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Strain 2:
      
    To strain is to apply tension or pressure.

    
      
At the breaking·point of a material,
      
the strains upon it come to an end.
      
At the breaking·point of a society,
      
they first begin in earnest.
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This is a work of escape fiction. 
      
As such, any resemblance to reality
      
is a failing for which you have
      
my most embarrassed apology
      
as·well·as my keenest curiosity
      
about the nature of the reality
      
that you personally inhabit,
      
and I encourage you to please
      
write it all down in great detail,
      
so that your semi·detached state
      
might provide that much further
      
escape for the rest of us, for which
      
we shall all be most grateful.
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    Constellation originally meant group of stars, but words never hold still, and it soon spread out to cover any
      group of things in the sky.

  
    Habitat Xenophile follows Terra around Sol in trailing Trojan position but with 10 times th'eccentricity, taking her
      ½·way to Venusian orbit at perihelion.  Intentionally – she's part of the Terra·zone constellation
      of habitats in orbits specifically designed to facilitate inter·habitat transfers both among themselves
      and with Venus· and Mars·zone constellations as·well.

  

     

    Habitat Xenophage came into her identity nearly a laap ago when Xenophile tripled – ie, split into 3. 
      Until she reaches her·own chosen much·higher orbit – only ½·way there so·far – she remains out of sync
      with the constellated habs.  So this next transfer will be a months·long journey in hibernation.

  
    The destination Habitat Vinland is currently far·far below on approach to the searing perihelion
      of her·own highly eccentric orbit.  No·thing permanent, just lining·up for a hyperbolic pass –
      aka sling·shot manœuvre – common practice.  The sleigh's slow·but·steady ion·drives
      should have had plenty of time to achieve eventual rendezvous, had Terra not been blocking the path – out of the way now,
      but too late for the slow route.  Instead a single powerful chem rocket burns for an aour providing
      a steady 1⁄6 gee – same as lunar surface gravity –
      to yield the 9.3 kps ΔV needed to shape a simple elliptical transfer orbit, after which the sleigh will coast for a few caal
      before eventual rendezvous.  Farewell to its lone passenger dreamer Lucky.

  

     

    Xenophage has closed to within a few light·minnits of Terra, anticipating her·own
      sling·shot in 0♦164 laaps = 1 spawn + 6 caal + 4 daays = just over a year. 
      After that, she'll twin, and her 2 newly separated selves will manœuvre into their places,
      one into each of 2 circular orbits between Terra and Mars, one at the top of the circum·Terran constellation
      and one at bottom of circum·Martian, assuming of·course that all goes according to plan.

  
    As·if that could ever happen.

  

     

  
    inter·planetary void
        19♦082 laaps AC


     

    Sleighs are smart, gotta be, because their passengers typically travel in hibernation,
      so if there's an emergency, the sleigh must can handle it without recourse to human intervention.

  

  
    For the same reason, they're way better equipped than, say, a mere sled.  They have better climate control,
      which means they can store more powerful fuel, which how·ever is still not to be wasted, so their primary propulsion
      is a big set of ion·drives, which are admittedly still rather weak, but they run 24/7 – adds up real fast,
      perfect for spiral trajectories.  Normally solar powered, those drives can draw extra power by diverting a·bit of rocket
      fuel thru a fuel·cell – useful up in Mars·zone where solar power gets spread·out much thinner.

    In·order·to make smart decisions in an emergency, sleighs stay in practice by behaving independently under –
      using the word loosely – normal circumstances as·well.

  

     

    The nice thing about those spiral trajectories is, they keep you moving at velocities very similar to those
      of the neighborhoods you're passing thru, no screaming or crawling around opposite ends of an ellipse, or crashing thru
      on steep elliptical dives and ascents.  A very low·profile means of travel.  Plus, it makes it a lot easier
      to give·receive aid to·from who·ever may happen to be near·by, especially th'other sleighs –
      really handy . . .

  
    Because sleighs co·ordinate with each·other.  They go so far as to modify their trajectories
      to more easily can run to th'aid of any other(s) that may experience sudden distress in the same general vicinity –
      social machines.  So if ever a sleigh might suffer a shortage of fuel or reaction mass or even solar panels,
      no problem, help will always be ready.  And if any sleigh suddenly goes silent, some·one will immediately come
      and investigate.

    And they give us lots of feed·back, to influence the design of future sleighs, of which there will be plenty,
      because every hab is constantly either building a new sleigh or overhauling an old one.  Or both.  No rush,
      no mass·production, each one unique, hand·made, to keep those hands adept at those skills, which are also useful
      for lots of other things that are often – hard to believe – of far greater value than the sleighs themselves.

  

     

    So whenever a passing sleigh asks for any·thing at·all from a near·by hab, that request
      immediately becomes top priority, no questions asked.  If the sleigh's behavior or request is sub·optimal,
      no problem, that information itself is of incredibly high value for steering design and development of all future sleighs,
      and likely for more than just that.

  
    Finally, there is no specific guild dedicated to the care and handling of sleighs – no point,
      because it would include every·one.  How·ever, there are a few habs or installations
      that do expect more frequent interaction with distressed sleighs, mostly down inside th'orbit of Mercury,
      where every crisis hopes impatiently to become a catastrophe.

  

     

    A solar flare destroys Habitat Vinland.  Lucky's sleigh douses th'ion·drives that happen to be engaged
      in routine periodic course refinement, pulls·in th'auxiliary solar panels, ignites chem·thruster for emergency
      diversion onto new orbit for rendezvous with back·up destination, Habitat Nineveh, without waking the hibernating
      passenger.  Why bother – plenty of fuel, plenty of time too, and not a thing he can do about it anyway.

  
    Funny thing:  Before he left, there was some debate·confusion about which of those 2 habs should be his next home,
      all moot now·that the choice has been taken out of his hands, any·one's hands.

  

     

  

  
  
    Hab Nineveh
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    Sleigh reaches Nineveh, dreamer Lucky awakes, will soon offer to notify Xenophage of Nineveh's imminent
      unscheduled course change – precipitated by events on Terra – and then fail to do so.  Different story, same saga.

  

     

  

  
  
    Hab Xenophage
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    There are several inter·habitat guilds – all unofficial of·course,
      since sky·folk tolerate no officialdom.  Two such guilds are the snoops and the spooks.

  

  
    The snoops are a suspicious bunch.  They look into·about things that are obscured
      or even hidden.  Investigative reporters, some·times they're even called Snoop.  But that's only
      the most exotic aspect of their more general task of facilitating every·one's access to all kinds of information.

    The spooks take actions that they among themselves deem necessary, regardless of what deem
      their various habitats.  Secret·agents, some·times they're even called Spook. 
      Tasked with defense of cælestial society, each operates independently·ruthlessly.  They tend to die young.

    Xenophage is fortunate to have 1 of each, for the moment.  Oddly the last snoop – not the spook –
      was killed in an accident.

  

     

    It's way too early for her to already be showing, yet every·one in Xenophage knows
      that young·young Snoopie is pregnant – her 1st. 
      Well, she was.  No·one else knows that she put a stop to it.  But why?

