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The classic stories in this anthology (those stories by Hawthorne, Doyle, and Shelley) are “lightly edited.” Given the target age of readers of these stories, I simplified a few passages to accommodate reading level: literally, a few passages. I would not call this an abridged book, just lightly edited. The reader will still find plenty of challenge, beauty, and wit in the classic stories. 

I removed any language that could be construed as profane. 

This book provides footnotes to explain more difficult words, as well as concepts and ideas that were common in previous eras, but not common now. 

When I was young, reading science fiction was a joyful, hopeful, sometimes scary adventure. For some reason, American Christian fiction has neglected this genre. I hope that this series of stories introduces readers to how thought provoking and outright fun science fiction can be. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Lab Mice
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By Jeri Massi

My thanks to Paul Gadzikowski. Paul has generously supplied new cartoons for this endeavor.

High school senior Penny Derwood finished annotating the charts for the mice in Run 4. They were doing well, and that was fine: No surprises in the control group.

Now it was time for real work. She pulled on the latex gloves, lit the Bunsen burner and then took up the sterilized scalpel designated for Run 1. Moving with the dexterity of long practice, she opened the hinged screen on top of the roomy run, glanced quickly at the six white mice inside, and then carefully picked up one of the captives in her gloved left hand. The sweet scent of food mix, mouse fur, and urine rose in a small cloud as she disturbed the dust from their shredded bedding. Her captive struggled in her hand to get away.

“All right,” she said quietly. “This won't hurt.” With her hand curled gently but firmly around its body, she let the pushing feet slip between her fingers so that it could not get any leverage. She ran her thumb in a smooth stroke up its neck and onto its head to keep it still. Held this way, it could not effectively move.


	
	
[image: ]She stepped over to the glass slide on the counter top. With quick precision and skill, she held her captive over the slide and deftly nicked the base of its ear with the tip of the scalpel. It renewed its peddling action. A single drop of blood fell to the slide. She smiled. Perfect shot.

With equal care and quickness, she returned the mouse to Run number 1 and closed the lid. Unaffected by its experience once it was released, it nosed around the bedding in search of food. She returned to the workstation, covered the slide, quickly ran it over the Bunsen burner flame to set it, and then slipped it into the microscope.





* * * *
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“Instructor, the creature appears to be extremely sensitive to the effect of its senses, but at a lower level of consciousness.”


––––––––
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“STUDENT, BEFORE WE get ahead of ourselves, let us follow the scientific procedures in their proper order.”
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“YES, INSTRUCTOR. THE specimen is a female, a very young adult capable of reproduction, in good health. It is not the dominant animal of the group. The creature's mind is highly disorganized. Chaotic.”

“Re-assess. Remember the introduction to the lesson.”

“I amend my assessment, Instructor. The creature, in comparison to other members of its species, has a mind capable of reasoning.” There was a pause. “Very limited. Its spatial reasoning is almost nil. May I ask one more question?”

“Yes.”

“It has free access to food and water and group companionship. Yet it regards itself as a captive. There are indications of stress. Yet it has not been harmed, and the humans around it are not unkind.”

“It is a captive. It was taken from its familiar home environment this morning and brought to this lab. Its siblings are now returned home, doing as they please, and this female is required to stay here.”

“Yet it does not actively seek to escape.”

“The ones who ordered it here foresaw that it would accept and adjust. No more questions now. Store up your comments as you observe.”

* * * *
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PENNY GLANCED UP FROM the microscope as her science teacher entered the lab. “Any progress?” he asked.

She jotted down notes on the Group 1 stats sheet. “Not much, Doc. No sign of toxicity. For their size and weight, Group 1 are receiving equivalent doses to what Jane Benton received. Group 2 is at twice that amount now and showing no ill effects. Group 3, at three times the level of exposure, shows some minor bronchial effect. Urination has been frequent and uncontrolled immediately after injection.”
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	Doc Thorson crossed to Run 3 and peered hopefully down at its inhabitants. These creatures were definitely unwell to an educated observer, their white coats thin and damp. But they nosed about the cage with unabated interest in food. He scowled in disappointment. “Agent Benton is much more ill than this.”




“Look.” A hint of iron came into her voice. “I think we're on the wrong track, Doc. Any human being would be as ill as those mice if we'd given him or her an injection of three times the proper dosage of vaccine.” She nodded at Group 3. “And those creatures will recover if we stop the injections.” She set down her pencil and stood up from the microscope. “I think we should stop. There's no point in torturing these poor mice to death.”

