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Meet the Young Defenders
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Tie-In to the AFV Defender SF series

Behind every legendary ship are the little people who make the incredible discoveries possible.

In the case of the AFV Defender, they really are little: the children of the crew, growing up below decks, learning lessons on faith, honor, loyalty, and what it really means to be a hero. No matter what it costs.

Cadets long before they go to the Fleet Academy for official training, they are preparing for the day the fate of the Alliance, and maybe the Human race, lies in their hands.

Jorgan: a new kid on the ship, an orphan adopted by Fleet doctors, with a talent for gizmos, and secret fears.

Tress: leader of the gang by default, with Talents ready to bloom, and a gift for attracting trouble, no matter how hard she tries to be careful.

Elli: raised by her older brother and trying to understand the Talent that has claimed her, while being one of the new cadets on board the ship. 

Bo: musical prodigy with brittle bones and unsure if the Fleet or Enlo can use a boy without real legs.

Dafna: her love of solitude and dark, hidden places becomes an advantage when the Defender is threatened.

Kati: her Talent isn't “cool“ like everyone else's, and she needs to learn the hard way that Enlo gives gifts to those who are willing to obey, no matter what.
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The people:

The Fort family:





Dom, age 25




Elli, age 10



The Lore family:

Tress; age 9

Treinna and Jasper; Tress’s parents; Communications Chief and Chief Engineer on the AFV Defender.

The Pace family:

Jorgan; age 10 

Tila and Ben; Jorgan’s parents; Fleet medics

The “gang”:

Jayna, Dafna, Kati, Bo

Other cadets on the ship:

Rayna, McNulty, Romni, Ricard, Rand, Rona,

Defender crew and officers:

Cyreena, ship’s counselor and Dom’s childhood friend

Maenta; Le’ankan Master; teacher

Maora, head sociologist

E’bett; head teacher 

Captain Genys Arroyan

Lt. Chief of Talents M’kar

Security Chief Decker

CMO Tahl

Chief Medic Brea

Locations:

Sheffroab Station

AFV Defender, E&D (exploration and diplomacy) ship

AFV Tryne, transport ship
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Chapter One
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“Ready?” Dom Fort went down on one knee to look his little sister Elli in the eyes. His voice dropped to a whisper, so the people around them in the disembarkation area of their ship, the Tryne, couldn’t have heard them “Hey, Midget, it’s going to be okay. I promise.”

“I know.” She tried to smile. “But what if ...” She swallowed hard. “I mean, I was sick on the way here ...”

“And Dr. Freethorn found nothing, right? This is the first time you’ve been in space since Mom and Dad died and you came to live with me. Four whole years, stuck on one planet.” He glanced around at the people surrounding them.

Elli thought maybe he was afraid to say the name of the colony world where they had lived. Grimsfell. Rewire Fever had swept through the colony, putting it into quarantine for nearly a Standard year. Many people didn’t like to admit they had lived on Grimsfell, because so many other people were afraid they might catch Rewire Fever from them.

“People with a whole lot more hours in space get sick when the gravity goes out without warning.” Her brother leaned closer and his voice dropped nearly to a whisper. “I thought I’d lose my cookies once or twice before they got the gravity back. That is not a good thing to happen to an engineer. We have to keep everything together, so we can save the ship if anything goes wrong. Would you trust someone coughing up his breakfast all over the controls for the ship?” He crossed his eyes.

That earned a giggle from Elli. He winked and kissed her forehead.

“You’re gonna be great. Lots of kids on our new ship to make friends with. If you want to go on to the Academy—and you don’t have to, remember—but if you do, the Defender is the best place to get a lot of early training.”

“You’re joining the Defender?” a woman said from behind them. She had bright green streaks in her long, silvery-white hair, to match her eyes. 

Elli had watched her during their voyage to Sheffroab Station, because the woman changed the colors in her hair and her eyes almost every day. She had worn civilian clothes during the voyage, but now she had changed into the plain maroon one-piece uniform just like Dom wore. That uniform meant they were members of the Fleet, traveling from one assignment to another. Elli shivered a little with excitement. She would get a uniform, too, when she was on the ship, because she would become an official cadet.