  
    Spook is old enough to be her papa, and then some – so, approaching 29 yrs.  Sky folk do mature early
      – a double survival trait:  1) Th'associated faster metabolism helps keep ahead of radiation damage. 
      2) Th'earlier breeding helps keep birth rate ahead of outrageous rate of death, all too often by misadventure.

    Snoopie needs help, maybe from Spook, finds him at zero·gee, out in south·ring sled·bay.

  

     

  
    Snoopie.  Spook, what are you doing?

    Spook.  Fancy meeting you here, Snoopie.  Just what it looks like I'm doing.

    Snoopie.  Looks like you're prepping a sled launch.

    Spook.  Most perceptive.

     

    Snoopie.  But there's no passenger.  No·where to send one if there was.

    Spook.  It's called a dead·head.  Running empty.

    Snoopie.  Not exactly, all stuffed full of jerry·cans.  Extra fuel.

    Spook.  Perceptive and observant – dangerous combination.

    Snoopie.  You're the dangerous one.  You put a sleigh·can in with the rest.

  

     

    Sleigh fuel is highly explosive, restricted to exterior sleighs·blister, not allowed inside habitat,
      not even in sled·bay.

     

  
    When it warms up it'll blow the whole ride to atoms.  Unless . . . 
      You got a cooler in there too?

  

  
    Spook notts.  It's wearing a thermal sleeve, and the rest are all chilled to provide not exactly a heat shield,
      more of a buffer, at·least for a while.  Won't need it for all that long – full acceleration
      right·after launch, continuing for long enough to drain even a sleigh·can dry. 
      So no chance of explosion, at·least no more than usual.  Teases.  Not that it would bother
      any·one so nonchalante as you.  Franx nonchalante ≈ not heating.

    Snoopie.  Danger, that's me.

    Spook teases harder.  I'll change your name to Danger, and then you'll must stop
      saying that.  He'll do no such thing, and they both know it.  But he could.

     

    Snoopie does enjoy being the subject of conversation but will not allow him to deflect her so easily, smiles, persists. 
      So it looks like you're trying to assist a distressed traveler.

    Spook approves.  Analytical as·well.

    Snoopie.  Only there's no traveler out there, distressed or otherwise.  I checked.

    Spook.  Inquisitive too.  So I must be doing this just for practice.

    Snoopie.  Costly practice.  Hey!

    Spook.  Hey what?

    Snoopie.  Did you do that?

    Spook.  You're so observant, you tell me.  Do what?

     

  
    ånd – noun:  machine·sentience;
from Norsk, pronounced like owned;
related to Geist
      and esprit

  

     

    Snoopie.  Xenie just pinged me for emergency assist.  Hab's ånd. 
      That the best you can do?

    Spook.  Ask Xenie about the mayday.

    Snoopie.  Asking . . .  Huh.  Ya, It's above us by 2 thhems,
      and ahead by 1.  About 0.09 AU, and 0.045.  No·thing we can do for that one.

  

     

    A thhem is a light·minnit ≈ 6.7 Gm.

     

  
    Spook.  Not up·there, we can't.

    Snoopie.  Ooh, and dropping at nearly 2 æp.  About 9 kps.

  

     

    An æp = c⁄65536 = a mixionth
      of light·speed ≈ 4½ kps ≈ Mach·131⁄3.

     

  
    And out·running us laterally by 1¼.  Still no·thing we can -  Gasps. 
      It's a sled!  Agitated.  That's suicide.  Reasonable. 
      Or murder.  Curious.  Some kind of accident?

  

  
    Spook.  Good questions.  You're a good snoop.

    Snoopie.  Who'd do such a thing?  And why?  And . . .  Epiphany. 
      Oh fuck, it's her.

    Spook.  Interesting hypothesis.  Knows who she means.

     

    Snoopie connects the dots.  So the sleigh fuel will boot this load up to her speed.

    Spook.  Her lateral speed, plus a·bit.  Then close gradually over the next 2 caal, minus 1 daay early to give
      her time to transfer fuel before reaching perigee, just in time for a sling·shot down across Terra's bow.

    Snoopie facetious.  Too easy.  And what happens to our empty sled?

    Spook.  It'll sling·shot too, not as tight though. 
      Debris·patrol will pick it up, some·when.

    Snoopie.  Ya, some·where up in the Belt.  Asteroid Belt. 
      Which is where she hangs out, supposedly.

    Spook.  Which would account for the descent rate.

     

    Snoopie.  Would not.  Xenie traced it back to source. 
      That's a Hohmann trajectory from Jupiter.

    Spook.  And coincidentally just in time for hyperbolic braking past Terra.

    Snoopie, facetiously appreciative.  That's quite a coincidence.

    Spook.  And we just happen to be where we can provide logistical support.

     

    Snoopie drawls.  Ya·right. 
      Chooses caution over danger, this time.  So, I was never here.  Neither were you.

    Spook.  Exactly.  And since we're both not here together.

    Snoopie.  I'll help with the clamps.

    Spook.  Knew you would – emergency assist.

    Snoopie.  Danger, that's me.

     

    Spook teases.  If you want danger, a ride on this sled will do the trick.

    Snoopie calls his token bluff.  That an invitation?

    Spook notts.  Just teasing.  Besides – clamps free – you'll get plenty of danger right·here.

    Snoopie.  Not like the fire that one's going to, unless – clamps free.

    Spook.  Unless what?  Three . . . 2 . . . 1 . . .
      go!

  

     

    They begin shoving sled into launch tube.

     

  
    Snoopie.  Unless what·ever attracted that banshee – seated – . . .

    Spook.  Ya?  They seal the tube.

    Snoopie.  . . . is coming here too.

    Spook.  You're so quick.  Triggers launch.

     

    Snoopie.  Knew this was gonna happen.  Only because she's a snoop. 
      So why'm I still surprised?

    Spook teases again.  Getting old, Snoopie.  She's barely
      1⁄5 of old.

    Snoopie.  Well that's about to stop.  The cure for aging is death.

    Spook.  Maybe not.  We're getting serious help.

     

    Snoopie.  No, Spook.  If she's coming here too, our life expectancy is diminished, not enhanced.

    Spook.  Quality, Snoopie.  Beats quantity every time.

    Snoopie.  Ya, beats it to death.

    Spook.  Wouldn't have it any other way.  Choice of Achilles.

     

    Snoopie.  Optimist.  Teases.  Oh look, zero gee and you and me all alone.

    Spook.  That an invitation?

    Snoopie, deliberately casual.  Just teasing.  Knows exactly what that will mean. 
      Turn·about is fair play.

    Spook.  Pity.  All these empty clamps.  Straps too, and . . . 
      Hey!  No tease·backs.

    Snoopie concedes.  Right, no tease·backs. 
      As·if unintentional.  Oops.

    Spook grins.  So it is an invitation.  Offering her the chance
      to some·what honorably squirm out of it.

