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Introduction

This book follows the “Virus-Earth II” series. It focuses on two teenagers, Josephine Scott and their supercomputer friend Alpha.

A suspicious virus was unleashed on Earth that almost wiped out humanity. Two Artificial Computers emerged. SIMPOC was designed to assist the survivors, and Julius was programmed for self-preservation.

The leaders of Earth’s survival, Joan and Tom Herl, Darlene Drummond, and her husband, BG, traveled the Galaxy building alliances. They also had to worry about Julius, who they expected to return. He was programmed to remove the threats to his existence: SIMPOC, Joan, Tom, and all the surviving humans.

Eventually, Julius returned to remove the threats to its existence, resulting in a massive space battle.

Two teenagers are involved in the battle and get caught by a space anomaly.
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Chapter One

Josephine and Scott lay motionless on the deck of their capital ship as it hurtled through space. Alpha was the same along the far wall.

The massive ship was moving at incredible speeds, faster than any previous trip using the magnetic corridors.

Scott’s right hand moved slightly. Then he lifted it to his forehead and felt the blood. He was too disoriented to comprehend their situation fully.

Scott’s eyes cracked open, and he saw a dimly lit room full of dead computer interfaces. Then his mind cleared a little, and he thought, “Josephine?”

Scott tried to get onto his knees and look through the darkness to find her. His right knee was in horrible pain, and there was no way he could stand it. After scanning the room, he realized that Josephine wasn’t near him. He tried to crawl around the 3D display table in the middle of the room, but found the pain almost too much. Slowly, he crawled around the table, and there she was. She was curled up in a ball next to a large shape. It took Scott a second to realize that the large form was their computer friend, Alpha.

For a moment, Scott panicked, fearing the worst. After several painful movements, he reached Josephine, and it was clear that her right arm was broken. Scott wasn’t sure if she was breathing and started to panic. “Josephine,” he whispered. “Are you okay?”

He got no response and gently rolled her onto her back. The sickness in his stomach grew when he saw the blood coming out of her mouth and right ear. He knew that wasn’t good.

Scott desperately tried to figure out what to do as the lights came on in the command section, and the displays began to power up. After that, all Scott could do was wait and hope.

Slowly, the computers came online. Weirdly, everything seemed normal, except that Josephine was still unconscious, and Alpha wasn’t moving.

Scott was overwhelmed and didn’t know what to do. He was alone, and Josephine was down. He had to decide quickly whether to save Josephine or revive Alpha.

He knew what was most important.

The capital ship he was in was a later model of the ones Earth got from the Jarkeel after their misguided invasion. The ships had powerful, automated medical centers that quickly adapted to human physiology.

How do I get her to the medical center? I hope this new one can adjust to humans. Getting Josephine to the medical center was the first problem he had to solve. His messed-up knee prevented him from carrying her.

“Maybe I can drag her,” he thought.

Then a solution came to him. He used all his strength, crawled to their sleeping area, and pulled a blanket off the bed. He then crawled back to Josephine. Scott didn’t want to hurt her further, so he gently moved her legs onto the blanket, then used all his strength to slide her torso.

Then the real challenge occurred: he had to crawl to the medical center, dragging her on the blanket behind him. He accepted that his knee would hurt a great deal, but he had no choice.

Minute by minute, he made progress. It was fortunate that the floor in the command section was smooth. The first impossible challenge was getting her over the threshold of the pressure door separating the control center from the hallway.

Scott took a deep breath and pulled Josephine a few inches. Then he had to slide a little with his bad knee and pull her again. He lifted her a few inches over the threshold, then did it inch by inch until she cleared the small door frame.

Why is this damn medical center so far away? Scott asked himself. The pain in his leg was excruciating, and Scott worried he might pass out a couple of times. But instead, his concern for Josephine kept the adrenaline pumping through his veins, and he kept going.

The automated system sensed his presence when he reached the medical center, and one of the medical beds slid out. Now, the next challenge loomed in front of him. How could he get Josephine from the floor to the medical bed?

Okay, I’ve got to think through this. Scott thought. In his mind, he ran through what little information he had on the medical center. He knew that they had saved human lives in the past and that it appeared there was little that they couldn’t do. Fortunately, the physiological differences between the Jakeel and humans were slight and posed no problems in the past. But then, he had a huge revelation. The patient had to be unclothed for the facility to perform the procedure.

Scott took a deep breath and began the process. His pain helped his concentration. The instant Scott accepted that he would do anything to save Josephine, the process became manageable, and he accomplished the task in just a few moments.

If I lean against the wall, maybe I can pick her up with just my good leg.

Scott positioned Josephine so she was across his lap. Then, he put his right shoulder against the wall and positioned his left leg for the lift. The pain was so bad that he screamed, but he made it. Once Josephine’s form was on the medical bed, it automatically receded into the wall and began the process.

The second Scott knew it was working, he collapsed from pain and exhaustion.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Josephine opened her eyes and didn’t know what was happening. She was lying on a table, looking up at the ceiling. Then it struck her; she was naked.

“What?” She screamed as she covered herself and tried to slide off the table. She stumbled as she stepped on something lying on the floor, and soon after finding herself on the floor, she realized that it was Scott.