The green-haired woman nudged the man standing between them and her, and he moved aside so she could step up beside them. “What division?” she asked. “I’m starting in Life Sciences. No telling where I’ll move to, once I’ve had a couple missions under my belt.”

“Engineering,” Dom said, standing up again. “I’m Dominiq Fort, and this is my sister, Elli. She’s still weighing her options what branch of the service.” He winked at her, earning another giggle. He gestured at the closed, double-wide doors of the disembarkation area, indicating the station beyond them. “Did you get a look at the Defender when we were coming in?”

“No.” She wrinkled her nose and shrugged. “I get kind of fidgety when we come in for docking. My ex-boyfriend was a pilot and he told me too many disaster stories.” A sigh escaped her. “Sorry. Antonia. Antonia Li. Nice to meet you both.” She leaned closer and lowered her voice a little. “Did you hear? We’ve got Ankuar and Nisandrians on our ship. I didn’t know any were allowed into the Fleet.”

“Uh ... yeah. I did.” He rested his hand on Elli’s shoulder. 

A faint, sour sound traveled from his hand down her spine and up into her head, right between her ears. That sound meant her big brother didn’t like something about Antonia. Elli wasn’t sure how she knew that, but if she asked him about it later, he would tell her. Five times during their voyage on the Tryne, he had given off that sour sound when they met up with people on the transport ship. And every time she asked him about those people later, he told her they said or did something to make him uncomfortable. Their father had always said that Dom’s instincts, for people and for machines, would take him far, and Enlo had given him those instincts for a reason.

“Just one of each,” Dom continued. “CMO Tahl is Ankuar, and Chief of Talents M’kar is Nisandrian. You didn’t get the officer listing? Something wrong?” He held out a hand to Antonia.

“You said M’kar?” Antonia’s face sort of froze.

Elli had seen that stiffness, the cold light in her eyes, during the sweep of Rewire Fever across the colony on Grimsfell. A sweet, stinging sort of smell came off Antonia. Elli knew, though she wasn’t sure how she knew, that smell was fear. The woman fought it, tried not to show it, like so many people had when someone they knew came down with the fever. Elli stepped back. Sometimes that sweet smell got so strong, it made her head hurt. 

She didn’t want to get sick now, just before they went through the medical checkpoint before transferring onto the Defender. Elli wasn’t really afraid of the Defender’s Chief Medical Officer, even if she was Ankuar. She was just so tired of being surrounded by doctors and medics and technicians. Rewire Fever had delayed her brother’s transfer to the Defender by nearly four luns. She didn’t want to be to blame if Dom couldn’t step onto the Defender now, after all this waiting. He had been so serious since their parents died. The only thing that had made him excited about anything since then had been the chance to join the Defender and work under Chief Engineer Jasper Lore.

“Lt. M’kar is also head of Life Sciences,” Antonia was saying. Her voice cracked a little and the sweet smell turned hot. Just for a second. Then went cold. “I just jinxed myself, didn’t I?”

“Fleet wouldn’t let her be on the Defender if she was mean,” Elli said. She thought she could hear Antonia’s heart racing, hard enough, loud enough, to vibrate through the deck plating under their feet. “I like Nisandrians. They’re crazy and silly.”

“We had a Nisandrian family two doors down in our housing block,” Dom hurried to say. “Elli was friends with the boys. And yeah, crazy, but the best friends she ever could have had. Once you get past all the tattoos, they’re people just like us.”

“Yeah?” Antonia managed a shaky smile. “Thanks. That ... helps. I just have this bad habit of shooting off my mouth without knowing what’s going on and ... yeah, the last thing I need, my first day on the ship, is to insult my direct supervisor.” She took a deep breath and the sweet smell faded. “Hey, how did you get the officer list?”

“His girlfriend is a counselor on the ship,” Elli said.

“Cyreena isn’t my girlfriend,” her brother said with a sigh.

“She’s a girl, and she’s your friend.”

Dom groaned and shook his head. He might say Cyreena wasn’t his girlfriend, but Elli knew better. The two had been best friends since they were children and had gone through Basic together, even if they were in different disciplines. They had stayed in contact when they were sent out on their first assignments. Cyreena went to be a junior counselor on a station. Dom went to Grimsfell to be an assistant environmental systems engineer. Elli knew once they were serving together on the same ship, they would finally figure out that they belonged together.

