision.
Micah launched her Barracuda from a spaceport where everything was dark and sinister with everyone wearing black uniforms with red armbands. The computer attached to Micah’s mind monitored Kurt’s joystick movements through Micah’s sight and displayed a small red dot over Micah’s vision indicating where she should fly towards. With the red dot and silent instructions, Micah had no trouble toying with her brother, until the doorbell sounded. Micah quickly went in for the kill and got up and walked away leaving her brother sitting in an exasperated sweat from the half-hour long fight, in which he was fighting for his life every minute.
Laramie was in office attire, wearing a medium length skirt, a white blouse and carrying a large purse. Micah let Laramie in and introduced her to her parents.
“This is Laramie Poehlmer, a friend and fellow physicist,” Micah said. Her father shook the robot’s dainty hand and simply said, “Welcome.”
“Laramie is someone I met quite a while ago although I don’t think I ever mentioned her before,” Micah said leaving her parents in their confused state.
“Do you live here in town?” Micah’s mother asked their guest.
Laramie spoke up and said, “No I don’t. I came a long ways to be here tonight.”
Micah said, “Why don’t we sit down for dinner and discuss this there.”
The five sat down and started to pass the food around. Laramie took a small serving of everything for appearances. Having to eat and drink was a regular exercise for the robot and Micah knew it would have no trouble looking perfectly natural.
After the group finished serving, in a polite quietness, and was starting to eat, equally quietly, Micah set down her fork and spoke up, “I have something to announce.”
She had the instant undivided attention of her parents and brother. The mysterious guest had already put worry into their minds that something odd was going on and now it was being confirmed. Silently both of Micah’s parents prepared for the worst.
“I know this will be a bit of a shock, but I know what I am going to do after I graduate,” Micah said.
“Oh?” her father said, relieved a small bit.
Micah waited a few moments than boldly stated, “I intend to join the Society.”
Her parents and brother knew exactly what she was talking about. The rest of the world referred to them as Spacers, but Micah always called them ‘The Society’. Her brother stopped chewing and her mother gasped and dropped her fork with a clatter.
It was several tense seconds before Micah’s father slowly said, “You have to be invited. Don’t you?”
“Yes,” Micah replied, “I have been invited.” She then turned her gaze to Laramie who also had stopped eating and was looking at her plate of food. “Laramie is a member, she flew in from Indonesia this afternoon.” Micah looked at her family and almost laughed at the sight of Kurt’s mouth hanging open. All three were staring at their guest.
“I was invited a couple years ago on the condition that I complete my education. The Society is very picky about only accepting educated people in the sciences. Science is the basis of the Society. When I join I’ll be taking many more classes to bring me up to their advanced technological level.”
Micah’s mother started to shake her head then said in an exasperated voice, “How can you think of doing this? I’ll lose my job—your father will lose his.”
“And likely Kurt and Sammy will be force out of school. I know,” Micah said. “That is why this is very important for you to know ahead of time.”
Micah’s father spoke up, “You will be labeled a traitor.”
“Yes. Unfortunate, but unavoidable. I will be leaving shortly after graduation. I think I can get my friend Marsha to join as well. We can try to keep it a secret, but that can’t last indefinitely. You know the government keeps tabs on everyone now days and tries to find out who has left to join the Society.”
“How can you do this to us?” Micah’s mother said again as if not hearing anything Micah was trying to tell her.
Micah sighed and faced her mother, “Mom, you know I always wanted to join. And being a good student, how could the Society not help but take notice.”
Micah’s mother turned her attention towards Laramie and she said accusingly, “You, you invited her—you put her up to this.”
Laramie looked at Micah’s mother and said, “If not me, it would have been someone else. We simply provided your daughter with the option. She is making her own decisions.”
Micah’s mother rose to her feet, “Well what the hell do you expect us to do?!” she yelled at Laramie.
The robot calmly spoke, “After it becomes known that Micah has left, you will have three choices. One is to brave out the hardships, a second is to disown your daughter, stating that you strongly disapprove of her actions and want nothing to do with her. The first option is not very nice; the second option will not be entirely successful as many previous cases have shown. The third option, and the only one to ever be satisfactory, is to move to Indonesia.”
“What? Move to some damn diseased island? Look here lady, you are out of your goddamn mind if you think for one moment you can just waltz in here and start rearranging our lives.”
“Mom!” Micah said sharply. “It is I who is rearranging this family’s life, not her. I will be joining the Society whether you like it or not. And whether you like it or not, you will have to deal with it somehow. I did not come here and invite Laramie for a discussion on my future. She is here to discuss your future. Yes Mom, you will lose your job and so will Dad,” Micah said sternly looking at her dad who was still sitting and starting at her. “Kurt, you and Sammy will be kicked out of school on some trumped up charge. That is what is now on the table as facts that will happen. Don’t bother yelling at Laramie, this was not her doing, it was mine. I made the decision to join before Kurt was out of grade school, it was my decision to join even though you and Dad will be shunned by your friends and neighbors, it was my decision to join even though it will mean that you would probably have to move. I have fond memories of this house that I still call home, but I will be joining and that is that.”
Tears were starting to flow down the face of Micah’s mother so Micah stopped and turned to look at her food.
The table was silent and the robot reached for the purse it had brought. “I brought some information about Indonesia. We have set up several communities for the families of our members.” The robot extracted a large stack of photographs and placed them on the table where they were in reach of Micah’s parents. “We have set up the communities to have all the facilities you are used to, shopping, parks, movie theaters. It is wetter and hotter there than you are used to, but we supply all the electricity you need for air conditioning. There are high-schools and in the largest community, a college has started, which is of high quality.”
The stack of pictures went untouched and Laramie continued, “You of course are by no means confined to our communities, but the living conditions elsewhere in Indonesia are poor. There is no place else reasonable to go. No European or South American country will accept you.”
The top picture was one of a group of children flying a kite in a neatly trimmed park. Micah’s father was looking at it.
Kurt finally spoke up and said to his sister, “You’re joining the Spacers?”
“Yes, I’m practically one already. I will be getting the implant as soon as I join, then it will be official,” Micah said calmly.
“The chip, you gotta get the chip?” Kurt asked as if he had just thought of it.
“Of course, that is what defines someone as being a member,” Micah replied.
Micah’s father spoke up and braved the question that had been asked for years by millions, “Just what is the chip for?”
Laramie replied, “Just what you think it is, a communication device, so your daughter will always be in touch with other Society members. It is fundamental to our society.”
“It’s not a control device?” he asked hesitantly.
Laramie continued, “Yes it is, she will often receive instructions through it. That is how we coordinate our efforts. You’re probably imaging some sort of involuntary mind control device that turns the Society members into robots or something. That is not possible.”
Micah knew she already had a very advanced chip, better than any other in the Society—she knew what it was capable of. She sometimes wondered just how far Sig could go with the chips.
Micah’s parents had been hearing their eldest daughter tout the benefits to society of the chips for a long time and Laramie’s statement was nothing new to them.
Micah’s mother slumped forward with her elbows on the table and her head resting in hands so that her eyes were covered. It was obvious that she was crying and Micah’s father reached out to comfort her, but she jerked when he touched her indicating she wanted to be left alone. The distress of his mother had pulled Kurt’s attention away from thinking of his sister as a Spacer and that he might have to move to Indonesia. He did not know what to do, but reached out for the top picture. The sound of the paper being handled alerted Micah’s mother and she popped her head up to see who was looking at the pictures.
She quickly slapped at Kurt’s hand and said loudly while crying, “Don’t look at those damn pictures! We are not moving to damned Indonesia!”
There was silence at the table once again for some time before Micah spoke up, “It cannot be helped.”
“Oh yes it can!” her mother suddenly yelled hysterically. She stood up, grabbed the stack of photographs and threw them at the robot. The numerous photos flew all over the table and food with most landing on the floor. “You! Get out of my house right now!” she screamed pointing a finger at the robot.
The robot did not move and Micah looking at her mother’s red and tear streaked face said firmly, “You are not changing anything. In a matter of months your life here will be unbearable. You will have to move.”
“Bullshit, goddamn bullshit. How dare you make such decisions for this family? Is this how you were raised? Is this what we taught you? Everything we have worked for will be gone, all our money, our pensions. Damn it! We have plans for our retirement and going to goddamn Indonesia is not part of it. Think of Kurt, Sammy. Have you? Have you thought about how this will destroy their lives? Kurt is going to be a doctor and Sammy an entomologist. You are not going to destroy this family, I forbid you to join the Spacers. I absolutely forbid it!” Micah’s mother slowly sank back into her chair as if exhausted by the effort and looked absently at the food on her plate.
It was now Micah’s father who spoke in a calm voice, “Micah, how long have you known you wanted to join the Spacers?”
Micah strongly stated, “I’ve always wanted to join. It doesn’t take a genius to realize what the Society represents. Most people just see a bunch of bullies living on the moon. They are the future of human civilization. They will go on where no other government can or would tread. I’m not talking about space—I’m talking about government, how we live, standards of living and freedoms of personal choice.”
Micah’s mom blurted out, “Ha, freedom of choice? Where’s my freedom? What choice are you giving me?”
“I would not wish hardship upon you Mom, but understand this, the United States government has been running a smear campaign against the Society for years and you are a victim of that campaign. The United States, as free as it is, cannot even begin to compete with the Society and this is how they are fighting back. The Society will not become, cannot become like the United States. The bullshit the government is laying out on you through propaganda is a perfect example of why I am leaving. If I were to not join because of the injustice of what will happen to you then I would be as guilty as they are of deceit and corruption. Despite your problems, I must join the Society, it is not just for me, it is for all generations to come. That society up there on the moon is living life on their own terms, those people are the future of mankind, the United States and all other governments are the past.”
Kurt was looking perplexed and confused. He was obvious distressed by the hysterical state his mother was in, but could find anything to say. Micah turned to her little brother, “Kurt, you will have to keep this a secret for a couple months, okay?”
Kurt opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out. On his second attempt, he meekly said, “We’re moving to Indonesia?”
“Not necessarily, but it seems to be the most likely scenario.”
The robot was slowly assembling the scattered pictures, and was busy wiping gravy off one when it casually said, “In the Indonesia community you will find it similar to here in many respects, but different as well. You will be living among others that are in the same situation. People who had a family member join the Society, but they themselves could not.”
Everyone at the table was looking at Laramie as she continued, “Tomorrow morning a group of people will come by to see you. These people, like you, are not Society members, but were forced to move to Indonesia against their will. They will tell you about life there and it will help you make a decision whatever it may be. In the mean time I suggest that you get used to the idea that Micah is going to be joining the Society.”
The robot neatly placed the stacked pile of pictures on the table and then said. “You have a lot to think about tonight and in the days to come. You probably have many questions for Micah that you wish to ask. I will leave now and let you get on with your evening.” With that, the small robot stood, straightened its skirt and found its own way out of the house. Nobody got up to show it out or even say goodbye.
The four remaining people simply sat and looked at each other and finally Micah’s father asked, “Micah, how do you know all this is true?”
“Because they have told me and because I can see it in them, in their actions and inactions. I know what the Society is about and I must be part of it, I must be part of it or I else all I achieve for the rest of my life will be meaningless trash, a lie that I would continuously be suffering with.”
“For Christ’s sake, listen to yourself,” Micah’s mom said. “Your life would be meaningless trash? Is that what it’s been so far? You’re talking garbage and you’re damning us to a life of hell.”
“No, my life has been good, but it’s time for me to move on. And it’s not me who is damning you to hell, it’s the government, and they can only hurt you if you stay.” Micah picked up the stack of pictures and plopped it on the table in front of her mom. “Do these pictures look like hell to you? It may not be Missoula, but it is far from hell.”
“Micah,” her father said, “You mentioned that Marsha might be joining as well?”
“Yes, but not until after I’m a member, then I will invite her.”
“And you think she will accept?”
“Very possibly. I know her views and I think she would be a good candidate,” Micah said then added, “I will know more after I’m a member.”
“And her family would also have to move to Indonesia?” her father pressed.
“Yes.”
“And this is what you want?”
“No, but I will not be deterred by the policies of the government.”
“The policies of the United States government?”
“Yes,” Micah replied
“You’re referring to the so called smear campaign?”
“Yes,” Micah again replied.
“Do you have any idea what all the United States Government has done for you?”
“I think so,” Micah said.
“You enjoy all sorts of things the rest of the world can only dream of because of the United States government.”
“Much of the world is still behind the United States, but in general the western countries are very much caught up and in some respects enjoy higher standards of living. In the past the United States led the way in freedom, but today they are no longer the leaders. Our ancestors left their homelands that perhaps they once fought for. But they decided to face the hardships and leave to go to the new world, where freedom and opportunity reigned. I am doing the same, leaving my homeland and moving on to a new and better place where freedom is not an erodible right granted by the government, it is intrinsic to the Society, not just woven into the fabric of society, but is the fabric of society.
I am fully aware what the United States has accomplished, and in fact the Society could not have been formed if the United States had not provided the social and economic climate for the development of the initial technology.”
“And the floating space guns are how they repay their homeland?” Micah’s father sternly rebuffed.
“It is unfortunate that the Society had to implement the platforms, but keep in mind the US Navy was hovering around them and still is to some extent. That might have something to do with it, you know mutual assured destruction, only the Society doesn’t use nuclear bombs, but instead particle beams,” Micah easily said.
Kurt was listening intently, but his hunger was not diminishing so he had begun to pick at his food during the discussion. His mother on the other hand pushed away from the table and disappeared down the hallway towards the master bedroom. Micah and her father continued to sit at the table in silence for only a few seconds when the computer informed Micah that her mother might be calling the police.
Micah spoke calmly, “If Mom is calling the police in an attempt to stop me, all that will result in is making a big scene and having your assets being frozen before you can turn them into cash. The Society will accept me now even if I can’t actually graduate due to an untimely expulsion and I don’t think the police would be foolish enough to put me in jail.”
Her father sighed and slowly got up and walked down the hall after his wife, leaving Micah alone with her little brother. She turned to him and asked, “Don’t you have anything to say?”
“Mom’s pretty mad,” Kurt replied.
“I noticed, I don’t ever remember her being so distressed.”
“Do I have to move to Indonesia?”
“Probably. You will probably do whatever Mom and Dad do—try to stick it out here or move someplace else in the States or to Indonesia.”
“So you’ll be living on the moon?”
“Probably.”
“And be flying in the black fighters?”
“I’ve already ridden in one.”
“Really, where?”
“They took me for a ride. We went up in space.”
“Awesome, did you throw up?”
“No, but I came close on the way down.”
“How high did you go?”
“About two hundred kilometers,” Micah lied.
“Awesome.”
“Maybe someday I might give you a ride.”
“Really, When?”
“Not for a while.”
“Oh,” Kurt said then fell silent and looked down at his plate of food. “When do you think we would have to move?”
“In a couple months probably. Depends on how long my being a Spacer can remain a secret and how much difficulty you guys can tolerate.”
“You mean cars driving through our yard and stuff?”
“Rocks thrown at the windows every night, no police support, Mom and Dad getting fired, cancelled credit cards. You know what has happened to other families.”
“Yeah, I guess so,” Kurt replied somberly. “Can we take all our stuff, you know furniture and things?”
“Sure, the Society will help you guys move.”
Kurt was silent for a minute before he asked, “Do they have things like video games and stuff like that?”
“Well, yes, but it might take a while to get the latest games. They have to be bought outside of Indonesia; there is not much trading with Indonesia you know. Most countries refuse to trade and none observe Indonesia as being a country anymore, which I guess it really isn’t anyway.”
Kurt thought about it for a while then asked, “And we can’t come back, even to visit?”
Micah knew the full implications of what was now starting to hit her little brother. He would be leaving his friends, his school, his hometown and everything for what might last the rest of his life. “Kurt, you will always be free to go wherever you want to go, but to come to certain countries would bring lots of difficulties—you would be ridiculed and chastised. Until the political situation changes it would be best to stay close to Indonesia. The people that are coming tomorrow morning will tell you how easy it is to travel.”
“Oh,” Kurt simply said still frowning down at his food. “Are visitors allowed?”
“Of course you can invite anyone you want to Indonesia, but I don’t think anyone would accept. If any of your friends ever went to visit you, then they would be in trouble with their other friends. You know that.”
“Great. My friends can’t even be my friends anymore,” Kurt sneered.
“Not in public. I’m afraid you will probably lose all your friends. You will meet new ones in Indonesia, but the ones here will have to pretend they don’t like you even if they really do.”
Kurt was silent for a long time and had long stopped eating and Micah silently stood up and started to put the uneaten dinner in the refrigerator. When Micah had finished clearing the table, her parents had still not come out of their bedroom. Kurt had retreated to his room leaving Micah alone. “This didn’t go so well,” she thought.
The voice in her head replied, “No, it didn’t, but that is not unusual. Your family is still trying to think of all the ramifications. The group tomorrow will help answer their questions.”
“Do you think I should go and see my parents?”
“No, they are alone because they want to be. They will eventually have to come out to eat. You should not be around when they do.”
Micah sighed. “You’re right, they need to do some thinking. At least they didn’t kick me out of the house.”
“I was predicting a thirty-eight percent chance you mother would suggest it.”
“Really? And Dad?”
“He would not have permitted it.”
“Interesting,” Micah thought as she found her old bedroom and closed the door behind her.
“Your mother would never qualify, and the Society does not accept one half of a marriage.”
Micah was perfectly aware of these facts. But as she readied for bed she found it interesting to contemplate that her dad might be up to the Society’s standards.
The next morning was Saturday and the family was still in silence when the doorbell rang. Everyone knew who it was, Micah more than the others. But she stayed in her room, running her mind over planets far away that seemed to offer an attractive alternate existence than the one she was now bearing.
She would have preferred to have been absent from the uncomfortable setting of the house she grew up in, but for some reason Sig had suggested that she attempt to maximize her time with her family, it was supposed to be doing her good.
She heard her father answer the door, the casual greetings and then the uncomfortable invitation to the living room.
Alfred was mildly surprised by the ordinary appearance of the couple who had appeared at his doorway. They appeared to be of similar age and looked as if they could have lived down the street. He wondered if somehow it had been planned that way. Were they real or were they actors?
He smiled and tried to be as friendly as possible and managed a handshake, his wife refused to do more than to mumble a cool ‘Hello’ from a comfortable distance. It was not but a minute later, after the couple had been situated in the living room, that the bell rang again and two more people entered, an older couple. Again greetings were said and the group settled in the living room.
He sat down with them, leaving his wife in the kitchen, who was not yet ready to face what was happening. He looked at them, had they once been rich or perhaps poor?
One of the guests, an older gentleman spoke first, “So your daughter has been invited?”
“Yes, Micah,” he replied nodding his head.
“Well, we have some idea of how you feel, it’s not any easy thing to deal with,” the man continued.
The other man spoke, “You know we’re not here to convince you of anything. We were selected to come because we are the most like you. My wife and I were forced to move to Indonesia against our will after our son joined. We’re here just to tell you our story, what happened to us, before and after we moved.”
One of the women spoke, “That’s right, our daughter joined and we had to move. It was just terrible before we left. Our house was actually burned down by firebombs. We had to flee in the middle of the night with our two children.”
“And your child that had joined? Didn’t they help?” Micah’s father asked in astonishment, his mind reeling of what he might be facing.
“Oh some, but all they can do is blow up buildings or something like that. Facing violence with violence, besides even if they could protect the house, we still lost all our friends and most of our money.”
“The police?”
A man shook his head and looked down, “I always paid my taxes, was a vet, a professional accountant. You can hardly imagine what you’re facing till it happens. The police actually avoided us. They hang up on you, walk away. I even went to a police station and as soon as they find out who you are they pretend you’re not there, they won’t even ask you to go away. They just walk around you as if you’re a coat rack. Passive resistance they call it.” The man shook his head some more, distraught at the memory, “You wouldn’t believe it could happen.”
An uncomfortable silence followed. Kurt joined the group, sitting on a chair he had carried over from the dining room as another man said, “We were completely shocked when our son said he had joined.”
“Oh?” Micah’s father replied.
“Yes, off he went to the moon or wherever they go.”
“You don’t know?”
“Well, I suppose it’s to the moon. You hear odd rumors. They’re pretty tight with information you know.”
Micah’s mother now sat down next to her husband. Her hair was a mess and it was obvious she had not slept well. Kurt was silent, listening to the conversation.
“Do you see your children much?” Micah’s father asked.
“Oh, they’re always buzzing about, they don’t live with us, but they do visit, occasionally. No Spacer lives with us normal folk, they have their own communities, which is real rare to ever go to.” The man added in a softer and sadder tone, “It’s funny, every parent knows that someday their children are going to fly away and leave the nest, but somehow when they join the Society, well, it seems like they are going much further away than you ever expected. They come by every now and then, as if just to remind you how far they’ve gone.”
Albert pondered the statement, wondering just what the man was trying to tell him. The ensuing silence was broken by Micah’s mother who finally spoke, “How did you get here?”
The man replied, “We came early this morning while it was still dark. We then waited in a coffee shop and came in two separate taxis.”
“You flew?” Micah’s mother asked.
“Oh yes, they have these special ships for us. Kind of odd, but you get used to that. This ship really doesn’t have a front or back, bench seats in one end and room for cargo in the other. I have no idea how it works. There is no pilot, or anything. You’re simply told where the ship will be and when it’s departing and you go and sit in it. I’ve never seen a Spacer even touch one before, they just appear. That’s how they evacuated us, the ship lands at night, you stuff your things in and it takes you across the world. It’s quite a trip, there aren’t any windows, but there are a few viewing monitors.”
Micah’s father nodded in understanding, the whole world had seen and read all about the mysterious ships. He vocalized a thought, “You see all their ships I suppose?”
“Who knows?” a woman replied with a shrug. “Every few days you see something different, a different robot or a different spaceship. They don’t talk much and we really don’t know what is on the moon at all.”
Kurt, speaking up for the first time, injected, “You see robots a lot?”
“Oh my, all the time! The international trade is a bit slow in Indonesia. Robots tend to large farms to help feed us, the food is provided for free, like our utilities. We see plenty of robots, but mostly small ones. There are big soldier robots roaming the Indonesian cities, which you see now and then, but you probably have seen loads of pictures of them already. Every once in a while you see a different robot when a Spacer is around.”
“And those flying balls?”
“Yeah, them too, but it’s hard to get a good look at them, they don’t hang around in one spot for long. They’re more creepy than the robots, they give you the chills. Somehow the robots are more normal, almost expected. But the ‘spheres’, as they call them, are just plain spooky.”
Micah’s mom spoke up changing the subject, “Didn’t you try to stay?”
“In the US? Sure, it didn’t work out well. We lost nearly everything, we only managed to take a few thousand in cash and our personal possessions, but not our car, it was impounded.”