Everything began coming back. Joan realized I must have been injured when we escaped the Jakeel system.

Josephine looked around and recognized the interior of the medical facility onboard the ship. There were subtle differences between the medical centers on Earth’s capital ships, but the differences were minor.

I must have been beaten up badly, and Scott got me here. Modesty quickly became irrelevant when she saw Scott’s knee pointing in the wrong direction.

He’s hurt, exploded in her mind. I’ve got to get him on the table, she realized.

She wasn’t a large girl, but adrenaline could do amazing things. She did the best she could not to damage his leg anymore, and once she got her arms under him, one giant thrust with her legs and back, and his chest was on the table. Gently, she had to rotate his legs up and roll him over when all of him was flat.

Why isn’t it retracting? Josephine asked herself. Then she had a quick look at herself, and she realized the problem. I’ve got to take his clothes off.

There wasn’t any hesitation, and she accomplished it in only a few minutes. Then, the table retracted, and the process began.

Josephine left his clothes where he could find them. She grabbed hers and headed for the medical control room. All the information she knew about the medical center flowed into her mind. That was a subject that intrigued her. Within seconds, she stood in the control room, watching the automated process work.

She was generally familiar with the system's workings, but the details were beyond anyone’s understanding. After watching systems flash on the screen and the step-by-step review of Scott’s issues, Josephine was quickly overwhelmed with the details.

She realized there wasn’t anything she could do; I have trust that it will work.

Josephine watched the systems and started to relax. What happened to Alpha? She asked herself, but the answer to that would have to wait; Scott was the focus of her attention.

Facts about how the system operated passed through her memory. She remembered that it kept a record of what it did, so she could look at her procedure and see what happened. That could give her some comfort in what it was doing with Scott.

The physiology between the Jakeel and humans was very similar. Apparently, warm-blooded mammalian creatures share physiological processes.

It took a few minutes for Josephine to fumble around with the inputs before she could bring up her records. Unfortunately, the language primer hadn’t been extended to the medical unit yet, so the writing was in Jakeel, but she understood the images.

What she saw was disturbing. The Medical Center repaired vast parts of her brain and nervous system. She quickly took inventory of how she felt; overall, she felt pretty good, but there were subtle differences. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but they were there.

That was all nice to know, but she soon re-focused on Scott, who was important.

Slowly, Josephine understood the sequence that the system was following. First, evaluate the damaged areas, consider options, pick the best option, and repair. As it passed through the ‘considering options’ phase, she saw a couple of flashes of her form appear on the screen. It seemed as if the center compared her and Scott’s physiology. She then realized that even though their physiology resembled the Jakeel, she was the closest example of humanity. Hence, the center used her as a reference. Sexuality was shared between humanity and the Jakeel, so that shouldn't be unique.

But still, for a second, Josephine panicked; what have I done? What will it do to him?

As she watched, it appeared that the system wasn’t making Scott like her, which was her first panic. Still, it compared the center's repairs for her with its options for Scott.

I guess that’s okay, Josephine finally concluded.

Eventually, the process ended. Josephine sat, knowing that Scott would wake up as she did. However, the control room didn’t have a direct video view, so she could afford him some privacy as he realized what had happened and dressed.

After a respectable amount of time, a dazed Scott found his way into the control room. Josephine was a little surprised by his entrance, and she jumped up and hugged him. It was a lengthy hug, followed by a passionate kiss.

“Boy, am I glad that it worked on you,” Josephine said after another brief hug.

“I’m glad it worked on you, too,” Scott said. “You were unconscious, and I think there were internal problems. I wanted to be there when it finished, but I lost it.” Scott finally said.

“I looked at what the system did to me. You’re right. I had a bunch of issues. But I think it repaired all of me.” Josephine hesitated before continuing, “I think the system didn’t have that much information about humans. It compared you and me before it decided how to help you. It changed my brain and nervous system and did the same for you. It must have found the Jakeel material in both of us and assumed that to be our baseline. It added more to me and did the same to you.”

“I feel the same, I think?” Scott mumbled. “I’m sorry about the … clothes. But unfortunately, I had to do it,” Scott added.

“I know, and it’s okay. But it had to be for both of us.”

Then, Scott realized what she meant, and shock exploded across his face. Josephine laughed and said, “Payback. Let’s worry about that later. I haven’t been back to the control room. How’s Alpha?” Josephine asked.

“Not good. With my bad knee, I could only get you here. I didn’t have the strength to move him.”

“Let’s go check it out. We need Alpha. We’ve got to find a way,” Josephine said. So, they turned and headed to the control room.

In some ways, the main control room looked normal. The computers were all running, and all the typical lights and sounds were there. Alpha's form was still on the floor, the only item out of place.

“That’s not good,” Scott said.

“Alpha, can you move? Can you hear me?” Josephine asked but got no response.

“I remember, during the Jakeel War fifteen years ago, he was hurt and put himself into a deep state to protect his biological parts. Maybe that’s what he did here. Let’s get him to the medical beds, and maybe it will fix him,” Scott said.

“That’s a long shot,” Josephine added.

“Got a better plan?” Scott snapped back.

“How do we move him?” She asked.

“Same way I moved you. Let me show you,” Scott said.

