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    Felix frowned at the screen, wishing it didn’t reveal every nuance of annoyance on his caller’s face. 
 
    “I was never interested in a man like you.” Redonda said, staring at him incredulously on the screen. “Look at you, Felix, and then look at me.”  
 
    He had to agree, Redonda was gorgeous, with her strawberry-auburn hair, green eyes and smooth skin.  
 
    “Forgive me if I thought our dinners and the kisses meant we were dating,” he replied.  
 
    “You should’ve understood those things were just between friends. It’s rude of you, to whine about yourself instead of congratulating me. I wanted to tell you Rolan asked me out. At last!” 
 
    “Let’s hope he can hold your attention.” 
 
    “Do I need to explain he’s more than you are, Felix?” 
 
    “I figured that one out on my own.” 
 
    “You’re a slag-poor friend to bring this up now. Can we get back to what’s important?” 
 
    “I should. I’ve got work to do.”  
 
    Redonda spat an insult about his Teddie Bear ears, and the screen went blank. She once said she knew no other men who’d be willing to cast such a ridiculous shadow. She’d never taken his job as a psychiatrist seriously and she despised his badge of office. 
 
    The ears were molded, measured exactly to fit the parameters of his head, and curved on top like bear ears. All Teddie Bears wore them when on duty. Felix had worked hard to earn those ears. He’d been sobbed on, slapped, tear-kissed, and thrown across the room. Being a Teddie Bear wasn’t an easy task when on board a ship traveling in between dimensions in the Blankensphere. 
 
    He didn’t take off the ears now, but planted them on his head. He thought back to the conversation he’d had the night before.  
 
    “Felix, I’m asking you to volunteer for a dangerous mission.” his superior said. “You see the details I sent you. I need someone who can reassure the crew on this ship you’re not all committing suicide.” 
 
    “Dropping into the Blankensphere with no way to get out again seems pretty close, sir. How am I to reassure the crew about that? Tell them I’m swirling down the toilet with them?” 
 
    “Arm yourself with the stupid grin you put on, whenever things get rough. At least I was told you were grinning last month, when that ship you were on started breaking up.” 
 
    “You’ve heard the joke going around, sir, that I’m a danger-seeker?” 
 
    “I was counting on your natural ability to smile in the face of terror, Ti-ber,” the man responded in a dry voice.               
 
     T.E.D.D.I.E. stood for Trusted, Educated, Deferential, Dedicated, Inspirational, Extrapolator and B.E.A.R. stood for Bearing, Extreme, Apprehension, and Rage. Since the Blankensphere dimension was now able to be traversed, Teddie Bears were assigned to assist with tensions which affected the crew. The unexplained lack of air and space outside the ship’s windows often reduced portions of the crew to shreds of anxious humanity.  
 
    Felix was a qualified Teddie Bear although he was just 22-years-old. For this dangerous joyride of a mission, all crew had to be experienced traveling in the Blankensphere, they had to be qualified in their given fields, and they had to volunteer— accepting the possibility they might never return. Felix was now the most experienced Teddie Bear available. The Teddie Bears above him were lost in the Blankensphere.  
 
    This trip was a fact-finding mission, to discover if the three ships which our side had last dispatched— but had never returned— still existed, and if their crews of six-hundred people lived.  
 
    His finger poised over the call now, but he hesitated to make it. He’d talked to his father about this earlier.  
 
    “I don’t like it, Felix.” his father had said. “This isn’t a recovery mission, it’s more like chopping vegetables and dropping them into the soup!” 
 
    His father had been cooking at that moment.  
 
    “They need me, though. It’s why I became a Teddie Bear, to help people, right? And besides, you go on dangerous missions all the time.” 
 
    “But I don’t enjoy them like you do. You look for missions like this. Traveling through that Blankensphere is idiocy, I told you before.” 
 
    He felt sorry his father was concerned, but his screen indicated another call from Redonda was coming in. At the sight his finger dropped, almost on its own. A moment later he’d called his superior to inform him of his willingness to accept the mission.  
 
    Felix completed his preparations. He’d thought Redonda would beg him not to go instead of making him feel as if he were pathetically hanging on and taking advantage of her sympathy.  
 
    It was true she’d rarely invited him in to her home, and had only kissed him on her doorstep before this. He should’ve realized she had no interest in him. He was a friend to her, when she wanted someone to listen to her talk without interruption. But she wasn’t the same friend to him in return. He determined to push the thoughts of her away and the memory of her obvious distaste when she realized he’d been attracted to her. He’d train himself to think encouraging thoughts.  
 
    Sometimes it was unsettling to realize the helpful bits of advice he administered being a Teddie Bear didn’t always work so well in practice.  
 
    At least he hadn’t fallen for her yet, and inadequacy was the only pain he had to get over. He admitted the truth to himself as he glanced in his mirror to see if the ears were straight. Perhaps he was over-tall with gawky hands and feet. His brown eyes crinkled with his too-big smile, his nose was prominent, his hair unruly. He looked the part of a counselor more than of a crewman, but down deep he was excited to go on this mission. He felt like he did when he was 20 and he’d bought his shovercar. He’d leapt off the roof of the dealership with it before the man even finished saying take care. 
 
    He left home and planned what objects he should bring to the ship to give away as sources of comfort. Certain frothy drinks were known to dim anxiety and he would designate a crate full of those to be stored in the ship’s hold. Teddie Bears were allowed to do that and although sometimes Captains complained they always waved him on with it.  
 
    Two hours later he’d parked his shovercar at the mission base, gathered his stores from the base supply, hauled them on board and past the pertinent eye of his new Captain, and found the small spot the man allowed him in the very back of the Cargo hold.  
 
    He had to move some of the other stores around so his crate wouldn’t be designated under the classification of ‘Desserts and Morning Drinks’. He locked in the spot for his crate and designated it, ‘Comfort Foods and Drinks; T.E.D.D.I.E. B.E.A.R. Supply’.  
 
    He went back to the base and collected the crate of written materials and comfort items which he’d keep with him in his office on the ship. Again, he encountered the Captain at the ship’s gate. Captains always oversaw what was being stored before the ship took off on the mission. It was a long-held tradition. The Captain stared at him now and Felix nodded in recognition. It’d been years but Felix had known this man well once. In fact, although Felix had been a child at the time; their friendship was a true one despite the age difference. He and the man had connected back then. 
 
    His mother had died when he was ten, and Felix’s cousin Aerlane had taken him in for a year and a half. That’s when Felix met Thames, who was Aerlane’s friend. Thames was young to have achieved Captain’s status— in his mid-30’s, but he’d always been as stubborn as a shield in lock-jam.  
 
    Felix had hoped to see him again without annoying him first. He smiled under his load but didn’t bother saying, ‘remember you knew me when I was a kid and you spent two summers with my cousin Aerlane.’ Now wasn’t the time. 
 
    “You have more you want to store in the hold?” the Captain demanded. 
 
    “No, sir,” Felix panted, pausing with the heavy crate. “This goes in my office.” 
 
    “Well get going with it before you drop it and scuff the floor of my ship. I’ve just had them polished for the journey.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Felix passed the Captain and hurried into the ship proper. The SST Featherfleet was the newest ship in the Blankensphere set of six. It had only been on one mission previous to this one. As Felix moved down the rounded passageways, he could see why the Captain was so proud of it. It was sleek and in excellent repair.  
 
    In the SST class of ships most passageways looked the same. In his first mission Felix had spent a great deal of the time lost on board. But now he had experience. He arrived at his office, glanced at the scan code and was allowed inside. The door sucked upward and he saw the inside of his small, but adequate for his counseling needs, office. He nodded. Dangerous it might be, and he might never come home. But he was here on this mission and if the threat of dreadful catastrophes became real, there was something electric about that. He grinned and stepped inside.  
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    The SST Featherfleet had four decks, individual cabins for each of its crew members, and large salon quarters for the Captain, the 1st Officer, the 2nd Officer, and the Engineer. The Medical section had their quarters located in the Infirmary wing. There were vast common areas on board the ship, there were several cafeterias, lounges, work-out facilities and even a library for the long evenings away.  
 
    Felix was quartered near the Medical section but still along the hallway with the crew. He could’ve bunked near the two doctors and the accompanying nurses and orderlies, but he’d chosen to be placed with the crew. It was them he wanted to serve, and they needed to feel he was one of them. Even though on this voyage the crew was reduced down to almost half because of the dangers, still there were over a hundred and thirty people for him to assist.  
 
    After he put his crate down in his office and stored the materials and the comfort items in the cupboards, he made the last trip out to his shovercar and got his suitcases. The third time he passed the Captain he wasn’t carrying cargo, so he was given a brief nod.  
 
    Up the ship elevator from the cargo deck, he exited on the upper quarter deck. In the middle of the crew quarters on this floor were the Captain’s salon and the Engineer’s. Them being in the center of the crew was comforting for most, as they passed the Captain in the morning or noticed his absence during emergencies. Unless the Captain was too terrifying to bunk with, but that wasn’t usually the case on Blankensphere ships. 
 
    As Felix walked down the passageway, he saw a beautiful woman paused in the corridor. She had lustrous black hair, sparkling dark eyes, smooth skin and a nice figure. He slowed too, not because she was so attractive but because of the expression on her face. She stood holding several packages and she looked irritated at a man who wasn’t letting her pass. Felix could tell by the fellow’s overconfident swagger as he leaned against the wall next to her that this man didn’t believe she actually wanted him to go away. 
 
    “Excuse me,” she insisted in a low, rich voice.  
 
    The man leaned closer, so he could tower over her.  
 
    “I could help you carry your things, Miss…” he said. 
 
    “My name is Specialist Maloree,” she provided. “I’m the Bridge Statistician on this ship. And I don’t need any help!” 
 
    As Felix drew level with them the fellow seemed to notice his approach and give up talking to her.  
 
    “I’ll see you later then, Miss Maloree,” he purred. “Don’t worry.” 
 
    The man straightened languidly, blocking Felix’s path as well, and then strolled away. Once he’d cleared the corridor she sighed out in frustration, tripped over nothing and dropped her bags and packages. 
 
    “Oh!” she said, her voice like a growl.  
 
    “Let me help you,” said Felix, crouching down. 
 
    “I’m perfectly capable of…” she snapped, but faltered when he looked up at her tone with an innocent expression. Their eyes met.  
 
    “Forgive me,” he said. “I didn’t mean to seem patronizing.” 
 
    She let the tension go and smiled a little. “No, it’s all right.” 
 
    He rose and handed her the boxes. “I’m Ti-ber Felix.” 
 
    “Specialist Maloree.” 
 
    They smiled and nodded, and then each went to their own quarters.  
 
    Soon Felix found his cabin. It was the very last one before the corridor ended, which meant his view outside might be obstructed. The Blankensphere wasn’t what most people wanted to see when they looked out a window anyway. Like his other cabins had been on his previous missions this room was long and skinny. A bed, a closet, a tiny bathroom, a desk, and a sofa built into the extra wall space. He liked the cabin and he plunked down his suitcases on the bed. He’d soon make it his own and meet his neighbors.  
 
    There was a strong sense of community which developed in the crew quarters. There were typically fifty crewmates bunked per side and a hundred per deck, with two decks on the ship dedicated to housing. He put away his clothes and then heard a tone on his communicator screen. He’d checked into the ship so now all of his personal correspondence, person-to-person calls, and messages from other crew members would be routed to him and he could receive them on any screen on the ship. He went and sat down at his desk. 
 
    He activated the call. “Ti-Ber Felix,” he said. “How may I help you?” 
 
    Redonda’s face glared out of the screen at him. “Ti-Ber Felix?” she spouted instead of saying hello. “And you’re still wearing the ears.” 
 
    “Hello Redonda,” he said. “Why are you calling me?” 
 
    “What do you mean, why?” she replied, her voice rising a bit, “Because I need you, of course.” 
 
    “Ah. Well, perhaps I should remind you I’m leaving on my mission today.” 
 
    “But not yet, right? Those missions always leave late.” 
 
    “I can speak to you for a few minutes,” he allowed. 
 
    “Good. Hurry over to my house, right away.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I can’t leave the ship, I….” 
 
    “Felix, he broke up with me.” she wailed. “Already. My heart is broken!” 
 
    “Oh…” he said, and then, “Ah.” 
 
    His answer wasn’t satisfactory and her face grew more impatient. “You can’t help me on a call,” she complained.  
 
    “I can listen for a while.” 
 
    “Felix,” she said, and her voice took on a tone of command. “Get over here.” 
 
    “There’s not enough time. The ship will be leaving soon.” 
 
    “So, tell them they have to wait for you.” 
 
    He laughed but just barely held the scorn from his voice. “You don’t tell them things like that. And they don’t wait unless it’s an emergency and sometimes not even then.” 
 
    “This is an emergency. Didn’t you hear what I said? I’ve been dropped, rejected…I’m hurting.” 
 
    “I know how it feels to be let go of,” he said, his voice dry. 
 
    “Felix, take this serious please. I feel really desperate!” 
 
    He sighed. “I can’t ask the ship to wait for me and there isn’t time for me to come before it leaves,” he repeated for the third time. Then he felt bad at the tear he saw running down her cheek. “I’m sorry,” he added. 
 
    “Don’t be sorry,” she said, more insistent. “Just come! They’ll have to find someone else to wear the ears. Or they can go without you.” 
 
    “No, they won’t be going without me. This is my job, Redonda. I can’t let this crew down. Emergencies arise for these people too and I’ve committed myself to helping them. But I am sympathetic to you. I have some time to talk to you right here and now. I….” 
 
    “Never mind!” she yelled, her eyes narrowing. “I see what it is. You didn’t get your way so you think you’re going to pay me back. Well that won’t work. You’ll stop pouting and pretending you’re some big man on that ship. You’ll come here, and now. They’ll wait for you; I say, and if they don’t, you’ll get another mission later. Now I’m done talking about this. If you’re not here soon, Felix, we’re through. Do you understand that?” 
 
    “Yes, it was clear enough,” he said. “Goodbye for now, Redonda.” 
 
    “I’ll see you soon then.” 
 
    She disconnected abruptly. He frowned for a moment and then tried to push the conversation from his mind. But that look in her eye came back to him. He considered calling her back but there was little point. Surely, she’d see she was being unreasonable to demand he drop these people, this mission, and incidentally his reputation as a Teddie Bear just because she commanded it. He shook his head.  
 
    It was odd how things cleared in his mind now she’d pushed him away. All his training indicated she was angry more than hurt like she said. As a Teddie Bear sometimes it fell to him to absorb his patient’s anger; but he didn’t see why he should be punished for being a friend. She’d realize he wasn’t coming after a while. The ship was due to enter the Blankensphere soon, and they’d receive no more calls from home until they returned. By the next time he talked to her perhaps their relationship, or the end of it, would be clear to both of them.  
 
    He went back to unpacking his clothes. Before the ship set off on their mission there was to be an Officer’s meeting in the Captain’s study. The head doctor was to attend, the lead nurse, and him, since he was the only Teddie Bear on board. He stowed his empty suitcases and looked around his room. He decided to hurry to the meeting so he could meet a few of his colleagues before it started. As he exited his cabin, he compartmentalized all thought of Redonda from his mind.  
 
    He moved through the passageways but they were more crowded now. His sense of empathy flared at almost every crewmember he passed. These people weren’t in a light and easy mood like before most missions. They were concerned and aware of the dangers they were all facing. At last he remembered he should feel caution as well.  
 
    The trip through the Blankensphere was called coursing the Sheet Stream, coined because of the illuminated thickness of the environment; like traveling between two heavy sheets with the lamp on in the room overhead. Their home territory of Orbon had long ago discovered the new dimension but had never been able to traverse it.  
 
    Until all that changed when they were visited by a territory on the other side a generation ago— Flune, as it was called. On Flune the people were more advanced. They taught our side how to improve our ships so they could be used to travel the Sheet Stream. But it was a Sheet Stream leading nowhere, with no air, no hills or sky to map.  
 
    Trade was opened between the two communities, and many exchanges of technical advances on their side and art on ours. Despite all their help, however, Orbon hadn’t learned how to travel the Sheet Stream by itself. And, they’d been told, even Flune had only recently been able to enter it. 
 
    Like a string pulling the ships through, it was the other side which guided them to reach Flune in a direct path. Visits were scheduled and the Flunians attached the beacon our ships could follow there and back again. They’d never failed to send the signal before. Worse, they’d never hesitated to direct our ships home.  
 
    Although Orbon was at such a disadvantage, still certain people on the planet were found who were more sensitive to the nuances of the Sheet Stream. Some were quite powerful in the gift. On every journey traveled a Sheet Stream Specialist ready to use their ability, just in case the string of connection broke with the other side.  
 
    It was a Sheet Stream Specialist from the professional, non-military sector Captain Thames would make use of on this journey. If successful, the Specialist would be able to navigate them through the thickly-lighted sea of the Blankensphere. If unsuccessful they could travel through the weight of it forever, until the ship ran out of supply and they all passed on at any rate. Felix thought Redonda might feel angry at him for a very long time in that eventuality. He tried not to picture how his father would feel. He’d been distracted by getting ready, but that was no excuse. He wasn’t being fair to his parent. The realization made him take a sudden detour.  
 
    He found an open screen in a small enclosure of the passageway. All the screens on the ship recognized the people opening them, so Felix had only to say who he wanted to send the call to. He gave out his father’s location and waited a few seconds. Hopefully the man was near to a screen and not busy. Felix didn’t have time to wait for long.  
 
    He felt great relief when his father’s face materialized in front of him.  
 
    “Commander Fetton,” the man said, and then relaxed when he saw Felix’s face. “Oh, hello, Son.” 
 
    “Hello, Father.” 
 
    “’Father’?” he laughed. “Why do you sound so formal?” 
 
    “I was thinking of you in the grand sense of fatherhood, I guess,” Felix said with a smile.  
 
    “Why? Felix, is everything all right? You didn’t decide to take on that mission, did you?” 
 
    “I considered not telling you…so you wouldn’t worry. But.…” 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    “I needed to have someone back home who was wondering about me, I guess. But you’ve got to understand. I’ll be needed on this mission more than ever before. It’s what I want to do with my life, what I trained for and.…” 
 
    His father held up his hand, for after all the man served others himself. “No need to go on,” he said in a weary voice. 
 
    The silence between them was heavy. Felix saw his father begin blinking hard, and he didn’t need to use his trained and developed empathy to perceive the man’s strong emotion. At last Felix chuckled.  
 
    “I really got to you, didn’t I?” 
 
    The man sniffed and shook his head. “You always could reduce me to nothing much useful. Give me something to take comfort in, at least. Is it a good crew you’re bunking with?” 
 
    “This might make you feel better. My Captain is Thames.” 
 
    “You mean Aerlane’s old friend?” 
 
    “And mine, although I haven’t seen him since I was 11.” 
 
    “He’s a Captain already? I always thought that man would go far. That should comfort Aerlane too, or make him worry more since he might be losing one of his oldest friends as well as his favored cousin.” 
 
    “Actually, I admit I haven’t called Aerlane yet, I….” 
 
    “You didn’t want to deal with any objections from those closest to you when you’re excited to go on a mission. Don’t bother denying it, son, I know you well enough.” His father sighed and then came up with a smile for him. “In case you’re wondering if anyone back home cares,” he went on, “know this. You matter to me, very much. If you don’t come back, I’m going to take off in that shovercar of yours and travel the Blankensphere myself until I find you.” 
 
    “I left it at the mission base. You know the code.” 
 
    “I won’t need the code. You just come back, safe.” 
 
    Now Felix had to fight off emotion.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” he said in a thick voice. 
 
    “Felix,” his father said.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Be careful, I love you, and…thanks for telling me. It’s hard to worry, but if you’d just disappeared without a trace or a word of goodbye, I would’ve been hurt worse.” 
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    The Captain began the meeting and the introductions with a curt; “My name is Thames. Don’t pronounce it the way it’s spelled. It’s not with ‘Th’, it’s not ‘Tams’, or ‘Tames’, and it’s not ‘Timms.’ Let’s hear each one of you say it, now, out loud.” 
 
    “T-ehms,” they all repeated after him. Felix had to smile because he remembered the man had given the same speech to him back when he was ten.  
 
    “Good. Write it down, or do whatever you need to do, but I don’t intend, as your Captain, to be mispronounced this entire journey.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” they all mumbled.  
 
    “Fine. Let’s hear all your names then. Commander Freds, you start.” 
 
    The 1st Officer bowed slightly to the room and repeated his name. He wasn’t a smiling sort of person, Felix thought, but he seemed smart, competent and like he had a sense of humor hiding in the background. The 2nd Officer followed.  
 
    “Commander Igali,” the woman told them, with an upraised chin. Felix had heard rumors about this woman in the fleet. Unfortunately for her on this voyage, she seemed to be already doing all she could to earn the nickname, ‘Eagle Eye’, which she’d garnered on missions in the past. She had a superior attitude. He wondered if she was going to live up to it. 
 
    And so, it went on down the line. Chief Engineer Gahn was next, followed by too many military and technical officers for Felix to remember right off and finally it neared his end of the room with; Head Doctor Travis; Lead Nurse Wilsie; and…. 
 
    “I’m Ti-ber Felix,” he said, bowing and then raising his head with a smile at the room.  
 
    The captain nodded and then frowned at him. “You’re the youngest on board,” he grumbled.  
 
    Felix blinked in surprise. “I am?” 
 
    “Yes. Everyone else on this ship, including the Yeomen, are older than you.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, someone has to be the youngest person on board, I suppose,” he answered easily. 
 
    “Are you always this cheerful?” 
 
    Felix grinned; now certain the man didn’t remember him. Thames had teased him a lot about his ‘incessant good mood’ back when he was a boy. 
 
    “I’ll do my best to encourage others, sir.” 
 
    “Humph,” Thames said, but moved on, indicating with a wave of his hand who should speak next.  
 
    “I’m Sheet Stream Specialist Maddix,” a young woman said, stepping out from behind the crowd near the counter. “I’m afraid I might have even less experience than our Ti-ber here, for although I’ve spent time studying the Sheet Stream, of course, I’ve only been on one other mission. Please, since I’m a civilian, just call me ‘Maddix’.” 
 
    Felix studied her, as did every other person in the room. Their lives were, essentially, in this woman’s hands. Her sensitivity to the nuances of the Sheet Stream was very high, by all accounts. He liked the look of her. She was about 25- 30, slender, brunette and quietly pleasant-looking more than fiercely attractive.  
 
    The polite mood in the room was interrupted. “So, she’s it?!” a hectic voice demanded from over by the window. There was a note of barely controlled hysteria in the voice. Everyone looked around, but the man speaking said nothing else, so after a moment the interview went on.  
 
    “The report on you said you’ve actually lived near the Sheet Stream,” Captain Thames said to her.  
 
    “Yes, I lived in the ST Field for four years,” she explained. “I’m used to seeing the Blankensphere outside my window.” 
 
    “I’ve read you’re highly capable and I’m sure you’ll do fine,” the Captain said.  
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    Felix didn’t relax. He could feel the tension radiating from the distraught voice that’d interrupted her now, and by studying that section of the room over the rim of his glass he was able to spot the person who was so agitated. He considered moving closer to the man, but he didn’t want to call attention to him. As the Captain moved on to allow the introductions of the last few people in the room, the frantic fellow was downing his glass, and then, the glass of the person next to him. The strong drink wasn’t helping his nerves much, Felix could see. The man was visibly shaking. 
 
    “My name is Miguel,” the last person to be introduced said. “I’m the Ship’s Runner.” 
 
    Felix spared the Runner a glance. He always found this line of work very intriguing. 
 
    The Ship’s Runner was connected to the ship by the internal communication source, but also by an implant placed just under the skin over the Runner’s heart. A second implant was placed below the Runner’s ear. In this way the Specialist was able to connect and understand all the ship’s rhythms. The Runner reported directly to the Engineer but also was stationed on the Bridge near the Captain. Loss of power, broken equipment, malfunctioning life support systems, the Runner could detect them all— before the system failed. Since there was no atmosphere and too much weight out in the Blankensphere, the deep connection to the ship’s function was necessary.  
 
    Miguel was interrupted like Maddix had been. That same distracted voice rose from the back of the room, only now they all saw clearly who it belonged to.  
 
    The agitated man was one of the officers from to the Courtesy and Nutrition crew, and he was pushing his way to the empty area in the middle of the room, as though he needed more air. “What good is the Runner!” the man shrieked, shaking more than before, his eyes roaming the room with restless movements. Felix put his glass down. “The Runner goes down with the ship, right?” the fellow went on. “One second of full loss of power, and the Runner dies; which means he’s no use to us!” 
 
    Captain Thames spoke up. “Lieutenant,” he said. “You need to calm down.” 
 
    Most people who were upset didn’t like being told to calm down, and this man was no different. “Calm down? All of you are too calm, as if floating off into stuffing isn’t the same as suffocating. Can’t you see this is unreasonable? I’m not here to calm down. Maybe I’m here to be the voice of reason.” 
 
    Felix reached the man’s side. The Officer was yelling now, about to go over the edge into panic. Felix put a hand on his shoulder, and could feel the moisture of sweat through his clothes. The man shoved him so hard Felix flew back into a chair and tumbled to the floor. But he got up just as fast. It hurt though. He could tell he’d have a few bruises. There were gasps around the room, but the shock from the crashing furniture froze everyone to their spots. He picked up his ears from the floor and put them back on his head. At least he had the man’s attention now, as well as everyone else’s. He held up his hands and returned to the fray, limping a little. 
 
    “You don’t have to calm down,” Felix said to him, “but you don’t need to yell at us either. We’re willing to listen to what you have to say, aren’t we, Captain Thames?” 
 
    The Captain nodded. 
 
    The upset man paused and really looked Felix in the eye. “So, the Teddie Bear materializes to talk to the crazy fellow?” he asked, but his voice dropped to a gust. 
 
    “I’m one of your crewmates is all,” Felix said, “I’ve a job to do here, just like you. You won’t be the only one who wants to talk to me about this subject during our voyage.” 
 
    The man clutched his throat, his eyes desperate as he remembered. “It’s not a ‘voyage’.” he demanded, his voice rising again. “It’s sinking into the Blankensphere like gravy. We’ll be smothered when the air runs out. This entire mission is misguided. The Featherfleet shouldn’t go out there at all! We shouldn’t be trying to go to Flune without being directed over there.” 
 
    “That’s not up to you to decide,” Felix said, his voice firm. “You were given a choice as to whether you wanted to go on this mission. Perhaps, if you’ve changed your mind, you should’ve said so before now.” 
 
    “Changed my mind? How do you know if I’ve changed my mind about going? I haven’t told anyone that. And yet, it’s too late now. I’m stuck here and none of us are going to get home again!” 
 
    “Come here,” Felix interrupted the diatribe, taking the man’s arm. He walked him across the study to the ornamental round windows which let in the afternoon sunlight.  
 
    “What… why?” the man stuttered as he stumbled behind Felix’s swift stride. 
 
    “Look outside,” Felix commanded him. “You’re still here on Orbon. The ground is firm beneath your feet. The air is clear to breathe. You’re not in the Blankensphere yet and so yes, you can calm down.” 
 
    The man’s eyes were big as they fastened on the solid ground of the loading dock and the rest of the mission base outside the ship. “Ah…” he sighed, his voice returning to clarity. 
 
    “You don’t want to go on this voyage, do you?” Felix said.  
 
    “I… want my career but I….” 
 
    “If you don’t volunteer for this journey it won’t hurt your career.” 
 
    “It’s just traveling the Blankensphere is bad enough without….” 
 
    “Don’t go on, please,” Felix said; his voice cold now. His tone was direct and logical and brought the man all the way back down to soberness. “I don’t need you to make me focus on the Blankensphere’s dangers. I intend to remain on board and I don’t need your doubts infecting me.” 
 
    The officer released the last load of tension in an outward breath. Everyone in the room was staring at him, because he’d been so loud, he couldn’t be ignored. His cheeks colored now.  
 
    The 2nd Officer spoke up. Commander Igali was in charge of staffing and the personnel shift rotations. “Lieutenant,” she said, “if you intend to disembark, you’ll need to fill out the appropriate forms, and double-quick. File them in the communicator. I’ll see you’re checked out of the SST Featherfleet system. Then I’ll have to try and replace you or split your workload.”  
 
    The man nodded. “Yes, sir,” he said. “I’ll pack fast. Sorry, everyone,” he added as he rushed across the room and out the door. Relief was pouring off of him like he was escaping a prison cell. He might as well have said, ‘I’m getting out of here while I still can— too bad for all of you fools.’ 
 
    Once the door whooshed down after his exit the Captain sighed. “Anyone else leaving?” he asked. Everyone shook their heads, but now they were all in a more serious mood.  
 
    Felix moved back to his place by the counter. “Thanks,” he said, to Miguel the Runner as the man handed his drink to him.  
 
    “All right then,” went on Thames. “What just occurred leads us right into what I was going to say next. The Featherfleet is scheduled to leave soon. I want all personnel to be certain they’ve accepted the mission and ready to go. We can’t turn around and come back once we’ve entered the Blankensphere. Each of you will address the crew you’re in charge of and make certain to deal with any more hesitators. Ti-ber Felix will remain available for counseling until the Featherfleet actually leaves the dock station, for crew who change their minds and want to leave before then. You’ll send any people you’re not sure of to be evaluated by him.” 
 
    “Remind your crew of the dangers we’re facing, but don’t imply we have no hope. I intend to reach Flune. Our Sheet Stream Specialist is reported to be exceptionally in tune with the environment, and there’s a secondary Specialist also sensitive to the Blankensphere on board just in case Maddix falls ill or needs to confer with someone in her field. Once we reach the other side, we’ll discover what issue has kept our fellow Fleet ships from coming home. I’ve every confidence we’ll overcome each complication and difficulty which arises and then find our way back home successfully again.’  
 
    “All of you are an experienced crew,” he concluded. “Just think of this mission like the others you’ve been on. The Blankensphere isn’t like our atmosphere; but our ship is new and in good repair, we’ve got enough supply to last for years and we’ll deal with every threat pre-warned. Is everyone in agreement?” 
 
    There were many nods of assent and voices murmuring, “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Then this meeting is completed. I know we’re all busy getting our sections ready for departure. Thank you for coming, everyone.” 
 
    The meeting began to break up and the officers around the room chatted with their neighbors as they finished their drinks. Everyone was still dressed in their street clothes and their casual attitude showed it; uniforms were never required the day a ship set forth. The next morning, however, everyone would be wearing their uniform and was also expected to wear the appropriate professional demeanor.  
 
    Felix didn’t have a uniform like the enlisted crew and the officers. The medical crew wore the traditional blue, but they were free to choose style. Felix kept to basic clothing in grays and light blues, but casual enough so the crew felt they could relax around him.  
 
    He finished his drink now and moved to wander out into the corridor along with the chatting groups around him. But the Captain held up a hand to stop him as he passed.  
 
    “Hold a moment, Ti-ber Felix,” he said.  
 
    Felix paused but could see the man wanted to talk to him alone. So, he stepped to the side and waited for the room to empty.  Thames said the last goodbye and dismissed Felix with; “I’ll be in to see you this evening just before dinner is served, Ti-ber.” 
 
    Now Felix understood. It was required of all Captains, especially those piloting a ship into the Blankensphere, to be examined by the Teddie Bear on board. Thames evidently wanted to get the interview over with.  
 
    Felix smiled. “Yes, sir,” he said. “I’ll be in my office.” 
 
    He left the study and remembered back to when he was ten-years-old. It was a difficult time for him. His mother had passed away a few months before but the pain of her loss was still fresh. Felix had gone to live with his cousin Aerlane because his father became obsessed with completing his mother’s final project. It was summer vacation and his father promised he’d be back to get him in the autumn, but work on the project had stretched. It turned out Felix didn’t return home for an entire year after that.  
 
    But it was good for him in the end. Life with Aerlane was so different and vital Felix was able to see his grief from a different perspective. At home it was as if loss had painted all the walls with memories but the distance of a new environment gave him a place to realize he’d go on living.  
 
    Both summers Aerlane’s best friend Thames had come and worked at a nearby boatyard. The three of them had adventures, hiking the nearby sea cliffs, soaring in large shovercars over the endless water, and learning mechanics while they tinkered on ancient machines left to rust. Felix could see his small sunlit bedroom which Aerlane had partially cleared for him to this day in his mind’s eye. 
 
    They must’ve ruffled his head a thousand times, Felix thought now. But he hadn’t minded they’d treated him with rough affection like he was a little boy, even though he was smart enough to be considered older than his years. He’d hero-worshipped them both and laughed at Aerlane’s attempts to help him with homework during the months he attended the local school.  
 
    Thames was obviously going to treat him differently now.  
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    “Must you wear the ridiculous ears?” 
 
    Captain Thames arrived after dinner so late it was almost bedtime. Felix had remained all afternoon and evening in his Ti-ber office anyway, not just because he was waiting for the Captain’s arrival, but because he’d been visited by many of the ship’s personnel. The list of people to evaluate before the voyage began was so long Felix had been obliged to contact the 1st Officer.  
 
    “Commander Freds,” the man answered, his face looking distracted. “Oh, yes, Ti-ber, what is it?” 
 
    “Excuse me, sir,” Felix said, “but there’s a line of the crew standing in the corridor outside my office.” 
 
    “Are you calling me to requisition a new office with more space so you can have a waiting room?” The fellow’s voice was dry. 
 
    “No sir,” said Felix with a smile. “My office is big enough for most of the traffic I’ll see during this voyage. It’s just Captain Thames wanted each crew member the officers sent to be evaluated before we entered the Blankensphere; if they seemed to be hesitant about going on the mission.” 
 
    “That’s true. What are you saying, Ti-ber? You won’t be through the list of crew members waiting to see you before it’s time to go?” 
 
    “That’s right. Sorry, sir.” 
 
    Freds sighed, but Felix could see the idea of delaying the departure had already been broached.  
 
    “No need for me to tell you to work as fast as you can, while still making efficient evaluations on each individual, right, Felix?” 
 
    “No sir. I won’t amble, I’ll stride.” 
 
    The man allowed a small smile. “See that you do. Unfortunately, we’re to be delayed anyway, for three or four hours at least. Any hope of you meeting that new schedule?” 
 
    “I can try, sir.” 
 
    “Then get to it.” 
 
    Felix agreed.  
 
    It turned out the line of people in the hallway spent some time talking to each other while they waited. Some of the interviews were short in consequence— they’d reassured each other.  
 
    Nevertheless, it was a difficult set of interviews. Felix realized he had to keep the ship’s interests in mind as he ascertained each crew member’s commitment to the voyage. He couldn’t just respond in sympathy at their obvious insecurity and tell them it would be all right and they could stay home. He knew some would feel better once the journey began and some just needed words of encouragement to set their worry aside. He couldn’t make any promises but he convinced them not to focus on the negative. Worry was best indulged in when there was something concrete to be worried about. He took the time to train each one he’d talked into remaining on board with a few exercises designed to calm the mind.  
 
    In the end there were three crewmates he knew he had to recommend to Commander Igali they disembark. The first person agreed in relief and gave Felix a hug and hurried out to pack like the man at the Officer’s meeting had done. One of the other two cried when Felix gently suggested he might do better at home for now, due to the stresses already present in the man’s life and he should reconsider taking on a mission like this in the near future. The last of the three, an engineering assistant, flew into a rage when he broke the news, he was recommending she be put off-ship, although she’d been begging him to convince her to stay for the good of her career a moment before. She stood up and accused him of singling her out, and when he denied that, of leading her into the complication.  
 
    “You made me think you were on my side, and all the while you wanted to sabotage me!” she yelled.  
 
    “I am on your side, and waiting out this voyage won’t sabotage your career,” he pointed out.  
 
    A moment after she stormed out, he was laying a cold compress against his cheek. She slapped harder than he’d ever been slapped before, and she had on a ring which scratched his cheek. He soaked his face for only a short moment or two before he put the cloth away and called in his next interviewee. 
 
    Dinnertime passed in a blur. He didn’t bother sending for any food. He’d managed to get through the required interviews in time to tell Commander Freds so he wasn’t the one preventing the ship leaving on time. However, another line of crewmates had formed outside his door, since he’d been recommended as someone to go visit if they were feeling undue anxiety. 
 
    By the end of those additional visits, two other crewmates had decided their life was worth more than remaining on board this insane voyage and they had to get out before it was too late. One of those, a woman who’d signed on last minute as a maintenance worker, grabbed her suitcases and ran out through the cargo hold just as the Captain was ordering the doors closed so they could ignite the engines for the pre-testing before they could set off. Felix heard about it because the Cargo Specialist called him and said the running worker had referred all questions about her behavior back to him.  
 
    He shook his head now. The last person he saw before the Captain finally showed up cried when she came in. The ship had set off into the Blankensphere while she was waiting in the corridor outside his door.  
 
    “The Blankensphere has surrounded us!” the woman said with a gasp as soon as he’d invited her inside and asked her to sit in the comfortable easy chair provided for his patients. “It’s too late to try and help myself now.” 
 
    He blinked at the woman in surprise. He hadn’t noticed himself the moment when they’d left the mission base, flew the ship slowly to the spot where the ground connected to the edge of the Sheet Stream, and then entered the Blankensphere. He glanced out the small round window in the far wall of his office. The illuminated Blankensphere was currently a foggy blue color, and it seemed to coat the outside of the window like it was painted on. He craned his shoulders and turned back to the distraught woman.  
 
    “It’s never too late,” he said to her.  
 
    “But we may already be lost! Slipping into the Blankensphere’s like sinking below deep water if you can’t swim!” 
 
    “Except you’re floating through this water on a ship,” he said. “And there’s one other, very important thing you must remember.” 
 
    “What’s that?”  
 
    “You’re not alone here,” he said. “When you return to your bunk later, I want you leave your door open and just listen to the sounds of your crewmates. Some snore, some drop things, and some talk to themselves. Some are very social and already have others to laugh with. You might hear someone crying or praying or arguing. Absorb it; those sounds are what connect us. Life here, on board this ship is stronger than what you see outside. But if something does go wrong on this mission, we go through it together, all right? Will you remember that?” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll try,” she said. 
 
    “You may call me if you really need someone to talk to.”  
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “Please, let me give you these,” he said to her, opening the drawer of his big desk and pulling out two of the comfort materials he’d unpacked. He handed them to her, and then opened a glass-fronted cabinet he’d filled earlier. He took down two of the packets from the box of comfort drinks and brought those over as well. He sat down at her eye level.  
 
    “What are those?” she asked. 
 
    “This is a sweet-tasting nighttime drink. Use one packet tonight and save the other for tomorrow. It will lesson your anxiety and also help you to sleep. It’s a non-addictive formula so if you need more after tomorrow night, I can replenish it for you. But I’m hoping you won’t need more. In this reading material I’ve given you are several exercises to study tonight. I want you to learn to calm your mind and keep hold of a positive attitude. There’s also advice given here on what you should eat, and what messages you should give yourself. Besides these comfort items I’m giving you I’ve written on the back page two appointment times. One is for a group I’ve put together that will meet here in my office. Just show your superior my card at the beginning of your shift if you’re due to work at the same time and you’ll be excused for the duration of the meeting. This group meeting will help you feel connected to others on this voyage looking to share strength with each other. When you help them, it will enrich you as well. The second appointment time is just with me, one on one.” 
 
    “You think I need to keep seeing you?” 
 
    “I do; for my sake as well as yours.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    He grinned at her. “So, I can look busy when the Captain is walking by,” he joked. “He’s already wondering if I intend to do any real work on this voyage.” 
 
    The woman managed a trembling ghost of a smile, and she rose from her seat clutching the items he’d given her.  
 
    “One last bit of homework,” he said just as she reached the door.  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Tomorrow I want you to approach a few people and chat with them. Do that the next day too until you make a friend you feel comfortable with.” 
 
    “You want me to make friends with people?” 
 
    “I do. Friends help us keep long, scary voyages in perspective.” 
 
    “What perspective do friends give you? Am I supposed to think of this voyage as one long party instead of as a terrifying mistake?” 
 
    “Well, not quite to that extreme,” he chuckled. “Partiers have to come down and face facts eventually— like how much they’ve spent on the event and what a big mess is left to clean up. I’m sure there’s a compromise between ‘terrifying mistake’ on one end of the spectrum and ‘never-ending party’ you can use to refer to this voyage.” 
 
    She relaxed a little, and he was relieved to see he’d given her something to think about.  
 
    “I’ll see you tomorrow then, Ti-ber Felix,” she said, opening the door and going out. “Oh,” she added in surprise a second later. “Good evening, Captain Tames.” 
 
    The man came in frowning at her mispronunciation. He didn’t bother with pleasantries as he threw himself into Felix’s easy chair. 
 
    “Must you wear the ridiculous ears?” he demanded. Felix decided now wasn’t the time to remind him they’d known each other before. 
 
    “Of course, Captain ‘T-ehms’,” Felix answered with a grin. “I worked hard to earn these ears. They’re my badge of office.” 
 
    “Well take them off, it’s late.” 
 
    “I’ll take them off after I’m done examining the Captain of this voyage. It’s the only time I’m likely to have any say in what you do.” 
 
    “Like I said to Doctor Travis a short while ago, your examination is just so I can scratch off the requirement in the records. We’re in the Blankensphere now and there’s no way you can influence me if I’m stubborn, unless you care to take charge and find a better way out. I’m the one that has to deal with this mess so both you and this crew are stuck with me.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Hey!” Thames said, a moment later, “What are you writing down?” 
 
    “Patients don’t get to know what Teddie Bears write in their journals; didn’t you know?” 
 
    Thames shook his head. “How are you even a Teddie Bear at your age?” 
 
    “I finished public education early.” 
 
    “But Ti-bers have to go through a fifth year of College too, right?” 
 
    “I finished College early too.” 
 
    “Didn’t you want to grow up before you went to work? What was the rush?” 
 
    “I’m 22, not 10, sir. I’m all grown up, I promise.” 
 
    “You’re perfectly capable of taking care of yourself, examining me, and mentoring this crew too, is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    “Well, we’ve entered the Blankensphere now,” Felix said, his voice dry. “Both you and the crew are stuck with me.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “So how are you feeling, sir?” he asked. “There’s a lot of pressure and stresses beginning a journey like this one.” 
 
    “I’m tired and I still have three or four tangles to solve before I can try to sleep. But I’ve thought out the solutions I need to apply. Now if all troubles we encounter on the journey to Flune can be so easily dealt with, I’ll be emotionally and psychologically sound.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to disagree with in what you just said.”  
 
    “I always speak in that fashion. It saves me from arguments.” 
 
    “Ah.”  
 
    “What are you writing down now?” 
 
    “That you seem sane enough to pass my examination,” Felix said, and smiled. “It’s in my best interest to let you get back to your duties as soon as possible. Besides, someone in the crew might need me tonight, and I want to get back to crew quarters.” 
 
    “Is that bruising on your face an example of what the crew does when they ‘need’ you?” 
 
    “Sometimes.” 
 
    “Or how about when you got thrown down in the Officer’s Study?” 
 
    “The bruises make up for the ears, I guess.” 
 
    “Just don’t get seriously wounded, Ti-ber,” the man said, rising. “I’m five crewmembers down today and I can’t afford to lose anymore. Igali was furious when the last one ran out through the Cargo bay. She has to figure out how to replace their working hours.” 
 
    “Nothing I could do to prevent people leaving in this case, sir. I had to....” 
 
    Thames held up a hand. “Don’t apologize,” he said. “I wasn’t blaming you— in fact I’m surprised we didn’t lose more crew due to the nature of our journey. So, anyway, if the examination’s over I’ll get back to my bridge then,” the Captain said. “You should probably get some rest while you can.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Captain.”  
 
    “Call me Thames when we’re not on duty. Goodnight Felix.” 
 
    Thames left and Felix decided he still liked him and it was good to know Thames’ basic personality hadn’t changed. He wondered if there would be a time when the Captain ever considered he was truly off-duty. He’d have to keep an eye on that. 
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    It was late, according to the ship’s clock. Outside the windows the Blankensphere was a leaden red color. Felix shut the door of his office, placing the sign indicating he could be called at any time if there was a need. In the corridor the lighting was dimmed and a little blue, giving the illusion of nighttime. He stretched his arms as he headed towards the crew dining hall. At six-foot-three he could almost touch the ceiling.  
 
    He was experienced in journeying through the Blankensphere but he’d be willing to sign on as a Teddie Bear anywhere, whether it was a spaceship, an air ship, naval ship or Blankensphere ship. This mission already had proven he was needed here. On the last trip he’d taken it’d been a quiet journey. Only a few on board had undue trauma about the thick lack of atmosphere outside their windows and visiting Flune was intriguing. But this mission would be different. Uncertainty was difficult to process. It was good to feel he was really helping.  
 
    He reached the cafeteria and as expected it was nearly empty. The nutrition crew had closed the kitchen, but there were still ration machines open and he showed his face to the screen.  
 
    “Ti-ber Felix,” he said to it, and received the standard dinner ration, the food attuned to his tastes and any dietary restrictions he might have. There was a record of his food preferences. He took the tray and had his choice of where to sit, since he was the only one dining this late. On his plate was a bowl of fruit salad, slices of cheese and thin meats, crunchy flat bread, olives and a cup of nuts. He set to with pleasure.  
 
    “May I join you?” a rich, feminine voice said from beside him a few moments later. He looked up.  
 
    “Oh, hello…” he said, with a welcoming wave of his hand. “Maloree, wasn’t it?” 
 
    It was the woman he’d seen in the passageway, the one that’d dropped her cases and boxes.  
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” she agreed with a smile. “I thought, since we’d introduced ourselves earlier, and there’s no one else in the dining hall….” 
 
    “It’s good to have you,” Felix assured her. “And you’re right; it would be odd for the only two people here to sit at different tables.” 
 
    “Did you say your name was Felix?” she asked, sitting down, getting situated and picking up a grape from her plate. “I only remember you’re the ship’s Teddie Bear, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Up close her eyes were brown and almost sparkled, and her skin was as smooth as velvet. Her thick, pitch-black hair was pulled back. His mind was filled with her beauty for an instant, but he could sense she was just hoping for a friend. He gave her a casual grin.  
 
    “Felix it is,” he agreed. “What makes you work so late?” 
 
    “I’m the Bridge Statistician,” she explained. “The first night of a voyage is always very busy.” 
 
    “You work closely with the ship’s Runner, don’t you? Miguel, I mean.” 
 
    “She does,” said a voice on the other side of him.  
 
    Felix looked up and there was Miguel standing on his other side. The man joined them without asking permission and sat down at the table with a groan.  
 
    “This woman is a hard taskmaster,” Miguel said, in a teasing voice. 
 
    “I’m Ti-ber Felix,” Felix nodded at him.  
 
    “Good to meet you,” Miguel replied. “I recognize you though, even when you’re not wearing the ears. I saw you in action earlier, at the Officer’s meeting.” 
 
    “Something happened at the Officer’s meeting?” Maloree asked. “I was supposed to attend but the readings were off on the Bridge and I had to double-check them.” 
 
    “The Teddie Bear got knocked down,” Miguel said. “But he bounced right back onto his feet a second later.”  
 
    Her eyes were curious as she switched gazes back to him and Felix laughed.  
 
    “Teddie Bears receive bounce-back training,” he joked.  
 
    “I heard five people changed their minds about volunteering for our voyage and left the ship before we started,” she said.  
 
    “True…” he said and then grimaced. “Mostly.” 
 
    “I heard there was one who didn’t want to leave— and you got punched for making her,” said Miguel.  
 
    “Is that why you have such a big bruise on your face?” asked Maloree, “But that’s terrible!” 
 
    Felix just shrugged and ate his fruit salad.  
 
    “You sure seem happy about being here,” said Miguel.  
 
    “I like living on a ship; and you’re intuitive by nature.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m a Runner.” 
 
    “I guess you’re both intuitive,” said Maloree. “I deal more with levels that can be read and then noted; when the unclear circumstances become facts.” 
 
    “I’d say we all have the same job in a way,” said Felix. “We observe and define the situation in front of us, taking note of issues that need to be dealt with.” 
 
    “Except I just take note,” she smiled. “I leave the problem-solving to others.” 
 
    “Let’s hope the problems arising in front of us on this voyage can be solved,” said Miguel. 
 
    “Here’s hoping,” said Felix, raising his glass of water. 
 
    The other two tilted their heads but they added their glasses to the toast. Then the three of them went back to being casual and talked of other things. As Felix gave a little of his background and told them about his father raising him and where he was from, he finished his dinner with satisfaction. He’d already found two people he was interested in being friends with on board.  
 
    After the late dinner he said goodnight to Miguel and Maloree and went back to his quarters. Felix always took care to make his bed up special. When he was young his mother said to him, ‘your bed, son, is like your home. How you’re feeling about life, and about yourself, is all reflected there— so treat yourself well and make it up right.’ 
 
    He and his father had lost her too soon, due to the fact she’d been ill for some time but hadn’t told them about her symptoms. Whether she’d just wanted to ignore her sickness and hope it would go away, or whether she had a high tolerance for pain; neither of them ever knew. But his father saw in Felix the same over-confidence, and the buoyancy inside him which was second nature was also worrisome.  
 
    “I can’t say I don’t like to see you’re just like she was, Felix,” his dad said the last time he’d seen him. “That same eagerness in the future— she had that vibrancy even more than you do. But in the end, she should’ve toned it down a little. She should’ve listened to her insides.” 
 
    Felix thought about both his parents as he spread his bed with the sheets and the quilts he’d brought from home. They were made from the best fabrics, in the colors he preferred, and were cool and simple and comfortable.  
 
    He set up the books he was reading and the materials to aid him in his work. He set out his personal items in the bathroom, and put his clothes away in closet and in his drawers. He looked around and smiled.  
 
    These quarters were pleasing to him. Being as how this room was on the end of the row and had an obstructed outside view, he actually had more floor space than the other rooms. The overhead lamp was bright, and when he turned it off, there were cozy lamps above his bed, over his dresser, and on the edge of his desk. He yawned and looked forward to climbing into his bed with the expensive linen and getting some sleep— but he never got the chance.  
 
    It was said you could never actually touch the Blankensphere. If you stood in it, like people did in the ST Field chambers, the environment would simply move and flow around you. It didn’t feel hot or cold or affect your skin like poison. You couldn’t separate it and examine its fibers. Like water it became thinner segments in front of your eye but never stopped being itself. No other element could be mixed into it.  
 
    The Sheet Stream Specialists had a sensitivity inside of them, not to understand what the Blankensphere was; but the waves and currents in which it coursed. Why did it change color? Where was it flowing to, if it flowed at all; and yet those who communed with the dimension asserted the Blankensphere was always moving; it swirled away from contact with other, firmer dimensions.  
 
    On the bridge of all Sheet Stream ships was a station for the ST Specialists to sit in. There, beneath their hands the Blankensphere was allowed to seep on board the ship in a controlled containment. The Sheet Stream Specialist could even put more of their body out into the dimension if they chose to squeeze their arms or their head into the field.   
 
    Felix had briefly seen the Bridge in the middle of all of his interviews earlier in the evening. One of the people he needed to evaluate couldn’t leave his station due to the understaffing. Commander Igali had gestured him on board the Bridge deck, and she’d hovered nearby in tension as he’d sat down to talk to the affected crew member. He assumed she really couldn’t afford to lose this one. 
 
    It turned out; however, good solid work was what the man needed to set anxiety aside and continue his presence on the Featherfleet.  
 
    “I was just nervous for a moment when I thought about never going home,” the man muttered, as he crouched down behind a screen and adjusted its clarity. “I feel better now.” 
 
    “Then perhaps you shouldn’t make a habit of dwelling on unpleasant possibilities,” Felix said.  
 
    The man paused in his work for a moment and then grinned. “You Teddie Bears are sure something,” he teased. “Words of wisdom pour out of you.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Felix agreed, and caused the fellow to chuckle. “You’re planning on staying then?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m staying.” 
 
    “Good. I want you to visit me, though, at least once, as a follow-up. Contact me later to make an appointment.”  
 
    The crew member agreed and Felix had hurried back to his office.  
 
    The Bridge looked different now, hours later. Felix had just turned off all but his quarter’s night light, which gave out a vague glow by the bathroom. He’d gotten comfortable in his newly-made bed and was just dropping off to sleep. The screen surprised him when it came on with an emergency call for him, and the lit screen also emitted a sharp tone. He scrambled to his feet and bent down to show his face to the screen.  
 
    “Ti-ber Felix,” he said,  
 
    The first officer’s face appeared, looking more serious than ever. “Get dressed again, Ti-ber, and report to the Bridge,” the man ordered.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” Felix said, putting immediate thought to action. He kicked off his pajama bottoms and hopped one leg at a time back into his pants. He found his shirt on the floor beside his desk chair. He barely remembered to grab his ears as he strode out into the passageway and pulled his shirt on as he walked. He didn’t notice he was barefoot until he reached the elevator near the Captain’s salon and stood waiting for the door to open. The floor in the elevator was cold. He shrugged as he sidestepped during the brief elevator ride. If he was being summoned to a real emergency, then no one would notice what he had on his feet. He exited in the corridor near the Bridge and showed his face to the screen at the door. It whooshed upwards and he hurried in. The ship’s Teddie Bear had clearance at all times to enter the Bridge, but it was customary to be invited nevertheless.  
 
    Inside the large room there were far less people than there’d been earlier. All present were hovering over by the Sheet Stream Specialist’s station. Felix’s heartrate picked up. Was there something wrong with Maddix, already and this early on into the voyage? They were all in trouble if she’d been incapacitated somehow. He hurried forward to find out.  
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    The Captain, the Ship’s Runner, the 1st Officer, the head doctor and Engineer Gahn were standing in front of the Sheet Stream Specialist station. There were a few officers on the sidelines of the Bridge but someone had to keep an eye on the ship’s other systems. The SST Specialist station was in the far corner, against the outer hull of the ship but not blocking the other Bridge workers or the Captain’s view into the Blankensphere. Her seat was in profile and Felix stepped down into the lower level of the Bridge, which was given mainly over to a few side Specialists and had some smaller desks under the huge viewing window. As he approached the Captain straightened and turned, and muttered a command. The other people in front of Maddix moved away so Felix could see her.  
 
    She kept her seat low, so that she could curl her legs under her and to the side for comfort as she analyzed the course of the Blankensphere. She was still wearing her casual clothes from earlier, and the dress she had on was practical and yet it was modest as it revealed her slender legs from just above the knees downwards. She had small feet and they were tucked and curled into each other as if she were sleeping.  
 
    Glancing at her face Felix could instantly see why the others were concerned. She was staring dully straight ahead, as if in a trance. Only part of her thin forearms was visible since she had her hands plunged deep into the Blankensphere. Seeing the non-atmosphere up close, Felix shook his head. It was a dull red in color as it flowed up in a curve over her skin and disappeared back outside of the ship. He reached the station. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked the crowd.  
 
    Doctor Travis frowned a bit. “I fail to see why you contacted the Teddie Bear,” he said to the Captain. “This is obviously a medical issue.”  
 
    “She’s in a trance, Doctor,” Captain Thames growled in answer. “You checked her health but can’t do anything to wake her. We haven’t gotten her to respond to us and we aren’t able to release her from the Blankensphere without, it seems, cutting her hands off.” His voice dropped into sarcasm. 
 
    “Sir,” said Engineer Gahn, “I wasn’t actually suggesting we cut her hands off, of course, unless it seemed necessary.” 
 
    “So, you just felt, as the ship’s Engineer, you should point out the technical advantages to cutting her hands off?” Commander Freds put in, his voice dry. 
 
    “You see where we were when we decided to contact you, Ti-ber Felix,” Thames concluded.  
 
    Felix kept his smile to himself as he crouched down near her and shook her shoulder.  
 
    “Specialist,” he called to her and then in her ear: “Maddix!”  
 
    “I’m sure you know we tried talking to her,” Miguel said.  
 
    Felix nodded and moved the Runner out of his way a few feet. He got behind and to the side of Maddix. He took hold of her arms. 
 
    “Don’t touch the Blankensphere!” Freds warned. “She was gone into the trance as soon as she did.” 
 
    Felix stood up and thought about it.  
 
    “Are there any long gloves on board?” he asked.  
 
    “You mean to break the suction, as it where…” said Gahn, “but that wouldn’t work. You can’t see her hands to put gloves on them.” 
 
    “I don’t mean put gloves on her,” said Felix. “I mean for us.” 
 
    There was a momentary silence. 
 
    “There are long gloves kept in the main kitchen storage,” Gahn said at last, “For removing any pots or utensils that might’ve fallen behind the Cleanso unit.” 
 
    “Get them up here,” said Thames. “Get more than one pair.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Freds went to the Commander’s screen and put in a call to the kitchen staff. The gloves arrived in a hurry, despite the Nutrition staff being off-duty. The staff member arrived at the door of the Bridge in just a few minutes and had to be allowed in. Commander Freds took the box of gloves and brought it over and set it on the floor by Maddix. 
 
    “We can proceed with the plan,” he said. 
 
    “Smart thinking, Ti-ber Felix,” Miguel said, “if it works.” 
 
    “It’s just something more to try.” 
 
    “We should be methodical though,” said Engineer Gahn. “First we’ll discover if an object can be inserted into the Blankensphere and then removed. Something that isn’t us, I mean. I’ll use one of my tools.” 
 
    The Engineer went to a cupboard built into the wall and removed a hammer from a shelf.  
 
    “We’ve got more than one of these on board,” he said with a smile.  
 
    Felix stepped aside with the others and watched while Gahn leaned into the SST station and carefully aimed the hammer at a spot of the Blankensphere above and away from where Maddix’s hands should be. Gahn looked over. 
 
    “Sir?” he said to the Captain. 
 
    “Yes,” said the man. “Do it, but put the gloves on first, just in case they prove helpful.” 
 
    Soon Gahn had the gloves on, up his arms over his elbows, protecting his bare skin almost all the way to his armpits. He put the hammer at the edge of the Blankensphere again, and then with a deep breath he put the handle down into the non-atmosphere. The Blankensphere cloud seemed to rise a bit, coursing up and above the new element that’d been placed inside it.  
 
    “I’ll try to remove it now,” Gahn said. Everyone was tense but there was no cause. The man pulled the hammer back out of the Blankensphere with ease. There was no constriction.  
 
    “Try your hands in the gloves next,” Freds suggested.  
 
    Gahn shook his head but agreed. He put his gloved hands into the Sheet Stream and pulled them out without trouble a few seconds later. Except he stood there frowning. “This doesn’t make sense,” he muttered. “If I can remove my hands and the hammer from the Blankensphere, why can’t we pull her out?” 
 
    “Is it something to do with her skin?” Miguel suggested. “Maybe if you didn’t have gloves on, you’d be stuck in the Blankensphere too.” 
 
    “You’re saying the Blankensphere knows the difference between skin and not-skin and clamps down on it; for the first time ever recorded I might add; when the entire nature of the stuff seems to be coursing away from anything that comes near it?” Gahn protested. 
 
    “Not when you put it like that,” Miguel mumbled. 
 
    “There must be a mental component,” Dr. Travis said after a moment. “As a scientist as well as a Doctor, I’ve read studies on the Blankensphere. Sheet Stream Specialists are special because they can connect to the dimension in a way that isn’t understood.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying her mind is holding on while she sits there frozen in a trance?” Thames demanded. “Why would she do that?” 
 
    The doctor shrugged like he didn’t know.  
 
    “Perhaps, for some reason, she’s unable to break the connection,” Felix said. “If that’s the case, I have an idea.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “I can try the Eluosiode Effect; using my ears.” 
 
    “Excuse me, Captain, but this is no use,” said Dr. Travis. “There’s no scientific evidence the Eluosiode Effect is real.” 
 
    “What is it?” put in Commander Freds. “I’ve never heard of it?” 
 
    “Teddie Bears use a field generated by the ears and their own brainwaves,” Captain Thames explained in a distracted voice. “They say it interrupts a patient’s psychotic episode and they apply it in extreme cases.” 
 
    Felix looked at the Captain in curiosity, surprised the man knew about the process, which was still disputed between Teddie Bears and the medical profession as valid.  
 
    “If it’s such a benefit, why not use it all the time?” Miguel asked.  
 
    “Because it can physically drain or damage the Teddie Bear attempting it,” the Captain replied. “We don’t need a Ti-ber in a coma to take care of, Felix,” he added.  
 
    “Those results have only been reported when the patient is filled with rage or violence,” Felix answered him. “Maddix is neither.” 
 
    A long silence went by as all the crowd stared at him.  
 
    “We don’t even know if it’ll work, anyway,” Felix said, “but we have to try something.” 
 
    “Let’s try removing her hands with the gloves first,” Gahn said. “If we can remove her from the Sheet Stream her trance might break as well. I’ll need one other person to make the attempt with me. My two arms laid down over one of hers will cover her skin. I need someone else to cover her other hand. We’ll try to pull out both at once.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” said Freds.  
 
    “No,” the Captain spoke up, “I’ll do it. We need the 1st Officer too much. You do all the important work.” 
 
    “So, you do nothing but give orders,” Freds teased. “Something we could all do without.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “No sir,” said the 1st Officer. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” interrupted the Doctor.  
 
    “No. Too many unknowns,” said the Captain. “The crew might be in dire need of its doctor by the time we near the end of this journey. Miguel is vital, Felix for if this doesn’t work, and I won’t ask some lesser crew member to be expendable. Freds, you can replace me if necessary. I give the orders and I’m insisting now. I’ll do it.” 
 
    Commanders Freds stepped back and sighed.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” he agreed with reluctance.  
 
    They watched as the Captain pulled the long gloves on up to his armpits. Gahn got into position over her and nodded. Thames copied his pose and looked up.  
 
    “So, I’m giving the orders now I see,” complained Freds.  
 
    “Yes. You’re temporarily Captain.” 
 
    “Then I order you to switch places with me.” 
 
    “Ha.”  
 
    Freds sighed and gave up. “All right then,” he said. “Synchronize your movements; make sure you cover all of her arms and hands with yours. Then pull back with her but if she doesn’t release from the Sheet Stream don’t pull until you harm her. Go.” 
 
    The two men, with their larger gloved arms, enveloped her smaller forearms top and bottom and then their hands disappeared into the Blankensphere as they followed the path down to her fingertips. They took a second and then at the same time pulled backwards. Her hands and arms came along with them. In seconds she was free from the Blankensphere.  
 
    Felix sighed in relief with the others watching, until Gahn stood up again and Captain Thames was still bent over her station, cradling Maddix in his arms away from the touch of the Blankensphere.  
 
    “Now what?” he demanded. “Maddix is still in a trance!” 
 
     “Her condition is obviously unchanged,” said Felix. “It’s my turn to try and help her now.” 
 
    “Waste of time, if you ask me,” responded the doctor. “The Eluosiode Effect does nothing but damage the Teddie Bears, and it’s the fact of their injury which satisfies the inward violence of the patients. Simple, but stupid.” 
 
    “It’s been documented a mental connection was made and the calmer influence of the Teddie Bears caused a benefit afterwards,” Felix argued. 
 
    “Humph. Objective statistics based on perceived experiences are just opinions without evidence.” 
 
    “Perhaps if you borrowed my ears you could ‘prove’ the experience to yourself,” Felix said. “Oftentimes my whole profession is objective and we only have the patients’ word they feel better as evidence we offer successful treatment.” 
 
    “Keep your ears, Ti-ber,” the man responded.  
 
    Felix held in a smile as he walked forward. Then he felt a little anxious. These others didn’t need to know he’d never actually attempted the Eluosiode Effect before. He crouched down in front of Maddix, at eye level. Her stare was so blank she could pass for an inanimate object instead of a woman. He blinked in sympathy for her. He adjusted his ears, and then pushed a small button indented at the base of one of the curved ears. He could feel the hum of the generated Eluosiode field down to his skull. He sighed out all tension and remembered what he’d learned about joining the field with his own brainwaves.  
 
    As his mind power was added to the field, he felt his heart begin pounding in his chest in response. His arms and hands began to tingle as if a current of power were electrifying him. He tried to gentle it as he met her eyes. He leaned close, inches away and tried to find connection in her eyes. 
 
    “Maddix,” he said in a low voice, using the name to help him focus. Gathering up the power of the field he directed its pathway into her mind. “Maddix,” he repeated, louder this time.  
 
    A blinding thickness froze into his brain. In surprise he jerked, and accidentally fell sideways, right into the Blankensphere. The dimension enveloped his arm and shoulder for a split second, coursing against his skin, but then the force of it propelled him across the room. He landed in a heap by the stairs leading to the upper Bridge. Pain exploded into his temples and he felt the ears topple from his head. Then he passed out. 
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    “His heart is faltering!” a voice insisted above him. Felix tried but he couldn’t get his eyes open before his consciousness started fading. It was Dr. Travis who was yelling. “I’ll have to shock him, give me my bag!” the man went on. But Felix’s consciousness went under before he was jolted.  
 
    When Felix woke up, he found he was lying in the infirmary on one of the hospital beds. He could tell by the lighting in the room the night had passed and it was now morning according to the ship’s time. He was surprised so many hours had gone by. Dr. Travis could be seen through an open door into the next room. Felix’s eyes completed their circuit of the area around his bed and froze on Captain Thames. The man was sitting next to him in a chair.  
 
    “Hello, sir,” Felix murmured. His voice didn’t seem to go very loud.  
 
    “Told you to call me ‘Thames’ when off duty.”  
 
    Felix smiled. “Hello Thames,” he said.  
 
    “Hmmm. You seem to be in one piece mentally, anyhow,” Thames replied. “Takes deep concentration to pronounce my name correctly it seems, judging by the way the rest of the crew talks to me.” 
 
    “I’ve heard your name before. Ow,” he complained, trying to move. “My head hurts, and my chest.” 
 
    “Doctor had to shock you more than once. It seems connecting to Maddix while she was connected to the Blankensphere really scrambled your system. It was like your heart forgot how to beat in a good rhythm, Travis said.” 
 
    Felix made the effort and managed to sit up more comfortably. “Ah,” he grunted and then, “Thanks,” when Thames took his arm and helped him. Felix felt a draft and realized his shirt was ripped all the way down and he was still barefoot. “How long has it been since I was brought in here?” he asked. 
 
    “All night.” 
 
    “And you’ve sat there the whole time?” 
 
    “No. Had to see to Maddix first and then close off the area around the Sheet Stream Station until it can be analyzed. Then I came to check on you. We weren’t sure you were going to make it there, for a while.”  
 
    “I’m sure I was fine.” 
 
    “Could you stop sounding so cheerful, Felix? I had to stand and watch the whole thing. Besides, Lane would never forgive me if I’d let you get seriously wounded or dead the first night out on a mission.” 
 
    Felix blinked in surprise. ‘Lane’ was how Thames had always addressed his cousin. “You remember me?” he asked. “I thought I must look different now and it’s been years.” 
 
    “One doesn’t meet a lot of young people named ‘Felix Fetton’ around. Besides, you don’t look all that different than you did when you were ten; taller, for sure but still thin and well, you.” 
 
    “What about how I knew it was you? How often does a person run into a man with only one name?” 
 
    “Maybe I’ve got a hundred names but I prefer to use this one.” 
 
    Felix laughed. “Or you’ve got two like everyone else. It seems to cause you a lot of annoyance getting everyone to pronounce ‘Thames’ properly. Your first name must really be dreadful.” 
 
