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The following short stories all take place in the same location, the Open Space, space habitat. They follow the adventures (or misadventures) of several young teens. Since the short stories were originally published individually they may sometimes repeat settings or situations. Where possible I have removed such redundant information, however not all, since that would require a complete rewrite of each story. Hopefully, the reader will indulge such repeats and can skim (or refresh his memory) these segments.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


OPEN SPACE


CHAPTER 1


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


Willis was running as fast as he could. Ahead of him were John and Jimmy. He wasn't sure what had happened to Jett. She had fallen behind. The wind was still howling and Willis had never even known a breeze inside the massive space habitat Open Space. That's what made him so afraid, it wasn't natural.

He heard a snap, something flew by his head. Willis looked down, his feet were racing like in some cartoon where all you see is a blur. So strange. His heart was pounding but he didn't think it was because he was running, it was because he had never been so scared.

John stopped, Willis flew past as if he were going a hundred miles an hour. But he couldn't be, the cylindrical habitat was only five miles long. Maybe he was running the circumference? At a mile in diameter, that would be a little over three miles around. Willis was trying to calculate how long it would take for him to complete a circuit when the wind stopped and a ripping sound came from underneath his feet.

He looked down and he saw space. His feet were still spinning like a cartoon character as he slipped through the opening. He saw John and then Jimmy and then Jett. But something was wrong. They were screaming without sound. Then he realized he couldn't breathe. Then . . . he woke up.

It was another bad dream. A dream about the disaster that had struck the habitat, that had changed his life, that had started the crazy dreams.

Willis was actually his last name, Franklin his first, everyone knew him as Willis.

He was thirteen now. It had been a little over a year since the disaster had befallen the space habitat that he and his family called home. That event had left the entire Star Way fearful. If space could break up and become a threat to their very existence, then what safety was there anywhere? That included planets that got in the way of the breakdown phenomenon which spread from a point, spherically outward at the speed of light.

In fact, the entire Star Way had already been threatened. Not by the breakdown of space but by the new discovery that led to it, the wormhole drive. Travel between Earth and Centauri, which had once taken over six years behind one of the sun-powered, laser driven light-sails that plied the Star Way, now was almost instantaneous.

Passenger traffic had shifted almost exclusively to the relatively safe wormhole-driven, fusion-powered ships, leaving only bulk cargo to be carried behind the huge light-sails. The space habitats that maintained the laser beam refocus stations were feeling the effects of the reduced demand and reduced fees they collected from the Star Way Corporation. The downturn and the breakdown had both contributed to the slow repair and reconditioning of the space habitat Open Space.

But the giant, cylindrical habitat was so large that those areas left in ruin were not critical to its safe operation. At least that's what the habitat's government thought.

Willis was a gang leader. Not a criminal gang, but a gang of teenage odds. They weren't the popular kids, unless the popular kids wanted help with a homework assignment. But between the four they were certainly the most capable bunch in the eight grade.

A space habitat was a great place for curious kids. Especially those willing to explore. Willis had scheduled an overnight camping trip. The other three, John, Jimmy, and Jett were to meet Willis as usual at Mr. Harley's store in downtown Murphy's Borough, which Mr. Harley had sold when he left the habitat after the disaster, to stock up on essentials for an overnight camping trip.

Willis had bought some food and was waiting for the three J's as he called them to appear. As usual Jett was on time. She was taller than Willis, with black hair and brown eyes which were always laughing. Willis had a bit of a crush on her though he always figured those laughing eyes were laughing at him.

“Hey,” he said.

“Hey Willis,” she said. “Am I the first here?”

“Yeah, you know John and Jimmy.”

“Yeah. I'm gonna get some supplies.”

“Okay.”

Jett left Willis outside as she went into the store to buy her camping supplies.

John showed up next.

“Hey Will-o, what's up?”

“Hey John-o, not much. Jett's inside getting her stuff and Jimmy hasn't shown up yet.”

“Situation nominal,” said John.

“Yep.”

John then went into the store. In a few minutes Jett emerged and Jimmy rounded the corner simultaneously.

“Hi-ho, odd ones,” said Jimmy.

Willis and Jett responded. Jimmy started to continue but Willis urged him to hurry and buy some stuff, it was getting late and they would miss the people-mover if they didn't get going.