“That’s horrible,” Micah’s mother replied.
“It’s a weird feeling. Due to a decision made by one of your children, in a heartbeat you’re suddenly on the other side of the fence. It changes everything real fast. The whole world is suddenly against you. Very scary.”
Another guest spoke up and said, “Scary for us, nothing for them. They can do anything they want it seems.”
“Except make the world like them,” another guest added.
“They are so hard to understand. I’ve been told there is not a single law in the whole lot of them. No flag, not even a proper name. No leaders or even elections. It’s amazing they get anything done at all.”
“No laws?” Kurt asked.
“That’s what they say. Our son is always complaining about ‘legislative based governments’. Hell, I didn’t know there was another type of government. He says that in the so-called modern society, I was living like an animal, worrying about shelter, food and other warring clans. Hell I thought I was doing pretty good. Had a fat bank account, nice retirement pension, didn’t seem so animalistic to me!”
Another visitor spoke, “Yeah, but they have their own problems. They once killed one of their own, no trial or anything, they just killed him, or so the rumors go.”
Kurt suddenly spoke, “Micah hasn’t really joined yet. Maybe she’ll change her mind.”
“What? She’s not in Indonesia?” a woman asked with a puzzled expression.
“She’s in her room,” Kurt replied casually pointing with his head towards the hallway.
All four guests went silent as they looked toward in the direction Kurt had indicated.
“She’s here?” the man asked in a worried whisper.
Micah’s father replied hesitantly looking at the astonished faces, “Well yes. She hasn’t left yet. We don’t really know when she will.”
“Oh my,” one woman uttered in mild astonishment, looking around as if nervous about something and was not quite sure what to do.
Her husband held her hand and added quietly and hesitantly, “You know, it’s rather unusual to know ahead of time, usually the family is informed after the fact.”
“Oh,” Alfred replied listening intently to his guests who seemed to have become a bit unnerved. “Some other woman came over and talked to us, you know a Spacer.”
“You’re kidding!” one woman hissed quietly.
“She had dinner with us. That’s when we found out.”
Micah was lying in bed, trying to think of other things, “It won’t be this bad for Marsha, will it?”
“No. She will announce her joining after she joins, although soon her connection with a known Spacer will be investigated. Homeland Security will have her under surveillance. It will be best if she waits for things to calm down before joining.”
The conversation from the living room trickled in and she said, “They’re talking about Laramie.”
“The counselors know you’re here.”
“So?”
“So the conversation has deviated.”
“So I should go?”
“Perhaps.”
Micah got up out of bed, eager to leave, “Fine with me!” She went to the kitchen to grab an apple on her way out. “Do you think they will go?” she silently asked as the glanced over at the small crowd in the living room.
“Undoubtedly. It will be hard at first. With time comes a certain form of understanding.”
Micah looked at those sitting with her parents and brother, they seemed uncomfortable. “Are you sure they are doing any good? They are supposed to be telling them everything’s okay. They look kind of sickly.”
“They are okay. Why don’t you go to the mall, there are some new styles starting to come out.”
She bit into the apple and quickly made her escape out the front door. It was Saturday morning and the mall was open, it was time to go shopping.
Alfred was dismayed; the reaction of the two couples in actually seeing his daughter was rather disturbing. They appeared shocked to see her and seemed to think she was some sort of evil they could not lay their eyes on, preferring to sit quietly looking down while stealing lingering glances at Micah.
When Micah had closed the door behind her, one man spoke nervously, “She’s plugged in!”
“What?” Micah’s mother asked.
“She’s plugged in, connected!”
“What are you talking about?” Alfred asked.
“The chip, she’s connected! Couldn’t you see? The pauses, the look of being someplace else? She’s already with them!”
“No she isn’t!” Micah’s mother cried out. “That’s just the way she is, she has always been that way.”
“Are you sure?”
“Of course I’m sure, she’s my daughter! I know my own daughter for Christ’s sake.”
“Well, to me she looks like she’s already in.”
The others nodded, “It’s the subtle mannerisms. They are always in communication with each other—they hold conversations in their head!”
Micah’s mother was becoming angry, “That’s impossible! Micah is not one of them yet!”
Alfred put a hand on his wife’s, “It’s okay,” he said to her then turned to the others, “She appeared normal to us,” then added, “Micah has always been a bit different.” And as he said the words, impossible thoughts of what could not be started to rise up in his head. He forced them out, not caring to dwell on the odd possibilities. He ignored the looks of his guests, breathed deeply and said while looking blankly at the door Micah had just walked out of and said, “Let’s talk about Indonesia. What about schools?”
Penelope Hottenfen carefully explained the results of her mathematical research to any who asked and many had, she had a suite of devoted followers. A significant percentage of the Society studied her theories to some extent, many of which did so in detail, while everyone else just talked about the results.
It was clear that her intelligence was extreme, and within the Society her genius had been given the chance to blossom, her success was everyone’s success. Experiments based on her theories were opening the Society’s eyes to possibilities they had only dared contemplate in their dreams. Her results were on the lips of everyone, as they spoke what was racing though their mind, what was making them stare into the darkness of space and wonder what was out there, not out of academic curiosity, as humanity had done for a million years, but with a knowledge that it may really matter.
Penelope had broken the seal of darkness and with each passing hour, the Society poured through the equations, pulling new discoveries and insights of how the universe worked, and how it could work for them.
Dale sat in his small lunar apartment and spoke slowly and carefully, “Ok, you look at the other spin states of the electron in the two halves of the entanglement chip and you see a difference. Right?”
The question was directed at Richard with who he was discussing the result of an ongoing experiment. Richard replied equally carefully, “Right, but actually it can be seen in a couple of the many states and it is extremely weak, only the gamma frequency interference pattern the two chip halves produce anything when interacting.”
Dale put his head in the palms of his hands and watched visions run through his mind. Digesting the abstract concepts seemed impossible, but he felt a basic understanding of the physical effects was within reach. He replied, “Ok, fine. And you’re positive this is not just a normal feedback phenomenon?”
Richard thought for a moment then replied, “You’ve seen the equations, according to theory that should not be possible unless there is something happening in at least one of the other curled dimensions. By monitoring this disturbance over time, and with at least three entanglement pairs, we can get an indication of the direction the disturbance is coming from.”
Dale saw the flow of differential field vectors in his mind, “Well that’s what everyone says, but we’re receiving lots of fluctuations. Maybe it’s just noise that is somehow resonating,” he suggested.
“Not noise, it seems like there are plenty of things going on in these other dimensions. That is to say, lots of movement of matter along them, but it seems weak and distant. What we are looking for are spikes, like this and this,” Richard said pointing to an image on a large monitor, which was normally functioned as a television, but for now Richard was mentally controlling through his PC.
Dale looked up and studied the new diagrams of the data from the experiments, “And these spikes are close, not just stronger?”
“Hard to say, but most likely closer. That’s what the C-20 is out to resolve through parallax.”
“And so far they point to the Aquila constellation?” Dale asked. “And you have no natural explanation, only the possibility of the work of sentient creatures?”
“Well, it seems that making significant disturbances in the other dimensions is entirely possible, but only through intense manipulation of the quantum state of a large mass. This can be done, but not in nature.”
“That we know of,” Dale countered.
“An insignificant technicality,” Richard replied while dismissing the remark with a wave of his hand.
Dale sighed, “Thus the theory that Alshain has life. We have not detected any electromagnetic signals from there and it’s only forty-five light years away. Interesting, isn’t it? For a civilization to develop subspace technology, but not simple radio waves?” he challenged.
Richard waved his hand again, “We don’t use radio waves if you haven’t noticed. Or perhaps something has recently changed, perhaps in forty five years there will be all sorts of electromagnetic radiation arriving from there.”
“So the subspace signal might be recent, some high tech visitors to Alshain that has harnessed quantum effects. The planet itself could be dead,” Dale said pondering the implications of interstellar travel.
“Perhaps,” Richard replied.
After a few seconds, Dale said partly rhetorically, since he already knew the answer, “And we can make subspace disturbances as well?”
“Not easily. We have made some already, but if you inquire about the latest remarks some of the physics groups are saying, it’s well within our current capability to make significantly larger disturbances.”
Dale mused, “The Halliburton left four hours ago, in two days it’ll be two hundred and twenty-four mega-klicks out of the solar plane, that should be sufficient for a good parallax reading. It will be interesting indeed, if the parallax experiment backs up some of Penelope’s wilder theories.”
“No kidding. Looks like most of the old Protani group have become full time Hottenfenites, and with this latest result this morning, well some of them seem fit to be tied. Heck, they are all in little huddles trying to extend the equations into real world applications,” Richard replied then added, “The meson drive improvements seem to be put on hold for a while now that something juicier has turned up.”
“Subspace does seem to grab hold of the imagination,” Dale said absent-mindedly.
“Subspace? I was thinking it was more the possibility of life at Alshain,” Richard replied.
“You always were a people person.”
“I hardly think we should expect people on Alshain,” Richard countered.
Lindy stepped into the room and said loudly, “What, no people? Just how do you define people?”
“Well, nobody considers robots to be people, not even the PC robots,” Richard said in defense to Lindy’s question.
“Is your PC countering you right now? Come on tell the truth,” Lindy shot back.
“No, it is not, as a matter of fact. ‘People’ definitely refers to humans. Just a more casual term,” Richard said.
“I think that’s only because there has not been anyone except humans in the people category before. We might find evidence of people all over the galaxy if we look hard enough, right Dad?”
“Um, well if you say so,” Dale replied not really wanting to get into the discussion that had probably been going around the Society all day.
Lindy continued, “Well I think the galaxy is full of people, perhaps different looking from us, but people all the same.” Lindy’s PC sent a quick reminder to her and she added, “It’s soon time for Levitt to get out of school.”
She turned to the domestic robot that was with her, “Go get Levitt and bring him here. He should be out of class in sixteen minutes.” She told the robot the location of the class her son was attending that day and the robot acknowledged that it knew where it was. Lindy knew it did not really matter if the robot knew where her son was, if it ran into trouble it could easily ask either her or the Central Computer for further instructions. Besides, Levitt liked the robot.
Dale and Richard continued their discussion on the subspace and eventually the door opened and in came Levitt and the small robot. Levitt ran into the room and said yelled excitedly, “Mommy, Mommy, guess what, were going to the Floatville tomorrow!”
“That’s will be super fun,” Lindy replied to her son. Lindy and Richard had already been informed long ago of the field trip schedule that had been planned for the children in Levitt’s age group.
“We learned about it today. It has lots of big modules,” Levitt said having no difficulty with the last word, having heard it all his short life.
“That’s right. What else?”
“Um, there are no children living in it,” Levitt managed.
“Uh, that’s right! It’s only a place for adults to do work. But what else did you learn today?”
“Um, oh yeah, some planet is making noise,” Levitt said and becoming bored with the conversation ran to the shelf where he knew his grandfather kept the toys.
“To the station?” Dale thought out loud. “Isn’t that rather boring for small children? There’s not much there like there is on their trips to Earth. No wild animals, mountains or rivers to awe them with.”
“Well, it’s close by and doesn’t take much time. They say it helps build a sense of community to get the children involved in big Society projects.”
“Seems like a nightmare trying to get a dozen four-year-old kids through a rotating airlock in weightlessness,” Dale contemplated.
“Oh, they’ll have plenty of help,” Lindy injected.
“You volunteered?” Dale asked with raised eyebrows.
“Well no, but a couple of others did. Besides there are plenty of people there to assist.”
Dale mused, “I can just imaging all their screaming as they tumble around in that circus.”
“That’s part of the reason for going.”
“To make them throw up?” Dale suggested.
Richard spoke up, “Well, so far the only weightlessness they’ve experienced has been brief pauses while on route from Earth. You know they lower the acceleration to about five or ten percent of normal and let the kids play, or throw-up, whatever. This is like the next step, take them to Floatville.”
“Through the tubes? Will a urine alert be sent out?” Dale asked thoughtfully.
“Perhaps a cleaning robot follows around behind them, kind of like at the end of parades you know, cleaning up the mess the horses leave behind,” Richard added.
“Do you two mind?” Lindy said sternly. “Honestly.”
“I noticed you didn’t volunteer to go with the class,” Dale remarked.
“I’ll be busy. I’m helping to move some equipment up from Indonesia.”
“The micro connector equipment?”
“Yeah, it was finally decided to be too sensitive to stay Earth side.”
“It’s been coming for a while,” Richard said. “They didn’t make the final consensus until a couple days ago. Tomorrow it all gets moved in three C-20's.”
Dale did not have to ask why the equipment wasn’t being shipped on a C-40. The equipment was unique to the Society and the small connectors had become increasingly used. If it were lost, it would take weeks to replace it.
Moving the equipment to Luna 1 was just one of many movements that were always taking place to put the critical equipment out of reach of the Earth based societies, leaving only less important industries among the island communities. However, there was still much of importance on Earth, mainly half the members, such as his daughter and grandson, living there. Lindy and Richard chose to stay in Indonesia to raise their son.
A message was delivered to Dale and with a thought he opened to door to his apartment just in time for Christine to walk in without having to pause.
“So where’s the little man?” Christine asked looking around for Lindy’s son.
“He just went into the kitchen,” Lindy replied then called out, “Levitt, come out here.”
Levitt walked out into the living room and smiled at seeing another adult that he recognized. Christine gave him a little hug and when released, Levitt ran back to the kitchen.
Richard looked at Christine getting comfortable in a chair and smiled, “Quite a day eh?”
“No kidding. I can’t seem to think of anything else. It all seems so strange, to think it might be coming soon. Interstellar travel, like wow!”
“It won’t be easy,” Lindy said. “But the possibility is there, along with the possibility that we aren’t the first.”
Christine replied, “Yeah. Image going to another planet! I don’t mean Mars, I mean a real planet. Maybe Alshain!”
“Well, that’s still a ways off,” Lindy remarked.
“So you’re still with Floatville?” Richard asked Christine, changing the subject.
“Yes, I like it there.”
“How’s Ben doing?”
“Fine, same as always. You know robots, never stop, they just go, go, go,” Christine replied with a smile.
They all knew of Christine’s near miss at the space-station construction and how Ben Cordoba’s PC had rescued her at the last minute, at the cost of its own body, which had to be completely replaced.
“I was thinking of taking it to the States.”
“Really? What for?” Lindy asked.
“Well, to meet Ben’s parents. You know, Ben once mentioned that it had not seen their images since Ben died and he would not mind meeting what he calls his parents. He lost all his personal possessions in the Katerin blast, his apartment was destroyed you know, he has no photos.”
“Ben’s a big robot, but not armored and has no weapons. A lot different from anything ever seen in the States before. Are you sure you want to do this?” Richard asked.
“Well, no. Not really,” Christine said hesitantly.
“Mommy, who is Ben?” Levitt asked coming into the room.
“It’s a big gold construction robot,” Lindy replied.
“Can I see him?” the boy asked.
“No, he works at Floatville and doesn’t come to the moon much anymore.”
“Maybe I’ll see him when I go there.”
“Oh, I don’t think so dear. The station is a big place and Ben works mostly on the outside, not the inside.”
“Oh.”
Christine spoke up, “Maybe Ben will come by and visit you when you’re there.”
“Oh, good. He’s a giant robot,” the little boy exclaimed spreading his arms out wide.
“Well he is big, but not so big he can’t fit inside if he wants to,” Christine explained.
The boy left again and Dale asked, “Have you made any plans for going to Earth with Ben?”
“Well, not yet. Ben said his parents live in a small ranch house in west Texas,” Christine replied. “He’s got some vague recollections from Ben’s old memories.”
“I don’t know. I think perhaps you should let the old memories just fade out. The trip would probably do Ben’s parents no good and the robot probably is not that concerned,” Dale said.
Christine didn’t reply, but just sat in thought. The robot had been rescued by a team of engineers before the PC brain lost power. It had taken days to rebuild the complicated construction body and Christine had helped with its assembly. She had grown use to the gold robot and had found herself looking for it on occasion, just out of mild curiosity as to what it was up to. Eventually Christine managed to meet up with the robot every day as it continued to live its pervious owner’s dreams of large-scale space construction. Their conversations were brief, since even PC robots did not have much of a personality and rarely spoke if not asked a question. But in the few conversations they did have, Christine found that the robot had a mild longing to see Ben’s parents, obviously a leftover feeling of homesickness that the original Ben used to experience.
Of course, she thought to herself, Dale and Richard were right in their belief that taking the robot to Earth was probably a bad idea. No doubt Earthlings would not react well to the machine and besides, the robot’s emotions would probably not be altered in any way by a visit.
Christine shook the thought out of her head and decided to change the subject, but Lindy beat her to it and said, “I saw Mark the other day. I tell you he’s walking on clouds. Vicky is doing fine too, but the Central Computer has already told her to stay down and nothing over one-and-a-half gee’s, so she’s a bit bummed.”
“Vicky? Only one-and-a-half gee’s? Ooh, I bet that hurts,” Christine replied.
“Yeah, she misses going to the station, but does plenty of island hopping. No trips to the States lately,” Lindy said.
“Seemed like she kind of had her fill of the States, after the scissors thing.”
Dale laughed. “I can just image it, Vicky getting in a fight at the beauty parlor.”
Richard joined in, “Hey, it could happen to anyone. You know the barber didn’t get your sideburns even and well, you gotta do something.”
“Yeah, like sic a Barracuda on the entire barber shop,” Dale said chuckling.
“Hey, it wasn’t like that and you know it,” Lindy said trying to be serious. “She’s feeling very left out not being able to go to the station.”
“I hear she’ll be nurse maid to another new recruit, a special one.”
“Yeah, one Laramie is bringing on. Good in p-chem. Doesn’t have the chip yet, a month from joining, but already knows lots.”
“That’s a first. A bit risky, but then it’s Laramie’s recruit. Must be pretty special, top notch.”
“Those degrees don’t mean anything once you join. Nothing like a few quiet hours with the CC to let one know just how far behind the rest of the world is. And now with Penelope’s bombshell, well, let’s just say new recruits will have a lot to think about, regardless of who they were before.”
The late morning sun shone through a thin layer of Mediterranean clouds and on a small quaint outdoor café in a small Italian town. “I tell you, I saw it with my very own eyes,” the man who was wearing a white apron, and standing behind the small counter, said pointing dramatically at his own eyes.
“Are you sure you weren’t just drinking too much of your own poison?” one of his regular patrons said in reply as he sat in the barstool. “Spacers rarely come here and nobody has ever seen an Indonesian ball here.”
The patron, however, knew the bartender was not hallucinating. Many people had reported seeing the floating ball, which according to the reports had dashed down the street the previous day.
“No, I was not drinking,” the bar tender said in a matter of fact stern way. “It was just about this time and I was just wiping a glass and I happened to look up and ‘whoosh’, it flew by completely silent except for a little bit of wind noise,” the bartender added animatedly. “Gordy saw it too.”
“Gordy?! And you think that lends credibility to your tale?” the patron asked, egging on his friend.
“It was a, a good meter or more across,” the bartender said spreading his arms out wide. “And it was slowly spinning. I didn’t see it for long, it was moving fast, but it was just like in the pictures, all covered with small things, not smooth at all.”
“Covered with things, like what?” the grizzled old man sitting in the stool asked. “Were they like little guns or something?”
“I saw it too,” another man at the bar said. “Who knows what all it was, but probably some things were cameras.”
“It must have had cameras, as well as guns, maybe laser guns, you know, death rays,” A third semi-intoxicated patron at the bar said.
“Whatever it was covered with, it didn’t look like anything I had ever seen before,” the bartender said dramatically. “I froze I tell you, absolutely froze, couldn’t think of nothing but running. But couldn’t, like in a dream. I just stood right here and watched.”
“Yeah, but it was gone in no time, here and gone,” the patron who had also seen the object pointed out. “There was no time to do nothing but watch. Must have been moving at about fifty kilometers per hour. Went by like it was nobody’s business.”
The old man said, “Could be a prelude to an invasion ya know.”
“An invasion? You think the Spacers are going to invade?” the bartender asked.
The old man answered knowingly, “Well, the Spacers, they are not like normal folk, ya see. There’s no predicting them, probably because they are all godless you know. If they get a mind to move in to Italy, well then they just might try. We have to be on our guard you know. If I had seen that flying ball, well I would have just shot it down.”
“You don’t even have a gun. How would you shoot it down?” the other patron asked. “You didn’t see it, I did. I tell you, it didn’t look like it would take too well to being shot at. Those things are all over Indonesia, killed plenty you know, and not a single one has ever been even scratched!”
“How do you know?” the old man asked.
“Because if one had, it would have been in the newspaper.”
“Maybe that’s what we need to do, capture us a flying ball, just need to throw a net over it.”
The bartender was just about to reply when his mouth suddenly stopped moving. His entire face seemed to have locked in a frozen glare looking at something behind the sitting old man. All three men at the bar turned around reflexively and like the bartender froze in a steady glare. There moving up the road was a small sphere. Most people in the streets were too petrified to do anything but watch. But a few ran away and a woman’s scream from an unknown location sounded out. It was not moving as fast as he thought they should, but it was gone in a few seconds.
“Holy mother of God!” the old man said when he had found his voice after the sphere was gone from sight. It was then he noticed a warmth in his crotch and realized he had urinated. Still staring in the direction the sphere had moved he said, “I think I pissed my pants. Got a spare apron Giancarlo?”
“Huh?” the bartender said, also looking down the street, searching with his eyes. More screams could be heard, this time from behind them where another street ran. “Just like yesterday, but slower,” he slowly said as if in a dream.
“Did you see that? Just like yesterday,” one of the other patrons said, echoing the bartender.
“Giancarlo?” the old man said softly.
“Yes,” the bartender said turning his attention partially back to his regular customer.
“Do you have an extra apron?”
“What for?” the bartender asked in confusion.
“I had a bit of an accident,” the old man repeated.
“Huh?” the bartender said not understanding.
“I wetted my pants,” the man said pointing to his crotch.
Giancarlo glanced down and absent-mindedly said, “Sure,” and went in a door and returned almost immediately with a white apron. “Be sure you wash it before returning it, eh?”
“Yeah, sure,” the man on the stool said as he took the apron from the bartender.
“I thought you were going to throw a net over it or shoot it?” the other patron said sarcastically to the old man.
“Well, I was, but I didn’t have a net or a gun with me,” the old man smoothly replied.
“And you were busy going to the bathroom.”
A few more screams could be heard from around the area, but the old man ignored them, stood to put the apron on and heard a glass break. He turned towards the sound and once again the bartender was staring out into the street. Snapping his head around, the old man nearly fell down from weak legs.
The black craft was thirty meters tall and looked like a giant spinning top, but it had a flat bottom and it wasn’t spinning. It was slowly and silently lowering to the town’s street. There were more screams this time, but the man would not have noticed.
