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The train was slowing as it approached the tunnels carved through the mountain. The engineer had already sent the stoker to the back of the train. Surrounded by smoke, he unhooked the safety coupling, preparing to disconnect the engine from the rest of the train. MARS looked out the window. It was five thousand feet to the valley below and a perfect place to derail the train, but so far, there had been no sign of sabotage. Servos thoroughly inspected the tracks. A probe with its twenty cameras had the tracks under surveillance. The OS was monitoring the images from the probe, looking for anything out of the ordinary. All MARS could do now is wait and be ready. 

The sergeant of the guards was staring at MARS and rocking back and forth on his heels, a habit for a nervous man. He was dressed in a red service shirt and pants. The shirt had a gold collar, and a gold stripe went down the side of the pants, and three, V-shaped, gold stripes pointing up and three down displayed his rank. They were standing guard outside the car that was taking the chosen one from the monastery, high in the mountains, to the city. The transformation was hasty at best. Ana, who was controlling MARS from the safety of the ship orbiting the planet, thought the skin color she had chosen for it was a bit off but no one had noticed. So far, it was passing for a Morvidian guard wearing the same uniform but with only one stripe pointing up.  

“It’s time for the mid-day meal, why don’t you go eat.” 

​The staff sergeant came over, very close, toe to toe. MARS, the Mechanical Agent Replication System, was six foot five, built to be strong and intimidating. The covering could be manipulated so it could look like anyone. It had the broad nose, dark eyes, and flat chin of a Morvidian. 

​“The fate of the chosen one and our world will be in your hands.”  

They had been at odds when Ana arrived and had scoffed at all of her security recommendations. The mere mention of transporting the chosen one directly to the city brought calls of blasphemy and being insensitive to their cultural heritage. The only point they agreed on was having the adjoining car emptied, which still left more than hundred people on the train. Priests, servants, teachers, and people from the village that helped run the monastery were crowded in the three remaining cars. Background checks should have been done on the guards and all the passengers, going back to birth, but there had not been enough time. She hated flying blind, but it was her own fault for arriving late. There was no way to be sure if the staff sergeant was for or against the chosen one. He was appalled at her late arrival and even more outraged that the company had sent only one person expecting, at the very least, a dozen armed agents.  

“I will be back in thirty to relieve the other guard,” he snorted. 

This was an average planet, a standard, terra-formed world which came with the standard blue sky, but now it was grayish; green, from decades of industrial pollution. Ana saw many different colors on other planets. The one she was raised under was artificially white. She preferred a blue sky.  

​The other guard was slightly nodding off, being lulled by the rhythmic movement of the train. A servant was now pushing a large cart through the adjoining car. ​It was barely going between the seats. MARS adjusted the long blade strapped to its hip, a crude, lethal weapon made of surgical, sharp steel and the only weapon allowed by the Morvidians. They made killing very personal. Because of the implants, Ana could see everything through its eyes while also being able to access the cameras on the probe. 

​There was only a small bowl of soup on the cart. MARS took out a Persuader and held in front of the servant’s face. He looked at the small screen displaying colored lights moving in a steady, rhythmic pattern.  

“The cart is very heavy, and you are tired,” it said in a clam, even voice.

​“Yes, it is very heavy, and I’m tired.”

“You can take a break. I will deliver the soup.”

“Thank you. You are very kind.”  

The servant immediately turned around and headed through the car and would be in this trance-like state for almost an hour. Ana having a bad feeling about the cart, a hunch. MARS looked under it, and there were enough explosives to destroy most of the train and maybe bring down one of the upcoming tunnels on top of them. 

“What’s going on?” the guard asked.

​“There are explosives under the cart,” it said, and then pulled out the long blade, ready to fight.

The guard moved back a few more inches as if that small distance would save his life. 

“I am loyal to the chosen one. How can I help?”  

“Keep a lookout, I have to disarm it.”

Are you there? Ana thought establishing her mental connection with the O.S.

Yes, I am here. The response was like her internal thoughts. They had been together since she was born a constant companion and mentally linked at the beginning of training so many years ago. MARS took out the Personal Data Assistant, commonly called the Link, and ran it underneath the cart. Images from six cameras were transmitted to the O.S. 

An explosive device, I will download demolition protocols.

​Her head jerked slightly. Knowledge from demolition experts was put into her short-term memory. The process always made her disoriented for a few seconds. Sometimes, it would make her feel a little nauseous if there was a large amount of information. She knew instantly that it was a simple device. The explosives were tied to a photoelectric cell, set to detonate when light no longer hit the cell, but there was no redundant triggering mechanism. Using the long blade now as a tool, MARS disarmed it very quickly.  

“Is it safe?” the guard asked, sweat running down his face.

“Yes, I will take in the soup. Be prepared when we reach the other side of the tunnel.”

One of the priests opened the door.

“Where is the servant?” 

“He asked me to bring it in.” There were three guards, four priests, and two personal attendants. The chosen one was meditating in the corner of the car​. ​The mission report that Ana briefly read, stated he was a boy but to see him now; she thought of him as a child whose only concern should be of playing, rather than the fate of an entire civilization.

You are five seconds from the first tunnel. The train will be in the tunnel for three minutes. It will be five minutes until the next tunnel.

​​​The car became dark and there was praying. When light came through the windows, blowguns came out of the robes of the priests and MARS got its arm in front of the boy just in time. Two darts were stuck in its arm. The other guard stumbled into the next car and collapsed as two darts released their poison. Guards and priests drew blades.  

“You must come with me. You’re not safe here.” 