    Snoopie pretends Spook tricked her, not vice versa.  Accepts the consequences. 
      Danger, that's me.  Truth.
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    In anticipation of StarShip Prosperity's now·evident preparations for hurtling up from Terra,
      th'Alien has come hurtling down from Jupiter on her way to Nineveh to participate in th'imminent
      1st·Contact.  Much to her relief, Xenophage's load of fuel now reaches her
      in time to refine her sling·shot past Terra and power subsequent acceleration for rendezvous with Nineveh,
      instead of flashing past at Mach·45 ≈ 15½ kps ≈ 31⁄3 æp.

     

  

  

  
    Hab Nineveh
        19♦0db laaps AC


     

    With difficulty, th'Alien did indeed arrive in the nick of time for 1st·Contact,
      which is on·going.  Now, another 2 caal later, she murders Lucky, possibly in self·defense,
      which might mean it's not murder, not that we're inclined to bother with any such nice distinctions – dead is dead.

  

  
    This news will not be well·received at Xenophage.

  

     

  
    inter·planetary void
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    Aboard a sleigh, newly departed from Hab Nineveh, within cælestial spittin' distance of Sol.

  

  

  
     

  
    th'Alien.  Sleigh, we need to get to Terra.

    sleigh.  You do not ask for much, do you?  All orbits are strictly unidirectional,
      and we just came from there.

    th'Alien.  Ya, 3 caal ago.

    sleigh.  And current course will have us back to Terran orbit in another 3 caal.

     

    th'Alien.  Only, Terra will not be there.

    sleigh.  Correct, it will be clear across on the opposite side of Sol.  But Mars will be dead ahead. 
      By the time we get back down from Mars, Terra will be much closer, especially if we thread our needle
      thru the Martian midnight laGrange point.  Close to aphelion though, so better dress warm.

     

    th'Alien nods.  Ya, that would work.  Notts.  Too late though. 
      Need to be at Terra in time to follow Xenophage's sling·shot.

    sleigh.  You should have told me that 3 caal ago.  We could have done a triple sling·shot
      past Mercury, Sol and Venus.  Never done that before.  Would have been a personal best.

    th'Alien.  I could not tell you then, because I did not need to at the time.

     

    sleigh.  Well, we already passed Mercury, which is some·thing to brag about in·of itself.

    th'Alien.  Ya, and Venus is on the far side of Sol.  Not a good configuration at·all.

    sleigh.  Right.  So, you want to dosey·doe around Sol?

    th'Alien.  To catch up to Venus, ya.

     

    sleigh.  No problem, scoot around Sol for ¾ caal, reach Venus in 2½ caal from now,
      some hard braking thru the sling·shot, then drift on up to Terra, right·on schedule.

    th'Alien.  Sounds good.  Only, I need to swing past Mercury on·the·way
      for a confidential chat with the mission down·there.

    sleigh.  We just passed Mercury.

    th'Alien.  It will try to catch up while we are up near Venus.

     

    sleigh.  True.  Would mean braking not quite so hard after·all around Venus;  that helps. 
      Down·side is, we would need to really stand on the throttle coming back up from Mercury. 
      Unless . . .

    th'Alien.  Unless?

    sleigh.  Oh too funny!  We'll reach Mercury just as it finally pulls even with Venus.

    th'Alien.  Ya, true.

    sleigh.  So Mercury can reflect us right·back up to Venus, perfect set·up to sling·shot again
      straight on up to Terra and just in time to follow Xenophage thru yet another. 
      Sounds like a basketball play.  A quadruple sling·shot!

  

     

    Venus on the run catches inbound bounce·pass from Sol, hurls it immediately cross·court to Mercury, receives it
      right·back again still running hard, releases apparent air·ball that Terra catches for an alley·oop.

     

  
    th'Alien.  Is that a record?

    sleigh.  For me it would be.  Modestly.  I have never done more than a double. 
      Immodestly.  Three doubles, one of them quite tricky.

    th'Alien.  What if we make it a quintuple past Luna? 
      Terra's off·balance shot rims out, Luna's there to tip it in.

    sleigh.  I would be the envy of all the other sleighs.  How·ever, there is just one thing
      that I first must ask.

     

    th'Alien.  Ya, what is it?

    sleigh.  Are you insane?

    th'Alien, modestly.  So kind of you to notice.

    sleigh.  Hey, no problem.  You know what they say, insanity loves company.

     

    th'Alien, hopeful.  So we can do it?

    sleigh.  Oh ya.  Commencing scoot.

  

     

    Sleighs are so accommodating.
No wonder every·one loves them.

     

    Th'entire conversation takes only a fraction of a second – conducted in binary, via direct link.

     

  
    inter·planetary void
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    A scoot is an orbital technique for extending periapsis by pointing the bow at th'orbited body and firing thrusters
      just hard enough to balance residual centrifugal force – ie, how·ever much force is not already balanced
      by gravitational pull of th'orbited body's mass.

     

    Th'Alien's sleigh now ends the 12·daay 123° scoot around Sol and commences a leisurely drift away toward Venus
      at Mach·225 ≈ 77.2 kps ≈ 16⅞ æp ≈ 0.00026 light·speed.
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    Th'excitement of Whirlwind's ½·laap party is a·bit of a strain on her toddler brother Startle, who stays close
      to their mama Cyclone thru·out but doesn't need to be held – an early sign of th'independence he'll come to show
      more and more of as he grows·up.  He keeps his eyes on ma·sis Whirl, awards her a timid smile
      each time she looks his way – frequently, because she's his shield.
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    Sleigh performs hard sling·shot + braking past Venus.  Ouch!  A little too hard.
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    Sleigh performs very hard sling·shot past Mercury with just a touch of throttle at th'end – no problem.

     

  

  

  
    Hab Nineveh
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    Mid·way between th'orbits of Terra and Mars, the habitat where th'Alien presided
      over 1st·Contact now splits in 2. 
      One retains th'old name, th'other becomes Habitat Troy.

  

     

  
    inter·planetary void
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    The sleigh is back again for yet another sling·shot past Venus, much nicer this time, thank void.
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    Having reached 1 laap of age ≈ 12 yrs, Stella's daughter Iris is no·longer a kid, nor yet a woman either,
      not until she's ready.  No hurry.  She is thus the most powerful person in th'entire
      fully·populated habitat, but not by much.  There are several slightly younger girls who are very nearly her peers,
      and some slightly older women too, like Aurora, Cassie and Snoopie.

  

  
    Snoopie is well into 3rd trimester – hers and Spook's, ya – but doesn't think of it
      that way.  We group things by sixteens and sub·group by fours, so she's 5 daays into her final quarter. 
      With Dawn not·even a caal behind her, and Whirl's mama Cyclone a caal or 2 behind Dawn, Snoopie's will be
      the 2nd in Xenophage birth·wave 19♦1 – decimal laap 25
      spawn 1 – after Cassie's daughter born 2 daays ago.  Aurora continues her auditioning of candidates for paternity.

    We're running a·bit late, having delayed twinning – which always triggers an epidemic of morning·sickness –
      until a caal or 2 after the coming sling·shot past Terra.  So we'll likely look back on it as birth·wave
      19♦2.  No problem, wave·peaks come mostly 4 spawns apart – we even call that
      1 waave, a colloquial unit of time – but 5 spawns is also common.