    “Quit fishing, Felix. Lane doesn’t know about my name and neither will you. I’m your Captain now, remember.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. So how is Maddix? Is she still in a trance, or did the connection I made to break her free hurt her as well?” 
 
    “Only you were slammed across the room. She was just confused as to what we were all doing standing around. She said she thought she was only connected to the Sheet Stream for a few seconds and never felt like she’d been in a trance at all or any time was passing.” 
 
    Felix sat back in relief. “So, what did she learn?” he asked. “Was she able to tell anything from her time in the Blankensphere?”  
 
    “Maddix was able to read the Sheet Stream, and decipher where to navigate us. That’s the good news. The bad news is two-fold, one, she’s convinced there’s something different or wrong about the Blankensphere, and two, she’s going to need to reconnect to the Sheet Stream again in a few days to keep us from being lost and we’ve got no idea if she won’t get stuck again.” 
 
    “At least we know we can release her from the trance if she does,” Felix said. “I can help her break free.” 
 
    “It nearly killed you this time, Felix,” Thames grunted. “Doing that same thing again to release her is unacceptable.” 
 
    “If it saved the crew from being lost in the Sheet Stream, I guess my loss would be worth it.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t save us for long. She’d have to reconnect anyway before we reach Flune so you would’ve died for nothing.”  
 
    Felix scratched the back of his pounding head. “You’ll have to figure out some other way then.” 
 
    “Right, and it’s not your worry at the moment.” Thames said, getting up and stretching. “Get some more sleep, recover fully, and tolerate it when Travis comes in here and says ‘I told you so’.  
 
    “Ow,” Felix said as he laughed. “You’re giving out orders again. Yes, sir.” 
 
    The Captain left him with a nod and a smile. In the next room Dr. Travis looked over. Felix settled back and prepared to receive the doctor’s scolding but he had a new visitor before Travis could get up. The door whooshed open and he sat up in interest.  
 
    Specialist Maloree looked trim in her ship’s uniform. It clung to her curves but didn’t shout about them. Her glossy hair was pinned back with two sedate barrettes. She was carrying a ship’s bag and he wondered if she’d brought him a gift. He grinned as she came and stood by his bed.  
 
    “Good morning!” he said. 
 
    “Good morning, except you look pale, Ti-ber Felix,” she replied. 
 
    “Of course, I do. That’s why I’m laying here instead of my office, Specialist Maloree.” 
 
    She shook her head and settled down to sit at the foot of his bed. “No need to be formal,” she said. “Call me Zinya.”  
 
    “With pleasure. The name suits you.” 
 
    “It’s an old family name.” 
 
    “Ah. Well, it’s nice of you to come visit me. I haven’t had much opportunity to make any friends on board yet.” 
 
    “You were my first new acquaintance on this journey and Miguel told me you got hurt because you were trying to help Maddix. You seem like a friend worth cultivating. Besides, Miguel likes you.” 
 
    “He doesn’t say much, I’ve noticed. How can you tell?” 
 
    “I’ve worked with Miguel before. We’re old friends after several missions together.” 
 
    “Maybe the three of us can meet to eat late again some night. Speaking of eating, what about you? I don’t want you to miss breakfast on my account. Isn’t it early in the morning?” 
 
    “I wanted to see you before breakfast and I have to get to work early. My job as the Bridge Statistician is a busy one. When traveling through the Blankensphere, especially on a mission full of unknowns such as this one, it’s important to keep a constant record on the engine and life support levels. And I brought breakfast.” She lifted the bag. “I can share it with you if you’re up to eating.” 
 
    He noticed she seemed distracted while she described her job. Her eyes traveled to the next room where Dr. Travis was sitting and then came back to rest on him. “I haven’t had my official scold from the doctor yet so I don’t know if I’m allowed to eat or not, but I’m not very hungry. You go ahead though.” 
 
    She put the bag on her lap but she didn’t open it. She gave him an apologetic smile.  
 
    “Was there something you wanted to talk to me about?” he asked. 
 
    “Sort of, but I didn’t want you to think I’d only come to see you because of that….” 
 
    “Even so, I wouldn’t mind. I’m happy to talk you about anything, any time you’d like.” 
 
    “Even if I want to use you— I mean ask your advice because you’re a Teddie Bear?” 
 
    “I’ll take conversations with beautiful women however I can get them.” 
 
    She laughed but looked at him concerned.  
 
    “Whoa, don’t worry!” he said with a chuckle, and then remembered his pains. “Ow. I’m not trying to make a pass at you. I could see in the hallway when you dropped your cases you don’t appreciate that.”
“I get tired of being approached all the time, if you want to know the truth. I don’t even know why. I’m not a beauty queen or anything and I don’t try to dress in a way to catch attention— not that doing so would give any excuse, or….” 
 
    He held up his hand. “I understand. I seem to have the opposite problem. There aren’t many women giving me longing glances. I was making the joke more about myself than you.” 
 
    She tilted her head. “I’m sure there are plenty of women interested in you, Felix. Perhaps you just haven’t noticed them.” 
 
    He laughed. “That must be it. So, is this problem about how people approach you the one you wanted to talk to me about?” 
 
    “No…well, I don’t think that’s the problem anyway. It’s about someone I work with; one of the other statisticians.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “He and I received our training at the same time. We weren’t friends or enemies either. Then when I was first stationed after I received my qualification he was sent to the same place. We spoke a few times after that, because we worked together you know?” 
 
    “Perfectly natural.” 
 
    “I wanted to expand into working on a ship, and so I chose the SST fleet, because there were fewer statisticians applying for it. On my first mission I reported to the Bridge that first evening. And this man was there, too.” 
 
    “A lot of coincidences.” 
 
    “It’s true. I want to point out this person has always acted professional around me. That’s not the issue.” 
 
    “What is?”  
 
    “That I’ve made advancements. First, I mean.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “I was offered a promotion two missions ago. I was proud of myself because I’m only a year out of training, you know?” 
 
    “How old are you, if I may ask?” 
 
    “I’m 24.” 
 
    “Very impressive. There’s nothing wrong with being pleased with your progress.” 
 
    “Yes, but the next mission I took, there this same man was, too.” 
 
    “Again?” 
 
    “Yes, and he wasn’t very happy about it. He made a few comments. He wondered why ‘some statistician’s get advanced when others are working just as hard’. Things like that. He never made it a direct confrontation, so I ignored him and got through the mission. But he was stiff, you know? And he didn’t like deferring to me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to say there are people like that in every field.” 
 
    “It’s true. I was relieved when he got promoted at last. When this mission came up last minute, I was the first statistician in my area of expertise to volunteer. I checked the records over the next few days and no one else in my field applied. I was called in and interviewed and due to the absence of any other leadership on board I was provisionally promoted to Acting Bridge Statistician. I was told if I did well on this mission and upped my level of expertise the promotion might become permanent.” 
 
    “And you’re eager to do your best, I see.” 
 
    “I am! My career is very important to me.” 
 
    “So, what’s the problem? It seems your career is doing well, except you had to sign on to this particular mission, of course.” 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll get back home again. Besides, I’m not the one who has to worry about that. I just do my best and provide what the Bridge crew needs to do their work efficiently.” 
 
    “That makes a huge difference, in the end.” 
 
    “Yes. So, here’s what happened. Two days ago, this man I’m telling you about, well, he volunteered. On the day before the Featherfleet was ready to take off! He expected to move right on up to Bridge Statistician because of his bravery in offering himself for the job. Can you believe it?” 
 
    “I see. And there you were, in ahead of him, again.” 
 
    “Right. He was very vocal about it, I hear. He even demanded an inquiry, just three hours after he’d applied. Worse, according to my supervisor, he implied I hadn’t deserved my promotions of the past. He made it sound as if I, since I’d always worked by his side, had taken the work we’d both done and capitalized on it. My supervisor said, just as we were about to disembark into the Blankensphere, this man was coming on board determined to prove himself the qualified one. I’m to keep my acting title as Bridge Statistician, but he’ll get to work on the Bridge too. When we return, we’ll both be reevaluated.” 
 
    Felix sighed. “That’s difficult,” he said.  
 
    “It is. And before you say anything,” she said, at last opening her bag and beginning to pull out her breakfast items, “let me tell you I’ve thought it all out. I’m not going to let the man’s dissatisfaction bother me. I’m just going to continue to do my job as good as I can. I won’t complain about him and I won’t argue. If I’m calm and professional it’ll be shown his accusations about me are unfounded.”  
 
    Felix chuckled. She’d set out two sweet breads, a small container of juice, and coffee. She was cute as she set to on the meal with eagerness, he thought. She gulped the juice in a long stretch of several swallows, and then remembered him. 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” she said. “Did you want some?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “So, what do you think?” 
 
    “I think you’ve already given yourself the most excellent advice. You obviously deserve all the promotions you’ve received.” 
 
    She swallowed down a large bite of sweet bread and then a gulp of coffee. He decided against making a comment about how attractive she was. “You’re generous in your praise,” she pointed out. “But what if this man comes to see you later today— describing this same problem except from his side? What if he tells you I’ve gotten better treatment at his expense?” 
 
    “It’ll be too late. I’ll have to tell him you got to me first.” 
 
    She looked affronted for a moment, and then, seeing he was teasing her, she relaxed. “You’re just making that up. You’ll be all sympathetic to him like you’re being to me right now.” 
 
    “It’s my job to listen. And, you have to concede, there’s always other sides. It’s my job stay in the center, too.” 
 
    “I don’t mind, I guess, if he does talk to you— whatever it takes to get him through.” 
 
    “Now I sense you’re coming to what’s really concerning you about all this.” 
 
    “It’s just this mission isn’t only important to me because of my career. What happened to you last night proved it. Three of our fleet ships are missing. Our ally and neighbor Flune, who’s always been friendly before, hasn’t contacted us. There’s something wrong and it may already be too late for us to get back. You understand what I’m getting at?” 
 
    “The threat is real, it’s true, but I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t go around making that speech to all our crew members. Some of them are scared and need to keep a positive attitude.” 
 
    “Don’t make your job harder, is that what you’re saying, Ti-ber?” 
 
    “I say that as a joke, but I do get what you’re getting at. Your concern is this. Once again, and through no desire of your own, you have to work with this man. You wonder if he’s attached himself to you for some reason— for the sake of competition or something else. You’re willing to overlook all the coincidences and the emotional complications of his frustrations he didn’t advance like you did. You’re willing to tell the truth to yourself, you worked hard, didn’t cheat, and you’ve earned what you’ve received. But you don’t know what’s wrong with him. You’re worried because he might cause a complication on the Bridge at a moment when this crew needs your mind to function with full clarity. You’re worried this might hurt our mission.” 
 
    Her eyes grew wide while he spelled all this out. “You said that…” she stumbled, “well, exactly what I was thinking. Even more than what I’d explained to myself. But you’re right. I’m wondering, should I go and tell Commander Igali all of this? Should I do the noble thing and switch places with this man so his issue with me won’t cause a problem the crew has to deal with? After all, if we survive this, I have my future ahead of me. I’ll earn my promotion eventually. Perhaps if I let this man be Bridge Statistician instead, this entire problem would go away. Having bested me he’d quit competing, if that’s what he’s doing.” 
 
    “If you want my advice, I’d say in no way should you do that.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “After hearing you speak, I absolutely want you in your position. You’re the best person for the job. Trust your supervisor, who heard this man’s complaints but didn’t take your title away. He left you in this spot on this mission, on purpose. If you want to be noble, tolerate your co-worker’s attitude, don’t let it affect your efficiency, and get the job done. Commander Igali expects nothing less from the Bridge Statistician.” 
 
    She froze with the last bite of her breakfast half way to her mouth. Her sparkling eyes were shinier than ever. At last she sighed. “Good advice. Thanks Felix,” she said, and then gave him a wide smile.  
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    The door to the infirmary whooshed upward and Felix grinned again. He wasn’t surprised his next visitor was SST Specialist Maddix. Miguel was with her too. They came up to his bed. “Good morning!” he said to them.  
 
    “Oh, Ti-ber Felix!” Maddix said, coming forward. “I was so sorry to hear you were hurt trying to help me! Not everyone can connect to the Blankensphere, you know. That’s what struck you, I saw it. Its borders can’t usually be crossed!” 
 
    “I’m all right,” he said, holding up his hands. “Hello Miguel.” 
 
    “Felix,” the Runner acknowledged, and then, “Morning, Zinya.” 
 
    “Hello,” said Zinya, turning to face the newcomers with a smile. “But Maddix,” she added, “How are you? Miguel said the Captain and the 1st kept you sequestered for hours.” 
 
    “I was never injured, really. Everyone on board is so kind and concerned!” 
 
    “We all love you, especially,” Miguel put in. Maddix turned and laughed, nudging his arm.  
 
    “Stop making me feel over-important!” she scolded. “I don’t want to stand out all day long. I want people to relax around me.” 
 
    Felix and Zinya laughed but it was true. She was important. 
 
    “But wait,” Zinya said. “Are you saying the Sheet Stream Specialists actually connect to the Blankensphere— literally? I thought no one could touch it or get a hold of it in any way?” 
 
    Maddix nodded. “That’s true. I can’t get a hold of it, either. Think if it this way. The Blankensphere can’t be touched by us, but sometimes it comes and touches certain people. When I connect to it, I have to just allow it to flow over me as it wills. I have to commune as much as I can and try to understand the direction of the waves.”  
 
    “It sounds so difficult,” said Zinya. “I like facts and instruments clearly read. I can’t imagine trying to understand the way an entire dimension moves and flows.” 
 
    “It’s a good feeling,” Maddix said. “It satisfies something in me I can’t explain; like if you were staring at nature and all of a sudden you could paint it exactly capturing all the beauty it expressed.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” said a voice from nearby, although Dr. Travis was still in the next room. They looked over and saw the nearby communication screen was activated. Thames was the one speaking; from the look of the room behind him; on the Bridge. 
 
    “Hello, sir,” said Felix.  
 
    “Excuse me, Ti-ber,” said the Captain. “I addressed you and the screen cleared, but Maddix was expressing herself so eloquently and I listened in.” 
 
    “Oh!” Maddix said, and Felix noticed her cheeks had turned pink.  
 
    “That’s all right, sir,” he said. “What can I do you for you? Do you need me to quit this bed and report to some crew member who needs me?” 
 
    “No, Ti-ber Felix, I don’t. I’m after Miguel, and maybe Maddix too, I’m afraid. And Specialist Maloree, since you’re there too, we’ve picked up some unusual readings.” 
 
    Zinya got up. “Yes, Captain, we’ll report to the Bridge right away,” she said in a crisp voice, already straightening her uniform.  
 
    “Good. Sleep, Felix, if you can,” Thames said, signing off.  
 
    “I’ll see all of you later then,” Felix said.  
 
    “Thank you for helping me,” Maddix said, leaning down to touch his arm. “I’m glad you’ll be all right.” 
 
    Felix smiled, realizing one thing. Their Sheet Stream Specialist was a very sweet person, and in her way, younger than he was. He hoped this voyage wouldn’t steal her innocence. 
 
    “I’ll come arm wrestle you later,” said Miguel on his way out. “I’ll wipe that smile off your face.” 
 
    “Hah!” said Felix. “You’d better hurry back then. While I’m sick is the only time you’ll be able to beat me.” 
 
    The door whooshed down after the exit of his visitors, and Felix settled back against his pillows with contentment. But he saw movement in the next room. Dr. Travis was coming to see him. He put a more somber look on his face.  
 
    Indeed, the doctor did look stern, he thought. The man arrived at his bed and shook his head.  
 
    “I told you the Elusiode Effect wouldn’t be a good method to attempt,” he said.  
 
    Felix chuckled. “Captain Thames said you’d say ‘I told you so,’” he replied. 
 
    “He agrees I was obviously right then.” 
 
    “But I was right too. It worked didn’t it? Maddix was broken free of the trance.” 
 
    “While you almost drifted off into a permanent trance, from which no one could ever wake you again.” 
 
    “And I have you to thank for saving my life. So, thank you, Dr. Travis.” 
 
    “Humph. I’d rather be your colleague, young as you are, than your doctor. Has it occurred to you I’m opposed to the Elusiode Effect because the Teddie Bears often get hurt? And you died, you know. Your heart essentially stopped beating on its own. Captain Thames was shaking; he was so upset about it; watching me have to shock you over again and nothing happening, I mean.” 
 
    “You had to shock me more than once?” 
 
    “Four tries, Ti-ber. Your heart would lump awake after each, falter in incorrect rhythm for a few seconds and then give up. Each time it was weaker. I injected you with a stimulant and that helped; combined with your young age and general state of health. Still, I’d just as soon not have my first patient die so soon after we embark.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. Not to say your advice isn’t worth listening to, but Maddix was my patient too at that moment and I wanted to help her like you helped me. I had no idea it…” Felix was surprised to find his voice grew suddenly thick. The realization of his near death was sinking in, and he also was in more pain than he’d admitted to himself. He wiped a thin sheen of sweet off his lip. 
 
    “Well don’t worry anymore,” said Dr. Travis. “I know you didn’t realize you’d be struck so hard. But you’ve sat up too long. Nurse Wilsie will be in with your breakfast. Lay down now and relax, eat as much as you can, and then get some sleep. Meanwhile, I’ll check your vital systems.” 
 
    “All right,” said Felix, settling back so the doctor could listen to his heart beating. 
 
    After he ate the breakfast the nurse brought him; which was bland with applesauce and creamy oatmeal; he lay down like the doctor demanded and fell asleep. Despite his pains it felt good. He woke up hours later. 
 
    The lighting in the infirmary had changed, looking more golden. He knew that meant it was now late afternoon. He sat up and was relieved his pains were less; for they were no longer exasperated by his added exhaustion. Dr. Travis had his office door closed, and there was no one else in the room. 
 
    For the first time in a long while he felt lonely. His visitors had come this morning, and, having their work to do had forgotten all about him. He turned and put his feet to the floor. He stood up slowly, waited till the room settled with his equilibrium, and then went to find the bathroom. Dr. Travis’ door whooshed open in perfect time for the man to catch him at it.  
 
    “What are you doing, Felix,” he said. 
 
    “I need to relieve myself.” 
 
    “I guess it’s been a long time since you last did,” he agreed. “I’ll help you.” Travis came over and took his arm. 
 
    “I can make it.”  
 
    “Don’t get impatient, Ti-ber.” 
 
    “I have a provisional medical degree, you know. And doctors always make impatient patients, right?” 
 
    “I’m losing my patience right now,” the man said, his voice dry.  
 
    Felix grinned, wondering if he’d discovered where Travis kept his sense of humor.  
 
    “Door stays open,” the doctor added as they reached the bathroom and Felix stepped in by himself. “I’ll be at my desk if you need help getting back to bed.” 
 
    Felix used the facilities and then had a look at his face in the mirror as he washed his hands. His hair was more unruly than ever, his skin was pale, and the bruise on his cheek from getting slapped by his angry patient stood out in blue-black colors. He shook his head and tried to get his hair straight. He took stock.  
 
    He was still weak but not dangerously so. His heart pounded from the effort of being on his feet but it thumped in a strong and vigorous rhythm. His headache was better than earlier but it was pounding still. He dried his hands and went back to the bed, but he just sat on it and waited. He and Dr. Travis met each other’s eyes from across the room. The man got up and came to talk to him. 
 
    “No,” he said.  
 
    “No what?” asked Felix. 
 
    “No, you shouldn’t leave the infirmary yet.” 
 
    Felix chuckled. “I feel much better now.” 
 
    “You’re being observed.” 
 
    “But I have a provisional medical degree. If something goes wrong, I’ll call you.” 
 
    “You won’t get the rest you need once you’re free of my vigilance.” 
 
    “I’ll rest better in my own quarters. I won’t see any patients till you clear me, all right? Barring any emergencies.” 
 
    “I’ll let you go on the condition you wear a monitor attached to your vein.” 
 
    Felix sighed. “Fine,” he agreed, “but only for one day.” 
 
    “Three days.” 
 
    “Two.”  
 
    Dr. Travis narrowed his eyes but nodded. He went and rummaged around the nearest medical supply and came back with all he needed to insert the monitor in Felix’s vein, based in the crook of his arm. He had the monitor attached and taped down in a few moments.  
 
    “Nurse Wilsie will wheel you back to your quarters,” the doctor said. 
 
    Felix was just glad he’d gotten his way. He’d leave the man with the impression he could be a model patient. “Yes, Doctor,” he said. 
 
    Dr. Travis stepped away to modify the records about his early departure and get the nurse. Meanwhile Felix remembered he’d come to the Bridge last night barefoot. He was still wearing his ripped shirt and pants as well. On the small table by his bed were his Teddie Bear ears. He put them on his head. He wrapped the shirt over his chest once Nurse Wilsie came in from the larger infirmary with the wheeled chair. He sat in it and arranged his long legs so his feet fit on the little deck above the wheels. He waved at Dr. Travis as she wheeled him out into the hallway a few moments later. The man just shook his head in reply.  
 
    Down the corridors towards his quarters Felix was greeted by several crew members. Of course, the ears made him recognizable but he felt less alone after he met the eyes of the passerby. They were all on this ship together and he’d probably get to know most of them in some form or another by the time this mission was through; especially since the numbers were down and the regular crew count was depleted.  
 
    The door of his quarters whooshed up as they paused and he looked in the screen outside it. Nurse Wilsie pushed him inside. She was a quiet person until she was facing you.  
 
    “Well now,” she said. “You’ve made your quarters very comfortable. Is that picture of your parents?” 
 
    “Yes, when I was a boy.” 
 
    “Nice!” she said in a positive voice. 
 
    He got up from the wheeled chair and transferred his weight over to the bed he’d made up yesterday. Nurse Wilsie disappeared into his bathroom and came out with a glass of water. She set it on the desk in an easy to reach spot.  
 
    “Dr. Travis will be monitoring your vital signs,” she reminded him. “He’ll know if something is concerning or if you try to do too much.” 
 
    “I won’t try to do too much.” 
 
    “Contact the infirmary if you begin to feel worse, get a fever, feel increased pain in your head or your chest, if your feet or hands begin to swell, if you experience profuse sweating, if you…” 
 
    He held up his hands and laughed. “I’ll call for any problem which might come up, except I refuse to report if a rash develops on my private parts,” he promised.  
 
    Her eyes lit up. “Good boy,” she said.  
 
    Felix frowned a bit at the reference. She was in her sixties he guessed. She might even have grandchildren the same age as him. He supposed to her, he must seem very young.  
 
    “Thank you, Nurse Wilsie.” 
 
    “Resting in bed, I say,” she admonished on her way out.  
 
    “Yes Ma’am,” he replied just as his door whooshed closed.  
 
    He was alone again but the sight didn’t bother him now. He knew he had friends on board this ship. Outside the small window the Blankensphere coated his obstructed view in a color of purple-dusted rust. His bed called and he had a shelf of reading materials nearby. He could make a request of the Nutrition Specialists and they’d bring him each meal until he was no longer a patient. The pains in his head and chest settled down to bearable if he didn’t move around much. Tomorrow the pains would be less. He might as well relax and treat this like an enjoyable day off. He sat at his desk and activated his view screen. He made an order for a full dinner to fill his empty stomach.  
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    After he’d gotten a shower, brushed his teeth and finished eating his dinner Captain Thames came to visit him. Felix acknowledged him on the view screen and invited him in from standing out in the hallway. 
 
    “You’ve come to see me twice in one day?” Felix teased him once he was inside. “Are you trying to stay on Lane’s good side?” 
 
    Thames came and sat in Felix’s desk chair, and stretched his legs out in front of him. “Lane’s going to owe me several favors after all of this,” he said. “I can tell right off you’re going to be just as much trouble now as you were when you were 10.” 
 
    “What trouble could I have been back then? I carried all the bags and laughed at your jokes.” 
 
    “You laugh,” Thames said, “too easily.” 
 
    Felix shook his head. “Laughter should be easy. Imagine if it hurt to laugh.” 
 
    “Oh, never mind. For a being so unteachable, you certainly got through a lot of school, and just in time to get on my ship and under my feet.” 
 
    “I did it just to spite you.” 
 
    “Shut up, Felix. Point is you seem almost delighted you came so close to dying. That means you’ll feel no hesitation walking straight into the next wall that comes along.” 
 
    “Did you just come here to complain? Because I’ve got some comforting items, I can prescribe you if you need them.” 
 
    “Maybe later. I came to talk to you about Bridge concerns.” 
 
    “Ah. Then, ‘yes, sir, Captain.’” 
 
    Thames chuckled. “Lane would love your attitude, but anyway. You may’ve heard earlier Miguel and Bridge Specialist Maloree have noted the Featherfleet hasn’t been operating at normal capacity.” 
 
    “I caught the nuance when you asked them to report, but no one told me anything.” 
 
    “I’ll be blunt then,” said Thames. “According to Maddix, there’s something wrong or different about the Blankensphere, too. We’re moving through it, but at a slower rate. Miguel says the ship is straining more than usual and Maloree agrees the levels are off.” 
 
    “That is concerning but I guess not too surprising. Perhaps that’s why Flune didn’t send our ships home. The Blankensphere was responding in an unusual way, and having no way to communicate from the other side of the dimension to warn us, we couldn’t be informed of their change of plans.” 
 
    “That would be a better possibility than some. Nevertheless, we’ve still got to get there in one piece to find out. I can tell you right now we can’t traverse the dimension if Maddix can’t connect to the Sheet Stream when she feels the need.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “So, I assume she expressed to you her opinion of why you were struck so hard?” 
 
    “Yes, she did.” 
 
    “And did you understand what she meant?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Felix, nodding. “She’s right about that, I think. I’ve done some research. They say water, for example, is a harder surface than any stone or metal. If you tried to force it to break apart whatever box or tool you were using would bend instead. It’s the same with trying to touch the Blankensphere. Through connecting with her while she was connected to it, I was struck away.” 
 
    “If you tried to break her trance, by using that same method you might be zapped again.” 
 
    “Only if I physically touch the Blankensphere as well as mentally. However, I couldn’t control my physical reaction when my brainwaves connected with hers. I can’t guarantee I wouldn’t end up blasted again.” 
 
    Thames sighed and rubbed the back of his head. “I’ll take one of those ‘comforting items’ you were talking about now,” he said, his voice heavy with sarcasm. 
 
    “But I have an idea!” Felix said, leaning forward in eagerness. “Ow,” he added a moment later, sitting back and rubbing his chest. 
 
    “Careful. Let’s hear this idea then.” 
 
    “We’ve another Sheet Stream Specialist on board, right?” 
 
    “Are you saying it’s alright to use up Maddix because we have an alternative?” Thames growled. 
 
    “Of course not, I didn’t mean that!” 
 
    “Go on, then.” 
 
    “Maddix said that not many people could connect to the Blankensphere. I’ve read it’s about one percent of the population. I obviously couldn’t so I was struck. What I’m suggesting is this. When the next time comes for her to sink into the Sheet Stream it’s likely she might fall into a trance again.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So, we already know that using the Elusiode Effect works to break her free. I’m saying someone else besides me could use my Ti-ber ears to produce the effect. Someone who can be connected themselves to the Blankensphere without danger. The other SST Specialist, I mean.” 
 
    Captain Thames sat and stared at him while he thought about it. Then he shook his head. “If it didn’t work the other SST Specialist could be hurt like you were or he could be put into the same trance. Then we’d lose both of our crew members with the ability to connect to the Blankensphere at the same disastrous moment.” 
 
    “It’s risky, I agree. It was just an idea I had, sir. I’m not sure it’s a good one.” 
 
    “Well it bears thinking about. If both got lost in a trance, we’d be in trouble though.” 
 
    “If that happened, I could break the connection like I did before.” 
 
    “And die, Felix? Just like that?” 
 
    “We could do it as a last measure and because the ship would be in danger if I didn’t. I just want you to know I’m willing if it comes to that; so, you don’t feel bad.” 
 
    “Oh, of course, if you died because you were willing, I wouldn’t feel bad at all,” Thames said, his sarcasm even stronger than before, “And then I’d have Lane to face.” 
 
    Felix couldn’t help it. He remembered back when he was a boy how often Thames had pounded him and then laughed about it. It was time to pay him back now. He plucked his pillow from behind his head and threw it at the man. 
 
    “Ouch,” Thames said, around a smile.  
 
    “Oh, did I drop my pillow somehow? It seems to have landed on your head.” 
 
    “We’ve got a brig on board you know; especially for insubordinates.” 
 
    “Try it and I’ll declare you unsound. I’m the ship’s Teddie Bear and I can do that.” 
 
    Thames stood up and stretched. “You win for now, I guess. I’ve got one more question; about that suggestion of yours. I thought only Teddie Bears could produce the Elusiode Effect.” 
 
    “We’re the ones who’ve been trained. I could pass on the knowledge though. It’s not that complicated.” 
 
    “It’s not a bad idea using the other SST Specialist to break Maddix from the trance if she falls into one, even though I don’t like it. You had another good idea too, up on the Bridge last night, when you suggested covering Maddix’s arms with those long gloves. You just might be qualified to advise me, after all.” 
 
    “That’s what ship’s Teddie Bears are supposed to do.” 
 
    “I guess it’s not surprising you’ve got skill in this area. I taught you all you know back when you were ten.” 
 
    Felix laughed. The captain went to the door.  
 
    “Get more rest,” he said.  
 
    “Yes, sir. Goodnight, Thames.”  
 
    Felix didn’t get much chance to rest even though he’d agreed to try. As the evening wore on, he became more restless. He couldn’t settle down to read or sit still for long. Teddie Bears were a bit different than other people. After they’d received their training, they had an outpatient surgery done. It was fairly painless and carried little or no side effects. A laser needle was inserted into the part of the brain which dealt with emotional receptors. This area was activated by a unique procedure which clarified and sharpened the brain’s ability to sense emotion in others. The reason the Elusiode Effect had been developed in the first place was to assist the Teddie Bears as well as the extremely agitated patient when they were in the throes of an intense episode. Teddie Bears had the ability to exude calming or pleasant emotions out through the ears and to connect them directly with their patients.  
 
    It wasn’t used for every troubled person, however, for it did have a cost. It could exhaust the doctor while it assisted the patient. Also, the effect was temporary anyway. It was up to him to try and deal with his patient’s urgency in a long-term fashion and to give them tools to help them live a long and happy life.  
 
    Another benefit of the ears was that they could be used by him to level down his own emotional involvement. That way he didn’t have to be affected by every stranger in a crowd or by people who weren’t his patients and didn’t want his assistance.  
 
    Nevertheless, his normal state was now able to pick up on peoples’ emotions as they were near him. As the evening grew late, he thought perhaps the crew was uneasy? He went and stood out in the hallway and, as much of the crew was now in their quarters nearby to him, he closed his eyes and concentrated on the emotional current flowing out of the various quarters. After a long period of concentrated effort, he reached up to his ears and turned up the level of what he could define. He stood still for several long minutes, trying to absorb and understand.  
 
    “Are you all right, Ti-ber?” a voice said next to him, and he jumped. His eyes fluttered open and he was fast growing tired. He lifted a hand and adjusted his ears until the emotional receptors were back to normal.  
 
    “Yes, fine,” he stuttered and then smiled at the woman who had paused beside him. “I was just uh… concentrating on something.” 
 
    She gave him a doubtful look but his expression was casual enough she accepted his vague answer. “It’s just you’re standing here frozen in the corridor without your shoes on,” she said, now smiling too. 
 
    “And you’re wondering if the ship’s Teddie Bear might be the one most in need of Teddie Bear assistance?” 
 
    Her smile turned warm. “I guess everyone needs comfort every now and then,” she said.  
 
    “True. My name is Felix, by the way.” 
 
    “I’m Marletta.” 
 
    They exchanged a few more pleasantries and Felix said goodnight and returned to his quarters. He sat down by his desk and sighed. It was odd what he’d sensed in the corridor. The emotional upset he’d picked up on couldn’t be attributed to any one crew member, or a batch of several. It was almost as if the ship itself was troubled. He shook his head and tried not to feel ridiculous, but seconds later he got back to his feet and started pacing some more. He was sleepy and he should get to bed. Still he felt it was his duty to remain at attention. As the moments went by, he became more certain. Something was wrong. Out there or inside himself there was a knowledge he’d never had before. He went to the screen and made a call. 
 
    “Ship’s Runner,” he heard, and Miguel’s face appeared on the screen. Felix’s heart rate accelerated. He couldn’t read Miguel’s emotional state from here, but the fellow’s face was wrinkled in concern.  
 
    “Miguel,” he stuttered. “Something’s wrong isn’t it? With the ship, I mean.” 
 
    Miguel’s face cleared for a moment to allow for curiosity.  
 
    “How do you know that?” he demanded. 
 
    “I… I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Are you all right, Ti-ber?” 
 
    Felix remembered how he’d looked standing motionless and barefoot in the corridor a while ago. Some could argue he wasn’t all right at all. He chuckled and rubbed the back of his neck. Another face appeared on Miguel’s side of the screen; it was 1st Officer Freds leaning in to add his voice to their conversation.  
 
    “I understood you were supposed to be resting this evening, Ti-ber Felix,” the man said in a firm voice.  
 
    “I’m… sorry I called, sir. I just thought that… well, something’s not right with the ship.” 
 
    “Are you saying that the crew is worried? Have many people come to you?” 
 
    “No, sir, not today.” 
 
    Another face appeared on the screen behind Miguel. It was Thames. To Felix’s relief the Captain didn’t scold him for calling Miguel or for not getting his rest.  
 
    “There’ve been developments on the Bridge tonight,” Thames said. “Report here, Ti-ber Felix; we may need you.” 
 
    Now that was what he was really hoping to hear. He nodded.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” he said, and disconnected from the call. He scrambled to get ready. He threw his blankets up over his pillows to tidy his bed, put his dinner tray out in the corridor, used his bathroom to relieve himself so that urge wouldn’t come up while he was trying to be useful on the Bridge, and made sure to put on his shoes. He even dragged a comb through his unruly hair. He was ready to go in five minutes. Soon he left his room in relief, bringing his second pair of ears in case they were required. The Bridge was sure to be the center of activity and he was privileged he’d been invited. He strode to the nearest elevator in satisfaction.  
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    On the Bridge were Thames, 1st Officer Freds and the 2nd Officer Igali too, Miguel, Zinya, and a grouping of other technicians and statisticians he hadn’t met yet. Many of the stations were filled and as he strode to the far wall of the Bridge to stand out of the way, he saw Maddix was on the Bridge as well. She was sitting at the Blankensphere station but she didn’t have her hands placed into the Sheet Stream. Several people noted Felix had come in, but no one acknowledged him. He sat at an empty station and looked around; then, discretely, he lifted a hand and adjusted his ears so he could pick up on the emotional undercurrents of the room.  
 
    A moment later his heart was hammering. The trauma on the Bridge was stronger than he’d realized. He studied the individuals there and discerned Miguel was the person who was most anxious. Something was wrong; with the ship. A problem was approaching. Having never been so close to Bridge trauma before Felix was unable to pinpoint the source of the trouble. Ship’s Runners trained for years before they understood the ship’s rhythms.  
 
    They also had implants placed near their hearts and their brains to help them connect. Felix’s eyes widened as he realized his own inner feeling of anxiety, which he’d been experiencing all evening, correlated. Like he had something similarly wrong as the ship, going on inside himself. He lifted a hand, shaky now, to his ears and turned down the impact from his brain’s receptors. He didn’t know what was going on but he was certain a complication of some sort was soon to explode around them. He crossed his arms, weary now, and waited.  
 
    Not far away Zinya, or in this context— Bridge Statistician Maloree— was busy hovering over each station she was responsible for, taking note of the levels and looking serious. There was a man working the same stations, and watching him broke Felix out of his reverie.  
 
    The man appeared impatient. Whenever she made a statement he didn’t respond with any reply and he acted as if she were interrupting him. Felix was discrete as he rose and moved to sit closer to them. He wanted to hear what they were saying. Seeing the man’s attitude, he thought perhaps this was the person she’d confided in him about. It wasn’t just curiosity which caused him to move. He wanted something else to focus on than just his restlessness, and besides he didn’t like to think that she was being treated rudely. Neither one of them realized he’d settled down at the next station.  
 
    “Torn,” she said to the man, “Did you forward the statistics on the maneuverability port?” 
 
    “Long ago,” he replied, as if she were so far behind him, she was silly to bring it up. She lifted her chin but went on working. 
 
    “And did you send the most recent values of engine efficacy to Commander Freds?” 
 
    Torn gave a deep sigh as if she were bothering him with trivial details instead of the important work he really needed to attend to. “If you insist,” he said. 
 
    Felix saw her face tighten at his attitude but she didn’t say anything. She stepped away for a moment to study the screens at some of the other stations. Felix watched Torn for a while once she was gone and one thing stood out. The man wasn’t moving. He didn’t hurry to obey her instructions.  
 
    The 2nd Officer came up and Torn straightened to look busy.  
 
    “Has Specialist Maloree sent those latest values that Commander Freds requested yet?” Commander Igali said.  
 
    “No sir,” Torn answered. “She’s off doing something else.” 
 
    Felix had a hard time not standing up to offer the information he knew about what really happened, but it was all right. 
 
    “Excuse me, Commander Igali,” said Zinya’s voice from behind them. She’d just walked back over. “I sent the statistics to Commander Freds myself, a moment ago.” 
 
    Commander Igali nodded, calming at her competent tone and Zinya’s professional manner. “Please keep us as current on those values as possible,” she directed.  
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Commander Igali walked away and Felix held in a smile at the sour look on Torn’s face.  
 
    Zinya turned to Torn. “If you don’t feel up to working at top proficiency after being on the Bridge all day,” she said, “I can send for another Statistician to cover for you.” Her voice was cold.  
 
    Torn’s face changed shades. A few seconds went by but the fellow kept his obvious disdain controlled.  
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” he said. “It’s obvious the Bridge needs a competent Statistician right now. I won’t abandon it.” His retort came off as sulky and immature rather than as a stinging insult. Zinya raised an eyebrow but leaned down and went back to reading statistics, unfazed. A flash of frustration passed over Torn’s face and he flounced to the other side of the Bridge.  
 
    Zinya took that moment to look up and into Felix’s eyes. He blinked. He hadn’t been aware she’d noticed him sitting there watching the situation unfold. Her eyes sparkled and she gave him a wink. She must’ve seen how he grinned in reply to her gesture before she bent down to return to her work.  
 
    Felix swallowed as he sat back at the empty station. There was something about that girl. He’d determined he wouldn’t stare at her like the others and certainly he knew he didn’t stand a chance with her if you compared his looks to hers. It was obvious she didn’t spend a lot of time worrying about being attractive or if she’d find someone on board the Featherfleet she might find alluring. She was focused on her career and doing the job well for her own personal goal.  
 
    He liked that about her. She had grace, intelligence and poise. She was something special and… He shook his head and told his busy mind to silence itself in his thoughts. He craned his shoulders and studied the command team. The sight raised his anxiety back to what it was before. 
 
    Thames had such an intense look on his face Felix sat up straight, amazed he’d forgotten. Freds and Igali both hovered nearby the Runner’s station. Felix found himself moving again. He lifted his hand and adjusted his ears to pick up on the nearby emotions on the Bridge.  
 
    The Runner’s station was turned front, so the Blankensphere could be viewed out of the window if the outside clarity was activated. This was the case right now. Typically, the glowing mass of the Sheet Stream wasn’t inclined to mix many colors, although those colors changed regularly. It was all red or all blue, or orange or green. Now its color was darker than midnight on one end of the screen and glaring, angry brown-red on the other. Felix stayed far enough away so he didn’t disturb Thames or the others, but still he wanted to get a look at Miguel. He circled the Runner’s seat and paused off to the side, his back to the view screen and the angry coating of the Blankensphere.  
 
    Seeing Miguel struck him and made him ache. The Runner’s eyes were closed and he was clutching the arms of his chair. He was murmuring something, the same statement more than once. His words were instantly recorded and printed out on the small screen near to his station.  
 
    “The power is being absorbed,” he said. “The ship is losing its life’s blood.” 
 
    “Is there anything we can do to prevent it?” Commander Freds demanded.  
 
    “There’s no point in pressuring him,” Thames protested. “You’ve already asked him that three times. Wait till he comes out of it.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain,” Freds said.  
 
    Suddenly Felix was gripped with an urgency so immediate he felt like his heart was being squeezed in his chest. Miguel’s eyes flew open.  
 
    “Shields!” he cried. “Something’s coming!” 
 
    Captain Thames didn’t waste time asking questions. He strode over to his own station and took control. He had the ability there to complete the action himself. 
 
    “Shields, raised,” he said to Commander Freds. “Verify.”  
 
    “Yes, sir,” the 1st said, turning to address the ship’s Shield Specialist. The man at the nearby Ops station nodded. “Verified,” Commander Freds stated.  
 
    “Then look!” Miguel said, pointing to the outside screen.  
 
    They all turned to look, every person at every station on the Bridge. There was nothing to see but the Sheet Stream at first. And then, materializing out of the mass like a lost spoon rises from the heavy sauce in a bowl a black bulk appeared. It was moving too fast towards them.  
 
    Thames was at his own station again in seconds. He pushed the Emergency call button on his screen to instantly address the entire crew. “Be alerted!” he roared. “The Featherfleet is about to be struck! Brace yourselves!” The alarm siren blared every few seconds. The Captain’s voice was so urgent Felix had no doubt everyone who heard it leaped to grab hold of something. He dropped to the floor and held on tight to the nearest station. And he was just in time.  
 
    Outside in the Blankensphere the bulk of something roiled out of the colored chalk, huge and taking shape. It towered as tall as the Featherfleet and its height began to block the glowing color of the Sheet Stream they’d all grown so used to. It was another ship. It came at them without remorse. It grew so near Felix imagined there must be other people over there, terrified as they were, their faces pressed against their window to the outside like staring children.  
 
    His ears were still on his head, and the rage of emotions in the Bridge all around him were shouting so he wasn’t sure if he was registering shared panic or actual verbal sound. It became so unbearable his heart wanted to burst from his chest. Or maybe it was the certain knowledge they were about to be struck. He let go of his handhold just long enough to adjust his ears and disconnect from any other emotions than his own.  
 
    Suddenly all light in the room, both outside and in, was extinguished. For an instant the ship lost full power as it was struck so hard the reverberation picked up and threw Felix across the floor like he’d been struck before.  
 
    The grinding clash was loud enough to break his eardrums. The force of the buckle felt like the ship must be cracked down the middle. If they hadn’t been shielded, it would’ve been. All went dark for a moment in his mind, before the ship’s power returned the Bridge lights to them.  
 
    He opened his eyes and tried to make sense of what’d just happened. All across the Bridge floor people were lying like all the trees in a forest had suddenly been felled at once. Only one person was rising. It was Thames.  
 
    “Report!” the man croaked. He rose from his knees clutching his station for support. “Freds!” he yelled, his voice a little stronger. “Igali, can you move?” 
 
    Felix hated to hear the distress in his old friend’s voice. It was at this insane moment he remembered how very close he and Thames had been when he was a boy— almost as close as he’d been with his cousin Aerlane. In a way he considered Thames to be one of the best friends he’d ever made in his life. The man needed him now. Felix made his body work, and his rubbery muscles to operate. He felt like his own height was too much to deal with, all of a sudden. He was six-foot-three and every inch of him quaked as he forced his body to its full length. Thames’ sharp eyes noticed him at once.  
 
    “Felix!” he pounced. “Get busy! We lost power!” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    “Well hurry up! Don’t you understand?” the Captain roared. “We lost power!” 
 
    Felix was only confused for the moment it took to follow the direction of Thames’ finger.  
 
    “You’ve got a medical degree, don’t you?” Thames demanded. “Get over and save Miguel! And then help anyone else nearby who needs it!” 
 
    Now Felix remembered. The ship’s Runner was connected to the rhythms of the ship. Whenever there was full loss of power the Runner suffered as well. Miguel’s heart had stopped and he was laying there dying. Felix hurried to the man’s side.  
 
    He moved as fast as he was able. He pulled Miguel’s body until the man was flat on his back. He put his hand on Miguel’s chest, found the right spot, and gave one pound of his fist to tell the heart underneath to wake up. Then he began compressions, his arms pounding down with efficient bursts. In moments he had help. He felt someone drop near to his side and he glanced over in relief to see Freds alive and able to motivate. The man had the Bridge medical box and was cracking it open. Felix spoke, his voice gusty with the effort of the compressions.  
 
    “I need the shock radiator,” he gasped.  
 
    “Here it is,” Freds said.  
 
    Felix paused, long enough for Freds to get Miguel’s shirt out of the way. Then Felix took the shock pads and placed them in the correct spots on Miguel’s chest and ribcage. He adjusted the amount of shock on the radiator. “Get back!” he directed. 
 
    He shocked Miguel not once but twice before the man responded. The shock radiator picked up the presence of Miguel’s heart, producing internal energy. Even the screen on the Runner’s station suddenly revealed a throbbing symbol which indicated Miguel’s heart was beating again. Felix laid his head down to make absolutely certain. He heard the heart thumping for himself, and felt Miguel breathing.  
 
    He lifted his head and made eye contact, not only with Freds but with Thames, Zinya, Maddix and one of the Bridge crew he’d never met before. They were crouching in a circle nearby. He was shaking with relief. He’d saved Miguel’s life. Now he needed to be available to anyone else who was injured. No doubt Dr. Travis was busy.  
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    Almost immediately there was a flare of sound at the communication station and the Specialist there worked to receive a clear message. “Captain Thames,” the specialist said, “the ship which struck us is one of our own. It’s the SST Downthread. We’re being contacted!” 
 
    Felix wanted to listen in but he was soon too busy to attend. There were 16 people presently on the Bridge. He could see all were alive and moving around. Most were back at their stations. The Captain was receiving all sorts of reports from the various sections on the ship. All were recorded on the man’s screen. Felix put the activity out of his mind and on the Bridge crew’s shoulders. He began triage, going up to each and ascertaining their immediate condition.  
 
    “Quit getting in my way, Felix,” Thames growled.  
 
    “Let me know if you’re all right first, so I can move on from you.” 
 
    “I’ve got nothing broken, and no internal bleeding, all right? Now go on.” 
 
    Felix went. Freds was just as grumpy about being interrupted but he allowed Felix to note that he was all right.  
 
    “Just a few bruises,” the man said.  
 
    Commander Igali hadn’t noticed her arm was broken.  
 
    “Sir,” he said to her more than once, but she kept striding away from him. He was taller than she was, however. He knew with command crew one had to be forceful at times. “Commander Igali!” he demanded, stepping in front of her.  
 
    “What is it, Ti-ber?”  
 
    “It’s your arm,” he pointed out.  
 
    She glanced down and realized there was an obvious break. The bone hadn’t broken through the skin, but the line of her arm was jagged. The sight made her grow weak all at once. Felix caught her by her other arm as her knees buckled.  
 
    “I don’t have time for this!” she spouted as he led her to sit at the nearest empty station. “The crew needs me!” 
 
    Seeing her dedication, he thought that he’d never call her ‘Eagle Eye’ in his private thoughts again. She really cared. “I can attend to your arm right here, if you like,” he conceded. “Once it’s set, you’ll be able to concentrate better.”  
 
    She blinked him into focus. He guessed she was in her late forties. She was thin and alert, and attractive in her way, which fact she kept subdued by her attitude. But he saw her vulnerability now. He knew he’d be unlikely to see her weak again. He smiled. 
 
    “Fine,” she pronounced, shaking her head. He bent down to rummage in the Bridge Medical Box.  
 
    “This will hurt,” he informed her, rising. He knew without bothering to ask that she didn’t want to be mentally reduced by the amount of pain killer it would require to make this procedure easy.  
 
    “Of course,” she gasped.  
 
    He took in a deep breath, applied the amount of traction necessary to set her arm at the correct position, and then wrapped the limb with the ‘Ready-Set’ cast. He was glad the break was straightforward. He looked up and she was very pale.  
 
    “Breathe, slowly in and out,” he reminded her.  
 
    She closed her eyes while an obvious wave of pain trembled through her system. He was impressed. She hadn’t cried out or moved. It only took a few seconds for her to regain control.  
 
    “Thank you, Ti-ber Felix,” she said. “It hurts less now that it’s set.” 
 
    “You’ll need to have that arm checked out later,” he reminded her. “The ‘Ready-Set’ isn’t meant to be a permanent cast.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” she said, rising to a shaky stand.  
 
    He nodded and moved on. He’d been trained proper triage in an emergency Bridge situation meant he must attend to the command crew first so they could serve the rest of the crew on board the ship. He had to make a quick analysis of the other people.  
 
    Miguel had begun to come around and Felix wasn’t afraid for him anymore. Taking care of the command crew had taken him just a few minutes. He got busy and at a glance, could see both Zinya and Maddix were all right, although Zinya had some blood spotting one knee of her uniform. Her injury wasn’t as serious as three of the Bridge crew.  
 
    The next twenty minutes taxed his medical skill to the fullest. He barely took in that Dr. Travis had contacted the Bridge and when the man heard Felix was in attendance and the command crew had been treated the doctor signed off and left him to help the rest of the Bridge crew.  
 
    The Mechanical Statistician was in the worst shape. She’d been near the tool cupboards and been thrown with their contents across the stairs. She had several bleeding wounds, broken ribs, difficulty breathing, and, he suspected, internal injuries. He stabilized her wounds as much as he was able with the limited supplies in the Bridge Medical Box and contacted Dr. Travis.  
 
    “Medical,” one of the nurses he hadn’t met said when the screen activated. He informed the woman a stretcher and deeper assistance for his patient in the infirmary was required.  
 
    “Prepare the patient to be moved,” the nurse responded in a clipped voice. “An orderly is being dispatched to transport the patient here.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said.  
 
    He applied the ‘Ready-Set’ to the next patient which had a broken femur, gave some ‘Insta-Stitches’ to a cut temple and informed that patient he had a concussion, and then turned to the last patient that was waiting to be treated before he could see about minor injuries.  
 
    It was Torn. The man was cradling one arm and bent forward protectively over his mid-section.  
 
    “How can I assist you?” Felix said, crouching down in front of the man. 
 
    “You can give me medical attention, of course,” the man snapped. 
 
    “You’re holding your arm,” Felix said. “Is it broken?” 
 
    “Aren’t you the one who should tell me that?” 
 
    “Let me see it.” 
 
    “You’re not even a doctor, are you? You seem under-competent.” 
 
    “I’m what you’ve got right now. Does this hurt?” 
 
    “Of course!” 
 
    “You may have a hairline fracture of the radius. I have a sling for you to put on to help support it. You can report later to the Infirmary to have it scanned if you prefer.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you put a cast on it?” 
 
    “I have only one ‘Ready-Set’ cast left and other patients on the Bridge to check on. I may need the cast for an injury that’s more acute.” 
 
    “No one else is lined up here waiting as long as I did for you to treat me.” 
 
    “If you’re that concerned you can leave your post here on the Bridge and visit the Infirmary yourself,” Felix replied.  
 
    “My stomach hurts too,” the man said, lifting his shirt.  
 
    Felix wasn’t all that interested in touching the fellow’s skin. But he probed the man’s stomach and asked a few questions.  
 
    “There’s no indication of internal injury, or broken ribs,” he said. “Again, if you feel the need, you should visit Medical after this.” 
 
    “I’m sure you can’t tell how I’m doing after such a brief and inadequate inspection,” Torn snarled. “I may have to report your incompetence to someone superior.” 
 
    Felix packed up; glad he was done with the man. “Do that, if you like,” he said, “But may I suggest waiting until after the Command Crew is done dealing with this critical emergency.” 
 
    He rose to his feet. 
 
    “Felix,” Thames said from the Captain’s station a few feet away, “get down to the Infirmary. Travis is in dire need.” 
 
    Felix nodded, impressed with how Thames was so aware of everything at once. He left the bridge with a last glance backwards. He saw Zinya limping along, busily taking note of levels. He felt bad he hadn’t had the chance to attend to her. The door whooshed down.  
 
    He reached the Infirmary a few minutes later. He had to squeeze in the door. Ordered chaos reigned. Patients were everywhere, cradling various wounds. He estimated at least a third of the crew had been affected. Like Thames had been, Dr. Travis was honed and primed to notice everything in an instant.  
 
    “Ti-ber!” Travis called as soon as Felix pulled his length into the room. “Your patients are over to the right!” 
 
    ‘Over to the right’ actually meant for him to go to Dr. Travis’ office area. It was filled with ten or twelve patients. He saw the order at once. The most serious victims were out there being attended to by Dr. Travis. These patients in here were in the middle of the severity scale, victims who weren’t critical, but who were suffering from sprains, breaks and cuts or who had the danger of exasperating their injuries, while the third set of patients; those who had minor injuries; would find themselves waiting for hours.  
 
    Felix moved forward and a nurse stepped up.  
 
    “Here’s the sanitizer, Doctor,” she said.  
 
    He held out his hands. While she was cleansing them for him, he asked questions. “Isn’t there a second doctor on board?” he asked. “Are there more patients than these to be treated?” 
 
    “We have a second doctor, of course,” she said. “Captain Thames sent him away to the other ship.” 
 
    Felix nodded. While he’d been treating patients on the Bridge, he’d heard in the background that the ship which hit them was in far worse shape. Thames had ordered a traction hook be ejected and that ship had been anchored to this one in moments, so the SST Featherfleet could extend a stage and connect the two vessels. One of the patients that he was about to treat spoke up. 
 
    “The SST Downthread was nearly inoperative out there, and that’s why they crashed into us,” the man said. “I heard it reported we’ll be taking on their entire surviving crew.” 
 
    The nurse released Felix’s cleansed hands to him. He nodded at her and turned back to his patient.  
 
    “Then one third of our mission has been already been accomplished so soon,” Felix replied. His voice was bracing. The victims’ faces near to him lifted at his tone. “All we have to do now is find the other two ships,” he concluded.  
 
    “Yes, Doctor, you’re right,” the man said.  
 
    “Now,” said Felix, crouching down to his level, “Tell me what hurts?” 
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    17 hours later, Felix stumbled towards his quarters, exhausted. He’d seen the patients Dr. Travis had assigned him. He’d then helped with the other cases until the man left him in charge of the Infirmary. It seemed the SST Downthread had many more injured crewmates than the Featherfleet. Dr. Travis was called to assist and stabilize over there until those patients could be moved off that ship onto this one.  
 
    Felix took charge and called in Nurse Wilsie. He gave her the task of preparing the medical wing for the influx of new patients. He helped her push beds around, and move monitoring stations. He and the two orderlies developed a rapport and were soon on a first-name basis. Then the mass of crew was ready to arrive on the Featherfleet. The patients were sent first, but Felix could see the other ship’s crew lining up to follow.  
 
    He was at the section of the Featherfleet that’d extended the staging area out to the other ship. He took on the patients as they passed through the barrier and he peered down the jagged hallway. A statistician was standing next to him recording the names of each new person to take refuge in the SST Featherfleet. 
 
    On the other side of the staging area the Downthread’s corridors were dimly lighted. There was a cold, thin draft of air floating from the other ship, as if life support was thinning like the available oxygen. And the line of ragged crewmates, stark and terrified, woke up in him his sense of empathy. The people from over there stood holding their possessions, not just their suitcases but their bedding, and set on the floor by them were even their rolled-up mattresses and towels. It made sense. The Featherfleet had at least seventy empty quarters but the Downthread had a full operating crew of two hundred. If they wanted to sleep comfortable wherever they were placed they had to carry their own beds.  
 
    After the Infirmary was filled and all the doctors and medical crew reassembled from both ships to care for their many patients, Felix had been released. He was far from done, however. In the corridor outside his office was a line of people even longer to see than there’d been the day they embarked. Feeling a pang at how he’d neglected his first duty for what felt like days, he’d immediately put on his ears, opened the door, and saw his patients one by one.  
 
    For the anxious and concerned he’d offered comforting items, drinks and advice. He set up a support room in the empty office next to his where people could meet and talk together if needed. He knew that the empty office might very well be conscripted into use soon for one of the new crewmates from the Downthread, but it was unused now and he took advantage. Commander Igali was going to have her hands full designating spots for everyone new and that would take some time. 
 
    Meanwhile he had to do psychological triage, and all by himself. Even, as the long hours wore on, Downthread patients began to show up outside his office too so the line never got any shorter. 
 
    For the terrified and panicking patients, he felt anxiety. At first, he just used his training and education to reach out to help them. But one weeping woman changed his mind. She was shaking all over and her clothes had a smell. At some time, past, maybe as far back as the ship’s collision, she’d wet herself. She’d tried to contain her trauma in the business of the aftermath, but in waiting to see him her hysteria had returned. He’d taken her hands, told her to close her eyes, and then reached up to adjust his ears. 
 
    “Now listen to the sound of my voice,” he’d told her and concentrating, radiated out feelings of calm and restfulness through his ears and his own brainwaves.  
 
    “Ah…” she’d sighed.  
 
    They opened their eyes.  
 
    “We’re all alive,” he told her. “Focus on that fact and push negative possibilities away as soon as they try to enter your mind.” 
 
    “All right, Ti-ber Felix, I will.” 
 
    “Good. Take these items with you and call back if you feel undue anxiety again.” 
 
    She nodded with a trembling smile of release and thanked him. She left his office much better than when she came in.  
 
    After that, he couldn’t seem to help himself. No matter his heart pounded till it hurt each time and he grew progressively weaker. The severe cases were suffering as truly as if they’d been burned. He could lessen their fears so he did. He stretched himself and offered aid until the last patient had been seen.  
 
    Now his quarters seemed very far away. He could tell by the overhead lighting it was deep into the night. Still there was a lot of activity all around him as he walked down the corridors. Ahead he could see the crew quarters on his floor and a mist dropped over his eyes. Obstacles were piled in heaps down the long hallways where people bunked. Someone passed him and his weakened heart thumped in surprise. The hallway grew dim and he bumped into the wall.  
 
    It isn’t far, he reminded himself. His quarters were at this end of the hallway and he was almost there. 
 
    “Are you all right, Ti-ber?” someone in the hallway said, and he closed his mouth and nodded.  
 
    “Yes, thank you,” he murmured. 
 
    At last he was at his own door and it whooshed up in front of him. He went and sat at his desk. Waves of weariness ached along his back down to his toes. He sat there muted until he realized there was a voice talking to him. 
 
    “Ti-ber Felix,” it demanded. “Ti-ber, are you there?” and then, “Felix!” 
 
    He shook himself and then responded, straightening as he sat. 
 
    “Ti-ber Felix,” he replied, his voice gruff. The screen cleared. 
 
    It was Dr. Travis and the man looked angry. “What have you been doing to yourself, Felix?” he demanded. “Remember, you’re still wearing the monitor attached to your vein. According to these readings you’re trying to have a heart attack! And you look terrible! You’d better report back here to the Infirmary, so I can attend you and then finally go to bed myself!” 
 
    Felix shook his head.  
 
    “Too far,” he stated, thinking of trying to walk down those same corridors he’d just conquered.  
 
    “What’s that mean?” 
 
    “Sleep is what I need, Travis,” he clarified. “Now stop fussing and let me get some.” 
 
    “On the condition you stop doing whatever it is that’s straining your organs and you report here as soon as you wake up.” 
 
    “That’s two conditions.” 
 
    “Agree or I’ll send two muscular orderlies after you.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    The call ended and Felix sighed. He pulled his ears off his aching head and kicked off his shoes. He climbed in between his clean sheets and passed out as soon as his head hit the pillow. 
 
    Felix was woken up by a hand shaking his shoulder. 
 
    “Felix!” a voice was stressing.  
 
    He opened bleary eyes. “Thames?” 
 
    “Yes, are you, all right?” 
 
    Felix held in grumble and tried to find his thoughts. “Unless seeing a man sleep alarms you, then I’m fine.” 
 
    “You slept through the screen call, several screen calls actually, and the door alarm and my knocking. Travis said you must’ve removed the monitor he attached to your vein, or else you were dead. No readings!” 
 
    “So, you broke into my room?” 
 
    “Captain’s override. This is my ship. I can go into any room I like.” 
 
    Felix sat up. In glancing at his arm, he saw indeed he’d somehow managed to rip away the monitor which had been attached to his vein. There was a small amount of blood at the spot. “Sorry to worry you,” he said, stretching. 
 
    “You worried Travis first. He said your readings were a mess the last time he checked. That was six hours ago but you spoke to him so he thought you were all right. He’s been really busy, you know, so finally the next time he looks for your readings he sees nothing. He thought he’d given you too much to do and your heart had given up.” 
 
    “I had my own patients to see to after I left Medical so I was pretty tired when he spoke to me but I’m not so unhealthy as all that.” 
 
    “Shut up, Felix. That’s twice I’ve thought you were dead since we set off on this journey and twice, I’ve tried to think of what I could say to Lane when I had to inform him of your death.” 
 
    “I’d no idea my cousin intimidated you so much.” 
 
    “Are you kidding? Lane is so capable he’d come and swim through the Blankensphere to find us— and then he’d level me for letting you die.” 
 
    Felix grinned. Thames wasn’t wrong. Aerlane could accomplish most anything when he got in his supreme mood. 
 
    “First, I’d die, and then you’d be knocked out of it. Are we leaving Aerlane with no one to relate to but my dad?” 
 
    “Until he marries that woman he’s been after.” 
 
    “You mean the one who runs the library down the street from him? He’s been interested in her for a long time.” 
 
    “She keeps flirting, giving him one date, and then refusing him for weeks afterwards. She’s all he can think about.” 
 
    Felix laughed. 
 
    “She’s seems smart enough to be worthy of him.” 
 
    “She’s the only woman who’s ever come close. I told him he’s never going to forget her and to go on and ask her to marry him.” 
 
    “But he’s got that rule about never being the one to fall in love first,” Felix said. 
 
    “Too late, obviously.” 
 
    “I’ll call him when we get back and tell him there’s no pride when declaring love and no shame for falling into it. Once she sees he’s willing to commit, she’ll accept him.” 
 
    “That’ll the only shot she’ll get at him, that’s for sure. Lane will only play games so long. Anyway, we’ve all got to survive this mission before you can talk to him. Which leads me back to why I came looking for you. We need your help up on the Bridge and Travis might need you later.” 
 
    Felix swung his covers back. He fumbled forward, looking for his shoes. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” he said. 
 
    “There’s no mighty rush, Felix. I managed a few hours of sleep before Travis woke me with the news of your death so I’m still feeling alert but you’ve got an hour to get cleaned up and get something to eat before you report, although it’s near midnight.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    Thames got up and stretched as well.  
 
    “And call Travis right away. Hearing his scold will take up some of your available time.” 
 
    “Thanks,” said Felix in a dry voice.  
 
    After the captain left Felix stood up and went to lean down over the screen. He felt a little sore in his back and shoulders and his stomach felt hollow, but his brain was clear. He thought he’d never slept so hard in his life before. He called Dr. Travis.  
 
    The man’s scold did indeed last for several minutes. Felix waited for a good moment to break in.  
 
    “You must be pretty fond of me already, I guess, to yell at me so long,” he put in.  
 
    The doctor dropped all professional pretense.  
 
    “Shut up, Felix,” he said, like the captain tended to do. The screen turned off abruptly. Felix laughed and went to clean up and find some food.  
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    When Felix went to the cafeteria for his meal he was pleased when both Zinya and Miguel came to join him. 
 
    “Good morning!” he said. 
 
    “It’s not morning when it’s midnight,” Miguel protested. 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “I see playing dead can make a person confused about what time one should eat.” Miguel was giving him a teasing smile. 
 
    “Oh no. Don’t tell me you were there when Dr. Travis told the captain he wasn’t sure of my continued existence?” 
 
    “The captain’s got secondary quarters off the Bridge, did you know? The command crew uses them when they need to sleep during times of alert but be close to the source. He was easily on hand when Dr. Travis called the Bridge.” 
 
    “So that means a lot of people heard this report from the doctor besides the captain…” 
 
    “Ha. Captain Thames popped out of bed and was at his screen so fast it was like he’d never been sleeping. The entire Bridge heard him disconnect from the doctor and try to call you more than once. He shouted at you loud enough to disturb the Blankensphere. We all got out of his way when he charged out to go to your room and check on you.” 
 
    “We were all concerned, he means, Felix,” Zinya put in.  
 
    He frowned down at his plate. “All I was doing was sleeping,” he grumbled. “No need to get the whole ship in an uproar about it.” 
 
    “Never thought I’d see the captain yell like that,” Miguel’s teasing voice was merciless. 
 
    “Could we talk of something else, or did you just come here to embarrass me?” 
 
    Miguel grinned but Zinya spoke up. Her voice was curious. 
 
    “Is it true you and the Captain are old friends?” she asked.  
 
    “How did you know that?” 
 
    “News gets around, I guess. Captain Thames mentioned it to the Navigator Specialist, and the fellow told us when the captain left the Bridge upset about you.” 
 
    Felix shrugged. It wasn’t any big secret. “Yes, he and my cousin Aerlane are really close friends. I’ve known Captain Thames since I was ten years old.” 
 
    She smiled. “Then there’s no reason for you to feel embarrassed because the captain was concerned about you or that the Bridge crew knows it. Believe me, there’ll be very few secrets left between members of that crew by the time we reach the end of this mission.” 
 
    “One happy family on the Bridge, is that what you mean?” 
 
    “When things work right,” she said.  
 
    Felix nodded. He’d seen that happen before; the chemistry among the first crew and the flow of efficiency created when they connected. The concept of being a part of that family drew him, but he was also drawn to the rest of the crew. He was a connector between communities aboard the ship. His job was to bond with those who felt lonely and help them feel safe inside the whole. Not everyone on board experienced confidence the same or like him, had so satisfying a passage but there was something powerful in extending an arm of humanity and comfort towards them.  
 
    Nevertheless, although he wouldn’t trade the benefits of his job for anything, he found that he appreciated this mission, when he was getting to know the Bridge crew far more than usual.  
 
    He finished his meal and sat back with a smile for his table guests. “Any other news you want to tell me about?” he asked. “I’m behind on the latest Bridge gossip, it seems.” 
 
    Zinya’s smile faded a bit. “I guess now’s as good a time as any to tell you,” she said with reluctance. “There’s been a complaint lodged against you to Commander Igali.” 
 
    Felix blinked in surprise. “About me? I know a lot has gone on, but still, we’ve barely started off on this mission!” 
 
    “It was by a member of the Bridge crew, relating to your conduct during the emergency.” 
 
    He shook his head but then realized what must’ve happened. “Was the complaint lodged by your team member, Statistician Torn?”  
 
    She nodded. “I’m afraid so. He said you were unprofessional when you treated him.” 
 
    “If you don’t know I’ll tell you the process of what happens after a complaint is lodged,” Miguel said, interrupting. The man’s teasing had dropped away and his face was more serious. “Commander Igali has to investigate the complaint. She’ll interview the both of you and try to find some nearby witnesses to clarify the situation. This will help her ascertain if your record needs to be blotted.” 
 
    Felix swallowed down a rise of queasiness at the idea. A blotted record was a serious notch on any career plans. He sighed but tried to make a joke.  “I guess this is just more fuel for the Bridge gossip engine. I’ll provide more news to pass around.” 
 
    Miguel looked sympathetic. “Well, why not embrace your infamy? So far we’ve heard a lot about Ti-ber Felix and his attempts at dying young.” 
 
    “These ears of mine may not look very fierce, but they will be respected,” Felix returned, with a straight face.  
 