They got the necessary materials. Next, Scott and Josephine worked together. First, they could rotate Alpha on his side and slide the blanket under.

“Okay, now we pull him to the pressure threshold, then follow the same process I used for you to get him over. Then we drag him to the medical facility.”

“How do we get him onto a bed,” Josephine asked.

“We’ll figure that out when we get there,” Scott answered.

The slow process took half an hour before they found themselves in the medical facility facing the open bed.

“How about this? Let’s sit him up, and maybe we can each take an arm and get his head and torso on the table. If we do, then we can swing his legs up?”

“Let’s do it,” Josephine said.

After much grunting and straining, they finally got the large computer onto the table.

“At least there is no issue with removing his clothes,” Josephine pointed out. 

“I guess he only wears a few pieces to make the rest of us comfortable.”

“Okay, that’s it,” Josephine said as she and Scott stepped back from the table.

“Let’s hope the system recognizes that he needs help and does something,” said Scott.

“It might only fix his biological parts and do nothing with the computerized portion of him.

As that statement ended, the table slid into the wall. Josephine and Scott smiled at each other and then went to the control room to monitor the process.

It seemed to be a long time before much happened. Then, finally, Josephine looked at Scott with a questioning look, and he responded, “It recognized the Jakeel material in you and me. If it sees the material in him, it will have a place to start.”

Josephine shrugged, and there was still a noticeable delay before any actual process started. But then, when it did start, it was shockingly slow. The system was analyzing every small part of Alpha.

“It must be trying to figure out how he works,” Scott finally observed. “I think this is going to take a while. Let’s head back and see what’s going on with this ship,” Scott finally suggested.

“I’m not sure what we can do with this mess,” Scott said as he walked around the control room.”

“I know, without the Beta units, there isn’t much we can do without Alpha,” added Josephine.

“It can be a while with Alpha, and I think we need to take care of ourselves first. We should eat and get some sleep. We’ve been up for a long time.”

“You’re right. Let’s see if we have anything in the kitchen we can eat,” said Josephine.

“I think there are some leftovers. Not much, but I’m so hungry it doesn’t matter,” said Scott.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Scott was enjoying his beautiful dream. He was skiing down a long trail. The snow and trail were perfect, and his form was idyllic. Finally, he turned and saw Josephine following his ski tracks. The powder was deep; they were the only two on the mountain. He concentrated on the moguls and wanted to show off a little. He felt like each graceful turn between the small mounds of snow was smooth and graceful, but the dream faded. The deep sleep was fading away as he became aware of his surroundings. He pulled the blanket up and tried to roll to one side when he felt the stiffness, and reality returned.

“Scott, are you awake?” he heard. Then he realized it was Josephine asking. His eyes popped open, and she sat on the bed beside him.

“I’m awake; what’s happening,” Scott blurted out, then remembered.

 “How do you feel?” He asked.

“I’m all fixed up and in great shape. I think I’m better.”

Scott was still checking out how he felt when he heard her say, she felt better.”

What do you mean better? Scott asked as he flexed his knees.

Just that, I don’t know, but I’ve changed. She hesitated, then added, so have you.

That was the first time they used their shared alien material to communicate. It was familiar, but it felt more robust and precise. In the past, their communications were shady thoughts, which they put into words. Now, their thoughts were distinct.

“Did you feel that?” Josephine asked.

“Sure did. Our thoughts felt like a text message,” Scott answered.

Josephine said, “I looked at the record of what the system did to me. Then I saw it do the same to you. The alien material that SIMPOC implanted in us had fused with our brains to a large extent. They had become dependent on each other. The Jakeel system recognized that material and based its repairs on what it knew. So, when I was injured, the only option was to replace more of my brain and nervous system with the alien material. I’m still me. But I do have more alien material.”

Hesitantly, Scott asked, “And you said I was better, too?”

“I’m sorry, but you were in bad shape. Your knee was broken. The system found some bad internal bleeding. I didn’t know what else to do. I didn’t want to be alone and not have you with me. I think it made the same changes to you that it made to me. I’m sorry, but I need you. I’m glad it did. We need any advantage to get back home.”

Scott was a little confounded. He felt the same but different. Nevertheless, he understood why Josephine did what she did. He had accepted the alien material, so getting more didn’t seem bad. Besides, she said that she needed him. That was more than enough.

“It’s okay. I’m glad that you did it.  What about Alpha?” Scott finally remembered.

“I’m not sure.”

“Can you tell how long it will take?” asked Scott.

“No,” responded Josephine.

“You said that we have more alien material in us?” Scott asked slowly.

“Yes, but I don’t know what that means yet. Remember, our parents told us that the material adjusts to us individually. I feel different, but I can’t put my finger on the differences. I know it is different when we share thoughts," Josephine said.

“Well, I guess we’ll find out,” Scott said.

After Scott commented, his face took on a faraway look. Josephine looked at him and knew something was happening; she felt it, too.

“Do you feel that?” She asked.

Scott looked at her with a concerned look. Then he responded, “Yes, I feel something. But, let me correct that; I feel a lot.”

“I know what you mean,” Josephine said.

“I feel like I’m connected,” said Scott.

“I feel it too,” said Josephine. 