MARS led the boy into the next car but a fight had broken out between the guards and servants. Their only escape was a hatch that led to the top of the train, but they were both too short to reach it. MARS grabbed the cart, threw the soup at the guards, got on top and hoisted the boy up to the hatch. He pushed the hatch open and it grabbed the bottom of his feet and pushed him up.  

They are going to need transport.

MARS jumped clearing the hatch and landed on top of the car. The transport bubble was alongside the train, but the wind made it impossible for it to engulf them. 

“Well, this is melodramatic,” Ana said as the next tunnel got closer and the sergeant was coming through the hatch with a long blade in his teeth.

The distance between the train and the bubble was fluctuating.  

“We have to jump.”

“You’ve done this before?”

“Of course,” Ana replied, trying to give him a confident smile. Transport bubbles were designed to transport two stationary people, over great distances, but not designed to pick up moving objects. It was a cocoon designed to sustain its occupants for several hours. Once, an agent had spent two days in one and had recovered completely after a week of counseling for sensory deprivation.  

​MARS picked up the boy, wrapped its arms tightly around him, and jumped. Ana imagined them falling through the bubble and wondering if he would black out before hitting the valley below but before the O.S. could respond, they were inside the transport bay. The boy did not take his eyes off the bubble as it dispersed, reassemble, and then floated to the top of the bay joining two other bubbles.

“What is that sound?” 

“They are communicating.”

​“Communicating, are they alive?”

“Yes, actually they were created in a lab.”

Bolts of energy were going from a grid in the ceiling into the bubbles.

“They live off energy provided by the ship.”

“I knew you were a robot.”

“How did you know?” Ana said while walking down the ramp. 

“I did not feel a soul.”

“We prefer the term synthetic. A robot is a machine that performs one function like on an assembly line or on a mining platform."  

Ana was very different, only five feet tall, hairless, pale.

“You can go off duty,” Ana said to MARS.

It went to the station, plugged in, and then to off mode and everything it had seen and heard was downloaded and saved.

“Space travel is forbidden for us.”

​“This won’t take very long, and then I will take you to the city. Follow me, I want to change.” Ana was wearing a special suit that controlled MARS from the ship.   

The boy stood still as if seeing more of the ship would lead to his damnation. A servo, a maintenance drone, with wrenches and other tools, protruding from its back rolled across the floor and extended one of its cameras.  

​“Or you could stay here until I return. Don’t mind them, they’re harmless; they’re just curious,” Ana said as another one came over to inspect the boy.

He quickly caught up to her on the ramp that led to the main part of the ship.

I am relieved the transport was successful.  

You are concerned for the boy.

The risk to the boy was outside the mission parameters and bringing the boy on board is gross contamination and must be recorded and reported to headquarters.

Everything I say, do, and think is reported. So be it. Please go to speakers.  

​The instruction was for the O.S. to use the communication system. She always felt that using the mental connection on the ship, when there was a guest, was rude.

Hearing me speak will further contaminate the boy.

You are correct but things working by themselves may scare him.

“Put this in the souvenir case,” Ana said, handing the long blade to a servo that was stationed inside the medical bay.  

I recommend that you use ASOP. Your safety cannot be guaranteed. 

Duly noted, I will take my chances.  

​Ana started to undress but suddenly stopped, for a moment, had completely forgotten about the boy. He was in the hallway looking at all the screens and at the Auto Doc with its surgical devices attached to various shaped arms that came out of the ceiling and through the floor like some deformed, metal octopus.  

“Curtain please.” A curtain came out of the wall, encircled her, and attached to another part of the wall.

Having been born a woman, the chest was slightly feminine but there were male genitals, which were an asset on male-dominated worlds. It had always been easy to pass for a male, but now she thought her naked body would confuse the boy.

I agree your appearance may confuse the boy.  

​Ana took off the suit and put on the standard duty clothes: beige pants, long, sleeve shirt, and jacket that went down to just above the knees. The color was chosen because it was less religious looking than the white clothes agents first wore and could easily blend into a variety of environments. In the jacket pockets, were two weapons, a Link, emergency rations, medical kit, and a Persuader.

“Mirror, please.”

In the mirror, she saw a face that was not her original one. That was a distance memory. Sometimes she would call it up from the archives just to look at it, a reminder of the past. For years, she would change her appearance for every mission. Now, she stayed on the ship whenever possible and used MARAS and ASOP, the Agent Synthetic Operating System that was an exact duplicate of her.

Do not obsess with your face the boy is waiting. 

“No, change the color to black,” she said, placing the sleeve of the jacket into one of the ports by the mirror. The clothes instantly changed.  

“Is this correct?”

“Yes, thank you.”

The boy was still standing in the same spot.

“Do all your machines talk?”

“Not all of them.”  

“You say please and thank you to a machine?”

​“It never hurts to be polite.” Cognizant computes had existed before she was born. Her mother always said that it was common courtesy to be polite to any computer, machine, or even the servo-bots.  

“Is that a coffin?” 

A coffin?

It is a decorative chamber for burying a person in the ground. A custom practiced on Earth Prime.

“No, it’s a stasis chamber. On long trips, it keeps me in a kind of hibernation to conserve air, food, and water. Would you like to see the rest of the ship?”

The boy just shook his head no.

“Follow me,” Ana said heading up the corridor. The boy knew she was headed in the wrong direction, away from the transport bay, and stood his ground.

​“Anything you see here will be known only to you and me.”

The boy followed her down the corridor to a stairway that led to the backup bridge which was built to be used in case of a massive failure of the O.S. that ran every aspect of the ship. It had never been used and was the only place where there was an observation port. It took a few moments to find the correct button and then two small panels went up. The boy was transfixed by what came into view.

“Is that?”