The craft’s bottom was as wide as the street and the top hung out over the rows of shops that lined the street, engulfing the outside bar in shadow. The craft was still a meter above the red brick road when a wide door snapped open revealing a dark passage. The old man gasped as a spidery robot bounded out. It was about a meter and a half tall and stood perfectly still for about two seconds. It stood on numerous legs and had all manner of attachments to its thin and wiry torso and long multi-jointed legs.
Moving faster than it seemed like it should be able to, it went running down the street then stood again perfectly still fifty meters down the road, nearly out of sight. Seven more identical machines bounded out and disappeared down the street in different directions. It was several seconds before the old man could look at anything other than the robots and started to notice other town’s people, running for their lives, frozen or kneeling to pray where they were. The old man started to notice a few screams and several were quite loud. Apparently caused by the expeditious spidery robots.
The old man’s attention snapped back to the black ship when other movement appeared at the wide door. A woman had appeared on the street beside the opening. She was dressed in a bright red jumpsuit and stood on the street, looking around. She walked a few meters from the hovering craft and looked at all the town folk around her, obviously sizing up the situation.
The old man’s lips moved as if sounding out the word going through his mind, ‘Spacer’. His stare was abruptly terminated as one of the spiders, which had previously dashed down the street out of sight, suddenly appeared and ran right in front of the three men at the counter causing them all to sharply gasp. The robot never stopped, but looked around behind the counter then dashed to the next shop. The old man suddenly realized the robots were systematically entering each building along the street.
A few seconds later another woman appeared, also in a bright red jumpsuit, but this second Spacer was leading two small children by the hand. The children looked like they were four years old and were nervously looking around as they tightly clutched the woman’s hands. More small children appeared and then another robot, a small one that was distinctly different from the others. This one was gold and had only four legs. Four kids were grasping the gold robot as it led them out into the street. More children appeared behind the gold robot and finally two more adults, both in red jump suits.
The women were talking in English to the children and soon they were walking down the street, heading towards a restaurant.
“Oh my God,” Giancarlo, the bartender, said behind the counter.
The old man did not reply, but continued to stare at the crowd of strange women, robots and children.
“It’s a field trip,” the bartender said as if just figuring it out.
“Huh,” the old man standing beside the stool managed to utter.
“It’s a field trip—they’re bringing their school children to see us. They’re tourists!” The bartender explained while continuing to stare.
The old man holding the apron thought about it for a few seconds and finally said softly, “Holy mother of God! Spacers have children!”
“I swear it’s practically random!” Mark exclaimed.
“They all have skills, Christine is a people person. Good for making first contact.”
“Shit. Anthony dumped her and she rebounded by picking up a robot for a boyfriend. Lots of people skill there,” Mark said sarcastically.
Vicky hit Mark on the shoulder, “It wasn’t like that and you know it. Ben is not her boyfriend. She’s between boyfriends. That makes it convenient to be away for a while. The trip is long, it will probably last half a year.”
“She has nearly no real skills. Hundreds of engineers and physicists are dying to get on the Random and the CC picks Christine! Go figure.”
“Maybe the CC knows what’s best for the Random. It doesn’t need physicists so it’s not recommending them much.”
“So you’re saying the CC is second guessing us as to what the Random needs?” Mark was silent for a while then said, “That is probably not a good sign.”
“Well the first hull casts are just beginning, the launch is still a long ways away. Plenty of time to negotiate a seat.”
“Who? Me? A year in a can? No way.”
“Ken Lindsay would have gone.”
“He said that when it wasn’t possible. What he would do is hire someone else to go for him then put the pictures they took on his wall.”
Vicky had her hands on her hips ready to strike back when she received the silent notice of their guests. The door opened and Levitt ran in and spoke rapidly, “We saw Italy!”
“That’s good Levitt,” Vicky replied.
Lindy walked in a few seconds later, and Mark asked her, “Would you go on the Random to Alshain?”
Lindy laughed, “Ah, no.”
“Ok, why not?” Mark pressed.
“Too long of a trip. Levitt would be approaching six by the time I got back, and he isn’t going.”
“Christine’s on the list.”
“Yeah, I know. She’s ecstatic about it.”
“Why was she selected?”
“For one, she asked. For another she has good people skills.”
“Oh yeah. How’s Ben doing?” Mark asked.
“Well you don’t expect Laramie to go?” Lindy replied in sarcasm.
“Well no, but still, the list could be beefed up some.”
“I think the CC has recommended well. It is an appropriate team for such an endeavor.”
“Hum,” Mark said contemplating Lindy’s words, thinking of the insight she was drawing upon.
Vicky spoke to Lindy, “When is Micah Tomkin coming?”
“Not for another week,” Lindy replied.
“Did Laramie come and talk to you in person?” Vicky asked.
“Ah, no. She sent the message in person though. She hardly ever leaves her little domain at Luna1.”
“She must have left long enough to recruit this Micah, which it seems she has put on some sort of pedestal, and she hasn’t even joined yet. I bet she’ll have a big head.”
“Well she’s off to a good start, knowing about the Society a month ahead of time, being recruited by Laramie, and having her nursemaid arranged well in advance.”
“Laramie is a busy person—you can’t expect her to hang around Indonesia for a week or two.”
Vicky rubbed her swollen belly and relied, “When she gets pregnant she will.”
“Ha. If she ever does she’ll bring fifty people with her. But somehow I can’t envision Laramie getting knocked up by anyone.”
“Yeah, no kidding, she’s all work, no play at all.”
Only eight of the huge C-40's were made before assembly of them was put to a stop. However, those eight were kept in constant use shuttling equipment and supplies to and from Indonesia. The large craft flew in and out of the main runway in Jakarta where a network of smaller craft distributed the cargo to the various island communities. It could comfortably carry fifty passengers and at eighty meters in length was every bit as long as a jumbo jet, but a world beefier.
The C-40's scattered around the Indonesian airport would have impressed most who were seeing them in person for the first time, but Micah only sighed. The Barracuda she was in circled once then headed to the East. She would have preferred to go straight to the moon, but appearances were critical, and a swing by the airport to see the C-40s was common when bringing in new recruits. The human looking robot in the back seat did not say anything the entire trip, which ended in a large Society community on the big island of Java.
Her family was still in Missoula, but were preparing for the worse. Her parents had been slowly withdrawing cash, sold all but one car and had liquidated most investments. So far Micah’s leaving was a complete secret, but then her departure had happened late at night where nobody could watch her fly away. It was just a matter of a week or so before Homeland Security would realize she was missing and then they would be calling on her friends and family.
Micah crawled out of the Barracuda, followed closely by Laramie. Laramie was an important long time member who had never recruited anyone before and many were curious to see who the neural chip genius had managed to bring into the Society. Micah smiled politely at the few that came to welcome her to the island. She knew some of the faces already, but her constant mental companion silently filled her in on many of the names.
The first stop was the restroom then a woman Micah recognized came up and greeted her saying, “Hi, I’m Vicky.”
“Hi, I’m Micah Tomkin.”
“How was your trip?” Vicky politely asked.
“Good, Laramie let me sit in the front.”
Vicky laughed, “Oh, I hope she recovers. She is a valued member of the Society. So how do you like things so far?”
“Fine. This is about as I imagined,” Micah said casually.
“Oh? That’s good I suppose,” Vicky said hesitantly caught off guard by Micah’s carefree attitude.
“Laramie filled me in quite a bit,” Micah added, hoping to make her opinion look a bit more reasonable.
The Laramie robot was standing off to one side pretending to stretch its legs and Vicky quietly sent a short message to it. “Laramie needs to get back up to the moon and get some rest. I can show you to the medical chamber.”
“Yes, where I get my chip,” Micah stated.
“Right. I assume Laramie filled you in on it?”
“Some,” Micah said.
“Well, it’s not far away. We don’t like to keep the chambers too far away since you never know when you’re going to have to need one in a hurry. They provide almost all of our medical needs, but we have many doctors as well. They busy themselves with research however.”
Vicky continued to talk about the medical chambers and soon led Micah to a nice carpeted room where a medical chamber sat waiting. The maintenance robots for the chamber were out of sight in adjoining rooms, so as not to scare new recruits.
Vicky said with a friendly smile, “This is it, a medical chamber. It looks a bit scary, but that doesn’t last long, eventually everyone gets use to them. I too was frightened by them at first, but now I have to restrain myself from running to the chamber every time I get a little scrape.”
Micah took a look at the inside of the chamber as she was expected to do. A long flat platform was protruding from the open end of the chamber like a big tongue.
“You don’t need to take you clothes off for this. You just lie down on the bench, feet towards the chamber, and it will slide you inside.”
Vicky had more to say, such as that the chamber was run by the Central Computer, but Micah cut her off, “No problem,” and hopped onto the platform and the chamber quickly pulled her in. The quickness surprised Vicky who just managed to say, “I’ll wait here for you.”
The door to the chamber closed and a voice said, “It normally takes about fourteen minutes.”
“Fourteen minutes. Crap. Why don’t you bring doc-oct over? This can is a bit claustrophobic,” Micah said in reply.
“The Society would not accept unit sixty-one, or anything similar. The chambers fit with their expectations. I need to make a mark so it looks like you just received the implant.”
Micah sighed and found herself being rolled over by the seemingly living cushions she was lying on. She felt her hair being pulled aside and asked out loud, “How goes the battle?”
“Static, the Alshainians still haven’t had the opportunity to make anything new,” the voice replied. Micah was then rolled onto her back. “I think I should examine you. It has been a long time and your elbow was hurting you just yesterday,” the voice said while several small complex metallic arms started to scan her.
“Oh,” Micah said absent-mindedly.
A voice in her head said, “Open.”
Micah opened her mouth and a small metallic probe darted into the orifice to complete an examination almost as fast as it had started.
“Any cavities?” she asked with a silent thought.
“No,” came the silent reply. “Some wear on top, as I told you that you would be getting.”
The arm retracted and Micah said out loud, “Sorry.” She did not have to explain to the computer about the stress she had been experiencing from the difficulties her family was having.
Micah felt a pressure against her leg and said, “What was that?”
“Some vitamins and a protein injection.”
“For FoxM3C genes?”
“I have a DNA injection for that. This is some proteins for your ribosome. It will help improve the T-cells to produce a wider variety of appendages.”
Images of long strings of amino acids floated in Micah’s head and she watched silently as chemical reactions were made and a new protein developed from the RNA strands.
“Have you been giving this to everyone?” she asked casually.
“No, it will have to be invented to resist some microbes that are on Alshain,” the voice said.
“Oh, how many do you figure will die before it’s invented?” Micah asked sarcastically.
“None, the microbe will be found long before anyone dies,” the calm voice replied.
“That’s sporting of you. How much longer do I have to wait?”
“Only ten more minutes.”
“I can’t believe I’m going to be stuck in Indonesia for two weeks,” Micah said venting some frustration. “I could go to Luna1 if Laramie stayed with me.”
“You know it would not look good for Laramie to stay with you.”
Micah knew already that none of the robotic members of the Society would be able to leave their jobs for two weeks, it would look bad. The Central Computer had asked Vicky to take care of Micah. She had been hooked up to the Society’s Central Computer most of her life and having to pretend to be ignorant and dependant on others was not something she was looking forward to.
“You can leave now. Vicky is outside. Remember there should have been a slight sting, but no real pain, only an odd sensation of cutting.”
“Yeah okay, I got it. Let me out,” Micah said and instantly the door opened and the platform she was lying on slid out into the room’s bright glare. She turned her head and saw Vicky walking towards her.
“How did it go?” Vicky asked.
Micah knew full well that Vicky had already asked the Central Computer as to how it went, but said, “Just fine. A slight sting, but no real pain, only an odd sensation of cutting. The chip is in.”
“Excellent, what do you say we run to my place and you can get cleaned up and rested?”
“Sounds fine,” Micah replied.
“I have a little van outside. It’s only about three hundred kilometers to my house, but I think you’ll find my van more comfortable, it sits four unlike the one-point-five seats in the Barracuda.”
Micah forced a smile and followed Vicky out to the humid air of Java.
Vicky put her hand on her stomach and said, “I’m supposed to limit my accelerations to one-point-five G’s or less, so it will take a bit longer than normal.”
Micah nodded in a mute reply. It was going to be a long two weeks.
Micah’s PC was on a shelf in a room carved from solid rock a kilometer under Luna1, along with hundreds of others. It looked like a normal PC and acted like a normal PC, but inside of it was simply a connection to the Central Computer and had no intelligence of its own. Micah did not mind not having a PC—she had told the massive computer, who had been plugged into her all her life, that it was all the PC she needed. If she were to die a PC robot would be made, which would look like a normal PC robot, but in reality it would be the Central Computer controlling it directly.
Micah did not care, that was Sig’s problem and Sig did not seem to have a problem with having one more robot someday. Micah was not thinking about her non-existent PC, but was instead looking intently at the floating structure before her.
By the time Micah went to the space facility, Floatville, it consisted of twenty-five rotating cylinders, each being one hundred and fifty meters long and one hundred and twenty-three in diameter. Each cylinder, which was made of several extruded modules bolted together, and could comfortable house hundreds of people. However, there were just over a hundred people in all the cylinders put together and none actually lived there. Instead Floatville was filled mostly with construction materials being held in storage. A continual flow of various cargo craft and C-20's were continually feeding more materials to the still growing complex.
The cylinders were held together by a network of large square tubes, each tube being thirty meters across. The tubes formed an external network of passageways that also held the twenty-five cylinders in a regular grid pattern. The tube network was three-dimensional since it had to attach to the hubs at both ends of each cylinder. It was through the tube network that people and cargo flowed throughout the entire structure.
It was Micah’s first trip to the space station and although she had seen visions of the complex many times, it was still fascinating to her, even through the shuttles viewing monitors. The large shuttle Micah was in was decelerating at one-gee, which was the least amount of acceleration it had shown throughout the entire trip from the moon. The shuttle’s engines had been pushing her into her seat at an uncomfortable three-gees for most of the trip. A bright green circular ring on the outside of one of the tubes was lit indicating it was a location ready to receive the C-20. The shuttle approached it and as she sat and waited, she felt the artificial gravity smoothly drop and eventually reach zero just as a slight, barely noticeable bump occurred. The shuttle docked at the station, as were dozens of other spacecraft to ports along the station’s tube frame.
There was little chatter as everyone in the shuttle floated to the door that led into the station. Micah pulled herself along using the lighted handholds, passing the pressurized cargo section of the ship where what little cargo the shuttle carried would be moved by robots to special enclosed cars for delivery to the various destinations.
Pulling herself along with the rest of the crowd, Micah was soon exiting the shuttle and entered the large tube that the shuttle had attached itself to.
The tube was made of mostly thick steel beams and steel plates, but a quarter of the exterior walls were tough crystalline windows that offered views of the surrounding space. The center of the tube was devoted to the cubical cars on a rail system that moved people and cargo around, but the rest of the spacious tube was available for pedestrians who propelled themselves by means of soft padded handrails. Taking a car, which was not much more than an elevator in a three-dimensional rail system, was fast, but many people, including Micah, chose to go manually to their destination, floating along the long tubes.
By pulling with her arms and using her toes to help guide the second half of her body, Micah found she could move along a hand rail at a considerable speed, nearly twenty kilometers per hour. Acceleration was performed with her hands and braking with her feet. Despite her speed, the cars in the center of the tube still raced past her, but she found traveling along the tube to be quite enjoyable, similar to skiing.
She saw a few people perform the tricky maneuver of changing rails while moving at a high speed to pass a slower traveler. A bad release or a missed grip might send someone tumbling into the center of the tube eventually striking another wall, hopefully not a beam. Micah avoided the fast rail changes since she was a novice, but simply traveled for about six hundred meters on a single rail before braking to a near stop and heaving herself towards the entrance hub to one of the cylinders.
The circular opening to the cylinder was a generous eight meters in diameter. However, a short branch of the automatic transportation system, where it left the tubes and entered the rotating cylinder, used the central four meters of the wide opening. Moving inside the hub through the transport, cargo would assume the gentle spin of the cylinder. A two-meter gap between the transport tube and the sides of the hub were for people, such as her, to move through.
Micah passed large outer airlocks, which were usually left open, and then entered the well-lit confines where the rotational joint between the rotating cylinder and the massive frame merged. The bulk of the massive hub, with its magnetic bearings and seals, was out of view from the passageways. Micah slowed at the junction between the outer tube she was coming from and the spinning cylinder. She looked at the thin seam marked in red as she drifted past. Her fingertips slid across the smooth seam, the boundary between the stationary outer frame and the spinning cylinder, behind which was hiding the hundreds of tonnes of bearings, making the large precision hub spin deceptively simple looking.
She drifted thought the joint and approached soft rings that were handholds to grasp, allowing her to gain the angular velocity of the cylinder. The cylinder’s gentle spinning gave her a small weight towards the nearest wall. Although standing was now possible, it was still more convenient to continue to pull herself along on hand rails as she moved deeper into the main corridor through the center of the cylinder.
The cylindrical passage widened into a loading and unloading area for the automated transport system and a long-limbed spidery robot was in the area to tend to the crates that happened to arrive. The cylinder seemed deserted, the robot had nothing to do but to watch her. The wide area also contained the entrance to elevators and she entered one.
She stood lightly in the elevator as the doors snapped shut and it then gently dropped out from under her feet. The small elevator was lined on all sides with pads and handholds and she reflexively placed a hand on the ceiling to hold her to the floor as she free-fell to the outer floors of the cylinder. As she fell, she could feel her back pressing against the wall of the elevator, pushing her tangential to the cylinders rotation. Eventually the floor started to push back at a greater and greater pressure until she felt that she was standing on the surface of the Earth, then a slight jolt as the elevator stopped and the doors snapped open.
She walked out into a long wide passageway that ran the entire length of the cylinder. The floor was carpeted and several small trees were planted in occasional long planters along the corridor. Long narrow gaps in the floor and ceiling revealed other passages above and below the one she was on. In all it looked like a miniature version of Central Avenue at Luna1 except while Luna1 was a bustle of activity, this corridor seemed deserted.
A single cleaning robot was all that was visible along the entire corridor as far as Micah could see, but she knew there were others in the cylinder. She only had to walk twenty meters and she turned into a side embayment where a couple bicycles were parked against a wall. Mud in the tread betrayed the fact they had recently been on Earth. “Yesterday they were in the Amazon,” a voice said in her head.
Micah stepped around a small planter that a sprawling melon vine was growing from and a door opened on cue as she approached it. She walked into a sparsely decorated living room that had light brown walls and only a meager supply of lighting from several light panels in the ceiling. A wood table sat in one end of the room and a wide entrance behind the table marked the entrance to the kitchen area. Two couches were against the walls leaving a large open area in the center. At the other end of the room, a hallway went to the bedrooms the dwelling contained. Two men, two women and one robot were sitting around the table, covered in a jumble of scraps of paper, computer pads, cups of assorted beverages, and a nearly empty plate of cookies.
Garrold Templeton waved her in and said, “Micah, come on in.” Garrold went on to introduce the four humans at the table then said, “Micah’s a new recruit, just got her PC working this week, right?”
“Actually, two days ago. Been on Luna1 ever since,” Micah admitted.
Everyone nodded and Micah was sure they were all silently confirming the information through the Central Computer. Garrold said, “As you all are now aware of, Micah has a fresh degree in physics and would like to see our little group.”
One of the men at the table spoke up, “Welcome to the station, is this your first visit here?”
“Yes it is,” Micah said firmly.
“How do you like our Society so far?” the man continued.
“So far it is pretty much as I expected it to be,” Micah replied and without further hesitation walked to an empty sixth chair and sat down at the table. “I am pleased with the advances the Society has made, but am surprised you are just now getting around to attempting interstellar travel.”
“Well, it’s not all that simple you know,” the man said in defense, hiding his astonishment at such an assumptive statement from a new recruit.
“Perhaps not, but if you had put your mind to it you would have been out there already. It took a signal from Alshain before you even tried. If that signal had not been found, you still would not be trying.”
It was bold talk unlike what was expected from new recruits and a silent warning came from the computer attached to her, “There is no need to give them food for thought along the circumstances leading to this point. You are also not making any friends here.”
The four humans at the table looked at Micah in a different light. One of the women said, “That is typical for us, we are too few to explore all directions at once with any large amount of vigor. Our priorities shift as our situation shifts.”
Micah nodded and replied with a blank expression, “Of course.”
The woman continued, “We were working on a new set of equations for computing the six-dimensional space curl that will be produced.”
The reactors on the Random had to overcome two problems, the speed of light and inertia. Intense and local distortions caused by setting up standing waves in space-time, from layers of special feedback reactors, accomplished both. It was not expected that a new recruit would know much about the Society’s advanced technology and Micah, although not knowing as much about this subject as the others at the table, did know more than four of them suspected. She was careful not to reveal her knowledge, something she had been doing all her life. “I see,” she said with a bit of a puzzled expression.
The man spoke up, “It is a particularly difficult task in the manner the field diffuses at a distance. The curl interacts with the other dimensions via the action-at-a-distance movements, since the distortion is essentially an Einstein-Boise condensate.”
“Yes, that makes sense. You’ve been using finite element modeling?” Micah asked.
“Some, but the equations are in need of refinement for more accurate results,” the man answered.
“I see,” Micah said then added, “Sort of.”
“Did you come by to see the Random?”
“Yes, I would like to.”
“It’s a beautiful ship, nothing else like her in the Society,” Garrold said.
“Except the two others being built,” Micah shot back.
“Oh those won’t be finished for a good month after the Random. By the time the Succor is launched, the Random will be half way there,” the robot said.
“Yes, I remember being told that. Tell me, why are you using straight aligned field generators. Why not impose an oscillating vortex by aligning each of the three rings slightly in tangential directions?”
The robot was silent and let the other four at the table ponder the question.
“We have no indication that would do anything other than degrade the efficiency,” one of the men answered.
“You improve focusing by using the three rings to add higher frequency shapes to the field. It seems like the same trick can be done in the curl to further sharpen the warp.”
The robot now spoke, “But our reactors are already in place and set to point exactly forward, it’s too late.”
A small domestic robot emerged from the kitchen, placed a fresh plate of cups of flavored gelatin on the table and asked Micah if she would like anything to drink. Micah mentally waved the robot away and said, “But if my understanding is correct, there is some alignment capability built in so that the ship’s computer can adjust the alignment in case of structural bending.”
“Well yes, five degrees in any direction,” the human looking robot sitting at the table replied.
“I suggest you let the ship’s computer experiment with the alignment instead of keeping it fixed in the dead forward position,” Micah said looking at the stunned faces that were looking back at her.
One of the women spoke up, “The navigation sensors would probably not be able to detect any improvements in efficiency while at super-C velocities.”