“Ensign Dominiq Fort, guardian of Elli Fort.” A mechanical voice spoke from the shipboard wristbands Dom and Elli both wore. “Please report with your ward to the disembarkation chief.”

“Oh, great, you got caught, Midget.” Dom gripped her shoulder and gently turned her to the right, toward the open door of the disembarkation office, opposite the doorway. “I told you to stop messing with the ship. You broke something, didn’t you?”

“Dom ...” Elli groaned. Several people around them chuckled as he guided her toward that doorway that suddenly looked ominously dark.

“Catch up with you two on the ship,” Antonia said.

Dom waved with his elbow. One hand stayed on Elli’s shoulder, and the other was full of the straps of three bags full of their gear. Elli had two bags, and they bumped against the people they had to pass to get to the office.

“She’s nice,” Elli said. She didn’t want to think about why they had to report to the disembarkation chief. It couldn’t be good. Her father had always said that the more invisible he could be to the people in authority over him, the calmer and safer his life would be.

Elli still couldn’t understand why her father said that, because his job always took him into turbulent situations. Her father was a troubleshooter. He had started out working for Fleet, but his psionic Gift of empathy made him invaluable all over the Alliance. He had met Elli and Dom’s mother while on an assignment. She was a counselor helping the victims of the disaster he had come to solve. They had traveled all over the Alliance, solving problems, finding ways to help people resolve their disagreements and differences so they could work together. Dom and Cyreena had grown up together because her parents were counselors assigned to the same team.

Four years ago, Elli’s parents had traveled to a colony world being torn apart by feuding political factions. They left Elli on the Fleet station orbiting the planet, because the situation was unstable. Violent uprisings broke out at multiple locations every day. Their team had barely arrived on the planet’s surface when a bomb went off, killing most of the leaders of the four warring factions on the planet, and the entire team of troubleshooters, including Dom and Elli’s parents, and Cyreena’s parents. 

Elli had gone to Grimsfell to live with Dom and hadn’t been on a ship since. She thought maybe she liked staying on one planet all the time.

Now, she would be living on a starship. Would it be different from traveling on transport ships? More fun? More room? More regulations?

Certainly she would meet a lot of new people. Antonia was nice, but Elli couldn’t understand why she was nervous, even afraid, of meeting Lt. M’kar. She liked Nisandrians. The two Nisandrian boys down the hall had been her best friends. Until Rewire Fever hit. Then their parents fled back to Nisandros.

“Yeah,” her brother said now, agreeing that Antonia was nice, “but she needs to look ahead and learn to ask the right questions, instead of waiting for other people to give her information.” He let go of her shoulder as they stepped through the doorway of the office. “Ensign Fort and Elli Fort, reporting.”

“Ah, good.” Disembarkation Chief Wymset was a tiny woman only a head taller than Elli, who was only ten years old. She tapped the tablet sitting on the console in front of her. A green light flashed on the wall, and a plasti-sheet emerged from a slot under the light. Elli muffled a giggle, because the sheet was a pinkish-beige color, and looked like a tongue sticking out. “Orders for you two. Just came in. Nothing to really worry about, I imagine. Just there’s been a little bit of a ruckus the last few days. Turns out some idiot let loose hooples on the station. Everybody’s doubling and tripling security and medical checks, until everything calms down.”

“Hooples?” Elli looked up at her brother. “They’re real?”

Chief Wymset chuckled. “Oh, yeah. And they do crazy things to the wiring in your brain if you smell them. Or if you hear and see them, if you’re unlucky enough to run into the mechanical ones. What idiot would go out and create a mechanical version of the nasty critters? The live ones are bad enough.” She shook her head, grinning. Dom thanked her, and he and Elli left the office.

They stayed by the doorway of the office while he looked over the orders. Elli looked around and saw the doors had opened. People were leaving the ship, stepping out into the long umbilical tube that would take them onto Sheffroab Station.

“What’s it say?” She went up on her toes, but that still didn’t let her see whatever was printed on the sheet in her brother’s hand.