Jimmy headed in the store just as John emerged.

“Jim-bo,” exclaimed John mussing Jimmy's hair as he usually did. John was a head taller than Jimmy and treated him as his kid brother. John was taller than Willis too but Willis's calm determination didn't invite such jostling. They all looked up to Willis, though Jett was good at hiding it.

Once they were finished the four started. They were headed for the far end of the habitat. It had been damaged by the breakdown incident and was still in need of repair. And it was still officially closed but that and some rumors were what enticed the four to make the trip.

“Willis did you get the math homework done?”

“I'm about half finished Jimmy.”

“You think you can help me with it this evening?”

“Sure Jimmy.”

“Jimmy you're never going to learn if you keep asking Willis to do your homework.”

“What's it to you Jett?”

“Just telling you Jimmy. You're going to end up a bum if you don't buckle down.”

“Well I'd rather be a bum than a jerk.”

“Okay, okay you two. This camp out is supposed to be fun.”

“I didn't start it,” said Jimmy.

“I know but Jett's right Jimmy. I'll help get you started but you're going to have to do most of the work.”

“Very well,” said Jimmy giving Jett a mean look.
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Willis led the others to the electric which would take them to the habitat's endcap. The electric was down a flight of stairs, much like a subway on Earth. The sub-level handled most of the traffic in the habitat. There was a another level below the transportation level where the air and water re-circulation was handled and on an even lower level the more intensive light industrial processes like waste management and electrical generation could be found.

Willis and Jimmy sat in one seat with John and Jett behind. Willis and Jimmy turned to face the other two.

“Okay,” said Willis. “When we get there we have to be careful not to draw attention to ourselves. Remember what is left of the forest in the area is still off-limits.”

“Well why are we going Willis?”

“Because of the stories Jimmy. Remember all the stories about the strange sounds from the area?”

“Yeah,” said Jett. “Reports of hearing strange howling sounds from within the forest.”

“But the government investigated that Jett and found nothing.”

“They said they found nothing Jimmy. I don't trust them. They don't want to create a panic.”

“I think we need to see it with our own eyes.”

“Right John. So when we get to the end of the electric line we hike out of town. At some point we will double back and enter the forest undetected. If there is something strange going on we should hear it overnight.”

“That's what I'm afraid of Willis.”

“Ah Jimmy don't worry I'll protect you,” said Jett while mussing his hair.

The four arrived at the small town of Jersey and hiked out of town along the circumferential road. They did the best they could to avoid detection. A quarter mile out of town they left the road and headed into the woods at an angle that would take them behind the town and up the “hill” of the endcap.

At some places the forest was allowed to grow up the curved ends of the habitat. A walk up this “hill” resulted in a climb toward the rotational axis of the habitat and as the climber gained height the gravitation caused by the rotation of the habitat became less and less. At the axis the pseudo gravity would disappear.

The four wouldn't be going far up the end cap but just a few hundred feet. Willis was in the lead. He was the one that had decided where they would camp that night according to the reports he had read of the incidents.

Willis was looking at his personal assistant device called an Emmie. It was computer based and held the imprint of a human brain. The technology to imprint a human brain into a computer substrate first became available in the late twenty-first century. Once in silicon the imprinted brain could make as many copies (called Buds) as necessary to handle an assignment. Only about one-hundred human brains had ever been imprinted but their were millions of Buds.

Willis' Emmie was showing their position. Willis had chosen a spot about a half-mile into the forest for camping. They arrived at the location in a few minutes not seeing too much damage yet.

“Okay we're here. Let's setup the tents and then we'll scout around a bit.”

The four setup the campsite, each with a separate tent. The ground had started to slope slightly so they placed each tent in such a way that they could sleep with their head slightly elevated above their feet. Then they reconvened and headed out to explore the surrounding area looking for any damage caused by the breakdown of spacetime they had experienced almost a year before. Besides a few trees down there were no other manifestations. They returned to the campsite.

“Maybe this ain't the right place,” said Jimmy.

“Yeah Willis I didn't see anything but a few trees down. Big deal.”

“That's why we are here John because we don't know what to expect. But we do know that there have been many reports of strange sounds and lights coming from this area. Many in the town of Jersey have moved temporarily elsewhere until someone figures out the mysteries. That's what we are here for.”