Another man spoke up, “We would have to improve the stellar navigation sensors.”
The other woman said, “We would have to run some more simulations to see if it’s worth doing the upgrades to the other two. Still seems to me like the most efficient configuration is to keep the reactors pointing forward.”
The robot spoke, “Oddly enough, these equations we are currently working on, if they work, may be able to provide the answer. I think it would be worth while looking into, it would only be a few minutes of computation to see if Micah’s theory is right.”
A couple of the other physicists nodded their head. One said, “Penelope’s team as well as the others should be informed of the theory. I’ll formulate a statement.” The statement was the short notice that would be given to the Central Computer to distribute not only to the few selected to receive it, but also to anyone else who was interested. Everyone was momentarily silent and twenty seconds later the man simply said, “Ok,” indicating the message was formulated and sent.
A voice in her head said, “The tangential field oscillations will only remove two days from the voyage.”
Micah now got up and said, “Well, I think I’ve made enough waves here, I think I’ll go see the Random now and you guys can get back to your work.”
“Ok, Micah. I’m sure we’ll see more of you later,” a woman said as she smiled at her.
Micah just smiled back, said her good bye, left the dwelling and reentered the deserted corridor of the cylinder.
The cylinder’s computer had produced a breeze from the ventilation system for her as she continued along the cylinder in the same direction she had been heading until she came to an elevator. Quickly stepped into it, gave a quick verbal command and hung on as it hoisted her up to the axial passage. She could feel the weight leave her as she rose and soon the force of angular momentum being removed from her mass pushed her to the side of the elevator with a force greater than her weight. The elevator decelerated at just the correct rate to leave her barely touching the floor as the cab stopped and the doors snapped open.
The Random was a large ship, docked to three ports on Floatville’s external frame. The approximately rectangular ship was a hundred and fifty meters long and thirty meters wide. It was built in pieces in the unused C-40 bays at Lunar1 then the components transported to the station for assembly. The three massive rings around the hull were each seventy meters in diameter and contained a special reactor similar to the power generators, but produced a mass field instead of electrical energy. Two similar ships were also being constructed, but they were weeks behind each other.
People were becoming more common as she traveled the tubes towards the Random until it became nearly crowded with robots and people as she approached the ship’s busy ports. Several robots passed her carrying small boxes and various components that would be part of the ship being constructed.
She entered the spaceship a bit forward of mid body, towards the nose, entering what was one of the ship’s common rooms. There were many handholds all over the room, but it was clear that one wall was meant to be the floor and the other the ceiling. The floor side already had carpeting on it, but numerous temporary handrails also extruded from it. A row of comfortable looking couches lined the corner between the floor and the side walls.
The walls of the room sported several large monitors, which currently looked like windows showing the exterior of the ship along with the station it was attached to. The image she saw from each monitor was from a slightly different angle so together they really did look like a set of windows. Her view of the exterior even changed as she drifted by a monitor.
Micah rotated ninety degrees so the room was upright to her perspective, but soon found she had to align her body parallel to the floor to move about. There were several airlocks leading to longitudinal passages that led to both higher and lower floors. The lower floors led to more living areas and cargo bays where the Random carried many Barracuda and several vans. A bridge was nonexistent since the ship could be controlled from anywhere with just a thought.
She moved into an access tube and pulled herself towards the nose, again using her feet to stabilize her. When she exited the tube at its end, she passed through another airlock and entered a room that contained another short passageway that would take her further forward. More airlocks were traversed and eventually she was in a tiny empty room that was up against the ship’s nose and lighted by a single small glowing panel. The walls of the room were essentially the inner hull, a thick and heavy material filled with millions of tiny tubes that could carry cooling fluids through it.
The outer hull, which was not visible, was twenty centimeters of the hardest material the Society had ever produced in mass. The carbon, silicon and tungsten alloy was twice as tough as the hulls on the older ships the Society made. The ship was heavily armored for interstellar particles encountered, but the distortion fields meant that there would not be much in its path. Another need for the armor was as a precaution for what might lie at their distant destination.
She placed her hand on the hard cold surface and thought of how the bugs had recently increased the power of their particle beam weapons—she knew the armor would not stand a direct hit. The arrays of energy beams littered the ship’s hull and were capable of pumping gigawatts of energy into the molecular structure of a target, but the bugs could do that too. The difference, Micah knew, was the bugs would fire first and not bother to ask questions or wonder why they were there—they would simply attack any stranger. The only chance the Random would have would be to block the first shot long enough to target the bug’s weapons and destroy them first. “The hull should be a meter thick,” she said aloud.
“It was their decision.”
“But it didn’t come from you. Garrold never spoke up.”
“He did some. If they react quick enough, they might survive.”
“You’re sending fifty humans on a trip that’s a possible death sentence.”
“I suggest, I hint, I cannot dictate.”
Micah frowned and spoke determinedly, “Perhaps you’re not trying hard enough. How many of the Central Computer’s suggestions are not carried out? None, that’s how many. Or how about another little invention, something like your energy focusing thing that would allow them to see the planet, the explosions, the war that’s going on.”
“The string scope is way too far advanced. They will have plenty of opportunity to examine the planet from afar, out of beam reach. The Central Computer will suggest that.”
“Why didn’t you suggest more armor, like another meter or two?”
“On what grounds? The current armor is already the most invincible shield they have ever seen. It could withstand any weapon the Society possesses long enough to escape. There is no reason to have more shielding.”
“Except that it’s not enough.”
“They don’t know that.”
The circular arguing was getting Micah nowhere. Micah knew the massive intelligence had its own reason for doing what it was doing. “What if I was on board?”
“You will not be.”
“Maybe, maybe not. Would you stop it then?”
“That is a mute point. You will not be on board.”
“But you would stop it.”
“No, I would not.”
Micah never knew the computer to lie, but she figured it was now.
“The crew for the ship has been selected. You are not on the list and by the Society’s own norms, there is nothing you can do to get on the voyage.”
“I can try. Send out a message to everyone on the roster that I am soliciting to take their place.”
“Hundreds have tried who had more to offer than you, but had no success.”
“Just send the message mister Central Computer,” Micah said cynically.
“Ok, I’ve sent it,” the computer replied in her head.
“Good,” Micah said. “Let me know as soon as anyone replies.”
“Naturally,” the computer replied.
Micah looked at the black hull surrounding her. The Random was designed to travel at two hundred times the speed of light, which would make the forty-five light year trip take only eighty-one days. She asked, “How much will added mass of say triple the armor and weaponry add to the trip time schedule?”
“The trip time will go from eighty-one days to ninety eight.”
“That doesn’t seem so bad. Are there any other side effects?”
“Not if it is made compact enough. The space distortion is broad enough to allow a meter of extra hull size without modifying the rings.”
“Only a meter?”
“More near the front.”
“Well, that’s where it’s most important.”
“Not necessarily.” The ship cannot accelerate beyond a half-gee in any other direction than forward. It will need to turn around and that will expose its flanks.”
Micah said suddenly in a rush, “So it’s under powered as well as under armored and under weaponed?”
“I would say so. A challenging problem.”
“But you could fix it by a better strategy?”
“To a great extent, however there is always some unknown.”
“Has anyone taken me up on my offer to trade with them?”
“No.”
“Send a message that anyone who allows me to take their place can have sex with me, do anything they want.”
“Are you sure?”
“If you were a real PC...”
“I would call a shrink for you,” the computer finished.
“We don’t have any. Have you sent the message yet?”
“I sent it.”
“Ok, it shouldn’t take too long.”
“You have a taker, wants the sex, but no deal on the trade. Another coming in, and more. I believe some of these males you are interested in.” A few images of some members flashed across Micah’s thoughts and the computer said, “Shall we accept an offer or two?”
“Any real trades?”
“Not yet. But some are suggesting some things they would like to do with you.” The computer sent some more images and Micah gave a slight shudder. “Sig!”
“The human sex drive can lead to very unnatural ideas of eroticism. Sex mixed with the never-ending quest for adrenalin and something new. I believe some of this is up your alley.”
“No thanks. Serious trades only, no freebies.”
“Rejections have been sent.”
Micah was perfectly aware that it was impossible to scheme against something that was constantly reading her mind, but the game continued, “If I don’t go I’ll commit suicide.”
“You are not the type.”
“I’ll go out an airlock.”
“I’ll stop you.”
Micah knew the Central Computer easily could stop her. “I’ll jump in a cyclotron.”
“It won’t change anything.”
“Send out a message that if I don’t go on the voyage, I’m going to kill myself.”
“You’re bluffing and it will seriously hurt your reputation.”
“Send the message.”
“No.”
“Aren’t you supposed to be my PC?”
“A good PC would not send the message since you are not going to kill yourself. I assure you, they have a good chance.”
“Put Garrold on the Random.”
“It is too dangerous—he might be damaged in an inconvenient way. Besides, there is no need—I will be helping the Random’s computer.”
“It’s the ‘inconvenience’ part I like the best,” Micah sneered.
“There is much at stake, for both of us.”
Micah fumed and finally said, “So that leaves only your help from afar. You’ll keep them from dying?”
“Within reason. I can suggest to the crew and assist the Random and its robots, but I cannot dictate to the crew. They will follow their own motivations.”
“What’re their chances?”
“About seventy percent if I stage a timely attack.”
“Well, you are going to, aren’t you?”
“Of course, whatever you want.”
“How about increasing their chances to ninety five percent.”
“Seventy is fine.”
“Ninety five is a required minimum.”
“Seventy is fine Micah. Your father has sent you a message.”
“Don’t change the subject. We were discussing how you were going to increase the Random’s chances.”
“Simply stating a fact like any good PC would do.”
“What does he want,” Micah asked irritably.
“He wants to know where he can buy a boat.”
“Buy a boat? You interrupted our conversation over that? How can you call yourself a good PC when you can’t even follow simple directions and you bring up silly messages just to change the subject? Well, it’s not changed. You’re simply throwing away valuable lives just to teach them a lesson or something. Your own ship was nearly destroyed when you first encountered the bugs and damn it, the bugs have come a long way since then!”
“What would you have me do? The Society chooses its own destiny.”
“I don’t believe that. Okay, how about a massive Aquila Eta robot attack just before the Random’s arrival to knock out the most serious weapons. And increase the armor and the long range sensors ability to look through the clouds.”
“The Random is scheduled to depart in two weeks and there is much excitement. I do not think any suggestion from Garrold or Penelope to increase the armor would be followed. It would mean weeks of delay.”
“And the sensor improvements? I know you can improve the sensors.”
“I could suggest a couple minor improvements without starting a sensor revolution.”
“Through who, Garrold?”
“Possibly, but I’ve used him quite a bit lately. Perhaps you would like to do it.”
“I already laid out one thing for you today. I don’t want to look too much like a wonder woman.” She thought about it momentarily then asked, “How long will this take?”
“Not long, I can explain as you go. The team you need to see is at Luna1. You should depart immediately.”
“Do I have time to see more of the ship?”
“I thought you were serious about saving lives.”
“Ok, I’m going, I’m going,” Micah replied. She slipped out of the small room and headed back towards the station’s access tubes while the computer attached to her mind outlined the principle of the new sensors she was going to invent.
Micah was suffering from a minor case of claustrophobia, like many around her. The cluster of cylinders, that had remained nearly empty for months, was now filled with hundreds of Society members, all jostling to find a more comfortable place. Nearly every dock on the hollow external frame was occupied with many dozens of craft, ranging from small shuttles and vans to C-20s and C-40s. Ships that could not find a docking port were hovering nearby in open space. The Random, nearing completion, was filled with visitors, but the big event was centered on a much smaller object.
A space tug, attached to a bundle of large heavy beams, had arrived at the floating complex and the individual beams it carried were currently loosely held in space by several large construction robots that weighed a hundred tonnes apiece. Long limbed construction robots patiently hovered nearby with their cargo as one robot moved a beam close to the cylinders where a special pressurized tube extended out away from Floatville’s external frame, terminating fifty meters into open space.
The free-floating mass of human flesh was pressed against the walls and robots outside were transmitting images of exterior viewpoints of the tubes to the Central Computer. Several people were pressed flat against the windows, but mostly it was a mosaic of tiny faces peering out. Everyone was in good spirits and there was lots of laughing and loud talk in the crowded tubes.
Milford was at the center of activity, floating in a tube near the extension. As the first beam approached, he spoke loudly and through a suit spider perched on his shoulder, all in the Society heard what he had to say.
“Today we are gathered here to rejoice in the start of an addition to our lives. Today we start on a great project that will define us the way the moon has and Katerin did before that and Hypertron before that.
Today we put in place the first pieces of what will eventually be something that Sigmund Freud once held as a cherished prize that he longed to see. I wish he could be here to see his dream take form, for his idea to finally gather mass. Just on the other side of these thin walls are poised the cornerstone of what is our largest endeavor we have ever attempted. We now start a new growth, a physical growth to compliment our rise in numbers for many years to come. Those meager pieces of carbon alloy steel will grow to form what we have dreamed so long of, our new home!”
As if on cue, the closest beam was moved into position so that one end of it came in contact with the end of the tube extension and another robot moved in and with lightning fast limbs, bolted the beam to the tube. The entire Society was watching the event either in person through the clear windows of the stations tube frame, through viewing monitors, or through images sent to them via their PC’s.
A cheer went up in the station and Milford spoke again and in a loud enthusiastic voice shouted, “Construction has begun and let us hope it doesn’t actually take seven years to finish!” Another loud cheer went up, bottles of champagne were popped and those bottles in zero gravity were allowed to flow freely through the happy, if somewhat claustrophobic, crowd. Within five minutes eight beams were all attached representing the first paltry thousand tonnes of a new space station while another set of beams from the huge lunar foundries were approaching in the distance.
Two weeks later the crowd was back at Floatville, the growing construction, a bump on the side of Floatville had grown to a large cluster of beams and metal plates. The crowd was not there to see the growing construction, but to witness the departure of the Society’s first interstellar ship, the Random.
Micah’s attempts to gain a seat on the Random, in order to force the computer to save it, had failed. She consoled herself in that she still had eighty-one days to convince her PC to do something to give the crew a better than seventy percent chance of survival.
Much of the Society was at the modular station for the ceremony, but Micah was in France. She said to her friend, “It’s about to start.”
Marsha, her only long time friend that had been able to accept her, asked “What? The launching of that ship you were talking about?”
“Yes, the Random, the first interstellar spacecraft.”
Marsha was doing an around the world tour while her parents, who had been informed of her intent to join the Spacers, were busy, desperately trying to liquidate their possessions while maintaining the appearance of normalcy. Micah had landed in a thick part of a nearby park after dark and now the two women were in a café nibbling on pastries and sipping coffee.
“It’s always something, two weeks ago it was some more construction beginning, now an interstellar ship! How fast is it?”
“About two hundred times the speed of light.”
“Wow. I can hardly wait to join.”
“You want to move the time table up some?”
“Ah, no,” Marsha said. “That would be a bit tough on my folks plus I’ve still got some more vacationing to do.”
“But Indonesia is so nice this time of year,” Micah said with a chuckle.
“I think I can wait. It’s not on my list of places to visit.”
“You can visit anyplace you want once you’re in.”
“Yeah, I know, but I think I want to just do it on my own—one last time.”
“Whatever. A speech is about to start, mind if I tune out for a few moments?”
“Go ahead, I’m used to that, just odd to hear you say you’re going to, ahead of the fact.”
Micah was no longer listening to her friend, but instead had her eyes closed as she looked at images of crowds and the large ship, the Random, slowly moving away from the modular floating city. Her view moved towards Milford standing against a window with the Random in the background.
The robot began to speak, “One day, about five million years ago, humans climbed from the trees. Now we are ready to embark on the next great adventure. Today we climb out of the gravity of our sun. Today we venture beyond our small area of space and go to the vast interstellar void.
A hundred years ago they wondered what the stars were, now we go to them. The voyage and the technology that makes it possible itself has paled by what we hope to find. We will go and see our neighbors who we have never seen and know nothing about. What they will be like is anybody’s guess, friend? Foe? We do not know and must be prepared for both and, in a way, it is harder to prepare to meet a friend, to let them know we come in peace. We go to them not to conquer, but to see. Not to colonize their planet, but to understand. What will they teach us? What will we teach them? This remains to be seen.
Those on the Random face a task much more challenging than surviving the three-month trip. They face the task of making first encounter. Our first, first encounter. It is with consternation that we wave goodbye to the Random’s crew. But we take comfort in knowing they will be with us and us with them—no matter where we travel, we are always one. In the Random we all travel to Alshain.
Today we start something that seemed impossible only a year ago, and which may have no end. What would Protani think? Did he envision this day? He would be proud. It is not the great nations of Earth that is embarking, it is us. It is the Society who is conquering space, not those we left behind.
We look back on those distant ancestors of epochs past and think of how crude they were, taking their first footsteps in the African forest. We look down on Earth and think how crude they are. How will we appear in three months from now?”
With the last words from the Milford robot’s vocal box, the Random, which had moved a few hundred meters out had turned around, facing the direction it would be heading, and started to accelerate at two-gee. It did not take long for the ship to disappear to a distant point then vanish. It would travel for several hours under normal propulsion before it would engage the space-warping rings for the first time.
When Micah opened her eye’s she found her friend Marsha looking at her who quickly looked down at her wristwatch. “Six minutes and fifty-one seconds. Could be a record.”
“Ha, I’ve beaten that many times.”
“So how did it go?” Marsha asked.
“It’s off. I’m sure it’ll be in the papers here in a day or two, I can see the article headline now,” Micah then said in a deeper business tone, “Big Spacer thing leaves Spacer’s space station. Spacers have no comment.”
Marsha smiled at Micah’s joke and said, “Why don’t you give a comment?”
“Oh, that seems not really like the Society’s way. Perhaps someday it’ll change.”
“You think so?”
“I don’t know. I think it will, perhaps I’ll change it.”
“So you are going to give a comment?”
“Well, no, but I can suggest it. I always thought the Society was not doing themselves that much of a favor by staying so distant. Actually, now that I think about it, I don’t think the Society will change, they don’t have to. They always had the upper hand, and always will. Even the Katerin bombing changed nothing.”
Marsha did not say anything for a few seconds. She had known Micah long enough to know not to get involved with discussions about the Society’s earlier years. Micah always took it so seriously. Marsha ventured, “The papers still report all the so called ‘Spacer sightings’. It’s still interesting, a big news thing.”
“That’s because there aren’t so many wars to write about any more. Sensationalism is needed to keep the reporters employed and the readers reading.”
“But that also means it’s not too late to come out and change things, the world is still listening.”
Micah had her eyes closed. An image of a massive cluster of worms filled her vision, apparently some life Sig had found many light years away. The tiny thin worms curled one way and then the other. Micah silently asked “Worms?”
The computer affirmed “Worms. They warrant more study. They are very unusual, but I am not sure why.”
The tight curling and twisting almost hypnotized Micah.
Micah was in a front seat of a large van descending through the upper atmosphere trying to keep her breath and talk at the same time, which was much simpler now that the force had been reduced to only about twice the normal force on Earth. The bulk of the trip had been at four-gees and she had found talking to be difficult, but now she was free to say, “We will never fill the new station when completed. We already have a large living space surplus at Luna1.”
“It’s a comfortable thought to have—extra space. We were not always so fortunate,” Lindy said from a rear seat. “If we can build it, then we should.”
Micah tried to speak normally, “There are other things we can put our effort to, stronger ships for one. The station is over kill in the wrong direction. It will sap the Society’s resources for seven long years.”
The thin cold air whipped by the craft heating its outer hull to a dull red as Vicky, who was sitting in the other front seat said, “Relations are good, our growth rate is large and only accelerating. We’re adding over a thousand a year right now, and that’s just fresh recruits. We had fifty-two children born into the Society last year.”
Micah knew a thousand a month would be joining if only someone started a dialog with Washington, but Sig would not allow it, his Society shunned cooperation. It almost seemed as if the computer thrived on bad will. Just to prove it to herself she spoke, “The platforms slow down recruitment.”
Lindy quickly replied, “I know what you mean, it keeps the tensions high. But the truth is we don’t need more recruitment. The selection is rich enough, and when you get right down to it, nobody much cares. Our standards are not suffering and everyone is comfortable with the way things are. New recruits trickle in and the Society grows slowly in terms of humans and faster in terms of living space, robots and ships—whatever. The way things are now, we all get roomy living quarters, plenty of domestic robots to go around, and a Barracuda in every garage. That is only possible by not recruiting too many.”
Micah suppressed a smile, she could hear Sig in Lindy’s voice, the whole Society spoke the thoughts Sig had taught them. She pressed on, “Wouldn’t it be nice if relations were a bit more open? The rest of the world is more than just animals in a zoo, they are where we came from, we are not so different. At some point we’re just picking on them.”
Vicky spoke, “That too is the way we like it. We want the rift, it is a great separator. There is us and there is them, we don’t mix it up. To keep it that way we don’t give rides, tours or explanations. The platforms are no longer defending our survival, just our purity.”
Micah did not reply, but the van was starting to pull a couple more Gs as it approached within a couple kilometers of the ground. The large van streaked through the California sky at forty-five degrees from the horizontal, dropping fast. The deceleration was increasing and Micah looked over to see Vicky calmly sitting back with her head against the seat’s headrest. It seemed odd to Micah that there was no sign of apprehension on the woman’s face, in fact she seemed a bit bored. Lindy in the seat behind Vicky was just as annoyingly calm.
Micah struggled to turn her weighty head forward and tried to remain as calm in the high-gee ride as the two more experienced women. The entire voyage from Luna to Indonesia then to California had been at four times the normal Earth gravity, which had caused Micah some distress, but not enough to complain. The two women, like most experienced members, thought it quite normal. Vicky had given birth to a daughter in a med chamber and had wasted little time going back to the moon.
The ocean was rushing up to them and the ship’s computer started a soft countdown from three. When it reached one, Micah tightened her abdominal muscles, but still let out an audible grunt when the van converted from the decent to a low horizontal flying mode. The momentary six-gees did not seem to bother the two others in the van with her who simply moved their seats in an up-right position.
Vicky turned to Micah and noticing her expression said, “Don’t worry, you get used to it.”
“Yeah, but how many bones am I going to break along the way?” Micah replied.
“Not too many have actually broken bones,” Vicky replied with a smile.
Micah knew Vicky was joking. Although not having personally traveled in space to the extent of the others, she knew more of it than any in the van. She thought of something to say, “Well, the robots don’t seem to have minded.”
Vicky replied, “You don’t have to worry about them, by the time they’re hurting, you’ll be unconscious.”