He tilted his head at the request and then paced restlessly in the tiny, enclosed room. As soon as Agent Benton had been hospitalized, Doc had discarded requests for him to set up at the Peabody hospital. Penny felt a personal pride that he values his trust in her, his top student, over the hired techs that the hospital would have supplied. The high school lab had been meticulously cleaned, and most of its assorted electrical and chemistry equipment stowed away in the vast storeroom that took up a third of the large room. The lab was quiet except for the rustling of the four groups of mice in their runs.

He stopped and looked at her, his eyes restless and uncertain.

“How is Benton today?” she asked. Everybody called the kind hearted and reliable State Agent Jane Benton by her last name. It was a habit that had begun when she was police officer in Peabody. 

“The edema in the bronchial passages has increased. They've put a tube down her throat, but with the fluid accumulating around her lungs, she's still struggling to breathe. And if infection should set in, that fluid would be like a pool of gasoline with a match put to it. She would die of pneumonia within a day or two.”

“She would need a chest tube,” she began, hesitant. Technically, Penny had only emergency medical training. But she had been listening to the medical discussions going back and forth over Benton’s mysterious case.

Even in the stress of the moment, her science teacher could not repress a brief smile of pride in her acumen. He inclined his head. “Scheduled for later today. It won't be of much help.”

She threw her glance to the mice. “We've ruled out the infection that the Theskulis could have used when he last attacked us. And now we've ruled out our own vaccines and antidotes. We've overdosed two of the groups of mice, and only the most severely overdosed shows any symptoms at all.”

He paused at her assessment, knowing she was correct but unwilling to admit defeat.

“What about that bio scanner from your Arch?” she asked. “Maybe you should try it again.” She nodded at the framework tucked away in a corner of the great lab. It looked like a framework structure that would go around a church door from the Middle Ages. But there was no door. Only the Arch.

Only Penny, her brother Jack and sister Jean, and their friends Scruggs knew the secret of the Arch. It was a gateway that enabled people to step across the cosmos. One of the Seven Gates of Peril. But Doc, in his years of tinkering with it, had also built a secret lab of his own that could only be reached by activating the Arch and stepping through it.

With a great effort he restrained himself from sounding impatient with her. “I've run it twice on her,” he said. “As I've told you, the bio scanner can identify thousands of infectious agents. But to find a match and identify an infection, it must have the that same material in its catalogue, and there are millions of infectious agents in the universe. Whatever has infected Agent Benton is not in my catalogue. The bio scanner is useless!”

“So the infection must be extraterrestrial,” she said. “Or else dormant here on earth for centuries. Something we may have missed.”

“We haven’t missed anything. It's not possible,” Doc Thorson said.

* * * *
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“INSTRUCTOR! THAT ALPHA male! He's not a member of her species!”

“Student, how can that be?” The Instructor paused and inspected Doc Thorson's mind. “Oh, you're almost correct. Excellent observation! He was born one of her species. But he has been changed. How odd! He must, of course, be excluded from the observations.”

“He is her captor? The one who brought her here?”

“No. She views him with respect and friendship and yet also as an alpha. But they are allies. Allies, not mates. There is a difference among the humans.”

“But, Teacher, what is he? What changed him?”

“Oh, something slightly less low than other members of the human species. It is not our concern. What about the female? What do you perceive?”

“It has a high degree of self awareness, and as it encounters the problem that it must solve, it also concentrates on its self awareness. It reshapes its view of itself even as it attempts to find a solution.”

“Members of this species are easily distracted. Especially by self.”

The student tapped at the water bottle on their cage with a forepaw. “This device has leaked again. It is empty.”

The Instructor glanced at him and then threw her glance to Penny, who was by the microscope, her arms folded, her eyebrows knit in thought.

“Shuffle among the bedding if you are thirsty. She shall attend to us.”

The student obediently plowed into the paper shavings and kicked his back feet furiously. The four mice that shared quarters with them scrambled to the far corner of the caged run.

* * * *
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PENNY GLANCED UP AT the rustling noise. “Oh dear. That bottle's leaked again. The rubber stopper is cracked. Do you know, one of these mice gets agitated when it misses its water. I never knew mice were that smart.” She hastened to the run and lifted the water bottle from its wire bracket. “Is there a replacement?” she asked. She carried it to the tap and filled it.

Doc Thorson glanced up at her. “What? Oh, ask the school stores clerk. Or maybe down there.” He crossed the cramped room and knelt at one of the lower cupboards. He opened it up and fished around inside. After a moment, his long arm shot up, triumphant, displaying a new bottle, complete with solid rubber stopper.

“Good!” She seized it, set the old one aside, and filled the new one.