​“Yes, it’s your planet. Please sit down; you may become disorientated once we start to move." The boy sat in the pilot’s chair, but Ana didn’t mind. She turned off the cockpit lights so the only light was from the twin moons.  

Do a slow rotation around the planet.

There are too many violations to the mission parameters.

Yes, I know. They asked for our help, so they must expect some self-promotion. Please comply.

​Once given that command the O.S had to perform the requested task unless the function harmed the ship or the agent.

When they reached a higher orbit above the planet, the boy said, “I imagined it would look like this. You can’t see the continents or the oceans, nothing but the blanket of evil.”

​​“Did pollution kill the planet?”

“Almost, it was the dark time before I was born when we were ruled by machines. We still must live on the food you provide because sunlight cannot reach the crops. That’s why we can’t see the stars or moons at night. I heard stories about the twin moons. I thought they were just fables.”

The twin moons came into view and then stars. The first stars anyone on his planet had seen in many generations. 

“That red spot, way in the distance, is a nebula, a cloud of cosmic gas. Would you like to see it up close?”

The boy was silent for several moments.

“No, I thank you, but I have seen enough. It is time I returned to my world. Is it true that an agent does not feel pain? That you are immortal?”

“No, that is a myth. I am just like you.”  

Twice she had a new body cloned and her brain transplanted. A few people lived past five hundred with a synthetic body. There was a limit on how many times the brain could be transplanted. 

“How old are you?”

“Let’s see it’s something like; I don’t really think about it."

​You are two hundred and thirty-four years old.

​​“I’m getting old.”  

“How long do your people live?”

What is the average age?

The current life expectancy is two hundred and seventy-eight years.

“Over two hundred years.”

“My father died at fifty five. Most people die in their fifties.”

They were now on the dark side of the planet, and color was even more ominous. 

​“Technology almost killed our planet.”

“Technology without wisdom is always dangerous,” Ana responded. “It is a tool and only as good as the person who uses it. We can clean your environment. You could start growing crops again.”  

The boy looked down on his world, a world that raced to the apex of technology brilliance but also to the brink of environmental suicide. 

“Nothing will be learned by accepting your help.”

After the bubble took them down to the city, Ana stood on the balcony of a church overlooking a courtyard. Hundreds of people were below waiting to see the boy. In the distance, there was a toxic city where thousands had died from pollution and the shells of factories. They were now living in domes provided by the company. Near the church, there were small villages with domes. The domes had artificial light for growing crops. The output was small so the company transported food grown on its farms from a dozen other planets every week.   

​There is a message.

Go ahead.

It is from the Coronado orbiting SJ31.

Go ahead.

It is time.

Please verify the source location.

Confirmed  

That was the only message?

Yes.

I will be transporting shortly.

​The high priest came out on the balcony.

“I want to thank you for saving him. There is no doubt he would have been killed today without your help. Although it is forbidden for anyone to touch him except the personal attendants, I want to thank you for taking him to your ship and letting your doctors examine him and making sure he wasn’t injured.” Ana was a little surprised he had not reported her. A complaint could lead to a suspension or even dismissal.

“They are all waiting to see him?”

​“Yes, they have been coming for many days. He went to the monastery for advance training almost four years ago. I’m sure some of them started to think he was just a legend. I suppose; it is strange to you, that we have forsaken all technology.”

“We are here to help.”

​“Once we solve our problems, then we will be ready to re-join the corporation. The boy’s gift will put us on the right path. By the age of five, he mastered even our most complex mathematics. At the age of seven and given only a few basic facts he correctly predicted our entire history. He predicted, just as your scientists confirmed, that we would kill this planet in less than fifty years and must relocate. No longer will decisions be made by corrupt politicians or self-serving businessmen. The boy can now predict how each action will change the future.”  

“That is an enormous burden for a young boy.”

​“He is strong, and he wants to help his people. In the last couple of months, he learned to focus and reach into the soul of an individual and predict their future. Would you like a reading?”

“He will predict my future?”

“His predictions still need interpretation by the priests, but you may find it enlightening.”  

​The boy was in a trance; eyes closed, mumbling a phrase repeatedly. The boy took Ana’s hand between his and started to rock back and forth. Suddenly, his eyes opened, looking but without really seeing.

“Your life is never ending, an unbroken circle of life, reborn again and again, never ending, never ending, never ending.”

The boy fell back into the trance.

“The priest will start working on the interpretation.”

“I’m sorry, but I made a promise, and I must keep it.”

Just before the transport bubble engulfed her, there were cheers from everyone as the boy walked out onto the balcony.

“What is our travel time to SJ31,” Ana asked on the way to her quarters.  

“Six hours. We will arrive twenty minutes before the event. The boy can't predict the future.”

“Are you sure?”

​“Accounting for all the possible variables to predict the future of an entire civilization is even beyond my capabilities.”

“So, it is beyond any human.”

“Yes, and beyond the capabilities of any current O.S.”

Ana was starting to think it was developing an ego. Once in her quarters, the O.S was programmed not to monitor or record her thoughts and transmit them to headquarters to be analyzed by medical and social engineering. That is what the operating procedures stated. There had been times when she wasn’t completely sure.  

“It is a matter of faith,” Ana said.

“Faith would be an unpredictable variable.”  

“There is news from Earth. They are celebrating one thousand years since mankind landed on the Moon.”

“That was a great accomplishment considering the technology they had.”

“Are you going there?”

“When I retire.”

“You are past the mandatory retirement age of two hundred years.”

“It’s a suggestion, not mandatory.

“Should I prepare ASOP?”

“No, I promised to come myself.”

“You are taking too many risks.”

Ana ignored the O.S.