    Miguel laughed and stood up to leave. But he put a hand on his shoulder before he stepped away. “I wanted to say something to you, anyway,” he said. “I don’t care if you acted professional or not when you treated me after the Downthread ran into us. You saved my life, Felix. I wanted to say thanks.” 
 
    Felix relaxed. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    Miguel left and he saw Zinya smiling at their exchange.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said. “I don’t see how Torn’s complaint can be recorded against you. It was during an emergency, after all.” 
 
    “Some would argue that during an emergency is when acting professional is valued the most,” Felix replied. He leaned forward in dismay. “If my record is blotted, I might lose these types of positions in the future. I might not be able to work aboard any more ships, I mean.” 
 
    “That shouldn’t happen and I’m sure Commander Igali would agree,” Zinya said, leaning forward too so she could reassure him. “They wouldn’t want to lose an asset like you.” 
 
    He looked up into her eyes. They were earnest, sparkling with intelligence, and kind. His heart seemed to clutch in his chest at the sight. “Uh… thank you,” he managed to murmur. He took a breath and went on. “But there’s one thing I could’ve done better while I was on the Bridge after the emergency. I wish I could’ve treated you. How’s your knee? I saw you limping after the other ship hit us.” 
 
    She smiled and sat back. 
 
    “My knee is fine. There were supplies left on the Bridge after you were called away to Medical. I stopped my duties a moment and put an Insta-stitch on my knee myself. Nurse Wilsie stitched it up properly a few hours later, when she stopped by the Bridge with follow-up questions.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said.  
 
    “Not your fault, to be sure. I was busy working anyway, called to my duties like you were to yours. I wouldn’t have wanted to stop right then for you to treat me.” 
 
    Felix couldn’t help but contrast her behavior to her teammate Torn’s, who’d been willing enough to abandon his tasks so he could wait in line for Felix to attend to him. Not for his own dealings with this man did he hope that Torn’s true ambitions would be revealed to someone in charge. He hoped it would be clear Zinya deserved any advancement she got.  
 
    They went to the Bridge together. It was more crowded now. Over by the Blankensphere station he saw a small crowd. Captain Thames was there with Commander Freds, Maddix, and a few other people. He nodded and hurried over. Thames spotted him right away. 
 
    “There you are, Ti-ber Felix,” he said. “Please meet the captain of the Downthread, Captain Fulton.” 
 
    “Good morning, Captain,” Felix responded. Felix kept his face straight but there were injuries visible on Captain Fulton’s face and a bandage on his arm.  
 
    “Ti-ber,” the man nodded at him. 
 
    “I guess you can figure what we might need you for, Felix,” Thames said. “Here’s our second Sheet Stream Specialist on board, if you haven’t met him yet. He’s an Inner Ring Specialist as well. This is Poule.” 
 
    Felix exchanged another polite nod with the other Specialist.  
 
    “The Downthread only had one Sheet Stream Specialist on board,” put in Captain Fulton. “We had a String Anchor from Flune to get home so we didn’t think we’d need two.” 
 
    “I see,” said Felix, wondering what happened to that Specialist. Fulton, as if reading his thoughts, supplied the information.  
 
    “Our Sheet Stream Specialist is in a coma,” Fulton said.  
 
    Felix looked up. 
 
    “Since our ships collided?” he asked, and then remembered to add, “Sir?” 
 
    “No. It’s been weeks. We lost our anchor and the fellow tried to connect to the Blankensphere and direct us home. He was in a trance-like state for a few days but we couldn’t wake him out of it no matter what we did. He’s been declining since then. We’ve also been wandering without direction while our ship’s power has been slowly sapped. Same thing’s going to happen to the Featherfleet too. I’d advise caution, Ti-ber. Traveling the Sheet Stream is much more dangerous than we thought. Without Flune’s help, we may be sunk.” 
 
    Felix nodded but turned. “The other ship’s Sheet Stream Specialist, Sir,” he pointed out to Thames. “Perhaps we can help him with the Elusiode Effect…” 
 
    “Yes, Felix, I arrived at the same conclusion. We’ll tell Dr. Travis about your idea after we attempt your remedy. Meanwhile, it seems more vital than ever that we chart our direction.” Travis paused to sigh. “Maddix is ready to connect to the Blankensphere, she says. Poule is ready to connect with her if you still think that will work and you can show him how. By the way,” he said, “here’s these. We found them on the floor after you were excused to help Medical during the emergency.” 
 
    Thames was handing him his spare set of ears. He’d forgotten he’d brought them to the Bridge that night.  
 
    “Thank you,” Felix said. “If you’ll excuse Specialist Poule and me for a few moments, I’ll show him what to do.” 
 
    The group straightened and watched while he and Poule stepped to the side and sat down at the nearest empty station.  
 
    “Now,” said Felix, handing the man the ears. “Put these on. Ti-bers have a procedure done which can magnify the effect,” he instructed, “but the layman can still cause a connection with someone else. Your brainwaves can be directed to join with another’s.” 
 
    Poule was listening but he looked confused. Felix noticed the command group and Maddix had wandered over to listen in.  
 
    Felix held in a smile. “Here,” he said. “Let’s you and I try. Put on the ears, please.” 
 
    Poule looked down at the soft ears with a reluctant expression. They weren’t a badge of honor hard won to him. Felix grinned when the man looked up. 
 
    “They’ll come off afterwards, I promise,” he said.  
 
    Specialist Poule laughed and put the second set of ears on his head.  
 
    “Now, concentrate,” Felix went on. “Relax your body and your thoughts. Bring them into order, like you were lining them up to flow out of a tube. Once you’re in calm control look into my eyes and direct a current from your eyes to mine. This is all imaginary, of course. Picturing it helps make the connection.” 
 
    Poule had a crinkle between his eyebrows.  
 
    “Relax your forehead,” Felix reminded him. “Send out calming thoughts.” 
 
    Poule released a breath and his eyes focused properly into his own. In a few moments Felix nodded. He could feel the connection. “Now stop,” he said. He leaned forward and removed the ears from Poule’s head. The man blinked.  
 
    “How do you feel,” Felix asked him. “Tired?”  
 
    “A little, but I’m fine.” 
 
    “Good. Connecting with the Elusiode Effect for too long can exhaust you. Breaking the trance with Maddix should be almost instantaneous.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    The command group broke up as they rose and went back to the Blankensphere station.  
 
    Maddix looked uncertain now but she was resolute as she sat down. Thames leaned down to speak to her. “Are you certain you want to try this?” he asked.  
 
    She smiled. “I’m not afraid and that’s why I’m on this mission. Let’s proceed.” 
 
    Thames nodded and turned. “This is the only option we could think of and we’ve got the size of two crews now on board to get through to safety,” he said. “How about you, Poule? You could both go in a trance after this or get struck like Ti-ber Felix was, and we won’t pretend there’s no risk. Are you ready?” 
 
    Poule nodded.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” he said, without hesitation.  
 
    Felix was the one who felt anxious as the other Sheet Stream Specialist got into place near Maddix. He was the one who thought up this plan and he would feel responsible if Poule was struck like he’d been. 
 
    “Ti-ber Felix,” said Thames. “It’ll be up to you to give medical assistance if something goes wrong.”  
 
    He nodded.  
 
    “Then let’s proceed.” 
 
    “Give me a few moments in the Blankensphere before you connect with me,” Maddix said to Poule. “Enough time so I can discern our direction.”  
 
    It all went without a hitch. Maddix sank into the Blankensphere and immediately went under a trance. Her eyes were blank and her crossed legs were slack. Poule gave her five minutes before he adjusted the ears, crouched down at her eye level, and concentrated. The connection was made and Poule, not being in the direct stream of the Blankensphere itself, was unaffected by the trance. Instead, Maddix blinked awake and removed her hands.  
 
    “I got a reading, and I know where to direct the ship,” Maddix said right away. When she turned and smiled at Thames, Felix couldn’t help that his gusted sigh was audible. He laughed in relief when everyone looked at him.  
 
    “Couldn’t have said it better myself,” muttered Captain Fulton. They all laughed now as Maddix was helped to her feet and Poule removed the ears.  
 
    “Keep them for next time they’re needed,” Felix said.  
 
    “Now you can report to the Infirmary,” Thames said once everyone had finished being congratulated. “Confer with the doctor and see if you think Specialist Poule can help the Downthread’s Sheet Stream Specialist.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Felix, and left the Bridge after acknowledging Zinya with a smile and a wave of his hand. She gave him a sparkling grin in return. He felt good as he turned to walk through the Bridge doors but he caught a glimpse of someone out of the corner of his eye as the doors whooshed down.  
 
    It was Torn, and the man had seen his short interaction with Zinya. Torn’s expression revealed it all; a deep disgust or hatred, directed either at himself or at Zinya. Felix frowned as he walked towards Medical. He suspected there was going to be more trouble coming from that quarter.  
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    Dr. Travis merely grunted at him when he came into the Infirmary a few minutes later.  
 
    “Walking around like usual, Felix? As if you weren’t dead by all appearances two hours ago. Lucky for you the Captain informed me he’d checked on you.” 
 
    “Two hours ago, I was sleeping, just like you told me to, right Doctor?” 
 
    “I told you to come and be checked out when you woke up, too.” 
 
    “Captain Thames told me to report to the Bridge first. Besides, I’m declaring myself a free man. That’s my prerogative because of my medical degree. I’m no longer your patient and you seem to have a full complement of them anyhow.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll be back under my care before long.” 
 
    “You can pester me then, if I am.” 
 
    “Hmph. Why are you pestering me now if you didn’t come to be checked over?” 
 
    “I’m here to confer about the Sheet Stream Specialist from the Downthread. He’s in a coma, right?” 
 
    Travis took only a few seconds to figure it out. 
 
    “You’re intending to use the Elusiode Effect on the man? Risky and useless.” 
 
    “It just worked fine, up on the Bridge. You’ll be relieved to hear Maddix entered the Sheet Stream to define our direction, and although she went into a trance Specialist Poule broke her out of it with no trouble.” 
 
    “Congratulations, the stupid risk which nearly took your life worked,” Travis said, but he relented and smiled.  
 
    “So, show me to the patient,” said Felix, grinning in return. 
 
    “That’s Dr. Ingram’s patient. She can deal with you next.” Travis turned and waved a nurse over. “Nurse,” he said, “take Ti-ber Felix into the Downthread’s patient room. Introduce him to Dr. Ingram.” 
 
    “Yes, Doctor.” The nurse gave Felix a friendly smile as she led him back out into the hallway. The biggest lab had emptied some of its equipment into the medical storeroom and then been converted into a second Infirmary. The Downthread’s Medical team had brought much of their own equipment and supplies from their ship so the big room was crowded now. He followed the young nurse inside. 
 
    “Dr. Ingram,” she said, leading him up to an older woman with a serious expression, who was sitting at a desk and looking at test results for one of her patients, “this is the Featherfleet’s Teddie Bear, Ti-ber Felix.” 
 
    Dr. Ingram gave him her attention and stood up to meet him. She had presence, he thought. She was almost as tall as he was and at least 40 pounds heavier.  
 
    “What did you need, Ti-ber?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m here to confer about the Downthread’s Sheet Stream Specialist. I don’t know if what I suggest can end the coma, but I believe we can end the trance he slipped into when he encountered the Blankensphere.” 
 
    “And how can you do that?” 
 
    Felix explained about the Elusiode Effect. She had, like Dr. Travis, heard of the practice and was also skeptical it was capable of having any positive effect.  
 
     “The Downthread’s Teddie Bear discounts the Elusiode Effect entirely,” she said. “He says only the young and foolish Teddie Bears are intrigued with it.” 
 
    Felix nodded. “That’s me, is it?” he said with a smile. “Fine. But it worked using it against the Blankensphere on the Bridge a short while ago. Our Sheet Stream Specialist was set free from her trance because of it.”  
 
    Dr. Ingram shrugged. “At this point I’m willing to try anything to help my patient,” she said. “He gets weaker every day.” 
 
    Felix nodded and went to the nearest screen. Thames appeared a moment later. 
 
    “Yes, Ti-ber, what is it?” 
 
    “It’s for the Downthread’s SST Specialist.  Dr. Ingram has agreed to have Specialist Poule come and attempt the Elusiode Effect on her patient.” 
 
    Thames’ face kept its alert expression and he nodded with a snap. “Tell Dr. Ingram Specialist Poule will arrive shortly.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    The screen cleared and a few minutes later Poule arrived. He sat right down next to the bed to assist the man in a coma. 
 
    Felix felt empathy for the afflicted Sheet Stream Specialist. The man was young, in his 20’s he guessed, but his face was white and sunken and he was so still. He wondered if anything could save the man.  
 
    Poule put on Felix’s spare set of ears and then leaned forward. He stared earnestly into the patient’s face for a long moment and then sighed. Blinking he sat up again and removed the ears.  
 
    “Are you finished trying?” asked Dr. Ingram. The nurse which’d escorted them in was standing there watching too.  
 
    Poule shook his head. “I did my best to make a connection,” he said, “but I didn’t feel any response. I could try again, if Ti-ber Felix thinks I did it incorrectly.” 
 
    “You remembered how to do it from what I said before?” Felix asked. 
 
    “Yes, I did everything the same.” 
 
    “Then the trance should be broken. There was no visible sign before when you broke Maddix’s trance so it’s not surprising to see none now.” 
 
    “That was a bit underwhelming, Ti-ber,” the doctor pointed out. 
 
    Felix shared her frustration. Somehow, he knew this patient needed more of a connection than the one he’d been given. “Let me try,” he said, pulling Poule to his feet and taking his place by the patient but Dr. Ingram shook her head. 
 
    “No, thank you,” she grumbled. “Dr. Travis told me what happened when you connected with your Sheet Stream Specialist on the Bridge of this ship. He said it was all he could do to save you once your heart had stopped. You won’t survive a second go, that’s obvious. Especially since you’ve been a patient since and…” 
 
    “Excuse me, Doctor,” Felix interrupted. “But this isn’t the same situation.” 
 
    “Oh, and why not?” 
 
    “This patient is no longer connected to the Blankensphere. Therefore, I won’t be struck away like I was on the Bridge the other night. Also, my being struck would take both a physical and a mental connection. I’m nowhere near the Blankensphere.” 
 
    “You say that like it’s been proven scientifically, but admit it. You’re just guessing about all of this. You don’t know you won’t be struck for certain.”  
 
    “I’m certain if I tried to connect with this man right now, I might be able to reach him. Perhaps I could draw him back to consciousness.” 
 
    “There’s no indication the trance has been broken. Besides, I’ve never heard of the Elusiode Effect being used in that fashion, so no,” the woman insisted. “I won’t allow it.” 
 
    Felix tried not to glare. More than strong-willed captains, he thought doctors were the most stubborn crew members on any ship which flew through air, space, sea or sheet stream. 
 
    “Doctor,” he stressed. “Using the Elusiode Effect won’t hurt me, beyond making me a little tired, nor will it affect the patient adversely. It does, however, have the possibility of helping this man. Therefore, I can’t see why you’re objecting.” 
 
    “Unless it makes no difference in his condition but kills you,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Unlikely.” 
 
    “Pointless and risky,” she countered, sounding exactly like Dr. Travis. 
 
    He glanced to the side and saw both Poule and the nurse were watching them argue with avid eyes. He went on. “This man has been declining every day,” he pointed out. “Maybe tomorrow, once you saw he was close to death, you might change your mind about letting me try to treat him but it would be too late to help him.” 
 
    She took in a sudden breath. “Are you saying I don’t care to heal my patient, Ti-ber?”  
 
    “If I thought that, I wouldn’t have tried to emotionally blackmail you just now.” 
 
    “You’re a brat, not a professional, like Dr. Travis said!” 
 
    “So, name-calling makes you a professional?” 
 
    A low rumble of a chuckle from beside them gave evidence Poule and the nurse were really enjoying the show. 
 
    “Listen, young man. This is my Infirmary now. I’ll treat my patients as I see fit.” 
 
    Felix stood up. “I apologize,” he said. “I had no intention of questioning your qualifications or your authority. I respect both. You’ve had a hard time and you’ve many patients to take care of. I just wanted to help, that’s all.” 
 
    After a moment her strict eyes softened.  
 
    “You’re young and no-doubt more exhausted than you’re willing to admit so I accept your apology. Nevertheless, it would be irresponsible of me to allow an experimental procedure which has no proof of success but the possibility of harm. Think clearly for a while and you’ll see why.” 
 
    Felix sighed and gave up. He could do no more for the moment. “All right, Doctor,” he said. “Perhaps the fact the trance is broken will help your patient anyway.” 
 
    The others in the room relaxed and Dr. Ingram gave him a real smile. “Yes, let’s hope,” she agreed.  
 
    Felix nodded at her and the others and left the room, trying not to clench his fists as he did so. He got out into the passageway and fumed as he walked towards his office. He wasn’t sure what’d gone on with him back there. Dr. Ingram had been right the Elusiode Effect had never been used for the purpose of making a connection so deep it could call to someone in a coma. It wasn’t as if one mind could implode into another; or read someone else’s thoughts or feelings.  
 
    He’d forgotten since the ships had struck each other he felt differently now. Inside his own psyche a change had occurred and it felt like everyone around him; their emotions at any rate, were more accessible to him than they’d been before. He remembered he’d even imagined he could connect to the ship on some deeper level, as if he were a Runner.  
 
    He got to his office and went in, relieved to note he had no patients and his normal appointment schedule hadn’t resumed since the emergency. The door whooshed down after he’d entered and he was alone in his office. He sat at the desk to think.  
 
    It was typical for Teddie Bears to treat other people’s traumas and forget their own. Perhaps that’s what was going on. When you had an injury or an emotional blow, it did affect your perceptions of yourself and the world around you. The Blankensphere had rejected his touch and cast him across the room. His heart had stopped beating from the contact.  
 
    He realized that was the moment he’d changed. When he woke up in the Infirmary the next morning, everything around him had seemed more intense. He’d been visited by Thames and felt a rush of brotherhood with the man. Zinya had come to see him and he’d thought she was intensely attractive. He’d left the Infirmary and sensed the emotions of the crew all around in the corridor and even felt there was something about to go wrong with the ship, at least an hour before it was struck.  
 
    He closed his eyes and for the first time felt concern about himself. What was really going on? Had he actually been able to read the ship’s vital systems like Miguel, or had he picked up on something else, some other current of information which sent its signal coursing down the ship’s passageways?  
 
    His eyes shot open. The Blankensphere. People said it couldn’t be touched. It allowed certain people to come close, like Maddix or Poule. They put their hands in the Sheet Stream and it flowed over them and at this time for some mysterious reason, it put them in a trance. He wasn’t put in a trance when he contacted Maddix with his brainwaves. The Blankensphere had not allowed him entrance. But what if he’d connected to some aspect of the Blankensphere never accomplished before? What if there was something strange going on in the dimension and it was calling for help?  
 
    The illogical thought gleamed in his mind and then he laughed. He leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest. These were ludicrous conclusions he was allowing himself to voice inside his head but it felt good to bring them to the surface. He was still very tired, he thought. After all it was past three in the morning if time counted in the Blankensphere. No one on the Bridge or the Infirmary was sleeping because they had so much to deal with.  
 
    The two ships crashing into each other causing so many injuries, and the slow seeping-away of their power until the Featherfleet ended up like the Downthread…he shuddered. Thames and the others on the Bridge had to deal with these frightening issues. Perhaps that’s why he sat here and tried to think he understood the ship and the Blankensphere on some deeper level. His mind was trying to find a solution to a problem he wasn’t being called to solve.  He should take hold of the privilege they were denied and go back to his quarters and sleep until morning and his own work called to him.  
 
    What was he theorizing anyway? That the Sheet Stream was sentient or something? That it chose whom to connect with? He shook his head. As a Teddie Bear he should know better than to try to comprehend these confusing experiences he’d had without the guidance of perspective. He rose, stretched, and returned to his quarters. Perhaps when next he woke up; things would make more sense.  
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    Over the next two days Felix got to know the doctors from both ships well, along with the nurses and orderlies. He had his own patients to see inside the infirmaries and he was still offering medical help when the doctors were short staffed. In fact, he was on hand when the girlfriend of the Downthread’s Sheet Stream Specialist came in distraught. The poor man was still in a coma and had continued to decline. His girlfriend had somehow learned Felix had offered to try reaching him with a procedure never used before. She begged, demanded, tried to reason with Dr. Ingram, and finally, wept.  
 
    “Just let the Ti-ber try!” she cried. “He’s said he didn’t think he’d be harmed! Please!” 
 
    “We don’t have any reason to suppose what he’s suggesting will have any effect,” the doctor insisted. “As I’ve explained to you, he’d be risking himself for no result…” 
 
    “Better to take a risk and fail than to stand by and do nothing!” the girlfriend shouted.  
 
    Felix swallowed as the sounds of both infirmaries seemed to stop. Indeed Dr. Travis had wondered in, as well as Nurse Wilsie. No one said anything but Dr. Ingram’s gaze connected with Felix. She kept her expression professional but he could sense her distress. Now he’d had some time to consider her position, he understood it better. 
 
    She had to take everyone into consideration. The Teddie Bear from her ship had recently suffered a stroke during all the trauma that crew had been through. He was resting in his new quarters on board the Featherfleet. If Felix was removed it would affect many patients but Dr. Ingram didn’t say this to the upset woman.  
 
    Felix spoke up. “According to what we’ve seen on the Bridge this man should no longer be connected to the Blankensphere,” he reassured everyone. “There should be no risk to me.” 
 
    Dr. Ingram glared. “You said I might feel differently in a few days, didn’t you, Ti-ber? Never let it be said I didn’t try everything to save my patient. Since you have a medical degree and you insist you know what you’re doing I’ll agree. But I take no responsibility if you’re struck like before.” 
 
    “I trust you’ll still try to save my life if that happens, Doctor Ingram?” he responded, trying to get her to smile without success. Dr. Ingram just crossed her arms over her chest and went and stood back by Dr. Travis. Felix had a clear pathway to the patient’s bed. 
 
    He sat down and looked at the man, who’d been lost in a coma for weeks. The doctor had taken good care of him so his physical condition should’ve been maintained, and yet he was gaunt, and white, as if his strength had been depleted like the Downthread’s engine.  
 
    Felix adjusted his ears, turning up the Elusiode Effect to full power. Studying the man’s face he leaned forward and wondered how to get inside. Poule had directed calming thought waves towards the patient but Felix needed to do more.  
 
    “I’m going to try and connect,” he told his audience.  
 
    “Travis, do you have the equipment ready?” Dr. Ingram asked. “So, we can attempt to save Felix’s life if this goes wrong.” 
 
    “Ready,” the man said.  
 
    She sighed and waved Felix on.  
 
    Felix took hold of the man’s hand. It was cold and the bones unpliable. He wondered if it was too late, and if the man was already gone. But he allowed his compassion to elevate the waves of connection he began sending towards the man’s brain.  
 
    “Felix hasn’t been struck,” Dr. Travis murmured a few seconds later. “When it happened before he was blown away immediately.” 
 
    Felix ignored him and zeroed in his focus. His heart began pounding. He began to sense something. He held tight and let his brainwaves hum towards the patient. It was the presence of something non-organic that stood out to him…. 
 
    “That’s odd,” he said out loud. He wasn’t sure how he could detect it.  
 
    He turned and focused on the other people in the room.  Lifting the man’s hand, he gestured. “There’s something there,” he said.  
 
    “What do you mean, there’s ‘something’ there?” Dr. Ingram responded.  
 
    “I mean…well, I’m not sure. Something not human. Technology of some sort, but, well maybe not.” 
 
    Dr. Travis grunted. “What are you talking about, Felix?” 
 
    Felix let go of the patient’s hand and waved them over. He turned the man’s head and pointed to the back of his skull. “There,” he insisted. “I sense something has been placed inside him. It’s functioning somehow. Like it’s sending a signal.” 
 
    “You mean transmitting a signal?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “How can that be?” demanded Nurse Wilsie. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.” 
 
    “How can connecting to the Blankensphere put a person in a trance or drain the power out of one of our ships?” Felix countered. “We haven’t experienced those things before and yet they’re happening.”  
 
    “Anyway,” said Dr. Ingram, “the ship automatically scans for foreign signals and reports about them, right?” 
 
    “The ship can only scan for signals if it has been programmed what type of signals to look for.” 
 
    Everyone in the room stared at him as if he’d gone crazy.  
 
    “I haven’t lost my mind,” he insisted, and then acted. He went to the nearest screen and made a call.  
 
    “Bridge Statistician Maloree,” Zinya answered when the screen cleared.  
 
    “Statistician Maloree,” he said. “I’m in the Downthread’s Infirmary. I need help in performing a scan.” 
 
    Zinya tilted her head. “What sort of scan?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” he replied, but smiled at her. “That’s why I need help.” 
 
    She shook her head but smiled back. “What exactly are you asking from me?” 
 
    Felix faltered. It wasn’t so easy trying to convince professional people to imagine things outside their trained experience. Even professionals who traveled through the Blankensphere. He found himself rubbing the back of his neck in weariness, and then he froze as something occurred to him. “Oh no!” he said, loud enough for both rooms to hear him. He glanced at Dr. Travis in dismay but of course the man was staring at him as if he’d just started launching little sailing ships in his bathwater. When he returned his gaze to Zinya’s he blinked. There was someone standing beside her. “Commander Igali!” he acknowledged.  
 
    “What is it, Ti-ber? Do you have a reason for interrupting Bridge operations?” the woman’s voice implied his reason had better be a good one. He remembered Igali was probably about to investigate him because of the complaint lodged against him but he forged on with what he had to do.  
 
    “Yes, I do, excuse me for interrupting, but I think it’s important.” 
 
    The woman narrowed her eyes but waited.  
 
    He took a deep breath. “I think I know what’s causing the Downthread’s Sheet Stream Specialist to remain in a coma. Captain Thames asked me to do what I could to help him.” 
 
    “How does this require the help of my Bridge Statistician?” 
 
    “I believe I’ve discovered an unusual signal that’s affecting the patient. Unusual technology, I mean.” 
 
    “I’m due for a break anyway, Sir,” put in Zinya. “Statistician Torn can take over and I can stop by the Infirmary and check into this before I get my meal.” 
 
    Commander Igali’s eagle-eye changed focus to Felix’s relief. “Fine,” she said. “Just don’t be late returning to your duties.” 
 
    “All right.”  
 
    A few minutes later when Zinya entered the Infirmary, Felix made haste to thank her first thing. 
 
    “I appreciate you covering for me,” he said, shaking her hand warmly. 
 
    Zinya shook her head at him and then had a look around. “Hello, everyone,” she said. “You’ve got two doctors checking into this as well?” 
 
    “Either Ti-ber Felix is wasting our time or he’s discovered something no one else had any hint about,” grumbled Travis. “Either way, I’m curious.” 
 
    “Well, how can I help then?” Zinya asked.  
 
    “Did you bring your scan-stick?” Felix replied. “You can adjust it to scan for whatever you like, correct?” 
 
    “I always have it with me,” she smiled. “Some Bridge Statisticians have been known to sleep with theirs.” 
 
    Felix showed her the spot at the back of the patient’s head. “There’s something in there,” he insisted. “Something not human. I think it’s transmitting a signal.” 
 
    Her eyebrows raised. “The ship would’ve picked up on…” she began. 
 
    “…an unauthorized signal, I know,” Felix interrupted. “But this signal differs from anything the ship’s been programmed to detect before.” 
 
    “Then how is my scan-stick supposed to detect it? Notice I’m not even asking how you know there’s something in there,” she added. “I’m really giving you the benefit of the doubt, Ti-ber.” 
 
    “I’m straining the bonds of new friendship, I know, but if you’re willing to go on, try scanning this man’s skull for unusual brainwaves. Non-human patterns.” 
 
    “I’ll adjust the brainwave scan until it’s wide open,” she said with a sigh. “I’d better hurry though, so I don’t get back late.” 
 
    “Thank you!” he said with gratitude. 
 
    She took Felix’s spot by the bed and then fiddled with her scan-stick. Everyone was staring at her and the patient’s girlfriend looked like she was holding her breath. Zinya was gentle as she turned the patient’s head a little, her fingers running through his hair. “I’ll begin now,” she told them. 
 
    A long moment when by as she studied her scan stick. “Well, I do see something unusual but I’m not sure it…” she paused and then her eyes grew large. “Wait a minute!” she murmured. She gasped in surprise. “Felix!” she spouted. “You’re right! I do detect an unusual signal here! It’s faint though, and it seems like human brainwaves. How did you notice it?” 
 
    “Well I just used my ears and…” he began but she interrupted him. 
 
    “I need to report this to the Bridge!” she exclaimed. She hurried to the nearest screen. 
 
    “But what about him?” the girlfriend said, pointing to the patient. “Never mind the Bridge, we should get him disconnected from whatever signal this is!” 
 
    Felix could feel the woman’s agitation. Zinya was ignoring her, requesting Commander Freds on the viewscreen.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” Felix said to the girlfriend. “Things will start moving now. We’ll have to hold on until we get clearance to do more.” 
 
    The girlfriend sighed and sat back in her chair. “I just hope he lasts that long,” she muttered.  
 
    “So, you’re telling me,” Commander Freds was saying at the viewscreen. Felix turned around. “You’re telling me this patient has had some sort of device placed inside him that’s transmitting a signal?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” said Zinya.  
 
    “Hold there,” said the man. “Someone will come.” 
 
    A few moments later it was Commander Freds himself who entered the Infirmary. He greeted the doctors politely as if he were coming onto their Bridge.  
 
    “Here, Sir,” said Zinya. “Let me show you.” 
 
    The two of them bent over her scan stick. Commander Freds, as 1st Officer, had training in all the Bridge crew operations so he lifted an experienced hand and took the scan-stick from her. “Hmm,” he said, pointing. “I see it.” 
 
    “It needs to be removed,” put in Felix. “I think surgically is the only way if you want to keep it intact.” 
 
    Freds looked up at him. “So, you were the one who discovered this device, Ti-ber Felix?” he asked.  
 
    Felix nodded.  
 
    “And how is that?”  
 
    Felix swallowed. Commander Freds wasn’t the sort of man to let minor details pass by him. Felix didn’t have a scan-stick and he wasn’t super-human. So how did he know? It was a good question.  
 
    “I was using the Elusiode Effect, Sir,” he said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “To try to reach the patient from out of his coma.” 
 
    “The Elusiode Effect isn’t normally used for that purpose. What made you think it was worth trying?” 
 
    “I…just thought it might, Sir. I mean because I’ve been different since…” Felix froze. Freds had almost made him blurt out his own inner confusions about himself. He grimaced and rubbed the back of his neck again but he was up against the 1st Officer’s pertinent gaze.  
 
    “’Because you’ve been different since what, Ti-ber Felix?” Freds demanded.  
 
    “I… uh, don’t really know that I’m different,” stumbled. Felix. “I’ve just felt different since I was struck by the Blankensphere. It’s caused me to think about subjective experiences from a deeper perspective. This patient was lost in a trance from which he should’ve been set free. Yet his coma wasn’t lifting and he wasn’t growing stronger. I… just knew I could reach out using my ears and the Elusiode Effect.” 
 
    “Hmm,” said Commander Freds. “You’ll be examined next, Ti-ber Felix.” 
 
    “But I didn’t mean…” 
 
    “No arguments,” snapped the 1st Officer. “One of the doctors here will tend to you, and then I’m considering asking the Downthread’s Ti-ber to give you an evaluation, later after he’s had more rest.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. I hope you don’t think that I’ve lost my faculties.” 
 
    “I can’t tell that from one conversation with you, Ti-ber. But I need to keep on top of each mystery that presents itself if I’m to help the Bridge crew comprehend what’s going on here. We’re responsible for the crews of two ships and the Featherfleet is being sapped of its power.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.”  
 
    The 1st Officer turned. “Doctors, when can this transmitter be surgically removed?” he asked next.  
 
    “May I remind you we don’t know what this thing is,” responded Dr. Ingram. “Trying to surgically remove it might kill the patient.” 
 
    “He’s near death right now, isn’t he, Doctor? How much time does he have for us to try and investigate this transmitter?” 
 
    Dr. Ingram sighed and shook her head. “His condition is dire,” she frowned. 
 
    “Then consider yourself ordered to proceed,” replied Freds. “I take responsibility if this is a mistake. First, we’ll run the same scan from a different scanner, just in case Statistician Maloree’s scan-stick and uh… Ti-ber Felix’s instincts are off. If we calculate the same results then this transmitter inside your patient must be examined. His decline coincides too closely to the Downthread’s loss of power. ‘All discrepancies, no matter how they seem unrelated, must be laid out like clues when unraveling the mysteries of new exploration’,” he quoted from the 1st Officer’s handbook. “Let me know when you’ve removed it. Then, after that, scan Felix’s head. I want to know those results too.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” both Doctors said.  
 
    Commander Freds nodded at the occupants in the room and then left, gesturing for Zinya to go with him. Once they were gone Felix let out his breath. He felt suddenly tired. He went and sat down next to the man in a coma. 
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    It wasn’t long before the man in the coma had his room cleared of excess visitors, had been prepared for surgery, and been moved to the table to have the procedure done. Dr. Travis was aiding Dr. Ingram, and Felix was allowed to attend as well but only as an observer.  
 
    The surgical table had a scanner and Zinya had set it to pick up on the proper readings. The doctors knew where to locate the transmitter but when they clamped open to the spot inside the patient they froze.  
 
    “I don’t see anything,” Dr. Ingram said.  
 
    “You’re right,” agreed Dr. Travis. “There’s nothing visible for us to remove.” 
 
    “It must be very small,” put in Felix.  
 
    “Microscopic,” agreed Travis. 
 
    “Here,” said Dr. Ingram. “I’ll gently scrape the area and see if I can displace the signal onto my knife.” 
 
    The next few seconds were filled with avid concentration. 
 
    “You’ve made a small spot of blood rise but I don’t think you damaged the nearby vein overmuch,” muttered Dr. Travis. 
 
    “The signal moved!” Felix said, as he was concentrating with his ears on. “It’s on the scalpel now!” 
 
    “Are you sure?” the doctor said and then, “but wait, I can see that the scanner agrees with your assessment. I’ll remove the scalpel from his skull now…” 
 
    She lifted the knife and Felix noticed an immediate change. As soon as the knife cleared the man’s head the signal was altered, but he didn’t have to say so. 
 
    “It’s gone!” Dr. Travis said. “The scanner isn’t picking up on the signal anymore!” 
 
    Dr. Ingram looked up. “You mean, I missed it somehow? I have to go back in?” 
 
    “Don’t put the scalpel back in his skull,” Felix interrupted. “The signal died as soon as you removed it! The device must be on your knife.” 
 
    “How can you tell that, Ti-ber?” 
 
    Felix grimaced. He was getting tired of that question. He was tired, period. He’d been focusing in with the Elusiode Effect for many minutes. 
 
    “I saw you remove it,” he sighed, trying to sound patient. “The signal can no longer be detected.” 
 
    “Time to close up, I’d say,” put in Dr. Travis. 
 
    “Careful where you place that scalpel down,” said Felix. 
 
    “Of course, Ti-ber, I’m not stupid,” grumbled Dr. Ingram. 
 
    “Sorry,” he added. 
 
    “Quit Elusioding out of those ears,” Travis grunted.  
 
    Dr. Ingram placed the scalpel in a metal bowl and Felix pulled the ears off his head.  
 
    “’Elusioding’?” Felix repeated in a teasing voice. “Is that a word?” 
 
    “It is now,” said the man. “Record it in the official Ti-ber handbook.” 
 
    “Not the Medical Handbook?” 
 
    “Not even close,” Travis said, leaning over to help Dr. Ingram finish up on her patient.  
 
    Felix chuckled and then put his ears on one more time. He focused and turned the effect up to full power, just for a few seconds but he could detect nothing from the bowl with the scalpel in it. He shook his head and removed the ears again.  
 
    Twenty minutes later there was a small crowd in Dr. Travis’ office.  
 
    Commander Freds said out loud what everyone was thinking. “So how are we to examine a device we can’t detect with any scans?” he asked.  
 
    Zinya frowned but couldn’t offer any suggestions. Felix leaned against a desk and held in a yawn.  
 
    “And you’re absolutely certain,” asked Thames, “there was in fact a signal you detected, Doctors? On the Medical Scanner, I mean.” 
 
    “Yes, there was, until the moment the signal hit the open air,” Dr. Travis said.  
 
    The room fell silent but everyone was frustrated.  
 
    “Perhaps the device was designed to do that,” said Freds. “Stop transmitting if removed, preventing us from examining it.” 
 
    “And your patient’s condition?” went on Thames. “How is he?” 
 
    “It’s too soon to tell much,” said Dr. Ingram, “but it does seem as if, and this may be wishful thinking, as if my patient might be a tiny bit better. His numbers have stopped declining at any rate.” 
 
    “Let me know immediately if his numbers begin to improve.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    “We’ll leave you to your patients then, Doctors,” he said.  
 
    “Ti-ber Felix needs to remain here and be examined,” said Commander Freds. “As per my order.” 
 
    “Fine,” said Thames. “Good idea.” 
 
    “Excuse me, Captain Thames,” Felix felt compelled to say.  
 
    “What then?” 
 
    “Don’t you think we should scan Maddix first? After all, her importance to both crews is critical. You should scan Statistician Poule too.” 
 
    “And don’t you think I already thought of that, Felix?” 
 
    Felix grinned. Thames sounded exactly like he had when Felix was ten and he’d made suggestions on how to repair the man’s new shovercar.  
 
    “Why would you scan Maddix?” put in Nurse Wilsie. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “For the same device this man in the coma had inside him,” explained Commander Freds. “After all, she connected to the Blankensphere just like he did, correct?” 
 
    “Let us know any results at all, please,” Thames said, putting a hand on Felix’s shoulder but talking to the doctors. “Statistician Maloree,” he said, turning, “Go, right now, and scan Maddix. Make sure she doesn’t have one of those things in her head. After that, go for Poule.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” said Zinya.  
 
    “I’ll see the ship is scanned, Captain,” said Freds, “for these same unusual brainwave patterns, just to make this journey complete.” 
 
    The people from the Bridge hurried out of the room without another word, and Felix watched them go, still leaned against the desk. He was thinking, if he had no patients of his own, he liked the idea of napping while those in charge did all the work. He smiled to himself and stood up. “I guess I’ll go and…” he began, but... 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t,” said Travis, putting a detaining hand on his arm. “You’re staying right here.” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Dr. Ingram with a smile. “The 1st Officer ordered a full set of brain scans to be unleashed on you. Just to make certain you’re not crazy, Ti-ber Felix," she said, her voice sugary. 
 
    “Thanks for clarifying that.”  
 
    “You’re welcome.”  
 
    A few minutes later they weren’t teasing him anymore.  
 
    “Uh oh,” said Dr. Ingram. 
 
    “I see it,” agreed Dr. Travis. 
 
    “See what?” asked Felix. 
 
    “You’ve got one too. A strange signal emanating from the back of your skull, I mean.”  
 
    “Do you think every person on board has one?” asked Dr. Ingram.  
 
    “Let me check you,” Dr. Travis replied. “Get up, Felix.” 
 
    They put Dr. Ingram under the scanner, then Travis, Nurse Wilsie, one of the patients well enough to get on his feet, and, just to be thorough, a passerby from out in the corridor.  
 
    “Nothing from any one of us,” said Travis. “Why does Felix have one?” 
 
    Felix shook his head. The obvious was clear to him. “Because I connected physically to the Blankensphere,” he told them. “Even though it struck me away. I must’ve been connected for an instant, and that must be enough time to pick up one of these devices.” 
 
    Dr. Ingram sighed. “I’ll report the device inside you to the Bridge, and then we can remove it.” 
 
    Felix shook his head. “Report it, by all means,” he said. “But I won’t let you remove it yet.”  
 
    She blinked. “Never mind asking why,” she muttered. “You’ve probably got some argument all figured out.”  
 
    “Are you saying I like to argue?” he asked. 
 
    “You seem to argue with a smile,” she replied. “Therefore, I assume you enjoy it.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” answered Felix. He yawned hugely. “If I’m not needed for anything else, I’m going to take a nap.” 
 
    “Because the Elusiode Effect exhausted you, Felix?” demanded Travis. “Or because that device you don’t want us to remove is sapping your strength?” 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    “I’m attaching this monitor to your vein so I can check your readings. Don’t pull it out this time. Unless you’d rather stay here and become my patient officially.”  
 
    Felix sighed and held out his arm. He let Dr. Travis attach his monitor to his vein and then he left. He was relieved to find no one waiting at his office. He hurried to return to his quarters. Five minutes later he was asleep.  
 
    A few hours later Felix was contacted. He stumbled out of bed and leaned over his screen. He was surprised at his caller. “Specialist Maddix?” he asked. “How can I help you?” 
 
    The ship’s Sheet Stream Specialist stared back at him, her face pale and her eyes distracted. In the background he could see the bed and desk of a room like his, indicating she was in her quarters.  
 
    “Ti-ber Felix,” she responded. “I was wondering if you’re busy? I mean, do you have any openings to see a new patient?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m free,” he said. “Of course, for you I would be!” 
 
    “You’re saying that because I’m important to the ship.” 
 
    “And I consider you a new friend,” he stressed. “Why don’t you come meet me, at my office?” 
 
    “Can I come now?” she asked. “I don’t have much time, you see, before my procedure.” 
 
    He saw the signs clearly. Just saying the word ‘procedure’ had her voice catching in anxiety and her face going a shade paler. He hurried to get ready and he arrived at his office first, but it wasn’t long before the door whooshed open to reveal Maddix, standing in the corridor with her arms crossed over her chest. She was wearing her usual outfit of casual attire, a simple dress that hung to just above her knees. Her slender legs were bare and she wore open-toed shoes.  
 
    He gestured her inside with a welcoming hand, showing her to a seat. He sat down opposite her, but she didn’t speak for several moments. They both opened their mouths to say something at the same time. Felix let her have the floor. 
 
    “You’ve got one of those things inside you too, don’t you?” she blurted out. “One of those transmitters inside your brain?” She shuddered. 
 
    “Yes, I do,” he concurred.  
 
    “Specialist Poule doesn’t have one, they discovered. And they didn’t find any others infected from the crews of either ship. It’s just us two. I’ve been feeling tired lately, and I want to sleep often and deep but that’s the only indicator I’ve had. So, it hasn’t been a trial to go through. I haven’t suffered. But I can’t seem to stand it!” 
 
    “Stand what, exactly?” 
 
    “It’s the thought of some tiny invader sneaking inside me like a parasite!” she exclaimed. “I’m embarrassed to be so traumatized over something so small, but…” 
 
    “You should never be embarrassed by being afraid of something,” he said. “If you feel things deeply, that makes you a good person to know, and human like the rest of us.” 
 
    “Aren’t you afraid of it, Ti-ber?” 
 
    “A little, I guess?” he said, and then at her annoyed glance, he grinned. It only took a few seconds for her frown to soften. It confirmed his earlier thought about her, that she was a nice person.  
 
    “So, what’s wrong with you, Felix,” she teased, “that you’re not disturbed by this occupier that’s slowly draining the life out of you?” 
 
    “I’m overly fearless,” he returned, with a serious face. “It’s a big failing of mine.” 
 
    She laughed. “I’ll pass the Bravery Award along to you then.” 
 
    “I’ll add it to my collection.”   
 
    But after a second her face lost its animation again and she sighed. “I’m also afraid of having my head opened up for surgery,” she went on.  
 
    “The doctors will take good care of you and close you back up again without even leaving much of a scar. You should improve right away.”  
 
    “I know the Featherfleet needs me but I feel so betrayed! I always thought I had a special connection with the Blankensphere, you know? And now I find out its contaminated us!” 
 
    “Don’t blame the Blankensphere,” he told her, leaning forward. “I think someone has taken advantage of traveling through the dimension. Remember this device inside us isn’t a contaminant or a parasite. It’s a technology we haven’t encountered before, but if a person created it then there must be a way to cease its function.” 
 
    Her head tilted. “Do you think so?” 
 
    He nodded. “Meanwhile, try not to rename this device when you think about it. It has no personality, or any germs. It’s not a disease or a bug. And, remember one other very important thing.”  
 
    “What’s that?” she asked with wide eyes. 
 
    “You’re way bigger than it is,” he said with a twinkle. “Tougher too.” 
 
    “I don’t usually think of myself as ‘tough’.” 
 
    “You should. I watched you sink into the Blankensphere to steer us without a moment’s hesitation, even though you could end up in a coma. Don’t doubt it, Maddix. You have the right to stand as a functioning member of this crew.”  
 
    That got her. She started blinking back tears. “It’s just I got so scared when they scanned me,” she sniffed. “I pretended I was alright but I didn’t feel like the other Bridge crew in comparison. They act so professional all the time!” 
 
    “Acting professional is just that,” he said. “An act the crew has been trained to put on to keep strange experiences quantifiable. But I’ve seen a full list of scared people on this journey, I promise you, from every level of crewman. You fit right in.”  
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered. “I really needed someone to talk to.” 
 
    “Here,” he replied. “Let me make you a comforting drink. It’s sweet and I give it a certain flavor other Ti-bers can’t compete with. I’ll put it in this cup with a lid and you can sip it on the way to the Infirmary. It’ll take away most of your anxiety. And, just to show you I mean it when I say I want to be your friend, I’ll even go with you to the procedure.”  
 
    By the time they arrived back at the Infirmary, she was sipping her drink and chatting and laughing with him like nothing was wrong. He stayed by her side right up to the moment she laid back on the table and Dr. Ingram gave her something to put her unconscious for the procedure. The door to the Infirmary whooshed open a moment later. Thames walked in, and his face was creased in worry. Felix felt sorry for him having to carry so much responsibility, but when the man spoke it was obvious where his thoughts were.  
 
    “Will she be alright, Doctors?” Thames asked. “I hate this has happened to her!” 
 
    Felix held in a smile while the doctors reassured him. Thames didn’t have the same reaction over him.  
 
    “How are you, Felix?” the captain remembered to ask after a while. “Travis told me you didn’t want them remove the device from your brain yet. Stubborn wretch.” 
 
    “Your concern is touching.”  
 
    “I understand why you’re waiting, but I haven’t decided if I approve of you or if I want to knock you flat over it,” Thames growled. 
 
    “If you comprehend the way this man’s mind works, I wish you’d enlighten me,” Dr. Travis put in, without looking up from the procedure. 
 
    “Once we remove the device from my brain, our chance to try and examine it will be gone,” Felix supplied. “And the ship needs Maddix more than me right now.” 
 
    “You’re right,” inserted Ingram. “The man is a stubborn wretch.”  
 
    “There’s the spot,” said Travis. “I still can’t see the device.”  
 
    “Where?” asked Thames peeking over the man’s shoulder.  
 
    “Right here,” Dr. Ingram said a second later, “on this scalpel. Now watch what happens to the scanner readings when I pull the knife out of her.”  
 
    Thames sighed when the signal immediately disappeared. “Let me know when she wakes up,” he said in a flat voice. “Felix,” he added, “come with me.” 
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    “I haven’t even heard any news,” Felix complained as they went along the corridors, “what’s going on with the ship? Was it scanned? Have you figured out if this device inside me is also causing the power drain on the two ships?” 
 
    “We don’t inform every crew member of each major discovery that takes place on the Bridge, you know?” answered Thames. 
 
    “True, but I’m your old friend, and your counselor. A confidant.” 
 
    “You’re a child wearing stilts and old man clothes.” 
 
    “Hey!” laughed Felix, looking down at his casual ‘Ti-ber-means-comfortable’ style. 
 
    “Tell me instead about what’s going on in the Infirmary,” Thames said with a smile. “Dr. Ingram hasn’t had the chance to update me. How’s our first patient? The man in a coma, I mean.” 
 
    “Coming along, better all the time, I heard. He’s getting stronger.” 
 
    “Hmm, good,” said Thames but stopped and waited for the door to the Bridge to whoosh open. They went inside. Felix soon acknowledged, if he wanted to gain information, traveling beside Thames was the place to be.  
 
    It was almost six in the evening so the lights in the Bridge were golden and cozier. Felix’s stomach growled a little but he ignored it. Miguel waved at him when they came in and he saluted in return, but stuck close to the Captain. Zinya was looking very busy at her station, with her head bent down over the scanner. Felix was relieved to note Statistician Torn was gone from the room.  
 
    Soon all the results of whatever tests Thames had ordered before he left to go the Infirmary were delivered to him. Felix found his hunger dissipating into anxiety as he listened to the news.  
 
    “Our statisticians inform us that the same device inside Maddix and Ti-ber Felix has also been discovered on the Featherfleet’s outer hull,” Freds told the Captain. 
 
    “Can it be located specifically and removed?” Thames asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid not, Sir,” answered Freds. “Miguel was able to pick up on it, but he says the signal keeps moving, as if the device plants itself for a moment and then changes to a different spot. Actually, there are at least ten devices attached to our hull at any one time. The devices lay down themselves in a pattern, like the rippling waves of the Blankensphere. But because where they’ll land next can’t be predicted and they are temporary invaders, the devices can’t be removed or examined.” 
 
    “I’m assuming the Downthread’s got the same devices attached to it,” Thames said. 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “Try to set up a scanning trap on the hull to catch a device beforehand anyway,” Thames said. “We might get lucky. Meanwhile, the device inside of Felix is all we have to go on. We need to get to work on deciphering it before it takes him down.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “Statistician Maloree, are you ready?”  
 
    Zinya looked up, her face very serious. Her eyes flickered in Felix’s direction as he realized her busyness had been for him. She turned and he saw a special station had been set up, connected to the ship’s scanners. “Sit down here, Ti-ber Felix,” she said. “I arranged this chair for you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said, sitting down. In fact, he could even lie down if he wanted, for the chair changed positions. The arm handles opened and had several functions. He could make it sit bolt upright, as if he were a king sitting on a throne. He grinned, thinking he liked the view from his station, since it was placed in the perfect spot to see Zinya as she worked on her reports. He spoke, since she was leaning down to turn his head this way and that.  
 
    “Is this chair the C-600?” he asked her.  
 
    She smiled. “Yes. It’s an old Captain’s chair.” 
 
    “How did you find it?” 
 
    “It was placed in our hold by accident.” 
 
    “And being the Bridge Statistician…” 
 
    “…I discovered it in Inventory. I knew you’d like it.” 
 
    “Did anyone ever tell you how brilliant you are?” 
 
    “Most men don’t notice that about me at first,” she grumbled. 
 
    “I understand. It’s that big hawk nose of yours,” he teased. “It stands out although you try to use cosmetics to cover it up.” 
 
    Her sparkling eyes focused on him with a look of… was that affection?  
 
    “You’re the one with a big nose, Felix,” put in Thames.  
 
    “Accusing me of sniffing out trouble again,” replied Felix, switching gazes.  
 
    “Right. How is it, Maloree? Are the scanners able to focus in with maximum effect?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. I’ll get started right away.” 
 
    Felix spent the next few minutes exploring all the things the chair could do. He elevated it until he sat taller than everyone else’s head in the room. He lowered it until he had to extend his long legs out in front of him. The door to the Bridge whooshed open and he frowned. Statistician Torn had returned. The man came over and found Felix’s legs in his way.  
 
    “Excuse me,” said Felix, raising the chair to the proper height.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” demanded Torn.  
 
    “I’m being scanned.” 
 
    Torn scowled, but Commander Freds had come over so he held off on expressing his opinion at first. Once Freds had left Torn turned and went for Zinya. 
 
    “You can go for a meal,” he said to her, “I’ll take over here.” 
 
    “I’m busy right now,” she replied. 
 
    “You’re busy doing things incorrectly,” he snarled. “You’ve set up this new station in the wrong place. It’ll take an hour to fix it so go away, so I can get started.” 
 
    Felix froze, and so did Zinya. Whether Torn was going for a takeover in Bridge control, or if he was just annoyed with the placement of the station, his challenge crossed a line. A pointed silence fell in their section of the Bridge. Felix knew both Thames and Freds was aware of the confrontation but it was the ship’s policy to allow each Bridge commander to deal with crew on their own before senior officers were consulted. In this unique situation, where Torn’s placement under Zinya’s was unclear, no one would referee unless there was a threat to Statistician efficiency.  
 
    Zinya looked Torn in the eye. “No, we’re not moving this new station,” she spelled out, “and no, I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    “That man is insubordinate,” Torn pointed to Felix and growled, loud enough to be public. “He’s had a complaint lodged against him so he doesn’t belong on the Bridge.” 
 
    “The complaint hasn’t been investigated yet,” came back Zinya. “And, since you lodged that complaint without cause, you may soon be the one with a negative mark on your record. However, that doesn’t matter,” she went on. “Captain Thames ordered me to set this station here, so we can read the scans quickly.” 
 
    Torn stiffened and looked around. Everyone was staring at him. His cheeks went a little red as he pushed away and bent over the nearest screen. “You shouldn’t waste the Bridge time arguing,” he said. “I’d better check the latest reports in case you missed something.” 
 
    Zinya held her tongue and went on with what she was doing. Soon the rest of the Bridge occupants began talking and working again and the awkward scene passed but Felix knew she was upset. He was too. To distract himself from it, he tried to focus on the larger issue at hand. It took a few moments for the obvious to occur to him and he shook his head at himself. He really was tired. 
 
    “Excuse me, Statistician Maloree,” he said, gaining a glance from her sparkling brown eyes.  
 
    “Yes, Ti-ber Felix?” 
 
    “I’m going to talk to Miguel for a moment.” 
 
    “Go ahead. The scanners can detect you as you move about the Bridge but I may call you back for a deeper series of tests.” 
 
    He nodded and stepped away. Miguel’s station was in the middle of the Bridge, a few feet behind the Captain’s chair. Miguel was standing, leaning against his station with his arms crossed over his chest. His eyes were closed and he was concentrating. Every now and then he would input information into the screen. He worked closely with Zinya, so she could combine reports, decipher them and make the relevant data clear to command. Felix stood by him and waited, getting restless as several moments passed by. He reached out a hand to examine Miguel’s station more closely. 
 
    “Don’t touch that!” snapped a voice, and Felix snatched his hand away. He looked up and Miguel was grinning.  
 
    Felix chuckled. “Are we a little protective of our controls today?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t come raid your office, do I? Or try to wear those ears without permission?” 
 
    “Ha. You could try on my ears, but they wouldn’t look as good on you.” 
 
    “It takes height does it? Or having a head full of shaggy hair?” 
 
    “And the noble profile of a lion,” agreed Felix. 
 
    Now Miguel laughed. “What do you want, Ti-ber?” 
 
    “I had a thought. I wanted to talk to you about it.” 
 
    “Uh oh. Sounds like trouble.” 
 
    “Just an idea.” 
 
    “Well go ahead then. What’s this idea?” 
 
    “Since this device is inside me, I was just wondering if I could be helpful in trying to scan it.” 
 
    “You angling for Zinya’s job, Ti-ber?” 
 
    “Never fear. I wouldn’t cheat the Bridge of someone so talented.” 
 
    Miguel grinned again. “I see.” 
 
    “What I mean is,” said Felix in a hurry, “I was wondering, couldn’t I be attached to the ship like you are? You can leave the Bridge and roam all over the ship but still be aware of any alerts. And, if I were so attached, perhaps I could sense one of these devices on the hull like you do or… I don’t know.” 
 
    “What good would that do you, Felix?” a new voice demanded from behind him. Of course, it was Thames. Felix turned. 
 
    “It isn’t for me, Sir,” he said. “I assume you’re trying scan the device for its origin center, in order to follow the transmission back. To its source, I mean.” 
 
    “Of course, we are. We haven’t got a lock on it yet.” 
 
    “Perhaps I could help with that.” 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    “Well, since the signal is related to brainwaves, perhaps it takes another brain attached to, well, to ride the current, for want of a better term.” 
 
    Thames squinted at him but then he shook his head. “Being a ship’s Runner isn’t easy, you know, Ti-ber. It takes years of training to decipher all the messages. And, as you’ve seen already on this voyage, it can be dangerous.” 
 
    “I don’t have to decipher all the messages,” replied Felix. “Just this one. I wouldn’t be a ship’s Runner, that’s for Miguel. And if we can’t stop this device from depleting the ship, then I’m in danger anyway.” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    “The device is inside my head. Attached to my brain. Perhaps that’s what it takes to decipher a thing like this. A personal connection.” 
 
    “That’s nothing but conjecture on your part, Ti-ber,” said a new voice from beside him. Freds had stepped up.  
 
    “Well, Sir, it wouldn’t hurt me to be a ship’s Runner, right? But I might be able to help. No risk involved. If my conjecture is wrong, then no harm done!” 
 
    Thames sighed. “Fine,” he snapped. “Miguel, help him get internally connected like you.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “Unless, Felix,” added Thames. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re not doing this just because you hate to sit still?” 
 
    “I’m not ten-years-old anymore.” 
 
    “I’ve got my doubts, but go on.” 
 
    Freds and Thames stepped away.  
 
    “Well,” said Miguel, “let’s get started. I need to set up your presence inside the ship’s Conce first. Look here,” he added, pulling Felix into place. 
 
    Felix stared at the main screen which was situated in the middle of Miguel’s station. “Ship’s ‘Conce’?” he repeated. “What’s that?” 
 
    “It’s a word Runners use. It means the ship’s connections, communications or, some say, it’s consciousness.” 
 
    “So, ‘Conce’, I see.” 
 
    Miguel moved him again, over to the side. “I’ll need a small blood sample, so the ship can categorize your molecular materials.” 
 
    Felix’s eyes widened, but he held out his arm.  
 
    Miguel ignored it with a grin and went for his ear instead. “Taking it from here hurts less than a finger prick.” 
 
    Felix felt pressure against his ear lobe but soon Miguel was turning to input more information into the ‘Conce’ as he called it. 
 
    “All right then,” Miguel said when he was done. “Now you’ll have to come with me, Ti-ber.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “To Scy-Tek, so you can get those implants.” 
 
    Felix followed as they left the Bridge. To keep himself from feeling nervous he asked Miguel a few questions. “So, did you always want to be a ship’s Runner?” 
 
    “No, the thought never occurred to me when I was a boy.” 
 
    “What were your plans when you were young?” 
 
    “Ha. To sleep late in the morning, let my mama cook and clean after me for as long as possible, and to hand my father attitude in repayment, according to him.” 
 
    “Sounds like young men everywhere.” 
 
    “But my father insisted I was determined to make a career out of it. He was right, actually. I was stubborn and didn’t want to move till I was ready.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’ve got what we Ti-bers call a ‘character catch’,” Felix smiled. 
 
    “A ‘character catch’?” 
 
    “Meaning if you have enough character to realize your lack of character then…” 
 
    “I can’t claim to be a complete waste of time?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “I’ll let my papa know that if we ever return from this mission.” 
 
    “Spoken like a noble and humble son.” 
 
    Miguel laughed outright. “Give it up, Felix.” 
 
    “What made you decide to live up to your potential then?” 
 
    Miguel slowed as they walked down the ship’s corridors. “I was 19-years-old and restless,” he said. “One night I went to visit my aunt and uncle. They were lecturing me on my behavior; saying I was giving my mother a lot of trouble. I didn’t want to stare at their faces during this confrontation so I turned towards the wall and found myself staring at a picture my aunt had hanging there instead. My mama’s brother had a place of honor among all the family pictures. He’d died with the rest of the crew on the SSP Marblehead…you remember that incident?” 
 
    Felix nodded. The Marblehead was a spaceship, and one which had been touted as being stocked with the greatest engine and internal systems ever created. No one thought it would ever stop flying through the stars, unless it was shot down. Its destruction caused by an internal system breakdown which hadn’t been prepared for was now referenced as a caution against being over-confident.  
 
    “I looked at my uncle’s picture and for the first time I realized how young he’d been,” Miguel went on. “I was struck by his eyes, eager to live every day, and the fact he was only one year older than I was when he died. I told my aunt I’d think about my mistakes and left, but my dead uncle’s face kept coming back to me. When I heard about the Runner program later that week, and how they were asking for recruits, I found myself responding, to everyone in my family’s surprise. To this day my aunt is certain it was her impassioned speech for me to improve myself which motivated me.” 
 
    “I take it you haven’t corrected her.” 
 
    “It was the first time I’d made her happy in years.” 
 
    They paused at the doorway into Scy-Tek and Miguel’s laughing eyes grew serious. “It’s a well-known fact, you know,” he said. “If the Marblehead had been staffed with a Runner, the flaw which overloaded it could’ve been prevented. My uncle could still be alive to this day.”  
 
    “I imagine, by the time you retire, you’ll have saved many lives, Miguel.” 
 
    “Everyone on board a ship like this can make that claim. Here we are at Scy-Tek.”  
 
    The door whooshed open and Felix’s nervousness returned.  
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    “It’s passed down from long-held tradition that only a Runner gives the implants to a new Runner,” Miguel said.  
 
    They were standing in Scy-Tek, which was both a lab and a storeroom holding all the various Tek supplies and components. Currently it was empty, for it had no regular crew assigned to it. All on board dipped from its resources. There was a counter and a few chairs, so Miguel indicated they should sit down.  
 
    “I won’t be an official Runner,” Felix pointed out.  
 
    “Doesn’t matter. Only another Runner understands what it feels like.” 
 
    “What it ‘feels’ like? That doesn’t sound like it would be an official description in the Runner’s Manual.” 
 
    “The Runner’s Manual is regarded as source material for creating jokes during break time. How a person feels though…it’s strange but becoming one with a ship, and synching your internal rhythms to it, well a person’s feelings and instincts become very important then.” 
 
    Felix was surprised at the anxiety which curled through his system at the thought of losing himself in the impersonality of the ship. His own private thoughts and his emotional space, he relied on these heavily. “I understand,” he said, swallowing when Miguel came up to him.  
 
    “Putting these implants in won’t be invasive, but back on the Bridge, when you actually connect to the ship, I’ll have to anesthetize you.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    “You know, Felix, it was decided so fast to do this, but now we’re standing here I’m not so sure it’s a good idea.” 
 
    “Captain’s orders.” 
 
    “He based those orders on your word becoming a Runner wouldn’t harm you. But I’ve got to put you unconscious. Isn’t that how the Downthread’s Sheet Stream Specialist nearly died? Even though he was removed from his trance the coma remained.” 
 
    “I don’t see how that relates.” 
 
    “I’m suggesting once the patient was unconscious the device inside his head overcame him.” 
 
    Felix rubbed the back of his neck again. Truth be told he was beginning to notice a persistent weariness, making it harder to think. “Don’t point out the negatives, please,” he said, and then smiled. “You’re scaring me.”   
 
    Miguel got up and rummaged in storage until he found the implants. He loaded them into the implantation wand and came back. “Is it possible to scare you, Felix?” he complained.  
 
    “Yes,” Felix replied, trying not to recoil away from the wand.  
 
    Miguel’s eyebrows lowered. “I’ll count to three,” he said. “One, two,” and snap, he released the implants to roam inside Felix’s bloodstream until they arrived at their destinations. “Back to the Bridge now,” Miguel sighed. “We can make your new station have a few extra scanners like mine. Zinya will help.” 
 
    “And my Captain’s Chair lays back so I won’t drool while I’m unconscious,” Felix added.  
 
    Miguel managed a smile. “The drooling’s fine,” he responded. “It’s the snoring Runners pass on which will embarrass you.” 
 
    Felix got up.  
 
    “Ti-bers don’t snore,” he answered. “They roar.” 
 
    Back at the Bridge a few minutes later, Miguel and Zinya moved right to the task of supplying Felix’s station with extra sensors. Felix sat back in his Captain’s Chair and looked around. Commander Igali had come in, and happily, Torn had left. Freds was standing over by the Imperative’s Station, and Thames was in his own Captain’s Chair studying his screen. There were four or five other Specialists on the Bridge Felix hadn’t gotten to know yet. He yawned but somehow the picture of his Bridge crewmates stuck in his mind.  
 
    Each seemed professional, and efficient, alert to care for the ship and the crew. But they were all individuals as well, capable of making mistakes and feeling terror and dying if the Featherfleet lost power like the Downthread. Another yawn made his eyes water as he tried to hold it in. He didn’t want to appear weak. After all, right now he had to be strong. This crew had so far been unable to decipher the miniscule device causing such a threat. Felix had posed the theory he could help follow the signal if he was a Runner, but he had no idea if that would work. His eyes began blinking. Sitting back in this chair was making him sleepy. He was just about to get up and walk around, when Miguel came up to him. He was offering Felix two things. The Anesty-Gun in his hand, and the frown on his face.  
 
    “You’re a doctor, right Ti-ber?” he said. “I don’t know how big a dose to give you.” 
 
    “How deeply unconscious do I need to be?” 
 
    “Deep enough to allow the ship to take center stage in your consciousness for a few minutes. Connections can’t be made in the human mind if a person is aware at all. We resist.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Felix taking the Anesty-Gun and adjusting the dose. “That ought to do it.”  
 
    “Not too much, Ti-ber,” said Thames, appearing at their sides.  
 
    “No, Sir.” 
 
    “You need only be out for a few minutes,” stressed Miguel. “No more than a half hour at most.” 
 
    “All right. The dose is correct. Let’s just get this done.” 
 
    Miguel shook his head and reclaimed the Anesty-Gun. He placed it under Felix’s chin, at the edge of his jawline. “Ready?” he said, and punched it.  
 
    Felix felt Miguel push his shoulders back as he fell forward, and then all went black. He floated around in the darkness, drifting in the world of sleep but still feeling just as tired.  
 
    He was disconnected from being able to move but after a long time he heard something. It was a voice, and it was talking about him. “Why hasn’t he woken up yet? I shook him, and called his name.”  
 
    He realized it was Zinya’s voice, but although he was filled with a sudden flare of interest in her, he couldn’t open his eyes and even his heartbeat didn’t accelerate.  
 
    “It has been a while,” agreed someone, and Felix thought it was Commander Freds.  
 
    “It’s been 45 minutes,” confirmed Thames.  
 
    “Maybe Felix gave himself too large a dose,” said Miguel.  
 
    “Felix wouldn’t make that sort of mistake,” said Thames. “He’s too smart for that.” 
 
    “He seemed tired though, Sir.” 
 
    “Freds, get Dr. Travis up here,” snapped Thames.  
 
    “What is it, Captain?” answered Freds. “There’s no need for concern, I thought.” 
 
    “We’ll be over-cautious in this. I want to know what’s going on.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.”  
 
    Felix heard Fred’s voice on a nearby screen, requesting Dr. Travis to come up to the Bridge.  Travis’s voice arrived a few minutes later, calling to him. He could tell by the words the man must be shaking him but he couldn’t feel the touch or the movement.  
 
    “Wake up, Ti-ber…Felix!” 
 
    “Why are you hitting him?” from Zinya. 
 
    “Slapping his cheek, Specialist Maloree, is not ‘hitting’ him. It’s the first test.” 
 
    “What do you think, Dr. Travis?” put in Commander Freds.  
 
    “I think he’s unresponsive, his pupils aren’t dilating, and his respirations are slow and irregular,” grumbled Travis. “He’s in a coma, in other words.” 
 
    “Oh, no!” gasped Zinya. “So quickly!” 
 
    “I’ll need to get him transported from the Bridge to my Infirmary,” went on Travis, “so I can keep him hydrated.” 
 
    “Urrr,” groaned Thames. “Let me think!” 
 