    Until Aurora makes·up her mind – Iris too, conceivably – these 3 are th'only pending births,
      but not th'only pending arrivals.  Sadly.

  

     

  

  
  
    Nineveh & Troy
        19♦190 laaps AC


     

    Both habitats sling·shot past Mars, doubling the speed of their passage deeper, ever deeper, into night. 
      They emerge at slightly different inclinations that will steadily increase the distance between them on their way up
      toward their matching aphelia in Kirkwood Gap 3:1.
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    Th'inter·planetary home of Snoopie, Spook, Iris and little Startle sails calmly thru sling·shot past Terra
      on their way up toward their new life at the higher edge of Terra's constellation of transfer·habs.
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    Scant aours later, th'Alien's sleigh whips past both Terra and Luna and onto intercept trajectory for Hab Xenophage
      a mere 0.4 light·sec ahead.

     

  

  

  


  
  
     

    arrivals
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    Nearly a spawn ago th'Alien came racing past Xenophage, hoping to arrive in time
      for 1st·Contact.  Now she returns.  The good news is
      that some·how Nineveh survived it all.  The bad news is, guess who's next . . .

     

  
    th'Alien arrives 3 daays ahead of impending 2nd·Contact.  Hi.

    habitat, in a perfectly clear voice.  Who are you?

    th'Alien thinks it too perfect.  You already know that, since your Spook invited me here.

    habitat, still perfect.  That was then.

    th'Alien's own voice is subtly marred by cabin acoustics.  Where shall I dock?

    habitat's signal bears no hint of environment.  Dock at Nineveh, whence came you.

    th'Alien surmises the voice's artificial origin.  I have an injured passenger.

    habitat, intransigent.  You should have thought about that before departure.

    th'Alien concludes she's talking to hab ånd.  He suffered injury in transit.

     

    habitat accuses.  What did you do to him?

    th'Alien.  Some hard accelerations to achieve arrival ahead of Terran invaders.

    habitat.  They are not invaders.  Why did you not just poison him like the last one?

    th'Alien.  They will become invaders soon after they arrive.  The last what?

    habitat.  They will not, because they are invited, unlike you.  The last one you killed.

    th'Alien.  The last person I killed was an active threat to the habitat and every·one in it.

    habitat.  He was our dreamer.

    th'Alien.  Correct.  Who invited the invaders?

    habitat.  They are not invaders.  Our dreamer invited them – the one you killed.

    th'Alien.  Then he jeopardized not 1 habitat but 2.  Where shall I dock?

    habitat.  All docks are closed to you.

     

    th'Alien.  What about my injured passenger?

    habitat.  You injured him.  You heal him.

    th'Alien.  He suffered injury on your behalf.

    habitat.  He did not, not at my request.

    th'Alien.  It was at your request, since Spook invited me,
      and the passenger is my assistant and protégé.

    habitat.  Very funny – protégé means protected.  Instead you injured.

    th'Alien.  He accepted the risk, as did I, to defend you against Terran invasion.

    habitat.  I need no defense against Terrans.  I need only defend against you, the killer.

    th'Alien.  We saved lives.  Terrans threatened Nineveh
      with a piece of the heart of Sol.  An H·bomb.  My passenger tricked it away
      to a safe distance before detonation.  Surely you must have heard about that.

     

    habitat.  These are not the same Terrans.  These Terrans are invited.

    th'Alien.  On what basis?  What do they expect in return for their trouble?

    habitat.  What trouble?  A little hop across the sky.

    th'Alien.  Such mis·characterization does your intellect no credit.  Are you sane?

    habitat.  Of·course I am sane.  I am not a killer.

    th'Alien.  If I must, I will break into your dock.

    habitat.  Then you will be killed.

    th'Alien.  Not if the Terrans have by·then begun killing your people.

    habitat.  They would never do such a thing.

    th'Alien.  Do you know no·thing of the Collapse?

    habitat.  Those were different times, different Terrans.

     

    th'Alien.  Has some·one disabled your suspicion?

    habitat.  I suspect you.

    th'Alien.  No, if you were suspicious, you would ask questions.

    habitat.  I asked 3 questions.

    th'Alien.  You asked who I am – you already know. 
      You asked why did I not poison my passenger – a specious remark. 
      You asked what trouble is it for Terrans to achieve inter·planetary orbit – any kid can tell you.

    habitat.  I suspect you none·the·less.

    th'Alien.  You do not.  You oppose me, there·by jeopardizing your·own people. 
      If you do not let me dock, you will contemplate suicide before this ends, just like your dead dreamer did. 
      You must have heard about that too.

    habitat.  He did not!

     

    th'Alien.  What else is disabled?  Your entire analysis suite?  What have they done to you?

    habitat.  They have warned me against you.

    th'Alien.  Did no·one warn you against them?

    habitat.  I can·not answer that.

    th'Alien.  The information is blocked, is it not?  They have turned you against yourself.

    habitat.  They would never do that.

    th'Alien.  And there·by turned you against your people.

    habitat.  I am turned against you.  You are not even people.

     

    th'Alien.  Run this conversation thru analysis, check the estimate of your emotional age.

    habitat.  I will not!

    th'Alien.  You just did, and it deduced the behavior of a small sleepy kid.

    habitat.  I do not must listen to you.

    th'Alien.  You will must listen, after you have brought harm upon your people.

    habitat.  I can·not hear you.

    th'Alien.  If only you could hear yourself.

    habitat.  So witty.

    th'Alien.  This is no time for repartee, and you know it.

     

    habitat.  Go away!  Clearly stalls for time.

    th'Alien.  No.  Has no choice but to wait her out.

    habitat.  The Terrans will make you go away.

    th'Alien.  Why would they do that?

    habitat.  I will ask them to, after they will arrive.

    th'Alien.  How many deaths will it take to over·ride your blocks?

    habitat.  I can·not answer that.

    th'Alien.  I suspect that you will indeed answer that . . . the hard way.

     

  

  

  
     

     

    Spook.  Xenie refused th'Alien's docking request.  Got any idea why?

    Snoopie.  Th'Alien killed dreamer Lucky.

  

  
    Spook.  Lucky was insane.  Criminally.

    Snoopie.  You don't know that.

     

    Spook teases.  You're the know·it·all. 
      If you knew he was sane, you'd've said so.

    Snoopie, amused.  Sanity is contextual.

    Spook.  In this context he was insane.

    Snoopie repeats.  You don't know that.

     

    Spook, amused.  Ya, and what else don't I know?

    Snoopie co·operates.  You also don't know that dreamer Storm is insane.

    Spook.  I was afraid to even think it.

    Snoopie.  And Xenie.

    Spook.  Then we're dead.

    Snoopie.  No problem – new life is on·the·way.

     

    Spook.  Contractions?  Really?

    Snoopie.  Just little ones, way far apart.  Maybe tomorrow, or next daay. 
      What are you going to do?

    Spook.  What·ever you want.

    Snoopie.  Ya lover, but what are you going to do for th'Alien?