“I feel like a couple of movies are playing in my head, and they’re all on fast forward,” said Scott.

“Wow, and the soundtrack is going too,” said Josephine.

Scott gingerly set up and swung his legs over the edge of the bed. He flexed his knee a couple of times and grinned.

“Feels like new,” he said.

“It may, but take it easy. Just to be safe,” pointed out Josephine.

Scott slid off the bed and stood gingerly; he took some tentative steps, which felt good. He gave Josephine a quick thumbs-up.

When Scott took his next step, he stumbled slightly. Josephine moved to give support, and Scott put his arm around her shoulders, and she put her arm around his waist. He probably could’ve walked all right by himself. Still, both enjoyed walking with their arms around each other. Then, as they walked out of their quarters and down the hallway toward the medical center, they smiled and felt a new closeness.

The lack of activity was disappointing when they got to the medical center. The screens were still flashing.

“I don’t know about you, but I’m starving,” said Scott.

“So am I. I think we’ve been asleep for a long time.”

Josephine smiled, and Scott stumbled a little as they left the medical center. “Gee, maybe I need more help,” he said.

Josephine smiled, put their arms around each other, and returned to the command section.

What do we do if this thing drops out of this transit, and we get ripped apart? Scott thought as they walked.

I guess that we get ripped apart, Josephine responded.

“Boy, aren’t you optimistic?” Scott commented.

“No, just realistic. Right now, we’re along for the ride. We might have a chance once Alpha emerges from whatever the medical system is doing to him. But, right now, there isn’t much we can do.”

“I hope Zorthin made it through and helped,” Scott commented.

“I’m worried. Based on what we saw going on, I bet Julius has finally made his move,” said Josephine.

“Yes, that seems like a good bet. Mom and Dad have been expecting his return for a long time,” said Josephine.

“I know they did, but I got the impression from many people that they had forgotten about Julius. Most of the population is people our age who don’t know about him. After fifteen years, I thought he was more of a legend than real.”

“Ya, he is just a bad dream to most of my friends,” added Josephine.

“Yup, same for me,” Scott said.

“I’m scared,” Josephine added.

“Me too. Neither of us knew the world before the Jakeel attacked. The pandemic wiping out just about everyone is just a memory. Both of us were born into a world of robots and spaceships.”

“Wow, it all seems real now. A huge space-traveling civilization explores the universe, looking for resources, and they never find intelligent life. So, they stopped looking,” added Josephine.

“After your mom and dad, along with SIMPOC, followed Julius to their home system, things sure changed,” Scott said.

“You can say that. After Julius and SIMPOC took over the computers, Mom and Dad sure did get their attention,” said Josephine.

“You’re right there. We were lucky that SIMPOC could regain control from Julius, or else we wouldn’t be here right now.

“Too bad Julius was able to steal one of their ships and get away. I wish I could have seen your mom tell off their supreme leader.”

“Me too,” added Josephine.

“We hoped Julius would never return. I guess what everyone said about his priorities was true,” said Scott.

Yup, he felt threatened and wanted to remove the threats to his existence, thought Josephine.

Too bad those threats were your mom and dad, SIMPOC, and the rest of us humans observed Scott.

I guess that’s why he attacked, Josephine thought.

“What can we do about food?” Scott asked.

As Scott made that observation, Josephine had a funny feeling. Her mind seemed to fill with recipes for exciting dishes. She paused, trying to understand her feelings, and Scott paused.

“Are you getting the same feelings that I am?” Scott asked.

“It almost feels like I did a computer search on recipes?” Josephine said.

“I didn’t think about it, but I suppose Alpha loaded some of our recipes and food requirements on the ship’s computer when we boarded?” Scott pointed out.

“I think he did. We’ve been eating normal food, but I never thought about it.” Said Josephine.

Could we be accessing our ship’s computer with our alien material? Scott wondered.

“Wow,” said Josephine. “Let me try something.”

Scott wasn’t sure what she would do, but he suspected it would be interesting.

“What are you doing?” Scott asked.

“This ship has an automated kitchen. I’m trying to find it and send one of our recipes to it.” A second later, Josephine announced, “I found something.”

“I hope your little automated chef doesn’t burn my lunch,” stated Scott.

“Let’s go into the mess area and see if anything is happening.”

Scott and Josephine walked into the room with all the tables and equipment, unsure of what to find.

“This is different than the ships we inherited,” Scott pointed out.

“We got the old model fifteen years ago,” added Josephine.

“Well, something is happening; I hear noises,” Scott said while inspecting the area. “Now, I can smell something,” he added.

A small door opened after some mouth-watering moments, and two nice-looking hamburgers slid out.

“Wow, you did that?” Scott said as he scooped up one of the burgers. Then he added, “See, you can cook.”

The returned look wasn’t something he wanted to see again.

“Yes. I found a device that seemed to be a kitchen or chef and sent it a recipe like I was sending an email. You can do the dishes.” Josephine said.

Scott knew not to follow that line of comments.

“How many of the ship’s systems can I access?” Asked Scott as he took another bite.

“Who knows? Maybe our alien material does the translation and provides a connection to the ship for us,” said Josephine.