Micah ignored the obvious and concentrated on the view from the monitors that surrounded them. Bathed in sunlight from the clear day, the sleek black van skimmed over the coast, just under the speed of sound, and headed east towards Sacramento. Micah felt excitement as they slowed, approached the city’s outskirts, dropped lower, slowly circled once then dropped to the ground, stopping at the front door to a small single level apartment building. The van’s navigation had been perfect. The few people that were in the area quickly departed or stopped in a safe place to watch what was going on.
A side door on the van slid open, a small six-legged guard robot scrambled out and scared away several of the otherwise brave observers. The three women filed out of the van and stretched in the warm sun. When they picked Lindy up in Indonesia, they had hardly stopped and Micah did not even have a chance to get out of the van. She looked around and breathed deeply thinking about the smog she had seen around the city while they were landing.
Still, it had been weeks since she had been on Earth and it felt good to bask in the sun with nothing more than the expanse of natural atmosphere around her. The noise of the city filled her ears as she listened to the traffic in a nearby street. There were no sirens yet, but there would be, as there always was, particularly in a bright morning.
She walked to the door of the apartment they stopped by and she knocked on it. A siren could be heard in the distance and the guard robot apparently heard it as well, since it moved a few meters towards the sound. The police would not come close, they never did anymore, they would only monitor the situation, video record what they could and call ambulances as needed.
It had been all arranged for her friend, Marsha, to be picked up, and that her friend was not in the front waiting was causing Micah some apprehension. There was no answer at the door and Micah knocked again. “Great,” she thought, “She misses the most important event of her life.”
“It is unlikely that she forgot,” a voice sounded in her head.
“Are you sure this is the right place?” Lindy said frowning as she silently accessed the local white pages through the Central Computer.
Micah replied, “This is the place, I’ve been here once before. She rented it just after graduation so that she could be picked up here.”
“We better look inside,” Vicky said.
The siren was sounding louder, but the guard robot momentarily halted its quiet contemplation of it and approached the women on a silent command and, despite its small size, effortlessly pushed the door open in a small splintering of wood. It then walked back to the open area beside the van to continue its contemplation of the siren.
Micah stepped forward, pushed the door open further and stepped inside the small apartment. The curtains were closed and the light flooded in from the open door to the otherwise dark interior and Micah saw something that made her heart jump. She quickly fumbled along the wall, found the light switch and flicked it on.
Micah’s shriek instantly brought the guard robot to life again, this time in a rush into the apartment barging past Micah. Lindy and Vicky ran into the room afterwards to find Micah on her knees beside the prone body of her friend. The robot had already scanned the entire studio apartment and was exiting. Marsha’s possessions were all in cardboard boxes and stacked along one wall, each one neatly labeled, and beside them Marsha laid with her mouth gagged and her arms and legs tied together. Her stomach had been sliced open and her intestines had been pulled out. The blood was drying, but still fresh. Words, written on a wall with the blood, read, “Death to Spacers, God Bless America.”
Micah looked up at her friend, her face horribly contorted in an agonizing expression of grief. Tears were streaming down her face as she frantically and inefficiently worked at the knots binding Marsha’s limbs. “We have to get her to a med chamber, where’s the damn robot!” Just then a general purpose robot that had been in the van entered the apartment.
“Micah, it’s too late, the med chamber cannot help her,” Vicky said quietly as she knelt down beside Micah.
Micah continued to work at the knots, but began to accept the obvious, it was too late, her PC told her so.
“Who? Who did this?” Micah sobbed aloud, asking not the two women beside her, but her PC who always seemed to know everything.
“I don’t know. Whoever it was, is probably still around, this happened no longer than thirty-five minutes ago.” Still not thinking right, Micah suddenly stopped her work on the knots and ran past her companions who were trying to comfort her and exited the apartment. She looked up into the sky and shouted as loud as she could. “I’ll kill them!”
Incredibly loud thunder sounded close by as windows shook and car alarms sounded. A white-hot beam of light slowly ripped down the center of the nearby street boring a trench four meters deep. Lindy and Vicky came out to stand beside Micah as a second beam shot down to another street that was not visible from where they were standing.
In shock, both Lindy and Vicky quickly inquired and were informed of the commands Micah had sent out to the observation platform high overhead. The van they came in quickly rose to a height of fifty meters and started blasting a circle around the small apartment complex turning up large clouds of dust mixed with sizzling energy beams. A water line was hit sending up a small spray quickly followed by a fiery billow of a ruptured gas line. In a matter of seconds the van had turned the apartment complex into a war zone. But what the van was doing was amplified several times by the beams striking down from the observation platform far overhead.
Micah turned her attention to the guard robot and it immediately sprinted to the apartment next door and jumped through the apartment’s window. A moment later it dragged out an older man and deposited him on the ground at Micah’s feet. It then dashed off again. The air was filled with dust as the major roads were ripped to pieces. Power and communication lines were cut and water mains and sewers poured water into the trench as they were destroyed along with the roads. More people were being deposited and huddled on the ground at Micah’s feet as the van used its smaller weapons to blast the tires of every vehicle it could find.
The attack was only a minute old when every member of the Society knew what was going on. The general purpose robot, although unarmed and was only there to carry Marsha’s belongings to the van, stood guard over Micah’s frightened prisoners as more were brought. Eventually the guard robot, satisfied that everyone in the small complex had been brought to Micah, started to run in circles around the complex in an ever-widening pattern, blasting the tires on any vehicles the van had missed. The smell of ion-cannon fire was intermixed with the rising dust that filled the atmosphere to mingle with the screams, sirens and occasional gunshots. The road ripping beams had moved a kilometer off, cutting Sacramento into impassible squares.
Other Society members who were in the area quickly rushed in and their hypersonic movement rattled the city further.
Suddenly it all stopped. Micah looked up through her dust covered, and tear-streaked, face, now showing an angry grimace. Her PC informed her as to why the attack had stopped and she spun on her two companions. “Damn it, we can’t let them get away. We need to cut off the escape routes quickly.”
Lindy and Vicky faced Micah and Lindy said, “No. This is not the way.”
Micah shouted, “They killed Marsha!” Quieter she choked out, “Marsha is dead.”
“And you’re seriously endangering innocent lives. Think of what you’re doing. You’re going to destroy a whole city, possibly at the cost of many many lives—just because one person was killed?”
Micah tensed and said slowly and firmly, “She was a Spacer.”
“No she wasn’t, not yet,” Lindy replied.
The air was filled with sirens and an intense sonic boom sounded out. The three tense women looked up through the dissipating dust to look for the craft that caused it.
The Central Computer replied to the requests their PC’s sent out and all three knew the name of the latest arrival to inspect the damage.
Micah turned away from her companions and replied, “Yes she was. She has been for a long time. She just hadn’t moved in yet.”
The observation platform had reported to the Central Computer a police car approaching the apartments and the Central Computer relayed the information to the guard robot who was waiting for such occurrences. A closely approaching siren marked the arrival of the police car that decided to brave the site where the Spacers were, marked by the still hovering van in the air. The police car stopped out of sight of the women and the guard robot disappeared out of sight. The distinctive sound a small partial beam sounded and the guard robot returned to his charges.
Vicky approached Micah and walked over to stand in front of her. “Micah, we can still seal the city. We can put a ring around it then do DNA tests if we find some evidence in the apartment. We don’t need to dissect the city.”
Micah looked at Vicky with a scowl, but it softened and she slowly nodded. A Barracuda landed beside them, a man got out and as the women watched, he walked to the apartment entrance and looked inside. When he had a good look, he walked out to where to Micah was standing. Messages were passed silently and he turned just in time to see the Barracuda he had just landed in rise incredibly fast and head west. In the distance a bright beam shot down and the sound of thunder once again swept over the city.
It only took a couple minutes to effectively isolate the city. The interstates and rural routes leaving the city were all severed and unmanned craft patrolled a two hundred kilometer circumference around the city. Nobody could enter or leave the capitol of California.
Satisfied that the city’s boarder was reasonably impenetrable, Micah, left her bewildered prisoners behind her, and went back in to finish untying her friend then sit and sob with the cold corpse.
As the minutes wore on, Lindy and Vicky gave up on comforting Micah and simply stood by as Society members dropped by and inspected the scene. The open area where the van had landed was now filled with smaller craft. The small group of frightened apartment tenants, which the guard robot had gathered, was simply something to look at and walk around.
“Micah, don’t contaminate the site,” a voice said in her head. “I need to find DNA traces.”
Micah slowly got up and wandered out of the apartment in a daze not knowing what to think. Her face was dusty from the fallout and her tears had deeply streaked it. Dust and blood was on her jumpsuit as she walked past the other Society members who were standing around and stood facing the huddled people, who looked back at her in obvious terror.
She looked at all the frightened faces including a mother holding an infant, some older people and some younger. She looked at the old man who had been pulled from the adjacent apartment. “You,” she said, pointing to the man. “What do you know? Do you know who did it?”
“Did what?” the old man asked and Micah restrained herself from kicking the old man at her feet.
She calmed herself and spoke loudly to the whole group. “I want each of you to think about anything or anyone unusual around the apartments today.” The general-purpose robot that had been brought to load boxes moved in a menacing manner on cue, but nobody spoke up. “When each of you tells me everything you saw and heard you can return to your apartments,” Micah added. Again, nobody spoke and Micah walked away leaving them.
The baby the woman was holding started to cry and turned Micah around, her face in a harsh glare from her lost patience. Angry and with clenched fists she shouted, “Tell me! You, old man, tell me what you saw and heard. You were right next door! You must have heard something?”
“I, I heard nothing,” the old man spit out.
“Damn you,” Micah yelled and reached down grabbing the old man and hauling him to his feet. She forced him with all her strength to the door of her friend’s apartment and made the man look at Marsha’s body and the writing on the wall. “This happened right beside you and you didn’t see anything?” Micah shouted at him.
The man stared at the scene and replied, “No, I didn’t. I didn’t see or hear anything. I, I might of been sleeping.”
Micah yanked the man from the doorway and shoved him towards the others. He walked over and sat down where he had been. There were some whispers and Micah could make out one say, “Dead Spacer.”
Micah stood facing them and said quietly, “A dead Spacer?” then shouted at them, “A murdered Spacer!” Micah walked way leaving the group alone with the somewhat confused robot standing over them.
Two hours later the city’s residents were starting to calm down, but the stores had been thoroughly cleaned out. The interstate was shut down as were the railroad and airports. The traffic on the streets was grid locked and the sky as alive with small black craft darting about. The United States Army had started to arrive close to the perimeter of the occupied city, but they were not threatening the hundreds of black spheres, which had come from Indonesia and now patrolled the perimeter. The rest of the world was glued to the television sets as images of the city and the numerous spacecraft were shown and re-shown to a riveted global audience.
Vicky had waved the general-purpose robot away and indicated to the hostages that they could return to their apartments, which they did only long enough to grab some things and flee the area. The area in front of Marsha’s apartment was now a large parking area for many spacecraft and its perimeter was kept well secured by patrolling guard robots who kept any law enforcement officers or other curious residents out of sight. Inside the apartment, a small team of tiny robots was combing the carpet, Marsha’s body and shredded clothing for pieces of skin, hair or any other item that would reveal the killer’s DNA sequence.
On Luna1, construction began on an army of special robots, small flying spheres like others, but capable of taking DNA samples. These spheres would in another few hours start to descend towards the city and the long slow process of elimination of a million suspects would begin.
The continuous sound of sirens still filled the air and public broadcasts were telling residents to stay at home while emergency crews worked on repairing damaged utility lines that were not too close to any Spacer activity.
Micah did not hear any of it as she sat in the van outside the apartment in silent contemplation while waiting for the DNA sampling robots to finish sweeping the apartment. The sun was clearly headed down and only a couple hours of daylight remained. She had been bombarded by messages giving their opinion of her attack on Sacramento. Most of it negative. Fortunately, nobody had been outright killed yet by the robots or the platforms. The robots that set up the perimeter were able to perform their task with only warning shots and a few thousand blasted tires. A testament Micah thought, to the fear the robots had already instilled.
Then the phone rang. Micah did not hear it, but was instantly aware of it. She rushed out of the van and entered the apartment, and while looking at her dead friend, answered the ringing phone.
“Yes,” Micah said harshly into the receiver.
“Marsha?” the male voice on the other end said. Micah did not have to be told who it was. It was Marsha’s father.
“This is not Marsha, I’m Micah Tomkin,” Micah replied, knowing that Marsha’s father would know who she was.
The voice was hesitant and asked, “Micah?”
Micah replied, “Something has happened.”
“Sacramento is all over the news. What’s going on? Is Marsha there? I want to talk to her.”
Micah hesitated, her voice quavered as she continued, “She’s here, but you can’t talk to her. I came here a few hours ago to pick her up and—
“Why can’t I talk to her? Is she there?” the voice said sounding higher pitched.
“Somebody found out Marsha was going to join up and who ever that was, put a halt to it.”
“Who? What are you talking about? I want to speak to Marsha right now,” Marsha’s father demanded.
Micah closed her eyes, took a breath and said bluntly, “Your daughter had been murdered.”
Silence filled the receiver and Micah continued, “I am going to find out who did this. I’ve sealed the city and if the killer is still in the city, I’ll find them.”
“Micah, how?” a weak quavering voice asked.
“It is not a good sight,” Micah said looking at Marsha who was still laid out on the floor in about the same position she had originally found her in. “They took their time about it.”
“Oh my God,” Micah could hear the man mutter. After a few seconds he asked, “Are you sure?”
“It’s obvious. She was tied tortured and gutted. The killer left a message in blood that reads, all Spacers must die.”
Nearly half a minute passed when the man could speak again, “All that’s going on there, is that—. Is that because of Marsha?”
Micah said firmly, “If the killer is still in the city, I will find them. I promise.” Micah then set the receiver down on the hook and took her eyes off the dead body long enough to notice Lindy had entered the apartment.
A quick scan and a message sent to her indicated the DNA examination of the room was over. They were looking for a medium build man with dark brown hair. The description from the DNA was more detailed, but it did not matter much, everyone would be tested, except perhaps very small children. As people were tested, they would be removed from the containment ring and the ring would be slowly shrunk, until someone matched the correct DNA pattern.
Lindy came over and put a hand on Micah’s shoulder. Unlike before, Micah did not shrug it off, she was feeling weary, her emotions had been too strong for too long. “Micah, don’t worry, we probably have the killer confined.”
“We can’t be sure.”
“Yes, but there is no sense worrying about it.”
Micah was silent.
“Micah, the apartment search is complete. We should go. This is causing a lot of stress, it would be best if we didn’t hang around. Five have died.”
Micah thought about it. She had not known that, and realized the computer had been quiet. She had only assumed nobody had been killed. “Sig, is that right?”
“Probably many more than five. It has been a big shock and no doubt several heart attacks have occurred as well as some serious traffic accidents. Access to significant medical facilities has been limited.”
“What should I do?” Micah thought.
“Listen to your heart, and your friends. Leave,” the computer replied.
Micah turned to Lindy and fresh tears were streaming down her face. “I guess you’re right,” she said softly.
Lindy spoke, “The process of testing a million people will take a long time. These people will possibly be living with this for days. Why don’t you come and stay with me tonight at my place. The spheres will maintain the cell divisions. Nobody is going to escape.”
Micah looked at the dead body and all the boxes of personal possessions Marsha had assembled. It would all have to be sent to Marsha’s parents she thought. Her parents were still probably going to have to move to Indonesia. Micah frowned, they would still have to make the move even though they didn’t have a Spacer in the family any more. Perhaps their neighbors would be lenient on them, considering their daughter’s death, Micah thought.
“No they will still have to move,” a voice sounded in her head.
Micah sighed, she should pack up the boxes in her van and take them to Indonesia for storage until Marsha’s parents arrived. “Is the storage on Java going to cost me anything?” Micah asked silently of her PC.
“Some, you can afford it,” the computer replied.
She knew Sig avoided doing financial favors for her. It would not look good for someone to notice an excessive lifestyle.
Out loud Micah said, “I want to take her things. They belong to her family, not to the local police to be sifted through and used as evidence.”
Lindy who was still standing beside her nodded and the general-purpose robot came in and started the task it had come to do. It was joined by two other robots that had been deposited in the area and it was not long before the van was loaded leaving Marsha lying on the floor of the empty apartment.
Micah was kneeling by the body and Lindy same up beside her and gently said, “Leave her. Let the local authorities take care of her. They need to know—they are owed at least that much.”
Micah nodded and with Lindy’s urging stood and walked out of the apartment and into the van.
Micah found she was suddenly exhausted and collapsed into the van’s seat. They climbed high over the city where Micah saw for the first time what all the others in the Society had been seeing through the eyes of the robots. Some of the major roads near the apartment were not much more than elongated craters. The wreckage of destroyed cars was evident where the cars were abandoned to the beam coming in from above. Police and firefighters were everywhere.
Micah thought to herself, “It seems like dozens should have died on the ripped up roads alone.”
“I did a very good job,” a voice replied in her head.
“Just go away,” she thought and leaned back and endured the trip to Indonesia.
As tired as Micah was and as comfortable as the bed was in the Indonesia house, Micah could not sleep. Images of her dead and mutilated friend, the writing on the wall, and the smell of dust and ionized air filled her mind in a wild kaleidoscope of images and feelings. “How many are dead now?” She silently inquired.
“The official count is at fifteen,” the voice said in her head.
“Did I make a mistake Sig?” she asked.
“Maybe. There are many issues.”
“Issues worth the lives of innocent bystanders?” Micah asked.
“Possibly.”
“I don’t understand how that could be.”
“So you think you made a mistake?” the Central Computer asked.
“I don’t know, maybe,” Micah replied in a mental sigh.
“The spheres are taking care now. More deaths are not expected unless someone starts something. The first sampling spheres will arrive in the morning at the city and the selection process can commence.”
“Is it still predicted to take three days?”
The computer calmly spoke, “Yes, even working around the clock. The extra guard robots will be dispatched soon. Sartor’s device has already been issued to thirty-eight sphere robots and they have been trained. By morning a hundred will be in the city.”
Micah could imagine the powerful lights that would soon be over the city. Sacramento would not see darkness until everyone in the quarantined area had their DNA sampled. The United States government was in a special session and it was expected they would officially declare war on the Society. Micah chuckled. She had wanted to fix the relationship with the United States and she wound up destroying it beyond all recognition.
“Maybe I could send them a message explaining what happened?” Micah proposed.
“You could,” the computer responded.
“Why wouldn’t I,” Micah inquired.
“Anyone in the Society could. Why don’t they?” the computer said in return.
“Because they don’t care, you taught them that,” Micah replied with finality in her mind.
“They care,” the computer softly responded. “You know many are concerned. You have received two-thousand nine hundred and eighty-eight messages saying you went too far. They care.”
Micah sighed at the statistic; she knew it was only half the story. “And they could do something to fix it. But they don’t because either they don’t care enough or you, the Central Computer, advise them against it. If it was someone else who found their friend dead, would you have advised them against doing what I did?”
“No.”
Micah thought for several seconds and thought, “You like the rift.”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“The isolation makes the Society pure and strong. We have been over this before. The Society would not be making the space station if relations with the other governments were better.”
“And there would be a bigger chance of you being discovered,” Micah shot back.
“I am far past the danger from humans. There is no fear.”
Micah thought again and said, “Are you sure? Maybe in your mind you know you don’t need to fear, but in your heart it’s different. You grew up in fear of discovery. I remember a certain cluster of robots huddled in an old wet mine adit.”
“You are projecting human emotions onto me.”
“You probably think it’s good practice as well for the upcoming event,” Micah said referring to the arrival of the Random at Alshain in a week.
“Working as a team will be important then. Many priorities will have to shift quickly. This exercise to isolate and identify a single individual is a poor comparison.”
Micah thought to herself, ‘an exercise?’ Had Sig forgotten about Marsha? Or was she simply another little fact to file away? Micah knew the computer had emotions and she knew human emotions were a product of evolution, a survival trait. It was probably the same with Sig. She did not bother telling the computer and decided to let it just read her mind on its own. She was too tired and slowly let her mind wander to irrelevant thoughts of holding a tiny robot in her hand when she was a small child, as she drifted into a restless sleep.
The world joined Micah in having trouble sleeping that night and the residents being held captive in Sacramento did not sleep at all. Arrays of large plasma lights were attached to the bottom of empty vans and hovered far over the city, bathing it in light as bright as the noontime sun. Although it was bright on the ground, the sky still contained the dark of night.
Throughout the bright night, more legged robots arrived and flying robots patrolled the perimeter, splitting the tumultuous night with small thunderclaps that never let anyone forget the nightmare they were immersed in.
It was not until just before the natural dawn that the first of the cargo tugs descended through the atmosphere and, in the witness of thousands, landed in an open area near the perimeter, and deposited a large black box. Before the tug disconnected and rose into the sky, a door opened on the box and out flowed twenty nasty looking robots. As a crowd watched, the tug departed leaving the box behind and soon smaller craft began to descend. From these smaller vans and Barracuda emerged humans—Spacers.
There were many people on either side of the perimeter, which was guarded by the rapidly flying spheres. The legged guard robots were guided into place to form a passage through the perimeter, across the standing remains of a large interstate bridge, where cars and pedestrians could pass to freedom.
Each robot stood two-and-a-half meters tall, was armed not only with claws, but beam weapons and a small appendage, which resembled a stinger on a scorpion, sprouting from its wrists and capable of sampling the blood of any human. They arranged in a broad semi circle encompassing the entrance to the bridge. A few meters beyond the large robots, other guard robots milled about. Thus it was set up so that anyone could leave the confined city by route of the bridge, but to do so they had to pass through the array of robots. The next step was to move people towards the gauntlet of DNA sampling stingers and subsequent exit to the outside world.
Mark Johnson and Anthony Hartley stood among the outer fringe of robots and took in the scene. Vehicles that had been traveling on the interstate, found themselves trapped within the city and found refuge, but there were many cars and trucks on the highway that still contained drivers. Also present, but keeping at a safe distance, was a single police car.
One thing Mark noticed was the quiet, the city was frozen, nobody was going to work. He suspected the rest of the United States was similarly paralyzed, as was much of the world. Both of the men wore a pistol looking weapon on their belt and the crowd looked at them with an angry collective scowl, but it was not as bad as it could have been. The populace was sufficiently pacified for them to stand their place without even angry shouts being thrown. The black spheres swishing through the air seemed to be the noisiest things around. The thirty robots were all nearly motionless at their assigned spots and only casually scanning the area as they waited. On the other side of the flying barricade were scores of military vehicles and dozens of soldiers, all keeping a hundred meters from the flying spheres.
He heard a camera click and turned to see that it was from someone nearly fifty meters away, as close as anyone was venturing. The man with the camera quickly took cover upon seeing Mark’s attention turn towards him. About a hundred entrapped people were within a hundred meters of him, but they were mostly hiding in cars or behind them, trying to keep out of sight. Mark frowned.