Grinning ruefully, he straightened up. “You do worry about those mice, Penny!”

“I know. But these two have lost their tails! How do you like that?” she asked. She innocently pointed at the two observers. “The other mice avoid them.” She hung the water bottle upside down in its wire bracket, lifted the lid of Run number 4, and scooped out the student. She pointed his stubby hind end at Doc Thorson. “Do you think the Farmer's Wife got to him, then?”

The student struggled in Penny's gentle grip. “Instructor, I don't like this.” The student cast his glance down to his instructor, who stood on hind legs and watched from the safety of the run.

“She will not hurt you. We are in the control group. We don't even receive injections. She is only puzzled because we have no tails. In fact, she is slightly protective of us. She wonders why we are shunned by the mice.”

Doc Thorson frowned and then shrugged. “Maybe a genetic mutation. You can figure it out when you dissect them.”


	
“No thank you.” Penny lifted the screened lid. “Poor things. Is there anything more helpless than a mouse?” She set the student back into the run and closed the screen.

[image: ]”It's got to be done, Penny. And it will have to be done today if you want to confirm that the illness is not related to the vaccines we developed. The sooner we can confirm, the sooner we can try another lead. If we had one.” He nodded to the glass tank that sat alone across the room from the cages. “You can try out your euthanasia invention.”

Her face and voice became rueful. “I've used it already. I had to test it to make sure they won’t panic. It's far more efficient than older methods, and quite humane.” She let out her breath. “Just sad.”

He nodded, his eyes unreadable. “I'll leave you to it.”


	



The Instructor paused, concentrating on Penny's emotions and thoughts. “I see we have a change of plan.” Instantly, the Instructor calmed her mind in order to keep the Student calm. “Our schedule has been abbreviated.”

“It has?” the Student asked. “Why?”

“They are in a hurry. They have decided to terminate us.”

* * * *

[image: ]


DOC ALWAYS FOUND A means to get out of messy or menial work. He trained his students to be professional and skillful in the sciences. In return, he also handed them all the menial, hard, dirty tasks that he didn’t want to do. 

He strode to the lab door, suddenly purposeful. “I'm going to the hospital to get the blood samples they drew from Benton. I'll see you later. See to the dissections, will you?” Before she could protest, he was gone.

Penny had long ago given up complaining about being treated as Doc Thorson's employee. He had opened the cosmos to her, Jack, Jean, and Scruggs. So she had to let Doc Thorson get away with unloading the unpleasant tasks onto her. And besides, she had been foolish enough to demonstrate the euthanizing tank to him. And so letting her “get on with it” could be defended on the grounds that the tank was her invention and she used it most efficiently.

Calculating quickly, Penny glanced at the cages and then opened an overhead cupboard. She pulled down a small sealed jar, a cloth face mask, and a pair of heavy black rubber gloves. 

On the counter top across the room from the cages, there sat a long glass tank with a heavy glass lid. She crossed to it and set the bottle and other materials alongside it. Then she opened a lower cupboard and withdrew several folded white towels and a small, unused sponge. She unfolded the top towel and spread it alongside the glass tank. Finally, she retrieved the box of scalpels and carefully selected four of them, which she set out in a neat and orderly line on the unfolded towel.

She fixed her glance on the captive mice in Run 1 and spread the face mask across her nose and mouth. With a dexterity from long practice and many dissection sessions, she tied the strings behind her head with a firm, even knot. Mask in place, she unscrewed the lid of the heavy glass jar and quickly covered its open mouth with the sponge. Then she tipped the jar and sponge down and then up and repeated this action several times until the sponge was saturated. Though she held the jar well away from her face, the pungent, sickly fumes rose in invisible tendrils. She had to move fast.

Keeping her face up to avoid the fumes, she lifted the heavy tank lid and dropped the soaked sponge inside. She closed the airtight top. Then she screwed the lid of the jar back into place and returned the jar to its cupboard. It would be no good if that were accidentally knocked over and broken. Best to keep it out of the way.

Finally, she took a deep breath and removed her light latex gloves, threw them aside, and pulled on the heavy black gloves. A small lever had been installed under the counter top, and she moved it over a notch. In the bottom of the tank, two vented surfaces opened very slightly, and there was the faint sound of a fan operating at low power under the counter.

When she turned, only her dark eyes were visible above the mask. They showed a slight regret and a distaste for this task, but also a desire to be quick about it and get it finished.

* * * *
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“STUDENT.” THE INSTRUCTOR carefully kept her mind tranquil and gentle, seeking to steady her young partner. “This is one of the dangers of working with the lower species. Calm your mind. She will proceed in numerical order, from one through four, and that gives us time.”