​At the very edge of the galaxy, the Laotians lived for two thousand years before venturing into space. They sent out drones, mapped the entire galaxy, and searched for other intelligent beings. There were some emerging species. One was altered after a mass extinction. On another planet, they found a species in hibernation, on a planet almost destroyed by a war that lasted over a hundred years. They returned with some of them to their home, but the Laotians, having no concept of war or any experiences with, evil were almost destroyed when they attacked. To save their species, a few escaped on a ship. Those remaining changed their very essence into a wave which was sent into space where it passed through an inhabited, unremarkable, blue, white, planet, and then even further until it was trapped by the force of twin stars. 

​After transport, Ana was on a cliff jetting out above an ocean. People were setting up equipment. Others were looking through telescopes. A strong wind was blowing from the ocean, and the closest life star was starting to set. She walked up to a young man hooking up a magnetometer.  

“Where can I find Adrian Clark?” He pointed toward the edge of the cliff. The Link buzzed in her pocket and the face of the captain of the Coronado appeared up and left to her field of vision as she continued to walk.

“Those people are out of time. I should have started transporting hours ago.”

“They are R.A.C employees and they know the risks.”  

“I’m not taking responsibility for them. You have just a few minutes to convince those people to evacuate.”

“Understood.”

​Ana knew the captain would wait until the last possible moment. While most employees never left headquarters, on rare occasions like this, academics were sent to planets to conduct research. There was an occasional casualty with the mining operations being the most dangerous. This could not only become the biggest tragedy in company history; they would lose the top people in physics, astronomy, and life science.  

Adrian was knelling on the ground and adjusting different pieces of equipment. He looked up and said, “You didn’t have to come.”

“I said that I would be here.”  

“Is it because I saved your life?”

“Is that what you are calling it now?”

It was true. He kept her from freezing to death on Alco.

“We are even on that, so you don’t have to be here.”

“How many people are here?”

“Twelve, including myself.”

​“There is enough time to evacuate everyone.”

“We’re staying. They all volunteered.”

“I don’t think they volunteered to die.” 

“There are two light ships up there with more than a hundred scientists, and they have been studying this wave for months. Have they come up with a plan?”

Ana laughed, “You’re right; they don’t know what it will do.”  

​He got up and looked directly at her.

“The last time it went through this planet, it was over three hundred years ago so you know this is a once-in-a-lifetime chance for direct observation. You were once a scientist.”

Like her parents, Ana spent time as a scientist specializing in crop engineering. The stories from scouts, agents, and teamsters were too compelling, so at the age of twenty-five, she became a horticulturist on a light ship and then later an agent.

“The last time it passed through this planet, it was nothing but a barren piece of rock. This planet is being terraformed; soon, there will be communities here. There is no doubt that it is some kind of energy. In my scientific opinion, it will pass through this world and not harm the people or the equipment, so we’re staying.”

It was beyond her comprehension, but she was afraid it was also beyond Adrian’s even though he had a certificate in physics, astronomy, and celestial mechanics.  

“Then I’m staying.”

“Are you going to save my life now?”

“I wouldn’t say saved exactly.”

“Then what?”

“I will assist you.”

​​​“So, that’s what we’re calling it now,” and they both laughed.

“I think we are in for one wild ride,” Ana quipped and then added, “Of course, I will never forgive you if I’m turned into a pile of smoldering ashes.”

“I would expect nothing less.”

Ana contacted the captain of the Coronado.

“They are staying; get your ship out of here.”

“Good luck,” the captain responded.  

At maximum output, the Coronado and the Libra would just be able to stay ahead of the wave. Her ship could be out of this system in a matter of seconds.

Are you there?

Yes.

Make sure you don’t get caught in the wave.  

After it clears the planet, I will return as quickly as possible.

​The primary life star set, but the secondary kept the planet from going into complete darkness. They were in a state of twilight. The sky was turning the color of silver. Ana grabbed Adrian and held him close. Her blue suit would provide some protection. It was designed to protect her from a variety of energy weapons. 

“Sorry, I don’t know what else to do,” Ana said as Adrian put his arms around her.

“It’s all right.”  

Ana had forgotten what it was like to be held by someone, had forgotten what it was like to be held by him. She imagined a gigantic wave from the ocean would engulf them. 

Ten seconds until impact. Nine, Eight,

Please, no countdown.

It was a silver fog that sparkled. They could see nothing beyond the fog. It was passing through the planet like smoke. Once the fog cleared, the others started walking into the woods. 

“I need your Link,” Adrian said. His hands were trembling.

Are you there?

There was only silence. She knew the ship was out of range, but it was a habit.  

​“There is no excess radiation or change to the atmosphere. It’s like it never happened, but where are they going?”

“Maybe there,” Ana said, pointing to the woods in the distance. Ana was taking exaggerated steps, enjoying the softness beneath her feet. Adrian was moving slower because he was examining the readings. The air was warm and humid. They were both sweating profusely.  

“What do they call this stuff?”

Adrian looked up from the screen as he caught up, and Ana was rubbing her hand through the green blades.

“It’s called grass.”

“This is neat stuff.”  

A few feet inside the trees, they found a path where all the others had walked in single file deeper into the woods. Because of the canopy of the trees, it was dark, and the path was hard to follow. She almost walked into a tree, and a broken branch poked her arm the first physical pain in decades.  

“Are you ok?” 

“I’m fine,” Ana replied while rubbing her upper arm. She had been trained to put pain out of her mind, but at this moment, that seemed impossible. When they reached a large clearing, some members of the team were sitting around a campfire holding hands. Adrian started counting heads and was relieved that everyone was there. Jeremy, his research assistant, was building a village on his Link. Several were starting to build temporary shelters.  