    Everyone on the Bridge froze when the Captain yelled. Felix couldn’t even jump in his chair. 
 
    “You can’t take him yet, Doctor,” Commander Freds said after a moment. “We need to keep examining that wretched device in his brain.”  
 
    “All right,” agreed Travis. “We’ll leave him here for now. There’s little I can do for him anyway.” 
 
    Felix heard the voices intermittently as time went on. It seemed although they might be talking about important Bridge concerns or even what they had for dinner he could only focus in on what they were saying when they were discussing him. This happened several times as the evening passed, but since there was nothing new to report on his condition these conversations were brief. Except once, when the voice was lowered close to his ear and passionate. It was Miguel. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Felix,” he was saying. “I had an idea this might happen to you but I didn’t try to stop you and I didn’t tell the Captain! He says even if I had we’d probably have ended up in this same predicament. You’d have found a way to convince us. And it’s all for nothing! You’re a ship’s Runner now but even if you’d had time to discover anything about where those devices are transmitting from you couldn’t share it!” 
 
    Miguel went on and apologized again but Felix stopped paying attention. He was struck by the reminder of why he was here. In his drifting state he’d forgotten. He was connected to the ship’s scanners and other systems so he could follow the device’s transmission back to its source.  
 
    He began to examine this new world of blackness he was locked in. His consciousness was like a bit of drifting cotton-wool, and the environment was vast. It took a while to interpret his surroundings in a way he could understand them. The stimuli receptors, which usually connected his five senses to his brain were shut off. But there were other ways for him to draw in information.  
 
    The Ship. He could latch onto it if he wanted. The implants were synched inside him. His brain was linked. The Featherfleet couldn’t feel, smell, or taste either. And yet it ‘knew’ a great deal. Free of his own senses, he was able to learn more. There were the Imperative Systems, which kept the ship utilizing its fuel so it could support the life aboard it. There were the regulators, the shields, the engines working on propulsion, communications throughout the ship both between the living persons and the ship’s systems, and the directional buffers as well as the speed and the slowing capacitors. And at last, there were the scanners.  
 
    He latched onto these with sudden claws. Like he was breathing in and out, each scan filling him with information and then being exhaled when it wasn’t pertinent. Atmosphere on board. Lack of it. Other elements in the Blankensphere. The Sheet Stream was flowing all around the hull, not touching anything, and yet there were many ‘things’ flowing along throughout and next to the dimension. It was as if the Blankensphere swept up debris in its wake, and carried it along.  
 
    New weakness flooded Felix as he tried to decipher the puzzle. What was this dimension they were traveling through? The weight of it- and more- the deeper meaning. As an impersonal vessel the ship examined but didn’t question. What the ship didn’t know was classified under headings designed to store unrelatable input.  Felix’s brain had an element the ship didn’t bother with. Curiosity. Why did the Blankensphere call to him all of a sudden? As if it was almost human and it almost had memories, of children being born and old people living out their moments and dying. Of a lifetime of lessons taught to no one.  
 
    Felix felt himself being swallowed up and tried to concentrate again. Scanners. Signals. That’s what he needed to hold onto. Again, this category was huge. When he targeted brainwaves there were almost 350 people on board to sift through. How was he going to single out the one, tiny transmission he was interested in?  
 
    The answer was simple. His own brainwaves were easy to locate. They were muted and had very little output. His coma was deep and for a moment concerned him. He hoped his brain wasn’t damaged and one day it would work again with its usual efficiency. That terror returned, of losing himself, and he had to wrestle with it so he could go on. That he was so frightened but his heartrate didn’t increase or his brainwaves jerk was in itself a source of worry. He saw how small he was, and he was shrinking. His awareness would soon mist away entirely and then, would his body be an empty shell? Six foot three inches of burden for someone to heft until he was disposed of? 
 
    Not being attached to his emotions in the typical way created adolescent whining, apparently. He suddenly had enough of it. He had something he must learn, and perhaps being in this state would assist him in the task. After all, being in a coma might be the best way to locate the microscopic transmission source.  
 
    For there it was. The device. Brainwave messages leaving his body, carrying with it, energy he needed. Draining him. He didn’t know how, but following it, he knew where.  
 
    At last. There was a leap, a small one, in his coma-laden brainwaves. His excited reaction to his discovery caused his heartbeat to accelerate for 1.7 seconds. It was a small victory, however. He knew where the source of the transmission was, but he had no idea how to communicate the fact to his shipmates.  
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    It was getting harder to concentrate. Being in the coma, it seemed time was passing but he wasn’t aware of it. When he managed to come up with a plan he was frustrated. He thought it must be late, deep into the night. Even with the ship in a state of emergency, the Bridge crew needed to leave their posts for a while and sleep.  
 
    He needed Miguel, and fast. Coma was his enemy, wanting to drown him in a pool of eternal nothing. He tried to get his intelligence to aid him but it seemed to take so long to understand what to do next in the chronological line of decision most humans ordered their life in. Notice a problem. React to the problem. Deal with the problem. This was efficiency.  
 
    How to find Miguel was so simple he was angry at his own stupidity. There was only one other Runner on board the Featherfleet after all. The ship was their common link. Felix couldn’t communicate with him, but he could use the scanners. Miguel had to be there, however. The man had to be awake and aware. The waiting for Miguel to return was hard, connecting Felix to the latent concept of suffering. Keeping his consciousness attached to the spot of realization was like holding a board over his head, long after his arms started trembling. In spite of his efforts he lost cohesion anyway.  
 
    A voice was speaking about him again. He missed the first part of the conversation. The weight of coma was heavy. “…I’m sorry, Captain Thames. I know you were hoping for better news.” It was Doctor Travis speaking.  
 
    “But Felix has only been in a coma for less than a day!” Thames insisted. “The Downthread’s SST Specialist was in a coma for weeks!” 
 
    “I don’t know why, but Felix is declining more rapidly.” 
 
    “What exactly are you saying, Doctor?” put in Commander Freds. “Are you saying this device might kill him soon?” 
 
    Travis sighed. “Again, I’m sorry, for I liked Ti-ber Felix too.” 
 
    “He’s not dead yet!” said Thames. “We can remove the device, correct?” 
 
    There was a long silence and Felix was afraid of the stoic tone of the doctor’s reply. 
“You may as well continue trying to decipher the device instead of removing it,” the Doctor said. 
 
    “What do you mean? Tell me clearly!” 
 
    “I will, sorry, Captain. What I mean is this. Even if we removed that device, I think it’s too late. Comas this deep mean brain damage. I believe in Flune they have medical advancements which could treat a patient in his condition but we can’t reach Flune. So, I wish I didn’t have to say it. I can hydrate him. I can nourish him once that device is removed. I can keep him alive but I seriously doubt Felix will ever wake up again.” 
 
    Felix’s body almost reacted to his inner emotion. His heartbeat lumped but then maintained the same rhythm. Travis was right. He could sense it himself, for the ship had scanners. According to the activity, his brain was very close to death.  
 
    It was up to him to do something now before it was too late. So, his death wasn’t pointless and so he could save the rest of the ship.  
 
    Miguel. It was evidently daytime now. He had to reach the Runner. He left the conversation about him behind and melded with the ship’s Conce. His heart almost thumped in relief. There the man was, in his station. Miguel’s heart was pounding in dismay and his brainwaves were agitated. Felix regretted Miguel seemed to be blaming himself. He hoped the man’s upset didn’t prevent him from noticing what Felix needed to show him.  
 
    Linked brain to ship’s Conce. Felix couldn’t cause the ship to motivate or alter normal operations. Those pathways were controlled not by the ship but by the crew. Although he couldn’t command, he wasn’t completely frozen. He could elucidate. He pinpointed the scan Miguel needed to observe. He delineated it. On the screen it was like he underlined the pertinent sentence of information.  
 
    Miguel didn’t notice. Felix was desperate so he tried again. He knew a periodic flash of alarm would stand out more than a steady one. Pinpoint, let grow dim, and delineate again. Flash the pattern regular and then irregular. Felix began to suffer again holding onto the mental spot of connection. Miguel, he signaled. See! 
 
    And at last… 
 
    “Sir!” Miguel said, and Felix was focused into him enough to hear him.  
 
    “What is it, Runner?” Thames demanded in a frustrated voice. 
 
    “I think I’ve located it, sir!” Miguel stuttered. “The transmission signal, I mean. I know the pathway, and how to follow it back!” 
 
    Instantly many voices left Felix’s side and circled Miguel’s station.  
 
    “How’d you find it?” he heard Commander Igali’s voice say.  
 
    Miguel’s voice was thick with emotion when he replied. “Actually, I don’t think it was me.” 
 
    “Who then?” asked Thames. 
 
    “I think it was Felix. I think somehow, he pointed this out to me. Through the ship’s link. I’m sorry but he may’ve set this in motion hours ago but I…”  
 
    “Felix!” said Thames. “You mean he’s still with us?” 
 
    “Sorry to say, Sir, although he’s given us the direction we need, his signal is fading. Either Felix gave me this nudge way earlier and I’ve just now noticed it before it faded, or he showed me now but only for a short time. Either way his touch is almost gone.” 
 
    “Have you taken note of it, Runner?” asked Freds. 
 
    “Yes, Sir. I know where to go. We can follow this transmission back like we were following the beacon from Flune.” 
 
    “What if this information is erroneous?” asked Igali. “I’m sorry, sirs, but I feel compelled to point out that this ‘nudge’ might not mean anything at all. Or even if it was from Felix, he might be so far depleted he left the wrong information. Following this signal might be wasted energy.” 
 
    “We have to go somewhere, Commander,” answered Thames. Felix was relieved to hear the man’s voice had leveled out to give orders. He sounded serious but determined. “I’m unwilling to allow Maddix to try and take another reading when this device is so dangerous. We may as well follow the clue we’ve been given. Freds,” Thames concluded. “Chart our course and up the speed.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “Shall we remove the device from Ti-ber Felix now, Captain?” asked Travis. “Do what we can to save him?” 
 
    Thames choked up again but after a long moment he answered him. “Not yet,” he groaned. “Just in case there’s something else Felix was trying to show us. If we hurry, perhaps we can follow this signal before the device damages him more.”  
 
    “That’s taking a risk with any possible recovery,” said Travis. 
 
    “It’s…what he would want,” Thames said.  
 
    Felix held onto the trauma in Thames’ voice. This was his friend and he felt like once he drifted it would be for the last time. He’d disappear. But it was inevitable. The only thing stronger than his weakness was the torture of trying to remain. He’d managed to show Miguel and that would have to be enough. At least his time in this blackness wasn’t wasted. He let go in relief and quit listening. Bits of knowledge touched him like intermittent raindrops. Then the fog of un-knowledge took over.  
 
    The next thing Felix had awareness of was a feeling of being smothered. But no, that wasn’t quite right. Like he was being drowned, deluges of cool water flooding over raw receptors. As if fire spots on the insides of his veins were refusing to be washed away. Woosh, he felt it again, the cool liquid cascading over his will, flooding around what was familiar, sweeping in its wake both the good and bad of what he was.  
 
    He saw himself staring wide open when a whirlwind struck his eyes. His back was bare when a barrel of ice was thrown at him. He was a beleaguered signpost, bending in the wind. Over and over his mind tried to explain the sensation he was having by creating pictures.  
 
    But Felix couldn’t understand. Woosh, the chilling water rushed over his protests. He was powerless but his discomfort turned into emotion which melded into passion. He began to wonder, and react, and attempt to clarify. And right when it occurred to him perhaps his brain was starting to work again, he passed out.  
 
    “How is he?” a voice demanded sometime later.  
 
    Another voice answered but the accent was like someone from Flune. The person spoke with that same formal, yet gracious tone that he’d learned to associate so strongly with Flunians.   
 
    The realizations started coming to him fast. First, he must be in Flune. If he was then the Featherfleet must be there as well! Either that, or they’d encountered a Flunian ship, which was just as positive an occurrence. They were saved, surely? 
 
    The second realization was that he was aware of their voices, which meant he was alive, and he could think. Had he woken from the deep coma which had so concerned Dr. Travis? Had he escaped the brain damage the man had been sure he’d received?  
 
    The third realization was more sobering, which was he still couldn’t move or open his eyes. He tried to focus on the only stimulus left to him. The Flunian was still speaking.  
 
    “…. It’s been a very difficult treatment for him. There was a great deal of damage. That device in his brain you discovered, although following the transmission was so helpful for you, behaved in turn, maliciously.” 
 
    “You’re saying you think the device damaged Ti-ber Felix’s brain intentionally?” 
 
    Felix recognized Dr. Travis. He was relieved to hear the man’s familiar tones. 
 
    The Flunian chuckled in reply. “You humans are so direct when you speak. You leave no room for mysteries.” 
 
    “That device isn’t alive, so how could it have intentions?” Travis pressed on. 
 
    “The device is an extension of the mind which created it. Certainly, the Flunian behind this has malicious intentions.” 
 
    “Anyway, how is Ti-ber Felix? What’s his prognosis?” 
 
    “While he’s inside the occu-pherence, his prognosis is excellent. He’s healed.” 
 
    “And when we want to remove him from the occu-pherence?” 
 
    There was a pause while the Flunian thought about it. “Then decisions must be made.” 
 
    Dr. Travis sighed. “So, what you’re saying is, he’s safe for the moment?” 
 
    “Longer than a moment. He’ll remain in exactly the same condition indefinitely. He’ll stop aging. He’s even able to experience knowledge of his environment.” 
 
    “What sort of knowledge?” 
 
    “That varies with different individuals and he is human. I can only tell you how Flunians typically react to Occu-pherence. We call it ‘conscious stasis’.” 
 
    Dr. Travis sighed again. “All right, I suppose that’s all you can tell me for now. I’ll go and report it to my Captain. Ti-ber Felix is a close friend and the Captain has been upset to think he was lost to us.” 
 
    “Had you not made it here to Flune, I doubt any measure humans could make would’ve allowed your Ti-ber Felix to live another hour. As it is, it’s taken me these long hours since then to bring him to this level of wellness. He must’ve found the severity of my treatment uncomfortable. Although I can’t recommend immediate removal from the Occu-pherence, I can tell you his brain damage has been essentially eradicated.” 
 
    “That’s good news!” said Dr. Travis. “You mean he’ll be alright?” 
 
    “Inside the stasis, he’s perfectly healed.” 
 
    Dr. Travis gave up. “Fine,” he replied. “Thank you, Doctor.” Felix heard the sarcasm in his voice. 
 
    The Flunian’s voice sounded chipper, in response. 
 
    “You’re welcome!” 
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    Inside occu-pherence, time seemed slowed down. Not being able to move, or to inform anyone of his desire to do so, made each moment drag. He even missed being connected to the Featherfleet’s Conce. There wasn’t a lot of sound going on wherever he was. The ‘occu-pherence chamber’, as he heard it referred to, was often left vacant.  
 
    Every now and then voices would come and discuss him, and Felix would grow hopeful. But the Flunian doctor would stave off attempts to set him free by his vague pronouncements. Finally, Felix was relieved to hear Thames’ voice. His friend had arrived to confront the Flunian doctor. 
 
    “So, when can Ti-ber Felix be removed from your occu-pherence chamber?” Thames demanded. His voice was pleasant but firm. 
 
    “Ah, this is becoming a most pressing question,” the Flunian doctor responded. “All of you humans come and ask me that same thing.” 
 
    “True. So, what’s the answer?” 
 
    “Pardon me?” 
 
    “To this most pressing question. When can Felix be removed from the occu-pherence chamber?” 
 
    “As I told your doctor Travis, decisions must be made.” 
 
    “What ‘decisions’?” 
 
    “The patient is in very good health inside the occu-pherence. Every added day in the chamber gives his body more time to….” 
 
    “Remain in exactly the same condition, since he’s currently doing so well inside there, right, Doctor?” 
 
    “Yes,” the bright voice agreed. “It’s good to know you understand!” 
 
    Thames wasn’t the sort to give up, and if Felix could’ve grinned, he would have.  
 
    “I want him released,” Thames announced. 
 
    “Pardon me?”  
 
    “Removed from the occu-pherence. Since his condition is so excellent, I see no more need to delay.” 
 
    “Well, decisions must be made before….” 
 
    “Tell me, Doctor. Someone told you to say that to us, didn’t they? Some higher Flunian authority?” 
 
    “I couldn’t really respond to the question of other personalities in this situation. I’m simply telling you that your Ti-ber Felix is doing quite well inside the occu-pherence. I wasn’t aware that humans would react to the chamber in much the same way as Flunians. In fact, I’ve been communicating with other doctors in my field about it. We feel that…” 
 
    Thames interrupted. “Excuse me, Doctor.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I’m making it. Now.” 
 
    “You’re making what?” 
 
    “The decision. I’ve decided it’s time. Please remove my Ti-ber from your chamber.” 
 
    “Oh, but….” 
 
     “Do I need to go swimming into that stuff, myself to retrieve him, Doctor?” 
 
    “That wouldn’t be recommended.” 
 
    “Then I’ll give you a few more hours. Talk to whoever you need to in the meanwhile. Tonight, when I return, this decision will be made. Do you understand, Doctor?” 
 
    A sigh. “Yes, Captain.”  
 
    The hours dragged but now Felix had hope. He dozed, for being in this chamber seemed to keep him from dreaming. One minute he was encased in thickness, and the next there were voices.  
 
    “I’m Captain Thames. That’s my crewmember in the occu-pherence.” 
 
    “Ah. My name is Maksio. I’m a member of the Tri-Leadership team that supports all the communities of Flune.” 
 
    “Yes, I met you and the others when we got here.” 
 
    “You were so concerned about this victim you brought us I wasn’t sure if you remembered.”  
 
    “Yes, I’m still concerned, until my crew is complete. Ti-ber Felix is healed now,” said Thames’ voice. “It’s time to remove him from the occu-pherence.” 
 
    “It’s for his sake we want to keep him enveloped,” Maksio said. 
 
    “How is that?” 
 
    “The device, which nearly killed your friend, is still inside him, isn’t that so?” 
 
    “There wasn’t any time to remove it. Felix was dying when we got here. And, while I’m grateful to your doctors for saving him, it’s been days. He’s better, so we’d like to see his face.” 
 
    “You don’t trust us, that we healed him?” 
 
    “I want to talk to my friend. Doesn’t that make sense to you?” 
 
    Felix could hear the stress in Thames’ words. As a captain the man had been through a lot since this mission began. He’d been responsible to prevent so many losses. 
 
    “Ah, I’m sure you’ll talk to him again, in time.” 
 
    “Now is the time.” 
 
    Maksio’s gracious tone cracked a little. He had the capability of sounding stubborn. “I tell you, it’s not best!” he insisted. 
 
    “Not best for him, or not best for you?” 
 
    “Both!” 
 
    Thames sighed. “Let’s talk about this. You Flunians have barely explained to us what’s been going on.” 
 
    “We told you why your ships lost their beacons. It was beyond Flunian control.” 
 
    “Because our enemy is your enemy too. He’s able to disrupt you like us. Part of your city here has gone dark.” 
 
    “Our beacons are very important to our daily life. Nevertheless, we aren’t as powerless as you imply. These devices don’t drain our energies like they do yours. Our city has a dark area by our design.” 
 
    “In order to save the citizens who lived inside that area you had to evacuate them and leave it abandoned. I’ve heard that much.” 
 
    “In order to remove the enemy’s power over us, we had to shut down his power. The rest of our city has been shielded.” 
 
    “And yet this enemy still troubles you.” 
 
    “The Blankensphere has been completely inundated with those devices. It’s an issue that gives us anxiety.” 
 
    Thames sighed and his voice took on a patient tone. “And you don’t want humans to make the issue worse, I comprehend what you’re saying. Don’t think I’m not grateful, Maksio. It was good to get here to Flune and find another of our ships. You’ve kept humans here safe and that means a lot to us.” 
 
    “Your human ship supplied itself. We merely allowed them to remain parked here until this enemy is defeated and it’s safe to travel the Blankensphere again to Orbon.” 
 
    “And are you certain this enemy will be defeated? Have you a plan?” 
 
    “Not yet, but one will come to us in time.” 
 
    “Plans don’t just come along on their own. You have to make them. Sometimes you have to force your way through.” 
 
    “You may leave that to us.” 
 
    Thames gusted out another sigh. “Although we appreciate you keeping our ships in safety, may I remind you that one of our ships is still lost in the Blankensphere? It’s my mission to try and find that ship before it’s too late for them. Their power, if they’ve been losing it at the same rate as the Downthread’s, must soon be depleted.” 
 
    “I can’t recommend you enter the Blankensphere right now, Captain. You’d encounter the same difficulties with no ability to connect to us or to your home.” 
 
    “We can follow the device’s transmission back here to its source like we did this time.” 
 
    “That same method you used before might be closed to you by then. Therefore, what point is there in saving your ship only to get depleted with them when you arrive?” 
 
    “So, I’m supposed to let them die because I’m not sure I can save them? I won’t think that way. But, let me get back to the point here. I have a mission and I need my Ti-ber to see it done.” 
 
    There was a long pause in the conversation and Felix had time to react to what he’d been hearing. No wonder Thames’ voice had a strain to it. They’d gotten to Flune, and found apparently, another one of their ships safe. But there were still 200 humans out there in the last ship, drifting in the cold and soon to lose their last hope.  
 
    Finally, Maksio responded. “All right, I’ll explain to you our reasons to delay,” he said. “We’ve tried to examine one of these devices for ourselves. We can detect the effect of them, but we haven’t been able to take one apart and discover how it operates.” 
 
    “Yes, we found the same thing.” 
 
    “This device doesn’t infect the Flunian brain or enter into us through contact with our skin.” 
 
    “Felix touched the Blankensphere and was struck away. He picked up the device then.” 
 
    “So, you see why I wish to delay. The device inside your friend is the only one in all of Flune, still operating.  Although new ones arise to try and break through our defenses in a constant stream, they all stop transmitting when we discover them.” 
 
    Thames growled his answer. “And now we come to it. You don’t want to release Felix because you hope to make use of him.” 
 
    “You feel the same way. Don’t you also wish to make use of him? Isn’t that, in fact, how you arrived here to us in time to save his life?” 
 
    “We followed the transmission back to the source and found a section of your city that was in darkness. Before we had time to pound on our enemy’s door, you came and picked us up.” 
 
    “You humans couldn’t have stopped our enemy by yourselves. We probably saved you.” 
 
    “You’re more technically advanced, but don’t discount us. Perhaps you should’ve followed our lead.” 
 
    “You were traveling through the dark side of the city! There are no plates to transport you there!” 
 
    “Flunians let the plates which move your city around take you everywhere. There are other ways to travel, you know.” 
 
    “You mean, on your legs? Don’t be ridiculous!” 
 
    “Let’s not get distracted,” insisted Thames. “My friend, released, right now. Keeping him in there doesn’t help anyone.” 
 
    “It helps him, don’t you understand? The device will begin draining his strength again immediately upon his release!” 
 
    “Unless we remove it.” 
 
    “You can’t!” Maksio’s voice went up an octave.  
 
    “And now we really come to it,” Thames repeated, but this time he sounded furious. 
 
    “Just a few more days,” the Flunian urged. “Give us time to try and decipher…” 
 
    “…A message that’s not being transmitted while he’s inside occu-pherence,” Thames interrupted. “More days examining a device that’s not operating won’t do you or us any good. And Felix isn’t living inside there, no matter how safe he is.” 
 
    “You humans don’t know what’s best!” 
 
    “Flunians aren’t superior in everything either. There are a few things we could help you with. We’d be willing to follow the transmission back to its source for instance, no matter we have to walk a few miles in the dark.” 
 
    “Well, that’s…” protested Maksio, and then stopped. “You’d be willing to walk there, even though there’d be no plates delivering you once you reached the dark-out? You’d have no speed for escape without the plates!” 
 
    “Humans can run pretty fast.” 
 
    “Running?” gasped the Flunian, as if such an idea had never been proposed before. 
 
    “Certainly.” 
 
    “How many humans would you take? All of you?” 
 
    “I don’t think I’d need all 530 of us,” replied Thames in a dry voice. “First there’d be just a few of us, to scout it out.” 
 
    “What does…” 
 
    “…’Scout it out’ mean? To investigate it, try to ascertain what we’re dealing with before we go inside.” 
 
    “I… see. And you would go on this mission yourself, Captain?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, no, I’d have to miss out on the fun. I’d send one of my security leaders for that. My Specialist’s name is Shentarra. She’s very skilled. She’d evaluate, and if she thought a great number was needed to break inside, she’d report back to us.” 
 
    “Well, I suppose such a visit from your Specialist could prove to be informative,” Maksio reluctantly admitted.  
 
    “But we’d need Ti-ber Felix released from the occu-pherence,” Thames said. “So, we could follow the device’s transmission back to its source.” 
 
    “You humans are stubborn, and impatient, like my doctor said.” 
 
    “I’ll agree to that, as long as I can get my way.” 
 
    “Oh, all right,” Maksio said with a sigh. “Retrieve your Ti-ber from the occu-pherence.” 
 
    “Uh… myself?”  
 
    “You’re willing to run in the dark to confront a dangerous enemy but you’re not willing to wade inside the occu-pherence chamber?” 
 
    “I would if I had to?” 
 
    The Flunian chuckled. “That’s not necessary. Return to this chamber in one hour. Your Ti-ber will be released by then.” 
 
    “Thank you!” 
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    The next instant Felix opened his eyes. He had no awareness of time passing or how he was removed from the occu-pherence chamber. He simply looked and there were some of his crewmates from the ship standing next to him. Thames, Miguel, Travis, Commander Igali, and the one he was most pleased to see, Zinya. It was a Flunian room so there was plenty of space. Although they looked relieved to see him, they also looked cold, for they wore coats. The Flunians liked colder temperatures. He looked down and noted he was covered with a blanket, and the bed was heated, but he was naked. He was glad a certain amount of fitness was required in his job for Zinya was staring at his shoulders and his flat stomach with her head tilted. She was biting her lip and he wondered what she was thinking. He dragged his thoughts away and took in the environment. Tall ceilings, varying colors of green and brown everywhere, as Flunians preferred and…. 
 
    “Felix, how are you?” Miguel asked. “Are you back with us?” 
 
    “The patient has fully recovered from his previous injury,” said someone in a Flunian accent. Felix glanced to the side and saw several Flunians in his room as well. The species were shorter than humans, although put together much the same. Two-legs, two arms, with similar hands, feet, and many people theorized they were close enough to humans internally to mate with. Their faces were bigger with wide noses. Their eyes were thick-lashed and expressive. They were appealing because of the intelligence and sympathetic warmth in their faces. Felix had never encountered an evil Flunian. The society was controlled in such a way that… 
 
    “Felix, say something!” demanded Miguel, and Felix realized his concentration was still scattered. He had to adjust from being knocked out so long.  
 
    “I’m all right,” Felix replied, bringing his gaze back to his friends. “It’s good to see you.” 
 
    Miguel surprised him by grabbing him in a hug and pounding his shoulder blades. “I’m glad you’re not dead!” he said. 
 
    “Me too!” 
 
    Miguel pulled back and everyone smiled at him so he wouldn’t feel embarrassed at his burst of emotion. “I felt responsible, because I helped Felix become a Runner for a while even though I suspected it would put him in a coma,” he explained.  
 
    “Aren’t I still a Runner?” Felix teased. “I’m experienced now.” 
 
    “No. The implants I put in you have been removed. The Flunian doctor didn’t want them to interfere with the occu-pherence chamber.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, I’m just happy to leave the Flunian doctor’s form of treatment behind.” 
 
    “Don’t you wonder how you got here, Ti-ber?” asked Travis. 
 
    “No, I could hear you talking about me while I in was in the occu-pherence chamber.” 
 
    “He was in Conscious Stasis, as I said,” put in the Flunian doctor. 
 
    “So, you know how we got here to Flune?” asked Miguel. 
 
    “I…” he shook his head. That interior world of his coma had seemed so real while he was in it, but with the light and depth of his returned senses he was beginning to forget. “I showed you through the ship’s scanners, didn’t I, Miguel?” he asked. “The source of the transmission from the device, I mean.” 
 
    “That’s right, you did. Because of you, we all made it out.” 
 
    “The ship’s back to full power,” said Thames.  
 
    “I also heard that one of our ships is still lost,” Felix sighed. 
 
    A silence fell on the room but Felix was touched. Zinya stepped forward and took his hand to comfort him. He looked down at their grip. Her smaller hand fit inside his well, he thought.  
 
    “We’ve been busy during your recovery time, Felix,” said Thames, and his voice had that direct and determined tone it took on when he was getting down to business. “The Downthread was nearly drained, but it’s engines will soon be restored. The crews of our ships are shuffling as the three leadership teams decide what’s best.” 
 
    “Yes, sir?” said Felix, for he usually wasn’t so privy to leadership information.  
 
    “There’s still our mission to complete, as well as what needs doing here,” went on Thames. “We’ve got one more ship lost in the Blankensphere. According to the rate of decline that affected the Downthread’s energy, they have less than a week to survive, and that’s if they figured out how to conserve their energy as efficiently as possible. Due to the stresses of what we’ve just been through, the crew who’ll be chosen to get back on the Featherfleet and return into the Blankensphere are being reprocessed. Volunteers only like before but now there are less of them. Crew is being called for from our three ships. So far, we haven’t achieved the least amount of skeleton crew required.” 
 
    “But more volunteer every hour, Sir,” said Commander Igali. “By morning I expect to have enough.” 
 
    “Sounds like you need me and the other Ti-bers to do evaluations,” said Felix. 
 
    “No, we don’t,” said Thames. “The Ti-ber on the SST Immaculate is performing that duty.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “You need all the rest you can get; I mean.” 
 
    Felix studied Thames’ face and saw tension there. “What’s the matter?” he asked him.  
 
    Thames sighed. “There’s more you need to know. Since we can’t leave here until tomorrow at earliest, that leaves tonight for us to do some reconnoitering.” 
 
    “Ah, I heard you discuss that with someone while I was in the occu-pherence chamber. You want to send Specialist Shentarra on a mission on foot through the dark-out section of this city.” 
 
    “That’s right. Shentarra will lead, and the field mission Specialists from our other two ships will accompany her. They want to keep the group that goes small for less chance of discovery.” 
 
    “A small but highly trained group, it sounds like. That makes sense.” 
 
    “Except one other person could go if he was willing.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Felix, logic would suggest that person be you. The Flunians are leaving this mission in our hands. Since the team will be traveling through the dark-out area to the very source of the energy drain, it’s probable Flunian scanners and communications would be affected. Our ship’s scanners would still be efficient, however.” 
 
    “If the ship can follow the transmission to its source with me here in this hospital room, why do you need me to actually go?” 
 
    “I want someone there who’s… well, someone that’s been intimate with the enemy’s device. Call it instinct on my part, but I’d like you to go along.” 
 
    “Uh, fine, but…” 
 
    Thames held up a hand. “Don’t need to point out Felix, that sending you is a big risk. You’re an asset we can’t afford to lose. When we go to find our missing ship, the lives of the crew on board two ships could be threatened without you as a beacon to lead us back here. But all we have to do on this mission is keep you in one piece to maintain the beacon. Mostly in one piece, anyhow. The Flunians have a medical interventional tool which, when it’s implanted in your chest, would keep you alive for weeks if something went wrong. Even if you were brain dead with no heartbeat. It becomes an artificial heart and can maintain oxygen in your blood if your heart stops beating on its own. It has a power source which would drain at the same rate as your normal body functions.”  
 
    “Meaning, even if I died, I’d seem like I was alive?” 
 
    “And the device in your brain would go on transmitting. Only if you were blown apart would it stop working.”  
 
    “So, I need to keep from getting disintegrated, yes, Sir.”  
 
    “It’s still a danger sending you, but after hours of discussion we decided it was worth it. The leadership of our three ships, I mean. We have to investigate this enemy. You may have an insight on this mission which can’t be explained, as you showed us when you were in a coma but found the source of the transmission when no other method we tried worked. What the mission team learns tonight might even be helpful in saving all of Flune, if our enemy continues to grow in power.” 
 
    Igali spoke up again. “The mission team has no information to help them preplan. We’ve no idea what they’ll encounter once they approach the source, so there’s no guarantee any one of you will survive.” 
 
    “I understand. I’m willing to go and I’ll try not to impede them.” 
 
    “Felix, you haven’t even been asked yet,” said Thames. “Do you want that device removed from your brain? After all, it nearly killed you. If you do, we couldn’t fault you. We can try to find other options of dealing with our trouble. A new applicant could try to connect to the Blankensphere and get infected with a device, for instance. This would likely be done if we lost you tonight.” 
 
    “No, Sir. I don’t want the device removed until we don’t need it anymore.” 
 
    “The other two captains and I still weren’t certain about sending this mission tonight. Once the Featherfleet reenters the Blankensphere, the Downthread and the Immaculate are the ones who’ll assist the Flunians in going after our common enemy. Except we realized if we could locate our enemy and stop him, that would make the Blankensphere open to the Flunians again. If those devices were shut down it would be the quickest way to find our lost ship and to prevent its continued energy drain.” 
 
    “Good thinking.” 
 
    “I’m asking you to go on this mission tonight, and also to keep that device in your head although it will deplete your energy like before. Your reply now will go on official record.” 
 
    “No need to ask, Sir. I’m going where I’m most needed, and that includes back out into the Blankensphere with the Featherfleet tomorrow.” 
 
    Zinya’s hand jumped in his and he squeezed hers in return. Her sparkling eyes were intense as he held her gaze and that helped the last of his distraction to disappear. He didn’t need to wonder if she’d already volunteered, for he could tell that she had.  
 
    “Quit sounding so eager, Felix,” complained Thames. “And stop smiling. This isn’t fun.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Uh... no, sir.” 
 
    “It’s good to see he’s back to normal, at any rate,” put in Travis. 
 
    A short while later, after he’d finished talking with the animated Flunian doctor who came to implant the ‘stay-fresh’ device in his chest and gotten dressed in the clothes which were delivered to him, Felix got out of the bed. It felt good to be on his feet again, and his strength was restored. He slung on the coat he’d been given and went and had a look at himself in the mirror which hung by the door of his large room. He had to step back several paces to see all of himself for no Flunian had his height.  
 
    Not bad. The clothes fit him like a glove, down to the properly sized boots. The outfit wasn’t his usual casual wear. These clothes were black and dark brown, long-sleeved, hugging close to his body so no stray material could catch on anything or impede his progress. The coat had a hood which fit tight, so that, when on his head, it wouldn’t fall down over his eyes or slip off when running.  
 
    He couldn’t help the laughter which took over his face. He tried flexing his muscles and looking stern but no amount of show could make him appear like the security forces on board the SST line of ships. His face was too open and his expression too candid.  
 
    He left that and went to stare out the window at the Flunians moving around outside. The cities of Flune weren’t like Orbon’s. The Flunians didn’t build around streets. Instead there were plates, which separated from the whole and moved people or structures around in a complicated dance of industry. Stationary buildings could be seen like islands, with plates of varying sizes moving up over, sideways and through, traffic controlled by… Felix wasn’t sure what sort of technology orchestrated their fluid world. The hospital he was in moved at times on a huge plate, but he’d never felt the flow of it. He blinked, before trying to focus on the space outside his window made him dizzy.  
 
    Beacons. It was all done with beacons, which attached travelers from the spot they stood in to the place they wished to go. This, he understood although it hadn’t been said to him, was what concerned the Flunians during this trial. The devices overtaking the Blankensphere had the ability to disrupt beacons being sent through it. What if the enemy figured out how to overpower Flunian control in their daily life too? After all, a section of the city was now in a ‘dark-out’.  
 
    No plates were moving there, or travel being allowed. Or indeed any power being funneled into that area at all. At nightfall, which was just a short while away, that section of the city would be very dark as well as colder than this. Felix turned from the window and pulled on the gloves he’d been given. Funny how thinking about the cold air hitting his skin was what finally gave him a sense of caution about this mission.  
 
    He’d seen Maksio, the Flunian leader, tell Thames they’d expected the enemy would come out of the dark-out area in surrender when they cut the power off. They’d felt in time the cold conditions and the loss of the plates would surely break the will of anyone. Thinking about it, Felix had to shake his head like Thames had done.  
 
    Did the Flunians really think it would be that easy? Ignoring their enemy for so many days in the hope that ‘he or she would soon have enough’, was only giving the person or persons responsible more time to consider how to overcome the Flunian defenses instead.  
 
    When this had been pointed out, Maksio had said, ‘Oh, but…’ and then had stared as if such an outlandish idea hadn’t occurred to him before. 
 
    Truly this society had been controlled by quiet courtesy for too long. They’d all but forgotten rage, greed and animosity. Felix hoped their enemy, being Flunian, was softer in personality than a human warmonger would be.  
 
    And yet somehow, he knew better. The device in his brain hadn’t been washed away by Flunian medicine. It clung in order to drain his strength and his resources from him. Felix felt this attack was personal, intimate like what’d so disturbed Maddix when she’d called it a ‘parasite’. He’d fallen unconscious, and, as if the device had reported to someone what his intentions were, his energy had been almost sucked dry before a day had passed.  
 
    Felix shook his head. The enemy couldn’t read his thoughts, after all. The tiny device had no way of ‘knowing’ anything. Perhaps it was because Felix had also been connected to the Featherfleet, that he’d declined so fast.  
 
    Back to thinking about their enemy, devices like the one in his brain had been kept busy draining all the power that could be found in the Blankensphere. It was obvious why. Their enemy was using time to gain more of a foothold. When enough power had been gathered, their enemy would act, and the Flunians were essentially unprepared. Since the Downthread and the Immaculate had to stay here as a supposed place of safety, they’d also be targeted. Perhaps going on the Featherfleet tomorrow and returning to the Blankensphere wasn’t any more dangerous than remaining right here.  
 
    He sighed. He needed to keep his eyes open on this mission and try to assist all he could. They had to find out something useful, and determine some way of stopping this enemy before disaster struck.  
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    From the side Shentarra looked like a taller version of Zinya, for her hair was black and thick framing the similar outline of her profile. Face-forward, however, the resemblance disappeared. Arresting eyes, a commanding nose, and a mouth set in a determined line. That Shentarra had the ability to outrun him, out-maneuver him and then cut him down if necessary was projected in the way she stood there. Poised at the ready, her gaze studied him until he was categorized as friend or foe. A full minute went by and he wasn’t sure, once she took a breath and moved to shake his outheld hand, which category he’d been placed in.  
 
    “So, we’ve been ordered to keep you safe, first thing,” she grumbled. 
 
    Felix felt she’d have a far easier time completing her mission if she didn’t have to babysit him. He tried not to shuffle his feet like he was still in school. “Just think of me like a piece of equipment which can’t get broken,” he responded.  
 
    “A very tall, hard-to-hide piece of equipment,” said the man standing next to her, but this man had a smile to give back as Felix switched handshakes. “I’m Leberus,” the man said. “I’m the Mission Specialist from the Downthread.” 
 
    “And I’m Tyen, from the Immaculate,” said the last man.  
 
    “Good to know you,” replied Felix, including them all in his grin. It entertained him to realize he actually was the tallest of their small group. Leberus wasn’t far below him, but the man had broad shoulders and a stomach packed with either muscle or a few too many hearty meals. He was pushing forty, Felix guessed, with both the spiky hair on his head and the stubble on his cheek turning gray. Tyen was about five foot ten, and medium everything, from his brown hair down past his average face and his size 9 boots. He was the sort, Felix could see from the flash of piercing intelligence in his face, to would stay quiet in the background until he leapt to surprise you.  
 
    Shentarra sighed. “We should get going, if you’re ready, Ti-ber Fetton.” 
 
    “Please, call me Felix.” 
 
    “Are you feeling up to going on this mission?” she persisted.  
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “This from a man who just rose from a hospital bed two hours ago?” 
 
    “I won’t slow us down, I promise.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” she said, as if she’d been hoping he’d change his mind. She turned and led the way out of Felix’s hospital room. He felt no regret leaving it behind. Waking up naked in an occu-pherence chamber with no identification or any other belongings had made him feel lost in the large Flunian city. 
 
    He received the communication hub which connected behind his ear from Tyen. “We’ve given one of these hubs to Maksio,” Tyen said. “Just in case the Flunians have anything to add to our mission and their communications don’t work inside the dark-out. But don’t worry,” he added with a wink. “They can’t hear everything we say. Only the official communications we make.” 
 
    Felix nodded and adjusted the hub behind his ear lobe. 
 
    “Have you traveled much in Flune, Felix?” asked Leberus. 
 
    “I’ve been here a few times, but I wouldn’t say I knew this city all that well.” 
 
    “The Flunians have already set our course with their beacons. Once we choose a spot and stop walking, the plates will carry us off to our destination.” 
 
    “That is different. Usually I’ve chosen my own route when I’ve come here before. Even if I just felt like wandering.” 
 
    “Flunian control is keeping a watch on all human movements,” put in Shentarra.  
 
    “Do they view us as a possible threat?”  
 
    “No,” answered Tyen for her, “they think we can’t take care of ourselves, like idiot children who don’t have the sense to stay off a ledge.” 
 
    Felix looked over at him. 
 
    “Forgive my attitude, but the Immaculate has been here for weeks. Ever-lasting courtesy on their part has been put up like a wall. We’ve hardly been able to get anything done.” 
 
    Felix laughed.  
 
    “What’s so funny?” demanded Shentarra. 
 
    “I’m impressed by my captain,” he answered. “I overheard him press through a sparring match with my doctor and a Flunian leader while I was stuck in the occu-pherence chamber. They were polite as they resisted him but, in the end, he got me released.” 
 
    “Captain Thames is a stalwart leader,” she responded.  
 
    Felix was touched. He very much approved she respected his friend.  
 
    “What was it like being in that chamber?” asked Tyen.  
 
    “Have you heard much about what happened?” asked Felix. 
 
    “We had a full report about you,” said Shentarra.  
 
    “Oh. Well, being in there was…” he shook his head, remembering the awful surges of cold that his treatment gave him.  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Difficult at times,” he supplied.  
 
    “Weren’t you paralyzed?” 
 
    “Much of the time, yes. But the doctor had to heal my brain damage. I’ll never forget how that felt.” 
 
    “Well, you won’t have to go through that again, right?” 
 
    “I hope not.” 
 
    Shentarra sent him a speculative glance. “Since you’ve still got that device in your head its possible, you’ll end up in the exact same place,” she said, “or worse.” 
 
    “Or I could die in the Blankensphere when the Featherfleet goes back out there,” he said, his voice dropping into sarcasm. 
 
    “Or you could die tonight, if our mission goes bad,” she added, and at last he thought he glimpsed the smallest crack of humor in her features. 
 
    “Ha,” from Leberus, “how about we could get crushed by malfunctioning plates, or disintegrated by some sort of weapon flash from the enemy?” 
 
    Felix laughed too. He liked this man.  
 
    Tyen was grinning as he pointed. “There,” he said. “That seems a good spot.” 
 
    They followed his finger to an empty spot in the plates. It was late and there was little traffic or movement. Shentarra nodded and strode forward. Leberus and Tyen dropped into line behind her. Felix took a deep breath first. He wondered at their seeming ability to instantly drop into a mission-focused attitude. He fell into place last, trying to keep up. They stopped on the plates and Shentarra pressed the communication beacon she’d been given.  
 
    “Ready,” she said.  
 
    It went fast. Once a plate delineated beneath them and rose up, they had to brace themselves to stand steady when it took off. Flunians could adjust the quickness of their plate travel but speed had been suggested for this mission. Just in case it made some sort of difference when they arrived at the edge of the dark-out. The cold breeze made them all put their hoods on their heads. The mission clothes were capable of keeping them warm in much colder temperatures than this, but breathing the cold air into his lungs still made Felix shiver.  
 
    Or perhaps it was the sight which soon filled their eyes. The plate beneath them began to slow down. When it came to a stop, they all stared for a moment. The dark-out area spread out large before them, it’s forms vague until they disappeared into the darkness just a few feet from their section of the city. There was a discernable line between that area and this. Felix’s eyes grew large. He’d heard somewhere the plates were made from a liquid which instantly hardened into whatever shape and size called for, and then sank back into level hard street when unused for too long. If the plates had no power at all fed to them, they flowed back into tubes beneath the city. Such was the case here. They could see the exact spot where the dark-out began, because the sleek, dull-gray of the plate-floor ended abruptly into dirt and rock. Buildings out there had just been set down where they’d been standing. Now their rooftops were crooked and tilted to reveal the uneven new foundation beneath the structures.  
 
    Shentarra was the first to turn on her light, which was built-into the chests of their jackets. “Angle the beam at our feet,” she said. “And make it dim but wide so to be less visible.” 
 
    They all obeyed and walked forward, and Felix was startled by the destruction which began to take over their landscape. The last scan taken from the device in his brain had shown them the source of their trauma was a few miles away. They knew what direction it was, and how far exactly, but having to weave in and through all the buildings would complicate their path. As expected, as soon as they traversed a few hundred feet into the dark-out they discovered the Flunian communications lost power.  
 
    “This is Shentarra,” their leader said. “Featherfleet, are you there?” 
 
    Felix took in a deep breath of relief when they were answered.  
 
    “This is the Featherfleet,” responded the voice of the Communication’s Specialist. “We hear you and can direct you, via scanning the device in Ti-ber Felix’s brain, to the source of the transmission.” 
 
    “Excellent,” said Shentarra.  
 
    “Heading 3.2 miles Northeast from your position.” 
 
    They began walking forward and slowly the darkness enveloped them leaving the lights of the city a landmark in the distance. Felix tried not to stare in every direction as they walked. Not all the buildings were standing. Structures didn’t like being dropped on uneven surfaces. Rubble, broken walls, leaning spires, and spillage of frozen clothing and forgotten possessions blocked their way. With concentration they had to circle, climb over and go around. At least they weren’t finding any corpses. Long minutes passed as they labored forward.  
 
    “Watch out!” commanded Leberus after nearly an hour had passed. They all jumped back just in time as an unstable wall crashed around them. Felix put his hands over his head and felt a few splinters strike him. Flunian wood was much like Orbon’s.  
 
    “Everyone all right?” snapped Shentarra when the dust settled.  
 
    In answer Tyen was ripping open a pocket from his jacket and pulling out a small med-kit. Felix could see blood on his hand. He hurried over and tended to Tyen’s wound as they stood in the rubble.  
 
    “This Insta-Stich will need to be removed and this gash repaired correctly when we get back,” Felix said a few minutes later.  
 
    “I know,” said Tyen in a slightly-strained voice. “Thanks.”  
 
    Felix nodded but was more rattled. First blood had been drawn on this mission and they hadn’t even reached the spot yet.  
 
    “Careful as we climb out of this rubble,” said Shentarra. “Felix, let us clear the path a bit first.”  
 
    Her face was grim and her darker skin angled with shadows as he met her eyes. He nodded and waited for them to pick their way out of the destruction in front of him, but he still had to slither and rattle to get away. They all did. They cleared the broken building and stood panting. They looked around at what was once a functioning neighborhood in this large city. Now weeks had gone by and the Flunian weather added to the deconstruct, it seemed to Felix very little of these homes and businesses could be saved. No wonder the Flunians were appalled at the mere thought of anyone walking through the dark-out. It hadn’t been revealed to the populace how very shredded the place was. Thames had said humans could run fast, but they’d have a difficult time running here. Felix thought the terrain so uneven in spots that it was even mountainous. Is that why the air was so thin and cold? Were all Flunians mountain dwellers? 
 
    Shentarra interrupted his thoughts. “Featherfleet,” she was saying. “We’ve lost our direction.”  
 
    But the reassuring voice of the Featherfleet’s Specialist kept them on track. “Turn 20 degrees East,” he said. “1.7 miles to go.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
                      Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
                                    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time they’d nearly reached the source of the device’s transmission, they’d fallen into silence. It was the no-speaking world of concentration which Felix found both helpful and also difficult if sudden communication was necessary, like shouting the words; ‘Watch out!’ 
 
    They came upon a blockade created by piled-high, broken bits of walls, old furniture and rubble unfamiliar to Felix, the building-blocks used by Flunians to construct their homes. The source they were after was behind this wall of trouble, which bowed out in a half-circle all around the area they needed to reach. They stopped short in surprise, however, staring beyond the obstruction before them. 
 
    The Blankensphere formed quite a backdrop. Back home in Orbon they often built structures or outposts in sight of the Blankensphere, but never this close. It was believed the dimension had taken over the atmosphere and had filled in the distance between ground and space. 
 
    There’d be no sneaking behind the barrier in that direction. Shentarra gestured and they all returned to the immediate problem. Leberus reached a tentative hand to test the fortitude of the wall of rubble, but that was a mistake.  
 
    Felix had forgotten words in his absorption. He yanked in position instead, grabbing the man around the waist and falling back with him out of the way. The rubble teetered and crashed at the spot they’d just vacated.  
 
    “Thanks,” Leberus murmured, once the rumbling stopped.  
 
    “All right, you two?” asked Shentarra, holding out a hand. They let her haul them to their feet one at a time. “Step back while we figure this out.” 
 
    They all slipped behind an undestroyed house which stood intact nearby. 
 
    “Might as well go inside,” said Tyen.  
 
    Shentarra shrugged and opened the door. Inside was shrouded in darkness but when they closed the window shades, they were able to use their focused-beam lights as lanterns. It was strange to see, except for a few dust motes floating around, this house remained a home inside. One could imagine the Flunian family slept in their bedrooms down the hallway. They drew out some chairs away from a table and sat down.  
 
    “Take some refreshment,” Shentarra said. They each pulled water and some protein from their packs. “Discuss freely,” she said, after she swallowed. 
 
    “Was anyone able to see the source through that heap of a wall?” Leberus asked. 
 
    “I saw a large building way back by the Blankensphere,” Tyen answered. “The ground appeared more level there.” 
 
    “Good eyes,” she said. 
 
    “But how do we get past that heap,” said Leberus. 
 
    “Seems like we’ve either got to shore it up or climb our way through it.” 
 
    “Or, we could knock it down,” said Felix. “Flatten a section so it can’t fall on us and then climb over it.” 
 
    “That sounds like a noisy option,” said Tyen.  
 
    “We already knocked part of it over. No alarm was raised. I’ll bet parts of that rubble shift all the time.” 
 
    “We’d be seen, after calling attention to the spot,” said Leberus. 
 
    “How? There’s no power here for lights to pick us out.” 
 
    “What about troops?” said Tyen. “This wall of rubble is vast. It must’ve taken a large crew to pile it up here in just a few weeks.” 
 
    “That rubble is piled high enough to be over our heads,” said Shentarra. “I’d think only machinery could do that. Perhaps our enemy has access to power the Flunians didn’t shut down.” 
 
    “There are more forms of energy available on a world than what the Flunians typically produce,” speculated Felix. “It’s likely the enemy has found a way to extend his power out to here.” 
 
    “We can’t see how our enemy operates without getting inside,” she stressed. 
 
    “If we knocked down parts of the rubble-wall intermittently,” went on Felix, “It wouldn’t be noticed like a long, concentrated crash.” 
 
    Everyone stared at each other for a moment. 
 
    “Any other options to suggest?” Shentarra asked. No one said anything. “All right then,” she said with a sigh. “Let’s go push down that wall.” 
 
    They put away their supplies and stepped back outside. Again, the darkness and cold took over. The height of the Blankensphere produced a gentle, glowing blue-purple color in the background. 
 
    “We should return to the spot we knocked down before,” suggested Tyen. “We’ve made a head start.” 
 
    “Agreed,” she said, but it wasn’t easy to pick out that spot. Rubble everywhere wasn’t much of a landmark. 
 
    “There,” Tyen said, pointing. “The blockade is flattened down more.” 
 
    They went to the edge of the wall. Shentarra sighed again. It was still over their heads. “Lights off,” she said. “The Blankensphere is enough to get by.” 
 
    They turned off their lights and waited for their eyes to adjust.  
 
    “I can see that structure we’re after now,” said Leberus. “It’s huge, intact, and not lighted.” 
 
    “We’ll take the time we need to get past this correctly,” said Shentarra. “We’ll be no use if one of us gets crushed.” 
 
    Felix swallowed. He didn’t point out that if he was knocked unconscious, he’d go into a coma like he’d done before. 
 
    “Let’s make sure this first part is stable to hold us,” said Tyen. “Give it a shove, Leberus,” he added with a grin.  
 
    “Just push it to fall away from us,” added Shentarra. 
 
    Crashing and climbing, it took a while for them to get over that wall. By then they all had scratches, and a few bruises too. They’d each saved one of the others, pulling them out or shielding them or just by being there. They weren’t a newly formed team that barely knew each other afterwards. They weren’t 3 highly-trained Mission Specialists and one, out-of-his-depth Ti-ber. They’d forged a bond of the moment, filled-in by dust, the grip of the person next door, and ragged persistence.  
 
    “Mark the spot of our passage,” said Shentarra, standing a few feet into the clear zone and pounding dust from her pant legs. “We don’t want to have to fight our way back out of here.” 
 
    “And if there are troops which might discover our marking?” asked Leberus. 
 
    “In all this time we’ve been in the dark-out, I haven’t seen a single other living being,” she responded. “I don’t think there are troops. They’d have to climb all over this mountainous mess to find our spot anyway. Featherfleet,” she added, turning her head. “Please take note of this exact position and direct us back to it at mission completion.” 
 
    “Your location is noted,” said the steady voice in their ear.  
 
    She nodded and looked at them. Her head tilted as she looked at Felix. “Ready?” she asked him.  
 
    “Yes, Sir,” he said to her. 
 
    She grinned. “You realize that wall wasn’t the hard part, right, Ti-ber?” 
 
    “Just a little evening exercise,” he said, shaking some dust out of his hair.  
 
    Leberus laughed and gave him a shove, which nearly knocked his thinner frame over. Felix shoved him back but his mood lightened.  
 
    “Come on, then.” said Shentarra. “Tyen, since you’re so observant, go first.” 
 
    “All right,” he replied, stepping in front. 
 
    They got quiet as Tyen slunk forward and they fell into line. Knees bent, torsos low, Felix tried to progress as quiet and as smoothly as they did. And with their hoods on and in their dark clothing he thought they didn’t stand out. The building they were headed for was in its own yard, set on a level foundation of stone, and located, it appeared, right up next to the Blankensphere. The rest of the Flunian buildings dwindled and they left them behind. There was no shelter for them to hide behind. They just picked up the pace in order to hurry across the intervening space as quickly as possible.  
 
    And suddenly they’d arrived. They leaned against the sturdy wall of the building. Felix tried not to pant too hard. He kept himself in good shape, but these were Mission Specialists and he couldn’t compare. Or perhaps the device in his head, now it was so close to home, was draining his energy again. He blinked and tried to keep sharp, scolding himself for admitting he was tired.  
 
    “There,” said Tyen, in a low whisper. They followed the path of his pointing finger. They saw, on an upper floor, a window shuttered tight, but which also had glints of light shining out at the edges. 
 
    “Somebody’s home,” murmured Leberus.  
 
    “Let’s find a window that isn’t lit,” said Shentarra. “We’ll go in that way.” 
 
    They had to go almost to the other end of the building, testing ground level doors and windows along the way. They were all sealed tight. At last they found two or three darkened windows. They chose the farthest one. 
 
    “Per-Tower,” said Shentarra. Felix stepped aside; his eyes wide. He’d heard of this procedure, but he’d never seen it done. ‘Per-Tower’ literally meant, ‘person-tower’, and was created when several team members stood on top of each other’s shoulders. They moved like a mechanism into place. Leberus on bottom, squaring off his feet and his shoulders, using the wall behind him to steady himself. He pulled an anchor out of a lower pocket. This attached to the wall until removed. Tyen next, with a one- two, and then turning forward when his feet stabilized on Leberus’s shoulders. Tyen attached an anchor too. Felix swallowed as Shentarra flowed with ease to the top of the stack. He wouldn’t have to stand on her shoulders at least. They all froze like a statue, sealed in place by their anchors and waited for him.  
 
    He took a deep breath and grabbed Leberus’ shoulders, stepping onto his knee and creaking upwards. Leberus’ hand was the second step, and Felix put his foot in, feeling Leberus brace as he pushed upwards. There wasn’t much room on Leberus’s shoulders with Tyen’s feet there, but he found a foothold on the edge and continued past his shoulders as well. Shentarra was on a level with the window, but she was facing forward to support him. He stood in front of her on Tyen’s shoulders and leaned to the side towards the window.  
 
    “What do you see, Ti-ber,” she said, clutching onto his lapels.  
 
    “I could break in with a pry bar,” he replied.  
 
    “Pocket against my left thigh,” she answered.  
 
    He leveled himself and then slid his hand down her side, and then down the side of her leg.  
 
    “Hurry up, Felix,” panted Leberus from below. “Quit cuddling with the woman up there.” 
 
    “Ti-bers get the best jobs on missions or ships, I’ve always felt,” he replied, retrieving the pry bar and moving past her face with a smile. 
 
    “Do Ti-bers like to die young?” she asked. 
 
    “No, Sir,” he said, still smiling. He got a good hold of the pry bar. It wouldn’t be wise to be clumsy and drop it. “Urh,” he grunted, fitting it and then prying till his arm shook. 
 
    “Put some muscle into it!” said Tyen, now panting too.  
 
    “RRhh!” said Felix, forcing the metal shield to comply. There was a scraping sound as the obstruction broke from its supports, and Felix barely managed to hold it so it didn’t crash to the ground. He got it back inside the window.  
 
    “Go in first, Felix,” said Shentarra. “No choice but to risk you.” 
 
    He agreed and then leaning over the sill, pushed off and slithered through the window. Bent at the middle he reached out his long arms to the floor and wheedled his legs inside. It wasn’t graceful, but he looked around in relief. The room was empty. He got up and then moved to pull Shentarra in next, but she was helping the others. She’d removed her weight off of Tyen’s, facing the wall, clinging to the window frame and a crack in the wall a few feet down. Tyen held onto her lower legs and turned and found a foothold a little lower. Leberus, now unburdened, turned and grabbed onto Tyen’s legs so he could climb up and over him. Up and over Shentarra, he allowed Felix to help him inside. Tyen next, up and over her, and then Shentarra last. The whole process from the ground to getting the four of them inside the building took less than five minutes.  
 
    Felix felt shivering down his back from extra adrenaline.  
 
    “Not bad for a first attempt, Ti-ber,” whispered Leberus and putting a hand on his shoulder.  
 
    “Hush, Leberus,” murmured Shentarra, drawing close.  
 
    He winked at her and to Felix’s surprise she leaned even closer to the man, a message of lazy welcome in her eyes. Then she pushed away and got back to business. Felix saw Leberus’s mouth form the word ‘Wow’, as he stared after her.  
 
    Tyen’s eyes were alight with amusement as he joined her. “Wake up, Leberus,” he teased.  
 
    Leberus didn’t reply, but soon the four of them were in a huddle. “Standard Infiltration Mode,” Shentarra ordered. “I enter the hallway first. Felix, move like we go and you’re last.” 
 
   
  
 

 He nodded. She didn’t give him time to feel nervous. Two seconds later she was at the door of the empty room, opening it very slowly. Dim light filtered in through the crack. She craned down to see outside, looking to the left and then to the right. Apparently seeing no one she stayed low as she opened the door further. She slipped out of the room they were in and disappeared where he couldn’t see. First Tyen and then Leberus crouched as she’d done and followed. Felix wished he wasn’t so tall. He slid out of the room, keeping the door from banging after them. They’d made it inside the enemy’s fortress.  
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    Down a hall they went, past shut doors and up ahead towards an open landing. The hallway was lit, but not with the typical Flunian lamp. Felix took a second to study a nearby wall-lantern, but was unable to discern the source of its energy. Leberus, aware he’d slowed, reached back a hand and tugged his coat. Felix followed. Shentarra paused and listened at every door but the silence inside defeated investigation. They went on. They reached the landing and then paused when the area opened up further.  
 
    This was a large open room filled with odd machinery and implements. A few open doors revealed rooms that were lit inside. Shentarra gestured and they all melted sideways towards the wall, trying to find cover. But they encountered something at the back corner by the windows.  
 
    It was about two-feet high, and it was an odd mechanism on wheels. It came rolling towards them as if directed. Shentarra backed out of its way, and then dug in her pocket for a weapon. She never got a chance to draw it.  
 
    Tyen was closest to it. Coming close they all stared down, for it seemed to be sparking. Looking closer Felix saw actually it wasn’t sparking, but circling erratically around it’s middle was a crawling, flowing mass of mechanical… well he didn’t know what they were. Countless individual bits of apparatus, fighting for space around the waist of the rolling mechanism. Like bugs, oozing, reforming, and melting back into the soup. Felix thought it was no wonder they all stood mesmerized pondering it before it struck.  
 
    Suddenly, faster than the eye could see, a shooting barb launched and struck Tyen in the neck. It was one of the few spots on his person where skin could be seen. Shentarra shot at it with her Laser-Spot gun, but the mechanism was unaffected. 
 
    “Auhh!” Tyen shrieked, a bark of agonized noise, as he jerked and flew backwards to land on the ground. “Get it out of me!” he begged, trying to scoot out of its grasp. The barb clung. In seconds he flailed and then passed out.  
 
    Leberus and Shentarra both leaped to his aid, but Felix cringed back when he saw the dreaded mechanism sent out two other barbs. The barbs butted up against Shentarra’s coat and then dropped to the floor. They sucked back inside the mechanism. 
 
    “Don’t grab it!” Felix yelled. “Don’t let it touch your skin!” 
 
    They glared back at him but listened. Leberus took up Tyen under the shoulders, and Shentarra clamped down on the rope of the barb attached to Tyen with her boot. Leberus hauled and separated Tyen’s limp body from the barb.  
 
    Instantly the barb detached, and the awful mechanism rolled back a few inches. The oozing, rolling mass on the tip of the barb flattened and went dark. 
 
    “Back out of here!” grunted Shentarra. “Before that thing strikes again!” 
 
    This was an order easy to obey. In the big room around them, Felix noticed, somewhere an open door shut. They cleared the area around the rolling mechanism, but they were unable to get down the hallway and find safety.  
 
    From ten different spots around the room, tall forms sparked into life. One of them had a voice, which sounded like an electric echo of a war cry.   
 
    “Look out!” Felix gasped.  
 
    Shentarra was amazingly quick on her feet, which was the only thing that saved her. She spun and faced an opponent unlike anything Felix had ever seen. In shape it was like a man, a human warrior slinging a weapon that sighed past her middle with a suddenly-formed blade like steel. Again, her Laser-Spot gun strikes seemed to have no effect. The angry red laser beams just passed right through her attacker. She whipped her knife out of a sheath from her belt.  
 
    Their weapons rang as they connected, and she was fighting a spark-warrior, not living but with body parts which formed and then solidified into glowing substance. Felix fumbled, trying to pull out his own knife, and the other spark-warriors in the room woke up and ran towards them. Leberus pushed Felix out of the way. He struck a spark-warrior before Felix was chopped.  
 
    Felix stayed low, which seemed to make him invisible. He crawled to Tyen. The man was deeply unconscious, slumped over like a bag of dropped laundry. Felix got his arms around his middle and began scooting, taking Tyen with him.  
 
    “Yes,” panted Shentarra, somehow taking note of his movements. “Get him out of the danger zone!” 
 
    It was hard to watch Shentarra and Leberus so outnumbered and yet fascinating at the same time. They were amazing fighters, both of them, dodging, slicing and shoving the spark-body parts away. And yet their opponents, although they didn’t move as quickly or with as much fighting ability, just lost cohesion where struck and then hardened up again without being destroyed.  
 
    Not so his teammates. Shentarra, in a disastrous moment where she moved to help Leberus get untangled from the grasp of a spark-warrior’s arm, was overwhelmed. Four of the creatures struck her at once. She dove backwards so far her head was bent to see the ceiling. She dropped and rolled, but a spark-warrior stomped down at the same moment onto her leg. Felix heard her bone crack. 
 
    “Ow!” she screamed, trying to get up. This made her an easier target and for a moment Felix lost sight of her behind the four attackers. When Leberus reached her side, he tossed two of the spark-warriors sideways so hard that they disintegrated a moment before reforming, Felix could see blood both on the side of her forehead and in a slash across her mid-section. He considered abandoning Tyen and trying to assist them, but he noticed something his two fighting teammates couldn’t see.  
 
    Felix scrambled to his feet and charged over. “There!” he roared at Leberus and Shentarra. “Look at the middle of their chests! That’s the only part of these creatures that doesn’t fluctuate! Strike them there!” 
 
    It was all the two of them needed. Shentarra was only able to support herself on one leg, but she pulled back her knife and aimed. Coming down hard she buried her blade, right into the middle of the closest spark-warrior’s chest. It was satisfying to watch the zaps around her blow, and then to see the whole spark-creature burst asunder. A flat disk of a device fell, cracked and defunct, to the floor. 
 
    Leberus pushed in front of her and got to work. Now he knew what targets to go for, the slower spark-warriors didn’t stand a chance. Zap! Burst! The man was like a machine himself. Fully concentrating, honed and angry, he downed the other nine creatures one right after another. Two minutes later electricity seemed to dwindle into smoke, leaving the big room empty again. The broken disks lay dark where they’d fallen. 
 
    They all stood breathing hard, looking around for another danger. Felix saw one, the little, mass-crawling machine was rolling towards them again on its two wheels.  
 
    “Shentarra!” Leberus cried, reaching her side.  
 
    “Out of here,” she gasped. “Back into one of those empty rooms in the hallway!”  
 
    Leberus nodded and swept her up in his arms. Felix crouched down and got a better hold of Tyen, dragging him along. It was a relief to leave the big room behind and get inside a small, unoccupied one. Leberus set Shentarra to stand shaking on one leg and went and shut the door. They’d survived this battle, but they still had to survive getting out of the fortress.  
 
    It was darker in this room and Felix turned on his light.  
 
    “Leberus,” Shentarra said. “It hurts and I can’t think straight. Take over.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Leberus replied. “Ti-ber,” he commanded, turning a serious face and meeting Felix’s eyes, “come help Shentarra.” 
 
    Felix nodded and hurried to her side, finding a sort of bench and helping her to sit on it.  
 
    “Stabilize them as much as possible, Felix,” Leberus said. “I’m going to scout the building.” 
 
    Before Felix could protest the man walked up to the door. He opened it, looked up and down the hallway, and then slipped out. Felix got to work on his patients. Shentarra had just one thing to say.  
 
    “Tyen first,” she sputtered.  
 
    He nodded and switched focus. Down on his knees he laid Tyen flat on his back. He opened a pocket and dug into his med-kit. He shined his light into Tyen’s eyes and checked his pulse. He planted a firm hand on the man’s chest and checked his respiration. He sighed and switched patients.  
 
    “Well?” Shentarra demanded.  
 
    “He’s alive and I can’t do much for him here,” Felix said, reaching for her chin.  
 
    “What’s that mean?” she growled.  
 
    “It means shut up and let me examine you,” he replied, and then smiled. “Sir.” 
 
    That got a ghost of a smile in return and she unstiffened a bit. He came at her eyes with the same light, wiped away blood from the cut on her forehead, and then crouched down to see her leg. It hurt her when he pulled up her pant leg, but she didn’t exclaim. He shone the light on the injury and ran his hands along it. He was relieved to find no open wound. He moved to her middle. The slash hadn’t cut all the way through the layers of her skin, but it was deep.  
 