“Let’s hope so. Trying to control this ship with just Alpha was manageable, but if we must do it ourselves, we’ll need every trick,” Scott pointed out.

“Yup, but we’ve got to figure out a way,” Josephine added.

“We’ll figure it out after lunch,” Scott said as he took a bite.

There was silence while both ate the food in front of them. It was pretty good, or they were hungry.

While eating, the stress was starting to subside and be replaced by fear.

“I wonder if Dad got home?” Josephine mumbled between bites.

“Things were getting pretty tense,” Scott added.

“I know. I’m worried,” Josephine said.

“So am I,” Scott replied.

It was a hard few minutes. Both knew that they might never return to Earth. If they survive this transit, they’ll end up in some part of space they don't know anything about.

While they sat and ate, it was a natural time to think about their lives and how they got to some unknown place in the Universe. They both missed their parents. But they knew survival was critical and had to stay focused.

Growing up on the new Earth, there wasn’t much emphasis on how the world was before the pandemic. The world’s history was only of minor importance. After all, that world was gone and would never return. The attack by the Jakeel, who unleashed thousands of robots and spaceships to harvest the planet, was significant but seemed old news. The knowledge that the invasion was a screw-up by the Jakeels was a running joke. When someone screwed up, they “did a Jakeel.” The Jakeel didn’t know there was intelligent life on the planet. Earth’s survivors were given thousands of robots and spaceships as reparations. Since then, Earth has entered a space exploration era.

Josephine and Scott represented the new generation of humans who spent much of their lives in space. Traveling to other planets and civilizations was part of their existence.

The threat of Julius returning still overshadowed all of that. Julius was a super artificial computer that was almost equal to SIMPOC.

To Scott and Josephine, Julius was the bogeyman hanging over them.

Josephine and Scott were grateful that SIMPOC had created a deputy named Alpha to be with them. Without him, Josephine and Scott knew they would not survive.

Scott ate the final French fry, wiped his mouth with a napkin, and announced.

“I’m going to access the ship systems and see if I can figure out what’s happening.”

Josephine just watched. Scott seemed to go to a different place in his mind while concentrating. It took a few moments before he showed any response; Josephine was starting to get worried. Scott blinked and then looked at her.

“Well, did you?” Josephine asked when Scott finally blinked.

“Yes, it was amazing,” Scott said excitedly.

“What did you see?” asked Josephine.

“I don’t know how to separate all the data, but we’re still transitioning this jump. So, I don’t think we will be exiting anytime soon,” said Scott.

“Okay, now I’ll try it,” said Josephine.

She closed her eyes and sat quietly as her mind built the interface to the ship’s systems.

The term maze didn’t match the intensity of what she was experiencing. It wasn’t a library or a long list of systems. It was more like a complex picture of changing sensations. It was a mental connection kind of thing. She felt as if there was a connection to the systems. It was not like she had her hand on a thousand levers, but more like moving body parts. She sensed it all. There wasn’t a switch or control; she felt the system was part of her.

“I did it,” Josephine exclaimed. “Wow, that’s amazing,” said Josephine.

“Let’s see if we can connect to the medical systems and see what’s happening with Alpha,” said Scott.

Josephine and Scott held hands for comfort. Then, they reached out with their alien material to sift through the ship’s systems to find the medical information. Within moments, they found it. They could see all the processes the Medical Center used to repair their damaged friend.

While searching the ship’s systems, they felt they were together. It was more than standing in a room together. It was more like their entire being was connected. Through their mental connection, they could feel each other and communicate.

Do you see that? Scott asked.

Is that what I think it was? Josephine wondered.

I think he has a heart, answered Scott.

“Let us get out of here before we mess up something.”

No response was necessary. They severed their connection to the ship’s systems immediately. It was so sudden that they looked into each other’s eyes for a few seconds to get their bearing. 

In a way, they were relieved to disconnect from the complexity of the enormous ship.

They held each other’s gaze, sensing that they shared something intimate as if their minds had become one. It was a level of intimacy that few humans would ever experience.

It was so intimate that they kissed.

“Wow,” Scott mumbled.

Josephine didn’t know how to act, so she ignored it.

“We need to be careful. We don’t know what we're doing when interacting with the ship. When Alpha comes out, we need to rely upon him,” said Josephine.

“I agree. The ship is complicated, and I don’t want to mess it up,” said Scott.

“We must find out when we’re coming out of this transit. We need to prepare,” said Josephine.

“I’ll go to where I was and look at the data again. I think there was a countdown or something. Give me a couple of minutes,” Scott said.

“I’ve got it,” Scott finally announced.

Josephine asked, “How much longer?”

“Should be about 5 minutes,” said Scott.

“I wish Alpha was up and running before we made this exit,” said Scott.

“So do I,” said Josephine.

“We don’t know how fast we are going in this tunnel. The time-space we’re in may be going faster than the speed of light. So, it might be one hell of a transition; remember, our speed relative to the local space might be huge,” said Josephine as they held hands, waiting for the event.

“What do you think will happen if we are ejected out of this thing going faster than the speed of light?” asked Josephine.

“I don’t know, but we will figure it out quickly. I don’t think the laws of physics will like it,” answered Scott.

“I think we'd better get in the airlock,” suggested Josephine.