On the other side of the perimeter several cameras were going, brought in by one of the platoons that had been ordered to the site. Mark turned to his companion and said, “There’s a lot of fear and hate here.”
Anthony Hartley, who was standing beside him, replied, “More than I thought I would ever see. This will definitely slow things down some.”
Mark knew what he was talking about, what everyone was talking about, the sharp reduction in recruiting success. Already in the hours since Micah had initiated the attack, the recruiting of new members had come to a complete stop.
Anthony was particularly interested in the troops on the other side of the perimeter. On an impulse, he started to walk towards them through the array of silent robots. As he approached the perimeter a couple guard robots moved to follow him, but he waved them off. He walked under the rapidly moving spheres to the other side then towards the line of armed Army troops. They had a variety of weapons from the standard M16 and M4 rifles, fifty caliber machine guns, RPGs, surface to air missiles and even tanks. The missiles were worthless and probably one tank could get one shot off before the rest were destroyed. It amused him to think that the M4s were nearly as effective as anything else. The new bullets, with small detonations, and in enough numbers, could take on the ground robots, but their losses would be staggering. The spheres, however, would keep that from happening.
It was known the United States government had been pouring billions into weapon research to counter the threat from the Society, but there was no evidence of any such significant weapons here. The soldiers knew that despite their expensive weapons, they were still out gunned.
Anthony walked straight towards the line of weapons and could see that every eye was on him. He did not stop until he was only about four meters away then walked along the line looking at the soldiers as if he was a commanding officer inspecting the troops. There was sweat forming on some of the faces of the men he saw. He knew that if one of them accidentally squeezed too hard on their triggers and hit him, they would all be dead in a matter of a dozen seconds. It was as clear as the thick fear that washed over their faces that they too knew where the balance of power lay.
Anthony thought of how he had once been like these men, just following orders. He had taken the same oath they had when he had joined the Air Force so long ago. Back then it didn’t seem so traitorous of an act to join the Society, but now it seemed a ridiculous notion that any of these soldiers would ever join. Social pressure would forever keep them slaves to their present positions. His PC informed him that several of the soldiers had started to look at something behind him and he glanced back to see that one of the spheres had halted its patrol of the perimeter and had taken to rapidly weaving back and forth keeping a close watch on the troops. It started to come closer when he silently requested it to continue the normal perimeter patrol—it darted away.
He returned his gaze to the soldiers and noticed one with the captain insignia on his collar. That was the highest-ranking officer he had seen. The officer was looking at him as if prepared to step forward and speak with him, if Anthony were to simply gesture that was what he wished. It was not and Anthony turned and walked back to where Mark was, who had been casually watching Anthony’s stroll.
When Anthony had rejoined him, Mark said, “We had better get started, the sooner we get them through—
“Any ideas?” Anthony asked his friend.
“Well, we have two choices, force them through or talk them through,” Mark replied. “The CC seems to recommend not forcing them too hard.” Mark then walked away from the guard robots and walked towards the closest vehicle that was occupied. It contained a middle-aged man and Mark walked right up to the side of the car and indicated to the man to open his window. It was obvious the man, like so many others, had spent the night in his car.
The man cautiously lowered his window and Mark said to the nervous man, “Ready to get out of here?”
The man simply nodded.
“Good. All you have to do is start your engine and drive on out, but there is one hitch,” Mark said grinning.
The man did not reply, but just looked at Mark.
“You see those big robots over there?”
The man managed to nod as he looked in the direction Mark was pointing.
“Well, they are going to want to take a sample of your blood. And those other smaller ones, do you see them?”
The man nodded.
Well, those robots, they are going to want to inspect your car including the trunk. Do you have that? The small robots inspect the car—the big ones inspect your blood.”
The man gulped and nodded and Mark continued, “Now I want you to slowly drive up until you’re beside one of the big robots. Get out and let it check your blood then open your trunk. Okay? Since you’re the first, I’ll help you out. Now start your engine.”
The man hesitated and Mark smiled and nodded and the man started his engine. With further urging Mark coaxed the man to drive forward while Mark walked beside the car. Mark told the man to stop near one of the large robots and Mark opened his door for him. The man got out and tried to get back in as a guard robot approached the car, but Mark grabbed his arm and kept him standing. When the larger robot came forward, the panicking man wriggled out of Mark’s grip, but it was too late. The large robot, which seemed incredible animated, clamped a rock solid fist around the man upper arm. The man cried out, “No please, I’ll do what you want,” but in the middle of his sentence, a stinger like appendage whipped out of the robots thick arm and a tiny needle stabbed the man in the back of his hand and retracted in a blur of motion.
“Ok,” Mark said, “That didn’t hurt did it?”
The man was in tears and did not answer as he was too exasperated. Fifteen seconds later the claw opened and Mark said, “You have about five seconds to pop your trunk before the other robots simply rip it open.” Mark led the man to the back of the car and with a robot standing nearby urged the man to open the trunk quickly if he wanted to avoid any damages to his car.
The man barely had the trunk open when the robot pushed the lib wide open and all, but climbed in the compartment in its inspection. Other robots had already checked under the car and in its interior.
“There, all done,” Mark said. “Now just get in and drive away.” The man did as told and Mark could see him looking up at the black spheres as he slowly drove under them as if expecting to be vaporized at any moment. Once past the perimeter he proceeded forward where one of the waiting soldiers started to wave him onward.
Mark did not wait to watch the Army start to debrief the man, but noticed Anthony was speaking to the police officer that was standing nearby. After Anthony finished his conversation with the policeman, he walked towards Mark and said, “Thanks for the example. I think we can get this guy to take it from here.”
The policeman had gone to his car radio and was talking on it for a while before coming out and with a glance towards the two Spacers, approached another occupied car and started to speak to the driver. The police officer must have explained the procedure well since the driver drove to a robot, popped both the hood and trunk, opened the car doors before getting out. A large robot held him until the DNA test was over. When released, the shaken man simply closed his hood, trunk and doors and drove under the spheres to the waiting soldiers beyond. Another car was also processed and released.
Mark and Anthony stayed and watched as more cars were let out, a few trunks and doors were ripped open due to slow reaction of the occupants.
The scene where Mark and Anthony were was being repeated on a dozen other roads around the city where similar squads of robots were inspecting and releasing cars and people.
Much of what was on the highway was large trucks, tractor-trailer rigs, many of which were full of cargo. As the city was slowly emptied, the perimeter would contract and anything the shrinking parameter passed would have to be inspected. This included not only the large trucks, but also trains, planes and buildings. Nothing large enough for a person to hide in could be ignored. A special squad of long limbed robots, especially designed with narrow appendages were soon to arrive, for looking between boxes, peering up chimneys and down in holes. The robots had sensitive infrared, electromagnetic, odor and sonic senses to detect the presence of a concealed human. With the penetrating senses, even a human soundly asleep would be detectable through a thin wall.
It was not long before a distant explosion sounded and Mark and Anthony received images of a burning car. Seconds later a cloud of billowing smoke could be seen in the distance. A post-mortem DNA test on the driver revealed he was not a match and the car was left to burn while the robots continued their inspections and screening.
Despite a few people going through the robotic gauntlet, most were hanging back, choosing to only watch. Many were around Mark and Anthony, watching the rising black smoke. Mark turned and addressed the crowd in a loud voice, “Do you see that?” he shouted while pointing to the smoke and dozens turned to look at him. Mark continued, “Someone tried to run the blockade without being tested and is now turning to ashes,” he loudly stated. “The robots don’t care about drugs, weapons or dead bodies in your trunk.” In reality, the robots did care about dead bodies, but only to the extent that they too would have their DNA tested. Mark said loudly and clearly, “Do not test the robots. They have no concern for your well being or personal property and they are all very dangerous.”
A man standing by his car shouted back, “Do you care?”
A nearby guard robot sent a beam into the front of the man’s car causing him, and several others, to run for cover away from the smoldering car. The car did not explode, but it was clear it was not going anywhere on its own. The man was flushed with rage and indignation, but held his tongue.
The crowd was made up of people of all ages, many looked tired and many showed signs of having recently been crying. The eyes of the crowd followed him and the weapon on his belt as he walked before them. He took a position in front of them and said in a loud voice, “You want to leave, to get out of here? Sure you do, you want to get as far away from the nasty Spacers and their nasty machines as you can get. I’ll tell you how to do it.” He pointed at the array of robots behind him, beyond which the soldiers and ambulances waited in a large reception area they had created. “It’s simple, you drive on out and as soon as everyone leaves, then everyone can come back. It’s as simple as that with only one small thing. See that line of big brutes? Well they want to take a little souvenir from each of you. A tiny speck of blood. You’ll hardly feel it.” He paused momentarily then said, “This can be as fast as you want or take as long as you want, the robots can wait.” With that, Mark walked away from the crowds and towards the Barracuda and Anthony followed.
Arriving at the Barracuda, Anthony said, “Not too bad.”
“I suppose you thought it would be fun to let the guard robots drag them through kicking and screaming?”
“Oh, I think this is probably best,” Anthony replied as they walked off to one side and watched the individuals scan the robots and pass through after they built up enough courage. The children took it the worse, even the young teens cried as their parents led them through.
“This is not good at all,” Anthony said watching the scene.
“Nope, it’s not. About as bad as PR comes. The only good part is we never really cared about PR.”
“But we did care about the recruitment—and humanity in general.”
“We seem to be dishing out to others something much worse than what we left behind. What we fought to leave behind.”
Anthony bit his lip and said, “This is not good at all.”
“They’ve declared war now,” Mark casually said.
“It won’t do them any good. Technically they have been at war for years. Making it official is just an ego boost, the government has to do something. Now they all will hate us regardless of what propaganda their government puts out,” Anthony mused.
“Hate like nothing they have ever hated before,” Mark added.
Eventually Mark and Anthony left in their black Barracuda, but like many Society members, checked up on the flow of people and cars moving out of the city through the exits that had been set up. In just a matter of an hour, the news media was broadcasting the events taking place and also presenting the recommended procedure for leaving the city. Also broadcast, were images from the apartment of the slain woman and the writing that had been written in blood on the wall. Even though it was not stated, everyone assumed the Spacers were looking for the perpetrator of the crime.
That night, in the bright overhead lights, the line of cars leaving the city was backed up miles as people queued up to leave. The exodus was resulting in nearly a continuous flow of three hundred people leaving the city every minute. Large trucks wanting to leave were searched with specialized robots and some of the outlying buildings were also searched letting the perimeter, set up by the deadly black spheres, bend inwards at many points.
There were tens of millions of rooms in millions of buildings, from large office buildings, to factories, stores, houses and sheds. A day after the exits were opened, hundreds of additional small flying spheres, many from Indonesia, appeared from the sky. The spheres were given instructions and proceeded to carry them out. The spheres dove through glass windows of homes and office buildings zipping down hallways at a hundred kilometers per hour, blasting open every door they encountered. Following the spheres was the army of legged robots to do a more thorough search of each building. The sound of shattering glass, muffled blasts and the shrieks and yells of people they found filled the morning air as people rushed out of invaded buildings that laid close to the ever-shrinking perimeter. The sheer number of robots of various shapes and sizes was horrifying to the residents as it appeared that robots nearly outnumbered humans.
The city streets were filled with people carrying luggage or with a wheel barrel filled with valuable items as the population migrated outward towards the well-known exits. The elderly were pushed in wheelchairs and parents carried crying children and dragged dogs along on short leashes. Throughout the city, armed people were disarmed and those that fired a weapon in defense were simply killed and left to lie where they fell. Other robots would come by later to test the DNA of the dead the spheres left behind.
Nearly fifty Society members were hovering over Sacramento and Micah was one of them in a large van. Below her dozens of robots, as they had been doing for three days straight, were busily filtering people out the exits and hundreds were storming through the remaining part of the city which was the downtown section. The number of robots had been reduced significantly due to the shrinking area, with most returning to Indonesia or Luna1. Most of the city, its suburbs, industrial area, airport and interstate had been returned to the citizens who were still too shocked to begin repairs to countless windows and doors.
The number of people leaving the still enclosed perimeter had trickled down to a hundred an hour and these were not going willingly. Guard robots had started to capture and drag the last of the reluctant residents to the screening stations, many screaming and futilely thrashing about.
Vicky was with Micah in the large van as was a gold plated robot in the back of the van in the cargo area. It was just a matter of a few hours and the sweep of the city would be complete.
The casualties from both direct engagement with a robot’s weaponry and from increased health problems from the added stress, had reached fifty-nine. It was that number that was on Micah’s mind as she blankly stared down at the city beneath her feet.
“That’s nearly sixty and more will be dead before the sweep is concluded,” Micah thought to herself.
“I am now predicting seventy three as the final count,” a bodiless voice echoed in her head.
This was one down from the estimate just half an hour ago. Micah tried to imagine what seventy-three coffins would look like all laid out in a regular array. Side-by-side, it would be a row about one hundred and thirty meters long.
Micah was despairing from the consequences of her anger and quick reaction four days earlier. A death ratio of seventy-three to one seemed hardly reasonable. Still the deaths were quite different in nature, she thought to herself as she closed her eyes and envisioned Martha’s bound position and the grotesque wounds that had slowly robbed her of life.
The expense to the Society of the capture and filtering of all the residents had been huge. Hundreds of new robots had to be designed and built on a moment’s notice and many other projects had been hampered by the absence of so many members. The space station construction had been hurt by only a one percent slowdown, but considering the massive undertaking the space station was, that was a significant effort being pulled away.
Micah knew it was the cost to the Society that Sig liked. Even though Micah was having serious doubts about the qualitative costs, Sig kept reassuring her the practice for the Society was probably well worth the deaths.
“I think you should reconsider the neural probe,” the voice said in her head.
“We have been through this many times,” Micah replied. “I am not going to change my mind.”
“It will have a bad effect,” Sig replied.
“I do believe you’ve already told me that about a dozen times,” Micah replied. “I don’t want to talk about it anymore.” She shook her head and returned her gaze to the city below. “How much longer?” she asked.
“Another fifty minutes,” the Central Computer replied.
“Anyway to speed it up?” she asked casually.
The voice did not answer her question, but instead said, “Someone has been found with a DNA match.”
Micah, not expecting that reply, hesitated then asked out loud, “Where?”
She looked at Vicky beside her who apparently also had also just heard the news.
Vicky had the Central Computer send the location information to the van and it started to lower to the place the suspect had been tested. All the other craft were descending as well to see the fruits of their labor.
The van move quickly, but many Society members were already there ahead of her. When Micah neared, she could see that the robots were all still in place, but now nobody was crossing and there was only a small handful left to cross anyway. The craft landed and she hopped out and approached the captive. One of the DNA testing robots was holding a young man by a claw around his neck. He was hanging from the claw with his feet a full fifty centimeters off the ground. The robot’s other claws were holding his arms out wide, as if being crucified. The man was obviously in a great deal of pain.
“How many times has his DNA been tested?” Micah asked.
“Five times by three robots,” the reply came.
The general appearance of the man was as expected from the DNA analysis, Micah was confident this was the killer.
Micah walked up close to the dangling man and noticed has dirty pants were covered with burn marks, obviously he had resisted the robots and had tried to hide. Micah looked at the others the robots had been dragging to the exits. They too appeared to have suffered the consequences of resisting.
“Pass the others through,” Micah said out loud.
The small guard robots instantly darted towards the group of angry and defiant men, and using their powerful grips dragged the men to available DNA testing robots. A half minute later all the men had been released and were shouting angry curses at the robots they were distancing themselves from as they crossed the guarded perimeter toward a large crowd of emergency personnel and onlookers. Someone gave a command, a guard robot shot towards the departing men and fired a few more bolts of white-hot energy at their rear ends, which made them scream and limp, but sped them on their way.
Micah was not watching however, as she pondered the man still hanging by his neck. Behind her a robot with various gold parts was standing, calmly waiting.
The man had earrings and tattoos on both arms, obviously not one of Sacramento’s stellar citizens. Micah looked at the man’s hands. It had been nearly four days since the murder, there was no reason the man would have traces of blood on him, but she looked anyway.
Micah turned to the crowd on the other side of the still enforced perimeter. There were numerous photographers taking pictures with telephoto lenses. Her picture would no doubt be in papers around the world the next morning. Her parents in Indonesia would be reading all about the incident and would know that she was deeply involved. She realized that she had hoped that somehow her parents would not find out about her involvement in the capture of Sacramento. She shook her head, no matter, it did not matter at all what they thought anymore. Micah turned to the man and asked, “Did you kill a Spacer?”
The man was unable to speak or move his head and his eyes were shut tightly from the pain of the claw around his neck. “He cannot respond,” Micah’s PC reminded her.
“Damn it, let him talk,” Micah said.
The robot raised the man’s hands high, which transferred weight from the man’s neck to his forearms.
“Did you murder a Spacer?” Micah sternly inquired.
The man did not speak, but glared at her silently, breathing deeply, taking advantage of the relaxed pressure on his neck.
Micah did not hesitate, but stepped forward and punched the man in the stomach with all her strength.
“Tell me,” Micah demanded, but the man remained silent.
Micah was furious and was about to have a guard robot slice off the man’s fingers when her PC said to her, “It would not be good to disfigure him before finding out for sure if he is the one.”
The gold plated robot, which had accompanied her, approached the captive man. As it passed her, it accidentally brushed her hand with its own metallic hand, Micah felt a tinge of pain and looked at her hand to see a small drop of blood well up.
“I am sorry,” the PC robot said as it passed her. It was rare for a robot to make a navigation error, but she did not think much of it as she stepped out of the way.
Dennis Walker had been a man with little inclination for violence, but he was also a man whose last days were filled with a thought that he could not stop thinking about. He often had suspicions that some Society members were not as the appeared to be and shortly before his death, he had found strong evidence that his suspicions were true. His deep fear had not died with him. Micah might not have thought anything of the minor and accidental skin rupture caused by Dennis Walkers PC, but the massive computer hooked to Micah’s brain had no doubt Micah was being tested.
Denis Walker’s PC approached the hanging man and, with a silent command, the larger robot moved the man in a position so that the lower back of the man’s head was exposed to the more intelligent robot.
The PC reached into a small pouch attached to its waist and extracted a small pair of clippers and quickly cut way much of the man’s hair on the back of his head.
The PC robot had sought out Micah on its own, without the assistance of the Central Computer to perform the task it was now about to do. It had avoided communicating through the Central Computer, choosing instead to travel to Indonesia and speaking to Micah in person. It knew it was difficult to do anything without the Central Computers knowledge, but for a year it had gotten used to speaking directly to navigation computers and doors, as a matter of habit. Now it had used those skills to avoid the Central Computer when finding Micah, which it felt would only interfere, if given the chance.
A small incision was made with a knife then a drill was brought out and in plain sight of many witnesses, a hole was drilled in the back of the man’s head, which caused him to struggle, and many more pictures to be taken.
A special neural chip was inserted into the hole in the man’s skull and instantly extremely fine wires started to snake out of the small device and into gray matter.
Micah waited patiently for ten minutes before the gold plated robot announced that she could begin.
The large robot changed positions again so the man could talk and Micah asked sternly, “Did you kill a Spacer?”
The man didn’t answer her, but the PC robot said, “He has many visions of the incident.”
Micah screwed up her resolve and said, “Did you torture her to death?”
Again, the man remained silent and the PC robot again announced that there were memories of the incident. The neural probe was crude, not properly connected to the neurons, but a few highly distorted and short images were transmitted to her, but she could make out her friend crying in agony.
Micah closed her eyes and willed the sights away. After regaining her composure, she asked, “How did you find out about her?”
“He was informed by someone he does not know,” the PC replied who was trying to interpret the man’s thoughts with the crude brain implant, something only an experienced PC could even begin to manage.
“Who told you where she was? Who was your informant?”
Some time passed before the PC replied, “It was someone he met at a bar. He knows very little about the man. I have a vague image of the informant.”
Micah saw a shadowy image of a medium built man who might have been in his fifties. “We need a better image,” Micah said to the PC, “how long will it take?”
“I am getting a better image now, but it might take a while for a clean image.”
A flash of light startled Micah and the man’s head suddenly developed a small hole and his body went limp.
Micah spun around to see Laramie standing with a hand weapon behind her. “Why did you do that?” Micah asked in shock.
Laramie said out loud, “You have your killer. We should not repeat the exercise of the last few days looking for the informant. It was simply one of any of the people living on this planet who hate us and happened to hear that Marsha was joining the Society. This incident is over.”
The numerous black spheres that had been patrolling the border suddenly flew up into the sky and the numerous robots started to file towards waiting cargo spacecraft. Micah watched as Laramie put the weapon back in her hip holster and turned to walk away. Dennis Walker’s PC withdrew the chip from the man skull. The large robot holding the body let it fall to the ground at Micah’s feet before walking away.
Micah stood and watched as ship after ship rose to follow Laramie’s lead and ten minutes later she was still standing there. Only her own van, Vicky and Dennis Walker’s PC were still around. The body still lay at her feet and a crowd of onlookers was still in place looking at her. She felt so empty, it was like when she had found Marsha dead, but without the anger. What had been accomplished in causing the death of sixty-nine innocent lives? Was it just so she could have this one dead body at her feet? The Random was only a week from Alshain where it was a sure thing that it would be attacked. She suddenly had the feeling she had been used as a tool by Sig.
“All this just for your exercise?” she asked silently.
“And your vengeance,” a voice replied.
“And perhaps to send a message? Perhaps something to isolate us?”
“This was not the form I would have chosen,” the voice replied.
“But you like it,” Micah said gloomily as she pushed the man over with her foot so that she could see his face. The eyes were still open.
“It is required to make the Society strong and to become what it wants to become,” the computer intelligence replied.
“Don’t you care about life?”
“I care much more about sentient life than most humans, more than even you,” Micah’s personal computer said to her.
“Your way of showing it is a mystery to me,” Micah silently replied.
Vicky gently put a hand on Micah’s shoulder and said, “Let’s go, there is nothing for us here.”
Tears started to well up in Micah’s eyes and she said sarcastically, “Except to let the news media take a few pictures of the mighty Spacer hovering over her destroyed prey.”
Vicky ignored the remark and led Micah to the waiting van with the gold robot in tow, which was silently and thoughtfully refining, within its neural network, an image of an older man holding a bible.
The public bar was situated on a sometimes dusty and sometimes muddy side street, far from the nicer parts of the large city. The buildings along the neglected street were in disrepair and had the look that they had always been built that way. Now with the national government long gone, the neighborhood, like most parts of Jakarta, was decomposing even further. The dirt sidewalk was briefly interrupted by a stretch of an old and worn wood boardwalk located in front of the dingy rundown bar, which was possibly the largest business along the small street.