“We’re bypassing the standard entry check when we report to the Defender and going through the auxiliary medical portal instead.” Her brother shrugged and folded the sheet and tucked it into the front of his jacket. “Nothing to worry about.”

A brief spike of sweetness penetrated the normal woodsy-clean scent of her brother. Elli swallowed hard, knowing he was lying to her. Just a little bit. Something did worry him.

Elli knew exactly what it was. The Rewire Fever still scared people, even though it had been eradicated three luns ago. Even though Sheffroab Station was a dozen jump gates and star systems away from Grimsfell, someone thought the fever could come here. On her? Elli and Dom had both been declared clean and free, untouched by the fever, but they had been on the planet in the middle of it. Someone was worried that they might have a single germ of the fever on them.

Maybe they wouldn’t be allowed on board the Defender after all?

The room was nearly empty now, just a last few people who had hovercarts full of crates or equipment. They needed room to maneuver, so they waited until everyone else was gone. Dom squeezed her shoulder and gestured with his chin for her to head to the door. He kept his hand on her shoulder as they walked through the open doorway and into the umbilical tube. Elli stumbled on her first step into the tube. She still expected it to bounce, like the tubes had in the playground on Trytus Station, where she and Dom had stayed, waiting for the Tryne to arrive. The playground had a miniature scout ship and a miniature space station and Trytus Station had been big enough to have room for a zero-gravity generator for exercise and games. Elli stopped short as she remembered that little detail.

“Hey ...” She frowned up at her brother.

“What?” 

“I didn’t get sick in the zero-g tank on Trytus, so how come you thought I got sick when the gravity went out on the ship?”

He gave her a confused frown and shook his head. “Worry about that later. We’ve got some medics waiting for us, and we don’t want to be delayed so long we miss out on dinner with Chief Lore.”

“Dinner?”

“Yeah, dinner.” He gave her a gentle shove in the middle of her back, and she continued moving down the umbilical tube. “That’s one of the messages I got when we docked here. Chief Lore invited us to dinner with him and his wife and daughter tonight.”

Elli thought that had to be a good thing, right? They reached the end of the umbilical and stepped onto the station itself. 

“What’s her name? How old is she?”

“Uh ...” Dom gestured to their right. With so many tall people all around them, Elli couldn’t see anything except the ceiling of the station. “Tracy—no, Tress. He didn’t say how old she is. Sorry.”

“Why not?”

“For one thing, the Chief is hyper-busy with all the upgrades and additions to the ship. That’s why the Defender is docked long term here at Sheffroab. She’s getting all sorts of new equipment and additions, and about fifty new crew. I’ll probably put in a few hours of work today, as soon as I report in. Sorry, Midget, you’ll have to go through orientation without me.” He squeezed her shoulder, then a moment later let out a long sigh as the crowd in front of them seemed to split apart. Now Elli could see down the long station corridor. 

The docking portals for more ships were on the other side of the corridor. They were spaced far enough apart she almost couldn’t see the next ones in line in either direction. Elli supposed that didn’t matter, because the one directly in front of them was the important one. It led to the Defender. Their new ship. Their new home.

“Ready?” her brother said.

Elli nodded. She flinched a little when he let go of her shoulder. Dom needed to shift his bags to his other hand, so he could present his shipboard wristband to the identification scanner the security officer held out to them. Elli did the same with her band. The officer pursed his lips as he read the data on the screen of the scanner. Dom held out the sheet with the orders just as the man opened his mouth to say something. He nodded, glanced at Elli, then turned to a woman standing behind him, with a medical insignia on her collar.

“Pace? You set?”

The woman smiled and stepped around the security officer. “If you’ll come with me?” She gestured at a small doorway next to the wide iris, big enough for six people to walk through together, that led into the umbilical tube for the Defender.

“Is this because I got sick on the Tryne?” Elli asked, as she followed the woman through the doorway.

“No,” Dom started to say.

“Yes, actually,” the woman said. “Sorry, but yes.” She gestured at benches on either side of the rounded room, like a bubble in the wall of the space station, maybe five meters wide. “I’m Medic Tila Pace, and we were alerted by the medic on board the Tryne because of a couple anomalous readings he got when you were sick, Elli. Nothing contagious, and nothing familiar. Which is what anomalous means, actually.” She winked at the girl.