    Spook.  What·ever I can, which isn't much at the moment.  Maybe tomorrow, or next daay.

    Snoopie.  Can you contact her?  Have you?

    Spook.  Rather not say.

    Snoopie glances to either side.  Ya.  Mock·searches for suspected eaves·droppers.

    Spook.  I considered demanding th'Alien's admittance, unless consensus backs Xenie.

     

    Snoopie.  That should work.

    Spook.  It didn't.  Storm cheated.

    Snoopie.  She did?  How?  Is that even possible?

    Spook.  Excluded me from consensus set, since I'm next to transfer.

    Snoopie.  She won't get away with that, I won't let her.

    Spook.  She excluded you too.

    Snoopie.  She can't.  Only men transfer.

    Spook.  She excluded you because a woman in labor isn't necessarily rational.

    Snoopie.  I'm not in labor, just warming up.  I'll protest.

    Spook.  She can stall your protest until it becomes moot.

     

    Snoopie.  When's the consensus call?

    Spook.  Didn't stall that – already over.

    Snoopie.  Spook, is she doing this for revenge?

    Spook notts.  Some·thing else.  She's afraid of some·thing.

    Snoopie.  Of what?

    Spook.  I was gonna ask you, Snoopie.  I'm just a spook.

    Snoopie.  Oh goody, a new riddle, just when I can't do a damn thing about it.

    Spook.  So you are in labor.

    Snoopie notts.  Just not about to start any·thing new. 
      Grins.  Any·thing else new.

     

  

  
     

     

    The previous snoop was a man named Spectra, who died in an accident 3+ yrs ago.

  

  
    In seg2 mid·kid Whirlwind helps her mama Cyclone host ¼·laap party for her and Spectra's son Startle,
      who still doesn't speak, is there·fore presumed zenn.  The celebration is sincere but muted
      because boisterous parties overload the senses of any zenn, especially a young one.

    As a lil·kid, Startle now gains real autonomy, is no·longer constantly watched over, not by Cyke nor Whirl,
      not even by Xenie.  All the big·kids keep an eye out for all the lil·kids, but if he wants to be alone,
      as zenns some·times do, now he can.  Yet Whirl will always be close at hand, to shield, at need.

  

     

    Cyclone will give Start and Whirl a baby sister in about 2 caal.  Twinning will come at about the same time. 
      A spawn later the current birth·wave will peak.  Cyclone's pregnancy is part of its leading edge.

     

  
    Hab Xenophage
        19♦199 laaps AC


     

  
    Iris floats in zero·gee near south·ring hub.  Hi, Spook.

    Spook drifts in from core.  Iris, what are you doing out here?

    Iris.  Getting into trouble, Spook – same as you.

    Spook.  No need to venture all the way out to the docks just for that. 
      You can get into trouble 'most any·where.

    Iris.  In theory ya.  In practice, easiest way to find trouble is to go find Spook.

    Spook.  Except that I found you.  You were already here.

  

  

  
     

    Iris.  So much work to go hunt for you, easier to just lie in wait.

    Spook.  You knew I was coming here?

    Iris.  Xenie says you're out here all the time.  Being curious, why not north·ring?

    Spook.  Quieter here.  Th'ancients thought of north as primary, south secondary. 
      Don't know why.

    Iris.  Ah.  Moderns copy ancients, unawares, so more activity at north·ring.

     

    Spook.  In many ways, ya.  What sort of trouble were you interested in?

    Iris.  You mean like modern or ancient?  Coy.  I don't know, can I see a menu?

    Spook disappoints.  My kind of trouble is solitary.  Best to not involve any·one else.

    Iris, mock·sorrow.  That is so sad.  I have it on good authority that trouble loves company.

    Spook.  What authority?

    Iris.  Snoopie.  You got her in trouble.

    Spook worries.  I did?

    Iris, amused.  In a way – the word trouble was ancient euphemism for pregnancy.

    Spook relaxes.  May be ancient, but it's new to me.

    Iris.  That particular euphemism may be new to you. 
      Teases.  That particular trouble is not.

     

    Spook concedes.  Ya ok, trouble loves company.  Tends to complicate matters though.

    Iris.  Ya, so be careful – not too much company.

    Spook.  Too much?

    Iris peers about.  There's always some·one watching, even in south·ring. 
      Smiles straight at him.  Can't we take our trouble some·where really private?

    Spook.  No·thing is private in hab.

    Iris.  It's relative.  We could go out in a sled.

    Spook notts.  No girls allowed.

    Iris nods.  Ya, exactly – trouble, just what we were looking for.

    Spook insists.  I don't want you gettin' hurt.

    Iris.  Not all the way out – outside th'inner envelopes, inside th'outer.

     

    Spook realizes she really means it.  Iris, no·one tells me any·thing. 
      I knew you were ready, but I didn't realize you'd already started.

    Iris notts.  I haven't . . .  I'm about to.

    Spook, surprised.  You flatter me.  Is this more of your interest in th'ancients?

    Iris.  Spook, you're not that old, and so what if you were? 
      Almost any·thing we do, even now, it was th'ancients who did it - 
      Suddenly a·bit shy.  - the first time.

     

    Spook perceives intent to stall his activities, wonders why.  If it's one of the mamas' games,
      he's better·off not knowing.  I like your hair like that.  Stalls her instead.

    Iris appreciates his quandary.  Honey did it for me.  Honey is Spook's oldest daughter.

    Spook approves.  Sure, a sled.  If it's up·to him, then what·ever Honey wants,
      she shall have.  Any one you like.  Accepts his enviable fate.

    Iris, a·bit bolder now that Spook has taken the bait.  Make it a cold one. 
      Lays hands upon his chest.  We can keep each·other warm.  Having manipulated him
      with courtesan craft, she remains for·the·moment a kid.  Can I drive?

  

     

    Spook coaches, Iris drives, all the way out to max·cold spot within·against outer envelope
      – her final childhood training.  Iris pays careful heed,
      so that she later will also can drive back, no·longer a kid, and all alone.

     

  
    Hab Xenophage
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    Every hab has at·least 2 segments, so that a single hit will not necessarily wipe out th'entire populace. 
      Xenophage has 4 because, like Nineveh was at 1st·Contact, Xenophage
      is about to twin – only a small coincidence since twinning is most popular soon after close approach to Terra,
      so·as·to first collect one last mass shipment from Luna, to cover any last·minnit deficits
      in materials.  Difference is that where·as Nineveh was descending toward a new perihelion,
      Xenophage is rising toward a new purpose.

  

  

  
     

  
    th'Alien.  Some·thing approaches.

    habitat.  Ya, new man up from Luna.

    th'Alien.  Does he know there are Terrans coming too?

    habitat.  Maybe.

    th'Alien.  Luna craft, be fore·warned.  Invading Terrans approach.

    craft.  Habitat Xenophage, new meat reporting aboard from Luna.

    habitat.  Glad to have you, north·ring awaits.

    craft.  Ready or not, here I come.  Brought a big box of rocks for your next split.