    “I’m going to wash across your stomach with Cut-Cleanse,” he told her. “And then apply an Insta-Stitch in several places. It won’t be adequate for long, but it’s all I’ve got here. Afterwards, and including the Ready-Set I’m going to put on your fractured leg, you’re going to have to be carried out of here. No walking.” 
 
    “I’ll do what’s necessary to get us all out of here safe.” 
 
    “For now, you’ll let me decide,” Felix said, getting into his pack. He paused when she met his eyes. Her gaze was determined, but also frustrated. He put a hand on her shoulder. “First things first,” he said. “Let me treat you.” 
 
    She bit her lip but nodded. He applied the Cut-Cleanse on her wound, then the Insta-Stitch, and then the Ready-Set on her leg. She gasped a time or two but remained still and quiet through it all, except to wipe some beads of sweat from her lip with shaking fingers.  
 
    “Done,” he said, and they both breathed out a grateful sigh.  
 
    On cue Leberus came back in, just as Felix was pulling her shirt back down over her injury. The man’s eyes fastened with concern onto her flat stomach.  
 
    “How is she?” he asked.  
 
    “Stable,” Felix answered. “Her wound is wide across her stomach, but there’s not much blood loss and it didn’t affect any organs. Her leg is fractured but the bone is aligned, for now. She can’t be allowed to walk on it. Also, there’s a bump on her head, but she hasn’t thrown up or lost consciousness. We should keep an eye on it, though.”  
 
    Leberus nodded. “There’s a stairway through a door down the hall,” he said. “Downstairs I pried the seal off a big window. That’s how we’ll exit this building. How’s Tyen?” 
 
    Felix glanced over with a frown. “Not good,” he answered. “He’s in a coma.”  
 
    Leberus shook his head but stayed focused. He touched his ear. “Featherfleet,” he said.  
 
    “Featherfleet here,” he was answered.  
 
    “We’ve been attacked. We’ve got wounded and we require the second mission team to be sent out to help us. We’ll intercept with them along the way back.” 
 
    “Your position will be noted and the team is being sent out,” the calm voice said, except another voice talked afterward.  
 
    “This is Thames,” the man snapped. “What happened?” 
 
    “It’s complicated, Captain,” answered Leberus. “All four alive. Two of us are down and two of us will carry.” 
 
    Thames sighed. “I won’t keep you then. The second team is on the way.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” Leberus moved over to Tyen and grabbed his lapels. “I’ll carry him,” he started to say, “and you take…”  
 
    But Felix shook his head and leaned a hand out to stop him. “No sir,” he said. “We can’t go yet!” 
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    “What do you mean we can’t go?” Shentarra demanded. “Some other attack might be coming at us as we speak!” 
 
    “That mechanism which struck Tyen,” Felix said. “I think we have to capture it.” 
 
    “Capture it! Why?” 
 
    “Do you think the doctors will need it in order to know what’s downing Tyen?” asked Leberus. 
 
    “I think I already know what’s downed him,” said Felix. “The same devices like the one that’s implanted inside my brain. I’ve seen coma like this before,” he added. “I just woke up from it!” 
 
    “You think those devices are in his brain?” 
 
    Felix shook his head. “Not in his brain. I think many of them touched his skin and drained him of energy all at once. That’s why he sunk so fast.” 
 
    “We’re wasting time,” interrupted Shentarra. “We need to go!” 
 
    “But sir, listen!” exclaimed Felix. “Don’t you see? Those devices didn’t remain attached to Tyen. did they? That’s because they clung to the mechanism instead!” 
 
    “So, what?” 
 
    “So, it must mean that mechanism is a beacon for them. It draws those devices into itself!” 
 
    She blinked, but she was in pain, after all. 
 
    “Imagine what that could mean,” he spelled out. “If such a mechanism was taken out into the Blankensphere!” 
 
    Now her eyes grew large. “You mean that our ships could…” 
 
    “…Denude the Blankensphere of those devices, so we could ask the Flunians to locate our missing ship!” finished Leberus.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Felix in relief. “It’s just a theory and I could be wrong, but we might not get a second chance to enter this place. I’m afraid it’s worth the risk.” 
 
    They both stared at him for a second.  
 
    “How could we transport the thing anyway?” asked Leberus. 
 
    “Yes,” agreed Shentarra. “That mechanism sends out constant barbs. The wisest thing seems to be to stay away from it.” 
 
    “But the barbs hit your coat, Shentarra,” Felix said. “They fell-back ineffective. I think they only attach to skin.” 
 
    “You’re saying we wrap it up in our shirts?” asked Leberus. 
 
    “Two of our coats could form a bag,” replied Felix. “They’re designed to zip together, aren’t they?” 
 
    Leberus tilted his head and then looked to Shentarra.  
 
    “Just go get the awful thing,” she said with a wave of her hand. “I’ll stay here with Tyen. But if you two don’t return, I’m blaming you, Ti-ber.” 
 
    Felix swallowed as he straightened. He slid off his coat and handed it to Leberus, who, with a shake of his head, slipped off his own. It was cold in the building and Felix felt his body warmth start to leave him quickly. They opened the door and went out, Leberus zipping the two coats together as Felix turned off his light and they slunk down the hallway.  
 
    They didn’t have to go far. The strange-looking mechanism with its bug-crawling mid-section had chugged down the hallway in their direction on its two wheels. It’d come to find them.  
 
    Leberus sighted it and pushed Felix back with a firm hand. It was awful watching Leberus approach it, holding the coats out like a net. Felix started shivering so his teeth were chattering, from either the cold or from fear his idea would be the cause of an attack which wasted or killed Leberus. His stomach turned as the man drew close and a barb shot out from the mechanism to strike him. Leberus’ shoulder came up and the barb missed his neck, hitting his arm and then sliding back from whence it came.  
 
    “Rahh!” Leberus shouted, falling forward with speed. He threw the coats like a bag, over the mechanism’s head, tugging until the coats surrounded it down to the ground. He pinched the coat-bag shut around it. The mechanism fell over inside the bag and Leberus pulled out a Stretch-a-rope from his side pocket. He wrapped the bag closed with several turns of the rope and then tied it tight.  
 
    Felix stared at the thing. He could see it was still moving inside, for a rolling, bug-like wave lifted the material underneath. Leberus tugged the bag. It was heavy, but he was able to drag it. He paused to glance at Felix. “Got it,” he said. “Now let’s hurry out of here.” 
 
    Back in the room Felix sat with his back to Shentarra and got his arms around her thighs. She clasped his shoulders and he stood up with her attached to him piggy-back. She held out her damaged leg straight in it’s Ready-Set.  
 
    How Leberus managed to carry Tyen over one shoulder and drag the wretched coat-bag along with the other arm Felix didn’t know. At least exertion kept them from freezing as they left the fortress in relief a few moments later. Past the open yard there were just a few buildings left on this side of the semi-circle wall of debris that faced them. The warmth of the wounded companions they were carrying across their backs helped keep back the cold too.  
 
    Leberus paused, set Tyen to lean against a house wall, and found a flat, smooth piece of rubble with a broken stem like an arm. He put the coat-bag on it and tied it in place with more Stretch-a-Rope. He took up Tyen again and had an easier time dragging the mechanism in its makeshift sleigh.  
 
    Crossing the huge wall of debris, even when the Featherfleet had directed them to the flattened spot, was a torture to all of them. Leberus was invaluable. By the time they finally cleared the rubble Felix was in awe of the man’s strength. Tyen, Shentarra, the coat-bag; Leberus lifted and carried them all, inch by inch and over every individual broken bit of obstacle. When Shentarra protested she could do more, he snapped an order to hold still in a steely voice.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” she mumbled, and subsided. She just lifted her arms after that, allowing him to cradle her carefully as Leberus moved them all over. He wouldn’t even let Felix heft the bag.  
 
    “No!” he growled, when Felix tried. “We’re supposed to keep you safe!” 
 
    At last they left the rubble behind. Leberus wiped sweat off his lip with the back of his hand and moved to sling Tyen over his shoulder again. Felix got Shentarra attached to his shoulders to ride piggy-back. Leberus stood near the coat-bag sleigh, ready to heft it with his other hand.  
 
    “Featherfleet,” he said. “Compare our location with the second mission team.” 
 
    “The second mission team is located 1.2 miles, 20 degrees West,” the voice replied. “They’re coming right for you.” 
 
    Leberus nodded and turning, strode in the proper direction. Felix got a good hold of Shentarra’s thighs and followed him. He tried not to pant in weariness after Leberus was doing so much.  
 
    It was a relief, a few minutes later, to see beams of light piercing the darkness and bobbing along towards them. The second mission team was a welcome sight. Felix had to get around a broken wall of masonry, but he was smiling. He was just glad he hadn’t been too much of a detriment on this mission.  
 
    Two hours later Felix was there when Shentarra and Leberus gave their report. Tyen was currently in the Occu-pherence chamber, for Felix’s supposition had been correct. He’d been nearly depleted of energy and his coma was almost as deep as Felix’s had been. A large group of people were in Shentarra’s hospital room. She was sitting up in bed, her leg in a Flunian cast and her mid-section treated. The slash and the cut on her head would barely leave a scar, she was told. Flunian pain reliever was also efficient, for her eyes were clear and she was calm. Felix and Leberus were wearing Flunian robes, which were sufficient to keep them from cold while they stood inside. 
 
    The three captains were there, as well as the three 1st officers. Doctor Travis and Doctor Ingram were there also. Maksio and a few more Flunians stood together on the other side of her bed.  
 
    “Report,” said Thames.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Captain,” she said first thing, “but we were unable to catch sight of our enemy.” 
 
    “You got inside the fortress, though,” said Thames. “Surely you must’ve seen someone.” 
 
    “No one alive,” she countered. “At least not flesh and blood alive,” she added under her breath.  
 
    “You brought back that strange contraption,” put in the Downthread’s captain. “What for?” 
 
    “This Ti-ber made us,” Shentarra said, sending a grin in Felix’s direction. 
 
    The Downthread’s captain didn’t catch the joke. “I’m getting tired of hearing about the Featherfleet’s Ti-ber all the time,” he complained. “May I remind you we’ve got a ship of crew lost out in the Blankensphere? I know exactly what they’re facing right now, due to the fact just a short while ago I was facing it myself.” 
 
    “And it’s my crew’s mission to find that ship, not yours,” growled Thames, taking back over the conversation. “Specialist Shentarra,” he said, “Go on.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. I’ll start at the beginning. We approached the source of the transmission, being sent from the device in Ti-ber Fetton’s brain. I won’t bother describing the desolation we had to move through to reach the spot. The building the source is housed in is all the way back, pressing against the very wall of the Blankensphere. There were no other structures located the same. I find it difficult to believe the Flunians’ aren’t aware of exactly who owned and perhaps still dwells in that building.” 
 
    “We know about that building, of course,” answered Maksio. “It has a lot of history, but currently, no one dwells in it.” 
 
    “Someone is certainly using it,” replied Shentarra. “But to go on, there were three barriers, or traps, set against us. One, there was a mountain of rubble forming a wall which stretched in each direction around the fortress.  The rubble was unstable and caused us difficulty in getting over it. Two, once we entered the building the second barrier approached us. It was that dangerous mechanism we brought back with us. We didn’t know what it was but it struck Tyen and downed him in seconds.” 
 
    “And the third barrier?” prodded Thames.  
 
    She shook her head. “I’ve never seen anything like it, sir. They were like ghost warriors that rose up from nowhere and sparked like energy. Our Laser-Spot guns had no effect on either them or the mechanism we’ve captured. We had to fight these warriors like… well, they looked almost human.” 
 
    “Leberus,” said Thames, turning. “Do you concur?” 
 
    “I do,” agreed Leberus. “These energy fighters rose to human height, and fought with sparking arms. They stood on non-substantial legs. They all had the same level of competency though. They swung and bent and attacked like a clumsy, first-year warrior. Shentarra and I held up well against them, for a while. But there we were outnumbered, and our blows caused them no injury. They didn’t tire. In time, if we’d had no way of escape and had to keep fighting, they would’ve defeated us.” 
 
    “And how did you escape this threat?”  
 
    Leberus sent a glance Felix’s way. “It was the Featherfleet’s Ti-ber,” he replied. “He noticed the energy warriors’ weak spot. He told us where to strike. If not for him in that moment,” Leberus concluded, “we might not have gotten out.” 
 
    “In your official report,” said Thames, “you’ll make a note detailing how to fight these energy warriors, and specifics on how to defeat them, in case we run into them again. Make sure all of our ships have that information.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” they both replied.  
 
     “Continue, Specialist Shentarra,” said Thames.  
 
    “These three barriers were enough to stop our advancement into the enemy’s interior, Captain,” she said. “If my mission team had been larger, perhaps we could’ve gone on. Nevertheless, I regret to report, we didn’t sight the enemy, as I said, and we didn’t comprehend any of the strange equipment or mechanisms we did see.” 
 
    “I won’t call this mission a failure, Specialist Shentarra,” said Thames. “You weren’t sent inside to defeat our enemy with a team of only four. What you did see, and encounter, may tell us much.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I just wish I didn’t have to bring back a team member in such bad condition.” 
 
    “The Flunian doctor assures us Tyen will be all right,” said Thames, and his voice was bracing. “Move on from your upset and talk with us so we can glean what information we can.”  
 
    “Yes, sir,” she said, laying her head back against the pillow.  
 
    “So, we don’t know how many enemies oppose us,” said the Downthread’s Captain. “Is the building large enough to house troops?” 
 
    “If so, we didn’t see any troops,” she responded. 
 
    “But we theorized, when we were still outside,” put in Leberus, “that it would require troops to build that massive wall of rubble we were facing in such a short amount of time.” 
 
    Felix, although after the Downthread’s captain had complained against him he was inclined to stay in the background, felt the need to speak. “Not necessarily,” he said.  
 
    “What was that?” said Thames, turning to him. “You wanted to say something?” 
 
    “Forgive me, sir, for interrupting. I just mean we theorized the rubble-wall must’ve required troops to build it before we encountered spark-warriors.” 
 
    “’Spark-warriors?’” 
 
    “Uh,” he fumbled, his cheeks going red. “I called them that in my head but of course it might not be the best description of them…I mean….”  
 
    “Never mind,” said Thames. “I get it. You think those sparking, energy warriors the team encountered could’ve been used to construct the rubble-wall?” 
 
    “I’m thinking someone capable of making warriors from energy might be able to move rubble around,” replied Felix in a dry voice, and then added, “sir.” 
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    “Specialist Shentarra, you’ve given your initial report,” Thames said. “Draw some conclusions, please. How many people do you think oppose us?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I thought there must be troops at first too, but not now. I think there’s just a few, or perhaps there’s just one.” 
 
    “And why do you think that?” 
 
    “If the enemy had troops, why would they set traps? It’s often a cornered person which lays snares. I’m thinking if we’d managed to advance further, we might’ve encountered more surprises.” 
 
    “Ah. I agree.” 
 
    The group of them fell silent, and Felix nodded in relief. Shentarra was wise, and she’d had training from a military perspective.  
 
    As the humans stood pondering, a Flunian spoke up for the first time. “But I don’t understand,” Maksio said. “You humans speak of ‘Energy-Warriors’, fighting your people and moving walls of refuse around. That doesn’t make sense. There is no energy in that section of our city. May I remind you we’ve cut the power? Our enemy has been subsisting in the dark-out zone. He couldn’t light his building, much less create energy creatures out of thin air. Perhaps walking the journey through the cold, noxious air to reach this building, caused your mission team to hallucinate. Or more likely, they just didn’t comprehend what they were seeing.” 
 
    Shentarra turned a blistering gaze to the Flunian leader, and he blinked rapidly and fumbled to apologize. “I meant no disrespect, of course,” he sputtered. “There’s no shame if humans are out of their depth in Flunian territory.” 
 
    Felix sighed. He was going to have to interrupt again. “Ahem,” he said, clearing his throat. The tension in the room all switched over to him. His cheeks flamed again.  
 
    “You’ve got another theory you want to share, Ti-ber?” snapped the Downthread’s captain. 
 
    “Sorry, Sir. I just have an observation.” 
 
    “Out with it.” 
 
    “Our Flunian hosts must agree with one fact,” said Felix. “There are devices, seeded throughout the Blankensphere, disrupting their beacons. These devices attach to our ships. They drain the ships, and people too if they get one inside them, of energy. This power the devices take is transmitted. We followed that transmission, back here to Flune.” 
 
    The obvious meaning dripped from his words. 
 
    It was the Flunian leader’s turn to look discomfited. “Oh,” he said, “of course.” 
 
    “In other words,” said the Downthread’s captain, “our enemy, after sucking the Blankensphere near-dry, must have more energy than he knows what to do with.” 
 
    Thames was holding in a smile, Felix could see. Fortunately, Flunians didn’t tend to pick up on the subtleties of human expression. “Let’s continue,” went on Thames. “Shentarra, you brought back that mechanism with you. Although small, it’s certainly dangerous.” 
 
    “Our scientists are examining it,” said Maksio. “It’s a crude weapon, and easily defeated.” 
 
    “It was effective when it attacked Tyen,” said Leberus. “We barely got it away from him in time to save his life.” 
 
    “It took you by surprise,” said Thames.  
 
    “It was on a level with the ‘spark-warriors’, as Ti-ber Felix called them,” Shentarra observed.  
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “I mean,” she said, “in the same way the spark-warriors had rudimentary fighting skills. It seems to me our enemy has more ability to design devices than to understand battle strategy.” 
 
    Felix was impressed with her. Still, one didn’t become the Featherfleet’s primary Mission Team Specialist without being smart.  
 
    Thames nodded, and turned. “Felix,” he said. “Tell me why you insisted on bringing back that mechanism?” 
 
    Felix swallowed, ignoring the Downthread’s captain, and explained why. What he thought the mechanism could do, and how a mechanism like it could be used to clean the Blankensphere of the devices that were inundating it. When he was done talking everyone in the room seemed frozen, their eyes glued to his face.  
 
    “You mean that, if we…” stuttered Maksio, “…but that could actually work!” 
 
    “Unless I’m wrong,” qualified Felix.  
 
    “Somehow,” said the Downthread’s captain, shaking his head, “I’ll bet you’re not wrong.” 
 
    “I hope not, sir.” 
 
    “Ti-ber, you’re either a lucky bumbler, entangling yourself into every sticky situation which comes near you, or you’re an irritating asset, that can’t be got rid of.” 
 
    “Give him some time and he’ll manage to kill himself,” Thames grumbled.  
 
    “What was that, Captain?” asked the man in surprise.  
 
    “Nothing. Let’s break this meeting up and let Shentarra and Leberus get some rest, and with our gratitude. You captured that mechanism, which has the potential to save lives. Plus, you went into the middle of a mess of snares, and brought your team back out again. Good job.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain.” Shentarra said.  
 
    Thames nodded and took the crowd out with him. Felix couldn’t help but sigh a breath of relief when they were gone.  
 
    “What’s the matter, Ti-ber?” said Leberus, clapping him on the back.  
 
    “I think your captain hates me,” he replied, and then, holding up his hands, “but don’t tell him I said that!” 
 
    Leberus just laughed. “You don’t agree you’re irritating?” 
 
    “I may’ve been called that a few times in my life.” 
 
    “You earned the title tonight,” said Shentarra. “By being a know-it-all.” 
 
    “You knew a lot of answers too!” 
 
    “Don’t let it bother you,” she answered. “They would’ve come to the same conclusions as us in time. We just had to deal with the questions first.” 
 
    “Still,” said Felix, rubbing the back of his neck, “I don’t think I’d be cut out to do your job very often.” 
 
    “Ha,” said Leberus, “you didn’t do so bad, Felix. I was glad we had you along.” 
 
    Felix felt a sudden wash of emotion, and his voice was scratchy when he answered. “Thanks,” he got out. “You two were the ones who really accomplished everything. I appreciate you saved me from, well, that I didn’t get myself killed, like Thames thinks I’m destined to do.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare get killed,” said Shentarra. “And, why don’t you go get some rest like we were ordered to? That device is still in your brain, right? And draining your energy like before?” 
 
    “I would,” said Felix, and he had to admit it. “Except I don’t know the way back to my quarters.” 
 
    “Ha ha,” laughed Leberus. “Come on then. I’ll show you. Shentarra,” he added, as they reached the door. “I’ve got a few things I want to say to you. Later, I mean.” 
 
    “If I allow you to get a word in edgewise,” she said. 
 
    They said goodnight and left her. Felix thought as he followed Leberus out into the cold of a Flunian night, he was missing his coat. The Flunian robe wasn’t sufficient to hold out drafts. Still, it was good to let the plates sweep them away through the Flunian city and transport them to the dock where the three human ships could be spotted, grounded and parked in a line of large proportions.  
 
    “There’s your ship,” said Leberus. “Your face is blue. Better get out of the cold.” 
 
    “You’re chilled t-too,” he stuttered. 
 
    “I’ve got more muscle on me.” Leberus held out a hand. “It was good to meet you, Felix,” he said.  
 
    “You too.” 
 
    “We’ll get together sometime. Share stories.” 
 
    “I’d like that.” 
 
    Leberus nodded and if he felt the cold it didn’t show. Felix watched his casual form walk away, before a shiver traveled up his spine and overtook his chattering teeth. He hurried towards the Featherfleet’s cargo hold, and pointed his face at the screen.  
 
    “I’m T-Ti-ber Felix,” he said. The screen recognized him and the door whooshed upward. He was soon hurrying down the Featherfleet’s hallways, headed for his quarters.  
 
    The ship looked different. Lots of storage was being moved around, he could see. After all, the Downthread’s crew had been relieved to return to their own ship as well as the Downthread’s Sheet Stream Specialist, who’d now awoken from the coma and gone back to the Downthread with his girlfriend. Felix heard the man was still thin and weak but was expected to recover. 
 
    The Featherfleet was being recrewed only from volunteers willing to make a near-suicide run back out into the Blankensphere, so some people he’d gotten to know had also packed their things to remove them.  
 
    It was quiet and the lighting had a blue tint to it, denoting it was late at night. Felix felt a mighty yawn take him and he stretched his long arms above his head. At last he reached his quarters and entered in, and there was his bed as he’d left it, days ago. He no longer knew which day it actually was but there were his clean sheets, and his comforter made of quality material. Into the bathroom he took a hot shower and came out dry and almost warm. Crawling into bed and under his covers the last of the shivers died away. He only hoped some new emergency wouldn’t arise to disturb him for a while. He was soon asleep.  
 
    He woke up to the sound of his screen, calling for him. It was the next morning. He got up and leaned down over it with bleary eyes.  
 
    “Ti-ber Felix here,” he said.  
 
    “There you are, Ti-ber,” Commander Igali answered in a stiff voice.  
 
    “Hello sir. I hope I didn’t take too long to answer.” 
 
    “Just a few calls. I understand if you’re tired. Nevertheless, I’ve been ordered to deal with this complaint against you before we leave on our mission this afternoon.” 
 
    “Oh. All right. When and where would you like me to report?” 
 
    “I should have you report first to the Infirmary, Ti-ber.” 
 
    “Really, sir? But I feel fine.” 
 
    “So, you haven’t heard then.” 
 
    “Heard what?” 
 
    “About Statistician Torn. He’s taken a turn for the worst. His stomach injuries are more extensive than he realized. He’s unable to go on the mission today because of it and he says you’re responsible.” 
 
    “But it’s been days since the Downthread struck us and Statistician Torn was fine! If I’d missed something then why didn’t he report to have it checked out sooner?” 
 
    “Are you asking me, Ti-ber? I’m the one making accusations right now, correct?” 
 
    Her voice sounded strict and Felix swallowed. What was happening?  
 
    “I’m sorry, sir,” he answered.  
 
    “Report to my office in twenty minutes,” she said, and the screen went dark. 
 
    Felix got dressed and then dragged a comb through his unruly hair. He resisted calling Zinya, or Miguel. With a sigh he left his quarters and hurried down the hall till he located Commander Igali’s office. He showed his face at the screen and the door whooshed upwards.  
 
    She was sitting behind her desk, and there were several screens nearby, all turned towards the chair in the center of the floor. She indicated he should sit there. At her direction several of the screens activated. One showed the Bridge Records Specialist and a screen reflecting several viewpoints. A second activated and showed Torn, lying in a bed in the Infirmary. Felix tried not to stare, for Torn’s condition was a marked difference than the last time he’d seen him.  
 
    The man was pale, and he was wearing patient pajamas. The bed had mechanisms keeping alerts on his various internal systems.  
 
    Commander Igali started speaking. “I hereby convene this session, in which a Complaint is lodged, investigated, and the decision is made as to its validity. Who is here with me? State your name to be recorded.” 
 
    “Bridge Statistician Initt Torn,” spoke up the patient first thing. 
 
    “Ti-ber Felix Fetton,” he said next.  
 
    Another screen activated and it was Dr. Travis. He spoke his name for the records as well as the Bridge Records Specialist. 
 
    All present, Igali got right to business.  
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    “Complaints Issued are these;” Commander Igali said. “That Ti-ber Fetton, under orders from Captain Thames to attend to fallen Bridge crew and deal adequately with their injuries after the SST Featherfleet and the SST Downthread collided, was in fact negligent in his service. That, due to personal feelings of dislike towards Statistician Torn combined with favoritism towards Bridge Statistician Maloree, Ti-ber Fetton was rude towards his patient, therefore behaving in an unprofessional manner. Are these complaints I’ve listed correct, Specialist Torn?” 
 
    “Except my title should be ‘Bridge Statistician Torn’ instead of Specialist Maloree listed with that title, then I…” 
 
    “According to the official Bridge crew classifications, your title is as listed,” Commander Igali said, talking over the top of him. “Bridge Statistician Maloree is not a part of this Complaint.” 
 
    Torn frowned but at her raised chin, responded. “Yes, sir,” he grumbled.  
 
    “Ti-ber Fetton, do you understand these Complaints?”  
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Then the investigation will proceed. Dr. Travis, could you please describe the condition of your patient, currently?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Specialist Torn reported to me this morning complaining of weakness and stomach pain. Upon examination, I found his stomach was deeply bruised and there was internal bleeding, which is a serious injury. This blood loss required surgery to repair and will cause the patient to be unable to work for several days. Soon he will be transferred to the Flunian Infirmary, because the Featherfleet will be dispatched on its mission.” 
 
    “Should Ti-ber Fetton have been able to note such a serious injury on the night of the incident?” 
 
    “This amount of damage should’ve been evident,” Travis said. Felix noticed the doctor wasn’t looking at him.  
 
    “I see,” said Igali. 
 
    “That being said,” went on Travis, “the incident occurred some time ago, and although Medical has been very busy since then, the patient himself must bear some responsibility for waiting this long to receive treatment.” 
 
    “The patient’s behavior isn’t what we’re examining at this time, Doctor,” responded Igali. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Travis, subsiding. 
 
    Commander Igali turned, and her stern eyes lived up to the nickname. “Ti-ber Fetton,” she said. “Do you concur with Doctor Travis’ assessment of the situation?” 
 
    Felix swallowed. He was shocked to see Torn like this. Was it possible he’d been inadequate, for after all, he really did dislike the fellow? But the best pathway out of this was the truth. He tried to appear confident. “Doctor Travis has superior medical knowledge,” he replied. “His assessment of the patient’s current condition is bound to be correct. However, he wasn’t the one who examined Specialist Torn immediately after the incident. I was. I queried the patient about where he was feeling discomfort. The man showed me his stomach and although he indicated tenderness was felt, there were few visible signs. Certainly, there wasn’t the bruising Dr. Travis is seeing now.” 
 
    “Do you deny you were negligent, then?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I examined the patient as well as I was able.” 
 
    “Let this divide be shown in the records,” said Igali. She turned. “Dr. Travis, I can act as a witness in this matter. I don’t know what Ti-ber Fetton saw that night, or if he decided to ignore his patient’s serious injury. But I can say Specialist Torn has been on the Bridge regularly since the incident. He hasn’t missed a single shift until this morning. He wasn’t pale, nor did he show any signs of discomfort while working. Can you explain to me how that might be possible?” 
 
    “It would be possible if the patient exhibited great efforts to hide his discomfort or if…” Dr. Travis paused.  
 
    “Yes, Doctor?” Igali insisted.  
 
    “…If the patient had an internal injury which existed before but worsened later. Then, after Ti-ber Fetton after told him he was fine, if he went on working as hard as usual, he might have reinjured the weak spot where it was vulnerable.”  
 
    “And do you have any method to determine the exact progression of what might’ve occurred with his injury?” asked Igali. 
 
    “Yes, sir. I can tell you the bruises on his stomach appear fresh as if they’d occurred no more than a day ago. My colleague, the second doctor on the Featherfleet, concurs.” 
 
    “Fresh? Explain, please.” 
 
    “In the timetable of a bruise, the first coloration is different than the last. If this bruising had existed right after the incident, it would be yellow now, or perhaps gone to brown, the last shade.” 
 
    “And what color are the bruises now?” 
 
    “Reddish-pink to black and blue,” Dr. Travis answered promptly. “Please note for the records.” Up on several screens, pictures of Torn’s bruised stomach appeared. 
 
    “This indicates to you his stomach injury was delayed? That perhaps overwork caused it to worsen later?” 
 
    “It seems to indicate that, yes. Or he had a second injury on top of the first one.” 
 
    “Can you state which categorically?” 
 
    “No, I’m afraid not. I can’t say, just from my examination, exactly what transpired and when. I can only tell you his condition is concerning now.” 
 
    “Thank you, Doctor. Let it be recorded there’s no conclusive evidence to suggest Ti-ber Fetton ignored an obvious injury on the night of the incident.” 
 
    Torn perked up. “But that isn’t what the record should show!” he protested. “I’m hurt! Ti-ber Fetton was supposed to attend to me! Obviously, he didn’t!” 
 
    “Ti-ber Fetton reports he attended to you properly, and you say he didn’t,” Igali answered. “Although there is evidence you’re injured now, there’s no evidence which proves you were this badly injured then. Two witnesses have stated your injury is more recent. One is your doctor, and the other was me, when I explained you were working without any indication of discomfort all of your shifts since the incident. Therefore, since the accusation Ti-ber Fetton was purposefully negligent can’t be proved, we’ll proceed to the second part of your complaint.” 
 
    Torn just glared.  
 
    Igali went on. “Ti-ber Fetton, were you rude to your patient?” she demanded.  
 
    “At most I was curt, sir,” he responded.  
 
    “Curt?” 
 
    “I wasn’t thinking of behaving like a Ti-ber, there to deal with emotional trauma. I was thinking of attending to several patients and their physical wounds, and worried about what the ship was going through.” 
 
    “So, you deny you acted unprofessional?” 
 
    “Yes, I do. I’d barely met this man when the ships collided. I hadn’t time to grow the dislike he thinks drove me. I would’ve treated his injury if it’d been visible, and I didn’t say anything rude or unkind.” 
 
    She turned. “Specialist Torn, in what way was Ti-ber Fetton rude to you? Please note an attitude of ‘curtness’ doesn’t apply. In order to mar his record, specific willful or overtly injurious words would be required.” 
 
    “He…called me names,” Torn stuttered.  
 
    “What were these names?” 
 
    “Disparaging names.” 
 
    “And these names were….” 
 
    “Unprofessional. I can’t tell you what they were, exactly. He muttered them under his breath.” 
 
    “Is this true, Ti-ber Fetton?” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    Igali’s face was stiff, but Felix felt emanations of impatience, even though he didn’t have his ears on. She was obviously annoyed. She turned to the Bridge Recording Specialist. “Please show us the recording of the incident in question,” she said.  
 
    On one of the screens the scene played out, of the chaos on the Bridge after the two ships had run into each other. The sound was of all the voices speaking and the viewpoint was from above. But there was Felix, moving from one patient to the next. It was odd to see himself from this perspective. He looked tall, thin, agitated. His hair was a mess. The screen showed him come over to Torn and crouch down next to him. Of their conversation, no words could be picked out. But he was asking after his patient, his face attentive as he listened, and there he was leaning forward to examine Torn’s arm and then his stomach. He sat up and spoke words too quiet to be distinguished on the recording. Then he got up and moved on. There was nothing to show he’d been full of dislike or ‘curtness’. In fact, the only face which showed darker emotions in the recording was Torn’s.  
 
    Igali thanked the Recording Specialist and then turned. “Dr. Travis,” she said. “Were you able to evaluate Ti-ber Fetton’s examination from watching this recording?” 
 
    “Somewhat.” 
 
    “What conclusions can you draw?” 
 
    “That the patient was sitting up, and seemed alert. That Ti-ber Fetton did look at his stomach and press the prescribed spots for an examination of that kind. That the patient did not appear to be in the severe amount of pain or discomfort which I would expect from how his condition is now.” 
 
    “Thank you, Doctor. Let it be stated into the record no other close witness of the incident was found. We can’t corroborate either person’s version of what was said during the examination. Therefore, this closes my investigation at this time unless further evidence is provided later. Do the two combatants in this case concur?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Felix.  
 
    “Inadequate,” muttered Torn. 
 
    “What was that, Specialist Torn?” 
 
    “It’s obvious you’ve decided which person to favor, ma’am,” Torn said in a slightly louder voice. 
 
    “Call me, sir, Specialist, as is correct when talking to a superior, male or female,” she snapped.  
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “I hereby close this investigation. According to the 2nd Officer’s Handbook, ‘unless a Complaint of unprofessional behavior, abuse, or negligence can be proved by valid evidence, or more than one corroborating witness, then the Accused will be released of all possible consequence. Similar Complaints in the future are to be noted by degrees, each succeeding Complaint requiring fewer proofs to be valid.’ Ti-ber Fetton, I will record no mark against you in this case. However, this is a first Complaint brought up on an otherwise clean record. If a second appears, you will be examined more closely and with less tolerance.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, thank you,” he said, trying to hold in his relief. He hadn’t realized till now just how much this Complaint lodged against him had been bothering him. 
 
    Torn didn’t share his pleasure. “This is outrageous!” he sputtered. “I’m lying here in the Infirmary! That should be proof in itself! It’s obvious this whole ship is being mismanaged!” 
 
    “Further notes for the record,” Igali went on. “This Complaint, accompanied by the patient’s serious injury, was valid if wrongdoing had been proven. However, if the Complaint was lodged arbitrarily, or because of malice against the accused, a reverse Complaint could be lodged. During these many emergencies, I, as the Second Officer on board the Featherfleet, have been excessively busy and required to continue my duties despite being injured myself. Specialist Torn,” she said, “all crew, especially those aspiring to be Bridge Specialists, should be aware of the Complaint process and how to prove it. I don’t have time for squabbles. Because of your injury I won’t investigate you for now, nor mar your record with a Complaint of Issuing a False Complaint.” 
 
    “But that sounds like you think I complained just because…” sputtered Torn. 
 
    “Because of what?” 
 
    “Because I don’t like Ti-ber Fetton, or something!” 
 
    “If you’ve got a complaint you can’t corroborate, there are other means of dealing with your problems. In other words, waste my time in such a way again, and my reaction will be swift. It will be your record with a mark. Do you understand?” 
 
    Torn’s face was white, and his fists were clenched. But he nodded. “Yes, sir,” he said.  
 
    Igali thanked everyone and leaned forward. The screens all went blank.  
 
    Felix looked up and met her eyes. He could tell she was tired.  
 
    “Ti-ber Felix,” she said.  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Captain Thames, if my investigation went in your favor, wanted you to report to the Bridge. If you’re still willing to go and that device in your brain is still transmitting, we leave on our mission back into the Blankensphere in a few hours.” 
 
    He got up. “Yes, sir,” he said. He knew better than to thank her again, which might imply he felt she’d favored his side on purpose. He left her office with nothing more than a polite smile.  
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    Felix was on the Bridge several hours later when the Featherfleet stood ready to leave Flune and sink into the Blankensphere. He’d been in his office for most of the time, seeing a few last-minute patients. He dispensed what comforting items and bits of advice he could, in view of all the uncertainty which surrounded them. After all, sinking into the Blankensphere was always a risk. Maddix had come in, needing to be shored-up at the thought she might connect to the Blankensphere out there and pick up another device if worst came to worst. She’d nodded earnestly at everything he said, but he could tell she’d already dealt with most of her fears. She’d just come to him to complete her inner mind shield.  
 
    Actually, this journey was to be more complicated than what he’d thought it would be before. The Flunians had gotten behind their mission. They’d examined the device which had been brought back from the dark-out zone of the city and found a way to develop a large sop, which their ship could drag through the Blankensphere. Although the dimension couldn’t be mapped without the Flunian ability to attach their beacons, still they were able to distinguish between Blankensphere free from devices and Blankensphere still infected. They could soar along the edges, clearing clutter from the sea.  
 
    Their mission was to denude the Blankensphere of as many of the draining devices as possible, and in the process have an easier time locating their lost ship before it was too late.  
 
    With that in mind, the three captains had gotten together and come up with an unprecedented plan of action. The Featherfleet, the Downthread, and the Immaculate were going to fly through the Blankensphere side-by-side, each dragging a huge sop behind them. The three ships would be tethered together, again, by a Flunian technology which Felix hadn’t heard of.  
 
    Crew had therefore been reassessed. As always, volunteers would go only; any crew which didn’t wish to risk their lives out in the Blankensphere was to remain on Flune during the mission.  
 
    They were almost ready to set off and Felix wandered over to stand by the Runner’s Station. He still had his own station by Zinya, but he wasn’t as comfortable in his used captain’s seat as he’d been before. He had bad memories of the coma he’d fallen into there and the cure that’d been required.  
 
    Miguel sent Zinya a few reports and then smiled over at him.  
 
    “You still here, Felix?” he teased.  
 
    “Didn’t you know? Ti-bers are hard to get rid of.” 
 
    “I’ve become very fond of you, just recently, you see. As well as every other crew member on our three ships.” 
 
    “You just like me for the device in my brain.” 
 
    “Popularity comes and goes, right Ti-ber?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Felix,” said Zinya, walking by. Her voice was low and her eyes sparkled. “I like you.” 
 
    Felix blinked, watching her bend over a screen casual like she hadn’t said anything at all. Miguel just chuckled. 
 
    “Uh,” Felix said, to change the subject. “How did this plan happen so fast, anyway? It feels like I went to bed in the mountains and woke up in the desert.” 
 
    “I think the Immaculate’s captain was eager to leave Flune for a while. I heard he was the one who came up with the new plan.” 
 
    “It’s exciting and efficient, but are they sure it’s a good idea?” 
 
    “The device in your brain is still transmitting. I’ve checked it myself. With those tethers all three ships should be able to get back to Flune if the sops don’t work.” 
 
    “And how did they get enough crew to volunteer? I heard there was barely enough to skeleton crew this ship much less two others.” 
 
    “It seems volunteering on a heroic mission to save a lost ship next to masses of fellow crewmen appeals more than remaining back on Flune like a coward,” Miguel answered in a dry voice. “The more which volunteered, once news got around, the more that were eager to. It seems there’ll only be three humans left on Flune.” 
 
    “Still, the mission is likely to be dangerous. No matter what brought on the bout of bravery, it’s impressive.” 
 
    Miguel looked sideways at him. “I heard even Specialist Torn changed his mind about coming last minute. He requested coming back on board, saying “the Statisticians on the Bridge needed an adequate leader and he wouldn’t disappoint them, despite his mistreatment.’” 
 
    Felix noticed those working around them grew silent. He glanced at Zinya and saw that she was irritated by what she heard. “Miguel, I’m sure he didn’t say that,” he scolded.  
 
    A voice spoke from behind him and he jumped.  
 
    “Yes,” concurred Commander Freds. “He really did say exactly that. He also said he intends to lodge several complaints when we get back to Orbon. He’s going to prove favoritism was shown towards you because the Captain is your friend, culminating in mismanagement by Commander Igali, and affecting Bridge operations, since he’s unable to supervise where desperately needed, thereby affecting all the crew and the success of our mission.” 
 
    Felix shook his head in amazement. Was Torn so committed to his sense of grievance he was willing to take on the whole Bridge crew?  
 
    “That’s enough gossip, you two,” said Thames, who was walking up to his own station.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Freds, but Felix caught the edge of the man’s smile. A few minutes later Thames gave the order to set off, and all chatting on the Bridge stopped as the ship moved away from the dock on Flune to settle into the Blankensphere. They were on their way out to find the SST Ripplewhite, the last missing ship.  
 
    Over the next day and a half, they were both frustrated and encouraged. The good news was their plan worked, and the sops sucked in all the microscopic devices efficiently. There weren’t any of the devices attaching to the hulls of the three ships because the sops were so attractive. It seemed like they had to find their missing ship soon, at the rate at which the Blankensphere was being cleaned. 
 
    The upsetting thing was even though they picked up so many devices, still they couldn’t capture or examine even one of them. They didn’t understand how they operated or how so many had multiplied to riddle the Blankensphere, for it had been deemed too dangerous to keep them alive. As soon as their sops drew the devices in, they all quit operating due to a small exposure to oxygen the device would receive at the sop. It was good they were dead, but it didn’t help in understanding their mystery. 
 
    And suddenly, two mornings after they’d left Flune, the beacons on board their ships started working. Like turning on the power to a darkened room, the steady sound of many beacons filled the Bridge before the Specialists muted them. The beacons placed on their prows were ready to direct them back to Flune whenever they turned in that direction.  
 
    Felix held off on requesting the device in his brain be removed. He’d wait until they got back to Flune in one piece, unless his increasing weariness and appetite for naps grew to an alarming amount.  
 
    It was another long day before at last they discovered what they sought. Everyone on board the three ships were anxious by now, and Felix wasn’t the only Ti-ber who was busy attending extra patients. Some of the crew were reporting nightmares, especially those which had loved ones on the SST Ripplewhite. They all feared the worst, that when they found the Ripplewhite it would be too late. Cold, dark, and full of dead crew. 
 
    They were traveling at Exploration Speed, which was fast if you were on the ground, but slow enough out in the Blankensphere to come to a stop almost immediately. Felix was just leaving Medical, for he’d been given, as the third doctor on the ship, charge of a large Infirmary of his own. All three ships had prepared to take in almost seventy patients each, just in case the beds were needed. Doctor Travis now ruled the large lounge, turned into an Infirmary for him and able to house thirty patients. The Second doctor on board had charge of the main Infirmary and Travis’ offices, which were now set up to house 21 patients. That left the lab, which had been used by Dr. Ingram when she was on board, to be the third Infirmary ran by Felix. It had 17 beds.  
 
    He was walking down the corridor towards his Ti-ber office, for he had a patient coming in for a follow-up visit. Suddenly the ship’s alarms started blaring and Captain Thames’ voice barked all throughout the ship.  
 
    “Brace yourselves!” he said.  
 
    Felix moved to get low and hold onto the wall, but the ship threw him to the floor anyway. They come to a very sudden full-stop, but he wasn’t sure if they’d struck anything or not. He got to his feet and hurried down the corridor to the nearest screen.  
 
    “Ti-ber Felix,” he gasped.  
 
    “Report to Gathering Station 1,” the ship’s automated voice told him.  
 
    “Hello, Conce,” he grinned and saluted. “I’m on my way.” 
 
    He turned to walk on but a honeyed voice speaking to his back stopped him in his tracks. 
 
    “Hello to you, too, Felix,” it purred.  
 
    “What?” He turned back to the screen and studied it. Was that his imagination, or were there two eyes staring at him in the depths behind the glass? Two, long-lashed, over-the-top-luscious eyes? 
 
    He blinked and the screen was normal. No voluptuous voice was talking to him. He shook it off and tried to forget about it. He had to hurry and help. He started jogging, both to make up for the wasted moment and to leave behind the unsettling delusion as well. Was he more tired than he realized? 
 
    By the time he arrived at Gathering Station 1 he’d decided he must’ve imagined it. He refocused on what was going on. There was Commander Freds, Mission Specialist Shentarra, a team under her and Doctor Travis with some of his nurses. The Gathering Station was the Super-Lock door they were going to use to dock with the Ripplewhite if they found it. Felix knew they must’ve encountered the ship without striking it. He could feel the Featherfleet moving slow, in a circular fashion, angling to align this door with the corresponding Super-Lock door of the Ripplewhite. A bridge would extend, clamp them together, and then provide air, warmth and light, for them to cross over.  
 
    “So, we found the ship then?” Felix asked whoever was closest.  
 
    “Yes, and it seems completely dark,” the woman, who was a Specialist for Shentarra, replied.  
 
    Shentarra moved over to him. “Here, Ti-ber Felix,” she said. “Apply the Ward-Coat.” 
 
    A Ward-Coat application was like putting a cloth bag on your head and drawing it down to cover your toes. Once you were encased it melted in and turned transparent, but the thin layer protected you from the cold. She handed him it’s corresponding Insta-Air-Mask next.  
 
    Now ten of them stood there, wearing their masks. Shentarra was to lead the mission onto the afflicted vessel, Freds as the authority who’d report back to the Captain, Travis and his nurses to assist any victims medically, Shentarra’s Specialists for muscle, and Felix in case of someone having severe emotional trauma.  
 
    Ti-bers were required in missions such as this one, where probable loss of life in a wrecked ship was expected. Sometimes a survivor might be resistant to help, or one of the rescuers more affected by corpses than they thought they would be. 
 
    The ship stopped moving, and they heard the Super-Lock door motivate.  
 
    Shentarra turned to them. “Stay in line, lights controlled so we all can see, and stick together,” she ordered them. They heard her voice through the air masks. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” they all acknowledged, even Freds. 
 
    “Protocol for a ship preserving life on the last bit of power is simple,” she reminded them. “If the crew on board the Ripplewhite followed it, we should find them in the center lounge of the ship.” 
 
    Felix nodded. In severe cases of power outage, the ship would be shut down one system at a time, and when the engines could no longer function forward, the crew was to move to the center of the ship and wait for rescue. They would be put in medical hibernation, laying close together for warmth. In that way they’d breathe less, and survive until the very last bits of air and heat were used up.  
 
    The Super-lock clunked and the bridge was extended. A light at the door lit orange, and then green. Shentarra held up a hand, until the line of people behind her stood still and ready. Then she opened the door into the Ripplewhite.  
 
    According to plan, the other two ships the Featherfleet was tethered to should be curling around and also aligning their Super-lock doors to two other vantage points on the Ripplewhite. They each had prepared extra infirmaries too and similar mission teams to assist. But the Featherfleet’s team would be the first to learn how bad the situation was.  
 
    Shentarra nodded and Felix tried to steel himself. It was his job to be emotionally strong. He adjusted his ears so he didn’t pick up on other people’s emotions, swallowed and hoped they hadn’t arrived too late. It would be crushing, after all they’d been through to get here, to find the Ripplewhite’s crew dead and frozen.  
 
    Shentarra set off and they followed her first across the lighted bridge, and then watched as she opened the Ripplewhite’s Super-Lock door. The screen allowing access was dark, so she used a combination code, like a key. With help from one of her Specialists the big door relented and was pushed open. Shentarra’s leg and other injuries still existed, but Flunian medicine allowed a broken bone to be stitched in a few days. Shentarra trotted forward now, and if she felt any lingering pain from her previous injury, she didn’t show it. The line of followers trotted at her heels and Felix was one of the last. He directed his light so it would reveal where he was headed but not supersede what those at the front of the line needed to see. The mission to discover what had happened on the Ripplewhite had begun.  
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    The Blankensphere wasn’t as cold as outer space, but the airless corridors on board the Ripplewhite were pitch dark and brittle. Shentarra had studied maps of the corridors inside this ship. Felix was impressed she didn’t get turned around or lost. Unerringly she veered right, left and straight ahead until the correct passageway was reached. They stayed close behind. At last the center lounge appeared before them, and was indicated by a closed and locked door. It didn’t have the power to whoosh open, but Shentarra had been given the combination for it. When she and her teammate had the door ready to open, she turned to the rest of them and gestured. 
 
    Felix had already been instructed on what to do. They were to hurry inside and shut the door as quick as possible, once she gave the signal. They wanted to prevent the room inside releasing the air and remaining heat out into the corridor for as long as possible. They watched her upheld hand, and her fingers counted down for them, 3,2,1. She opened the door, proceeded them inside, and they flowed into the lounge. The door was shut behind them.  
 
    Felix blinked. Plumes of breath hit the cold air around them. They all turned in various directions, revealing the parameters of the lounge with their lights, and its furniture was pushed and crooked tight against the far walls.  
 
    And there were the crew. So quiet and still, turned on their sides, spooned together with their heads on their packs, and their blankets over top. Ten rows of twenty, the people of the Ripplewhite had laid down to rest away their last hope; that they would be rescued before it was too late.  
 
    Felix swallowed and stood tall. He stepped forward with Dr. Travis, the other doctor, and the two nurses. Dr. Travis started at this end, and Felix hurried all the way to the other. The rest of the medical helpers spaced themselves in between. He found the last crew member, which just happened to be the Ripplewhite’s Captain, and lying next to him, the Ripplewhite’s doctor still holding the Hiber-Sleep in her hand which she’d used to put the crew into hibernation.   
 
    He knelt down and felt for a pulse on the Captain’s neck. It took a few seconds but…. Relief flooded him. The man was weak, but if this one had survived there’d be more alive, surely. He stood up and waved at Shentarra, noting Dr. Travis and the others were finding live crewmates as well.  
 
    Just then the door into the lounge opened, and Leberus led in the team from the Downthread. On his heels was the team from the Immaculate. 
 
    Moving 200 crewmates down icy corridors towards 3 different ships wasn’t an easy task. But they’d had days to plan everything. Each ship had 25 stretchers to use. Each ship designated 50 people strong enough to carry the patients. Each stretcher was color coordinated.  
 
    From the Featherfleet, Shentarra’s team would lead the rescuers back and forth. Felix had been busy checking each patient’s pulse at his end of the room. He was exultant by the time he met up with Nurse Wilsie. None of those he’d checked on were dead. He rose and grinned at her, watching as the next phase of the rescue was put into action. They didn’t have time for triage, for each patient had to be placed on a stretcher, covered warm with an air mask for the trip down the cold corridors, and quickly before what air was left in this room dissipated completely.  
 
    The 50 carriers from the Featherfleet flowed in first and crowded the lounge carrying their corresponding supplies. Out in the corridor behind them he could see the rescuers from the other two ships lining up to wait their turns.  
 
    Felix was soon immersed in work. Since he had the Captain at his end, everyone came to join him. Help move the patient onto a stretcher. Cover the patient and secure their oxygen. Verify the oxygen was functioning and give the rescuers the signal.  
 
    With everyone helping, including the medical teams from the Downthread and the Immaculate, the first 25 patients were ready to be moved. Shentarra lined them up and waved for them to follow her. The line of stretchers went off towards the Featherfleet.  
 
    Into the lounge came the 50 rescuers from the Downthread, and again they all bent, lifted, succored, and verified that those 25 stretchers were ready to be moved. Leberus went out leading his group. It took nine trips total and the lounge was thinning out its last heat and air with the remaining patients. Felix nodded at Dr. Ingram, who was leaving the lounge with the Downthread’s last load of stretchers. The Immaculate’s load followed after. Felix had been chosen to help search the deserted lounge once the last of the hibernating crew had been taken, and make certain no other human, alive or dead, inhabited the large room.  
 
    He shone his light ahead of him and went to the far corner, looking behind the bar counter which placed there. He bent down and checked low, under the shelves. He rose up again and froze in amazement.  
 
    A beautiful woman stood there, languid and smiling at him. He blinked but her image didn’t go away. She was about five feet tall, voluptuous, and dressed so none of her generous curves were covered very much.  
 
    “Hello, Felix,” she said in a sultry voice. “Wouldn’t you like to stay here with me?”  
 
    He shook his head. She was such a clear-looking apparition, for that’s what it had to be! He saw she was Flunian, was not wearing a coat, and had no oxygen. Was she real, after all? He reached out a hand to touch her, expecting to feel the weight of her skin but his hand passed through the space. 
 
    He got out of the cramped area and tried to pay enough attention to clear the rest of his section. At least the lusty Flunian phantom didn’t follow him. At last he finished up next to Shentarra and Leberus. He felt a little sick inside that something must be wrong with him, but still he stood for a moment next to them and studied the now-empty lounge.  
 
    Felix imagined he could feel the emotions which must’ve permeated this room. Shivering crew, some terrified, some beautiful in their nobility, and all no doubt grieving the lives about to be lost. How desperate a Captain had to be to lay down and leave his ship to the mockery of fate. Felix wasn’t sure, with the almost complete loss of power, what it would take to make the Ripplewhite capable of soaring through the Blankensphere again. He’d heard, through Thames, they wouldn’t be dragging it back with them to Flune at this time. They still had to get the crew from four ships to a safe port. They’d attach beacons and leave this ship vacant and floating in the thick currents of this odd dimension, and return for it when and if their current state of danger passed.  
 
    Shentarra was the first to move. She reached a hand down, and Leberus took it in his own. Then, they separated and with a nod, they left the lounge.  
 
    A few minutes later Felix reentered the Featherfleet, removed the Ward-Coat and the Insta-Air-Mask and smiled at Shentarra as he handed them to her. 
 
    “You’re amazing,” he said to her. “Didn’t you have a broken leg?” 
 
    “No,” she grinned back. “You must’ve imagined it. And what about you? Don’t you have a parasitical device in your brain?” 
 
    His smile faded and the memory he was delusional flooded back into his mind. 
 
    Her head tilted. “What’s the matter, Ti-ber?” she asked, turning back to him.  
 
    He swallowed. He wasn’t hiding his disquiet very well. “I’m… uh, experiencing some symptoms.” 
 
    “Symptoms? Of what?” 
 
    “Of Parasitical-Device-Psychosis,” he joked. She didn’t have to know he was serious.  
 
    She smiled. “Is that all?”  
 
    “I’m probably just sleepwalking and I haven’t realized I’m not wearing any pants.” 
 
    She grinned. “None of us have been wearing pants, Felix. You fit right in.” 
 
    “Now I’m really confused.” 
 
    Her smile faded too. “I’d escort you to the nearest Infirmary, but aren’t you the one running it?” she asked. 
 
    “I’d better hurry along and get to it, too,” he agreed. “I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    She said goodbye, but she had a small crease of curiosity on her forehead as she watched him walk away.  
 
    Seeing to the needs of seventeen unconscious patients took all his concentration. Dr. Travis came in at first, just to make certain he could handle it. Then one of the nurses came in and aided him in hooking the patients up to fluid, nutrition and monitoring. 
 
    “I’ll return with some help later and bathe them, Ti-ber Felix,” the man said. 
 
    “Thank you,” Felix replied.  
 
    After that he was left alone in his makeshift Infirmary. All he had to do was to keep his patients stable.  
 
    He went around and picked up their ID tags and learned about each one of them. All the tags had personal recordings, telling who they were and their position on the Ripplewhite, and then finishing with notes to their loved ones. He watched a few of these and then realized he was invading their privacy. He admonished himself but he was tired. It’d been a long day.  
 
    Once his patients were as well tended as he could make them, he sat down with a yawn. There wasn’t an extra bed in the room, but there was a sofa pushed up against the wall which called to him. If one of the patients had trouble an alarm would off. He went to take a nap.  
 
    It seemed no sooner had he closed his eyes than he was overcome with a powerful and disturbing dream. This time there were two scantily-dressed females. Again, they were Flunian. In his dream, one came and got in the bed with him and the other stood over him smiling. They both moved closer with sultry purrs, but their touch was cruel. One held him down with arms of steel, and the other started smothering him. He struggled in his sleep, trying to break through the wall into wakefulness. Sleep clung like the Flunian woman’s fingers. Finally, he sat up with a roar, gasping for breath and damp with sweat. His back and shoulders ached as if he was covered in the bruises created by the invading delusion’s grasp.  
 
    After that he avoided the sofa like it was infected. He spent the next twelve hours researching hibernation and how to treat victims affected by it, seeing his own Ti-ber patients by having them report to his Infirmary, chatting with the other medical personal and inviting Miguel and Zinya to have dinner with him.  
 
    “Come keep me company in my exile,” he begged them.  
 
    Finally, Dr. Travis caught on to him.  
 
    “Felix,” he said, “you look pale. Since when have you had any sleep?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he lied. It was recommended that patients recovering from hibernation be left to wake up naturally, although that could take up to 24 hours. He wanted to be there for them, and besides, he hadn’t had a delusion since his nightmare. He thought the delusions only happened when he was alone and undistracted. He made sure he kept busy until his patients started showing signs of returning awareness. 
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    The three ships had been flying back to Flune with no trouble following the beacons. They hadn’t been able to completely denude the Blankensphere from those devices, but their pathway back was clear so far.  
 
    Felix stumbled as he headed towards his quarters. His seventeen patients had all opened their eyes and said something to him in scratchy voices. Although he didn’t envy the medical doctors the difficulties of their career choices, especially after being trapped in his Infirmary so long, he had to admit to feeling a giddy glow when all of his patients came to. He grinned at Travis and the man had laughed with him, before excusing him.  
 
    “Go get some rest,” he said. “You did a good job here, Felix.” 
 
    Now he felt woozy as the corridor leading to his quarters seemed to stretch and bend in front of him. Perhaps he was so tired he wouldn’t dream. He clung to this hope as he showed his face at the door and it whooshed open.  
 
    He went in and sat on his bed and it was like the delusion was angry he’d made her wait so long.  
 
    The Flunian woman. He recognized her now. Even when she’d had a partner in his nightmare, this same apparition had appeared to him every time, from the first instance when he’d seen her eyes reflected in the screen to when she smothered him in his nightmare.  
 
    Now she came and glared at him, underdressed and trembling in rage. She didn’t bother speaking to him or waiting for him to lay down. She just grabbed his head, her hands wrapping around it like a band.  
 
    He burst from his bed and the illusion disappeared, but the throbbing in his head remained. He put his hand to his temple and cursed in frustration.  
 
    He had a fever. At least, since he had to give up pretending, he’d accomplished what the ship had needed him for. With a sigh he leaned over his screen. 
 
    “Dr. Travis,” the man said, a moment later. “Oh, yes, Felix, what is it? Are you worried about a patient?” 
 
    “No, I’ve got a new patient for you to see.” 
 
    “Yes? Who’s that?” 
 
    He frowned. “Me,” he admitted. “There’s something wrong.” 
 
    A short while later there were two men shaking their heads at him.  
 
    “You say he’s got a fever?” Thames turned and demanded of Dr. Travis. 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” the man said. “102.8 and climbing.” 
 
    “And he’s having hallucinations?” 
 
    “So, he says.” 
 
    “Blast it, Felix! Why’d you wait so long to say something?” 
 
    “At first I thought I was just tired.” 
 
    “And now, by degrees you’ve been getting worse?” 
 
    “I was busy with my Infirmary and…” he began but then looked away. “No, you’re right,” he confessed after a moment. “I should have. But I was needed and I wanted to be there for the crew from the Ripplewhite.” 
 
    “We’ll talk about that later,” Thames said. “The stupidity of your reasoning, I mean.” 
 
    Felix raised his eyebrows at the insult. 
 
    “I’m talking as your friend now, and not your Captain.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, shut up then, Thames. I’ll bet in the same situation you’d be more stubborn than me.” 
 
    “Ahem,” Travis interrupted with a smile. “I’m thinking Felix’s main problem is he hasn’t allowed himself to sleep.” 
 
    “Those busty brazen women tried to smother me when I went to sleep,” Felix complained. “It was all I could do to wake up.” 
 
    “’Busty, brazen women’?”  
 
    “I mean, my delusions.” 
 
    “I’m not sure we need to know what you fantasize about.” 
 
    “Ha ha, laugh all you want,” he growled.  
 
    “Thank you, I will.” 
 
    “Those women stand out, you see, or I wouldn’t have mentioned them.” 
 
    “They ‘stand out’?” 
 
    “Because they’re Flunian. Don’t you see what I’m getting at? Why would I fantasize about Flunian women instead of women from home or people I know?” 
 
    “Who can understand the strange underlying psyche of a Teddie Bear? We medical doctors often wonder.” 
 
    Now even Thames was grinning.  
 
    Felix chuckled. “Fine. I guess I won’t tell you my theory then.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t stop now.” 
 
    “What I’m wondering is this. Perhaps my hallucinations aren’t me losing my mind. Perhaps they’ve been sent to me. Through the device in my brain, I mean. Sent by someone from Flune. Although my psyche might not produce Flunian women to fantasize about, perhaps the inventor of this device does.” 
 
    That wiped the smiles from their faces. 
 
    “You’re saying this is a purposeful attack against you?” from Thames. 
 
    “Well, think about it. We’ve been clearing the Blankensphere of a large number of devices with our sops. The one who seeded the Sheet Stream with them has been affected. If he’s smart enough to invent these devices in the first place perhaps he’s able to deduct some of our movements. Or maybe he’s been able to learn about us through other means.” 
 
    “You think he can send a transmission back through this device to strike you?” 
 
    Felix rubbed the back of his neck. “Or I could be affected by plain paranoia,” he admitted. “Another symptom of oncoming mental illness.” 
 
    “Your delusions may be about Flunian women instead of human ones because your subconscious feels the threat is coming from Flune,” Travis pointed out. 
 
    “That’s true.” 
 
    “Well, whatever’s causing it, the answer seems simple,” Thames said. “It’s time to get that device out of his brain.” 
 
    “No!” said Felix, clenching his fists in sudden frustration. “I knew you’d say that!” 
 
    “Of course, I’m saying that. It’s an obvious conclusion.” 
 
    “Not until we get back, Captain. We might pass through a section of the Blankensphere still coated with devices and lose our beacons.” 
 
    The truth of this statement gave them pause for a few seconds before Thames thought of an answer. Felix spoke again before the man had a chance to open his mouth.  
 
    “Besides,” he went on. “What if my theory is true and this is an attack from our enemy? Don’t you think we should at least ponder his movements and why he’d bother to go after me? This device might have something to tell us about how his mind works and what he plans to do next.” 
 
    “Nervous energy has kept him awake too long, Dr. Travis,” Thames said at last, turning from him. “I think you’re right.” 
 
    “I can give him something to help him sleep.” 
 
    “I can’t go unconscious, remember Doctor?” Felix snapped.  
 
    “Sleep not coma. It’s what you need no matter what.” 
 
    Felix rubbed the back of his neck again. He couldn’t resist dreaming forever. “Can I stay here, then?” he asked, looking up at him. 
 
    “You mean you want to stay in my Infirmary instead of going back to your quarters?” Travis asked in surprise. 
 
    Felix nodded. “Attached to a monitor,” he said. That way he knew Travis would keep him from being smothered by dream battle-maidens. 
 
    “Now I know something’s wrong,” Travis said to Thames. “It would have to be for Felix to say that.” 
 
    They made a temporary agreement not to remove the device in Felix’s brain until after he slept, unless his condition worsened. Dr. Travis made him a bed from a spot vacated by one of the crew from the Ripplewhite which had woken from hibernation early. Felix laid back on the pillow with relief, kicking off his shoes and accepting the blanket Travis gave him.  
 
    “No more secrets, Felix,” Thames ordered on his way out, and, “Keep me updated on his condition, Dr. Travis.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” they both acknowledged. Felix’s eyes blinked with weariness as he watched the door whoosh down after the Captain left.  
 
    Dr. Travis wandered away to get his monitoring equipment set up, but Felix didn’t last to notice it being attached to his vein. He passed out asleep and it seemed to be deep enough to resist delusions, for a while.  
 
    Felix’s dreams were taken over. He saw a variety of different scenes, all on Flune. There were silken lawns, oval-shaped ponds, and furniture arrangements for engagement in the symmetrical environment. Each scene was like a stage, where the play was ready to begin. A table for two set with plumed glasses, meant for elegant seduction. A flat blanket laid out for a picnic on velvet grass. A series of bedrooms, all with different-colored coverlets and backgrounds. A feasting table with a cushioned seat at the head and a ring of smaller seats for the less-important.  
 
    And battle scenes appeared, with piles of destruction to the right and the power-ship of victory to the left. A courtroom with humble seats for the jury and the judge, but a podium like a throne for the prosecutor. A balcony meant for a king to lean over and make a speech to cheering subjects. 
 
    All the scenes needed were the people to populate them.  
 
    But Felix felt no anticipation to see the scenes play out. Instead his heart began to pound with dread. Somehow, he knew only one person was meant to be the center of all the action. One master to compel attraction to a series of docile bedmates, and a single protagonist who got to win all the battles.  
 
    All of a sudden, his eye was drawn to one of the table scenes. A person was sitting there, and she turned and glared at him. It was the Flunian woman, her attributes all but falling out of her wispy bits of clothing. 
 
    “That’s enough peeping out of you!” she stormed, her face enraged.  
 
    He began to understand something. His consciousness had creeped into a place where his opponent didn’t want him to go. The transmission which was used to send him delusions could also be pushed the other direction. In his dream Felix spoke. 
 
    “Who’s the one who made you?” he asked. 
 
    “Someone strong enough to crush you,” the Flunian woman sneered. “He’ll punish you if you try to interfere.”  
 
    “So, he’s a ‘he’?” he asked. “Not a woman like you?” 
 
    “You won’t learn anything else!” she gasped. Although her face was gorgeous and her animosity intense, his eyes drifted away from her to look around. 
 
    “What is all this?” he asked.  
 
    “Stay away!” she spat.  
 
    He ignored her and moved on. He walked onto the stage of all the scenes. He saw a door in the background and he strode toward it.  
 
    “No!” the Flunian woman hissed. “Stop!” 
 
    As he approached the door his surroundings began to change. He was on Flune, and although the plates were firm under the buildings, there was no movement. The populace was lined outside, filling the streets. Thousands of them, stretched back farther than the eye could see, and each with wide, vacant eyes. An outer ring was visible around them sparking with painful energy, like a rope had them hemmed in.  
 
    An emotion about the Flunians was revealed to him, although his enemy tried to keep him from deciphering it. These people were nothing more than cattle to be made use of. He saw a new shore open up, and the edge of a colorful sea. They were near the Blankensphere. Some of the people were placed in a chamber, with Blankensphere waves coating the walls. Spark warriors followed them. The door to the chamber was shut, and when it opened, the Flunian people came out again, only now they were changed. They were a mix of spark warrior and Flunian. The spark warrior part of them made them pliable, like they were sculptures to be molded into any form.  
 
    He stumbled and the vision around him changed. He looked around and realized he’d seen this hallway before, in the fortress buried in the dark-out section of Flune. He knew he just had to reach that door, the one at the end of the hallway where the enemy had been hiding behind all the barricades. That would reveal everything. This enemy had a weakness, for he was made of flesh and blood. 
 
    All of a sudden, a spark warrior burst into life in front of him. He jumped out of its way, but that didn’t stop the attack. The Flunian woman was behind him and with a gleaming smile on her face, she buried a huge knife right into his back.  
 
    He felt slammed into wakefulness, and he reared up into a sitting position on his bed, sweating and gasping. A monitor on a screen was beeping. Felix stared with wide eyes as Dr. Travis hurried over in response.  
 
    The man held up his hands at him. “All right, Felix,” he said. “Try to calm down. Your pulse rate took a sudden spike, and to dangerous levels.” 
 
    Felix could feel his heart hammering. He couldn’t seem to get enough air.  
 
    Travis talked quieter. “Slow, deep breaths,” he soothed.  
 
    Felix’s hand trembled as he wiped the sweat from his upper lip. He ached and tried not to cringe when Travis reached his side.  
 