Medic Pace didn’t give off any itchy vibrations, and she smelled clean and a little spicy. A good kind of spicy. Elli liked her right away.

“You should know that there are flags on your medical records. Both of you,” she added, glancing up at Dom, who stayed standing even when Elli sat down. “There is still so much we don’t know about Rewire Fever, so that flag is going to follow you both around until we get some definitive answers. I can guarantee that you will not be experimented on in the name of medical research while you’re on the Defender, so you don’t have to worry about that. However, you will need regular tests, so we can catch any changes in your bio-stats and add that information to the database on the disease. Starting with this exam.”

While she spoke, she slowly moved the biggest medical scanner Elli had ever seen up and down the girl’s body. It had more flashing lights with more colors than she had seen on any medical scanner. She wasn’t too worried, because the scanner just hummed. It didn’t make any chirps or buzzes or pings. Those were always bad, because they signaled the sensors in the scanner had found something strange or a problem or a warning sign.

Elli tried not to grin too wide when Medic Pace did the same thing to Dom, scanning him and recording all that new information on his medical record. That meant that when she got sick on board the Tryne, it wasn’t because of the Rewire Fever. Right?

“Are we going to learn what those anomalous readings were?” Dom asked, after Medic Pace put away the scanner and picked up her tablet.

“Nothing having to do with Rewire,” she said, while colored lights flickered across the tablet and reflected on her face. She tapped on the tablet several times, then the colored lights died. She nodded, sighed, and put the tablet in the pocket on the thigh of her uniform. “The Tryne’s medic noted a jump in brainwave activity for Elli.”

“But that’s what Rewire does. That’s why it’s called Rewire. It reprograms the brain. The senses are all messed up. People see sounds and hear colors, or they hear scents and taste sounds.” Dom moved over to the bench where Elli sat and slid an arm around her shoulders.

When Rewire Fever first hit Grimsfell, Elli hadn’t understood what “rewire” meant. Dom had explained that long ago, at the birth of technology, computers had had wires, long strands of metal, that connected all their inner workings together. When wires were replaced by crystal panels and faster, more efficient, less easily damaged components, the terminology had remained in use. Equipment was termed “hard-wired” when different programming was built into it, to handle basic functions that could never be re-programmed. Just like equipment was termed “hardware” long ago, and programming was termed “software.” When Rewire Fever was first detected and people were just learning what it did to the human brain, it got its name because the programming of the brain was changed, and the “hardware” of the brain was altered to allow the change, usually a crossing of senses.

“The areas of her brain that were stimulated on the ship were not the areas affected by Rewire,” Pace said. “And the stimulated areas calmed down within a day. Just about the time gravity was reinstated.” She winked at Elli. “I hope you like zero-g, because Dr. Tahl has prescribed regular periods in the new, expanded zero-g tank on the ship, to see if that extra activity comes back.” She laughed when the girl grinned at her. “Uh huh. I should introduce you to my son, Jorgan. He loves zero-g too.”

Elli barely paid attention when Medic Pace gave instructions for when to report to Medical for their regular testing, and what symptoms to look for and report in between those checks. Those instructions would be in her records, and the ship’s system would remind her. She knew better than to say that, though, because Dom always insisted that the best place to store important information was in the human brain, and not depend on computers to remember everything for them. Computers could be wiped, or could run out of energy, or be infected with enemy programming, and then what kind of trouble could they get in? Enlo gave humans brains for a reason, so they should use those brains as much as possible and not expect others, especially computers, to remember things and figure out things for them.

That sounded a lot like what their mother and father would say, so Elli knew it had to be true.

She followed Dom back to the security gate in front of the iris to get onto the Defender. Her brother took two steps and stopped short, so she ran into him. She opened her mouth to ask what was wrong, but the burst of humming-buzzing in the air and the freezing-sweet scent that gushed out of her brother stopped the words on her tongue. She looked up at him, then turned to see what he was looking at.

A big, broad-shouldered man stomped toward the portal from the opposite direction. He had a thick clump of braids wrapped around his head, with all sorts of glittery bits woven into the braids, and red and green and gold paint on his grinning face.