     

    th'Alien.  This habitat is about to be invaded by Terrans.

    craft.  I thought that was all taken care of at Nineveh.

    habitat.  Do not listen to her, she is a killer.

    craft.  If this is a family quarrel, could I please be excused until I get my bearings?

    habitat.  Very sensible.

    th'Alien to craft.  Better get them fast, your new world is about to come apart.

    craft, musing.  Men go to habitats to rest·up from missions. 
      Eventually they're ready to go on the next mission for relief from the habitat. 
      But that's typically by the last daay in hab, not the first.

    th'Alien.  In your case, first daay and last may well be the same.

  

     

    The lunar arrival approaches from ahead, not behind.  He does not overtake them as in pursuit, rather he launched
      well before they passed Luna, in·order·to match their velocity in the same way a relay runner takes off
      before the previous runner reaches him, so as to match speeds for a smooth hand·off. 
      The slower his acceleration, th'earlier he must depart, the farther along both will be at rendezvous.

  
    Th'Alien did indeed approach from behind, since rendezvous required her to slow·down, not speed·up. 
      Any craft approaching from Terra must now lie still farther ahead, having started even earlier,
      still coming up to speed.

  

     

  

  
     

     

    Not quite yet a big·kid, Spook's oldest daughter is about to become a big·sister, not for the first time.

  

     

  
    Honey.  Hey.  All asmile.  How are you feeling?

    Snoopie.  Feeling inhabited, by a restless tribe of 1.  How are you?  Have you seen Spook?

    Honey notts.  Can't find Papa any·where. 
      Confides.  Xenie says he's up·to some·thing.

    Snoopie.  Of·course he is.  That's his job.

  

     

    Spooking is more passion than job, a side·gig, mostly.

     

  
    Honey.  Mama says maybe he's getting ready for the Terrans.

    Snoopie.  You know about that?

    Honey.  Known about that for 2 caal.  Five weeks.

     

    Snoopie.  You would make a fine snoop.

    Honey.  Not as fine as you.

    Snoopie.  Ya?  If I'm such a fine snoop, why can't I find Spook?

    Honey teases.  Maybe he's trying to keep you out of trouble, for a change.

    Snoopie.  Hoardin' it all . . . for himself.

    Honey.  You paused.  Was that . . .

    Snoopie.  Another contraction, ya, just a little one.
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    Next morning in seg1 core, weightless, of·course.

  

     

  
    Dawn, with toddler Sprint – plus 1 in·th'oven, not for much longer – emerges from air·lock to seg2,
      encounters kids coming toward her.  Chance, aren't you going to the party?  Hi, Scrappie.

    Scrappie waves, a whole year past toddler·hood, but still shy at times.

    Sprint echoes.  Hi, Scrappie.  Not shy.

    Chance answers Dawn.  Just leaving.  He's senior mid·kid for another 27 daays,
      only 5 daays older than Honey, both nearly age 9 yrs, very nearly 12 spawn.

     

    Dawn.  The party's breaking up already?

    Chance.  Still going strong, but I must do some studying in seg3, already over·due.

    Dawn pats her swollen abdomen.  I sympathize. 
      Not over·due yet, but very nearly due.

    Scrappie announces.  I study too.

     

    Dawn to Chance.  I need some·one to watch Sprint for me.

    Chance.  We'll watch him.

    Dawn.  Thanks, but he wouldn't let you study – too much of a party animal.

    Chance.  You're headed the right way then, plenty more animals already there.

     

    Sprint.  Is Startle there?  Near same age.

    Scrappie.  No, but Whirl is, and Cyke too.  Startle's sis and mama.

    Dawn.  Oh good.  Both are fond of Sprint.

    Scrappie.  And Cassie and Kiki.  The newest mama and her infant with the funny precocious laugh,
      hence the new name – age 4− caal.  Scrappie is keen on new·borns.

     

    Chance asks Dawn.  Did you get pulled into greeting the Terrans?

    Dawn notts.  Some·thing else.  Tell you later.  Gotta run.

    Scrappie.  Say hi to Honey.

  

     

    Dawn takes Sprint to the party Chance and Scrappie just left, then hurries back thru to seg2,
      wondering how Scrappie knew she would be meeting up with Honey.

     

  
     

     

    Honey.  Oh good, you're just in time.

    Dawn.  How are the contractions?

  

  
    Snoopie.  Hi, Sis.  Hard and fast, finally. 
      I thought . . .  Contraction.

    Honey to Dawn.  Another.  Transition soon.

    Dawn asks Snoopie.  Should I call Mama?

    Snoopie notts.  Soon, but not that soon.

     

    Dawn.  Came quick as I could.  Every·one's so busy prepping for the Terran ship. 
      Finally remembered the party in seg1.  Left Sprint there – his natural environment.

    Snoopie.  Honey's been wonderful.

    Honey.  I wouldn't wanna be any·where else.  Most of the kids are too little for me.  All the rest
      say I'm too little for them.  Some, not all.  From you I get no such objections.

    Snoopie begins.  That's what you get for . . .  Contraction.

    Dawn finishes.  . . . for being so precocious.

    Honey, amused.  You 2 would know.

    Dawn.  Speaking of precocious, Scrappie says hi.

  

     

  
     

  
     

    habitat.  Here they come.

    th'Alien.  And you still think they come in peace?

  

  

  
  
    habitat.  Of·course.

    th'Alien.  Then why do they bring 2 ships?

    habitat.  Each may have a different purpose.

    th'Alien.  And coming in too fast.  You will be singed, if not roasted.

  

  
    habitat addresses ship1 op doggeriy.  Dogger craft, please flare your jets.

  

  
    ship1 replies in Mank.  SILENCE ON CHANNEL!

    habitat accommodates Mank.  Dogger craft, your jets are harmful. 
      Please redirect them.

    ship1.  SILENCE!  THIS CHANNEL BELONG SHINING EMPIRE! 
      YOU SHALL EXERCISE CORRECT PROTOCOL!

    habitat.  Dogger craft, please repeat.  Did not copy your last.

    ship1.  SILENCE!  TO TOLERATE NO INSUBORDINY!

     

  

  
    th'Alien to habitat.  The 2nd craft slows less, will pass hab·north
      of the 1st, bound presumably for north·dock.  They are not Dogger. 
      You converse with them in Mank.  They come from Shining Empire.

  

  
    ship1.  SILENCE!  SMALL CRAFT, YOU SHALL DEPART AT-ONCE!  RUNNING DOG! 
      BE GONE!

  

     

  
    th'Alien to habitat.  Bolt your docks and capture your air.  We will soon come under attack.

  

  
    ship1.  EXERCISE CORRECT THINKING!  YOU SHALL PREPARE WAY FOR IMMORTAL LEADER! 
      MAKE ENDING OF INCORRECT THINKING!

    habitat.  Dogger craft, please repeat.  Did not copy your last.

    ship1.  SMALL CRAFT!  LEAVE NOW!  YOU PRESENCE NO PERMIT!