“And to have fun and have some food,” said Jett. “So why don't we get those dogs cooking?”

“Good idea Jett,” said John. “Jimmy and Willis will you get the water?”

John took out the fire starter cube while the other two went off to accomplish their assigned task. He placed the cube in an open space, slightly recessed, and on dry ground. He also placed the automatic unfolding and telescoping frame above the pit that would hold the pot of water.

Jett was busy arranging the condiments and other toppings on a low table that had assembled itself. Camping was one of those human activities that had seemingly not changed much in hundreds of years. Of course, all the supporting equipment was lighter and smarter so really the four had no idea how much physical labor had been involved in the “old days.”

Willis and Jimmy were back. The drone carrying the water pot was carefully picking its way behind them. The four soon had the water boiling and the hot dogs cooking.

The habitat's lighting controls had changed from daylight to night although it was as bright as a moonlit night back on Earth. Jimmy, John, and Jett were sitting around the fire, Willis scouting. It was shortly after the meal that Jimmy heard something.

“What's that?”

“What's what?” said John. “I didn't hear nothing.”

“It sounded almost like a wild animal.”

“A wild animal in the habitat! Are you crazy?”

“No I'm not crazy Jett. And you know I have the most sensitive ears in the group.”

“Yeah, they're so sensitive they can even hear what's not there.”

“Ha, ha John. You wait.”

“Jimmy, think about it. How would any wild animal hide in this habitat? It's too small and there are too many people to hide from.”

“What's up?” said Willis as he walked up.

“Nothing, Jimmy heard something.”

“Did it sound like a wild animal?”

“Yeah,” said Jimmy perking up.

“I heard it too.”
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John and Jett stared at each other.

Willis continued, “I think it came from the direction of the pond where we got the water. Everyone grab a flash and let's take a look.”

“Shouldn't someone stay here to watch our stuff?”

“Naw, it should be okay Jimmy. If anything happens we aren't far from town.”

They all got their equipment and started off following Willis.

While still in the woods there came another sound. They all stopped.

“You heard that didn't you?” whispered Jimmy.

“Yeah I heard it,” said John. “It did sound like something alive Jett.”

“I guess so but I don't see how any animal could live in the habitat and not be seen.”

“Okay let's go,” said Willis.

He led them to the edge of the clearing and motioned for all of them to kneel.

They were quiet a minute.

“I don't see nothing,” said John. “Let's get closer.”

“Wait a minute John,” said Willis.

But John rose and moved out from under the cover of the trees into the night light. He headed for the edge of the pond but stopped short. He started to turn and run when suddenly a blinding light ascended out of the water. It rose in filaments which swept around each other like wisps of smoke.

John cried out but his voice seemed almost muffled like he was shouting from behind a door. Then he made the strangest motions, almost like a pantomime. His legs and arms were cartoonish, like he was pretending to run.

Something swept across the open space between the pond and the forest and rustled in the trees. Willis felt it, like something crawling on his skin. He brushed at it until the feeling diminished.

A howl as loud as any they had ever heard in the habitat, loud enough to be felt began to crescendo before dropping off in pitch to a low, almost moan.

As soon as the sound had diminished enough so that he could uncover his ears Willis jumped up to help John. He was almost to John who was now sitting on the ground before he felt the strange sensation. Like running through wave after wave of a stiff, invisible gel, he was tiring fast when he reached John's side.

The two together were able to lean on each other as John rose from the ground. They both turned and began to “run” back towards the woods though Jimmy was to later tell them that they were still moving like cartoon characters, a lot of exaggerated motion but not much progress.

It took a minute before their running became more normal and they were able to make it back to the safety of the treeline. They were both breathing heavily and sweating profusely as if they had just run a marathon.

“What happened?” said Jimmy.

“I don't know,” said Willis between gasps for breath. “It was like moving through quicksand. The harder I tried the more resistance I felt.”

“I almost stopped breathing once,” said John. “The weight on my chest was too much.”

Then a clap of thunder turned the groups attention to the pond as the waters started upward in the same way that the filaments of light before. Another clap of thunder and the waters fell deafeningly back into the pond. Another moment and there was silence.

“Is it over?” asked Jett.

“I don't know,” said Willis. “I guess so.”