He came five steps closer, so now she could see the sharp V dip nearly to the bridge of his nose that joined his eyebrows. That meant he was a Nisandrian. That wasn’t paint on his face, but tattoos. Nisandrians got all sorts of scars, on purpose, and then decorated their scars with tattoos so everyone knew how they got them.

“Chief?” Dom’s voice cracked and wobbled through half an octave. The security officer at the gate turned to Dom, then back to the man, who had reached the portal now. “Chief Lore?”

The Nisandrian man turned to look at him. His grin turned into a scowl, just for a few seconds. Then his grin went lopsided and he rolled his eyes.

“Fort?” he said.

“Sir.” Dom stood up straight. “Yes, sir.”

“Uh, Chief?” the security man said. “Captain wants you to report to her ready room as soon as you get back. If not sooner.” He took a step back and looked him up and down, taking in his face, the big red jumpsuit he wore, and the heavy boots with all sorts of beads and metal bits. Elli thought she saw knives sticking out of the tops of his boots and four more attached to his belt.

“Yeah ...” The big man sighed. “Figures. Do me a favor, Catkins?”

“Sure, Chief.”

“See if you can erase as much of the security images as you can?” He gestured at his face and tugged on his braids.

Elli gasped when the man’s mass of braids shifted, twisting sideways a little. He was wearing a wig. The chief must have heard her, because he turned and his eyes met hers, and he grinned.

It was a nice grin. He winked at her.

“Report to Engineering as soon as you’re logged in, Fort. Got something waiting for your specialty to handle.”

“Sir,” her brother said, grinning, and standing up even straighter, if that was possible. “Yes, sir.”

“That is ...” He sighed and glanced at the security man. “If I don’t end up in the brig for this stunt.” He tugged his wig straight and glanced around, as if checking if anyone else had seen him. Then Chief Lore nodded to Dom and Catkins and strode through the portal, through the iris and down the umbilical tube.

“Was that Chief Jasper Lore?” Elli said as she and Dom stepped over to the gate.

“Yeah, that was,” Catkins said. He shook his head and let out a low, soft whistle. “Don’t know what he was up to, dressed up like that. But you can bet it’s going to be a great story.” He thought a moment. “Wouldn’t be surprised to find out he was playing some nasty tricks on those Nisandrians who have been poking around, trying to track down ...” He grinned. “We’re family, here on the Defender. Mess with one of us, you eventually get messed with. And the Chief is a great one for really embarrassing revenge plans.” He chuckled.
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Chapter Two
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Elli and Dom’s new quarters were in the residential deck area for Engineering crew. They had arrived on the Defender in the middle of a duty shift, so she didn’t see anyone moving around the residential area on the way to their cabin. She wondered how many engineers had children. It would be nice to have someone who lived close by, to teach her how to get around the ship, maybe show her the way to the school rooms and the recreation deck. Elli liked the thought of going to school with other children again. 

When the Rewire Fever had hit Grimsfell, all the schools shut down, and most people stayed in their homes or apartments, and communicated by screen. Drones delivered all food and medicine and any orders from shops and colony stores. Anyone who went outside to perform their duties had to wear environment suits and then wash in decontamination solution before stepping indoors again. Elli had attended holographic classes. Her few friends either got so sick they had to leave Grimsfell to get treatment the colony couldn’t provide, or their families left the planet to avoid getting sick. Elli hadn’t liked talking to people on communication screens. Especially after some nasty older boys in her apartment block played with the programming to change their faces and voices, so they could pretend to be other people. 

“Well, here we are, Midget,” Dom said, when they reached the cabin assigned to them. He pressed his hand against the activation plate next to the door. It lit up blue and he spoke his name. It flashed green three times, then turned red. He laughed when she just stood there, waiting. “Your turn. Got to let the ship recognize you.”

“Oh.” Her face got warm. She grinned at her big brother, despite feeling a little silly. Elli had forgotten that she had to program the cabin security system to let her in. When she first went to live with Dom, he had handled all the programming. Then when Rewire hit their colony world, she hadn’t been able to go anywhere without an adult to watch out for her. Here on the Defender, she could go most places all by herself. She wouldn’t really be alone, because she now wore a shipboard identification bracelet for the Defender. The ship’s computer would track where she went, and she could use it to talk to anyone if she needed help. 
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