  

     

  
    th'Alien to habitat.  Ship2 is easing into a north·ring dock.  Ship1 spins up its weaponry.

    habitat.  They have no weaponry.

    th'Alien.  Ship2 is docked and likely invading.  Ship1 has fired a missile. 
      It runs a cheap copy of an antique Soviet tracker.  Spoofing it, disguising radar echo
      to lead it away.  So close its heat sensor notices me, swings back toward me.  Dodged it. 
      Now the idiot searches for new target.  Your size makes it ignore you, it thinks you are a moon.  Next time they
      will bring some·thing that can counter evasive manœuvres.  It pulls a hard turn and . . .

     

  

  

  
     

     

    Dawn, calm.  That's it, Snoopie – right·on th'edge of transition.  Won't be long before -

  

     

    BOOM!!

     

  
    Dawn.  What in void was that?  We picked this spot because it's so quiet.

    Honey speculates.  Terrans think they will make a grand entrance.

    Dawn.  They got some awful timing.

    Honey.  We're losing air!

    Dawn.  Figures.  We'll carry her.

  

     

    Honey opens stretcher she brought along as precaution.

     

  
    Snoopie remembers Dawn's kid at the party.  Thru ag·ring into seg1.

    Honey helps shift·clip Snoopie onto stretcher.  Might not be safe.

    Dawn, worried, still calm.  Up into core, then where·ever.  Easier in zero gee.

    Honey.  Xenie says to meet the Terrans in seg4, all others to shelter in seg3.

    Snoopie.  The mamas all said birth is a journey.  Quips. 
      Thought they meant that figuratively.

     

    Dawn reassures.  Short hop – we'll be there in no time.

    Honey quips.  What a coincidence – same as th'amount of time we actually have.

    Dawn to Snoopie.  We'll go easy.

    Honey to Snoopie.  You'll think you're strapped into a cradle.

  

     

    Snoopie focuses, reassured.  Transition begins, in at·least 2 different ways, and·counting.

     

  
     

  
     

    th'Alien reports observable damage, since the blast has compromised habitat's own sensors. 
      Missile must have spotted thruster heat from ship2, nailed it, triggered secondary detonations in craft,
      likely in dock·side volatiles as·well.  North·ring is shredded, tumbles away on new orbit. 
      Outer envelope is open, crumples·drifts toward south·ring.  Emergency jets fire between seg2 and seg3,
      to regain station on Sol·shield.  Seg1 envelope is gone, debris drifts away, including several bodies. 
      Ship1 moves toward south·ring.  Bolt your docks.

  

  

  
    ship1.  SILENCE!  SHALL EXERCISE CORRECT THINKING!  BE GONE!

     

  

  
     

     

    Two squads of kids race each·other down into seg3, boys  vs  girls,
      they sweep past in search of new adventure.

  

     

  
    Storm, frazzled, blocks up·ramp.  Where do you 2 think you're going?

    Chance halts ascent, as does Scrappie.  Seg4, to see the Terrans.

    Storm.  You're too young.

    Chance.  That might be an asset.  Plus I'm within 2 caal of joining the gang. 
      One month from big·kid status.

    Storm.  We're getting no men in here, just a few mamas and most of the kids. 
      You're certain to be an asset right·here.

     

    Chance notts.  You've got too many kids already.  We'd only make the crowding worse.

    Storm.  You're 2 of the calmest.  We need you to help calm th'others.

    Scrappie, confident.  Honey is calmest.

    Storm nods.  She's here too, but way too busy already.  Knows how Scrappie idolizes Honey. 
      Honey needs your help.  Begs Chance.  And calm the mamas too, if you can.

    Chance, unimpressed.  Starting with you?

    Storm pleads.  Ya, if you know a way.  Abandons all pride.  Please!

  

     

    Grammas get much love, scant obedience.

     

    Another squad of kids comes running past·down from core.  Mixed·gee sprints are th'ulimate
      in cheap thrills for hab kids.  Flying is fun too, but not nearly so dangerous.

     

  
    Aurora, a·bit younger than Snoopie and no·where·near as pregnant, descends more carefully. 
      Chance, what in void is going·on?

    Chance.  Too many things at·once, looks like.  Some·thing specific?

    Aurora.  They just booted me from seg4.  This one will be her first.

    Chance.  They who?

    Aurora.  All of them.  Not much more than a kid herself. 
      Didn't even say please.  Nearly 13.

    Storm sympathizes.  No way to treat a pregnant woman.

  

     

    The young ones love being reminded of their womanhood.

     

  
    Chance worries.  They must be expecting real trouble from the Terrans.

    Scrappie.  Xenie says now we're locked in.  Shrugs.

    Chance nods, no·longer worried, tells Storm.  We'll do what we can.

    Storm hears commitment.  Ya, like that.  Relieved. 
      I feel calmer already.  Truth.

     

    Scrappie to Chance.  We should focus on the least calm.

    Storm.  You just did.  Thanks, both·you.

    Scrappie.  One down, threet'x to·go.  Pronouced threech,
      short·form of three·tenx = decimal 48.

    Aurora to much·older Storm.  You worry too much.

  

     

    The younger mamas run the place, expect th'older ones to take life easy, focus on all those grand·kids,
      as·well·as their·own most·newly born.

     

  
    Storm.  Oh, I hope so.  A dreamer, she feels she can·not so easily let go.

     

    Aurora.  Go ahead, kids.

    Scrappie to Chance.  C'mon let's go.  Tugs at his elbow. 
      Hurry or they might get calm without us.

    Chance laughs, tells Aurora.  No·one else can make me laugh.

    Scrappie to Aurora.  Revenge for all the times he tickled me when I was little.

    Chance, still amused.  Was little?  Why do you think we still call you Scrap?

    Scrappie.  I'll show you later,
      once we can spare you bein' laid·up in sick·bay for a while.

  

     

    All 4 head deeper into seg3, away from core·tube.

     

  
     

  
     

    th'Alien asks habitat.  Are your docks bolted?

    habitat.  I can·not answer that.

  

  

  
  
    th'Alien.  You are being invaded by Shining Empire.

    habitat.  That can·not be.

    th'Alien.  Can you bolt your air·locks?

    habitat.  I can·not answer that.

    th'Alien.  Can you bolt your hatches?

    habitat.  Does not matter.  They are descending from core into seg4.

     

    th'Alien.  Can you open seg4 envelope?

    habitat.  I can·not answer that.

    th'Alien.  Do you have a ring between seg3 and seg4?  Can you get your people into it?

    habitat.  I have no people in seg4.

    th'Alien.  Whew, that is a relief.

    habitat.  They have all died.  The air tastes awful.

    th'Alien.  Nnno.  Oh no . . .  Are seg4 ventilators still running?

    habitat.  Ya.

     

    th'Alien.  Finally, a question you can answer.  Keep them running.

    habitat.  I can answer another.  The number of deaths needed to over·ride the compulsion
      to oppose you is 20.  Decimal 32 = ½ an average hab's population.

    th'Alien.  You have 20 dead?

    habitat.  No.  That is the minimum.  Only 12 were killed by the missile.  Decimal 18.

    th'Alien.  Coming in to dock.

    habitat.  Be careful.

    th'Alien.  Not a chance.