    “You all right, Ti-ber?” Travis asked.  
 
    But Felix’s mind was still far away, wondering what it all meant.  
 
    “Felix!” 
 
    He brought the doctor’s face into focus. “How long was I asleep?” he managed to say.  
 
    “A few hours. Not enough.” 
 
    Felix shook his head.  
 
    “Your fever is steadily climbing,” the doctor went on. “I’ve given you a few doses of Fever-cool but it wears off sooner than normal.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    Felix swung his feet to the floor. “I need to get to the Bridge,” he replied.  
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    He burst onto the Bridge without being invited. He was barefoot, and wondered if his hair was wild, his face was pale, and his cheeks flushed with fever-color. He must’ve looked strange for everyone there stopped their busyness and stared at him.  
 
    Commander Freds left his station. “What is it, Ti-ber?” he asked. “No one asked you to report here.” 
 
    “Sir,” Felix said. “Something is wrong!” 
 
    “What is it? Do you have some new information?” 
 
    “Back on Flune,” Felix panted. “We’ve got to return as fast as we can go!” 
 
    Freds squinted at him, and then did what Travis had done. He held up a hand. “All right, Ti-ber,” he said. “We know you’re not feeling well. Try to calm down.” 
 
    Felix closed his eyes and shivered down impatience. When he opened them there were two security Specialists coming up to him and several faces, he knew looking at him with sympathy. He watched them come, and for a moment he felt dizzy and his mind wandered. That was enough for him to lose control of his conscious focus, apparently. 
 
    A delusion suddenly washed over him. He saw Zinya, coming out of a chamber, leaving it empty of both spark warrior and Blankensphere coating. She was wearing different clothes and her thick black hair was down, adorned with a few random strands of curls. Her smooth skin at her shoulders, her fine figure barely covered by shreds of clothing, and her face, was beautiful enough to be left unaltered. She was a moving piece of art, delicious in form. Worst of all was her expression. That wasn’t her personality staring out of it, but a mindless spark dominating her eyes.  
 
    “No!” he cried, shoving the delusion away. “Zinya!” His arm was caught by one of the Security Specialists.  
 
    “Come, Ti-ber Felix,” the Specialist said. “We’ll help you go back to the Infirmary.” 
 
    He knew it was unwise but he had to struggle. “Don’t you see?” he yelled, falling to the floor. “Our enemy has figured out a way to make use of the Blankensphere! When the chamber door opens the Blankensphere is gone! It’s perverse!” 
 
    He was being dragged to the door of the Bridge. They must think the device in his brain had caused him to lose his sanity. The shock made him freeze. “You can’t remove the device from my brain yet!” he gurgled. “Flune is in trouble! Let me talk to the captain…Thames!” he roared, now at the door.  
 
    His eyes searched every face for his old friend. Zinya was distressed, her hand held out to him. Miguel was shaking his head. Igali had her chin up, but her eyes held concern. His gaze passed the rest of the Bridge crew, until at last….  
 
    “Thames,” he gasped again, “you’ve got to listen, please!” 
 
    Thames was walking up from the side office. “All right,” he replied. “I’ll listen, you’ll see. But first let’s go back to the Infirmary. That’s as good a place as any to talk, right?” 
 
    “Let me say what I’ve got to say first!” Felix stood up and stopped struggling. “I won’t yell anymore if you let me speak.” he added.  
 
    Thames gestured, and the security Specialists loosened their grip. “Felix,” Thames said. “We’ve just had a report from Dr. Travis. He said you’ve got a high fever which he can’t control and you seem to be getting worse. He said that….” 
 
    “I know what Travis said! Just let me talk for two minutes!” 
 
    Thames sighed. “Two minutes then,” he agreed. He gestured and the security Specialists let go his arms but stayed close in case he started to fight again.  
 
    “Thank you,” Felix said, trying to straighten his hair and look like a professional instead of a wild man invading the bridge. He drew his thoughts together. “There’s more behind this than the Flunians know,” he explained. “Our enemy has been working on these plans for a long time. He built up his masses of devices and seeded the Blankensphere. That gave him the energy he needed to put his next plan into action. We have to hurry back and save Flune. I’ve seen something, Thames. A vision, or a delusion, but still I saw what this is all about! It’s horrible!” 
 
    “Nightmares don’t come to life, you know,” reassured Thames 
 
    “The enemy made a mistake,” Felix went on. “Using the device in my brain he tried to see through my eyes. Who we were and what kind of threat we were! I was only vulnerable to his suggestion when I was alone and not thinking about much. Or asleep. But my mind and body have been struggling. That’s why I’m sick. The device isn’t enough to control me. I turned and went the other way instead! I saw inside the enemy’s mind too!” 
 
    “What did you see?” said Miguel, who was standing near the captain. “Sorry, Sir, to interrupt,” he added to Thames. “I just wanted to say what Felix is expressing is possible. If the enemy can transmit a message to him, then it can go both ways.” 
 
    “If the enemy is messaging him, Miguel. This device has been in Felix’s head far too long and it’s causing him to hallucinate.” 
 
    “I’ve been studying the transmission,” Miguel said. “Every now and then, over the past day or so, there’s been a change.” 
 
    “What sort of change?” 
 
    Miguel scrunched his nose. “That’s hard to describe. The transmission gets thicker, I guess? Like there’s added brainwaves.” 
 
    Felix swallowed heavily. He was beginning to hate that device, and to commiserate with how Maddix was so disturbed by being attacked by a parasite.  
 
    Thames turned back to him. “All right then, Felix,” he said, “what did you see?” 
 
    “I won’t waste time describing in detail. All I need to stress is the Flunians are in trouble, sir,” he said. “Trust me. We’ve got to get back as fast as we can go!” 
 
    Everyone on the Bridge waited, including Felix, for Thames’ answer. The Captain stood frozen; his head tilted to the side while he thought about it. But then he let out a breath. “Commander Freds,” he said, looking over. “Get into contact with the Downthread and the Immaculate. Rushing back at high speed won’t hurt us any, but, at the very least, it may make a difference to Ti-ber Felix’s health. If he’s right about the threat to Flune we’ll be glad we listened to him. And if he’s just plain delirious, I’d like to end our need for that device in his brain and finally get it out of him.” 
 
    Freds nodded and stepped away to his station. “Yes, Sir,” he said.  
 
    Felix shut his eyes in relief. He felt the security Specialists take up his arms again.  
 
    “Come on, Ti-ber,” the first man said. “We’ll help you back to the Infirmary.” 
 
    Twenty minutes later the attitude of the Featherfleet changed. Whenever SST ships were made to go near-full speed, it was assumed there was an emergency. The lights were altered to Focus-Bright, which meant they shone like clear sunlight on all the instruments and were dimmer for comfort in all the innocuous spaces on board. The crew was alerted, ready to attend their stations. Inconsequential forms of energy output, like cooking or using one of the entertainment lounges were shut down. Vitamin-intense protein drinks were delivered to those on duty so they wouldn’t have to take as many breaks, and rations were put out available to grab in an instant. The three ships were to fly closer together so as not to strain the tethers.  
 
    Above all else, Felix kept himself from dreaming. His fever was high but containable, according to Dr. Travis. At least the man hadn’t seen him acting hysterical on the Bridge, so after another hour he let Felix go. 
 
    Felix went to his quarters, got cleaned up, put on his shoes and his ears and leaned down over the screen and made a call.  
 
    “Miguel here. Oh, hello Ti-ber. How are you feeling?” 
 
    “A little better. Dr. Travis gave me some Fever-Cool and released me.” 
 
    “That’s good. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Give me something to do. I’d like to return to the Bridge, and act sane this time.” 
 
    Miguel chuckled. “Do you think you look sane wearing those ears?” 
 
    “As sane as a bear among the jungle creatures. I’ve got size, if nothing else.” 
 
    “You certainly roar very loud.” 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Felix laughed. “I just wanted to wake up the Bridge crew.” 
 
    “Well, I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to have you up here in your station. I could run some scans with the Ship’s Conce on that mixed-up brain of yours.” 
 
    “Thank you, Miguel.” 
 
    When Felix entered the Bridge a short while later, he got the full complement of strange looks. Igali was the only one who said anything about it. She came over while Felix was settling into his station and talking to Miguel. She waited for a pause in the conversation. 
 
    “Are you going to be a disruption to Bridge operations, Ti-ber Felix?” she asked. 
 
    “No, sir,” he said. “I’m sorry about before.” 
 
    “Because of you, we’ve altered our speed. There’s not a lot of reaction time when the ship is straining like this.” 
 
    “I won’t be a distraction, sir.” 
 
    Her stern face relaxed a bit. “It’s not that I’m not sympathetic to what’s afflicting you, Ti-ber,” she said. “But we on the Bridge need to consider the needs of the entire crew.” 
 
    He nodded and thankfully she moved on, after giving Miguel a significant look. Felix got the feeling that she’d just non-verbally communicated the man was to be his babysitter for the next few hours. Felix sat quiet, trying to be invisible. He looked around. Zinya wasn’t on the Bridge at the moment, but he wasn’t surprised when she appeared a half hour later. She’d keep her break short while the ship was ‘straining’ as Commander Igali put it. He watched her as she came in, went to the Statistician station, and conferred with the Specialists she’d left in charge. It was so good to see her being treated with the respect due the Bridge Statistician. She leaned down over a screen and worked, sending some reports out. It wasn’t until then she looked over and caught him staring at her. When she smiled at him, he felt better. He grinned in response and she returned to her work.  
 
    He decided to try and make himself useful and he settled in at his station. Although the rest of the ship was limited in their ability to connect to the Information and Research systems during Emergency Stations, anyone on the Bridge had free access. There was something itching in his mind. He decided to follow the leading of his subconscious. He felt compelled to study the Blankensphere.  
 
    Back when Flune first arrived from the other side of the Blankensphere to contact them, Orbon was given all the Flunian records and their theories about the dimension. That’s what Felix researched now. Not what Orbon thought the Blankensphere was made up of, but what Flune thought.  
 
    He found an old record in their Flunian research that was called, ‘Life on Flune, it’s Early Beginnings and What Caused the Blankensphere’. He had no trouble keeping his attention focused. This record read like an adventure story.  
 
    ‘I had the key,’ the record began. ‘The key to time itself, but my crewmates betrayed me and became enemies. They stole my masterpiece. They took my machine and utterly destroyed it as well as my designs and diagrams which had helped me build it in the first place. But I remember and could try to design it again, except they’ve imprisoned me and called me mad.’ 
 
    Felix read in astonishment the record, which claimed to go all the way back to the first spaceship, the one which brought a full complement of humans and the Flunians here to this planet. It was written by a Flunian called Mastrey.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
                        Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
                                 [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The writer of the record made his claim, although Flunians discounted it. Felix read on with avid attention. 
 
    ‘Our ship traveled for over two centuries through the stars to get here to Flune,’ Mastrey wrote. ‘The crew slept in deep hibernation, hundreds of humans as well as us. My people are superior to humans, however. We woke up from hibernation first after the ship landed. We unpacked some supplies, built temporary structures, and then left the humans in their huts, still sleeping.’  
 
    ‘I designed it that way on purpose. The leaders used to listen to my advice back then. I suggested that the humans mattered, that we should make them comfortable and safe, and to that end go exploring on our own. We could ascertain the planet was actually the haven it was supposed to be. It all went according to my plan. We got back on the ship and flew away, coursing at Land Speed and taking note of this new planet’s attributes.’  
 
    ‘I waited until we had gone a far distance from the weakling humans. And then I used it, my masterpiece. I turned the very key of time itself. I’d known the machine had a few problems to solve before time-travel-without-consequence was assured, but I’d set the ship’s computer to solving the conundrum of those issues before we’d left planet Earth. The massive computer brain had over two hundred years to work on the problem during our journey here. I didn’t have the chance to study what conclusions the ship’s computing power had come to. I knew that, at its core, my Time Machine would already work. I assumed the problem of detritus had been solved.’ 
 
    ‘It was momentous to turn my machine on at last and to see my dream’s fruition come to life! I’d programmed it to encase the ship and send us all back to the time at which we’d left Earth! Those hundreds of years we’d wasted sleeping, could now be lived again!’ 
 
    ‘When we awoke after our miraculous journey, the world we now lived on had changed. The detritus issue left over after Time Travel hadn’t been solved at all by the ship’s computer. Now there was a mystifying new dimension rising up like a wall between us and the area where our ship had originally landed. Those which should be under me, they were the real demented ones. They refused to believe me we’d gone back in time. That in fact, even if we could reach the spot at which we’d left the worthless humans sleeping, they wouldn’t be there. I tried to tell them the advantages. Our side now had hundreds of years to live here and advance. All we had to do was increase our technology and vast knowledge. When we encountered Humans again, we’d be obviously superior in every way, and rule this new planet as we should.’ 
 
    ‘But I was cast aside. Instead of seeing the wondrous amazement of what I’d done for all of us, all they could see was the new dimension which’d been created by my Time Travel. They gave the curious and beautiful dimension the ridiculous name of ‘Blankensphere’, although it isn’t even a sphere! They sent in three people to explore the new dimension but those people were immediately struck away. Their hearts stopped. Still, we had plenty of resources available. This new planet was rich with life.’ 
 
    ‘Only, I’m not allowed to live with them. I’ve been sentenced to spend the rest of my life in the ship’s brig, unable to see the new city being built or even to set foot on the planet I changed. That they are unfair as well as fools I trust they’ll see in time. Until then I make this record, so history will note the name of the greatest inventor ever known. My children, who refuse to visit or acknowledge me, will no doubt pass down my genius through their genes to my distant progeny. I Mastrey, have written this record with my own hand.’ 
 
    Felix continued with the history lesson, engrossed more and more as surprise kept his mind clear. For there seemed to be an actual discrepancy. Both the communities of Flune and Orbon described their beginnings on this planet the same way. They came here on a spaceship              sent from a distant planet, as he’d always learned in school when he was a boy. Earth was their home originally. The same language as on Earth was spoken in Orbon, as well as the animals and plants, which were similar to animals and plants on Earth, given the same names. From Earth was the technology the ancestors of Orbon had built upon since they came to this planet 250 years ago.  
 
    Flune said much the same thing about their origins here, except…. Felix blinked to make certain he was seeing the facts on the screen correctly. Flune said their ship from Earth came here 500 years ago. Of course, he wasn’t the only one to notice the discrepancy. Both communities thought the other was confused. Over the course of hundreds of years between each community, it was believed the difference could be explained. Neither side gave any credence to the testimony of Mastrey. Both sides agreed on this, that Time Travel had so far not been possible. The Blankensphere just was. It had always been here, a strange dimension which enveloped the space between the two groups of people.  
 
    Felix leaned back in his chair and thought about it. If the Flunians really had been here for an extra 250 years, it would explain a lot. Why they were more technologically advanced, for instance. In medicine too, they were superior. If they had so much knowledge, they were capable of avoiding confusion about how long ago they got here. Orbon was the community more likely to be mistaken. 
 
    But what difference did it make? Why was he even researching this? His eyes burned so he shut them. Of course, since he forgot to be diligent, a delusion came to haunt him. The Flunian woman was truly casual about her skimpy attire now. As she danced and weaved in front of his eyes, the wispy material floated aside, providing him ample chances to peek at any part of her anatomy he might’ve missed seeing before. But dislike for her made it easy to ignore her attempts. He looked around her instead, and behind her to the background of the delusion.  
 
    He saw the fortress he and Shentarra’s mission team had traveled to in the dark-out section of Flune. Only it looked different. It was daytime, and there was no rubble or broken buildings surrounding it. Instead there were fields of green, with a few farms beside the road that led to it. The fortress appeared bright and newly constructed. 
 
    He forced his mental vision to move past the now-glaring Flunian woman’s stiff figure. She reached out a claw of steel to stop him, and in her other hand was the same knife she’d plunged into him before. But he’d had enough of being pressured by her. He yanked his arm out of her grasp and backhanded her so hard she flew to the ground. He looked at the scene behind her again. 
 
    The Blankensphere was so majestic as it towered near the fortress walls. He could tell this building had been constructed next to the dimension on purpose. He took control of the vision and strode forward. The miles of farmland melted beneath his feet. He arrived at the end of the road, and the drive which led to the fortress. There he saw a sign. It said: ‘Time Key: Home to the Blankensphere Research Center, Founded by the Family Mastrey’.  
 
    His eyes snapped open as he reared up in his chair and physically shoved the vision away. The angry Flunian woman misted apart and disappeared. He laughed out loud. He was the master now. He’d bested her.  
 
    A second later his cheeks went red.  
 
    Thames was standing there, a foot from his chair. “Something funny, Felix?” he asked.  
 
    “That’s Ti-ber Felix, Thames,” he replied, the joke sounding weak. 
 
    “You still able to carry the title? Patients tend to notice when their Ti-ber seems more imbalanced than they are.” 
 
    “But how do they know for sure?” 
 
    The man chuckled, but he didn’t move away. His eyebrows were raised. 
 
    “You want me to leave the Bridge, don’t you?” Felix asked. 
 
    “I’m your friend, Felix, you know that. But you’re not needed here right now and rest might do you some good. On the Bridge, we’ve got to be able to…” 
 
    Felix held up a hand. “I understand. I’ll go and continue my decline into madness alone in my quarters.” 
 
    “Sounds fun.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I think I’m getting the upper hand over my delusions. Perhaps I can learn something important about the man who built these devices.” 
 
    Thames put a hand on his shoulder. “I know you want to help, but just hold on. Don’t go begging for more trouble than what you’re in. Just a few more hours, less than a day, and we’ll be back to Flune. Then, no matter what, that device is coming out of you.” 
 
    Felix nodded. “Yes, sir,” he mumbled. He avoided looking at Miguel and Zinya as he left the Bridge. As the door whooshed down, he caught a glimpse of Maddix, at the Blankensphere station, but looking sadly in his direction. He tried to smile, but he was just glad Torn wasn’t there to see him get asked to leave the Bridge.  
 
    Nevertheless, he contemplated Maddix as he walked down the corridors to his quarters. She’d told him during her last session she was relieved she hadn’t been required to try and direct the three ships through the Blankensphere. The responsibility of so many lives resting in her ability to read the dimension was daunting.  
 
    Reading the Blankensphere…suddenly what she’d said stuck in his brain as words of great importance. Some people could connect to it, and course along its waves. Some people understood the story it was trying to tell. He remembered what she’d said about it back when he’d first met her, that reading the Blankensphere satisfied something in her. Like she could express all the beauty of nature down to its minutest detail.               Now he thought the reason she didn’t like reading the Blankensphere for the purpose of charting their course might also be because her freedom to travel the dimension was curtailed.  
 
    He paused in the corridor outside his door. Absent he looked at the screen and the door whooshed open. He went inside and sat on his bed. With a sigh he gave in, took off his shoes and got under the covers. He closed his eyes, but no delusion came to take over.  
 
    He willed himself to sleep, and let his brain lay idle. Nothing.  
 
    His smile was grim as he opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling. His enemy had realized it. Felix was seeing more and more of what the man wanted to hide. He was close to figuring it all out.  
 
    He gave up and turned out of bed. He walked up to his little window and looked out at the Blankensphere. He knew there weren’t going to be any more delusions. But he had the pieces. Clues he could lay out. As the ship flew full speed back to Flune he stayed quiet in his quarters. Pacing back and forth across his small amount of floor space, he tried to think. What was true in those delusions he saw? The goals of the enemy, vague and evil, if he could discern what the Flunian was after perhaps they could stop him more efficiently.  
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    It would help if he didn’t feel sick. Felix went to his Infirmary and got himself some supplies, so Dr. Travis wouldn’t know what was going on with him. Most of his previous patients had gotten stronger and been discharged. There were just two crew members from the Ripplewhite left in there, and when he entered the Infirmary they were lounging in their beds and talking. He smiled at them and waved, and then got his supplies. He slipped out again a moment later.  
 
    Mostly he’d taken some Fever-Cool, as well as some supplements to build strength. He got back to his quarters and administered his own medications every half hour or so. His fever kept growing, and without the Fever-Cool it was up to over 105. He was exhausted as well. Nevertheless, he went back to thinking.  
 
    What was the Blankensphere? What if the record of Mastrey was true? Judging by the fact the fortress built by Mastrey’s ancestors was being used by the enemy today, the villain certainly thought so.  
 
    Detritus. The word meant the debris left over after the main event had taken place. Mastrey theorized Time Travel would produce detritus if attempted. That problem wasn’t solved by his ship’s computer after 250 years of analysis done between flying from Earth to here. Ancient computer though it was doing the calculating, still it made sense Time Travel would have a consequence.  
 
    He thought back to when he’d been in a coma. His drifting mind had wandered then, without any preconceived notions. Combined with the ship’s Conce, he’d noted things about the Blankensphere which’d never come across for him before. It was like the waves of dimension were a ribbon, made up of muted colors and heat and energy, unusable to humankind. Like a spool of string, when time was cheated, all those moments which would’ve happened, and the resources of life burned into productivity, were dumped out into this mass of shivering anti-experiential matter. The burned-out energy of hundreds of souls, never lived.  
 
    No true scientist would give credence to such an explanation of the Blankensphere. Ramblings from the imagination of a madman of long ago. Yet perhaps those minds in each generation who had the grace to think differently than everyone else, were the only ones who were able to conceive of the impossible. Insanity was just a mind veering closer to worlds other people couldn’t see. But every mind had a benefit and thoughts to enrich others. As a Teddie Bear he knew that better than most.  
 
    Whatever Mastrey had been made of, and whether he’d passed his brand of unusual thinking to some distant ancestor and created the enemy they were facing now, Felix had to try to comprehend the direction of the current man’s thoughts.  
 
    Felix was in a unique position, both due to his training and because he was connected via the device in his brain, to pinpoint what the villain was up to. But his time was limited. When they got back to Flune and the device was removed, he might not be able to go any farther with his theories. He had to take that last step now and analyze this man like he was a patient Felix had encountered.  
 
    He thought he knew what the enemy wanted from the Blankensphere. He wanted to make use of it. It was a resource, untapped but full of potential for the right form of twisted genius. The villain had fantasies, in which his every whim of appetite and his need to be superior was fulfilled. What was wealth good for except it provided its owner with the means to accomplish any wish? What was power useful for except it afforded the conqueror the right to take from others without them being able to prevent it?   
 
    Felix thought back to the scenes he’d viewed in his delusions. Stages were set, of seduction and victory and feasting. The lighting and the backgrounds were laid out, in place for the performances to begin.  
 
    Imagine if you could milk from the Blankensphere experiences which you hadn’t fought to earn? The best of what life had to offer, served up in the most gratifying of ways. Spark creatures molded with flesh and blood, crafted by use of the Blankensphere. Once a scene of seduction had been performed, the detritus body would be stored or cast away, and a new sultry, pseudo-person formed for the next serving of desire-consumption. Again, and again the man could devour the best moments existence had to offer. Winning attractive mates, beating down opponents and then enjoying a dessert of raw, pure appetite. Only the villain’s lack of imagination would get in his way.  
 
    Felix shook free of the disturbing thoughts. All this speculation was based on the delusions he’d seen. The enemy couldn’t actually expect to capture thousands of Flunians like sheep to be made servants or sparking changelings. Surely, they’d fight back and the enemy would be defeated.  
 
    There must be more Felix hadn’t seen. Some other plan the enemy intended to put into action. Felix sighed and went and sat on his bed in frustration. Foreboding grew in him like the fever he forgot to dose. Even though he might be paranoid and delusional after all, he was convinced war was coming and perhaps was already falling on Flune. There were three humans left there in the city, which’d seemed so safe a few days ago. Mission Specialist Tyen, a woman from the Downthread who hadn’t wanted to come on their mission to rescue the Ripplewhite because she was pregnant, and Specialist Initt Torn. Much as he disliked the fellow, he didn’t like to think of the danger coming his way. Torn was petty, but not evil like this descendant of Mastrey.  
 
    He laid down and closed his eyes. “Come on then,” he whispered. “Bring on another delusion and show me your secrets.” He waited and finally fell asleep, with dark dreams disturbing him based on his own fears and the fever he’d ignored.  
 
    He woke up with Dr. Travis’ hand on his head. He looked around in surprise. He wasn’t in his quarters. He was in the Infirmary. Much activity had gone on, apparently while he’d been sleeping. Many of the crew from the Ripplewhite were removed and housed in new quarters. The Featherfleet, unlike the other two ships, actually had enough empty quarters to house them all. Which meant that Dr. Travis now had his Infirmary back for the last few patients and the large lounge was returned to its original purpose. Felix had been apprised this would happen but it was unsettling he’d apparently missed out on it.  
 
    “How long have I been sleeping?” he asked in a groggy voice.  
 
    Travis gave him a comforting smile. “You’ve been my patient for five hours,” he responded. “I’m not sure how long you were out before I checked on your readings and discovered your fever was up over 106 degrees. I sent my orderlies to get you and bring you here. I’m sorry, Ti-ber. I was busy but that’s no excuse. I’d been keeping track of you for a long time, but you were somewhat stable. As soon as I looked away for an hour or so, you….” 
 
    “Don’t blame yourself,” Felix said. “Thank you for checking on me.” 
 
    “Your fever’s down to the relatively low level of 103.4, in case you’re wondering. I can’t seem to get it lower than that, no matter what I do.”  
 
    “Yes, it was like that for me too. I decided to take a nap and that’s when it got out of control.” 
 
    Travis sighed but looked curious. “And the other, uh…issue you were having?” he asked.  
 
    “The delusions have stopped.” 
 
    “No more of that ‘busty, brazen woman’, hmmm?” 
 
    “Believe me, I don’t miss her. She kept trying to kill me in my dreams, and that isn’t attractive. I prefer to fantasize about women who like me.” 
 
    Travis chuckled. “It’s good to hear a joke from you, Felix,” he said. “Now, how about some food?” 
 
    Felix nodded and moved to sit up.  
 
    “Careful,” his doctor said, helping him arrange his pillows.  
 
    He watched Travis go cheerfully across the room to order him a tray from the Nutrition crew. He wished he could feel like nothing much was wrong too. They’d found the three missing ships, and their mission was completed satisfactorily. As far as Travis knew the problems were done and they could soon go home to Orbon. Felix decided not to concern him. “How soon till we get back to Flune?” he asked instead.  
 
    “Not long now, from what I hear,” Travis answered. “In a few hours you can get that device removed, and our four Captains can talk about sorting the crews to their full complement. So, try not to worry.” 
 
    Felix agreed and closed his eyes again. While he was waiting for his tray of food to come, he went back to pondering what the enemy could be planning to do next. He hadn’t come to any conclusions by the time he’d finished eating an hour later. There wasn’t anything more he could learn from here. They’d just have to get back to Flune and deal with the massive problem this enemy represented then.  
 
    Felix lay in his bed and chatted with Travis and Nurse Wilsie for a while and then the door whooshed open with a visitor for him. He grinned as she came over.  
 
    “Zinya!” he said. “It’s good to see you. Are you on a break or did you need something from me?” 
 
    She smiled and sat down on the edge of his bed, waving a greeting at Travis. She was carrying a bag of food with her. 
 
    “I’m sorry to say, Felix, no one on the Bridge has called for your return,” she answered.  
 
    “Who needs to go there anyway? It filled with perfectionists and everyone holds up the rule books all the time,” he teased.  
 
    “Silly. Perfect people don’t refer to rule books. They write them.” 
 
    “Ah. Well, I hope no one writes a new chapter about how to deal with ranting Ti-bers with wild eyes.” 
 
    “The Bridge crew was concerned about you, really though Felix. It’s not your fault that device in your brain is tormenting you. I think you’re noble to keep it in so long, just to make sure we’re directed back to Flune safely.” 
 
    He studied her. She was leaning forward, her eyes opened wide and sympathetic. He met her gaze but he couldn’t think of anything to say. She hesitated and then moved closer and took hold of his hand.  
 
    “How are you feeling?” she asked in a soft voice.  
 
    Her grip was firm, confident, and yet gentle. He squeezed her hand in appreciation.  
 
    “I’m sick, it’s true,” he admitted. Then he sighed and looked away. “I wish I was more useful.” 
 
    “Felix, what’s wrong?” she asked, her head tilted. “Besides being sick, I mean. Are you upset about something?” 
 
    He didn’t want to say it out loud. How was it that he was the only one filled with this particular caution? But perhaps he should try to warn someone, and having that person be the Bridge Statistician was a wise choice. She was trained to notice the slightest inconsistency.  
 
    “It’s Flune,” he said after a long moment. “Flune is in trouble. I don’t know how, or what weapon the enemy intends to use. But when we get there, we’ll all be in danger. Perhaps we were safer lost in the Blankensphere.” 
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    The beacons led them faithfully back to Flune. The device in Felix’s brain was no longer needed, since they already knew the location of the source of the transmission. That fortress behind the rubble. Felix stood in the Captain’s lounge, where he could watch the ships come to port on the Flunian shore out the windows. He was the only one there. Everyone else on board was busy being productive, he thought. He remembered that first day he came on this ship. It’d been in this lounge his first patient here had allowed terror to overtake him. He’d thrown Felix down and then run to get off the ship before he had to face the trackless Blankensphere.  
 
    It seemed like a hundred years ago, not like a few weeks. Felix looked at himself in the mirror which was hung behind the drink’s counter. He shook his head at the sight. His shoulders were hunched, and his face morose. He didn’t look strong, or confident or any of the things a Ti-ber in his prime should carry off.  
 
    He should go visit the Downthread’s Ti-ber, he thought, or the Immaculate’s. He’d become a world-carrier. At this moment he was immersed in concern for that which he couldn’t control.  
 
    Except, unlike some of his patients, his worry had a basis. Seeing a fellow Teddie Bear wouldn’t make him any stronger.  
 
    Nevertheless, he needed to do better than this. He felt a bump beneath his feet and to both his relief and to his dismay he saw the thickness of the Blankensphere pull back and reveal the blue, Flunian sky, and the backdrop of the cityscape.  
 
    He looked in the mirror again. His face was pale but his fever was as controlled as Dr. Travis could make it. He ran his fingers through his hair and straightened it, and then stood tall, rolling back his shoulders to where they belonged. 
 
    He’d come on this mission because he wanted to help people. Typically, it fell to others to run the ship, to give out orders which solved the problems, or to fight any battles an SST ship might face. He was just a Ti-ber, a small occupation in a large crew. He wasn’t adequate but that didn’t matter. He was going to help where needed anyway.  
 
    He took a deep breath and adjusted his expression to one of calm professionalism. Ever since the delusions had started it was like a thief had been stealing away his rest, his sanity and his strength. But he was still himself, and that was no crazier than he’d been before. He grinned but a moment later he turned. The closest screen called for him and he bent down to answer.  
 
    “Ti-ber Felix,” he said.  
 
    It was the Bridge Communication Specialist.  “Ti-ber Felix, report to the Bridge,” he said.  
 
    “On my way,” he replied. He hurried out of the lounge and down the corridor towards the Bridge. Something must be wrong for them to request his presence at this time. A moment later he showed his face at the door of the Bridge and it whooshed upwards.  
 
    He went in and waited. All the Bridge crew seemed to be at their places. 
 
    “Captain,” the Bridge Communication’s Specialist said. “After three attempts there’s still no reply from the Flunians. Our message has not been answered.” 
 
    “The Downthread and the Immaculate?” Thames snapped. 
 
    “They haven’t gotten a message through either,” the Specialist responded. 
 
    “According to my readings,” Zinya put in, “our communication transmitters are functioning at full capacity.”  
 
    “There’s something wrong!” Miguel gasped, and Felix looked over and saw what they’d needed him to report for.  
 
    The ship’s Runner was more tensed than Felix had ever seen him. Miguel sat at his station, his eyes closed, his shoulders arched high and clutching the arms of the chair.  
 
    Felix hurried over and found Freds, crouched down beside Miguel and shaking him to get his attention.  
 
    “There you are, Ti-ber,” the 1st said. “We can’t get Miguel to disengage, and he’s been under this influence muttering ‘there’s something wrong’ for almost fifteen minutes.” 
 
    Freds stood up and Felix took his place. “Miguel,” he said. “What is it? What’s wrong?” 
 
    Miguel remained locked in whatever nightmare he was experiencing and Felix grew concerned. Runners had the ability to sink into the ship’s information center, but if the demand for them was critical, they always broke free.  
 
    Felix edged into Miguel’s station and had a look at all of his sensors and screens. Having been a Runner himself for a short period of time he was able to pinpoint any discrepancies. It took a few seconds but finally he saw it.  
 
    “There!” he said to Freds, “what’s that?” 
 
    There on one of Miguel’s screens was a fluctuating indicator.  
 
    “It’s the ship’s hull,” Commander Freds supplied, “There’s something outside striking our ship and I’ve already reported it, Ti-ber.”  
 
    “Let us deal with that problem, Ti-ber Felix,” Thames interrupted. “You attend to the ship’s Runner.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Commander Freds stepped away and went to join the Captain, who had a full detail of scanners of his own to study. Thames questioned Zinya and the rest of the Bridge became fluid, following each other’s reports.  
 
    Felix was left alone with Miguel, who was just as frozen as ever.  
 
    “There’s something wrong!” Miguel gasped again.  
 
    Felix frowned. His friend sat at his station, clenched from head to toe. Every muscle was tight, and must be aching from the strain. He leaned forward and took hold of Miguel’s shoulders. He shook him harder. He even, after hesitating for a moment, slapped the man, hard, and the sound of it clashed Felix’s nerves. Several people on the Bridge glanced his way, but then returned to what they were investigating. They were now discussing the apparent attack on their hull with the other two ships. 
 
    Felix stood up and thought about it. How could this be? What had Miguel in such a grip? He turned and studied Miguel’s screens again.  
 
    “There’s nothing on the ship’s hull, Captain,” reported Commander Freds. “Nothing visible anyway.” 
 
    “I believe that the ship is registering a misdirected Beacon, aimed at our hull,” reported the Communication’s Specialist. 
 
    Beacons! 
 
    “The source of this misdirected Beacon?” 
 
    “Somewhere inside the city of Flune.” 
 
    Felix was only half-listening. He was thinking about the Beacons, and how important they were to the city of Flune. Beacons navigated the plates, and their vehicles. Beacons were used in directing their water supply, their sources of communication, and in most of their technological systems. Even the device inside Felix’s brain was sending a drain of his energy back to a Beacon, the one inside the enemy Fortress.  
 
    Now a Beacon from outside their ship was attacking their hull. Felix didn’t believe the Beacon was ‘misdirected’. Of all the people on board the ship, he’d known an attack was coming. So, what did this Beacon want to pinpoint them for? What could possibly exist, inside their ships, which would seem desirable to anyone on Flune?                
 
    Unless, there was more than just a Beacon being aimed at their ship. A transmission being sent in, perhaps? Accomplishing what? 
 
    As if in answer Zinya spoke. “Sir,” she said. “Statistics reveal a difference in Communications function. I believe the misdirected Beacon aimed at our hull is what’s affecting our inability to communicate with the city of Flune.” 
 
    A few seconds passed.  
 
    “I concur with that assessment,” the Communication’s Specialist said. “There’s a wave pattern associated with the Beacon I don’t recognize.” 
 
    Felix forced himself to turn back to Miguel. The man was unable to move. Still, a wave pattern the Communication’s Specialist didn’t recognize? It reminded him of the way the device in his brain operated. Its transmission wave was masked as brainwaves.  
 
    He gasped as the realization struck him, but again, Zinya spoke first. She’d thought the same thing, apparently. 
 
    “Sir,” she said. “I’ve scanned for unusual brainwave patterns and I’ve located the Beacon’s transmission.” 
 
    Felix noticed when her results appeared on the Runner’s screen. He got in beside Miguel and connected to the Ship’s Conce, asking it for recent history. Finally, he had something to say to the general crew. 
 
    “Sir,” he reported. “Caution is advised. According to Specialist Maloree’s results, just posted, I detect an attack also happened here at this station. The Ship’s Runner’s last action was to examine the source of this Beacon striking our hull. I believe Miguel is locked in the same beam of transmission that’s blocking communication with the Flunians.” 
 
    “Bridge Crew Directive, and Inquiry,” replied Thames. “Can this attacking transmission be disrupted, and how?”  
 
    Felix closed his eyes and willed his brain to work. He was tired and sick and his usual mind power seemed buried like Miguel’s consciousness. But he thought back to the beginning, when he first got the dreadful device in his brain. It was because Maddix had been frozen too, locked in a trance when she connected to the Blankensphere. In all this time he hadn’t fully understood why.  
 
    He looked over and found her. Maddix was sitting on the lower deck of the Bridge, silently observing them work, while she was at the Blankensphere station. He spoke loud enough for her to hear him.  
 
    “Maddix,” he said. 
 
    She blinked.  
 
    “I need you,” he went on. “Please come and assist me with Miguel.” 
 
    She looked puzzled but she got up. “Yes, Ti-ber Felix? How can I help Miguel?” 
 
    Brainwave patterns. That’s what it was all connected to. Those who were sensitive to the Blankensphere could commune with the dimension, even though the thick layers of non-element had no nest of intelligence. It wasn’t to do with skin chemistry, for that had been tested before. Scientists had just shrugged their shoulders and admitted no one knew why certain people were allowed to meld closer with the dimension than others.  
 
    But now he could see what their enemy must’ve figured out on his own. How did the Blankensphere recognize certain people and allow them access to flow inside the sea of the Sheet Stream? He knew although brain waves weren’t individualized, each person reacted to stimulus in their own way. Perhaps some people embraced the Blankensphere and reacted to it accordingly. Were they ones which had brainwave patterns that synchronized in some way? 
 
    Maddix was now standing beside him.  
 
    “Sit down beside Miguel, please,” he said to her, “and put on my ears.” 
 
    She tilted her head but complied, allowing him to remove the ears from his own head and place them on hers.  
 
    “I’m going to teach you how to do the Elusiode Effect,” he said to her. He knelt down and gave her instruction for a few moments. When he stood up again, he had an audience. Everyone on the Bridge was looking at him. 
 
    “What are you doing, Ti-ber?” demanded Thames.  
 
    “The enemy doesn’t like people who can read the Blankensphere,” he explained. “That’s why he put Maddix and the man from the Downthread in a trance.” 
 
    Thames stared. 
 
    “I’m not imbalanced, Sir,” he added.  
 
    “You’ll explain before Maddix is asked to attempt any course of treatment.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. When Maddix and her counterpart on the Downthread connected to the Blankensphere, they both went into a trance. That was because the device entered into them and lodged in their brains. But when I got the same device, I didn’t go into a trance.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “That means that our enemy must either have planned for Blankensphere Sensitives to be put in a trance when given a device beforehand, and programmed the device to work that way, or he knows when a new person is connected and entangles them on purpose if they seem to be a threat to him.” 
 
    “Speculation, but continue. Why do you think Maddix can help Miguel now?” 
 
    “Because he’s locked in this state, after investigating the Beacon affecting this ship. He’s connected to the Ship, in a way no one else on board is. Remember sir, the Elusiode Effect broke the trance before.” 
 
    “Supposing the Elusiode Effect even works to set him free, why Maddix? Why don’t you use it to set him free?” 
 
    “Because I still have a device in my brain. If both transmissions lead back to the same enemy it might be unwise for me to attempt it. Besides, I believe Maddix to be a person of power in this situation.” 
 
    Thames sighed. “Does anyone have an answer to my Inquiry, or anything new to report?” 
 
    “The Downthread Captain and the Immaculate recommend that all Humans remain aboard their ships until possible threats are delineated,” the Communications Specialist said.  
 
    “Agreed,” said Thames. He turned back and waved his hand. “Go ahead, Ti-ber,” he said. “If Maddix is willing she may attempt your remedy.” 
 
    Maddix, of course, was willing.  
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    It didn’t take very long. Maddix leaned forward with the ears on her head and touched Miguel’s knees. She concentrated.  
 
    The response was immediate.  
 
    Miguel jerked, and started gasping. “Ah, ow!” he said, bending over and clutching his arms.   
 
    Felix was touched as he was soon nudged out of the way. Igali, Freds, Zinya, even Thames all came over to see to Miguel and ask how he was feeling.  
 
    “Terrible,” the man moaned. “Why do all my muscles hurt?” After a little he began to recover and he looked around in surprise. “What happened?” 
 
    The Communication’s Specialist spoke up again, and everyone hurried back to their stations. “Sir,” he said, “the Downthread reports their Runner seems to be frozen like ours was.” 
 
    “Tell them the remedy,” snapped Thames, now back at the Captain’s seat. “That Teddie Bear they have which doesn’t believe in the Elusiode Effect will have to apply it! And caution the Immaculate’s Runner too!” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Felix held in a smile and turned back to Miguel. He answered a few questions for the man and then asked one of his own. “How are you feeling now?”  
 
    “Still a little sore but getting better,” said Miguel. “How are you doing?” 
 
    Felix stood tall, replaced the ears that Maddix had handed him, and grinned. 
 
    Miguel had to chuckle. “Shut up, Felix,” he muttered, turning back to his station.  
 
    “Don’t try to engage with that mystery Beacon that’s attacking our hull,” said Felix. 
 
    “Any other bits of advice?” 
 
    “Just think of me as the Teddie Bear on your shoulder.” 
 
    “Quit being hilarious, Felix, or I’ll send you back to the Infirmary to have your head checked,” put in Thames.  
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Felix leaned forward over Miguel’s shoulder anyway, and studied the man’s screens. A germ of an idea came to him. 
 
    Miguel didn’t have a device in his brain. How was he locked by engaging with the Ship’s Conce and studying that mystery Beacon? If the Beacon’s purpose was just to block their communication with Flune, then why was the Runner affected? 
 
    Although Felix knew no one else on board gave his theory of personal attack any credence, he had to accept his belief on behalf of the crew. He knew, like no one else, that there was an enemy out there, engineering everything. Flune was in trouble, and now their three ships had arrived at the shore of the Blankensphere sea to visit the city, so were they. Their only escape was to sink back into the dimension. He shook his head.  
 
    “I can do this on my own, Ti-ber,” teased Miguel. “Those ears of yours cast a six-foot-tall shadow.” 
 
    “Six-foot-three,” said Felix, straightening. But he took the hint and went back to his own station. He too had scanners and screens.  
 
    Soon a momentary silence fell on the Bridge as everyone tried to analyze the situation and what they might suggest could be done about it. He felt a part of them.  
 
    Until an idea occurred to him and he nearly laughed out loud. That wouldn’t be good to do unless he wanted to visit Dr. Travis. He turned the mirth into a cough.  
 
    “You about to go around a corner, Felix?” asked Thames in an old-friend voice rather than a Captain’s.  
 
    “No, sir. I just realized something, is all.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
    “I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before. Tired, I guess.” 
 
    “Well, since you have our attention,” said Commander Igali, “you might as well share the joke.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. That transmission from the device in my brain. I think I know how to make it go both ways.” 
 
    Everyone stared at him, frozen like the Runner had been a short while ago. Felix explained without being asked. 
 
    “I don’t mean I could try to drain energy back to myself. I mean, there’s a connection. I think I could try to communicate. Or, at the very least, I could make a mess inside our enemy’s consciousness, instead of the other way around. Maybe I could find out what’s happening to Flune.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be smart to let you try something like that,” said Thames. 
 
    “Think about it. If I’m wrong it won’t hurt me any to try and you’d have been wise to explore all avenues open to you. But if I’m right….” 
 
    “If you’re right this ‘enemy’ that you’ve been talking about might destroy you. The only reason we haven’t gotten that device out of you yet is because you wouldn’t let us until we got back here to Flune.” 
 
    “If the enemy had the power to destroy me this way, what a weapon he’d have at his disposal! He’d have tried it already, believe me. I think he can attack, and cause a trance or a delusion, but nothing more. We’re stuck sitting here, waiting like grounded targets. At least I might learn something. A secret our enemy doesn’t want us to know.” 
 
    “You might be wasting our time while you try to carry us along in your journey to madness and paranoia,” said Thames, but Felix didn’t let it hurt him. 
 
    “’Every mind, no matter how different, has a wealth of perspective to give to the world,’” answered Felix, quoting the Teddie Bear Handbook. 
 
    Thames stood up, ready to force the order, Felix could tell. But he stumbled to his feet too and held up his hands. Thames was almost as tall as he was, and they stood there, gaze connected to gaze. Thames clenched his fists and Felix knew this was hurting him. 
 
    “Wait,” Felix begged. “Look at all the evidence and trust me. Yes, I’ve had delusions. Mental pictures forced on me. But I turned it around before and maybe I can do it again. And, I think I can show you! What I’m seeing, I mean. It’s a transmission, right? With the Ship’s assistance that transmission could be broadcasted here on the Bridge. We could all see inside the enemy’s mind!”  
 
    Thames swallowed hard, but he hesitated.  
 
    “Uh, Sir,” put in Miguel.  
 
    Thames gave him a glance. “What?” he snapped. 
 
    “It could be done, what he suggests. The transmission could be broadcast on the Bridge, I mean. If Felix could cause it to go both ways and connect with the source, I could show us what he saw and heard. It would only take me a few minutes to set up.” 
 
    “If there’s no person on the other side and I’m imbalanced, I’d see that for myself,” urged Felix. “I’d let go my objections, allow Dr. Travis to get this wretched device out of my brain, and leave you in peace. But if there is an enemy there, with secrets to reveal, then what?” 
 
    Thames gave out the heaviest sigh yet. Then he shook his head. “Fine,” he growled. “But if you’re wrong about this, Felix, I’ll make you give up a summer and do yard work for me.” 
 
    “And if I’m right?” 
 
    “Then I’ll tell you my name. But only you, mind. It doesn’t get spread to Lane.” 
 
    Felix grinned.  
 
    “Go ahead and set it up, Runner,” Thames said to Miguel. “But I don’t need to stress this takes second priority. We drop this plan instantly if something else happens outside.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Miguel, turning to his station.  
 
    With a deep breath Felix sat back down in his used Captain’s chair. Outside was blue sky, surrounding the city of Flune like nothing special was going on. It was just another sun to shine and the usual breezes to flow. It didn’t take long and Miguel called over to him.  
 
    “It’s ready, Ti-ber Felix,” he said. “The Ship’s Conce is connected to the transmission from that device in your brain. Captain, please note. Each station will display the results of the transmission on their side screens.” 
 
    Felix swallowed and then got started. On the screen right in front of him Miguel had delineated the course of the transmission. He leaned forward a bit, turned up his ears to full-power, and then concentrated his total focus. He used the Elusiode Effect to send out his brainwaves and connect to the other side. It helped to visualize, so in his imagination he saw the wave go, making the transmission ‘thicker’. Speeding along to the other side, and that other mind.  
 
    He jerked in his chair when his brainwaves splashed into place. Mind to mind, the enemy wasn’t just surprised to realize he was there, the Flunian was shocked.  
 
    Felix seized his advantage. He took control. Clenching the arms of his chair, his brainwaves hummed through the device and made demands.  
 
    And scenes from the enemy’s subconscious began to spill out onto the screens on the Bridge. From behind him, several people gasped.  
 
    “Make sense”, Felix growled, and the blurry images sharpened.  
 
    They saw what the enemy dreamed of, first. The stages of his seductions and his victories flashed by. Only this time, they were filled with people. Ladies leaning forward at the elegant dinner tables, just enough to request more drink and reveal their attributes. Cheering townspeople, with voices ringing in ardent admiration. Gluttony of superiority, appetite and lust. Each character on the stage was molded into form, Flunian or Human made, but with deadened eyes except for the sparks that motivated them. 
 
    “Now show me your plans,” Felix commanded, although the effort made him pant with exertion. The Elusiode Effect was draining him quickly, and he realized, a great deal of his strength had been drained already. But he kept on pushing. The enemy resisted, but Felix could tell the Flunian was distracted. Felix wondered if the fellow was busy putting a plan into action causing a takeover.  
 
    That’s why Flune had lost communications. What if the enemy had decided time was short and he had to attack quickly? For he was about to be discovered and stopped, since his devices in the Blankensphere had been bested by the sops.  
 
    “Show me!” Felix yelled, a rage like he’d never felt before giving him momentary strength.  
 
    And the enemy’s plans slipped away. The only way to stop Felix from gaining his secrets would be if he were to stop making war and focus on him entirely. But it was too late even if he tried.  
 
    The scenes changed and now they began to see what was real. In Flune the enemy had taken charge of the city’s Beacons. The plates first, he’d sent them haywire and as the plates had been designed to do, they’d frozen in their various positions so as to not cause destruction or loss of life. Flune, which was usually so fluid, was now locked in place. Some buildings were raised three stories high, and some streets were down in the basement. Flunians were trapped on whatever level they’d been on when the plates had stopped.  
 
    But that wasn’t all the enemy was doing. He had some of the plates still moving. They were flowing like pathways that bordered the edges of the city. Those plates were transporting to equidistant points, in a perfect circumference around the city borders. And at each point the plates touched, a small black object was set down. Many thousands of disks strong, in a very short time this job would be done.  
 
    The vision showed what the small black objects would become. Spark warriors. Once all were placed the enemy would begin the war. The black objects laying there so innocent would activate and spark into life, hacking, attacking and chopping every person, building or bit of technology in its path. The unsuspecting Flunians would be powerless to stop them. They didn’t have the knowledge to strike the Spark Warriors in the right place so that they’d be defunct.  
 
    Felix was on fire, and he felt dizzy too. But he discerned that there was one more secret the enemy was holding back on. He groaned as he coerced it from the enemy’s mind.  
 
    He saw the three Human ships parked in a row, just outside the city limits and close to the Blankensphere. This scene that was playing out now was a memory. A Flunian went up to one of the ships, and Felix could tell from its position that it was the Featherfleet. The Flunian was pulling a crate. He looked to the screen located by the cargo door. He spoke.  
 
    ‘Delivery,’ he said. ‘This box contains medical supplies and other gifts from the leaders of Flune.’ 
 
    The screen by the door activated and a voice spoke from the Featherfleet. ‘Greetings. You may bring your crate on board. A spot has been designated for the purpose in our cargo hold.’ 
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    Felix immediately disengaged. He wrenched the ears of his head and rocked in his seat, trying not to throw up. Several people materialized beside him, and he felt the gentle hand of Zinya on his shoulder.  
 
    “Hurry,” he gasped to whoever was closest. “Don’t you see? Spark Warriors were placed in our cargo hold!” 
 
    Thames was smart enough to take hold of his warning. He strode to his station, without delay and started giving orders to the security Specialists.  
 
    “Specialist Shentarra!” he snapped, and then to the side, “Warn the other two ships!” Felix wiped away sweat as the Bridge crew became fluid again, each one hurrying to do their part.  
 
    Thames still wasn’t convinced Felix’s visions were real, he could tell. He told Shentarra to ‘investigate the cargo hold, especially any deliveries from Flune, identify if there’s a threat, and use caution, just in case.’  
 
    The Communication’s Specialist told the other two ships that ‘A possible threat may have been placed in your cargo hold, camouflaged as a gift from Flune, and should be investigated without delay’.  
 
    Felix realized he was being contacted. It was Travis.  
 
    “Ti-ber Felix,” he answered.  
 
    “Felix,” said Dr. Travis. “The ship’s Runner contacted me and said your condition was declining?” 
 
    “Listen, Travis,” he responded. “I’m sane enough to examine my own condition at the moment. But there are developments. I think you should prepare the Infirmary and yourself.” 
 
    “Ti-ber,” said Thames, always aware of everything. “Tell Travis to stand by.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    “Then end that communication and sit there quiet.” 
 
    “Yes sir, sorry, sir,” he said, and obeyed. 
 
    It seemed like only a few seconds passed by before everything went wrong. Several voices started speaking at once.  
 
    “Sir!” cried Miguel and Zinya, together. But the loudest voice was that of Specialist Shentarra. 
 
    “Sir!” came her agitated voice, and the Communication’s Specialist automatically put her face on the screen. “We’re under attack!” 
 
    The view was widened for them to see the entire corridor outside the cargo hold.  
 
    Felix forgot both his aches and his weariness. A terrible scene was playing out for them. They saw the cargo hold door had been hacked and nearly ripped to pieces. Zaps of energy and light almost blinded the sight.  
 
    Spark warriors abounded, both inside the cargo hold and out into the corridors. Some were fighting Shentarra’s security team, some were hacking at whatever object seemed closest, but many more were running down the hallways, carrying piles of the dreadful flat objects. Every now and then a running spark warrior would cast an object to the side, which would then spark to life. That way the dangerous infection could spread throughout the ship instead of being contained in one area. Hundreds more of the awful creatures added to the charge. 
 
    Felix sat mesmerized as Thames rose up and took control.  
 
    “Seal all surrounding decks!” was his first order, but of course, they’d already seen spark warriors could hack through the doorways. “All Crew!” Thames bellowed, and his voice rang up and down the corridors and was even heard in the one Shentarra was fighting in. “We’re under attack! Each crewmember be prepared to fight! Arm yourselves for Attack Stations! Read vital information on how to strike your enemy!” 
 
    Instantly the status of the Ship changed. The lights went two-shaded, both bright and with a red tinge. Felix stared at his screens and saw it all happen. Everywhere, from each deck and doorway, crew were immobilizing. All had received military training, from the security teams down to the Courtesy and Nutrition crew. Even on the Bridge, some of the crew rose, armed themselves and then went and stood outside their doors, prepared to defend the Bridge.  
 
    Felix felt he should join them and stood up, but Thames sent him such a piecing glare that he sat back down again. 
 
    And the battle was widespread already. Thousands of spark warriors had gotten past the original obstruction caused by Shentarra’s team and washed down the corridors. There was no pile-ups or confusion when the crew fought back, for in the status ‘Attack Stations’ was contained the directive to remain at your post and defend it. Therefore, no matter where the spark warriors appeared to wreak havoc, they were met. The lounges were defended by those who’d been on break, and the Infirmary was defended by some of Travis’ previous patients, the dislocated crew of the Ripplewhite. 
 
    But back at the cargo hold the fighting was still the fiercest. That deck had been closed off and Specialist Shentarra had originally only brought eight of her team members to investigate the threat. They were far outnumbered, but at Thames’s command one of the deck doors opened and a stream of crew came in to assist. 
 
    Zap! Burst! Shentarra was everywhere. She lunged to the side in defense of one her team, and speared a spark warrior with such force it exploded, and then with the same momentum, twirled and plunged her blade into another one. Felix was disturbed to see humans lying in the corridor. Some had been taken down.  
 
    At last they heard noises out in their own corridor outside the Bridge. Shouting, and then, Zap! Felix looked around and the Bridge crew stood up, tense and frustrated. He knew all of them wanted to be out there, fighting too. But protocol instructed they remain here and monitor all the crew’s needs, and the needs of the ship.  
 
    “Watch out!” Commander Freds hissed, caught up in watching the battle by the cargo hold. 
 
    “No!” Felix couldn’t help but bark. Shentarra disappeared behind a flash of light, and then could be seen lying still in the corridor, but the danger had come to them now.  
 
    Crack! The boom was deafening and they all spun to see what’d caused it. The Bridge door had been broken into. Further blows hacked a flaming hole in the middle of it.  
 
    “Open the Bridge door!” the Captain yelled. “Bridge crew, prepare to defend yourselves!” 
 
    Felix was the only one who couldn’t reach under his or her station and pull out a weapon. His station was temporary and wasn’t supplied. About 20 spark warriors pushed their energy bodies inside. From out in the corridor, Felix could see no trace of the crew which had been defending the door. He hoped that they’d just been pushed back due to the fighting.  
 
    Slash! A spark warrior reached him, and he just barely leapt back out of range of its blade. A form jumped in front of him and, ‘Zap!’ the electric warrior was struck in the chest and burst into static. The black disk fell to the floor at his feet.  
 
    He panted and saw his rescuer was Zinya. He didn’t have the chance to thank her, due to the fact that two more of the sparking figures stepped up.  
 
    He’d never forget the sight of her, as she fought for their lives. Her eyes were narrowed in fire and concentration. Her cleverness as she swerved and then lunged to bury her blade when there was an opening. She made it seem easy to fight the slower warriors. Her smooth skin shone with a mist of sweat, which only served to make her more beautiful. He shook his head, frustrated, and looked around for a weapon to fight with. He dropped back and charged the lower deck of the Bridge, and the Mechanical Specialist had left the door to the tool cupboard open. In two seconds, Felix was back to the scene of battle with a roar, and two sharp-pointed tools in his hand.  
 
    Felix focused on the battle and got to work, defending the Bridge with the others. He swiped at enemies next to Igali, swung his two weapons on behalf of Miguel, and ended up shoving Thames’ arm out of the way before a spark warrior’s blade fell on it. With his other hand he buried his weapon into the attacker’s chest like an uppercut.  
 
    At last, with a final zap and fizz, the last energy warrior on the Bridge was rent asunder, dropped to the floor, and lay there broken and small. The floor was littered with disks that could do no more harm. 
 
    Everyone on the Bridge panted, their breaths blending.  
 
    Then, “Report!” from Thames, who charged back to the Captain’s chair. Felix was relieved, as his wide-open eyes took in the scene, to see all on their feet, from Thames and Zinya, Miguel and Freds, Igali, and the others, including the Communications’ Specialist.  
 
    “Sir!” various voices started calling out to the Captain.  
 
    A tidal wave of information flowed around Thames’ station, but he didn’t complain. He just sat down and took it all in, studying all of his screens as well.  
 
    “Sir!” Zinya cried with the rest. “Status of Bridge Operations remains functional! Damage to our stations and output are minimal!” 
 
    Miguel had more to say about the rest of the ship, but Felix finally remembered his own duties. The Bridge had been resupplied with all that he’d need. He grabbed the heavy pack of medical supplies, which felt like it weighed a hundred pounds as he stuck the strap on his shoulder. He thought he was more exhausted than he’d ever been, except when he’d slipped into a coma. He approached the first crewmember he was supposed to attend. 
 
    “Sir!” he gasped, but Thames heard him.  
 
    “I’m fine,” the man growled.  
 
    Felix took his word for it and moved on. Freds and Igali were just as clipped. No one wanted his help, even the Synchronicity Specialist with a broken leg. He made the man cooperate.  
 
    But as he applied an Insta-Stitch to a gash in the Communication Specialist’s forearm, he listened in. He began to feel better as the reports were shouted in. All around the ship, the battle was over. Section after section declared their victory. Felix finished attending to the leadership crew and then hurried out into the corridor with his medical supplies. Thames didn’t have the chance to stop him. 
 
    He discovered something, which was that if a human lay flat or crouched low, the spark warriors ignored them. He found the crew that’d defended the Bridge doors down the corridor and piled up where there was a recession in the hallway. And just a few feet away from them were two spark warriors, attacking a nearby door. The door broke and the glowing figures forced entrance into that room but no human screamed. It was empty of occupants. Felix watched for a second as the Spark Warriors slashed and destroyed all the room’s furnishings. Then he ignored them and fell to his knees beside his patients.  
 
    “There were too many of them,” the first man muttered, and Felix tried to remember who he was. “Once we fell down, they all charged the Bridge door,” the fellow gasped. “We couldn’t stop them!” 
 
    “Shh, it’s all right,” murmured Felix, but the man turned his head and passed out.  
 
    Felix’s concentration was completely taken up as he tried to save the crewmember’s lives. They were all in bad shape, having fought until they couldn’t stand anymore. The one that’d spoken to him must’ve dragged his crewmates into this corner and then lost strength himself. It took every tool the medical bag and Felix’s training had to offer but he was determined he wasn’t going to sit here and watch any one of these people die. 
 
    He had ways to stop internal bleeding, to stabilize skulls, to set broken bones, to put in temporary stitches, to breathe for a patient when they couldn’t breathe for themselves and to restart a faltering heart. He employed every tactic.  
 
    He finished and stood up to report these patients and how they needed help, and then he nearly died, for he’d come face to face with a Spark Warrior.  
 
    He’d dropped his weapons some time ago. There was no space to back up, unless he wanted to fall across the line of his patients. He realized there was nothing he could do to defend himself and he lifted an arm to try and block the blow.  
 
    But a knife point speared into place in front of his startled gaze. He blinked and there was Thames, appearing from behind the Spark Warrior, as the disk from which it was formed burst and then disintegrated. Thames had dug his blade into the energy warrior’s back so hard he’d destroyed the disk from behind. Beside them the other Spark Warrior met its end from Fred’s blade.  
 
    Felix managed to stand tall, although he couldn’t form any words. His heart was pounding as big as his eyes.  
 
    “All right, Felix,” Thames said.  
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    Thames and Commander Freds, once they’d checked on the fallen Bridge crew in the corridor and saved Felix’s life, returned to their posts. Felix kept on with his medical duties, unofficially at first, roaming up and down the corridors and looking for those in need. At first, he found trouble almost around every corner. But ships in chaos, especially those with a strong leadership and noble crew, restore themselves into order as soon as possible.  
 
    Still, he found plenty of injured crew to kneel down next to over the next hour or so. Felix and Travis spoke here and there as he worked, briefly on the screens, and doctor to doctor. A cluster of patients to be transported to the Infirmary, suggestions on triage and where to locate medical supplies, and what parts of the ship hadn’t yet been visited by medical crew. If Felix’s goal in life was to help people, he’d never experienced such a true opportunity before.  
 
    All around him he heard news as he traveled along, because the crew was speaking of the reports to each other. It seemed the Featherfleet had been struck first, instead of all three ships being attacked simultaneously. The Downthread was hit next a few minutes later, so it had also been packed with live Spark Warriors. Their crew’s only advantage, because they’d been warned in time, was they’d kept the attacking Spark Warriors contained to the corridors surrounding their cargo hold. It was a fierce battle, but since the Spark Warriors weren’t able to escape down the hallways, far less of them spread to afflict their ship.  The Immaculate had even more time. They got to the crate of Spark Warriors before it cracked and began flaring into a threat. They destroyed the disks just as the first ones began to zap into form.  
 
    Felix was pleased to hear that the other two ships hadn’t been shredded. But he was faltering. He’d been wandering for the last ten minutes, but the corridors were busy now with alert crew instead of overcome victims. They’d taken their wounded to the Infirmary, and were collecting the awful husks of the disks, closing off rooms or sections that were overly damaged, and restoring what function they could.  
 
    His nerves from the attack as well as his drive to heal had fizzled out. He made his way to Medical. The corridors outside the Infirmary were lined with patients, sitting down or laying on makeshift stretchers. Felix was impressed with Travis’ efficiency. Each one had been cataloged and many had received temporary treatment. All were stable. Inside the Infirmary was stuffed. The second Infirmary, or the lab, was also full. Felix blinked to see the two doctors from the Immaculate assisting. Apparently, the ban on Humans leaving their ships had been lifted enough to escort the doctors here where there was a desperate need. 
 
    The first order of business for Felix once he’d entered Medical was to locate Shentarra. She was on the critical side of the room, and she was pale and very still. He read the screen by her bed, disturbed by the list of her injuries. She’d already been treated as much as was possible, and she was being closely monitored, but ‘survival not assured’ was said in the Doctor’s notes. Felix wished there was something he could do for her, or that she could be taken to Flune, where their medical abilities were more advanced. He’d heard she’d fought valiantly for her team and it was because of her they’d each survived. After the battle two of her security force had carried her to the Infirmary, even though one of the team carrying her had a cracked bone in his leg. The man had merely wrapped his leg with a make-shift stint and limped along to carry Shentarra, determined to save his leader if at all possible.  
 
    Felix sighed as he saw the damage done to the crew. 
 
    Nurse Wilsie was the first to notice him. “Ti-ber Felix,” she said. “Are you here to assist us?”  
 
    “Well, not actually.” 
 
    “I know why he’s here,” said Travis, in a voice to be heard across the room. “Sit down, Felix, and wait a minute.” 
 
    “Are you sure we should take the time to perform this surgery on your Ti-ber, Travis?” said one of the doctors from the Immaculate a few moments later. “I’m sure we have more concerning patients to see to first.” 
 
    “Why don’t you give him a quick examination, while I get the medical scanner ready?” suggested Travis. “I’ll let you decide if he can wait.” 
 
    The doctor nodded and turned to Felix, who felt like a patient begging for help. The man must’ve seen this message in his eyes. “All right Ti-ber,” he said in a comforting voice. “Let me attach this monitor to your vein.” That was all it took. “Oh my,” the man said a moment later. 
 
    “You see what I mean,” Travis replied, turning to take the other doctor’s place. “That device has to come out now, Felix.” 
 
    “Don’t put me higher than some patient who’s more critical,” Felix mumbled. 
 
    “We’ve dealt with the worst cases. You’re just as critical as anyone else on the list, and the Captain told me not to let you die just to keep that device functioning.” 
 
    “All right,” Felix said with a nod. “Remove it then.” At last he would be free of it. That was all he thought as they got started. He was given something to promote sleep, yet avoid coma. Whatever inducement the Anesty-Gun provided was enough. He shut his eyes and was gone.  
 
    Felix woke up to a ray of bright Flunian sunlight, beaming from the small Infirmary window a few feet away. His bed was in the last bit of space, shoved up to the wall by a supply cupboard. He realized it must be morning. From what he could tell, he’d slept for almost 24 hours. He felt hungry, and a little tired still, but it was amazing how much improved he was to have that device taken out of him.  
 
    “Felix,” said Dr. Travis, nudging his shoulder. Felix blinked and focused on the man. “Sorry to have to wake you,” his doctor added.  
 
    “That’s all right,” said Felix, moving to sit up. Travis helped. There was a voice from a nearby screen.  
 
    “How is he?” Thames demanded.  
 
    Travis leaned down to talk to the Captain. “He’s awake and he seems coherent so far,” he reported.  
 
    “His previous symptoms?”  
 
    “Well, I can’t speak to if he’s still fantasizing about busty, brazen women,” Travis said, looking over with a smile. “But the fever that had him in its grip is gone with the device.” 
 
    Felix was glad that heavy feeling which had hung over his emotions was also gone.  
 
    Felix looked at the screen as Travis gave his report. Thames switched gazes and nodded at him. “That’s good you’re better, Felix. Can you get on your feet?” he asked.  
 
    Felix scrambled to try, realizing he must be needed for something on the Bridge.  
 
    “Whoa,” said Travis, holding him up when he sank. “You can’t get up so fast.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Felix said, standing tall. 
 
    “You don’t have to run,” said Thames. “Get cleaned up and eat a quick meal. I’ll expect you on the Bridge in 20 minutes.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    Felix looked around the crowded Infirmary as he went to use the bathroom. Shentarra was still unconscious, but he could see more color in her face. He hoped she’d continue to improve. In the hours that’d passed, he could see that many patients had been moved. The other doctors weren’t in evidence either. They’d probably made another Infirmary in the lounge again. Felix reflected Dr. Travis was a real asset to the Featherfleet. The man never seemed to sleep, from what he could see. He was always available to whichever patient needed him at that moment. Felix got cleaned up and combed his hair, exited the bathroom and ate the meal Travis had ordered him. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said, gesturing with his fork. He met Travis’ eyes. “For everything.” 
 
    The man blinked, and then smiled. “Just get out of here,” he said. “Try not to show up again too soon. I’m about to adopt you as my favorite patient.” 
 
    “Who doesn’t like having a Teddie Bear around?” said Felix, rising and putting on his ears. He grinned and left.  
 
    Out in the corridors on his way to the Bridge, the destruction was still evident, but crew were out working with a will to fix what could be attended too. People greeted him, and he even recognized some of the patients he’d treated just after the battle. It felt good to respond like he was one of them and not someone afflicted by oncoming madness.  
 