“What do we do now?”

“I guess we tell someone what we saw.”

“Well I'm not staying in these woods tonight.”

“I hear you Jimmy. I don't think any of us would sleep a wink. Let's get back to Jersey and see if we can find some place to hang out until the morning.”

The only place still open in Jersey was a motel but the kids didn't have enough money for a room. The man at the desk was kind enough to let them stay in the lobby until morning and they could get an electric back home.

Before Willis stretched out in a chair he talked to the man.

After introducing himself he asked the man if he had heard any sounds coming from the woods.

“Yeah I heard something. I hear something all the time.”

“Has anyone ever figured out what makes that noise?” asked Willis.

“Nah. We had a couple of guys who went into the woods one night but when they came out they wouldn't talk. Said they'd seen something they couldn't describe.”

“How about the authorities? What did they do?”

“The authorities here in Jersey? You've got to be kidding. Our fat sheriff is in bed by nine and doesn't get up the next morning until almost noon. And his deputy is too scatter-brained to know what to do. And don't even get me started on the mayor. He's about as useful as a straw broom in a fire.”

“Well thanks anyway,” said Willis. “And thanks for letting us stretch out in the lobby.”

“No problem kid.”

The next morning they were all quiet on the ride back home. It wasn't until all four got off at their stop that they talked.

“What should we do Willis?”

“We should all go and tell our parents Jimmy.”

“That won't work for me Willis. My aunt won't care and wouldn't do anything.”

“That's okay Jett. You can back us up if need be.”

“We're just going to get in trouble.”

“Why do you say that John?”

“Because we weren't suppose to be camping in that area Willis, you know that.”

“Well, you don't have to tell them where it happened. Not right away. If they are interested then you can.”

“Okay then I'll catch you later and let you know how it turned out.”

They all agreed to talk later online.

Willis arrived at home. His dad was away on a mission with the habitat's fusion ship. It was his dad's job to find the right asteroid or dirty comet that could be used to feed the process plant. The habitat either used the results are sold them to the nearest habitats, one-hundred AU in either direction.

He found his mom eating breakfast with his little sister.

“Hi mom.”

“Hi honey. I didn't expect you to be back this soon.”

“Yeah we kind of got bored this morning and left early.”

“You want some breakfast?”

“I guess so.”

“Okay, I'll heat it up.”

Willis ignored his little sister while his mom got his plate ready. She brought his plate to the table.

“Thanks mom.”

Willis started heating slowly.

“Is there something wrong with the food son?”

“No, it's great as usual mom. I was just thinking.”

“About what?”

“Well, the place we were camping last night. Something happened that was kind of bizarre.”

“What do you mean Willis?”

“Well, we heard this strange sound and saw some lights above this pond and John and I had a really weird experience.”

“What son, tell me?”

Willis then explained to his mother what the four had seen and heard the night before. When he was finished he asked her if he should tell anyone else.

“Well you definitely need to tell your father when he gets back. Which should be day after tomorrow.”

“What will he do?”

“He'll report it to the proper authorities and they will check it out.”

That pleased Willis. His dad could get things done.

“Great mom. I'll tell dad.”
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The gang were all hooked up on their Emmies.

“My aunt just stared at me. I don't think she understood.”

“Yeah Jett,” said Jimmy. “My dad wouldn't even listen. Just said don't go camping if it scares me.”

“Well my dad listened,” said John, “but said we shouldn't get involved. It could lead to some negative publicity. What about you Willis?”

“My dad's not home so I told my mom. She didn't have any suggestions except that I tell my father tomorrow when he gets back.”

“So it will be up to Willis's dad, as usual,” said Jett. “Well let's play.”

The four then joined the ongoing online game working as a coherent squad to defeat the alien attackers. With them online the habitat always had a chance.

“So that's what happened dad. What do you think?”

Dan Willis had returned from his mission. He and the other members of his crew had found an asteroid a few AU distant in the Oort Cloud that would provide a good supply of raw materials for the habitat's process plants.

“Well son I think it sounds a bit astonishing.”

“You think people won't believe it?”

“I think it will need some corroboration.”

“How do I get that?”

“Well I've got a couple weeks off. Why don't you and me and your friends, if they want to, do some camping?”

“That would be great dad.”