“But why will she kill the control group? We never received any injections. Oh, these humans are savages!”

“No, you must reassess. She values the young female of her pack, the one who is close to death. She seeks to save her.”

“I see no grief in her. She is merely carrying out her duties. Following the orders of her alpha.”

The Instructor hesitated and did some reassessment of her own. When she answered, her own thoughts were slightly troubled. “No, you are too young to read all the nuances of her mind. She is troubled and does feel grief. She has many fears that she cannot save the ill one. And she blames herself for knowing too many useless things and not enough of the practical means to save a human life.”

“Instructor, do you mean that a human actually feels compassion? I listen; I reassess; but I cannot find it. She is cold and detached and resents being here.”

“Oh Student. Their minds have levels. It must seem disorganized to you. I had forgotten what it is like to be new to them and their ways. But I have assessed her. She is capable of compassion.”

And yet she will kill the control group.”

“To verify that our bronchial tubes are unaffected. It's part of her method of demonstrating that the woman she is caring for is dying of an unknown, rather than a known, agent. This system of control groups and protracted studies is the most accurate method they have, but it is painstaking and slow and not always foolproof. But she shall adhere to it.”

“Do you know why the young female is dying?”

“Yes. There were enemies about. The one they call Theskulis. He caused evil humans to spread around an infection—-a plague, to destroy human life. This female assisted the alpha male develop a vaccine. They believe that either the plague or the vaccine has caused the female's illness. But the truth is, she inhaled a chemical propellant that has caused irritation in her respiration system. They are unaware of this. They are on the wrong track entirely. The sick woman will die, and they will not know the truth until afterward.”

“Instructor, we can tell her the truth. If she has compassion as you say, then she will spare us.”

A hint of reproof came into the Instructor's mind. “Student, we are not allowed to interfere with research subjects. Remember, fear is suitable only for low creatures. We knew this type of research could be dangerous.”

But the displeasure of his Instructor could not halt the Student's fear and grief. “I'm not ready. You have to help me. I would rather tell her and then go home and sit in the light and breezes and forget I ever undertook a career in research.”

Her manner became more gentle. After all, he was very young, and this was his first crisis. “Well, Student, the truth of the matter is that we could not tell her the truth even if I permitted it.”

“Because we are forbidden to interfere with the research subjects?”

“Because we cannot communicate with her. Humans use sound. Very low frequency emissions that they can generate through one set of organs and receive through another, separate set of organs. We use energy generators and receptors embedded directly in our brains. The female has no such sensory organ. Our high frequency emissions would not be meaningful to her. Indeed, from this distance, they would not even reach her.”

“So we must be killed, without giving her the choice of sparing us?” He descended into grief and fear again.

She felt that she ought to rebuke him, but she did not. She remained gentle and told him the truth. “I didn't say that we must be killed. We may be able to selectively block certain receptors in her brain. But we cannot do so until she moves closer to us. You must calm yourself and prepare your mind for strenuous activity. We shall render her insensible for a moment or two and make our escape.”

The news of a strategy revived him. He calmed himself. He tried to help her think out their plan. “Instructor, do you remember how to reach our transport?”

“Yes. It is disguised as a parcel in their room of parcels. Now if you have regained your mental composure, let us not waste this time that is left. Let us observe her.”

* * * *
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PENNY PICKED UP THE first cage of mice and carried it to the tank. The occupants nosed about, slightly alarmed but not terrified. All of their lives, they had been moved from place to place. She set the cage down next to the airtight tank, took in a breath, and then opened the lid of the tank.

Using both hands on the wire handles, she lifted the cage and lowered it into the tank. The rustling of the mice became slightly more agitated as they got a whiff of the fumes. But with the gentle air flow moving inside, pulling a faint breeze across the bottom of the tank, the gas simply made the mice drowsy without causing them to panic. She set the cage down and then closed the heavy lid of the tank. Within seconds, their movements became haphazard and unguided. One after another, they gently collapsed, unconscious. She pushed the lever back to its original position, and the tiny, grilled openings in the bottom of the tank closed. The air flow stopped. The fumes from the sponge continued to work. She fixed her eyes on her wrist watch.

When two full minutes had passed, she glanced back at the tank. The mice inside were limp and still, their tiny sides not showing any respiration. She threw the lever to open the small vents completely and start the fan again. Then she lifted the lid of the tank and withdrew the cage. Its occupants did not react to the motion, nor to the presence of fresh air. They were quite dead.
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