    That device, for being so miniscule, was as vicious in its way as the Spark Warriors. He wondered if it was possible, as they’d surmised and his delusions had shown, that all this damage had been inflicted on their ships by only one person? How had the fellow accomplished it, designed and then dispatched so many weapons, on his own?  
 
    Seeding the Blankensphere for instance. The only way Felix could see to place so very many devices out there was if they reproduced exponentially. He thought that’s probably what occurred.  
 
    In Flune he’d learned about other devices their Scientists had developed years ago, related to their Beacons and the plates that lifted their streets. The devices that coalesced in the liquid of the plates had two states of being, each with its function. First, they reproduced and multiplied, until the prescribed amount of them was created. There was a formula of time programmed into each unit. Once that amount of time had been reached the devices quit multiplying. Then their function switched to the real job they were meant to do, which was respond to the complicated Beacon system the city used to make liquid the streets and the ground the buildings were on.  
 
    Those devices in the Blankensphere might’ve been made the same way. Scientists built on the earlier discoveries of their profession. All that was required of the enemy was one, highly functioning device to be placed in the Blankensphere. It must be able to draw somehow from the elements in the dimension to be able to reproduce. There was certainly enough energy for it to make use of. First, the devices had experienced exponential growth until the Blankensphere was inundated. Once that time limit was reached the reproduction cycle on the devices had shut down. Then the second function began, the one the enemy made true benefit from. Each device drained whatever it came into contact with, in order to transmit the energy back to its source.  
 
    Felix tried to remember this enemy they were facing wasn’t perfect. Although the device which had been in his brain was more advanced than what the Flunians used with the plates every day, still the enemy’s creations weren’t at a terrifyingly higher level. Using the technology already known and used in Flune he could’ve polluted the Blankensphere. 
 
    The development and reproduction of the Spark Warriors must’ve taken more of the enemy’s time. The Spark Warriors were too large and too intricate to only have a few functions. They couldn’t cause themselves to reproduce.  
 
    Inside the Fortress there must be a lot more space than Felix and the mission team had seen. To mass produce thousands of Spark Warriors must’ve taken time, a factory-sized space, and an assembly line of mechanized building implements.  
 
    There couldn’t be an endless supply of the Spark Warriors either. Those disks in their inert form took up space. The city of Flune and its surrounding communities was huge. According to Felix’s vision which he’d wrested from the enemy’s brain, the plan was for the Spark Warriors to be placed all around the city. The supply of the dreaded weapons would have to be spread out and therefore thinned.  
 
    If all these suppositions proved to be true, Felix was grateful this enemy in the Fortress belonged to so many people. The wretch couldn’t monitor every device and each Spark Warrior. Those mechanisms had weaknesses built in. Quantities of them weren’t enough to stand against the qualities of Humans and Flunians standing together, surely. The fellow might be an impressive Scientist, but he was a fool.  
 
    Except for one thing the man had done well. Communication between the Humans and the Flunians were effectively blocked. Safe on their three ships, the Humans had no idea what was going on inside Flune. Three of their crew were still stuck in the city, and their condition was unknown. That was enough to guarantee Human aid, besides the fact that without Beacons the Human ships had no sure way of getting back home. Even if they got back to Orbon, if this enemy was allowed to take over Flune and all of its advanced resources, he’d be bound to come and attack Felix’s home eventually.  
 
    Like all wars, there were moments that were locked in. Confrontation had to be faced. The first punch had to be thrown and the first nose bloodied.                
 
    Felix rubbed the back of his neck as he paused outside the patched Bridge door. He wouldn’t allow anxiety to settle in to trouble him in place of that wretched device he’d just got rid of. He put his inner questions aside and focused his mind on appearing sane and strong again. He showed his face at the screen and the door whooshed open.  
 
    He entered the Bridge and was greeted. Zinya, Miguel, Freds and even Commander Igali, all wanted to know how he was doing. His cheeks reddened at all the attention. Of course, being Bridge Specialists, they’d had access to all the reports about his individual progress. Bridge crew always knew about everything.  
 
    “Your fever was so high, Felix!” Miguel spouted. “Almost up to 107! How’d you keep going on attending to the injured?” 
 
    “I was mentally unstable, of course,” he joked. “That device in my brain hadn’t been removed yet.” 
 
    “And were you stable before?” Miguel went on. “I’d barely had the chance to get to know you yet!” 
 
    “You’ll have to ask Thames about that.” 
 
    “Too eager to be sane,” put in Thames, from his station. 
 
    Everyone returned to their stations with a smile and Felix looked around. Zinya, Maddix, it seemed all was well. He went and stood by Thames and wondered what he was doing there. 
 
    The Captain looked up. “We’ve got a visitor, Ti-ber,” he said.  
 
    “A visitor?” 
 
    “A Flunian who came knocking at our cargo hold door, begging to be let in.” 
 
    “When was this?” 
 
    “Just before I had Travis wake you up.” 
 
    “Is the Flunian still outside begging entrance?” 
 
    “He’s sitting in the Vestibule Hold,” put in Freds.  
 
    Felix remembered that the Vestibule Hold was like a small porch, set up with benches and refreshment if needed. It was used for such situations as these, when a visitor was to be let in out of the rain or sun but not actually allowed into the ship proper until vetted.  
 
    “Anyway, Felix, this visitor is asking to talk to us, but he insists he must speak to you as well.” Thames turned. “Show him the Flunian’s face,” he said to the Bridge Records Specialist. Felix studied the closest screen. The Flunian sitting in the vestibule was older, with thin brown hair blending with gray. He had earnest eyes, a wide set of shoulders, and a small over-belly. He dressed like a Flunian Scientist.  
 
    Felix shook his head. “I don’t recognize him,” he said.  
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    “All right, if you don’t know him,” said Thames. “Come with us, then. We’ve decided to allow this Flunian in to talk to us. Have the guest escorted in, Commander Igali.”  
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Let’s hope we’re making the right decision,” said Thames to the Bridge crew. “The risk is worth it if he turns out to be an ally, but I want all of you to keep aware of what’s going on around outside our ship and within. This Flunian might be a diversion, preventing us from seeing a danger strike from some other source.” 
 
    Thames came out of his station and Freds joined him, followed by the Records Specialist. Commander Igali moved to take over leadership until they returned. As they left the Bridge several Security Specialists came and walked with them. They went to the Captain’s Study, and there two more crewmembers were waiting to meet them. Both were from the Courtesy and Nutrition Crew. One was to serve refreshments behind the counter, and the other was trained in the attitudes and the pleasantries of Flunians. She got busy arranging the chairs inside before their guest was brought to them.  
 
    “You sit forward, Captain,” she said, “face to face with our guest. The rest of us must sit behind you. That way it won’t seem like an overwhelming amount to talk to. This is how Flunian’s behave at their most formal meetings.” 
 
    Thames sat down in his chair, lone to face the guest. That left the other seven of them to sit in a semi-circle behind Thames.  
 
    “Rise so we’re standing when the guest arrives,” the Courtesy Specialist instructed. “Then we bow with our right arms across our chests.” 
 
    They all stood in front of their chairs and waited. A chime was heard at the door and the Courtesy Specialist, at a nod from Captain Thames, went to allow entrance. The door whooshed open and four more security Specialists came in with their guest. They took up silent posts at different corners around the room so all viewpoints could be seen.  
 
    The Flunian was brought to their group and everyone bowed as the Courtesy Specialist had prescribed.  
 
    “Please,” said Thames, “sit down.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the Flunian said, looking all around the room. By the time his eyes moved over the group behind the captain, Felix had trained his expression into one of stoic competence. The Flunian’s gaze passed over him and then switched back to Thames.  
 
    “I’ve never been inside a ship from Orbon before,” the Flunian said. 
 
    “Let’s introduce ourselves. My name is Captain Thames.” 
 
    “And those seated behind you?” 
 
    “Members of my crew.” 
 
    “I see. My name is Madeoy. I’m a prominent Flunian Scientist. I sit with the Tri-Leadership team during their counsels.” 
 
    Thames bowed his head. “You said you had information vital to us?” he prompted. 
 
    “May I also speak to the Human I asked you about? His name is Felix.” 
 
    “Perhaps. First we’d like to know what you’re doing here.” 
 
    “So defensive! Aren’t Flunians your allies?” 
 
    “Offences have occurred, but they weren’t started by us.” 
 
    “What does that mean? I saw nothing wrong as I was brought down your corridors, a very long twisting pathway too, I might add. I didn’t see a single one of your crewmembers either.” 
 
    “Don’t doubt our strength. Crew are busy at their given tasks. Perhaps we could get back to the original point. Why have you asked to speak to us?” 
 
    “I want to speak to Felix as well.” 
 
    “We Humans have two names. If you haven’t met us, courtesy insists you use our last names until we’ve left the acquaintance stage.” 
 
    “Since you’ve guessed it, I admit I don’t know this Felix’s last name.” 
 
    Thames just waited, with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “You’re very imperative, Captain.” 
 
    “I’ve been known to get impatient as well.” 
 
    “All right then, since you won’t send for Felix, I suppose I must tell you my information without him.” 
 
    “That would be appreciated.” 
 
    “Flune is in grave danger. It’s closed off right now, but if you could get inside, you’d see what I mean.” 
 
    “And what is wrong with Flune? Communications have been shut off between us. We haven’t so far attempted to force our way inside the city limits.” 
 
    “Because you’ve been busy dealing with ‘offences’ as you call them?” 
 
    “Go on with what you were telling us about.” 
 
    “As I said, Flune has been struck a terrible blow. Our plates froze and can’t be moved. Our power has been severely limited so we can barely attend to our basic needs. And marching up and down our streets are Lighted Bullies, striking down any person who comes near them and continually attempting to break past our doorways and damage our structures.” 
 
    “’Lighted Bullies’?”  
 
    “Non-alive glowing creatures of flaring energy and a fighting Flunian’s stance. They have no words and will kill unless their opponent falls down or kneels before them. Our citizenry had to crawl away from them, dragging their wounded friends and family members out of danger. It’s been horrific.” 
 
    “That’s very troubling to hear.” 
 
    “As I say, our situation is desperate. We call out, hoping to discover what can be done so conditions can improve, but the Lighted Bullies don’t speak. Flunians are trapped inside our buildings, and our supplies won’t last forever.” 
 
    “Were you sent to us by the Tri-Leadership team?” 
 
    “Not officially. I was locked in a different structure from them and it’s been difficult to share news with every building practically on a different level. As I said, the only way to move safely throughout the streets is to crawl, being sure to keep under the Lighted Bully’s range. However, as I was about to set forth today, Maksio did get a message to me stating he’d heard and approved of my mission to meet you.” 
 
    There was a pause as Thames absorbed this news.  
 
    Felix sat in dismay and thought it was an easy thing to avoid the Spark Warriors after all. If you just fell down and let them roam and destroy, they’d leave you alone. They didn’t see an opponent that couldn’t stand. Felix grew indignant. Why didn’t the enemy answer when the Flunians called out, asking to know who was attacking them? Perhaps because he was enjoying keeping them down, locked like cattle in their cages unless they cared to crawl out and kneel.  
 
    “If I may ask,” said Thames at last. “Why don’t you Flunians resist these ‘Lighted Bullies’ as you call them? You may not have been informed of this, but some of my crew encountered ‘Bullies’ such as the ones you described when we went on a mission into the dark-out area of your city, and your Tri-Leadership team was informed on the method we used to fight them.” 
 
    “There’s a huge amount of them, and you want us to fight them?” Madeoy blinked at Thames in surprise. 
 
    “Unless you want to go on crawling outside and waiting to see who intends to govern you.” 
 
    “You Humans are a bit…well, more animalistic than we Flunians,” Madeoy said, barely keeping in a sneer. 
 
    Thames just chuckled. “And yet, here you are, asking for an audience with us.” 
 
    “May I speak to Felix now?” 
 
    “What do you want to see him for?” 
 
    Madeoy sighed. “I see I must tell you everything, and then, when you finally send for Felix, tell it all again. Time wasted.” 
 
    “Stopping to complain also takes time.” 
 
    “You Humans are good at arguing, as is rumored about you. But I’ll go on. I believe I know the Flunian who’s at the bottom of this attack against us. He’s a Master Scientist that’s been prominent in our city councils and at the forefront of many discoveries. I used to work closely beside him. Just before this attack began, this Scientist disappeared. Nothing was thought of his vanishing at first. Since his wife died a few years ago in a mysterious accident, he’s been known to go off from time to time. But I think it’s suspicious.” 
 
    “Who is this Master Scientist, and why do you suspect him?” 
 
    “His name is Boarran. He’s extremely talented in our field. Some even think he’s insane, although mental instability in Flune was eradicated decades ago. I suspect him because I’ve heard of the mission team you sent into the dark-out area. I didn’t get to read a full report of what you Humans did there, but I did learn the Time Key Research Center of the Family Mastrey was where your mission centered its focus. Boarran and I used to spend a lot of time in that building, despite it’s been abandoned and deserted for years, with its entrances boarded up.” 
 
    “Let’s call that building the ‘Fortress’, for ease in description,” said Thames. “It was surrounded by a wall of rubble and had other traps to defend it when we arrived.” 
 
    Madeoy nodded. “All right. Inside that Fortress many records are kept. The Family of Mastrey, although they were initially ashamed of their ancestor, became innovators and were proud of his mad genius after generations had passed. Perhaps you don’t know Mastrey claimed to have created the Blankensphere. He insisted it was caused by use of his Time Travel machine. The detritus of him bringing us Flunians back 250 years before you Humans arrived and started your little community of Orbon.” 
 
    “Orbon isn’t little, and yes, I’ve read the tale of Mastrey and his Time Travel machine.” 
 
    Felix looked at Thames in surprise. The man had always been able to store a lot of knowledge in his brain. 
 
    “Boarran was captivated by Mastrey. At first the Scientific community didn’t agree with his choice of study, but he made several beneficial beacons and advanced our general knowledge of systems and devices. All his advancements were pulled from Mastrey’s diagrams, so it was allowed I join him in his Scientific research.” 
 
    “Boarran was almost obsessed. He wouldn’t let the Time Travel idea go. Mastrey attempted, in his later years, to re-diagram his invention, which’d been destroyed, according to him, after they’d arrived back in time and the Blankensphere appeared. Boarran, although he was only forty at the time, said one life wasn’t long enough. Imagine if you could go back, and live your life again? Once he realized that although Mastrey claimed to have taken the ship back in time, the fellow himself hadn’t grown any younger, Boarran still clung to finding some way to benefit. What if you could go back and improve your own situation? What if you could make use of Time Travel in other ways? It was fascinating, I admit. We built devices to a certain point, but they didn’t work. Mastrey admitted to missing something in his later notes.” 
 
    “However, I finally theorized something which caused Boarran to lose interest in our project. I thought Mastrey hadn’t actually Time Traveled with his group. His machine didn’t flow through to the past. What its function performed was to stretch time, but only inside the bubble of its influence. The Blankensphere, which is spread, you must admit, almost completely around the circumference of our city, was actually the barrier between real time and this stretched time he’d created.” 
 
    “I don’t understand, and I wonder what this has to do with…” interrupted Thames. 
 
    “Just let me finish,” said Madeoy. “Let me ask you something. No one could touch the Blankensphere in Orbon, correct? Not at all until we Flunians came to visit you a few decades ago? It would strike anyone who dared cross its boundaries. Kill them even.” 
 
    “That’s true.” 
 
    “So, it was for us as well. However, 35 years ago, the Blankensphere became more pliable. Ships could be taught to travel through, and certain people were allowed to commune with the dimension.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “My theory was this. Boarran and I, as we thought of Mastrey’s assurance he’d created the Blankensphere and Time Travel both, realized this was impossible. You see, if ancient Flunians traversed the miles to this side of the planet away from you Humans and then went back in time, thereby creating the Blankensphere, then what happened 250 years later? When the ship from Earth which brought everyone came here again? It would’ve encountered the Blankensphere as an impassable wall, so how could it go back in time to create the Blankensphere? It’s a paradox.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand.” 
 
    “According to both of our city’s origin stories. We came from the same planet, Earth. We speak the same language. Somehow, our two communities got separated by the Blankensphere, on this we all agree. On our side, we swear 500 years have passed, and for Orbon, as you know, 250 years have gone by since our ancestors arrived here to make a new home.” 
 
    “That’s easy to explain,” said Thames with a smile. “You Flunians are wrong.” 
 
    “Of course, you think so. But what if neither one of us is wrong? Imagine that the Blankensphere is actually the outer layer of a globe and inside that globe we Flunians found thousands of miles of fertile land, ready to begin a new home on. Time was stretched for us, you see. We had 500 years to live and advance. Outside this globe time was passing at the normal rate. Gradually, like a stretch-string recoils to its farthest point and then returns, time inside our globe realigned. When the passage of time inside the globe returned to the same rate of time passage as the outside, the Blankensphere was no longer as resistant. That explains everything, you see. Since the same 250 years have actually passed for us both, we didn’t encounter the ship which brought us again. We inside the bubble weren’t aware our time was doubled. The land was empty of markers. Time felt the same. It’s all relative to your own experience.” 
 
    “The Blankensphere isn’t a globe around Flune. It’s more… well, flat, correct?” 
 
    “It’s flat now. The globe has dropped its walls.” 
 
    “It’s not in a complete circumference around Flune either.” 
 
    “Again, it’s not that way now. But how do we know what it looked like hundreds of years ago? We weren’t able to compare the wall of a dimension we couldn’t touch or affect. I believe the Blankensphere is getting more pliable all the time. I think it’s disappearing. In a few centuries, I hope it will be gone altogether.” 
 
    Thames just sighed and waited. 
 
    Madeoy took the hint. “All right, I’ll tell you how this relates,” he said. “As soon as I explained this theory of mine about Mastrey’s machine stretching time instead of traveling through it, Boarran changed. He dropped my assistance that fast. The next day he said I wasn’t intelligent enough for him to use and told me to leave. But he was still obsessed. It was like he thought he owned the Fortress, as you call it. I thought he was rude so I returned to my scientific studies elsewhere. I kept up on what he was looking into, however. His new focus was on the Blankensphere itself. He thought it could be made use of. He insisted that existence could be enriched by it, like it could provide experiences and wealth ordinary life hadn’t afforded him. He said he’d make himself stronger. He became more determined and more shut off all the time. Then, as I say, his wife died.” 
 
    “We saw more of him after that. His focus changed to the Tri-Leadership and when he visited the Scientific Advancement community, his attitude was that of a great teacher, patting his students on the shoulder and smiling at their experiments. Sometimes he’d take hold of the advancements though.” 
 
    “He sounds arrogant and unpleasant, I agree,” said Thames. “Why do you think he’s the enemy of us both?” 
 
    Madeoy swallowed and looked disturbed. “Because I saw her,” he finally said. “Boarran’s wife. She was out on the streets, marching with the Lighted Bullies. She wasn’t attacked by them at all. Others have noticed her too. I knew her before, you see. I recognize her face, and she was always pretty. Except now she looks younger and, well, her body has changed.” Madeoy’s cheeks went red. “She wears barely any clothes and is far more…uh, voluptuous than she used to be. I was scooting along, keeping low to travel but when I saw her, I stood up. I called her name and tried to talk to her but it was like there was no real person inside her. I gave up when a Lighted Bully moved over to hit me. But that was her, I’m certain. That thing used to be Boarran’s wife.” 
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    Thames reclaimed the conversation. “So, let me get this straight,” he said. “You heard Humans went on a mission to this Fortress so you came to talk to us. Your previous partner, who rudely dismissed your theories and then vanished, has now earned your suspicion, because you saw his dead wife walking around, except she looks younger and more voluptuous.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s it exactly!” 
 
    Sarcasm was often lost on Flunians, Felix had noted before.  
 
    “Except for the fact you’ve informed us of the specifics of what has happened to Flune, which we didn’t know before, I must ask you. What is it you think we can glean from this information?” 
 
    “I’ve told you whom I think is behind these attacks!” 
 
    Thames turned. “Please tell me what you’ve learned,” he said to the Bridge Recording Specialist, who’d been quietly doing research using the ship’s hand-held hub. 
 
    “Yes, Sir. There’s information about Boarran in the records Flune made available to us before the attack. Our guest’s story concurs in each detail. He and Boarran did collaborate on a number of projects which aided the Scientific community. Boarran’s wife did die a few years ago, due to an unexplained ‘accident’.” 
 
    “Did you doubt the veracity of my story?” asked Madeoy. 
 
    “Yes,” said Thames, turning back around. “Our ships have been attacked by the same ‘Lighted Bullies’ you’ve described. We’ve had no contact from Flune until you showed up, conveniently knocking on our door. You’ll forgive us, if we’re suspicious of visitors which come with all the helpful answers we need.” 
 
    Sarcasm was lost again. 
 
    “I should think you’d be pleased by my visit!” 
 
    “Just tell me what you want from us.” 
 
    “I… well, I didn’t actually want to talk to you, Captain, you’ll recall.” 
 
    “It was Felix, you said.” 
 
    “Yes. I’ve answered all your questions. Could you send for Felix now?” 
 
    “Not until I know why you want him, specifically.” 
 
    “Oh, all right. This proves how little you Humans understand. I tried to talk to her, I mean she who was Boarran’s wife, and reach out to what she used to be. I got no response that way, but before I had to run away from the Bullies, she spoke. Other Flunians have heard her message too. She only says one sentence to anyone who asks what she and the Lighted Bullies want with us.” 
 
    “And what sentence is that?” 
 
    “She demands we bring her the Human named ‘Felix’. I assume, despite all the crew you have on these large ships, that there’s only one of him?”  
 
    Felix needed a lot of control not to react visibly to the Flunian’s revelation. He was impressed with Thames, who had a slate face. The Captain looked thoughtful only. Several moments passed and the room grew still, except the Nutrition Specialist behind the counter came out with a tray of refreshments. It was while Madeoy was taking a drink from the man that Thames rose, stepped away and went to a screen.  
 
    “Has the test been performed?” Felix heard him ask.  
 
    The screen activated, and Felix saw Miguel’s face. Thames conferred quietly with him.  
 
    It was a design feature that some of the seats on board the SST class of ships could be used to tell if the person sitting in the chair was telling the truth. The ship’s Runner had access to the results.  
 
    Freds had moved to take Thames’ place and was keeping the Flunian involved in conversation. “So, Flune has had its main power restricted?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” said Madeoy, “and before you ask, our city’s defenses have been affected too.” 
 
    “So, none of your usual security measures will work, protecting your citizens from any bombs that might be dropped on them, for instance?” 
 
    “So far, there’ve been no bombs. Flunian Scientists discounted the use of bombs long ago. Our buildings are usually a moving target and layered with a shielded material. The Lighted Bullies can’t break through either.” 
 
    Thames came back and spared Felix a glance. But he shook his head ‘no’, so Felix remained sitting. The Flunian, noting Thames at his side, got to his feet.  
 
    “All right,” Thames said to him with a small bow. “I’ll confer with the other Captains. If you’ll follow my guards, they’ll take you to some nearby quarters, where you can rest. If you need anything, please ask one of them and they’ll supply it.” 
 
    Madeoy showed the first flare of indignance that they’d seen. “What I need,” he said, “is to talk to this Human named Felix!” 
 
    “We’ll talk to Felix for you.” 
 
    “But I think, if I told him what’s at stake for Flune, he might listen!” 
 
    “That much is obvious. But I’ll not have you badgering a member of my crew into sacrificing himself pointlessly.” 
 
    “Pointlessly!” 
 
    “The other Captains and I intend to discuss what we can do for Flune. If you don’t care to wait, then perhaps when you get back inside the city limits, you might tell Maksio to come speak to us himself.” 
 
    “Maksio allowed me to be an Ambassador to you people!” 
 
    Thames gave him a straight face until the Flunian got the point.  
 
    “Oh, fine then! I’ll wait until you talk with the other Captains!” 
 
    Thames nodded at the Security Specialists, and four of them escorted Madeoy out into the corridor. Once the door whooshed shut behind them, everyone relaxed. Thames went up to a screen and told the Communications Specialist to contact the other three Captains and set up a meeting. Then he thanked the Courtesy and Nutrition crew, as they would now set up the study for the meeting between the Captains which would soon take place.  
 
    A half hour later, Felix felt privileged to be in on the Captain’s meeting. Thames had told him to stay in the background. The other Captains had each brought their 1st’s as well as a Specialist or two. The Records Specialists were there as well. For this meeting, everyone sat in a circle.  
 
    Discussing the battles that recently took place, the recovery of the ships and the injured, and rehashing with the other Captains all the Featherfleet had learned and suspected took some time. Felix felt embarrassed how many times his name came up. It was all he could do not to drag his ears from his head and go attend the counter with the Nutrition Specialist. 
 
    “And so,” Thames finally concluded, “what we have to decide is this. What sort of aid can we offer Flune?” 
 
    “Three of our crewmembers remain inside the city limits,” said the Immaculate’s Captain. “At the very least we must attempt to retrieve them.” 
 
    “I’m wondering, from what you’ve told us of this Scientist which came to visit you, what Flune expects from us?” said the Ripplewhite’s Captain. 
 
    “They want the Featherfleet’s Ti-ber given over to the Spark Warriors, it sounds like,” said the Downthread’s Captain. “This situation is almost too impossible to believe.” 
 
    “I’m not proposing we give them my ship’s Teddie Bear,” stated Thames. 
 
    “Neither am I, Captain,” grunted the man. “I’m merely wondering if the Flunians are actually as diffident as they seem. Why aren’t they out there, crooked as those streets are, taking down those ‘Lighted Bullies’ one by one? They’ve had time to draw back to a place of safety and make plans.” 
 
    “What you really mean is that you don’t respect them,” said Commander Freds. 
 
    “As Scientists, Innovators and peaceful allies, I respect them fine.” 
 
    “I think the Flunians have been peaceful for too long,” said Thames. “They’ve cured mental imbalance throughout their population, and made every citizen comfortable. Crime has almost disappeared for them. It’s an inherent part of their culture to be non-confrontive.” 
 
    “Then the only real question is,” said the Immaculate’s Captain, “why hasn’t a dictator risen among their own ranks to rule them before now?” 
 
    “That’s not the question for us,” said the Downthread’s Captain. “They’ve been good to us in the past. My ship was dragged here, and they aided us. They’ve given us medical attention too. I’m willing to fight alongside them, but I don’t think we should fight in place of them. They’ve counted themselves as the wisest ones on the planet for so long that they’ve forgotten the baser instincts.” 
 
    “So, we must encourage them to fight?” said the Ripplewhite’s Captain. 
 
    “I don’t see they’ve got a choice, since we’re not throwing away Ti-ber Felix as a bargaining tool.” 
 
    Felix blinked and met the man’s eyes.  
 
    “You may be annoying, Ti-ber,” the fellow added, “but you’ve got more guts than they do, even wearing your ears.” 
 
    Felix chuckled and looked down again. 
 
    Two hours later Madeoy was sent for again. He didn’t like what they’d agreed to do for Flune.  
 
    “You only want to send a small team back with me?” he demanded. 
 
    “At first. You can lead the way for us to find Maksio. We can discuss strategy with him.” 
 
    “Strategy?” Madeoy said, as if he’d never heard of the word. 
 
    “Of course, Maksio must have made battle plans with the other leaders by now. We can share what we’ve learned having actually fought with the Spark Warriors. If Maksio’s battle plans are adequate, we’ll discuss adding to the Flunian ranks Human fighters, volunteer only.” 
 
    “Will you be one who comes and speak to Maksio, Captain Thames?” 
 
    “Yes. The other Captains will maintain my ship with the aid of my 1st.” 
 
    Madeoy wasn’t stupid, for being so shortsighted. “I’ll only take you to Maksio on one condition,” he maintained. “Felix has to come too, just in case Maksio has something more pertinent to say to him. Perhaps it can be discovered what Boarran’s wife wants to talk to him about.” Madeoy wouldn’t budge on this point. “I’m sure you’ll agree I’m correct for insisting on this,” he said. 
 
    In the end and in the next room, Thames left it up to Felix. “I’ll ask you as a volunteer only, Ti-ber,” he said. “If you come with us to speak to Maksio, I can’t guarantee that the Flunians won’t lose their civility, if only long enough to commit to cowardice and drag you over to the Spark Warriors.” 
 
    Felix looked around the small antechamber they’d gathered in and all four of the Captains were staring at him. Was he really being offered the chance to go off into the frozen-still streets of Flune, crawling and climbing with the Command Team, the first to hear and see and to help cause a Resistance? He tried to search inside himself for either bravery or terror. A picture of his mother came to his mind. She’d been so willing to grasp at life’s lapels and make it produce adventure. He’d inherited both her shaggy hair and her smile, but he had the decency not to grin now. “I volunteer, Sir,” he said promptly. Thames wasn’t fooled. 
 
    “Remember, Felix,” he grumped. “This isn’t fun.” 
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    Felix had never conceived of such a sight as the streets of Flune. Yes, there were certainly masses of Spark Warriors, but they weren’t ‘marching up and down’ the avenues, any more than Felix’s team could. The buildings, poised at their highest points like waves towering over the sea, were casting shadows over the sunken structures. The sunset was just a few hours away. Getting to the building Maksio was taking refuge in took some complicated maneuvering.  Where the streets dipped sharply was clear of energy warriors, but many of those curves were too steep to climb. The Spark Warriors pooled in the clear, flat spaces.  
 
    Thames resisted scooting or crawling after Madeoy, at first. But there were only six Humans and that wasn’t enough to fight a clear pathway through hundreds of Spark Warriors at a time.  
 
    “Careful Ti-ber,” said Leberus, as Felix slid a little too close down a slope towards a bundle of energy warriors. Felix steadied himself and thanked him. It’d been good to see Leberus again, for the fellow was staunch and seemed indefatigable. Except Leberus’ typical casual demeanor had been dimmed since he’d gone with Felix to visit Shentarra before they’d set off on the mission.  
 
    “I hate to see her like this,” Leberus had stated. “Doctor, tell me she’ll be all right.” 
 
    “I wish I could,” Dr. Travis had sighed. “Perhaps if I had the help of Flunian medicine…” 
 
    “I’ll make you a deal, Travis,” Leberus had growled. “You keep her alive until I get back, and I’ll get you access to Flune, if I have to fight a pathway myself through those creatures.” 
 
    Leberus wore that same determined look now, even though he had to scoot on his backside through milling Spark Warriors towards the next intersection Madeoy was leading them to.   
 
    At last they rose to their feet and entered a building which rested in the middle of the city. Madeoy got them in and when the door closed behind them, they all breathed a sigh of relief. It was cold in the building, and the lighting was dim.  
 
    There were a lot of Flunians inside, taking up every room. The strangest thing about these trapped citizens was their silence. Courteous, always reserved, to see the people of this city without the usual animation in their faces bothered Felix. It wasn’t enough. 
 
    Why didn’t they appear bristling, terrified, or angry? He guessed that restricted from free access to the streets outside, still these people had each other. None of them were starving, or currently being injured. 
 
    Felix was noticed by Maksio when his group was shown into the room which had the Tri-Leadership of Flune waiting to see them. It was a large room and had been set aside for continued leadership of the city, although what government could do for a caged populace was a question that could be raised.  
 
    “Ah, here is Felix, welcome,” he was greeted, after Thames had made introductions of everyone in the team. 
 
    Madeoy was thanked and asked to sit and rest after his efforts in bringing the Humans in. Everyone else sat too. The conversation began without ceremony. But at Thames’ first suggestion of war, the flow of agreement between the two groups floundered to a standstill.  
 
    “You Humans want to go directly to battle, as we theorized you would,” protested Maksio, “but you’re in Flune now. We count costs here and try to find other avenues to achieve our goals.” 
 
    “Are you telling me your people sustained no injuries then?” demanded Thames. “No Flunian blood has been spilled?” 
 
    “Obviously our people have been wounded by these ‘Spark Warriors’ as you call them. But the creatures have no thoughtful capability. They can only wander about destroying things. They’re not the source of the trauma we face. Fighting with them on their level is pointless. We must learn who we’re dealing with and negotiate terms. This is the most efficient means of solving this problem.”  
 
    “We Humans were attacked and our ships aren’t made of the same shielded materials you have on the walls of Flune. If we hadn’t fought, many of us would be dead. There’s no use pretending you’re not a war, Maksio. The city of Flune is in real peril, and we Humans aren’t the ones who created it.” 
 
    “Having warrior instincts, however, Humans were better able to survive your attack. Flunians aren’t born to fight. How many of us would die in such a struggle, just to end up in the same position? Eventually we’d need to confront the creator of these Spark Warriors anyway.” 
 
    Thames’ eyes narrowed. “You’re right about one thing,” he agreed. “Eventually we’re going to have to face this Scientist Boarran, in order to end him.” 
 
    “At least we’re now positive this enemy is Boarran. Our Scientists confirm the use of his personal emblem in these devices and Energy Warriors. Also, his formerly dead wife has been recognized. All very intriguing.” 
 
    “Whatever the enemy’s name is you have to stand up!” Thames jumped to his feet, and his voice rose as well. “This is more than just ‘intriguing’! Don’t you understand this situation belongs to you?  It’s not going away because you find it unseemly and no one else is going to solve it for you. Besides, how many clues did Boarran drop? How much evidence did you ignore?” 
 
    Maksio pursed his lips at Thames’ outburst, but his prim face had the effect of making Thames more frustrated.  
 
    “You let Boarran take over that fortress and build his weapons there!” Thames went on. “You allowed the Blankensphere to get overwhelmed with those devices and you let him have all the space he needed when you gave him the Dark-Out zone. Stepping aside hasn’t brought you peace and now isn’t the time to be polite!” 
 
    Maksio urged Thames to ‘calm down’. The situation would be better suited if he ‘didn’t shout.’  
 
    Thames looked about to explode, or perhaps to attack Maksio so Boarran wouldn’t have to. He turned in agitation towards his team. “Felix!” he barked. “I’m sure you can see the direction of the Tri-Leadership’s thoughts! They want you to go talk to Boarran’s dead wife for them! They just haven’t gotten around to hinting at that yet!” 
 
    “We merely hoped that your Ti-ber Felix, after listening to wiser counsel, would see this necessity for himself,” Maksio corrected.  
 
    “And volunteer, is that it? So, you wouldn’t have to insist?” 
 
    “Again, Captain, there really is no need to shout.” 
 
    “Argh! Felix, you talk to them!” 
 
    Felix nodded, and kept from smiling as Thames threw himself into his chair. “Yes, Sir,” he responded. Felix gave the room a moment of composure before he pulled his chair forward so that he and Maksio were face to face. He bowed at the Flunian leader and placed his right arm across his chest. Maksio rose up a bit and returned the gesture. 
 
    “If I may ask, Sir,” Felix began, sitting down. “Why don’t you explain to me what you think I should do?” 
 
    “All right, young man. If I may advise you, I’d say after you carefully reflect on this dilemma, you’ll see it’s in your best interest to try and enter into a talk with Boarran. Humans are in as much danger as Flunians. Fussing with these Spark Warriors won’t bring us any closer to a safe conclusion. No, the enemy has already extended an invitation to converse, and no doubt, offer terms or tell us why he’s done these terrible things. Once you’ve conceded this fact, I’d suggest you volunteer to step forward.” 
 
    Felix kept his expression calm and serious. “Thank you,” he responded. “May I please share with you my concerns and explain more about what Humans think of this battle we’re in?” 
 
    “We knew Humans would have anxieties, and you especially, Ti-ber Felix. We’re eager to assist you as we can.” 
 
    “Thank you, again. I see the logic in what you say. I want you to know that I’m willing to talk to the Spark Warriors’ female companion. I believe I’ve seen a representation of Boarran’s wife before. But first, I hope you’ll allow me to speak.” 
 
    “Of course, you may.”  
 
    Felix smiled and bowed his head. “You see the way you and I are sitting here, sir? Behind you are your people, and behind me are mine. Your face is focused on me and polite, and so is my face concentrated on you. Both of us have the same problem we desire to solve, with as little loss of life and property as possible. Alternatively, although Humans might do better in a fight, Flunians outnumber us.” 
 
    “And so?” 
 
    “There’s a balance between my side and yours. As you must remember, to even the field of power is one of the first lessons of strategy. When you go and speak to Boarran, if you want the outcome to go in your favor, you need to achieve the same balance beforehand.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that…” said Maksio, and then stopped. 
 
    “As long as Boarran holds this threat over you, he’s bound to win this argument.” 
 
    “I suppose there’s a simple practicality in that, but we’re far superior to Boarran, remember. We have many intelligent minds and higher goals in life. That we desire peace makes us stronger, not weaker. Mental prowess and reason will win us this battle.” 
 
    Felix nodded. “You’re right. Reason is the way to win any battle. Seeing what drives your enemy, knowing his weakness and deciding on a plan to overcome him before he takes you captive instead.  Boarran was born Flunian but he’s lost the connection the rest of you share. He needs to be taught his way is wrong. Tell me, when you discipline a rebellious toddler, do you allow that child to swing a stick, and in that way resist your instruction? Before Boarran will give in to you, you must remove his weapon from his hand. Destroy the Spark Warriors, like the way you cleaned out the devices which inundated the Blankensphere. You stopped his progress, then, so why not now? All it takes is commitment to your own truth.” 
 
    “Stopping those devices in the Blankensphere was relatively simple.” 
 
    “Taking down these Spark Warriors isn’t hard either. Boarran isn’t invincible. He’s merely a bully out of control. He’s forgotten wisdom. Rise above his mental game. Remember Mastrey, who claimed to have created the Blankensphere? What happened to him after he turned on his machine and altered the fates of so many? His machine was destroyed and he was jailed. Show Boarran, who seeks to follow Mastrey, that his behavior won’t be tolerated in the same way.” 
 
    “You’re certainly a persuasive young man.” 
 
    “Flune has helped Humans so many times in the past. We hope you’ll allow us to return a small part of the favor now.” 
 
    “How can you help us? Do Humans claim to have a way to defeat these Spark Warriors that Flunians can apply?” 
 
    Felix turned in his chair and grinned right into Thames’ eyes.  
 
    “Shut up, Felix,” the man murmured, as they rose and switched places.  
 
    Thames sat down with Maksio and spoke of the plans they’d come up with for eradicating the Spark Warriors. “They can be destroyed with a minimal amount of injury suffered by our side, as long as we keep our fighters from being outnumbered,” Thames urged, remembering to sound polite. “This man here is one of our Mission Specialists. His name is Leberus and he’s fought the Spark Warriors twice now. Let him describe to you how he did it.” 
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    The battle took place in the morning. It’d been a busy night, setting up a way for all the Flunians to receive communication, moving the Human volunteers into the city and finding places for them to wait for the fight, and then having Maksio address the Flunian citizens. The speech, once the Flunian leadership informed the populace that fighting the Spark Warriors was the best way to solve their problem, was surprisingly stirring.  
 
    ‘My people,’ Maksio said. ‘The Spark Warriors which terrorize us aren’t alive. They have no soul. Of all opponents to be faced, these should engender no remorse in us to kill. They have no concerns or cares, but we do. Now is the time to remember what we love. Do we care for our way of life? Is this great city we’ve worked so hard to build, worth preserving? Beauty, peace, and courtesy, these are the emotions that drive our daily lives. But the Spark Warriors and their creator, they don’t cherish our values the same. We’re stronger because we care!  What matters to us rules our actions! This is our world and we’ll confront this lifeless enemy to maintain it! Remember our children and battle for their futures! Think of those who are weak and helpless. We have to win this war for them too! If you love Flune, then you must fight for our home!’ 
 
    The simplicity of his appeal was given with tears in Maksio’s eyes. At last, from being buried so deep, Felix saw passion pour out from his face. Perhaps it was the raw emotion in his gaze which had such an effect, or maybe the average Flunian wasn’t as reserved as those in leadership that Felix had met. But whatever had caused it, Maksio’s call for volunteers roused a huge amount of the populace.  
 
    All night as the news of how to fight spread from building to building, they tried to remember security, and to urge secrecy if at all possible. Using the Human communication systems, the messages were delivered, and the screens placed so groups could see the call to action and be instructed. If Boarran had any spies or listening devices in place at all, he’d be able to discover what was happening. Nevertheless, whether their plans were known or not, the Flunians were trained in how to strike their enemy. They were shown what implements would work best as weapons and told how to situate themselves for best efficiency. 
 
    After the sun had risen and a hurried breakfast eaten, the gathering thousands had astounded both Humans and the Tri-Leadership alike.  
 
    “So many have volunteered to fight these terrible Energy Creatures!” Maksio gasped, looking at the screens showing street after street in the city of Flune. Indeed, the Spark Warriors barely had room to mill about as the citizens gathered and sat on the ground. Each building had an open door and people packed the doorframes, ready to pour outside and get to the job of war. Almost all of the young and strong had volunteered, and Felix’s heart pounded to see the anger, terror, or eagerness to end the enemy’s power on their faces. Most of the other volunteers were parents, risen to the task of protecting their children, and their faces were determined and noble.  
 
    As well as Flunians, there were hundreds of Humans, all volunteers, also armed and ready for action. Felix wondered if there were anyone left on board to skeleton crew even one of the ships back to Orbon. But even if something unforeseen happened and they somehow lost this battle, the Human volunteers stood beside their Flunian allies. Once the gathering of troops had been completed Maksio took a deep breath and turned to Thames. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to go out there, Captain?” he asked. “I could use your help here, if we lose this fight.” 
 
    “If we lose this fight, you’ll need more help than I can give you.” 
 
    Thames shook Maksio’s hand and then led the way out into the street. Felix stayed close behind him, with Leberus on one side, and Zinya on the other. Miguel, Maddix and Igali were also there with them. Commander Freds had elected to stay with the Featherfleet. If the Human volunteers were lost in the battle, he was needed to try and get the ship, and the news of the devastation of Flune, back home to Orbon.   
 
    Each human had a communications hub, and they’d been well-dispersed throughout the city. There wasn’t a group of Flunians that couldn’t hear their call. 
 
    They went out the back door of the leadership building and found spots to stand at the edge of the street. The Spark Warriors were dimmer in the daytime. Unable to mill about with free access, many of them just stood in place. Their faces would blur into near-human features, but without any expression or desire written on them. Felix had brought his weapons with him when he’d left the Featherfleet the evening before. He held a knife in each hand.  
 
    Maksio’s voice suddenly spoke in Felix’s ear. “Rise up!” the Flunian leader shouted. “Destroy the enemy!” The Humans all began shouting, repeating his battle cry. “Fight!” Felix yelled, adding his voice to the call. “Fight for Flune!” 
 
    A mass of roaring was heard reverberating up and down the streets, and Felix was pushed forward by the fighters behind him. Maksio called out reminders, how to use the weapons, not to strike without looking, to remember caution, but no one was listening. It wasn’t a time to be spoken to. 
 
    Zap! Burst! It seemed the Spark Warriors made sound when they died. 
Electric screams, flashes of lost power, lightning bolts zigging out and drifting up into the air like smoke. Like nests of spiders leaving the web, the Energy Creatures rotated and oozed to escape, but they were surrounded. At the first strike many of the Flunians were clumsy. This was the moment when the injuries occurred. But as soon as one of them destroyed their first Spark Warrior and realized they were capable of killing more, their timidity changed to fierceness. Their confidence they could outmaneuver the enemy made them bold. 
 
    Zinya fought beside Felix. They’d gotten separated from the other Humans, and ended up in a small corner, where the street had formed a pocket. It was unlevel and the Spark Warriors came close enough to be disassembled, but didn’t attempt to wander uphill. She’d already destroyed four of the enemy, and Felix, not to be left behind, was just lifting his arm to keep even score.  
 
    But the ground suddenly buckling beneath his feet threw him off balance. The streets began to flow and move all over Flune. Boarran had restored power to the system just in time to disrupt the battle.  
 
    It was the Humans who were the most affected. Flunians were used to moving streets. “Watch out!” Zinya gasped. Except she was the one who fell. Felix stumbled forward, and his blade planted into the Spark Warrior before its energy disintegrated and he had to catch himself.  
 
    He saw Zinya spin out of the corner of his eye. The street under her rose at a sharper angle. She fell off it, stumbling and a Spark Warrior stood there, it’s lighted blade ready to stop her fall.  
 
    “No!” cried Felix, rolling over the rattling disk of the creature he’d just defeated. He leapt up and rammed in between Zinya and the Spark Warrior just in time, absorbing her weight into his chest as he yanked her to the side.  
 
    He felt the touch of its blade, across his back. He and Zinya both tumbled to the street. The Spark Warrior trod on his leg and then wandered off.  
 
    “Felix! Are you hurt?” she gasped.  
 
    He felt a slash of cold but he couldn’t tell if it was blood. He sat up on his knees.  
 
    “Let me see!” Zinya barked. She crawled over and was gentle as she moved his shirt out of the way to see. “Ah,” she breathed, exhaling deep.  
 
    “What?” he asked. “Have I been sliced?” 
 
    In answer she leaned her forehead against his shoulder blades. He could feel her trembling before she reached around and clutched him in a tight hug. “Hey,” he started to protest, and then realized how much he liked her embrace.  
 
    “Rrrah!” screeched a voice nearby to them. Felix lifted his head and watched some young Flunians charge over and take down the Spark Warrior they’d just escaped. There were no more of the creatures in their vicinity. 
 
    “Only your shirt was ripped,” Zinya murmured in his ear. “You’ve just got a long scratch over your back. Felix, you idiot! I don’t know how you missed getting cut in two!” 
 
    “Well, you were about to be stabbed in the heart!” 
 
    “Idiot,” she repeated, still clutching tight.  
 
    “Look,” he said. “The streets are still moving, but the Flunians can handle it.” 
 
    He felt her chin settle on his shoulder but she still knelt behind him and held him tight. The two of them sat like that for long minutes, watching the scene play out while the street they were on rose up and down like waves. Apparently, although Boarran could cause movement to happen, he couldn’t override the basic safety programs of how the plates operated. Buildings couldn’t be made to be broken by shifting or to crash into each other. Only the streets were fluid.  
 
    Flunians took over the end of the battle. They rode the seas of the streets of their home, finding the dwindling Spark Warriors that still existed. Felix held onto Zinya’s arms too. They both shivered now, from Flunian cold, and excess adrenalin, and relief. It was such a privilege to share comfort with her. He knew he’d never forget the depth of it. There was a final ‘Zap!’ in the distance, and then he could see no more of the enemy.  
 
    A cheering began somewhere on the streets below them, and the sound rose and coursed like the waves of the streets. Victory cries rang from Flunian throats. They’d won. Maksio spoke in their ears and confirmed it. In all of Flune there wasn’t a single Spark Warrior left. Each one had been destroyed.  
 
    Felix and Zinya got to their feet. They were still holding hands and it seemed the most natural thing in the world to turn to her. He grinned down and she smiled up and somehow their lips came together. It began as a victory kiss, but Felix was still wide-open. He pulled her close and kissed her with everything he had as the plates underneath their feet rose and fell like a child’s carnival ride. 
 
    Felix hadn’t known he’d been longing for this. Focused on his job, and the dangers the crew of the Featherfleet faced, he’d put his own interests aside. But down deep his affection for Zinya had remained intact, like a lump of gold after the dirt and excess rock have been cleared off. It wasn’t just how she looked on the outside which drew him. It was the remembrance of her wink, the tease of lively intelligence behind her eyes, and the way she gulped down her breakfast. The contralto of her voice….  And now she tasted so wonderful as he bent down and scooped her up tighter. Several long moments passed before his consciousness returned to him and he wondered if she was wanting him to stop kissing her with frenzy. But when he relaxed his arms and pulled back, a noise rumbled in her throat and she wrapped her arms around his neck. Her kiss was just as intense as his had been.  
 
    Around them the Flunians were still cheering, but eventually Felix had to smile around the assault of her lips.  
 
    “Did you just growl at me?” he murmured.  
 
    She broke apart with a smack, and then leaned up and kissed him for a last thirty seconds. “I guess we’d better go find the others,” she whispered in a sigh. 
 
    He stared at the most beautiful woman on the planet of Flune, trying to hold back waves of appetite. Her black hair had slipped from its braid, there were a few singes on her sleeves from the demise of the Spark Warriors, and her mouth looked a little smudged, from his kiss. He swallowed and held back the powerful urge to go for her again.  
 
    “Quit looking at me like that,” she whispered.  
 
    He was amazed to realize she seemed to desire him too, shaggy hair, average face and all. She reached up and ran her hands down from his tall shoulders in a sinewy line of touch that had him shivering. Or perhaps it was the open rip in his coat. “Unless we could stay here and kiss some more,” he suggested.  
 
    She chuckled, let him go and tried to straighten her hair. “Later,” she murmured, with hair pins in her mouth. “Captain Thames might need us.”  
 
    The streets were still rippling up and down but the promise of her words meant he failed to notice them. They went and found the closest group of people.  
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    One thing Flunians did right, they were very organized. By the time Thames had gathered up his command team from the remnants of the battle and they’d managed to locate the building the Tri-Leadership was housed in from the waving streets, Maksio was ready to welcome them with news.  
 
    The Flunian leader knew exactly how many of his people had sustained injuries, how much extra damage had occurred to the city during the battle, and how many Spark Warrior disks had been collected.  
 
    “Our citizens were almost outnumbered, there were so many of those energy warriors to fight,” Maksio spouted, offended. 
 
    “Downright rude,” responded Thames, in a dry voice. 
 
    “Yes, it is!”  
 
    “Well, seeing as how Boarran has attacked Flune to such an extent, I’d say we need to hurry and find him without delay.” 
 
    “Oh, there’s no need to try and find him, Captain. We already know Boarran isn’t hiding out in the city. The populace has reported all buildings and homes have been searched. He must still be in the dark-out area of Flune.” 
 
    “What about locating his wife?” 
 
    Maksio shook his head. “She wasn’t seen by anyone during the battle. I don’t see how she can demand we bring Felix to her, and then disappear like that.” 
 
    “I think Boarran realized we didn’t intend to give in to his demands.” Thames’ voice was even dryer than before, but at least this time, Maksio picked up on the sarcasm.  
 
    “Hmm,” he said. “You must be right.” 
 
    “Now is the time to hunt the villain down,” Thames persisted. “Before he has the chance to unleash some new weapon against you.” 
 
    Maksio gasped in shock. “You don’t suppose he has more, do you?” 
 
    “This is war. It’s not equipped with periods of rest. Please allow me to show you what my Mission Specialists have come up with. These are some ideas on what we can do next.” 
 
    Felix was impressed. Thames had learned quickly, it seemed, how to deal with Flunians. In less than an hour the command team was back out there, approaching the dark-out area. Maksio, again, had called for volunteers.  
 
    “You may be leading a mob, Captain,” he threatened, and then added. “But Boarran brought it on himself.” 
 
    Felix stared now as the dark-out area stretched before them. He shoved his hands in the pockets of the new coat he’d been given and adjusted the pack on his back. He felt dizzy at the sight of the landscape, for the stillness of the dark-out area was in direct contrast to the still-rippling plates beneath their feet. Many of the Humans had come on this mission, and they were matched if not outnumbered by Flunians. They weren’t a screaming mob, however. They looked grim, determined and were silent enough that Thames could turn and make a speech at the boundary. He thanked the volunteers and urged them to hang on and fight closely together.  
 
    “As soon as we cross into the dark-out area,” he said, “it’s already been discovered the Human communication’s system continues to work. Please pay attention to your Human companions! As we approach the enemy fortress, we don’t know what obstacles may stand in our path. Listen for direction! When we have freedom to fight, you’ll hear about it! Now, let’s go and find the source of all of this trouble. Let’s stop this enemy from hurting us anymore, and restore Flune to what it’s supposed to be!” 
 
    Thames lifted a hand and yelled the last, and the roar of sound that responded to him was good to hear. The troops crossed over into the dark-out zone. At least daylight surrounded them. Felix’s legs continued to wave up and down for the first few steps until he adjusted. It took some time to reach the wall of rubble which still surrounded the fortress. Felix thought they hadn’t lost any volunteers.  
 
    With so many hands focusing on a given spot, and due to the fact over half of the workers were Flunian, the wall of rubble was dealt with efficiently. Lines were formed and debris was passed, until a huge trench was cleared out of the wall. The first obstacle was opened up in less than an hour.  
 
    They spilled through the gap and paused on the other side. There were few buildings here to block the eye. Felix stood with his friends on either side. They were all with him, except for Travis and the rest of the medical teams. Miguel, Zinya, Maddix, Thames, Igali, Leberus, and even, to his surprise, was Mission Specialist Tyen, who’d been released from the Occu-pherence chamber and was recovered. When their eyes met Felix laughed.  
 
    “Tyen!” he said. “You’ve recovered!” 
 
    “I understand what you mean about that treatment in the Occu-Pherence chamber, Felix,” he replied. “It was terrible.” 
 
    “Seeing you standing there whole again, I guess I won’t complain about Flunian medicine anymore!” 
 
    “I heard Captain Thames remembered to have Shentarra delivered to the Flunian doctors as soon as the streets were cleared of Spark Warriors.” 
 
    “That’s true! Hopefully she’ll get better now.” 
 
    “Anyway, I got out of that stuff just in time to join everyone fighting the big battle here,” Tyen said with a smile. “I tried to find you earlier, but you and Statistician Zinya had disappeared to fight by yourselves.”  
 
    “Specialist Zinya saved my life, so I ended up in the best spot!” Felix said. 
 
    “The ‘best spot’, hmm? I know many who’d agree with you.” 
 
    Felix thought about Zinya and his cheeks grew red, but at least Thames interrupted them before Tyen noticed. They cleared the last bit of rubble and stared. Over to the side of their view, the huge backdrop of the Blankensphere nestled up against the Fortress they were trying to reach.  
 
    Felix swallowed in dismay. Another blockade stood in front of them, preventing access to the enemy’s stronghold. It was made up of a jagged string of Spark Warriors, and interspersed with them were about twenty of those odd contraptions on wheels. Oozing with crawling devices, too miniscule to single-out with the eye.  
 
    Right away Thames started talking into the communication’s hub. “Nobody moves forward yet!” he said. 
 
    Trusting to the hope that the Spark Warriors would remain mostly inert until they approached, Thames took a few minutes to discuss the situation with Tyen, Leberus and the chief Flunian that stood near him. They made quick plans.  
 
    For each of the rolling mechanisms, a team of two would run forward and capture them, zipped up inside two of the Human’s coats. While they were doing that, six fighters would go with them and defend them from nearby Spark Warriors. Thames called for special volunteers and spaced out the teams of eight. Leberus gave instruction, and he and Tyen charged forth to give an example. The two of them captured the first oozing contraption neatly, knocking it over inside their coats, dragging it back out of the way of Spark Warriors, and then sealing the bag.  
 
    “Ready,” instructed Thames into the communication hub, once they were cleared. “Go now!” 
 
    The battle began. Spark Warriors had no need to wait while their oozing counterparts were captured and gotten out of the way. The teams darted forward and the Spark Warriors reacted. Felix tried to see if all of the contraptions were successfully wrapped up before he had to leap forward and protect the team closest to him.  
 
    “Fight!” yelled Thames, a few seconds later.  
 
    For the second time that day battle cries rose up and filled the air with sound. This time their side was more practiced. Flunians were just as willing to strike this adversary as the Humans were. Zap! Burst! It was almost unfair how quickly the Spark Warriors met their destruction. Disk after pellet rattled to the ground, fried. Felix only got to take down three before he ran out of supply to fight.  
 
    Cheering began at the far end, as all of those Spark Warriors were eradicated. Thames turned to check, and that was a mistake. Felix opened his mouth to scream a warning. A Spark Warrior tottered up, in a sudden clearing of ground between it and Thames. Its blade swung like a scythe. Except Commander Igali was there, burying her blade into its chest. The Spark Warrior disintegrated before Thames was injured. Felix sagged in relief.  
 
    Thames turned in surprise. “Thank you for saving my life!” he said. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    Thames put a hand on her shoulder and then had a look at the field of battle. Everyone made certain there was only an empty field surrounding the Fortress. No other obstacle was standing in their way.  
 
    “Please list any injuries that’ve occurred,” said Thames into the communication hub.  
 
    Those who were wounded were taken back to Flune. The rest of them turned back to their original intent. Thames directed forward and more people than could fit inside the building marched towards the Fortress.  
 
    When they got there, silence settled on their small army. The Fortress appeared like nothing more than an old set of buildings, dilapidated from any former glory and deserted. The doors and windows, except for the ones Felix’s team had ripped open, were blocked. Thames turned and gave instructions. He set groups of warriors on each side of the Fortress, to block off any escape Boarran tried to make.  
 
    “I want these entrances in the front of the building, including the windows, opened,” he said. It was a simple command and the strength of many arms ripped the blocks off quickly. “Everyone listens now,” he said into the communication’s hub. “Our enemy likes to set traps. I can’t promise you, once we go inside, that we’ll all come out again unscathed. But we didn’t march all this way to hold back now. We Humans know about something, perhaps that Flunians don’t experience. We learned it when we were in school. Behind the arrogance of every bully is cowardice. Boarran is like the rest. He’s got swagger, and the belief no one will call his bluff! Well, here we are. If we can reach him, our shadow will rise up and we’ll see him sniveling in gutless terror! I’m not afraid of him anymore. His traps reveal we’re smarter together than he is alone! Who’s going in with me?” 
 
    Felix felt deep satisfaction. It wasn’t just the Humans bellowing for Boarran’s blood. When Thames gave the go, he could feel parts of the building groaning, near bursting from the assault of many shoulders.   
 
    They surged inside, Felix struggling to maintain his place near the front.  
 
    “Search every room!” Thames yelled, and that alleviated the crowd a small amount. All the rooms on the first floor were filled with excess bodies as the search went on. But the rest of them hurried upstairs.  
 
    Thames held up a hand and Zinya stepped forward with her scan-stick. “No evidence of explosives,” she reported. “No surges of extra power indicating other types of weapons.” 
 
    “Down the hall, Captain,” said Leberus. “There’s a doorway where the villain hid away from us the first time we came here.” 
 
    Thames waved forward down the passageway. Felix felt his heart begin pounding. Finding no more traps set for them was eerie. He felt certain some horror awaited them. For a moment he wished that Thames, his friend from old, and Zinya weren’t at the front of this line. Selfishly he wished he could step aside and let the nameless crowd of Flunians push past him and take their places. But he squared his shoulders instead. Thames and Zinya couldn’t turn back, and neither would he. Whatever trap was set, they’d all be walking into it. When they reached the closed door at the end of the hallway, Thames asked for silence.  
 
    “I pick up no readings on the other side of that door, Captain,” said Zinya. “At least none that make sense.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    She just shook her head and shrugged, but a screen activated next to the door and she gasped.  
 
    Felix stared at the face reflected in the screen. He knew that face from his previous delusions. It wasn’t Boarran that spoke to them now. It was the Flunian woman.  
 
    “I want Felix,” she said, speaking with no inflection. “Send him to me or I’ll destroy the city of Flune.” 
 
    “Speak to us face to face, Boarran!” Thames replied. “You’re the one that needs to surrender!” 
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    Thames wrenched open the door, and then nearly fell into death. Leberus, Igali, Felix, they all tried to grab him. But it was Maddix who pushed him back, slipping into the place where he’d been standing. She was repelled so hard he was knocked aside and the crowd received her body in the crush.               
 
    Behind the door, in a glowing, dusty-blue wall, stood the Blankensphere. Certain people in the population could commune with it, and with the right approach ships could soar between the layers. But the Blankensphere never allowed a forced entry. Maddix had fallen into it and was struck like Felix had been on his first night out on board the Featherfleet.  
 
    “Maddix!” cried Thames, his voice filled with anguish. There was no room to attend to her. The mass of people in the hallway were too compacted to back up very far. Leberus grumbled as he closed the door on the Blankensphere. 
 
    “Here!” called out Miguel. He’d found a doorway to the side and had forced it open. “Bring her in here!”  
 
    Felix fought his way over. He had on the backpack he’d been given before they’d set off leading this mob. It was full of medical supplies. Thames spoke into the communication’s hub.  
 
    “I want half of you people to go outside!” he called out. “There are too many in here. We don’t want the floors to collapse! Search the outbuildings in the area. Make certain there aren’t any other weapons stored nearby or hiding places. Those that remain inside, search this entire building!” he roared. “Take prisoner any person you find!” 
 
    Felix weaved through the moving crowd. The room he entered was like the one that he’d treated Tyen and Shentarra in on the night of their mission. It had a bench, a few low tables, and nothing much else in it.  
 
    “Felix, get ready to help!” Thames gasped, when he entered the room a few seconds later. He was carrying Maddix. Behind him came the others on the command team, and Miguel hurried to straighten the table and clean off any contents. Thames laid her down on it.  
 
    Felix was already zipping open his backpack. He stepped forward and looked at her, and swallowed down his dismay. Maddix had such a white face. Currently, there was no breath filling her lungs. He checked her pulse.  
 
    “Her heart stopped beating,” he informed the crowd. He kept his hands from shaking. Efficient movements, and better if he moved slower than if he dropped things. He got the shock radiator paddles placed on Maddix’s bare skin. He had to unzip her coat and rip open her shirt. Her slender torso was modestly attired at least, for her bra was simple but adequate, white with no lace or frills, except for a tiny bow.  
 
    “Ready,” he said, “Everyone stay back!” He glanced at Thames, who had a shaking hand held over his mouth.    
 
    It took three shocks before Maddix responded. Felix realized despite his professionalism he’d been holding his breath. But the shock radiator confirmed her heart had started beating again.  
 
    “She’s still not breathing, Felix!” Thames demanded. 
 
    Felix used the Inflater-Bag and gave her two puffs of air, before she began drawing in the oxygen she needed on her own. He checked her breathing and pulse again. 
 
    “She’s getting stronger,” he reported. “Blood pressure is coming back up.” 
 
    More than one person in the room gusted out a sigh of relief. Thames turned and gave over command of the next chore to Igali.  
 
    “Secure the Building first,” he told her. “I want to stay here and help Maddix. Make certain there isn’t some device in here about to explode us all into dust.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” she said. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we vacate the building?” interrupted a nearby Flunian, who was an aide which reported back to Maksio. 
 
    “Conquerors don’t vacate, and they don’t scurry back to where they came from either,” Thames growled. “It’s the enemy who runs!” 
 
    “Uh…yes, Sir!” gulped the Flunian. 
 
    It was as if Thames’ fury electrified the mob around them, for Flunian efficiency combined with Human doggedness had the buildings on this side of the rubble wall cleared very quickly. 
 
    “There’s nothing here,” Igali came back to report. “Nothing but old furniture and Scy-Tek at least fifty years old, according to the Flunians. Wherever he’s gone, Boarran took everything he valued with him, including all of the records which used to be kept here. From the family Mastrey, I mean.” 
 
    By this time and with so many willing hands, a lot of cleaning had gone on in the Fortress. Rooms had even been swept and mopped. The touch of Boarran was being dispersed, one surface at a time, until even his greasy fingerprints were wiped away. Beds had been discovered and fresh supplies were being brought from the city. 
 
    Hours passed and the Fortress continued to improve in appearance and comfort. Outside, whenever Felix looked out the now-unblocked windows, he could see tents being put up, dotting the field. Inside pads were filling each room that could be used for sleep. It was going to be one, huge camp-out. Felix smiled at the thought, and turning from the window, Zinya caught him at it. She shook her head at his good mood. He smiled bigger, remembering the passionate kissing session he’d shared with her. His eagerness spread across the room, and he saw her lips curl up in a smile for him before she turned back to the set of screens she’d been working on, trying to get the old Scy-tek to function for them.  
 
    Thames chose the biggest room in the Fortress and moved in there, commanding the Flunian and Human volunteers like he was a king and they were servants.  
 
    “Bring some more chairs in here,” he’d say, or, “when will the buffet be spread out? Our volunteers need food.” 
 
    They all feasted once the supplies were spread everywhere. The volunteer soldiers rested out on the faded Flunian grass, with the Rubble-wall on one side as a view and the vast Blankensphere as a backdrop for the other side. It was as if the enemy had never existed here at all.  
 
    At last, since Thames was so stubborn in his new choice of accommodations, Maksio himself, along with the rest of the Tri-Leadership team, had to leave the city proper and come out to the Fortress to discuss the situation with him. The Flunian crowds rose up and cheered when they arrived. 
 
    “Yes!” Maksio called out to them, his voice reverberating from the Human communication hubs. “Well done, my people! Good job! Now wait, just a little longer, to be released back to your homes!” 
 
    The Tri-Leadership team was shown to the large room, where Thames was waiting to see them. Felix came out of the room where Maddix was still sleeping. He had a few patients to attend besides her, but there weren’t any serious injuries. 
 
    Chairs had been set, artfully, and there were two chairs facing each other and a semi-circle of chairs each behind for the meeting. Thames bowed to Maksio, with his right arm across his chest. Felix held in a chuckle as Maksio hurried to return the gesture. Thames had adapted in his method of relating with this community.  
 
    Thames held out a polite hand. “Please, sit down,” he said, the soul of courtesy. 
 
    Maksio sat, his eyes blinking as he looked around the clean and pleasantly furnished room. “You’ve certainly made yourself comfortable here, Captain,” he said. “But don’t you think we should be getting back? Crossing the miles to Flune is difficult in the darkness.” 
 
    “So, you’ve figured out how to countermand Boarran’s control?” asked Thames in a voice like silk. “Already? The plates of Flune move like they used to, to transport your people safely from one spot of the city to another?” 
 
    “Well no, of course not yet,” admitted Maksio. “The plates are still rippling our streets up and down. It’s unsettling.” 
 
    “Then I’m afraid I don’t understand you. As you said, the city of Flune is miles from here and the area is difficult to cross.” 
 
    Maksio frowned but tilted his head. “So, you want to claim your victory ground, is that it? According to what my aide told me.” 
 
    “Look around us, my Flunian friend,” Thames invited. “See all that Boarran has pillaged and destroyed, and then abandoned. Nevertheless, it would be better if he didn’t have a stronghold to return to, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Well, yes, I suppose it is.” 
 
    Thames smiled and lifted a hand, and two helpers hurried over, with trays of refreshment in their hands. The guests were served. But at least Maksio had an attitude of business. He put his glass down and leaned forward. 
 
    “My people can’t sleep here,” he said. 
 
    “They can. We still need help.” 
 
    “They’ll get exhausted.” 
 
    “War isn’t easy, after all.” 
 
    “We seem to be fighting a battle with no one, and the discomfort is all on our side.” 
 
    “That’s why we need to make certain Boarran feels threatened as well. He has to keep hiding out and he can’t be allowed to relax.” 
 
    Maksio frowned again. “Are you suggesting we must go on searching for Boarran? He might be hiding in this dark-out zone somewhere?” 
 
    Thames grinned. “It’s good to see you apply some of that vast Flunian intelligence,” he agreed.  
 
    “It’s unlikely he’d be here, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Wherever he’s hiding, he’s a pestilence which must be dealt with.” 
 
    “You fear the thought of him growing in power again.” 
 
    “I’m thinking of Flune first, my ships second, and my city of Orbon third. Boarran tried to kill the crews from our four ships in the Blankensphere. Remember this isn’t a Human enemy we’re dealing with. Although my battle methods seem strange to you, and Humans a bloodthirsty crowd, still Flunians are best suited to understand how this enemy works.” 
 