“Are any of you injured?” Adrian asked.  

“Of course not, we’re all fine. We should call this place New Hope.”

“What are you talking about? You’re not staying here.”

“Living in an artificial world is unnatural.”

“What about your career?”

“Living is my career, living and loving. Our lives will be about helping others.”

“Everyone must return to your instruments, return to your jobs.”

“We resign.”

“You can’t just resign. Even if you did, there are procedures to be followed. You must return to headquarters, and you can’t survive living in the woods.”  

There was no answer.   

“They all changed. So, my theory is correct. This is the same phenomenon that went through Earth Prime. Why weren’t we changed?” Adrian asked.

“Just like Earth Prime, some changed, and others didn’t.”  

Now, they were all sitting in a circle around a fire. 

“I can’t make you return, but what about your friends and families?”

One of them held out their hand to him, and he joined them, sitting on the ground. Ana came and sat next to him, and then they all looked up. The stars were shining brightly, too brightly. They appeared to be a few feet above them. She was just starting to make a group into a constellation when they all changed.

“Wow,” Ana said, and was embarrassed by her reaction. The stars disappeared, and planets and moons came into view right above them.  

Are you there?

Yes, standing by; sorry for the delay, there were unforeseen events that needed my attention.

Is this real?

No, but it is accurate.  

I was hoping it was real.

They are projecting the images into your mind.

Thousands of stars and planets went by.

These stars and planets are not on any star charts.

Are they dreaming up planets and stars?

I am not sure.

Stand by for transport.

“My ship is here,” Ana whispered to Adrian as a planet and moon rotated just above their heads.  

“This is incredible; I think they are exploring the galaxy with their minds, or maybe they are memories, but whose memories?”

“I will transport down some survival gear.”

“I think we can survive until the light ship's return. So, is it still the best job in the galaxy?”

“Yes.”

“There is no time for us?”  

“I’m sorry.”

“If I had been aboard the Titan, maybe your parents would still be alive.”  

Ana hadn’t thought about it in many years. She convinced Adrian and her sister not to be on the maiden voyage because of a dream, a premonition. The Titan was the biggest ship ever built, with two thousand passengers and crew. Both her parents and many of her relatives were lost when hundreds of objects no larger than a fist went through all twelve decks. The ship had no defense. After a two-year investigation, the conclusion was that it was not a natural phenomenon. Some thought it was a weapon. 

“I believe the outcome would have been the same,” Ana replied softly but sternly. 

“I believe we are definitely even on the saving your life thing, and I’m glad that I wasn’t turned into a pile of ashes.”

“You’re welcome.”  

Ready for transport.

Transport has been sent.

“Good luck,” Ana said as the bubble engulfed her.

She sat down at the workstation in her quarters.

“Send down two survival pods.”

“He said that they were not necessary.”

“He can thank me later.”

The pods contained supplies and a shelter to keep an agent alive for a week.  

“What caused the delay?”

“I have the replay on the screen. You now have three new messages. One marked urgent, one marked, must respond from medical, and a voice-only message from your sister. You could have spent more time on the planet, or was it your fear of intimacy that made you leave?” 

“You can put away the counseling program; I'm fine. Play the message from my sister first.”

“Hello Ana, I just wanted to remind you that it will be the tenth anniversary since Mom and Dad passed away. We will be having a quiet ceremony on Saturday. I’m sorry; I always forget. That's Universal Date Three, 26, 497 AC at seventeen hundred. I’m sure you won’t be able to make it because you are doing something really important. I will light a candle for both of us, all my love.”

“Is there any response?”

“No, next message.”

“Would you like a few moments to gather your thoughts?”

“No, next message please.”

It was from John Flaherty, R.A.C., chief medical officer.

“This is your final message. You know operating procedures, four hours of downtime for every twenty-four hours of service time. The last log was a complete fabrication. I will accept nothing less than the original log for three months. You must comply, or I will revoke your flight status.”

“Revoke the flight status of an agent on duty now, that would be a first. How long have I been on duty?”

“Ninety-six hours, seventeen minutes-“

“That long, I hate downtime.”

“Why?” responded the O.S. in a tone that made her think it was genuinely concerned.

“I don’t like the dreams.”

“The counseling program would make the transition much easier.”

“I have trouble discussing things with smoke and mirrors.”

“You know the interactive counseling program is used aboard ships and on many worlds with excellent results. The sleep chamber is designed to produce only pleasant dreams.”

“I’m sure that’s what it says in the brochures, but the dreams can be disturbing.”

“The counseling program is here for your convenience.”

“Next message, please.”

The next image was of Amand Zito, her supervisor for more than forty years.

“We have a situation that needs your immediate attention. An experimental craft has been taken from the R.M.R research facility. This is a prototype that was used for the first flight to another galaxy. Of course, I don’t need to tell you how important it is to the company. Our best guess is that it will be going through your sector. I’m coordinating with all the light-ships to track it and having them send any telemetry directly to you. There will be a complete investigation into the security at the research center. The bottom line is we need that ship back. It is a substantial investment for the company. I know you have a personal interest in this. Keep me posted on your progress.”

She had applied for the program, wanted to be the first to travel to the next galaxy, but didn’t make the cut. For centuries, mankind had been cut off from the stars by time and distance until the light barrier was broken. As humans ventured into space and inhabited other planets, the company created a universal time standard. With so many planets separated by less than a few thousand light-years and with terraforming, there were now clusters of planets, so a new fleet of ships, bigger and slower, was built, named light-ships to service them. A picture appeared on the screen.

“What is this?"

“It is a picture of a craft traveling at L 25.”

“I didn’t think anything could go that fast. There is no way we can catch up to a ship at that speed.”