’Josephine and Scott held each other tightly. They needed the same arrangement as when injected into the Jakeel system; the small airlock was full of blankets, pillows, and mattresses. They huddled against one of the walls. That was all they could think of doing to protect them.

In both of their minds, they could hear or feel the countdown. 5, 4, 3, 2, one. Without any warning, the ship began shuddering violently. They could feel a huge vibration through the structure. The lights went out, and the air stopped circulating as the systems went offline. The noise was too loud for them to talk, so they held each other.

After a few moments, they both felt it. It wasn’t clear if the ship was screaming or if they were hearing warning alarms. The noise level was still too high for them to talk, so they communicated through their alien material.

I’m going to contact the ship and find out what’s going on, said Josephine.

Scott let Josephine search the systems to reduce any risk of messing the ship up. Both searching for answers might cause a problem. So, Scott waited.

“I think we came out of the jump going faster than the speed of light. I don’t think nature liked that. From what I can see, the ship is decelerating rapidly, and the skin is heating up,” said Josephine. “We are in space, but there is still enough hydrogen and other material to cause skin friction at these speeds. I think that’s what is heating us. I think we’ll be okay,” said Josephine.

All they could do was hold each other and wait. Over the next few moments, the vibration in the structure subsided and eventually stopped.

“I guess we’re sub-light,” pointed out Scott.

“Let’s get out of here and check the ship, " Josephine said.

They climbed out of the airlock, and the room looked too much like how it had looked before. All the computer systems were down, and no air was moving.

“I’ll plug into the ship and see if I can see what’s going on,” said Scott.

Their environment was less mysterious this time, so they didn’t hold hands. Instead, Josephine walked around the command section, inspecting the computers while Scott interacted with the ship’s systems.

“I think everything’s coming up quickly,” Scott said.

The air started moving in the command section, and the computer systems began humming.

“I hope that shutdown didn’t mess up Alpha?” asked Josephine.

“Give me a minute, and I’ll examine the medical systems again. Perhaps I can see what progress they’re making,” said Scott.

When Scott came back, he had good news. “I guess everything is okay. Maybe the medical facility has a battery or backup system. I think he’s almost finished. I think the system is running through system checks or something.”

“System checks?” Josephine asked.

“That’s how the medical facility looks at it. Alpha, or us, for that matter, are just systems.”

“I guess so,” responded Josephine. “Not exactly, great bedside manner.”

“Do you think we can figure out where we are?” Josephine asked.

“Maybe, but interstellar navigation is complex, and if we mess around too much in this ship’s systems, we might screw it up and never figure it out. We need to wait for Alpha, and I hope he can figure out our location,” said Scott.

“Do you know how much longer Alpha will be?” Josephine asked.

“It still could be a while,” Scott replied.

“I don’t know about you, but I’m tired. Do you think we have time to sleep?”

“I hope so because I’m exhausted,” Scott replied.

The sleeping area on the Jakeel ship did not account for two teenagers. All they had was a room with multiple beds and mattresses. However, none of that was a concern; each grabbed one and fell asleep within seconds.




Chapter Two

Waking up can be pleasant when you’re not trapped in a colossal spaceship hurtling through space.

Scott rolled over and looked towards Josephine. She was still sound asleep, and she looked comfortable.

I hope she’s having a pleasant dream, thought Scott.

As if she heard Scott thinking, she opened her eyes and smiled at Scott.

“Are you watching me sleep?” Josephine said with a smile.

“Every chance I get,” Scott responded.

Without warning, are you two functional? Exploded into their thoughts?

“What was that?” Josephine screamed.

“It must be Alpha,” Scott fired back.

“We'd better find him,” said Scott.

Both jumped up and ran into the control room.

A man was standing by the airlock. He looked to be in his thirties and about six feet tall. The one problem was that he was naked.

Josephine didn’t react; she just stood with her eyes and mouth open. Scott was shocked, and it took him a moment to respond.

“Alpha, is that you?” he asked.

“Yes. Are you functional?” Alpha asked.

“Alpha, you’re naked,” Scott pointed out.

“Yes, when I woke, I had no clothes. No clothes on this ship will fit me, and I was concerned about your health,” Alpha added.

“Please, have the manufacturing on this ship make some clothes for you,” Scott said.

“If you are all right, I will have some clothes manufactured,” Alpha said, then turned and walked out.

Neither Scott nor Josephine knew what to say.

“Now, what?” Scott finally asked.

Josephine regained her composure, turned abruptly, and responded, “First, we need to find out where we are.”

“I agree,” Scott said, glad Alpha’s clothing ‘issue’ was resolved quickly.

 “How long were we down?” Scott asked.

“I think we slept for ten hours,” responded Josephine.

“No wonder I’m hungry. I think I'll try your little menu trick.”

“I’ll do the same,” added Josephine.

Within moments, both got the feeling that their breakfasts were ready.

“What are you having?” Josephine asked.

“A nice big Spanish Omelet, juice, and bacon,” Scott responded. “How about you?”

“Pancakes,” she responded.

“What kind?”

“Blueberry, with cream on top,” Josephine answered.

“Done,” Scott said with a satisfied voice.