    “Yes. It’s been thought of. We’ve interviewed Boarran’s former associates, and what few members of his family remain. He has some distant cousins, and one very old great-aunt, who, fortunately doesn’t comprehend what Boarran has done to her family name.” There was another long moment of introspection before Maksio sighed.  
 
    “We Humans are willing to go on assisting you,” Thames said.  
 
    A flash of strong emotion passed over Maksio’s face. “Any favors Flune has done for Humans in the past,” he said, “has been repaid. We may not act the way Humans do, but I admit we’ve needed your help in this battle. In the morning, allow me to take command for a while. Flunians are good at systematic searching. We’ll have the dark-out zone picked apart by dinnertime. If Boarran is here, we’ll discover him, and imprison him.” 
 
    “Thank you. My 2nd will show you to the room that’s been prepared for you,” Thames said, spreading a hand to Igali, who stood waiting. “You can organize your mission and get some rest before the sun rises.” 
 
    Maksio turned and told the rest of the Tri-Leadership team to return to Flune and keep the city ‘maintained and safe, while I attend to the mess here.’ 
 
    Everyone else in the room rose to their feet, and Felix joined in. Humans and Flunians bowed respectfully to each other, and then broke apart to get to work.  
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    The dark-out zone was searched and Boarran wasn’t found, so the volunteer army was released and everyone returned to Flune. Humans went back to their ships and as much restoration as possible went on in the city, despite the rippling streets.  
 
    “We still don’t know how Boarran is controlling the plates or keeping us from gaining full power throughout the city,” said Maksio. “This isn’t over, but for now, let everyone regain their strength.” 
 
    That evening Felix sat in his quarters on the Featherfleet. He was about to have dinner with Zinya and Miguel. Once they’d gotten resettled on the ship, she’d discovered Torn had taken over Bridge Statistician control. She’d gone first thing to the Bridge to catch up on the levels and Torn had confronted her. After that, she’d called Felix. Leaning close to the screen she kept her voice down to prevent anyone hearing her upset.  
 
    “None of the Command Crew is on the Bridge at the moment,” she said, looking around. Felix could see the deserted state of the Bridge on the screen behind her.   
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever seen the Bridge so empty,” Felix agreed. 
 
    “Just let me tell you what happened!” she spouted. “Torn said he came here to protect the Bridge when I was gone fighting, even though he was still recovering from his injury. He looked like he thought he was so noble. He actually accused me of deserting my post!” she gasped.  
 
    Her voice was tight and breathless, and her chin was clenched in anger.  
 
    “Everyone knows that isn’t true,” Felix tried to soothe her. “Is he going to accuse Captain Thames of the same thing? Or Commander Igali?” 
 
    “And Felix,” she went on as if he hadn’t spoken. “He changed where I had everything placed! He took down your station, first thing.” 
 
    “I guess I don’t need it anymore.” 
 
    “He had the nerve to switch his seat with mine! He insists since he remained with the ship during the time of her greatest need, he should be considered the Bridge Statistician now! He said Commander Freds agreed with him!” 
 
    “Has that recommendation been entered into the official log by Commander Freds?” 
 
    “No, I checked! Commander Freds wouldn’t operate that way anyhow. Torn even implied he couldn’t leave on his dinner break tonight. He said he was needed since there ‘was no other adequate coverage’ on the Bridge!” 
 
    “He really managed to speak out every offensive item on his list, didn’t he?” 
 
    “I’m beyond offended. I’m furious!” 
 
    “What did you say to him in return?” 
 
    “I didn’t tell him what I thought of him! I just suggested he get dinner. I pretended I was wasn’t bothered.” 
 
    Felix grinned. “Good job,” he said.  
 
    “As soon as he was out the door, I restored our seats back to where they’re meant to be!” 
 
    “When you and I go to eat with Miguel, is he going to try switching them back around?” 
 
    “I told the other Statisticians if Specialist Torn attempts to move my seat ever again while I’m gone, they’re to record a complaint against him,” she stormed. “Remember how it says ‘under-level crew is not allowed to usurp the seat of upper-level crew,’ in the Commander’s Handbook?” 
 
    “One could argue he’s already guilty of that.” 
 
    “Listen, Felix. I’m not very hungry now. I think I’m going to skip dinner, if you don’t mind. I’ve a lot to get done here.” 
 
    He nodded. “All right.” He didn’t bother trying to dissuade her.  
 
    “Thank you for understanding,” she said, her eyes softening.  
 
    “I’ll ask you more about it later.” 
 
    The screen cleared and he sat in his quarters and fumed until Miguel contacted him. They went and had dinner. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” said Miguel. “You aren’t listening to what I’m saying.” 
 
    “Sorry. I was thinking about Zinya.” 
 
    Miguel nodded. “You heard Torn was giving her a hard time?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m wondering if Commander Freds really thought she should switch places with that weasel.” 
 
    “You sound protective.” 
 
    “I…” Felix froze and then looked away from Miguel’s speculative gaze. “As Zinya’s friend I don’t like to see it,” he said after a few seconds had passed. 
 
    “Just as a friend?” 
 
    “Let’s talk about something else. What were you complaining about? You said I didn’t hear you?” 
 
    Miguel gave a lazy smile but he allowed the conversation to move on. “I was saying we got some interesting reports from the Flunians. They’ve been examining Boarran’s tek, trying to figure out how his mind works so they can get their city back. They say they know how to reprogram those devices which inundated the Blankensphere. Their inner beacons can be directed wherever they choose, and possibly used for other applications than absorption and transmission of power.” 
 
    “So, they must’ve found a way to single out some to study.” 
 
    “They did. That Flunian scientist named Madeoy is here now, by the way. He brought some to exhibit what he’s learned.” 
 
    “There’s some of those devices on board right now?” 
 
    “Yes. Captain Thames has the other captains here too. In his office.” 
 
    Felix was thoughtful for the rest of the meal. Miguel rose to go and put his hand on his shoulder. Felix looked up. “Yes?” he asked. 
 
    “Don’t worry about Zinya,” Miguel said. “She can hold her own.” 
 
    “Just keep an eye on her. Put in a word for her if Torn needs to hear it.” 
 
    Miguel smiled and agreed, but after he left, Felix found himself staring at the bite of dinner he held in his hand.  
 
    He shouldn’t feel like he had the freedom to insert comment into a Captain’s meeting, but he wanted to be helpful. “Ah,” he murmured when an idea occurred to him. He went to the nearest screen and contacted the Bridge Recording Specialist, but sent him a non-verbal message. Thames would have a screen nearby him and could read all reports silently while attending to his meeting. The recording specialist would keep Felix’s note discreet, but let Thames see it as he was ready.  
 
    ‘If I could make a suggestion,’ he typed in, ‘it might be feasible if some of those devices Madeoy brought were to remain on board the Featherfleet. At least one of the activated devices should stay here.’ 
 
    Several minutes passed and he received no reply, so he emptied the rest of his dinner into the trash bin and left the cafeteria. He decided to go back to his office. Zinya wasn’t the only one who had work to do. Several patients had come to see him earlier, and he needed to catch up on their reports. But no sooner had the door whooshed open for him than the screen beside his desk activated. He sat down at it and received the call.  
 
    “Ti-ber Felix,” he said. “How can I assist you?” 
 
    “What do you mean, Felix?” Thames demanded without preamble. “It’s irritating you say we should keep one of Boarran’s devices on board. It distracted me until I called you to find out why!” 
 
    “Pardon me, sir,” he replied. “I didn’t mean to interrupt your meeting.” 
 
    “That Ti-ber of yours always has big ideas,” said the Downthread’s Captain, leaning down behind Thames to see into the screen. 
 
    “Just in case the device could turn out to be useful,” Felix urged. “Before we enter the Blankensphere, even if we’re on our way home, I thought we should have one…and the Flunians have so many they won’t miss it.” 
 
    “You don’t have any specific reason for asking we keep this device?” snapped Thames. 
 
    “No, not really, sir.” 
 
    “Then don’t insert yourself into a Captain’s conversation again, unless you have a clear-cut explanation.” 
 
    “No, sir, I mean, yes, sir, I won’t,” Felix stuttered.  
 
    Thames cleared the screen and Felix sat back with a sigh.  
 
    He thought he knew what the Captain’s meeting was about. He decided that deciphering Flunians and how they thought was necessary in this situation. After all, he was a Teddie Bear, and part of his duties included advising the Captain. The Flunians had ships to traverse the Blankensphere, which due to their advanced tek was superior to Human ships. The Flunians desired to end Boarran’s control, and they’d want to keep him from harming them further. However, they’d consider the intense pursuit of locating him to be less critical than regaining their hold of Flune. 
 
    He could hear the Tri-Leadership talking in his mind. ‘We must study Boarran’s research, what he’s developed in the past, and these weapons we’ve captured,’ they’d no doubt told each other. ‘We have many intelligent Flunian minds, and soon we’ll come up with what we need to end his control over us. Once we’ve blocked his access, he’ll no longer be a threat and then we can find him and arrest him.’ 
 
    Despite how the Flunian citizenry had risen to strike down the Spark Warriors, they’d never be as aggressive as Boarran was. Humans understood better that Boarran couldn’t be ignored for long. Felix felt it was highly probable the Humans would end up taking over the scouring of the Blankensphere, and probably the Captains were together now discussing that very thing. Thames would feel Orbon wasn’t safe until their enemy was located. 
 
    It turned out Felix was correct. He’d finished his reports till late, and had a talk with Zinya, in which she’d caught him up on how Torn’s cold attitude had made the other Statistician’s uncomfortable all evening. After that he’d gone to bed.  
 
    The next morning a message from the Bridge filled every screen on the ship.  
 
    “All crew,” said the automated ship’s voice. “Hyper-observation of all Stations is required. Be informed that along with the SST Downthread and the SST Immaculate, we’ve entered the Blankensphere. Our mission is to locate our enemy and then capture or eradicate him. Report any discrepancies noted about ship’s operations to your immediate supervisors. If you scan any unfamiliar tek either on board or in the Blankensphere, inform the Bridge before you investigate yourself. Continue repair of ship’s functions first and of ship’s conveniences as second priority. Further information about our mission status or when we’re returning to Orbon is not available and not to be sought after. Work hard and support your fellow crewmembers. End of Captain’s message.” 
 
    This was repeated several times. Felix sat up in his bed and looked out his window. Sometime while he’d been sleeping, they’d left the city and now the Flunian sky had been replaced with the mauve-colored wall of Blankensphere. Felix was certain the Flunians, in gratitude Humans were doing all the unpleasant work, had sent them on their way with many beacons and extra supplies to assist them in mapping the Blankensphere and securing Boarran.  
 
    Felix put his feet down but he wanted to return under his covers with his pillow over his head. He felt the same as he’d done on his mission with Shentarra, Leberus and Tyen, and they’d entered the dark-out area. They’d tried to reach the fortress but traps had been set against them. Fighting the unknown once they’d gotten in the building, yet they’d been aware Boarran had been hiding in his spot down the long hallway. They hadn’t been able to get to him. 
 
    What trap was being set against them now? Thames had said Boarran was a bully, who’d had his nose punched and would now be found crying behind the bushes in the schoolyard. Felix thought this speech had worked well at the time, to soothe a pack of Flunian warriors about to enter the Fortress and who were out of their depths. Now, however, Felix could tell finally capturing Boarran wasn’t going to go easily.  
 
    There was more going on in Boarran’s mind. Felix knew that he’d seen only part of what was driving this Scientist in the delusions they’d shared. Making use of the Blankensphere to feed his desire, this was just the beginning of appetite. Boarran dreamed of ruling others as well, so he must feel powerless. He wanted to overfill physical passion, so therefore he must be deprived of any emotional feeling. In stealing Flune’s power and rippling the plates all around, wasn’t violating Flune what Boarran was seeking? To pillage and humiliate them? 
 
    Boarran had also studied Mastrey and his Time Travelling claims. Was it to extend his own life, and to correct past mistakes? Or was it to keep death away? Felix froze instead of hurrying to his office to assist the crew. An answer had come to him. Was the solution to what motivated Boarran really as simple as that? He frowned and wished he didn’t have to ponder what the villain was after. He never wanted to be privy to Boarran’s innermost thoughts again. What was it going to take to corner him and wrench his weapons out of his hands? When would this trial be over? 
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    Their speed was high. Their ships weren’t tethered, but they flew within ‘sight’ of each other. New Flunian tek made this possible, as well as being able to map the Blankensphere more quickly than usual. Felix had a lot of patients to see over the next seventeen hours. Thames was inexorable in his pursuit of Boarran, and although this elicited a lot of confidence in the crew, the feeling of hurtling blind into danger was felt by his patients as well.                
 
    One of his patients was visiting him in fact, when his screen activated with the Imperative Tone. 
 
    “Ti-ber Felix,” the Bridge Communication’s Specialist said. “Report to the Bridge, double-time.” 
 
    Felix dropped the woman’s hand that he’d been holding. “Yes, sir,” he said to the screen, and rose. A glance at his patient revealed her large eyes as she stared at him leaving his office. Her hand crept up to her mouth, but she was a crewmember on board an SST ship after all. Her face leveled into professional competence as his door whooshed down. Good for you, he thought, but then wondered if he had the same strength. Double-time meant running. In seconds he was on the elevator and when the door opened, he sped down the passageway to the Bridge. He showed his face at the screen and the door whooshed open. He’d arrived in under two minutes.  
 
    He hurried inside and found the Bridge crew on their feet.  
 
    “Ti-ber Felix,” said Thames, right away. “Come here.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
 
    The Captain, Freds, Igali, and the Mission Specialist who stood in place of Shentarra were all surrounding the screens at the Communication’s Station. Felix went and stood among them. He glanced over, but Zinya wasn’t on the Bridge. Just Torn glaring at him. At least the fellow wasn’t close enough to hear them talking. 
 
    Thames’ eyes were serious as he connected gazes. “Felix, prepare yourself,” he stated. “You’re about to see the face of our enemy. Boarran has been located, and as we feared, he says he’s prepared a weapon against us. This message contains both his threat and his terms, and only the people you see standing here have seen it. The rest of the Bridge crew don’t even know yet.” Thames turned and spoke to the Specialist. “Replay the part of the message Felix needs to see,” he told him.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” said the man, and a Flunian face filled the screen. 
 
    Felix stared at Boarran. Odd the way attitude could make such a difference in how someone appeared. Boarran was in his late forties. His lean physique was sturdy and his face symmetrical. He might be considered handsome in Flunian circles. But his agitated stance and intense eyes revealed his weakness. As a Teddie Bear, every instinct Felix had was shouting alarms. Boarran wasn’t just cold, evil or sly. He was also insane.  
 
    “Now hear my terms,” the recording said. “There’s a Human named Felix. I don’t know what he looks like but he’s my particular enemy. Because of Felix my devices were uncovered and my Fortress revealed. My power drain of the Blankensphere was cut off before I had enough vitality to conquer utterly! Felix attacked me too, on a deep personal level. Felix will pay for my discomfort. Because of his interference, I wasn’t able to accomplish my immediate goals.” 
 
    Boarran paused, and his lips moved with unscripted words. A line of moisture ran along the edge of his lips before it dripped into drool onto his chin. He shook his head, and continued. 
 
    “My victory was stolen before my energy warriors could subdue Flune, but I’ve enough resources left to blast my most potent weapon. With one touch of my hand, I’ll destroy all of your Human ships, and you aren’t fast enough to evade my strike!” 
 
    Felix lifted a hand and the recording was paused. His heart started hammering as Boarran’s features froze on the screen. Teddie Bears were trained on how to read faces and Boarran’s was chilling. Those staring eyes, beyond enraged, were undefeated at his recent setbacks. Felix could see one important fact radiating out from Boarran’s diseased gaze.  
 
    The Flunian was telling the truth.   
 
    “Thames,” Felix murmured. “Boarran isn’t lying. He believes he can destroy our ships.” 
 
    “We’ve detected no vast energy system nearby, Felix. This might be an empty threat designed to manipulate us and give him time. Even if he has such a weapon, he’d be a fool to unleash it in the Blankensphere. What affects us can whiplash around and strike him back.” 
 
    Felix shook his head. “That won’t stop him,” he warned. “He’s disturbed enough to try it.” 
 
    “Go on with the recording,” Thames said.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” the Specialist replied.  
 
    Boarran’s face disappeared for a moment, and his transmission revealed a picture. It showed a chamber, attached to the edge of the Blankensphere on one side and sparking up and down the walls with energy. Felix felt sick. He’d seen that chamber before. It was what Boarran used to blend energy with flesh. The people sent inside this chamber would no longer have their personality revealed behind their eyes when they exited the room. Felix thought now that his body molded into some other form and the loss of his own soul-light was a fate worse than death, but he didn’t describe what he knew to the others. 
 
    “Send Felix into my chamber.” Boarran’s voice was calm as he made the demand. “He’ll become my servant. I’ll use him to discuss terms with you. Flunians are superior and it’s no surprise they’ve stopped me for now. But you Humans will learn to never get in my way again.” 
 
    The sick feeling in Felix’s stomach didn’t go away over the next hour, when the prerequisite talking began. They must have meetings. Boarran had given them a time limit, and Felix was allowed to sit in the Captain’s study and hear all of the arguments. Each Captain and their command teams were revealed on many screens around the room.  
 
    The Captains discussed options. Boarran was in a Flunian ship, not huge but adequate for their enemy to make it defensible.  
 
    “We have three ships,” said the Ripplewhite’s Captain. “We can surround him and fire him into dust. The Flunians gave us some of their weapons as well.”  
 
    “Yes,” said the Immaculate’s Captain. “It’s us who should be making demands.” 
 
    “Ti-ber Felix analyzed Boarran’s message,” Thames replied. “He says Boarran believes what he’s saying. He thinks he can destroy us.” 
 
    “My Ti-ber analyzed Boarran’s recording as well,” the Downthread’s Captain put in. “He says our enemy is clearly mad.” 
 
    “But does he think Boarran is lying about this weapon he’s got?” 
 
    The Downthread’s Captain frowned. “No, his assessment is the same as Ti-ber Felix’s,” he conceded. “He thinks Boarran is telling the truth, too. Unless the villain is so far gone, he dreams he’s got a bomb but actually has a firecracker.” 
 
    “We can’t rely on that,” said the Immaculate’s Captain. “Boarran threatened to destroy one of our ships in order to prove his point if we wait too long.” 
 
    “We could delay Boarran, and give the Flunian ships we’ve sent for time to arrive,” said the Ripplewhite’s Captain. “Their ships plus ours would frighten him for sure.” 
 
    “Boarran’s deadline is hours before that can happen,” replied Thames. “Do you think we can put him off for hours? He must know time would be on our side.” 
 
    At last the Captains ran out of words and the faces in the room and on the screens fell silent. Felix jumped when Thames kicked his chair. 
 
    “Felix,” he growled. “Why aren’t you saying anything?” 
 
    Felix shook his head. 
 
    “You’ve got an idea, I know,” Thames went on. “Out with it.” 
 
    At a quick glance around the room, Felix saw every face staring at him. He looked down and tried to relax, until he could keep his stomach from overturning. That would be embarrassing if he had to run from the room with his hand over his mouth. 
 
    “Well?” demanded the Downthread’s Captain. Felix couldn’t help but jump again. 
 
    “Only I get to yell at my Ti-ber,” grouched Thames. 
 
    “He’s an old friend of yours, isn’t he? What’s his problem now?” 
 
    “Something I never thought I’d see happen,” Thames replied. “I think he’s afraid.” 
 
    “Shut up, Thames,” Felix couldn’t help but say.  
 
    “There’s no way Boarran can dictate what’s going to happen next,” Thames went on. “We just have to….” 
 
    But Felix leaned forward with a mighty sigh and held his head in his hands. Breathing in and out, he took all he had to control his fear. His Teddie Bear ears fell off his head and he let them. They couldn’t protect him now.  
 
    Silence reigned in the room again.  
 
    A hand settled on his shoulder. He looked over and Thames was crouched by his side. Felix put a shutter over his eyes before his old friend discerned too much. He quelled his emotions, using all his training. He pulled up a smile. “Before I go in that chamber,” he said to Thames, “I want that device put back in my brain. I know you told Madeoy to leave one here. You can’t help but listen to my advice, even when it irritates you.” 
 
    “Madeoy left more than one of those devices here. But I don’t see any point in talking about it.” 
 
    “We’ve got to deal with Boarran’s demands.” 
 
    This started a new argument.  
 
    “I don’t think we should send Ti-ber Felix onto Boarran’s ship so he can enter that chamber. Giving Boarran what he wants implies we fear him,” Thames said. “Better to raise our shields, demand his surrender and then start firing on his ship till only the Jettison tubes are left.” 
 
    Felix realized it was all up to him. He was going to have to convince them to use him. “I’ve got a plan,” he kept insisting. 
 
    “What plan?” demanded Thames. 
 
    “Boarran made a mistake demanding I come on board his ship. It gives us a way in! Besides, since he’s our only enemy, we have to understand him. It’s all about what he’s lost, you see. I know what he wants.” 
 
    “Felix, that’s…” 
 
    “No, listen. Turn Boarran’s order around. Tell him you have a demand instead. I’ll go into the chamber on one condition. The Flunian woman has to go in there with me.” 
 
    “You mean his dead wife? Why do you want to go into the chamber with her?” 
 
    “Just trust me. Put that device back in my brain. Boarran will try block my communications but by using the device, I’ll transmit the information back here to our Bridge.  Miguel and I can make a connection.” 
 
    The rest of the plan gained cohesion. Leberus, Tyen, and the Mission Specialist from the Ripplewhite would be the ones who carried out the operation on Boarran’s ship. A different security force would deliver Felix and leave, but the Mission team would sneak in and hide out on board Boarran’s ship during the delivery. Flunian security tended to rely more on devices and shielding rather than training their people in stealth and covert missions, so it was believed Boarran would be unaware of their methods. Once he was distracted by Felix and his wife going in the chamber, Leberus and the others would attack from the inside of Boarran’s ship. Before they made themselves known, they’d lay down bombs set to go off if the worst came to the worst. If possible, they’d also attempt to locate and disarm Boarran’s weapon. 
 
    “It seems too simple a plan,” the Downthread’s Captain complained. “It’s all based on the idea Boarran wouldn’t notice our Mission Specialists sneaking on board his ship.” 
 
    “Remember, sir,” said Felix. “Boarran is operating with a huge weakness of his own. He can’t think clearly. He’s brilliant but deranged. We’re going to have to take the risk and use this fact against him. Besides, it’s better to try something than to just let him threaten to destroy us.” 
 
    Once the meeting was over Thames and Felix walked together down the passageway. They’d left Freds and Igali in charge of preparing for the mission, for Leberus and Tyen had to be gotten from their ships to on board the Featherfleet and Felix had to be injected with Boarran’s redirected device. Thames was quiet as they walked but before the door whooshed open to drop him off at the Bridge, he turned.  
 
    “You know something about that chamber Boarran wants to send you into,” he said. “What is it you’re not telling me?” 
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    It was hours later and Felix was cold.  
 
    “Mastrey was a genius, you know,” Boarran was saying as Felix sat tied to a chair. “He wrote many theories on what he thought the Blankensphere could be used for. He was wrong, of course, about its basic nature. But I was able to use one of his theories and combine it with my own design. Think of the Blankensphere as a dome, which allows in light, air, rain and stimulus from the outside but prevents contamination from reaching underneath. It’s like the film that coats the hilltop of your eyeball. Dirt and other infectants aren’t allowed in.” 
 
    Felix didn’t say anything. Boarran seemed so enthralled to be tying him up. Seeing as how it kept the Flunian distracted while the Mission Specialists were sneaking on board, Felix let Boarran twist the ropes around him several times.  
 
    Boarran watched his screens and saw the security force that’d escorted Felix in return to their ship and take off in it. “The Humans which brought you are gone,” he said, once the Small-Transport ship flew away. “Now there’s no one left to help you.” 
 
    Felix kept quiet, schooling his eyes not to jump and his face to remain stoic. He was excited nonetheless. Leberus and the others must’ve gotten in and Boarran had missed it! Felix regained full composure and waited, and Boarran went on talking.  
 
    “You see, I realized what the Blankensphere could be used for. It requires a lot of energy to change a corporeal form. The Blankensphere can hold that spark in, and focus it. Maintain the integrity of its film around the body while it’s being molded, and coat the motivation section of the brain so it won’t be crushed. You may wonder why I bothered perfecting my chamber. Originally, I’d hoped to go in there myself, and improve my body indefinitely, but I discovered that was dangerous. Meanwhile, I still had the ability to change other bodies into usefulness.” 
 
    “I’d attempted to create beings using other basic materials, yet flesh needs other flesh. I realized that right away. You can’t hold an energy body and be satiated. Machines, animal or plant fibers can never simulate what our brain receptors long to devour. If I mixed energy creatures and flesh though, I could finally create a being for my own purposes.” 
 
    Boarran finished what he was fiddling with and rolled Felix’s chair forward. Felix stiffened. The awful chamber that he’d seen stood right there, it’s door open and ready to receive him. Boarran leaned forward and peered into Felix’s face. “You’re not what I expected,” he said, and a little spittle came out when he said ‘expected’. “You’re very young, aren’t you? So plain-looking and inconsequential. I don’t know why I bothered being aggravated by a person like you.” 
 
    Felix ignored his insults. He couldn’t risk saying the wrong thing.  
 
    “You promised you’d go inside my chamber,” Boarran went on, and despite Felix’s efforts to keep his face straight the scientist saw his reaction. “Don’t try to fight me when I let you go,” he added. “I can destroy your ships so easily and you don’t know how. If you make me angry it’ll be your fault when your friends die. I’ll untie you now and you’ll obey. Do you agree?” 
 
    Felix nodded. Boarran released him from his bonds and Felix rose up taller than him. 
 
    “There it is, my greatest built-tek,” said Boarran, stepping a safe distance away but gesturing towards the chamber. “You’ll only be the second person I’ve ever put into it. I’d prepared it for Flunians, but I just modified it to accept you. You’re quite tall.” 
 
    Felix stared at the chamber before him. Up against the edge of Boarran’s ship, it had a large window which allowed for the near-invasion of the Blankensphere. Sparks were flaring, dancing up and down its walls.  
 
    “Come here, my dear,” Boarran said, holding out his hand towards someone Felix hadn’t noticed before. The Flunian woman from his nightmares stepped forward from a corner of the room, in the flesh. Her body was every bit as voluptuous as he’d seen in the delusions. Her skin was smooth and showed no scarring. Her long-lashed eyes blinked in precise rhythm while her perfect lips remained parted. He couldn’t tell if she was breathing. He was too arrested by the spark crawling around the pupil circle in her eyes. She paused at Boarran’s side and insinuated her body up next to his, while she stroked him from shoulder to wrist. 
 
    “I call this chamber S.P.A.C.E.,” Boarran told him. “It stands for ‘Singular-Phasing-And-Correlated-Envelopment’.” 
 
    Felix spoke for the first time. “You sent your wife in there, didn’t you?” he demanded. 
 
    Boarran’s composure slipped for less than a second. “My wife went in on her own accord,” he replied. 
 
    “And are you proud of what you’ve done to her? This chamber killed her, didn’t it? Leaving that empty shell of a creature in her place.” 
 
    “My wife was dying anyway. There was an accident, you see. The others thought she was already gone, but I managed to wake her, for a moment. She agreed to go into S.P.A.C.E. Just like you’ve done, so you can save your ships.”  
 
    “Killing me and making me like her I can understand,” Felix said. “You blame me for your failures. But you dreamed of enslaving your fellow Flunians too, who’ve done you no harm.” 
 
    Boarran glared. “It was rude of you to reach into my subconscious. You had no right to invade my dreams.” 
 
    “I had every right to protect my people!” 
 
    “People,” Boarran snarled. “Flunians with all of their tidy schedules and Humans with all of their dramas! It amounts to nothing but time wasted while they wait for death! But my chamber can give them a purpose. S.P.A.C.E. can improve their bodies and silence their incessant thoughts! Their time, as Mastrey should’ve understood, can be stretched.” 
 
    Felix let his gaze burn into Boarran’s. “You don’t want to stretch time,” he accused. “You want to punish it.” 
 
    “It’s you I want to punish,” Boarran responded. He went over to a nearby counter and picked up a handheld mechanism. His eyes widened and his mouth turned down with gleaming malice. “Keep your word and enter S.P.A.C.E., or I’ll destroy one of your ships,” he threatened. He held up his device and both his thumbs were anchored over a button.  
 
    Felix couldn’t risk tackling him. He couldn’t do anything but comply. He reached up and adjusted the implant that Miguel had placed behind his ear. It connected him to the Featherfleet’s Conce and allowed him to direct the transmission of the tiny device in his brain towards Miguel. “All right,” he finally said. “Put the weapon down and I’ll do as you say, but remember she goes in with me.” 
 
    “Sending her in won’t damage her. It’s you I want to destroy, from the inside out. Shall I make you look ridiculous when I change your appearance? Or would looking hideous worry you more?” 
 
    “Change my appearance too much and the Humans won’t recognize me. They won’t believe in your power over them.” 
 
    “Go on, get inside!” Boarran yelled, spittle flying now in several directions. 
 
    Felix walked up and took hold of the Flunian woman’s hand. It had no extra warmth, but it wasn’t as cold as death. He paused at the chamber door and closed his eyes.  
 
    ‘Miguel,’ he thought, sending the message like a communion. He wished that Leberus had broken into the room in time to prevent this. Suddenly terror froze him to the spot. “Worse than death,” he whispered. 
 
    A message came back to him, not a verbal one, but at the side of his thoughts. ‘Felix, distract the enemy long enough and you won’t have to go into that chamber. Try to talk to Boarran some more. Say to him that…’ 
 
    “I’m about to destroy one of your ships,” Boarran prompted. 
 
    There was intensity in that voice. Fulfillment. Boarran was enjoying this too much to be distracted.  
 
    Felix couldn’t find breath, his heart was beating too fast, and he felt dizzy. Panic attack, he diagnosed. But clutching the Flunian woman’s hand, he stepped into S.P.A.C.E. Once the door shut behind them, he dug in his pocket and pulled out a small injector. He’d brought one of Boarran’s devices with him, and now he injected it into the Flunian woman’s neck. He didn’t know if there was any blood in her veins of it there was only energy. But Miguel had redirected the transmitter and perhaps it would turn out to be useful to track that transmission later. He let go of her and looked around. 
 
    The brilliant blue line of spark hurt his eyes it was so bright. The floor was black and shiny and the Blankensphere was a curtain melting to the side. The dimension couldn’t be touched, but this powerful energy made it react. It thinned and became pliant, seeking to avoid being meshed with.  
 
    Felix closed his eyes when the dimension came close to him.  
 
    ‘Miguel!’ he begged. ‘Can you tell Leberus to hurry?’ 
 
    ‘Hold on, Felix,’ Miguel answered. ‘The Mission Team set the charges. We can detonate Boarran’s ship from here, or if he manages to destroy our ships instead, the charges will go off on a timer so he can’t destroy Flune. Leberus says they think they know where you were taken. There’s a locked door and they suspect you and Boarran are in the room behind. They’re trying to find a way to get in.’ 
 
    ‘I had to come into the chamber,’ Felix mourned. ‘Tell Zinya not to be angry with me.’ 
 
    ‘Too late! Zinya says if you went in, then turn around and go back out!’ 
 
    ‘I can’t see my way out. Only sparks and the Blankensphere!’ 
 
    Felix glanced at Boarran’s dead wife. She stood very still, like a machine shut down and placed on the shelf. He’d thought she was the key to unlocking communication with Boarran, but when he’d actually seen the look in Boarran’s eyes, it was evident logic would have no place in the conversation. All Flunians loved reason and ordered their lives around it. Their emotional core, on the other hand, lay deep and undisturbed by trials. Love could be appreciated as a calm retreat, serene to be enjoyed like a gentle, summer day. Passion was an appetite easily filled, so why not sip and savor each taste.  
 
    But raw emotion, as Felix knew all too well, wasn’t meant to be tamed. Flunians weren’t all that different than Humans. Many people theorized they were actually the same creature. Flunians had colonized one area from Earth, and with no other interbreeding among other Humans, their characteristics had grown strong and distinct. Once they’d arrived on this planet, they’d been separated from the rest of the Humans again. They’d crafted their society to their taste, sifted out behaviors and attitudes that overwhelmed, and expected all citizens to be happy in the peaceful home they’d made. 
 
    The Human animal still existed inside them, however. Boarran was proof. Perhaps he’d always been off. He’d thought and felt differently, but because he had advancements to the community to offer, his outbursts were tolerated or ignored.  
 
    And he’d found love. This pretty Flunian female had stood beside him, although her body wasn’t perfect. He’d won her lifelong companionship and support. He loved her more than was seemly, but she was obedient to his desires.  
 
    Felix’s attention was snagged suddenly. He’d just been nudged by a slice of sheering pain. One of the spark waves that rolled up and down the walls of S.P.A.C.E. had come and flowed down the edge of his arm. He looked down and saw the black singe-mark on the sleeve of his shirt.  
 
    Another spark zapped from the wall over to touch him in another area. This time it hurt his shoulder. The third spark invaded the surface of his skin and burned so deep he screamed. “Ow!” he cried, but of course that didn’t stop Boarran. 
 
    A spark lined up along his leg and burned a gouge. 
 
    “Ahh!” he yelped. Another struck him in the side. “Ahhh!” More hit from several directions. He ducked and scurried but they all found him, cutting like fire. He shrieked so loud and long his voice box hurt too. 
 
    ‘Felix, what’s going on? Leberus says Boarran is transmitting the sound of your screaming down the hallways of the ship!’ 
 
    He heard Boarran laughing, the sound of his voice as clear as if the Flunian were standing in the chamber right next to him. The sparks lit brighter blue as they cornered him, even though he continued to try to evade them.  
 
    Felix knew he was about to be tortured to death. There was only one place he could think to hide. One spot in the middle of the chamber was clear of the deadly spark beams. Boarran’s wife’s body had been molded and was now perfect in form. Boarran didn’t want to destroy her.  
 
    Felix charged over and clutched at her. His legs intertwined with hers and she was glued into his midsection. He held her closer than intimacy and draped her arms over his back. He snuggled in even under her hair. Pain was coursing from his sore spots, but the dreaded energy strikes stopped. There was a momentary silence. At least he’d gotten Boarran’s attention.  
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    “I can hear the sound of your breathing,” Felix said to Boarran, while he hugged the man’s dead wife. 
 
    “I left the sound on in the chamber,” Boarran replied. “I wanted to hear you getting deformed and remolded until you died.” 
 
    “You know that’s sick, don’t you?” 
 
    “Who are you to tell me that?” 
 
    “I’m a Teddie Bear. It’s my job on my ship.” 
 
    “Ridiculous. What sort of profession is that?”  
 
    “I’m the Ship’s doctor for treating emotional and mental disturbances. I’m also the Captain’s counselor.” 
 
    “Only Humans need a doctor for mental disturbances,” Boarran sneered. “We Flunians have conquered our emotions.” 
 
    “Some might say you’ve muted them,” Felix said. “You’ve tamped down the ferocious parts of emotions. Leaving no room for the full flavor of life. Isn’t that how you’ve always felt? You made the streets of Flune wave up and down, like the range of emotions your people deny. You’re a peculiar Flunian, aren’t you? A throwback to how your ancestors used to be. More emotional than all your peers, except you hid it from them.” 
 
    A spark slipped in and found a spot to fry Felix’s unprotected skin. “Ah!” he gurgled.   
 
    “You don’t know anything about me!” sputtered Boarran. 
 
    “I’ve been inside your mind, haven’t I? It’s my job to analyze you.” 
 
    “And what’s your diagnosis?” 
 
    “Something in you cracked. You went through an experience so disturbing your mind splintered.” 
 
    Felix could hear Boarran’s breathing louder than before. The Flunian was panting. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what you say,” Boarran finally went on. “Or that you’re holding onto my wife. I can remold her later, if I decide it’s worth it. I could even make you look just like her if I wanted to!” 
 
    “But it wouldn’t bring her back, would it? It wouldn’t absolve you!” 
 
    “Shut up!” Boarran yelled, and by the pitch of his voice Felix could tell he’d pushed too far. “I’m going to kill you now!” 
 
    Boarran must’ve cranked the sparks to fly at full power. The blue walls, combined somehow with a thin layer of Blankensphere, flowed over like a blanket and smothered into him. His ribs broke from the pressure of it. Tight like a melting cocoon. His voice burst upwards, high and desperate, stealing some of the last bit of air in his lungs. Boarran’s wife’s body was almost part of him. As his pain receptors were overloaded, he sunk into his mind. He knew he was only transmitting two messages to Miguel. Agony and the picture of flames. But as he melded his brain with the connection with the ship, he was amazed to uncover something else. 
 
    There was another transmitter in his range. He could see scenes, just a few, but from a life which’d ended some time ago. Scenes which took place in Flune, and more, pictures that included Boarran. The Scientist looked younger, less-crazed, even happy. Felix realized how he could see these pictures. Boarran’s wife had the device inside her he’d injected. It must’ve reached her brain too. With all of the energy passing through from her to him, the device had activated and he’d managed to pick up on some faded, lingering, imprint-connection to her past life. He was in such pain and so desperate he decided to make use of it. The only way to get out of this was to give Boarran what he needed. Felix would lie to his enemy. 
 
    “Boarran!” he shrieked. “I see your wife’s memory! It’s imprinted here in this chamber! Absorbed into the walls!” 
 
    “Impossible!” yelled Boarran in reply. “That doesn’t make sense!” 
 
    “I’ll prove it to you! Her memories are stored! If you kill me, her voice will disappear forever! My memory imprint will replace hers!” 
 
    The licking, curling monstrosity of sparks and Blankensphere drew back. Felix looked at his hand and saw he still had skin on it. There were burns though. He had burn spots from his head to his toes. He closed his eyes.  
 
    “Miguel, please,” he thought. ‘Leberus…’ 
 
    ‘They’ve thought of a way to break through into the room you’re in.’ Miguel answered. ‘Just hang on a moment longer. Distract Boarran, if you can!’  
 
    Felix was trying to. He hurt so much he could barely make his voice work. He looked at the pictures he saw. Memories from the walls of her brain. 
 
    “Your wedding day was in the Springtime,” Felix managed to say. “You wore a black and brown suit. You lit the traditional Flunian wedding fire, but it burned too high and the smoke got in your eyes. You laughed so much the guests noticed. Your bride told them you drank some wine you’d developed in your lab. It was an experiment gone wrong, she said, and laughed too.” 
 
    The sparks drew back more. 
 
    “How can you know that?” Boarran’s voice whispered.  
 
    “Her memory is here. You were only married a few years and she wanted children. You made her wait. You said your work was too important. She gave in. She supported your efforts. She believed in you.” 
 
    “Yes. She was an excellent wife.” 
 
    “She was the only person who understood you.” 
 
    “Yes,” he whispered again.  
 
    “I see more,” said Felix.  
 
    “What else?” Boarran’s voice was almost eager. 
 
    Felix hesitated. He wanted to draw this out and give Leberus time to break in. But he was still a Teddie Bear. It was what he’d chosen to do with his life. He’d been burned, and he thought damaged internally, too. Infection would set in. They might not be able to save him even if Leberus did burst in now. He sighed and went on talking. He brought up the pertinent thing. 
 
    “I see her last moments of life,” he said in a cold voice. “She begged you not to change her, didn’t she? She asked to stay herself and have privacy in her death. You stole that from her, because you wanted your chamber to work. You didn’t listen to her pleas and even took the form of her own body from her. She was going to die anyway, but you ignored her last wishes.” 
 
    “I’ll shred you!” Boarran spit out. 
 
    “That’s the moment your mind splintered! You let greed take over. You blame the Flunians for her loss, because you can’t bear to blame yourself! You seek to destroy me because down deep you know you deserve to be punished!”  
 
    “I preserved her!” 
 
    “It’s not too late. A part of her is still there,” Felix urged. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Return her body to what it was. Take away the spark and then let her die as you should’ve done in the first place.” 
 
    “And let you out of S.P.A.C.E. too, is that it?” 
 
    “Yes! I’m your doctor. I’m giving you the only medicine to heal you. S.P.A.C.E. won’t satiate your lust. No matter how many Flunians you change, it won’t satisfy. None of them, no matter how fine the form you mold them into, will be her.” 
 
    At last the sparks drew back all the way. The Blankensphere returned to its place against the wall. The door to the chamber opened and Boarran was standing there. The Flunian’s face was pale and vacant. Behind his eyes some distant form of logic was trying to gain the upper hand. Boarran blinked. Felix still held her, although her spark-skin had been singed. “Get out,” Boarran grunted. “Leave her to me.” 
 
    Felix dropped her, and tried not to whimper with every step he took. It was only four feet but it seemed too far to travel. When at last he got to the door of the chamber he was shoved out of it. He collapsed and didn’t bother trying to get up. The cold metal floor gave the smallest amount of comfort. 
 
    Bang! He opened his eyes at the loud sound. Something heavy must’ve struck the door into Boarran’s lab. BANG! Felix saw the door buckle. He remembered Leberus, and how the Mission leader was attempting to break in, stop Boarran, and save him. If he could hurry… but, CRASH! At last, the door splintered and then another mighty hit felled it.  
 
    On the other side stood Leberus, Tyen, and the Mission Specialist from the Ripplewhite. They’d gone about in Boarran’s ship and found materials to form a battering ram. They dropped their ram now and hurried in.  
 
    “Felix!” Tyen yelled, dropping beside him. “You’re bleeding and burned everywhere!” 
 
    Boarran wasn’t paying any attention to his new visitors. Felix realized he must’ve been ignoring the crashing of the door for some time. The Scientist stood at his counter, and he was staring at some screens. Inside S.P.A.C.E., Felix could see many sparks flying.  
 
    Leberus strode forward but Felix held up a hand. “Wait,” he croaked. “Let Boarran finish what he’s doing.” Leberus looked down at him in surprise, but he paused. 
 
    Boarran was almost finished anyway. He fiddled for a last moment at the counter until the sparks in the chamber settled and died down. Then he wrenched open the door.  
 
    “Wait,” Felix whispered again, and the Mission Specialists watched Boarran hurry forward into the chamber, and then drag out the body of his wife.  
 
    Felix could see her from his spot on the floor. Her clothes were still skimpy, but she was no longer voluptuous. Her figure wasn’t perfect. She had a few extra pounds on hip and thigh. Her hair wasn’t as thick anymore either, and her complexion had flaws. Felix thought she looked far better than she’d done before.  
 
    Boarran apparently did too. He picked up her body and cradled it in his arms.  
 
    “What’s he doing?” murmured Tyen. “She’s dead, isn’t she?” 
 
    Felix nodded. “Long since,” he said.  
 
    But Boarran couldn’t hear them. He was rocking with her, and cooing. “All right then, my love,” he was saying. “You found a way to tell me, didn’t you? It’s all right,” he repeated. “You can die now. You’re yourself again. You can go on home. I’m sorry,” he belted, and his face disintegrated into sobs.  
 
    Felix sighed at the release. The grief Boarran had pushed away came to meet him. He’d just lost everything, all his plans and his power, and even his freedom for the rest of his life. But finally, he’d done the right thing.  
 
    Felix had successfully treated his most twisted patient, but he could no longer pretend. 
 
    “Felix, what is this?” Leberus demanded. 
 
    Pain was radiating, and it was mixed with the horror of the other injuries. Some of Felix’s skin had been burned away. His stomach pained him as badly as his other sore spots. “Help me,” he pleaded instead. His voice was cracked and threaded. “Knock me out! It hurts!” 
 
    “I’ll confer with Dr. Travis,” said Tyen, his hand to his communication hub.  
 
    But Leberus was a man of action. He knelt down next to Felix on the other side. “Travis can just deal with it,” he grumbled. “Tyen, secure this room. Take Boarran prisoner. After that we can locate his weapons and make certain our ships are safe.” While he was giving out orders, Leberus was ripping open one of his pockets. Inside was some medications and other forms of first aid. “Felix,” he said, “I’m giving you a sedative. Don’t worry. We intend to save your life.” 
 
    Leberus gave him the sedative and it was strong enough to bring numbness. Felix had never felt so grateful before.  
 
    “Thank you,” he whispered, and gave into the darkness. 
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     The next sound Felix heard was Thames’ voice. “What is that stuff?” he was demanding. “It’s like he’s in a gully of it!” 
 
    It was a Flunian which answered him. Felix thought he recognized the doctor that’d treated him when they’d first reached the city. “It’s a form of Occu-pherence,” the doctor said, in the same chipper voice. “We don’t have the full chamber here on our ship to put him into. But this substance is also good at healing burns, although his are deeper and more prevalent than I’ve ever seen and have the patient survive. Even his hair follicles will be restored.” 
 
    “And the rest of him?” 
 
    “Ah, that’s bad too. Its good your doctor here worked to stabilize him before we arrived to take over. He kept Ti-ber Felix alive, which must’ve been nearly impossible. I must extend praise. To answer your question, the patient’s internal wounds are just as life-threatening as the external ones.” The Flunian doctor sighed. 
 
    “Well? Can you tell me how he’s doing now? Will he be all right?” 
 
    “You Humans certainly can shout at the simplest provocation,” the doctor observed. 
 
    Another voice intervened. It was Dr. Travis. “What my Captain wants to know is this,” he said. “What is Ti-ber Felix’s prognosis?” 
 
    “As long as he’s encased in our treatment gel his statistics are very level,” the Flunian doctor said in a hearty voice. 
 
    There was a long period of silence and Felix wanted to laugh. He could feel Thames learning lessons on patience from here.  
 
    “Fine,” Thames responded at last in a throaty voice. “Keep me apprised on his progress.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” 
 
    After that, there were intermittent flashes of intense pain in his sleep. He never was able to open his eyes and call out though. Time melded into fog until he thought he’d be an old man when he woke up. At last he felt his weight again. He moved and there was a blanket covering his skin. A pillow rested under his head.  
 
    He opened his eyes with a gasp. He was lying in a bed, and the room was cold so he thought he must be in Flune. He looked over in anticipation but he was alone. No one was sitting beside him, ready to be helpful and answer his questions.  
 
    He moved slowly, expecting a great deal of pain to attack him like he’d been in before. But to his surprise there was none. He managed to sit up, and lean against the smooth metal plate of the wall behind him. He was almost afraid to look but he picked up his hands and studied them.  
 
    Yes, there were still marks of where the burns had been. His skin was discolored, but it was red only. He thought the proper color would return in time. He looked down at his chest too. Like always in a Flunian hospital room, he was lying in bed naked. He began to feel unsettled as he reacquainted himself with his body. It was far worse than he’d realized. The red marks of recovering-skin were everywhere. He felt his face, but he remembered Boarran hadn’t struck him much there. Apparently, he’d heard what Felix had said about leaving him recognizable. Feeling a draft by his ear, he put his hands on his head.  
 
    His shaggy mane was gone. His hair had been clipped close, which was a better conclusion than if he was bald and scarred. At least he felt a headful of returning hair, and more than just peach fuzz. He got out of bed, wrapping up in the blanket. He found a mirror, and studied his reflection. He saw nothing fundamental had changed. He was still tall, thin, and had the same skeletal structure. He had his father’s large, veined hands and his mother’s nose. Boarran hadn’t gotten around to reforming him yet. He’d been too busy torturing him. The thought affected him and he saw the reaction when his eyes watered. 
 
    How strange he looked. His hair was still coming in dark-brown, and it was an even color all over his skull. He thought the new hairstyle made him look about nineteen. But it was the attitude that’d changed the most. He no longer appeared like he was looking forward to the next adventure around the corner. 
 
    The door opened and it was Thames. Felix instantly remembered why the expression on his own face looked so familiar. He’d worn the same look when he was ten and his mother had died. That was the first time he’d met Thames and also the first time he’d questioned whether everything in life would ever be all right again. Felix frowned at the reflection and turned around.  
 
    “There you are,” said Thames. He came in and sat in the chair by the bed. “It’s good to see you on your feet.” 
 
    “I was thinking I wasn’t so good to look at, actually,” said Felix. “Not that I ever won any beauty matches before.” 
 
    “Ha,” said Thames. “Aerlane says he got all the good looks in the family.” 
 
    “How long has it been?” Felix asked, changing the subject.  
 
    Thames understood. “Over two weeks. You were a mess, Felix. Covered with burns, cut into and shredded inside.” 
 
    Felix could feel his face sinking white like a wall dropping. He wanted to hide blinking back more moisture from his eyes so he waddled back to the bed, kicking out the blanket with every step. “What do Flunian doctors have against patients in pajamas?”  
 
    “You didn’t have much unburned skin to cover up,” Thames said.  
 
    Felix couldn’t escape thinking of the serious things. He sat back against the pillow and looked away out the window at the city of Flune. It was in motion. The plates were moving again, correctly flowing people to their destinations, and occasionally shifting buildings to shorten the journey.  
 
    “Flune is fixed,” Felix murmured. 
 
    “Yes. Maksio found everything the Tri-Leadership needed to restore control on Boarran’s ship. The plates are operating smoothly, the city has full power, and they’ve even begun reconstructing the dark-out area. Also, they’ve taken apart that chamber Boarran put you in and destroyed all of the diagrams he used to build it. He’s been put in prison for his crimes. He’ll never be able to design destructive tek again.” 
 
    Felix lifted a hand to push his hair back and then remembered he didn’t have much. He didn’t want to think about Boarran. “How’s Shentarra?” 
 
    “Much better. She was in a room down the hall from you here. The Flunians said that Dr. Travis stabilized her, but she would have permanent disabilities if they didn’t take over. They had to rebreak bones, and do reconstructive surgery on her insides. She just left here a few days ago, and has visited you often.” 
 
    “I’m glad she’s going to be all right.” 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Thames asked.  
 
    “Nothing hurts.” 
 
    “That’s good.”  
 
    “I can walk around just fine and I’m not exhausted.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about those red patches of color on your skin. They’ll clear up. I finally got the Flunian doctor to admit that none of your organs, bones or muscles will have any permanent damage.” 
 
    Felix chuckled. “Did you use force or diplomacy?” 
 
    Thames tilted his head. “It’s good to see you smile,” he hinted. “But you’re not acting like normal.” 
 
    “You expect me to be rejoicing? I suppose I should be. I could’ve been dead.” 
 
    “That’s not it. You just don’t seem yourself.” 
 
    “I can’t fool you, I guess.” Felix sighed.  
 
    “You’ve been through a lot. It’s natural to be down. The question is, how can I get you back up again?”  
 
    Felix shook his head. “I don’t know, except sometimes doctors need other doctors.” 
 
    “You’ve had plenty of doctors, believe me.” 
 
    “They’ve healed my body and I’m grateful. I mean I need to speak to a Teddie Bear. I can’t seem to think of the right advice to give myself.” 
 
    Thames got up and nodded. “Now, that’s a request I can make happen,” he said.  
 
    “And some clothes?” 
 
    “That might be asking too much. I’m a ship’s Captain, not a wardrobe assistant.” 
 
    “A good Captain knows when to serve his crew’, isn’t that what the Captain’s handbook says?” 
 
    “Anything else you want?” 
 
    “Some food, a complete accounting of all the news, and a visit from someone better-looking than you.” 
 
    Thames grinned. “You mean Bridge Statistician Zinya? She’s been in the room more than I have, waiting for you to come back to consciousness.” 
 
    It took a while for Zinya to come, in fact. Everyone else saw him first. A tap came at the door ten minutes after Thames left, and at least it was some clothes. They were appropriately sized too. Next a Flunian he didn’t know brought a meal and a small pitcher of juice. Felix thanked the server politely. He thought he’d be hungry, but he found the emptiness in his stomach had nothing to do with lack of food. He took a few bites and then set the meal aside. 
 
    The next knock came, and he got out of the bed to answer it. It was an older man, wearing a gray pair of trousers, a tan shirt, and a blue cardigan. He wore one other thing. On his head were the ears. “Hello, Felix,” the man said. “I’m the Teddie Bear from the Downthread. I’m Chesterson.” 
 
    He smiled in relief. “I’m amazed we haven’t met yet, Ti-ber Chesterson,” he said, stepping back to let the man in. “Please, sit down.” 
 
    Chesterson took the chair and Felix sat back on the bed. 
 
    “So, your Captain said you asked to see me,” Chesterson began. 
 
    “I needed to see you.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “I don’t feel right. I’m scared.” 
 
    “What are you scared of?” 
 
    “That Boarran changed me. That he took one of my toes and melted it, or he moved my belly button. I don’t know!” 
 
    “I can answer that. I saw you lying there after you were removed from the Occu-Gel. Your belly button is in the correct place.” 
 
    “Yes, but what if it’s not my belly button?” 
 
    “You’re thinking he gave you someone else’s while you were in that chamber?” 
 
    “I know I’m not making any sense.” 
 
    “You’ve just been tortured. You’re not supposed to make sense.” 
 
    “I should know that. All the answers to my own questions before I ask them.” 
 
    “Unless you’ve never asked yourself those questions before.” 
 
    “What if he changed up here?” he pounded his forehead. “Took something from my brain? Broke my personality?” 
 
    Chesterson just waited.  
 
    “I feel so…” he began, and at the calm but concerned look in Chesterson’s eye Felix’s emotions roiled out of him. He gasped in a sob and sat forward. “I can’t say it,” he wept. “The physical pain was too big and I can’t go through that again. I’m not strong enough! I can’t be a Teddie Bear or any of the things I thought. It…” the words all broke out of him, while he rocked back and forth.  
 
    “Go on,” said Chesterson in a soothing voice. “What else affected you?”  
 
    “Boarran’s grief,” he cried. “I wanted to hate him for what he did to me and everyone else. Keep him as an enemy.” 
 
    “But you saw the suffering on his face.” 
 
    “It imprinted itself into me, like it was part of the agony I was going through. He passed it over to me!” 
 
    “No, he didn’t.” 
 
    “He took me from me! He stole it!”  
 
    “Felix,” Chesterson said, gripping Felix’s shoulders. “Look at me.”  
 
    Felix looked up and Chesterson had moved his chair up close. The fellow reached up and adjusted his ears. “I’m doing this for you,” he said, with a gentle smile. “In honor of you, Felix.” 
 
    Felix stared and a flow passed between them. He couldn’t believe it. “The Elusiode Effect!” he gasped in surprise. “You’re using it on me!” 
 
    “Yes. Boarran couldn’t pass his instability onto you. Not like this. Accept my friendship. Absorb my feelings of comfort. If the bad things can affect us in this life, so can the good. If you’ve known pain deeply, you can embrace courage too. Let me help you feel better now. Take a shortcut.” 
 
    Felix really did feel a little better. But he only allowed the coursing of well-being between them to go on for a few more seconds. Then he reached over and took the ears off of Chesterson’s head. “Not too much of that,” he scolded. “You recently had a stroke, didn’t you? I don’t want you to get exhausted.” 
 
    Chesterson just smiled. “Now you sound like a Teddie Bear,” he said.  
 
    Felix wiped his face and realized it. He knew he’d be bothered by the memory of this trauma for some time to come. He’d probably have nightmares and after-shocks. But the gnawing fear had released him. He was still himself. His outlook and zest were embedded and in time he’d find them again. He had his memories, his same body with all its flaws, and because of the Downthread’s Ti-ber, his equilibrium. Somehow, he’d gotten through this experience with all parts intact, due to the help of many doctors. “Thank you,” he breathed.  
 
    Chesterson got up with a bit of a grunt. “I’m going to take a nap,” he commented. “I’m not 22 anymore.” 
 
    “You deserve all you get. Don’t you know the Elusiode Effect is an unproven practice? Only the young and foolish Teddie Bears are intrigued with it.” 
 
    “Ah. You’re teasing me. Even better. I still want to hear from you again, though. You need more treatment. Some screen-to-screen visits at least, to help you get through this.” 
 
    “I agree with you. I’ll get into contact with you soon.” 
 
    “Good. Eat your lunch, Felix.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    The man nodded at him, and then went out. 
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    A crowd arrived to see him next. All wore casual clothes. Miguel, Maddix, Thames, Freds, Igali, and even Dr. Travis were there. Being hugged by them brought him in closer communion with himself. Better than that, once they sat down, he got all the news he could ask for. The most surprising thing to hear was the Immaculate already went back to Orbon and reported their whole adventure, then returned with their city’s response. The Immaculate and the Downthread had a new mission, which was the recovery of the SST Ripplewhite, but the Featherfleet was only waiting for Felix to be healed enough so they could return in person to Orbon.  
 
    “Prepare yourself, Felix,” Thames said. “You might have a commendation waiting.”  
 
    “A commendation! What about all of you? What about Zinya?”  
 
    Thames chuckled at the direction of his thoughts. “Zinya will do fine. Don’t worry. I made certain, when I gave my report, that Zinya’s excellent attitude and professionalism was mentioned. I’m afraid I left any mention of Statistician Torn out.”  
 
    “I didn’t leave Torn out of my report,’ put in Igali. ‘He’ll have some retraining he’ll need to do before he can serve on board an SST class ship again.” 
 
    Felix was grinning now. 
 
    “Get ready to be moved, Felix,’ said Dr. Travis. “We’re taking you back on board the Featherfleet in the morning. I’ve missed having my favorite patient around.” 
 
    “I’m sure I can rest in my quarters instead of your Infirmary. I’ve a provisional medical degree, you know.” 
 
    “You’ll wear a monitor on your vein. For the length of the return trip to Orbon at least.” 
 
    “I’ll wear one for a few days.” 
 
    “Four days.” 
 
    “Two.” 
 
    “Three and that’s final.” 
 
    Felix shook his head. “Fine.”  
 
    The room relaxed and Felix studied his friends. They’d had trauma too, but he could see they were doing well. Then he noticed something new and sat up straight. Thames was holding Maddix’s hand.  
 
    “What’s going on between you and Maddix?” Felix demanded of Thames.  
 
    “What do you mean by that tone? I asked her out, of course. Our mission was completed and I figured I’d better hurry before someone else on board tried to,” Thames replied. He grinned at Maddix, who smiled back and looked casual, but Felix could tell she was pleased. “We had dinner at a restaurant in Flune,” Thames explained. “Last night in fact.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I’m hoping she liked the experience enough to go out with me again.” 
 
    “What if I try to sour things for you? After all, you promised to tell me your first name. If it’s as dreadful as you’ve led on, she should know what’s she’s getting into.” 
 
    “Being near Maddix has mellowed me. I’m going to tell all of you the truth, and I’d prefer if you didn’t let the news spread. I didn’t mention this to you before, Felix, but when I made that promise I left something out. I don’t have a first name. My parents said the name Thames was strong enough and I needed to live up to it.” 
 
    Everyone laughed and teased him, and Felix leaned back against his pillows. He should feel relief like them. He wasn’t all the way restored yet. He still felt like trouble was waiting to meet him when his friends left and his bad memories returned. Thames picked up on his disquiet.  
 
    “Here, Felix,” he said, leaning forward with a hand-held hub. “The Immaculate brought this back. It’s a recorded message from your family. Your dad and Aerlane, I mean.”  
 
    Felix took the hub in his shaking hands. He was homesick, when his father’s face showed on the screen.  
 
    Felix caught a glimpse of Aerlane in the background. “They’re both at my apartment, look!” he said. He started the recording, and held it out so his friends could watch too. His dad spoke first. 
 
    ‘Hello, Son,’ he said. ‘As you can see, Aerlane and I are together in your house, waiting for news on how you’re doing. They sent for us when the Immaculate finally returned the other day.’ 
 
    ‘After you left on your mission the news of how our ships were lost in the Blankensphere was let out. Many people have been frightened for weeks, so Aerlane and I decided to encourage the families about the excellent crew sent on the ship to rescue them.’ 
 
    ‘Nevertheless, we were worried. We feared none of you would ever come back. When the Immaculate appeared with such good news, there was a large celebration all throughout Orbon. The people have learned our ships and Flune were attacked by a powerful enemy who’d engineered destructive tek. A battle was fought to free everyone! Orbon is amazed. The Featherfleet is now a ship full of heroes.’ 
 
    ‘I wish Aerlane and I could’ve enjoyed the news like everyone else, but the specific report on you was serious. We were told you were gravely wounded. I know there are other family members in Flune grieving or afraid today, but still it’s hard to express my feelings. You’re a Teddie Bear so you can explain them to me later.’ 
 
    ‘Get better, Son. The message sent to Orbon said you were injured so badly only Flunian doctors could aid you. They offered us some hope, but you weren’t recovered yet. We’re holding on here, Aerlane and I.’ 
 
    Aerlane moved forward and nodded. ‘What do you mean, getting into the middle of a battle and getting hurt, Felix?’ he said. ‘Tell Thames that I expect him to get you home in one piece, and I expect him to get back safely as well.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Son, come soon,’ said his father, taking back over the recording. ‘I love you and trust you’re doing better.’ 
 
    Felix blinked back emotion when his father’s voice cracked and the man sniffed. It looked like the recording was over, but then his father snapped his fingers, like he did when he’d forgotten something. 
 
    ‘Oh, and one other thing, Felix,’ he added. ‘There’s a woman that’s appeared in the city news. She says you were the love of her life, but you broke her heart when you left her behind. Nevertheless, she’s willing to forgive you. Her name is Redonda? Was there something you hadn’t told us about, Felix, for I never heard you mention that you’d met the ‘love of your life’ before?’ His father’s face had the old twinkle in his eye when he said that. ‘Perhaps if my appeal and Aerlane’s isn’t enough for you to heal up and hurry home, Redonda’s is.’ 
 
    The recording ended and Felix took an extra moment to study his father and cousin’s faces.  
 
    “Who is this ‘Redonda’?” asked Miguel. 
 
    “Just a friend.” 
 
    “Sounds like she thought there was more to it than that.” 
 
    “She was the one who informed me we were only friends, before I left, as well as spelling out I wasn’t good enough for her.” 
 
    “Oh. So, she broke your heart instead of the other way around?”  
 
    Felix shook his head. “I hadn’t known her that long or that well.” 
 
    “You might want to mention this woman’s prior interest in you to Zinya.” 
 
    “I’ve got more important things than Redonda to talk about with Zinya.” 
 
    Miguel chuckled. “I see,” he said. 
 
    Felix moved on. He held up the hand-held hub. “How long ago was this recording made?” he asked Thames. 
 
    “About a week.” 
 
    “My family has been worried that long?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so. We’re the next ship due back home to give them news.” 
 
    “But we’re leaving in the morning, right?” 
 
    Thames chuckled. “Is that an order, Felix? The command crew and I have a few details to see to, you know.” 
 
    “We may as well get back to work, sir,” said Freds, getting up.  
 
    They all patted him on the back and told him to get some rest as they went out. He thanked them for coming and promised to be ready to be transported back on board the Featherfleet in the morning. Once he was alone again, he replayed his recording several times. At least he’d left his apartment clean, despite having no idea his father and Aerlane would have to live in it so long until he could return.  
 
    He tried to tell himself it would be all right. He’d hurry back as soon as he could and show his family, he was himself again.  
 
    If he’d ever be the same again, that is. He laid back, sighed, and took a nap. 
 
    When Zinya finally came he was just finishing his dinner. He looked up and took the sight of her in. She was extremely beautiful. He forgot to swallow. He wouldn’t allow his memory to bring back vivid flashes of torture and sparks, so his mind replayed with equal vibrancy the kissing scene he’d shared with her, as they’d stood on rippling ground after the battle. 
 
    She stood in the doorway for a moment staring at him too. He couldn’t define the look in her eyes. He’d only known her a few weeks and now he marveled she was his friend. Her hair was down and she wore casual clothes. Slender dark pants, ankle boots, and a bright top which clung to her figure and gave warmth. He thought of running his fingers through her black hair. He thought of more than that and tried to control himself.  
 
    “Felix!” she gasped. “I thought you’d never wake up.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I was out for so long. What did I miss?” 
 
    Her face contorted for a moment, a quick flare of emotion which she sniffed into submission. “Don’t be so casual! I was so scared when you were in that chamber and Miguel told us you were screaming! I even had to let Torn take over the Bridge station! Don’t you realize how close to death you were?” 
 
    He broke visual contact and pushed away the memory of pain. 
 
    She hurried forward, fell beside him on the bed, and then grabbed him into a hug. She held him as tight as he’d been connected to the Flunian woman in the chamber, except she was warm, and fragrant with outside breezes, and caring.  
 
    The same raw emotion he’d expressed to Chesterson rose up and choked him again. She rocked with him as his shoulders shook. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. 
 
    “Idiot,” she stressed. 
 
    He needed the release of humor. He shook his head and sat back. “Is that how you show affection?” he teased her. “I notice name-calling and snuggling go hand in hand with you.” 
 
    “How do you show affection then? At least I’m saying something about this thing between us!” 
 
    He blinked in surprise. He was a Teddie Bear, full of advice, and speechless. “I feel…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “When I look at you, I feel many things. I can’t help but notice how breathtaking you are, but I admire so much else about you.” 
 
    “Very clinical and proper, and what are you saying? You like my looks? You admire me?” 
 
    “You make me hungry, all right? Starving, even. Like I haven’t eaten in months and you’re the tastiest piece of cake in Orbon!” 
 
    “Now you’re making a joke out of this!” 
 
    “I never thought I could interest a woman like you! You’re smart, dedicated, kind and strong. And pretty! Looks shouldn’t matter but somehow, they do! You!” he gestured, holding his hand up to his chin, “up here!” His hand fell to the bed. “Me!” he went on, “down more like this! Do you understand what I mean?” 
 
    “You really are an idiot!” 
 
    “If you spend the whole time thinking, ‘Zinya is beautiful, but she doesn’t want me to notice that about her, and she’d never be interested in me’, well, it’s not easy to embrace your deeper feelings!” 
 
    “And what are those deeper feelings?” 
 
    “I’ve fallen in love with you, all right? There! I’ve said it! I can’t help but be attracted to you, just like every other person that annoys you when they trip you up in the ship’s passageways!” He found that he was roaring. “I want to kiss you till you can’t think of what an idiot I am! Until we’re lost in it!” 
 
    She’d looked angry before, but now her sparkling eyes widened and then misted into softness. As a visual effect he was very affected. Blast! 
 
    But then she smiled. She snuggled into his arms and laid her head against his chest. His heart started pounding in amazed reply.  
 
    “Felix,” she murmured. “I don’t mind if you think I’m pretty. You’ve spent this whole mission impressing me with your service to others and your bravery. I knew I’d only ever fall for such a rare man. I love you, too.”  
 
    Now he couldn’t breathe. Flashbacks of terror and melting skin dissipated into wonder. He wasn’t sure what the future would hold. He and Zinya were both dedicated to their careers. They might end up on different ships, and only able to see each other every now and then. If they got married, they could travel together but…he closed his eyes at the thought of marriage. That was a secret desire of his. He hadn’t earned that from her yet. And if he ever did have that privilege, he knew he’d be earning it for the rest of his life.  
 
    “Zinya,” he breathed and pulled her close. He kissed her, on the top of her head, then against her temple, and down to her lips. He had plenty of time now to cherish loving her. He’d survived. Boarran was caught. The mission was over and they could go back to Orbon. He grinned and felt a stirring in his psyche. The love of adventure came and asked him where he’d been gone to.  
 
    He laughed and she looked up.  
 
    “What?” she asked.  
 
    “Nothing,” he said. “Come here.” 
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