“The ship has been decelerating for some time. It is leaving behind a large heat trail that will be easy to follow.”

“All right, set a course, maximum speed.”

“I do not recommend L 10. The servos can service pump twelve, but you must repair number eight.”  

The engine took up three-fourths of the ship. Ana always laughed at the old VID’s with ships that had large state rooms, with thousands of crew members, and corridors that seemed to go on forever. Producing air and water was still a cumbersome and expensive process. The ship was a transportation vehicle, one deck, built for the highest velocity, just a transport from one planet, from one mission, to the next. It was thirty meters long and six meters wide with no frills, no holodeck, or a large cabin with a fireplace. Every inch served a specific function. The galley consisted of two energy bars for every twenty-four service hours. Even a light ship with its four decks had a maximum crew of fifty. Since the loss of eight hundred and sixty people aboard the Titan, it was the policy to build smaller ships to reduce the number of casualties. A byproduct of the propulsion system was heat that had to be pumped out into space. 

“A promise is a promise; I will do it right now.”

“My recommendation is that you fulfill your downtime requirement. The pump procedure is delicate and should be done when you are fully rested. It will take more than ten hours for the craft to reach our sector if it does not change course. A velocity of L 8 can be maintained until the pump is repaired.”

“You're right, I do feel tired, please program four hours of downtime.”

The ship could maintain L 10 even with the pumps needing repair, but it was outside the S.O.P (standard operating procedure), and although risk evaluation was an ongoing process, it was always a fight to get the O.S. to go outside the S.O.P.

Her quarters were in the most protected part of the ship. It was designed to be jettisoned and used as a survival pod. It was just twenty square feet and was the second smallest room next to the backup bridge. It contained a closet with emergency supplies, a clothes station, a workstation, a chair, and a combination sleep and stasis chamber, which was more commonly called a life chamber. Some argued that the life chambers and sleep compression were the single most significant discovery since space travel began, even more important than faster-than-light travel. It was the ability to compress eight hours of restful sleep into just two hours or place a body in stasis where the biological clock was slowed until days were like minutes that really opened the entire galaxy for exploration. While life chambers were sold as anti-aging devices on many worlds, there was no scientific evidence that proved they could extend life. On some worlds, after a part religious ceremony, part party, called an Extension, a person would spend a decade in the chamber, turning it into a time machine, which was not its intended use or recommended by the company. The medical bay was the second biggest part of the ship, which contained the auto-doc, two stasis chambers, and could be sealed off in case of contamination.  

Ana crawled into the chamber, and the surface changed, conforming to the shape of her body. The glass darkened, a soft sound, made her relax. The surface beneath her induced a drug through the skin; sleep would come, and so would the dreams. The O.S injected the counseling program into the chamber and kept her in it for eight hours.

The image of her sister was still in her mind. They were fighting over a toy. Ana wrestled it away from her, pushed her, and she floated upward, higher and higher, reaching the sky. She broke through, causing glass to rain down. Blood dripped from her face and arms.

“Are you awake?”

“Yes, what’s our status?”

“I still have a lock on the heat trail from the ship. We are now entering the Ambora system. There is a message that you must read immediately.”

Ana put her feet on the floor and pulled them up quickly.  

“The floor is freezing, raise the temperature.”

“The floor is at the optimum temperature. You can be such a baby.”

A phrase her father used many times, so Ana walked across the floor, trying not to put all her weight on her feet, grabbed a bottle of green liquid, designed to be nourishment and to balance the blood sugar. Still naked, she sat down at the workstation. There was an image displayed, and text was on the screen. She was having trouble getting her eyes to focus.

“Play message.”

“To April Ana: From Commissioner Cedrick Black. This is to inform you that your immediate supervisor Amand Zito has been relieved of duty pending an investigation. You are to complete your current mission and then contact my office.”

“I wonder what that is all about.”

“Should I request more information?”

“No, let’s concentrate on the current mission.”

The stolen ship was like hers, never designed to land on a planet, to feel the force of gravity, or the friction of an atmosphere.

“What does this system have?”

To the left of the console, a holographic image of the system appeared. It contained five planets. One was being terra-formed, two class four planets, one class two, and one no contact.  

“Start searching the class four planets for a crash site. If it hit any of these worlds going faster than L 10, there is going to be a big crater.”

“Why search just the class four planets?”

“Just a feeling.”

“A hunch?”

“Yes.”

The O.S learned to comply with her hunches.

“I am launching probes.”

“Good, I sure would like to take a shower.”

“Our water usage is above normal. Pump number eight must be repaired.”

“All right, can I have a shower after fixing the pump?”

“You can use one gallon.”

All during her childhood at headquarters, every drop of water had to be manufactured, conserved, and recycled. Water conservation became a way of life. Her sister was now on a water planet. People had pools of it in their back yards. She knew about pools, but it was still hard to believe until you saw one. Once on a visit, she filled up the bathtub with more water than she had ever used before and was embarrassed when the water flowed out of the tub, onto the floor, and down the hallway, but it was one of her fondest memories.

“Would you like to discuss your dreams?” OS asked as Ana got into coveralls.

“No, keep bugging me, and I’m going to pull your plug.”

“I don’t have a plug.”

The O.S was a separate entity, out of her control, completely self-sustaining, never-ending. At birth, everyone got their own personal O.S. It was upgraded to run the ship when she became an agent.   

Ana made her way down to the lowest part of the ship through a service shaft and down a catwalk. She called it the belly of the ship. At the pump was a servo-bot. It was holding up a Link with a schematic of the pump.  

“I don’t see why it can’t handle the repairs.”

“Their tools are not sensitive enough. This is a very delicate procedure.”