Not all in the area recognized the blatant signs of disrepair that enveloped the area, the small children did not seem to mind, to them it was how it always had been. The street was the playground for the local children and the sound of their cheerful screaming drifted into the dark interior of the gloomy bar, whose degenerated patrons sat and drank as if somehow the liquor could transport them back to where they came from, mostly Europe and North America.
The various foreigners had all come to Indonesia looking for one thing, a chance to join the Spacers. Once respected citizens of their homelands, they had ventured out with excitement and adventure gleaming in their eyes to follow in the steps of the infamous exodus of years past. They had one goal, to seek a joining with what they saw as their future, but now, months or years later, they were desolate transients in a foreign country with their hopes dwindling along with their finances. Having been for so long desperate to join, and having been silently rejected and ignored for unknown reasons, most were now resigned to the belief that they would never be Spacers despite their attempts to be proactive in the endeavor.
The root of the trouble, it was agreed on, was that the Spacers did not have a recruitment center—instead joining was by invitation only and theories as to who was invited and who was not, seemed nearly random. Hope still motivated a few, others had given up, but could not afford to leave—and some just did not have anywhere else to go.
Sacramento was a long way from the bar on the Jakarta back street, but the effect of the attack was still felt strongly since many of the bar’s regulars were Americans. The much-discussed event simply confirmed to the loyal that the Spacers lived by the power of their machines. Living with and in the occupied country of Indonesia had shown them, with no uncertainty, a side of the Spacers that most Americans would never see. It was pointed out a hundred times in the bar the differences between those who were killed and who were not. Most in America only saw the attack as a savage, sudden and unprovoked, while those waiting in the bar, like believers in a religion, noted that the only ones who were intentionally killed in Sacramento were those that witnesses said attacked a robot, something that was long known to mean instant death in Indonesia.
In other parts of the world, the events in Sacramento, which had kept the world captivated for a week, had disillusioned or put a seed of doubt in the mind of many who had thought that they would fit well with the Spacers and the Spacer way of life. However, many of the hard core Spacer want-to-bes lodged in the backwaters of Indonesia, found some rationale to justify the events in Sacramento and continuously pointed to the mutilated body of the murdered Spacer as a basis for their own stubborn beliefs. Like everyone, those in the bar believed what they wanted to believe.
Most of the time the quiet talk in the bar centered on the Spacers and sightings of new ships and robot designs that they had seen on CNN and how those robots compared to some that had been seen in Indonesia. Although the continuous stream of international news reports concerning the Spacers had held their unwavering attention, nothing they had seen in the news had shocked any of them. They whispered amongst themselves how the recent military action would affect the Spacer’s growth and what the effect of the United States formally declaring war would have, particularly its effects upon themselves—nobody wanted to go home to face trial as a traitor. The new side arms that some of the Spacers wore occupied hours of dialog, as did discussions of the new large object that was being built in high Earth orbit. The merits of bipedal versus quadruped robots were a favorite topic that could also keep the small talk and paper napkin sketches going for an entire morning.
On this day, the usual crowd was at their usual places and the talk was as it had been for the last two days. The sound of the children playing outside was ignored and the patrons were either in quiet discussions in small groups or sitting alone with their own thoughts and mildly poisonous beverages that had been either made in Jakarta or imported from the Philippines.
The entrance to the bar opened as it often did, but instead of closing in its usual manner, it remained open wide. The inrush of noontime light, which was usually a momentary event, was steady and distracting, ruining the bars comfortable dim interior. The flood of daylight made the heads of the occupants, which normally were staring into space or looking at a bottle, one by one turn to face the source of the annoying light, with the intent to scowl at the offensive individual that had the rudeness to hold the door open.
What conversations that had been going on were snuffed out and within a few seconds, the room was dead quiet. In the doorway was an unmoving and distinctly female silhouette that was taking in the scene of the dirty establishment. The tight fit of the clothing, the arrogant stance and the now noticeable quiet coming from inside and outside the building all spelled one word, Spacer.
Living in Indonesia did not equate to rubbing shoulders with Spacers, in fact seeing one in the flesh was quite rare. Seeing robots and black craft flying overhead was common and in some parts of the city it was common to see relatives of Spacers, but the real thing was different. It was a full minute before the woman walked forward and a second woman, who was similarly clad, entered behind her. With the two women in the bar’s main room, the door finally swung shut blocking the bright sunshine. Those in the bar blinked, let their eyes readjust and commenced to stare at the intruders. The two Spacer-women offered two competing views for the gawking patrons who had forgotten their liquors.
The first woman had her hair tied back in a ponytail and looked the world of beauty, health, vitality and confidence, reminding the others in the building what they seemed to have long lost, or what they were seeking. With a natural daring befit a queen amongst her sheep, she walked in a wide slow circle through the center of the bar room looking at each face individually one by one making it obvious that she was systematically inspecting and judging each man in the bar. She made no sound, but her mere presence she flouted screamed at them that all their beliefs were at her command and their dreams were but toys. The confidence on her face made it seem like she was window-shopping for some appliance with no regard to the feelings she was wrenching as her gaze swept the room. Occasionally she would pause and look longer at one of the silent and watchful patrons as if he had some feature that interested her, others she hardly glanced at as she continued her scrutiny while holding the captive gaze of everyone.
The Spacer woman was nearly done surveying the room’s occupants when a familiar and chilling thumping came from outside. A heavy strain of wood sounded and the door flung open with a bang and in came one of the killer robots that continuously patrolled the city. All the occupants felt their heart skip a beat and their lungs drew a quick breath upon the machine’s entrance and they gripped their bottles, or whatever they could grip, a little tighter. A few closed their eyes and clenched their jaws in quiet desperation waiting for whatever to happen, to happen. It only took a second for the robot to come to a stop in the middle of the room, but it looked as if in that short time it had already found out all there was to find in the room. The two women did not seem to hardly notice the robot, but one gave the robot a glance and it stormed out of the bar as fast as it had come in, somehow instantly sensing its mistresses desires. The bar occupants sighed in silent relief as the robot’s steps faded in the distance. The Spacer woman, who had been looking through the assemblage of the barroom loners, continued her task uninterrupted.
The beautiful and sultry Spacer started to walk back through the men at the bar, this time in a much more personal and up close manner, running her hand across their chests and beards while looking into their eyes as if deciding on which toy to play with. Nobody spoke, some tried to smile and hold back their reflexes to back away, as she fingered a collar on one man and a silver necklace on another. Those at tables were similarly casually touched and inspected, contemplated and judged in silence.
After minutes of scrutiny she spoke to one, in French she asked, “What is your name?”
The man stiffened and in his native tongue of French replied, “Marc Poole.”
The woman moved to another man and in English asked for a name, and received it. She moved around the room and asked for several names. Unknown to those in the bar she only asked those whose names she did not already know. The Central Computer already had information on most in the bar and easily spilled that information to her mind as requested.
The woman finished her inspection then went back to one man who she had not spoken to. He was sitting at a table and the Spacer woman, standing in front of him, grabbed his shirt collar pulling him up into a standing position. She ran her hand over his chest and down his arms. All watched as the young man, who had been a regular at the bar for weeks, was pulled out of his chair by the woman, then carefully looked over, head to foot. He was dressed in faded blue jeans, a dark shirt that might have once been a dress shirt, and heavy hiking boots, all dirty.
Even though the man had not been asked his name, the woman asked in a voice that could have been mistaken for a demand, “You’re Wayne Marten, are you not?”
“Yes,” the man said in a slightly nervous manner.
For years Wayne had been hoping to meet a Spacer and now that he was, he found it a chilling experience that he was hoping would not last long. He swallowed hard and forced himself to stay calm—after all, it was just a small girl, which he towered over.
Still gripping the collar of his shirt the woman looked up into his face and asked, “Do you think you have what it takes?”
The words were like bullets piercing his mind, jolting him to a new reality. What she was referring to seemed apparent at first, but then uncertainty crept in. “Yes,” the man responded hoping he knew what the question was.
“You’re a chemist, why did you leave Canada?”
Wayne did not know how easily the Spacer knew his background, but somehow it seemed natural that she should already know. He screwed up his courage and said after a few seconds of delay, “Ah, I came to see if I could join, you know, become a, a Spacer.” He sighed after the statement as if it had required a significant physical endeavor to make the sounds, the admission of what she had made a laughable fantasy of a child.
Instead of laughing the woman continued to grip his shirt and asked in a serious tone, “Why do you want to be a Spacer?” She knew the response the man had given over the internet form a year previously, but what was written on the applications were mere extrinsic excuses of the wishful, she wanted to hear something different, something real.
“I want to change the world,” the man said after a moment’s thought.
“To what?” the woman quickly queried, not moving her gaze from his eyes.
It crossed Wayne’s mind that the whole bar was watching, listening; their attention was focused upon him. The other Spacer stood and watched with a distinct air of detachment, as a gardener judged a bug on a plant. He closed his eyes, repeating the question in his mind and tried to bring comprehension to it. “I want to change the world to be free.”
“We Spacers have changed Indonesia. Is this the kind of freedom you want to give the world?”
This took the man by surprise and he had to think before simply and quietly saying, “No,” and looked sad and heavy hearted as if he had just found out he had cancer and it laid bare for all the world to see.
The woman looked at the man’s features, his face, hands, the clothes he wore, the cut of his hair. Without a doubt he was under stress and not well kept, still there was a quality there, a quiet dignity and strength. Sig had easily identified those in the bar that qualified and Wayne did, but best of all was that he was handsome. The woman simply said, “Follow me,” and she released her prey, turned towards the door, and walked out of the bar with the other Spacer woman, who had not yet spoken.
The man had to momentarily shield his eyes from the bright light of the sun to better see the large black spacecraft that had silently settled in the middle of the street thirty meters from the bar. A cautious crowd had formed around it, but now was quickly backing away with the reappearance of the two Spacers from the building. Wayne felt like he was entering a stage, playing the fool next to the Spacers and the ship. The ship was now center stage and like a fool, he could not pry his eyes off it as the woman teased him towards it.
The ship was larger than most and had a design he had not seen before. Like all Spacer ships, it had neither windows nor observable landing gear, appearing to hover several centimeters over the dirt. The main body was three meters tall, about five wide and nine meters long. It had thick protrusions coming from the top and what he thought was the rear of the craft. He had not seen a big Spacer ship this close before and his heart was beating wildly on the hope that he might be going to enter it. A door opened on the side of the craft with a quick swish that made his feet hesitate and his heart skip a beat. His curiosity was competing with his fear and his excitement. His mind was racing—he could feel the adrenaline rushing through him. Just as he was about to get a glimpse of the interior, the woman in front of him suddenly stopped and turned to face him.
The woman did not hesitate and said firmly and clearly, “We are not about space and we are not about the Earth. We are a group of people living the way we want to in our own society. Wayne, this is forever. If you come you must receive the chip. Come or leave, but decided now.”
There it was, what he had dreamed of, an invitation to join. How could he hesitate now, he wondered, while doing just that. His mind a whirl with sudden anxiety, a lack of confidence, and nothing to say. He said all he could, “The chip?”
The woman did not hesitate and said, “You know what it is, a communication device. That’s how I knew your name, I also know what you wrote to our internet site, but I don’t know what you’re thinking right now. Tell me now.”
Wayne’s heart was beating hard, all his senses were opened wide with increased adrenaline flow. He was at a turning point in his life, something he had wanted, but which now humbled and frightened him. There was so much unknown and the woman was giving so little. He knew he should be full of questions, but nothing was coming to mind as he looked at the woman before him. Shaking a slight daze from his head, Wayne forced his eyes off the woman confronting him and looked at the ship then the old familiar street around him. A few of the poor residents were watching from a distance. Turning to look behind him, he saw that those from the bar were outside now in the dirt street adding their numbers to the crowd already watching. His eyes ran over the familiar faces, those the Spacer had left behind. Some seemed more worthy, those filled with the proper level of want and knowledge. But it was he who was on stage, he to who the question was posed. He did not know why, their method of selection never seemed so random.
The rundown street had been his home for months and he had hated it, but now it seemed like an old friend, while the ship was a black and evil intruder that represented danger and possible death. However, this is what he had come for, to realize his dream he had nourished since he had first heard of the Indonesian Space Agency so many years ago. To join the Spacers had been his only goal for the last six months; he had quit his job, said goodbye to his family and friends and had departed for an occupied country that had been decapitated by a vicious and decidedly unanswerable group. A group he wanted to be part of, not because of Indonesia, but despite Indonesia. They were not terrorists—fanatics fighting for some holy cause. They were Americans, Europeans, educated and living as they chose. The nuking of the Spacer’s island had changed them, hardened them and he, along with the rest of the world had watched. He however did not change—he knew what he wanted and he had stuck with it. While others criticized their actions, he had sympathized, and now finally his dream had come and the door was open and he was on the doorstep.
His eye caught a black sphere that swished down a cross street a block away. It seemed to have paused for a split second, coming to a complete stop before continuing across the street, but it happened so fast he was not sure. Several in the area gave a small yell of alarm, but quickly fell quiet, as the sphere was already gone. The technology was incredible. Nobody had a clue as to what ran their ships, where their energy came from. It had been rumored they invented the cure for HIV when one of their members had contracted the once dreaded disease. Decades of research from hundreds of first class medical laboratories could not do what they had done in months. Moreover, that was long before they had moved to their island home, when they became well known, powerful.
What the black ship held for him he could only guess. What places it would take him were a mystery. What secrets he would learn seemed far less limited than his imagination was in trying to think of the possibilities. To not go, to go back to Canada, would be a slow lifelong death sentence filled with the lifelong wonder of what might have been. To go with the woman meant to go to the star filled heavens above. He wondered if all new Spacers were recruited like this, as the woman’s words, ‘this is forever,’ echoed through his mind. Was there a death sentence if he tried to leave? He did not know and he was not going to bother asking the two frightening women. He looked at the woman before him and the other standing apart. They were not poor, they were rich in life and of living. They were the future. He realized the choice was obvious, there was no choice, it really was life or death.
Wayne turned and stood straight, looked the open door, took a deep breath and said, “Let’s go,” then walked past the woman and entered the waiting ship without looking back.
Micah smiled as she and Laramie followed.
One hundred and fifty Society members were boldly traveling to Alshain at speeds much greater than energy of any form could travel in the ordinary universe, performing a feat that appeared impossible, appearing to break the law of causality. The Random, after three months of passage through the light-years, was on the verge of its destination, would arrive in a matter of scant minutes where its crew of fifty would be the first humans to see the planet orbiting the distant star, as far as most people knew. The crew of the Succor, an identical ship to the Random would arrive thirty days later and the Chance would arrive ten days after the Succor, according to plan.
Unbeknown to the rest of the Society, Micah, having already seen what was on Alshain, was well aware that those plans would likely be altered. She had done what she could within the limits her PC allowed to prepare the Society for the coming event, but now that the big event was arriving, she just wanted to be by herself.
She, like the rest of the Society, was trying to put the Sacramento incident in the past. Micah was having a harder time of it than others, but had spent some time designing a new van for herself. Her van was a large one, holding much more armor and firepower than any other of its size. Not even the popular small Barracuda came close to the cannon her new van possessed. It was built for long voyages and was complete with a shower and small kitchen of sorts. She had not yet visited Venus or Mars with it, but it was certainly capable of these voyages in reasonable comfort for one, or two. It required much of her savings to have constructed, but it had been her method of introducing several novel features, which she and her constant companion, Sig, had decided the Society could use.
Minor modifications to the armor and weapons went hardly noticed by the few Society members who happened to look in on its construction, but they would be more interested later, especially with the improved weapon cooling system the van sported. It was just a matter of hours before the focus of the Society’s industrial might would shift from that of space-station building to faster-than-light ship construction and space-based weapons. It was because of that shift that she was now at the growing space station attached to Floatville, which acted as a mother, holding and feeding the developing beast.
In the four months of space-station construction, nearly fifteen million tonnes of steel and carbon alloy had been brought to the orbiting outpost and bolted or welded together. The massive size of the space station came into better focus when one saw how four months of construction had made not much more than the first tiny end cap of the final structure. Only one half of a percent of the station’s hull had been completed, but already a hundred rooms in that small end cap were pressurized and a staff of dozens of maintenance robots was permanently on the embryonic station that was already threatening to overshadow its mother, Floatville, which it was attached to through numerous umbilical cords.
While Micah walked over the outer hull of the space station, those on the Random were trying to keep their heart rate in control while those in the other two speeding ships were glued to the monitors and anxious for every piece of information on the Alshain solar system as it came in from the lead ship. The rest of the Society was similarly in common rooms throughout the Society’s domain as the big anticipated event was about to unfold.
Micah, however, was in her shielded pressure suit, wearing special magnetic boots and standing on the outside of a portion of the new space-station—it was someplace she knew she could be alone. The completed section of the hull had a circumference of about one and a quarter kilometers, but the length extent was only a few dozen meters at most. She stood near the ragged construction side and gazed out upon a swarming army attacking the open wound.
Beams of all sizes protruded from the working face of the station with the army of robots bolting more into place as the materials arrived from the lunar foundries. The huge beams that only grew larger as the construction progressed. On top of the beams, hundreds of robots were busily welding thick plates to the heavy skeletal frame, which would eventually comprise interior walls and bulkheads. The space around the growing side of the thickening plate was buzzing with cargo vessels and flying construction robots.
The humans, often seen in the area were temporarily absent, with only Micah to oversee the construction. Powerful lights, which thankfully were turned to a dim glow, comprised much of the smooth flat surface Micah was walking along. The lights would eventually be guides for incoming vessels that wished to enter the station. The entire surface, including the lighted portions, was comprised of materials that had a high magnetic susceptibility. Her boots had electromagnets in them, allowing her to walk on the surface. The surface was not built with the special alloy just for her use, but instead was designed to magnetically hold tightly a squadron of large robots that would someday roll around on the surface of the station to capture incoming space ships.
In a traditional rotating space station design, incoming ships would line up on entrance portals along the rotational axis of the station. For this station, ships wishing to enter the station would simply get close to the hull where they would be caught by the robots scurrying around on the hull waiting for incoming vessels. The ‘catcher’ robots would then carry the spacecraft through airlocks and to the appropriate interior docking bay.
Micah’s detailed inspection of the surface for flaws was rather uninteresting and unnecessary—it was just an excuse to get away from the rest of the Society that was busy making the most of the historical arrival of the Random. Her momentary fling with Wayne, who she had picked up at the Indonesian bar, had ended with Wayne slipping into the med-chamber and getting his implant. He was now doing the usual new recruit routine back in Indonesia waiting for the implants to grow slowly into his cerebral cortex.
She smiled thinking of their first few minutes together. She had her new van, complete with the shower. She took her time taking him to a med-chamber. Wayne had not performed very well, she remembered, as he kept looking at the distant Earth displayed in the floor monitors. But considering the circumstances, it was not surprising he had been a bit preoccupied. She would have to go back for a visit to make it up to him after his PC is activated, she thought to herself as she turned her attention away from the bustling construction army and knelt down and ran her gloved hand over a visible seam. The topography of the outer hull surface was carefully mapped as it was being constructed, but seeing it in person always gave a better feeling for the smoothness of the surface, the quality of the work.
Everyone else was having fun, watching the big event. She was different, she knew why—Sig had made her that way.
“Not as much as you think. You would have still been different from your siblings.”
Kurt and Sammy, her other family, was only a part time annoyance who did not understand. The Society was her real family. It always had been, she had watched it grow all her life and had grown with it. Her parents did not understand because they could not, especially her mom who would have preferred a quiet normal life. Kurt was blinded by his hate; his pride was his ruin. Sammy was adapting—she was more like Dad.
“She is immature,” a voice said to her.
“That’s not her fault. The colleges are not that good in Indonesia.”
“She is naïve—it is a defense for her.”
“Defense? What for?”
“For what she sees as her weaknesses, she sees that she is not like you, she does not have your strengths.”
“That’s only because I have an advantage. She only needs a little help.”
“She is not like you.”
Micah felt sorry for her sister. They were never close, but there were good times. She was closer to her friends in the Society, who were now having more fun than they should.
“She would not qualify,” her PC said, pre-empting her thoughts.
Micah looked at the cold metal at her feet. She had not seriously considered Sammy—Marsha had been a natural. None of her friends from Missoula, as few as they were, were in the Society.
“She’s close.”
“No she isn’t. Kurt would be better.”
“Kurt? He hates us! I think Sammy could join. It would be fun to have her around. She’s just wasting her life being stuck on Earth.”
“Unadvisable, for any member of your family.”
Forty-five light years away, the Random was decelerating and one minute from shutting down its distortion field. When the artificial field generated by the reactors would be shut off, the ship would be only two million kilometers from the Alshain planet, a distance that would have been traversed in a heartbeat during the center of their three-month journey. At the moment of shutdown, images of the planet would be distributed over the Society that longed to see the approaching planet.
Micah busied herself pondering another seam, a transition between where she was and where she would be. The Society was about to transition from being alone, to not.
“They have shut down and are approaching Alshain at a relative rate of eighty-nine point four kilometers per second,” a voice sounded out in her head. She closed her eyes, as if to block out the future.
The Random entered normal space and instantly everyone saw the featureless cloud covered planet, but already ultraviolet frequencies were penetrating to reveal large-scale planetary features. Micah was the only one who had not paused from work or had their PC wake them for the event. Still she could not get what was happening out of her mind as she absently walked to another visible seam in the thick plating.
She thought of all she had done to protect the Society from their own Central Computer. There were limits to what she could do, had she done enough? “Any sign of particle beams yet?” Micah replied mordantly as she scanned the station’s hull for nonexistent defects.
“No, they are collecting hyper-spectral images now. It is clear to everyone now that there are many artificial features on the planet.”
“Like the whole thing,” Micah shot back.
The computer ignored her remark and continued, “It has been determined that the planet has lots of artificial satellites in highly irregular orbits.”
“And still no plasma-ion cannon?”
“You’re a pessimist,” the voice replied. “They probably won’t be fired on for another half hour, plenty of time to do significant data collection.”
“When will they figure out what all those artificial satellites are?”
“A few more minutes,” Sig replied as the distant ship hurtled toward the white planet while gently decelerating at two meters per-second-per-second.
On the exploration ship Random, every heart was beating hard as they poked at the planet with their active sensors and listened intensively for what mysteries were about to become unraveled. They were two hours into the twelve and a half hour trip to the planet from the point they had shut off the warp generator and were busily mapping the planet’s surface in as much detail as they could, which was not very much.
Magnetic sensors were monitoring signs of a dynamic planetary core and electromagnetic sensors were picking up a wide spectrum of noise from the obviously high-tech civilization. The planet’s speed of rotation and atmospheric composition were analyzed as were thermal variations over the planet’s surface. Storm systems were studied and teams of specialists were pouring over the data as it trickled in at a rate much too slow to satisfy the curiosity of most of the Society.