The smell of the two breakfasts was hard to ignore; in a way, it helped them relax and almost feel at home.

I am clothed; may I enter? Alpha asked from outside the eating area.

Josephine smiled, shook her head, and responded, “Yes, Alpha, 

 may come in.”

When Alpha entered, Josephine and Scott almost laughed. He was wearing a flight suit, no shoes, and a shirt.

“Can’t say much for your fashion sense,” Scott said.

“Alpha, we’ll help you figure out what clothes to wear, okay?” Josephine said.

“Yes, that would be helpful,” the man or robot responded.

“Do you know what happened to you?” Josephine asked.

“Yes, I noticed differences when I woke. I searched my memory logs and realized that I was injured. You made the correct decision to put me in the Medical Center.”

“How did you end up like this?” Josephine asked.

“While the manufacturing center was creating clothing, I reviewed the Medical Center data and researched that topic. According to the data, it was uncertain how to repair me. I have some biological material and a larger number of mechanical elements. It was unclear how to proceed. There was uncertainty regarding the needed repairs of the mechanical portions because it wasn’t familiar with the technology. It was more confident in repairing the biological mass and used your combined physiology to create a plan.

“I saw that both of you were damaged and repaired. I am relieved that the medical center made the appropriate adjustments.”

Josephine and Scott looked at each other to consider the result.

“Why do you appear older?” Scott asked.

“Based on my size, the medical center assumed I was older and made the adjustments.”

“I’ve got nothing,” Scott pointed out, then shrugged.

“Same with me. I’m glad you’re better.” Josephine hesitated momentarily, then asked, “Do you still have all the abilities you had before?”

“I believe that the process has enhanced some of my abilities,” Alpha said to everyone’s relief.

“Now, for the million-dollar question. What happened to us?” Scott asked.

“I have read the ship’s logs. There was a considerable shock as we began passage. It was an atypical transit, which I still can’t explain. I am continuing my analysis. As a result, I received damage. Beyond that, I just woke up in this new configuration.”

“Indeed,” Scott mumbled.

“I am glad that both of you are well,” pointed out the new man.

Josephine said, “Alpha, we’re just a little shocked. You look like a human male, and it surprised us. Don’t worry. We’ll get used to it. But now we must find our location and figure out how to get home. That’s the most important thing.”

“I will begin immediately,” responded Alpha.

“Alpha, did the medical unit use my DNA?” Scott asked.

“Yes, it retrieved a sample from your procedure.”

“Are we related in some way?”

“Perhaps in a very general sense. The system merely used DNA as a fundamental structure. Little of your DNA remains because there are so many alterations and replacements. Perhaps we are distant relatives,” Alpha responded.

“Don’t forget to put me on your Christmas list,” Scott said.

“Why should I do that? Christmas is 184 days away,” Alpha said.

“Alpha, I was joking,” Scott pointed out.

“Yes, I see that.”

Then something surprising happened. Alpha laughed. It was small, but it was a chuckle.

Scott and Josephine looked at each other as the thought of Alpha laughing hit them.

“Are you hungry?” Scott asked, still trying to understand what Alpha had become.

“I know what the term means. Perhaps this odd feeling in my stomach answers that question,” the computer answered.

“I’ll make a stack of pancakes for you. They should be fast, and I think you’ll like them,” Scott said.

“That will be interesting,” Alpha responded.

Scott settled down to eat his omelet. “Josephine, don’t forget your pancakes?”

“They look good,” she said as they sat down.

The automated kitchen finished Alpha’s pancakes. He looked at them, uncertain of what to do.

“Sit here,” Josephine said.

Alpha sat beside her, and she put on ample amounts of butter and syrup. “That should do it,” she announced.

Alpha was hesitant when he used the utensils, but he knew the process and took his first bite.

“What do you think?” Josephine asked.

“Very interesting. I think I’ll have more,” Alpha announced.

As Josephine was helping Alpha, she noticed that Scott looked deep in thought, and she had to ask why.

“Scott, is everything okay?”

“Does he look like me?” Scott asked.

That question forced Josephine to look at their computer in a different light, or whatever he was now.

“Maybe, a little,” was her weak response.

Scott glanced at Alpha, then looked down and concentrated on his breakfast.

Josephine couldn’t think of anything better to do, so she concentrated on her pancakes.

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

Scott woke up from a nap and strolled into the command center. Josephine wasn’t there, and he decided to look for her. He finally found her in the pressurized shuttle bay.

“What are you up to?” he asked.

“We’ve got to put together a plan. We’ve got to protect ourselves while we find our way home. We don’t know where we are yet, how long we’ll be here, or even if we can get home.”

Josephine got Scott’s attention. She was right, and while they waited for Alpha to figure out where they were, they needed to get their act together.

Again, Scott felt that Josephine was changing. She had gone from being his girlfriend to being a person with responsibilities. But she also had signs of stress.

“What’s the matter?” Scott asked.

“What’s the matter? Are you kidding me?” she snapped.

Scott knew that he had touched a sore spot and just stood quietly.

“We made a jump that almost destroyed our ship. Our parents are likely in the middle of a battle where they might die, and we might end up not having an Earth to return to. Outside of that, everything is awesome.”