“I think you get some sick pleasure out of seeing me do manual labor and getting dirty.”

“It is impossible for me to have a fetish.”

“Oh yeah, tell it to the programmers.”

The servo gave her the correct tool at the right time. She took out a part and tried to match it up to the diagram.

“This doesn’t look like anything. You know I’m not a mechanic.”

“You are doing fine. The primary shaft must be replaced and the pump gaskets.”

Ana’s hands were covered in grease and hydraulic fluid. She finally got the shaft out and looked it over.

“This looks just fine to me. That’s why I think you like to see me do maintenance.”

“There is scoring along the shaft, and it would have failed.”

The shaft was heavily marked on one side. She replaced the shaft and had most of it put back together when she noticed there were a couple of parts left over.

“Do you think these are necessary?” Ana said, holding the parts up to the camera on the servo-bot.

“All the parts are necessary. Please stand by.” 

She finally realized they were the old parts that she had just replaced. The servo extended its tools.

“Now you want to be useful.”

“I have found the crash site. It is on a class four planet.”

“That’s good, at least I won’t have to go undercover.”

“The pump is now repaired and can be brought back online.” It took another hour to get the casing on and to connect the pump.  

Ana was glad to be finally stepping under the shower. She used the vacuum twice before hitting the spray button that sent water shooting in all directions from nozzles that spun around her. She waited until the water drained, was filtered, and then hit the spray button repeatedly until no more water came out. After using the vacuum to dry herself, she went into the medical bay, measured two pints that had just been reconstituted from the shower, and grabbed two meal bars.  

On the screen was a simulation of the planet from the prob sensors. The ship was still too far away for images. Ana drank the water and ate the bars while waiting for the pictures, paged through the mission reports from the previous week, and signed off on them, which sent them directly to headquarters. Next, the report on the Meridian mission was on the screen. She touched the video icon embedded within the document. It was a video of their conversation in the medical bay.  

“All this could be edited out.”

“Please stand by.” The O.S was busy with several functions, from bringing the repaired pump online, retrieving one of the probes, and updating and sending mission reports to the nearest light ship, which would send them to another, passing them from one to another until they reached headquarters.

“I deleted the video from the bridge. It was in your best interest.”

“You could just leave in the footage of the boy in the transport bay.”  

“The mission record is complete. I am now recovering images from the probe.”

She won very few battles when it came to mission reports. In a few moments, pictures of the planet were displayed, and then the crash site filled the screen.

“The impact crater should be a lot bigger, unless he jettisoned the engine core. That’s what a good test pilot would do.”

“You are correct, there is not enough Aridium around the crash site to account for the engine core. I have found an escape pod.” The view changed, showing it west from the crash site.

“I guess he didn’t go down with the ship.” Ana enlarged the image, zooming in on the crash site. The infrared cameras showed many heat signatures around the site. Vital evidence from the site was already compromised.

“Prepare ASOP for transport.”

“Do you want it to go to the escape pod?”

”No, I want to see the crash site first.”

On the ground, the crater looked a lot more impressive. It was just over a mile in diameter and over a hundred feet deep. The military constructed a fence around the perimeter and was also trying to keep the hordes of reporters and people away. There was a command center on the other side where they were confiscating souvenirs and logging in parts from the wreckage. By the telemetry and by looking at the crater, she knew what had happened. The angle of the impact was too shallow for a ship out of control, but was consistent with a ship being ditched. The pilot jettisoned the engine core just outside the atmosphere. He would stay on the stick as long as possible, firing the maneuvering jets manually, trying to keep the descent level. The ship would act like a wounded bird. He would hit the escape release at the last possible second, feeling the explosive charges fire, slamming him back into the seat as the escape pod was blown clear. It all was confirmed by the readings, but there was no sign of the engine core, and it was not orbiting the planet.

A vehicle drove up, and an officer got out, followed by two soldiers who pointed their weapons at ASOP. It already had the identification ready.  

“Is this one of yours?”

“No. I’m here to investigate.” Technically, they used a subcontractor, so Ana wasn’t lying just hoping to avoid a dispute on who had jurisdiction.

“Whose ship is it? He asked in a tone that made Ana think he was not buying the story.

“I don’t know.”

“It’s on our soil that makes it our investigation.”

“Of course,” she replied politely. 

“I would greatly appreciate any information you would like to share.”

“We will brief you after we find the flight recorders.”

“That would be fine. In fact, I was just leaving.”

Transport ASOP to the escape pod.

The bubble landed six feet from the pod. ASOP made a circle around it and found a set of footprints in the soft dirt leading away from the pod. It cut the parachute ties and pulled it off, examined the cockpit, found that the seat had already been removed, and the flight recorder was gone. Following a set of footprints out to a paved road, there was a set of vehicle tracks.  

Someone picked him up. I guess he had all this planned out. Order a complete bio of the pilot. Transport ASOP back.

He was a very experienced test pilot and was the first to test a dozen other planes on other planets. She threw the water bottle up against the cabinet. That should have been her mission. Now they had a destroyed ship, a missing pilot, and a lost engine core.  

“Contact the local authorities and send them a picture. We need to find him. Tell them they are not to contact; just keep him under surveillance. Also, monitor local communications. I want to know if anyone reports seeing him.”

“Do you think he crashed the ship on purpose?"

“Yes, I do.”

After tapping into the planet’s communications satellite, there were four images across the screen of different officials demanding full disclosure.  

“I intercepted a communication from a police officer reporting that they spotted a man matching the pilot’s description.”

“Show me the location.”

There was an overhead view of a city block.  

“The area contains many bars and a Pleasure Palace.”