A couple of days later Willis, his dad and Jett started for the town of Jersey. It was late in the day as Dan Willis had suggested they get extra rest and sleep. Jimmy had refused to go and John was busy with sports practice for the upcoming school season.

On the electric they talked about what the four had seen last time.

“Well it must be something,” said Dan Willis. “I mean if Jimmy is too anxious to make the trip.”

“Jimmy's a big scaredy-cat,” said Jett.

“That's not true,” said Willis. “He's not that big.”

He and Jett laughed.

Dan Willis could hear the bond the group of friends shared.

“It's probably best to have fewer anyway. It will be easier to get everyone to a safe place if needed.”

That caused Willis and Jett to stop smiling as they remembered the way John had been caught up by the mysterious force.

The electric arrived at Jersey Station. The three mounted the stairs to come out on Main Street. Although it wasn't much of a street compared to Murphy's Borough and the Borough was pretty small itself.

Unlike before the kids didn't try to look inconspicuous. With Captain Dan Willis they walked straight down Main. They went into the motel where the four had sought refuge before.

“Hello, I remember you.”

“Yes sir. I'm back with my friend Jett and this is my dad, Dan Willis.”

“How do you do. What can I do for you Mr. Willis?”

“We want two rooms, please. One for me and my son and one for Jett.”

“Very well, how long will you be wanting these rooms sir.”

“Just for tonight I should think.”

“Okay, then I have room five and six available. Sign here and let me run your credits and then I'll show you to your rooms.”

In their rooms they started packing what they would need for that night's watch in the woods.

“Okay Willis if you'll take the tent and sleeping bag and I'll get the food and water. Jett can you carry the flash and other equipment?”

“Sure Mr. Willis.”

“Then let's get something to eat and head out for the spot you two found last time.”

After a meal at the diner the three headed into the woods to the location that was still recorded on Willis' Emmie. They arrived there and set up the small encampment. They weren't planning on sleeping. The tent was in case one of them felt tired and needed a place to rest.

Their Emmies could provide time and news and entertainment if they wanted. Captain Willis was attaching a sensor to his.

“What's that for Mr. Willis?”

“It's an E-M detector Jett. It will show me if we are in the presence of any strong electromagnetic fields. When Willis told me about the lights he saw I thought that maybe they were electromagnetic in character.”

It was after dark when they left the small encampment to make their way to the pond where the four had seen the strange disturbance. It was only a few minutes walk. At the edge of the forest where they had watched from before they waited.

But nothing happened. Hour after hour went by and there wasn't a sound out of the ordinary. Willis and Jett were starting to fade and nod off. Captain Willis sat alert but he was beginning to have his doubts. Then the lighting in the habitat began to brighten. The Captain looked at the time and saw that it was morning. There was nothing to do but head back to the little encampment and pick up the tent before going back to town.

They were all quiet on the way back to town. It wasn't until they reached the motel that Captain Willis suggested they get something to eat and discuss what they should do next. In the diner Willis was the first to speak.

“I'm sorry dad. I know it seems like I'm crazy.”

“Not at all son.”

“Maybe it doesn't happen every night Mr. Willis. Why don't we give it another try tonight?”

“I don't know Jett. Wasn't your aunt expecting you back?”

“Yes but I can call her and get permission.”

“What do you think son?”

“One more night in the woods wouldn't hurt dad.”

“Okay then. Jett call your aunt and I'll call my wife. If everyone gets approval we'll stay one more night.”

On the way back to their rooms Captain Willis stopped to reserve them for another day.

“Didn't see it sir?”

“See what?”

“The lights. The lights in the forest. Many people around here have seen them. From a distance anyway.”

“Really? No, we didn't see anything unusual last night.”

“Don't worry sir they rarely skip more than a night, two at the most.”

Dan Willis didn't know if the fellow was being honest or just trying to encourage him to pay for another day or two. Anyway, they all went to their rooms. 

Dan was just finishing on the phone with his wife when there was a knock at the door. Jett entered and said that her aunt had approved her staying. She didn't need to be back until the weekend in fact. After saying goodnight they all laid down for a nap.

It was dark when Dan woke. They had overslept. He hurriedly wakened the two teenagers and they got breakfast at the diner before they headed to the woods. They were all sure that tonight something would happen.
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