Scott didn’t know how to react. She was right, and he felt the same fear, but his worries were buried deeper for the moment. He was more of a solve-the-immediate-problem-first kind of person.

“Let’s get Alpha and sit down and talk through this,” Josephine announced, and she walked back into the command center.

Alpha was already coming through the airlock as Scott followed Josephine.

“Let’s sit down in the mess; we need to talk,” Josephine said commandingly. 

Seeing Alpha in a male form was strange, but they were getting used to it. At least he wasn’t dressed weirdly; he wore a pair of sweatpants and a sweatshirt. Maybe he’s trying to look cool, Scott thought to himself.

Scott got a glass of water and settled into a chair. He hesitated, then asked, “Alpha, do you want some water?”

There was an uncomfortable silence for a second. Then, finally, the computer answered, “I’m not sure what the input requirements are for this configuration.”

“I think you'd better figure it out,” pointed out Scott. “Here’s a glass anyway.”

After Scott slid the glass in front of Alpha, he was confused. Then, when he tried to pick it up, it shattered.

It was clear that Alpha hadn’t clarified all the details of his new configuration. Scott felt terrible that he was inconsiderate of his friend, regardless of his appearance.

“Here, let me help you clean it up,” Scott said as he got a rag.

“Alpha, we need you at your optimum; we need to work with you and help you figure out your new body. Scott, I’m sorry, but you’re the best qualified,” Josephine said with a small smile.

Suddenly, Scott realized what that meant.

“Okay. Alpha, are you making any progress on finding our location?”

“We have entered into a complex solar system with massive binary stars and several nascent planets. This system also appears to have many more black holes than ours. It appears that we are in the vicinity of three black holes. There is much more mass, and its distribution is complex. It will take a while to calculate any viable jump entry points.”

“We exited near a black hole?” Josephine said, as stress formed on her face.

“Yes, the forces were sufficiently balanced so we could pass beyond their event horizons.”

“That might be a good thing. It will give us time to figure things out and prepare. But can we stay here for a while?” Josephine asked.

“There will be differences between this location and Earth’s vicinity. The importance of those differences is to be determined,” responded Alpha.

“How about our location in the Galaxy, or should I ask within the Universe?” Josephine asked, fearing the answer.

“My progress is slow. This ship is not suited for that kind of analysis. It has amazing sensors but is limited to long-range celestial navigation. The navigation system assumes it operates within a known star system and fixed entry and exit points. It isn’t prepared to be in a system with no reference points,” answered Alpha.

“Can you build what you need?” Josephine asked.

“I have already requested our manufacturing facility to build the additional sensors,” responded the robot.

“Good; when will it be done?” Josephine asked.

“Approximately seventy-two hours,” responded Alpha.

“I guess that will have to do. Now for security. We have a mighty ship with an immense amount of resources. We need to plan and use everything to protect ourselves,” Josephine said, and she got a nod from Scott and no reply from Alpha.

“Does this ship have a full complement of cow robots?”

“Yes, it has the full complement,” responded Alpha.

“Can you reprogram them to be responsive to you and us? Josephine asked.

“I am in the process,” responded Alpha.

“How about the swarm software? Do you have a copy, and can you load it?” Scott asked

“I will investigate,” responded Alpha.

“Do we have all the elements and resources to use the full capabilities of the manufacturing facility?”

“I am using some of the manufacturing center’s abilities to build Beta and Charlie units. Unfortunately, I don’t have the skills to create ones that are fully functional. SIMPOC is the only one that can program a fully capable Beta Prime.”

“Excellent, we’ll need them,” assured Josephine.

“The Charlie units will be controlled by the Beta Units and be fully functional, but the systems on this ship are different than the ships we got from the Jakeel. The Beta Prime units will have less functionality. I doubt they’ll be able to do much more than program the Charlie Units. Controlling the ship will be primarily my function,” said Alpha.

“Okay, we’ll worry about that over time,” said Josephine.

“Some of our elemental, organic building blocks are at quantities below what I would like. We should have no problem for the near term,” Alpha answered.

“Okay, figure out everything we don’t have enough of, and let’s plan to get what we need. I don’t want to get caught short on anything.”

“Yes, Captain.” Alpha responded, “Any star system should have all of the necessary elements,” Alpha replied.

Scott felt safer and more like Josephine was the leader. But part of him wanted to speak up and contribute.

“Alpha, do you have SIMPOC’s designs for the railguns and lasers?”

“Yes, I have all the technical details,” responded Alpha.

“Could you use the Beta and Charlie units to install them?”

“Yes, that installation will be high on the priority list.”

“I suggest that we use our resources and put more teeth in this ship,” Scott said, feeling good that he had just contributed something of value.

“Good idea,” Josephine said as she smiled at him.

“Alpha, our location is the priority; then do everything you can to reprogram the cow robots so that they can defend us, and what Scott suggests. I’m afraid that we’ll need offensive and defensive weapons. Let’s hope we won’t need them for a while,” directed Josephine.

“There’s one other thing,” Scott added with some hesitation.

“When Zorthin gave us this ship, it was programmed so we could fly it and help defend his fleet. Beyond that, there is a lot more that it can do. Alpha, can you handle controlling this entire ship in an emergency?” Scott asked.
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