“It’s a long-standing tradition for test pilots after a mission; get drunk, and then get laid.” 

“I don’t understand.”

“A very old reference for sexual intercourse. Transport ASOP right here,” Ana said, touching the screen where there was an alley. She got on the control chair and cleared her mind. She would now control ASOP instead of the O.S.

“Do you want to contact the local authorities?”

“No, I’m not ready for full disclosure.”

There was a police vehicle parked across the street. She was not sure if they were keeping the place under surveillance, waiting for additional help, or authority to go inside. It went down the alley and found the back entrance. The place was dimly lit with the foul smell of alcohol and tobacco. Ana was always amazed how these kinds of places could be so similar on so many different planets. It got the bartender’s attention.  

“Have you seen this man?”

“No,” said the bartender, not even looking at the picture on the Link.

“Take a very good look.”

“Why, who’s asking?”

Before she could answer, a woman fell into it and then fell to the floor. It backed up because her policy was not to get involved in barroom brawls.  

“You dumb, tramp,” a big, burly man, twice ASOP’s size, said, and then he kicked the woman in the stomach.  

Oh no, we can’t have this.

Procedures prohibit you from getting involved.  

“That’s enough,” it said while bending down to help the woman.

“Mind your own business.”

It moved slightly, and his fist missed, and then, grabbing his wrist brought the palm of its other hand into his elbow, dislocating it. It hit his midsection, knocking the wind out of him. With the hydraulics, it was like being hit by a moving brick wall. It kicked out his feet, sending him to the floor. The woman’s nose was bleeding.

“Are you alright?”

“I’ll be ok; I've had worse.” She had been on worlds where women were treated poorly, like second-class citizens, on some worlds, no better than animals. Agents were trained to ignore, to tolerate, customs and cultural differences, but more importantly, not let it interfere with completing the mission, but some things she refused to ignore. While helping her onto a barstool, a chair came across its back. It didn’t shatter, but the chair and man were vibrating like it struck the side of a building. It kicked, sending the man ten feet in the opposite direction. A few more men started coming toward it.  

“I really don’t have time for this,” it said, and then took out a weapon that was made to be scary but not lethal. It was ten inches long with a large, intimidating barrel, switched it to wide dispersal, and fired. There was a crack of electrical discharge. The discharge hit five people, scrambling their neural pathways and motor neurons, making them drop to the floor under their own weight and causing unconsciousness as the brain protected itself. It turned and fired toward the front door, hitting more people. Everyone was scrambling for the exits.  

“Who the hell are you?” The bartender asked. The R.A.C.  identification glowed on its chest in bright gold letters. 

“Do you want to take another look at this picture, or should I take you in for obstruction?”

The bartender knew, like all citizens, it could get him a year on a work planet without a trial or even a hearing. He would be put in status and then dropped off. His immediate family will be notified later by the company. He would stay there until his case was heard, and that could take up to a year.    

The bartender concentrated on the picture. It was old from the pilot’s training class.  

“He was in a while ago, said something about going to Rosie’s down the street.”  

ASOP got out the back just as the police officers were making their way into the front. Once inside the pleasure palace, a woman approached and said, “What will be your pleasure, a man, a woman, or both?"

It showed her the picture and identification.

“I’m looking for this man.”

“He is upstairs. I will send someone to get him.”

“No, I will wait for him to finish.” Ana would expect the same courtesy.  

“May get you something while you wait?”

“Would you have frozen, whipped coffee to go?”

“No, but if you are looking for something stimulating, we have a rum, iced tea. You can wait in the bar. Anything you want is on the house.”

The bartender was cordial. It ordered the on duty drink, water with lemon and lime, and hoping the other bartender would keep the authorities busy long enough that it wouldn’t be necessary to go upstairs and take the pilot by force. In the larger, adjoining room, women were modeling themselves for a couple of men. They chose the ones they wanted, and then a group of men came out and displayed themselves for an elderly woman. All of them had the stamp on the back of their neck. They were synthetics made by a subsidiary of the corporation. The first line was designed to help handicapped people, but it was unprofitable. The second line was very profitable, sexual partners. In fact, many people chose them over human partners, and millions had been sold or rented.  

When the pilot came in, he got a drink and sat at one of the back tables. He was a tall man for a test pilot at almost six feet, with jet-black hair and a flat, broad chin.

ASOP walked up to where he was sitting.

“John Dent?” 

“You are?” He replied without looking up.

“R.A.C,” it replied, showing the identification.

“I resigned two weeks ago, so you can take your stuff out to the street.”

His bio appeared to the left of her field of vision as it sat down.  

“John Dent, test pilot. Selected two years ago from a hundred applicants to fly a prototype. Made three test flights and then made a successful flight to a new galaxy. When you got back, you were diagnosed with a stress disorder. The really interesting part to me is that when you returned, the flight recorder was blank. How did that happen?”

“As I told them, I have no idea. I was just the jockey. Go talk to the people who took care of the ship.”

“I suppose you don’t know anything about the ship that was stolen?”

“No.”

“The fact that you just happen to be on the same planet where the ship crashed is only a coincidence.”

“You got it.”

“Another thing I find interesting is that the person who took the ship and crashed it removed the flight recorders from the escape pod. Now, why would someone do that?”

Dent said nothing as he wiped condensation off the side of the glass onto his forehead.

“All pilots have a unique way of flying that they learned over the years. You can get a good idea of who the pilot was by checking the recorders. You want to hear my theory?” Dent leaned back in the chair.

“I think that you found some way of switching the recorders when you got done with your test flight, and then when you stole the craft, you switched them again. That’s why they were gone from the escape pod. There is something on the recorder you don’t want anyone to see.”
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