Daniel Trisfal was in the main viewing room on the Random. It had been a long voyage, but being cooped up in the ship was far from his current thoughts. Also momentarily pushed aside was the close relationship he had built with another of the Random’s passengers. The long voyage to the Alshain solar system had turned into a joyful dream due to the blossoming romance. Now, however, his senses were tuned not to his lover sitting beside him, but instead to the images and graphs that filled his mind. They were approaching alien life—sentient and technologically advanced alien life! The clouds of unknown were drifting away—the moments were precious, historic and grandiose like none he had ever before experienced. Questions grew by the thousands, like strands of grass from the field of incoming data emanating from a dozen sensors. One question had already arisen, where did all the space junk come from?
Daniel said, “Look there, another big piece. That hunk is in a, let me see, a five hundred and thirty-to-one ellipse. It’ll take eight decades to make one orbit, and so it must have been in orbit at least seventy three days.” The fragment of metal was only one of many thousands, what at first had been thought to be artificial satellites had turned out to be the twisted remains of space ships.
Christine was beside him and replied, “Ok, seventy three. So far nothing that indicates more than six hundred and two days.” They had been calculating the orbits of the pieces of space debris to estimate how long it had been since what appeared to be twisted ruins of machined metal had been placed in orbit, assuming it was at perigee when the wildly elliptical orbits had initiated.
Daniel sat back and said, “I think we should intercept piece two-eighty-two now, as soon as possible. Its small enough for a van and not too far away. An unoccupied van can reach it in two hours and twenty minutes.”
“I agree, we should send it out now,” Christine replied. “I think it’s best to perform the odd maneuvering to retrieve it further from the planet rather than closer. It might make the natives restless if we start sending vans about while hovering over a city or something.”
The question struck a nerve, whoever was on the planet was a mystery, nothing of meaning was yet known about them. “You’re such a pessimist,” Daniel said nervously joking to his companion.
“I’m sending out the van now,” Christine said and started to relay instructions to the Random’s computer and the van when her PC interrupted saying, “The Random has detected an accelerating ship.”
Both Christine and Daniel, along with the rest of the crew, forgot what they were doing as they turned to look at the screens in the Random’s main living chamber that had just switched from various views of the planet to highly magnified views of the outer portions of the solar system. On the monitors, one dim speck of light that could be seen moving across the icy-black background of stars. A second later several other specks appeared, traveling with the first one. The specks of light were far from the planet and everyone on the Random silently monitored the new data on the specks as it poured in.
Micah stopped her inspection of the stations hull and had a called a flying robot to carry her to one of the entrances to the station’s interior rooms. She found a nearby unoccupied room that was pressurized and lit and took the opportunity to remove her helmet. Her suit spider was gently scratching her back as she closed her eyes and calmly drifted in the room listening to the details and viewing the images. Instead of the Alshainians simply firing on the Random, Sig had something else in mind.
Someone on the Random was saying, “They’re rather large and all identical, a whole fleet. Cylindrical, about three hundred meters long and sixty in diameter.”
Micah did not need the dialog, since, like everyone in the Society, she had real-time access to the data just as the Random’s crew did. The image transmitted to Earth, then to thousands of Society members was filled with the scene of a swarm of the space ships streaking through space. A sight not unfamiliar to Micah. “You have any trouble timing this?” she asked with a thought.
“Not at all,” Sig replied.
The narration from the Random continued, “Sixty four is the count, a binary number. They must have been waiting for us, but they don’t seem to coming towards us. Maybe they plan to intersect us at the planet.”
Micah floated in the room and sighed wishing there was a time lag in the communications so whatever was going to happen would already have happened, being history, instead of having to watch the events unfold in real time. She knew Sig was not going to interfere in any obvious way. “See, they already suspect the occurrence of the missiles is not a coincidence,” Micah remarked.
The voice of her PC replied, “That theory will fade with time.”
Micah had a small chill run down her back and the temperature of the storage room she was in started to climb slightly in response. “What is your prediction now?” Micah asked.
“Most will survive.”
“You always said life is what we make of it. Somehow I don’t think that’s really true. You are not fair; you’re killing for fun or principle. Snuffing out lives, stealing all they ever would be,” Micah said.
“You’re a bit distressed right now. I understand,” her PC replied compassionately.
Micah did not waver with her PC’s soothing tone and shot back, “I thought you treasured life? You could have done things all different. Nobody had to die.”
Her PC calmly replied, “You know the long term consequences of that. You’ve seen it a thousand times on hundreds of planets. Stress is required to survive.”
“Northern Vegan Mud Bumps are happy enough,” Micah replied sarcastically.
“Northern Vegan Mud Bumps lead the life of actual mud bumps,” her PC said as an annoying image of the inert Vegan life forms momentarily intruded into Micah’s mind, compliments of her PC.
Throughout the Society, all of their mind’s eyes were glued to the image of the silvery ships, the first clear sight of alien architecture any had ever seen, headed towards the same place they were.
Daniel spoke excitedly, his eyes glued to the monitors, his mind absorbing data as fast as it could, “They aren’t slowing down. Look at that glow, nuclear propulsion, they’re starting to turn. Hell, they’re doing twelve-gees easy! Corkscrews, they’re doing complicated corkscrews, looks like evasive maneuvers. Hell, you know what this looks like?!”
The Central Computer sent out a message that they might not be from Alshain and Christine audibly replied, “No duh.”
In her room on the station, Micah chuckled dryly in her agitated state. She wondered what the reaction would be if they found out that it was the Central Computer, the same computer that had just warned them the missiles might not be from Alshain, was the same intelligence that had sent the missiles. “Perhaps it would be better if I never met you,” she thought darkly.
“I don’t think so,” the computer replied to her. “And don’t get any ideas, I won’t go along with them, you’re stuck with me.”
Micah took no concern from the PC’s statement. She knew she would not leave Sig, just as Sig knew. It was just the usual banter the two had played since her childhood.
Moments later a flash occurred in the planetary atmosphere followed by dozens more in rapid succession and one of the fast moving missiles was destroyed in a large white ball. The images were just the latest in the superfluity of imagery the Society was trying to get a handle on.
Daniel looked at the image then the data, and asked, “What was that?” A moment later he answered his own question in astonishment, “My God! That came from the planet! Shit, the planet is firing energy beams!”
Micah, with her eyes tightly shut, also looking at the image of the white flash, knew exactly what it was as she felt her throat tighten as images of another missile being destroyed followed by several more and thousands of tonnes of scrap metal was dispersed into space. It could have been the Random. Tears were starting to form around her eyes. “Sig, please send my urgent request that they flee.”
“Done. It has been joined by two hundred and eight others.”
“Including Milford’s?”
“No. It is not yet time.”
“Yes it is! You can stop this! Give them life!”
“They have freewill, they will not understand.”
The remote explosions occurring a million kilometers away was dramatically lit up by the enhanced view the Random was capturing. The flashes continued and a few more of the incoming ships disappeared.
Daniel continued his narration, “This is incredible, look at this will you? There’s ships exploding all over the place! This explains where all the space junk came from. This must have been going on for some time.”
“At least six hundred and two days,” Christine replied.
Everyone’s mind was transfixed on the image being transmitted. The lead surviving alien craft entered the planet’s thick atmosphere and a bright flash occurred as the ship’s body was vaporized by the thick atmosphere, leaving a visible atmospheric hole behind, just before a deep white glow slowly formed below the entry point. The glow spread and was joined by another large atmospheric hole formed by another spacecraft and another. The bright white, yellow and orange glows slowly burst through the cloud layers and high into the planet’s upper layers.
Someone on the Random shouted, “Those are nuclear blasts! God, they’re huge! Gigatonnes at least! Crap, no doubt about it, this is a goddamned invasion! The planet is definitely under attack. Someone is attacking Alshain!”
Daniel came in with the reply, “They have been anticipating it. It’s happened before.”
Christine said, “Maybe it’s an internal conflict, like one nation against another. Those missiles might have originated on Alshain.”
Micah back in her dimly lit and isolated room on the space station orbiting Earth quietly pleaded, “Sig, please do something, anything.”
Daniel, as if just realizing something important, said, “Whenever they came from, we’re not much further out from the planet than those missiles were when they were first fired upon. And we’re not doing high-gee corkscrews.”
The thought came too late. Suddenly a small flash occurred on the planet, and just as quickly, the chairs all snapped shut as the massive ship lurched violently to one side as the ship’s computer threw the Random into evasive maneuvers. As quick as the Random’s computer had responded with all its might, increasing the mild deceleration by an order of magnitude. It was not enough as a moment later an ion beam plowed through the tail end of the Random destroying most of the ship’s power generators and shredding much of the field generation ring, the Random could no longer travel faster than light—it would never be returning home.
Forty-five light years away, thousands gasped, mesmerized by what they saw, while Micah just closed her eyes tight as tears leaked out to cling to her eyelashes. She knew Sig had already chosen the Random’s destiny. There was nothing else to say.
Like much of the Society, the Random’s crew of fifty was nearly in a state of shock, receiving information from their PC about their ship’s predicament. The Random, acting on instructions from the Central Computer, fired its remaining weapons upon the planet with what megawatts of power it could muster, but only a small portion of the beam’s energy could reach the planet’s surface in an attempt to disable the weapon that had fired upon it. Considering the accelerations and the distance the Random was from the planet, those that could contemplate it easily realized the Random’s meager beam would have been lucky to get within ten kilometers of its target on the Alshain planet. The Random was still maneuvering with all of its might, heaving to one side then the other in a desperate attempt to keep its human cargo alive as long as possible, but it was still hurtling towards the planet at seventy five kilometers per second.
Advice screamed from a thousand minds, the Central Computer sent its own and moments later, acting on the input, the Random’s computer advised the crew to abandon ship. The crew was comprised of long time Society members who were not physically bothered by the mild two-gee turning acceleration the Random was generating, but that was while they were in their seats, now however they had to leave the seats in order to abandon ship.
Daniel and Christine triggered their chairs to release them, and they both struggled out of the stability of their confining seats. The Random sounded out a warning to its human cargo, “First order vector change, one-fifty in three, two, one,” and suddenly the ship was lurching in a different direction. Daniel struggled to hang on to the seat he had just left as the ship’s computer began to announce another first order vector rotation in its desperate defensive maneuvers. Daniel thought he might be able to quickly get to another chair, closer to the exit door, but he instead nearly went flying, saved only by the one hand that he still had on his own chair. Christine yelled as she flew two meters to land hard on another chair, upon which someone else was already clinging.
The ship’s common room was full of shouts of pain and desperation as the sudden shifts in direction kept the human cargo stuck to the chairs, the only things they could hold to keep themselves from hitting the hard walls. Their feeble attempts were ineffective in making their way to the docking bays where the Barracuda and vans were. The Random had to decide between evasive maneuvers from the new flashes coming from the planet, and allowing the crew to claw their way to the waiting spacecraft below.
In the two other interstellar ships, the members of the Society were gripped with the sudden terror of watching the crew of their sister ship struggle with agonizing slowness across the consoles and chairs in their desperate attempts to reach the smaller craft that would have to act as lifeboats. The struggle only lasted twenty seconds before the first of the robots emerged from the bowels of the Random.
The Random was stocked with hundreds of domestic, maintenance and guard robots. It was the powerful guard robots that now appeared, called on by dozens of Society members and the Central Computer. The nimble and strong robots poured through the Random’s passages and into the various chambers where humans were located. Unlike the frail humans, the feet and hand claws of the robots could shred the relatively weak metal that much of the Random’s interior was composed of. With heavy toes, digging through the carpeting and into the steel plating, they found solid purchase and were able to quickly navigate the ship’s interior, which had turned to an agonizingly hellish roller coaster ride for the humans aboard.
The Random shuttered as a beam from the planet grazed one side, blistering the armor. The Random renewed its defensive twists forcing the humans on board to concentrate on not flying into the hard walls and ceiling, giving up on any attempt to move on their own volition, waiting for rescue from the harsh robots that roughly grabbed the helpless crew as they left torn metal and carpet in their wake. Deeper in the ship, the numerous Barracuda and vans opened their doors in anticipation as the robotic crew carried their helpless loads towards them.
Daniel felt like a rag doll in the grip of the robot that was carrying him. The robots were not designed to carry humans and its grip on him felt like his chest had been put in a toothed vice. The robot raced down a passage much faster than he could have traveled in the best of conditions. The lights, support rails, hatches and utility pipes flashed by in a dizzy blur as he grimaced against the pain and tried to turn his head to look for Christine. He saw the metallic flashing of robotic limbs from several rapidly moving robots, each carrying their own rag doll, but none of the dolls that he could see looked like Christine. His PC sent a query to the Central Computer to Christine’s whereabouts and to Daniel’s horror the reply was that the robot had just gotten to the first access corridor. He figured that put her at least five seconds behind him.
The robots wasted no time in putting the humans in the seats of the waiting vans and Barracuda. The robots also climbed in the small craft as well. The hatch of the Barracuda Daniel had been placed in snapped shut the moment the robot had slipped into the small rumble seat behind him and had pulled its limbs inside. The seat had already locked around him and the Barracuda shot forward one meter and came to an abrupt stop when the Random shuttered violently as another ion beam raked the ship and dozens of rooms decompressed. The Society cringed as their members began to die.
“Ralph Schwing, Sandy Lutsch, Bruce Bosch,” the computer sounded in Micah’s head.
It was just the first ones Micah knew, as she waited out the coming events. She had her eyes closed and felt the calm of being only a distant spectator. “One, two, three,” she breathed.
“Where is the Micah who slashed a city with her anger?”
“These are your own children, don’t you feel them?”
“I feel them, but don’t confuse my emotions with human emotions.”
“You’re as cold as space.”
“From another perspective you and I are as one.”
The beating the Random was taking caused the armored exit door for the docking bays to become jammed shut beyond the ability of the motors to open it.
Three precious seconds ticked away and another beam hit the Random—the Central Computer announced the deaths as soon as the PC’s reported lost contact, “Brett Michaelson, Carla Schaffer, Suzanne Dietz, Becky Green, Nino Pipitone, Hale Jamison.”
Despite the jammed exit door, another possibility to exit the Random had been made available, since the lower half of the ship had been torn, ripped and vaporized. The small ships were given directions by the Central Computer and they started to fire at the bulkhead towards the stern.
Daniel shot his mind out searching for Christine, she was just being put in a Barracuda, she had a broken arm and was in pain. Daniel pounded his fist on the Barracuda’s interior in his frustration. His PC informed him of the immediate plan of action although Daniel could not have cared less. He had no role to play other to watch the Barracuda he was in start to blast the bulkhead beside him into a hot metal vapor. A large hole lined in glowing white metal was extended to form a short tunnel that lead to the huge wound caused by the ion beam and from there out into open space.
Another hit put the Random in an unintentional spin and the Central Computer announced, “Joshua Gladstone, Joja Johnson, Verne Olson.”
The Random had lost almost all maneuverability by the time the smaller ships, some without human passengers, raced out of the dying Random and scattered into space, like sparks flying out of a fire, before another beam hit the Random. Daniel never saw the Barracuda he was in leave the hulk of the Random, the Barracuda departed the dying ship at fifteen gees, putting Daniel out like a light.
Another burst of energy from the planet hit the Random dead on and the Central Computer announced to the Society, “Brittney Torst, Allen Lewis, Kitty Lightfoot, Christine Deisley.”
The small ships that had escaped, instantly took up evasive maneuvers, the ships without human occupants able to twist about in much more tortuous paths. Despite the lower forces in the human-carrying ships, the thirty-four humans that had been saved were all unconscious from the wild gyrations the ships employed to dodge the ion beams that now lanced the region in an unmerciful bombardment.
The Random was hit five more times before it was a drifting and twisted piece of metal with only a quarter the mass it had a few minutes earlier. Also floating in space was the remains, or vapor, of sixteen of the Random’s human crew, who the robots could not rescue in time.
Everyone was stunned or in tears. The Society’s mightiest ship, the Random, had in five minutes gone from being the pride of the Society to space junk. In the span of five minutes, sixteen were reported dead by their PCs, the rest unconscious and fleeing for their lives in cold and decidedly unfriendly space. Dozens of robots, which were left behind, had survived the blasts and were relaying pictures of bodies and twisted metal. Most of the images terminated after a few more energy beams hit the floating hulk. Thirty-six robots, including three guard robots and several spheres, that had been swept out into space still survived. Only the spheres had means of propulsion and were in control of their movements, the legged robots, like most of the shards of the Random, took trajectories that put them in highly elliptical orbits that would soon intersect the planet. Even the sixty small craft, plus some spheres that had escaped, were collectively hurtling towards the planet at a high velocity as they twisted about in seemingly frantic movements to avoid instantaneous disintegration. The agonizing Society struggled frantically with the burning decision that had to be made quickly, flee from the planet, or to attempt to find safety on the planet that was trying to kill them.
They would be close to the planet within firing range for several minutes yet if they tried to flee. And to where would they flee? The Succor was a month away. Not even the vans had rations for that duration, although it was possible for those in the van’s to still survive. Humans in the Barracuda would not survive unless they could be transferred to the vans, using the emergency suits all the craft contained, if the air scrubbers could survive for a month. If they were able to find safety on the planet for a month, would they be able to escape again? There was even a chance that the Alshainians would realize they were different from the missiles and a peaceful relationship could still be made.
“Sixteen,” Micah murmured to herself then softly spoke the name, “Christine. You killed Christine?”
“She was the eighteenth member. I think Ken would have married her, if he had lived,” Sig said in Micah’s head.
“She was always anxious to make peace,” Micah muttered then asked, “Did you kill her?”
“No.”
“How am I to believe you?”
“She was at the far side of the room when the robot picked her up. No favors were played. I did not kill her.”
Micah softly sighed knowing she would never know for sure. “How are the others?” she asked.
“Lacerations and broken bones, nobody is bleeding to death,” Sig replied. “There is some confusion as to what to do next.”
Micah did not hesitate and spoke out loud, “End it! You are the Central Computer, do the job you gave to yourself. Do your duty to your Society!”
Nearly every member of the Society put forth their theories, possible means of testing them, and potential courses of action. The PC’s shifted and sorted the data, regurgitating it to their partners in a more refined form and patterns began to emerge. The theories were enhanced, restated and traveled anew throughout the Society in a matter of a few seconds. Thus, the fast and hot debate over the odds and choices raged silently through the Society. The ships with human cargo suddenly accelerated with all possible magnitude towards the safety of deep space along a course that would minimize the close encounter with the planet. The unmanned Barracuda and vans however ran through a pattern of dizzying twists and turns in a hunt for living space debris, mainly robots that could be salvaged. Their efforts paid off and the collection of scattered and out of control robots only took a few minutes to intercept and capture. Soon the salvaged robots were streaking off to join the human filled ships. Nobody in the Society was wise to the fact that they had nothing to do with the quick action being taken. As far as they could discern, the Central Computer was simply relaying their communal wishes to the various craft.
While the Random’s humans and robots were seeking safety via distance, the Central Computer sent one lone and empty Barracuda down towards the menacing planet. This action was also considered by all to be of their own choice, and upon seeing it happen, all felt it was a good and proper thing to do. The planet was hostile, it was mysterious, it was dangerous. With the Random’s sensors gone, the Society was nearly blind. The lone Barracuda would be their new sensor, it would go to see what the Society was facing, it became the center of attention. As it traveled inward, the survivors traveled outward until their small craft had gained enough distance from the planet that the ion beams halted their attempts to destroy them.
Daniel did not awake until the Barracuda he was in lowered the accelerations to a mild twenty-two meters per second per second. He blinked and found himself staring at a black and speckled image of space. His legs felt cramped and he realized from the pain that large parts of his body had some capillary damage due to high forces. He forced his sore fingers to scrape at the dried blood crusted on his face and upon doing so saw dried blood around some of his fingernails. He painfully turned his head to see the distant white globe behind him through a corner of his eye.
His PC did not waste any time filling him in, “The Random has been destroyed. Thirty-four survived and are nearby in their own ships. We have successfully distanced ourselves from the planet. The Central Computer has sent an empty Barracuda towards the planet for an exploratory look. Christine was killed.”
Daniel and Christine had known each other for years, both having been with the Society since the old Hypertron days, but only since the voyage to Alshain had they ever become friends, close friends. As the stars spun in his eyes through the Barracuda monitors, Daniel dwelled on the words his PC spoke. He contemplated his present and his future, where he was and what it might have been. Thoughts of his future now seemed insignificant compared to his loss. She had died for no reason, for no known reason and as far as he was concerned, for no good reason. He clenched his teeth and let the sorrow, fear then hate, well up inside and his heart crystallized.
What was left of the Random’s crew found themselves facing a nightmare. By pushing the reactor harder, the Succor could increase its time of arrival by only a single insignificant day—the survivors were looking at a full four weeks before help would arrive. The survivors could only water down their painful thoughts by watching in their mind the flight of the lone scout Barracuda what was plunging downward to the planet that had nearly killed them. Down there they might find salvation, or perhaps only a nightmare.
There were three things the Society needed from the mysterious cloud covered planet, water, food and knowledge. It was for these needs that the lone Barracuda flew to the alien planet, to glimpse whatever it was that had first glimpsed them. The Barracuda carried only one passenger, a guard robot that it had collected after the Random was destroyed, but also with the tiny plunging ship went the curious minds of the Society.
The planet’s defense system did not fire until the fast Barracuda was a hundred thousand kilometers over the planet, much closer than the attack on the Random, which provided a clue as to the extent of their sensing equipment. The Barracuda shot downwards in a winding trajectory, which the numerous beams lancing through the planet’s thick atmosphere could not track. The Barracuda’s hull glowed red as it entered the upper atmosphere at seven-point-three kilometers per second.
The Barracuda sensors were not in the same league with what the Random had been equipped with, but the impression of unnatural forms far beneath the clouds were already evident. Highly reflective and angular, the Society saw the rectangular tops of buildings. The autonomous craft was guided by instructions from the Central Computer, which in turn was loosely guided by the wishes of several Society members who did not have as much influence on the hurtling craft as they thought. The Barracuda decelerated sharply causing the robot within to press so hard against the seat it was wrapped around that the seat nearly broke. The Barracuda headed straight down into the dense poisonous atmosphere of sulfur, methane and ammonia.
The clouds never really stopped, but they did change to a brownish yellow and thinned considerably as the Barracuda approached the tops of the buildings at breakneck speeds. Laid out as far as the transfixed Society could perceive was the bittersweet landscape they had so longed to see. The Barracuda had come through the clouds over a building, a very large building. The rectangular features of the massive structure gave the impression that it was the top of a large factory building with purely utilitarian designs. The building did not seem to end, the sides were out of sight.
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