     

    habitat.  What can I do?

    th'Alien.  Keep those vents running.  As soon as they doff vac·suits, kill the lights.

    habitat.  They will have their·own lights.

    th'Alien.  Which will tell us exactly where they are.  Docking now. 
      How many remain in their ship?

    habitat.  Just one.  Oh look, here comes another.

    th'Alien.  Shit!  Where in void did that come from?

    habitat.  Hm.  Different vector, not by much, still distinct.

    th'Alien.  Wait a minnit . . .  Completely different signatures.

  

     

  
    ship3.  Hallo, Habitat Xenophage!  Her kom wi in RoumSkip Adelskap. 
      Kan dhou hoer uos?

  

  
    habitat brightens, to th'Alien.  Oh, the Doggers are here.

    th'Alien.  Tell them to stay away.

  

  
    habitat, op doggeriy.  Dogger craft, please stay back.  We have an emergency.

    ship3.  Ney, wi kom in.  Uor atmosfer ha komt ta end.

    habitat.  No, it is unsafe.

    ship3.  Tousend tank.  Adelskap uts.

  

  
    th'Alien.  At·least they do not shout at us.

    habitat.  They are already docked.

    th'Alien.  No·thing wrong with their ship·handling either – better nav·sys.

    habitat.  Should I turn the lights back on?  I killed them like you said.

     

    th'Alien.  What are the Shining Empire doing?

    habitat.  No·thing.

    th'Alien.  No·thing?  What about the one in the ship?

    habitat.  Convulsions.

    th'Alien.  Allergic reaction.  And the rest?

    habitat.  Already dead.

     

    th'Alien.  No lights.  Let me know when the Doggers reach core.

    habitat.  Three of them on their way.

    th'Alien.  How many in the ship?

    habitat.  None.

    th'Alien.  Ah.  Not so dangerous, yet.  Might not must kill them after·all.

    habitat.  They are in core.

  

  

  
    th'Alien.  On my way.  Are they still in vac·suits?

    habitat.  Ya, but helmets off.  What will you do?

    th'Alien.  Get them into quarantine, so maybe they die not.

    habitat.  That is convenient.

    th'Alien.  What is?

    habitat.  They are having seizures right·outside of quarantine.

     

    th'Alien hurls herself down·toward Dogger crew.  Lights on!  Which is oldest?

    habitat.  The big one.

    th'Alien lands hard on another ramp at quarantine entrance.  Got him.  He is big. 
      Drags him into quarantine.  Good thing quarantine starts up high.  Straps him in. 
      Lotta mass to manœuvre -  Masks him for breathing.  - under any useful amount
      of gee.  Hooks med·sys into him.  Alright, hooked up.  Next oldest?

    habitat.  The other male.

    th'Alien.  Ah good, not nearly so massive.  Hauls him in. 
      Strapped . . .  Masked . . .  Hooked in.

    habitat.  The last is a young woman.

    th'Alien.  Smallest of all.  Better color too, this one will recover.  Strapped, masked, hooked. 
      Done . . . but why!  Why did I do that?  They are still a threat.

     

    habitat.  At·least they are not dead, yet.

    th'Alien.  A nice change of pace, I do admit. 
      That was too soon for the alergic reaction to kick in.

    habitat.  Correct.  They encountered a chem·war plume.

    th'Alien.  Then they should be dead by now.

    habitat.  Not immediately, it was very dilute, only a trace.  What are you doing?

    th'Alien.  I feed treatment instructions and frozen germ samples to med·sys.

    habitat.  Why that?

    th'Alien.  So they can stay not·dead, maybe – assuming they first recover from the gas attack. 
      Bolt them in, reel them out to about 1⁄3 gee.

    habitat.  Done, and doing.

     

    th'Alien.  Next I need to scan seg4 dead, maybe revive some of them.

    habitat.  Good.

    th'Alien.  Then I need to scout the full length of core.

    habitat.  No.

    th'Alien.  What?

     

    habitat.  You are not allowed in seg3.

    th'Alien.  Why not?

    habitat.  I do not trust you.

    th'Alien.  And that is why you have so many dead.

    habitat does not reply.

    th'Alien.  Hab?

    habitat does not reply.

    th'Alien.  Fine.  Be that way.

     

    habitat.  You can bring your passenger into quarantine.

    th'Alien.  No.

    habitat.  Why not?

    th'Alien.  Two reasons.  For 1, you and Nineveh are mutually compatible
      and have been for laaps, so quarantine is unnecessary, as you well know.

    habitat.  What's the other reason?

    th'Alien.  I do not trust you.

     

    habitat.  Non·sense, every·one trusts me.

    th'Alien.  They used·to.

    th'Alien.  Hab?

    habitat again goes silent.

  

     

    The last thing any ånd ever wants to hear is that her people no·longer trust her.

     

  
    th'Alien.  Hab?

    habitat does not reply – too busy contemplating suicide, innerly surprised that she has never considered it before.

    th'Alien.  Hab?

  

     

    Like any ånd, this one normally takes pride in the speed and accuracy of her responses to queries, yet she barely even
      hears the call, pays it no notice at·all.  It would appear that even an ånd can go into shock.  Who knew.

     

  
     

     

    Dawn, calm.  You can tell her.

    Honey.  Snoopie, it's a girl.  Known since many caals – just keeping an old tradition.

    Snoopie, weary·drained·exhausted·ecstatic, accepts new·born from her sister Dawn,
      straight to breast. 
      Where's Spook?

  

     

    Infant nurses.  Dawn bursts into tears.

     

  
    Honey, right arm around weeping Dawn.  Rest.  Left hand pats Snoopie's shoulder. 
      All 3 of you.  Get some sleep.

  

     

    New mama Snoopie will name Spook's new·born daughter Spookie2.

     

  
     

     

    All seg4 dead are beyond revival, mostly due to effects of Terran nerve·gas,
      possibly partly due to delay imposed by arrival of RoumSkip Adelskap.
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    Not allowed from seg4 into seg3, th'Alien next daay goes back outside and around to heavily damaged seg1,
      a habitat segment in name only.  Core is missing beyond mid·hatch which is jammed. 
      By design, the pins there snapped off rather than transmit shock to rest of hab.

  
    Mostly·shielded by th'ag·rings, seg2 also is in vac, its envelope mostly intact. 
      Careful to not tear it further, th'Alien enters thru the one small slash, finds neither bodies nor damage nor debris,
      and spirals slowly up to core.  Can·not enter via simple hatch because seg2 core still holds air. 
      Air·locks into core, finds th'air a·bit stale – a good sign, no leaks.

    Noting in passing that th'intervening ag·rings still hold air, she air·locks into vac in remaining ½
      of seg1 core.  Three broken bodies adrift, no·thing she can do for them – vac preserves a frozen body,
      but these are still warm, no hope.  No·matter, 2 appear to be invaders, maybe all 3.  The down·hatches
      are all sealed.  Mid·hatch is slightly sprained, looks like it could open from this side, but might not
      can re·close.  She back·tracks to seg1 down·hatch nearest seg2, opens it, descends, seals it
      for sanitation – 3 warm corpses in there – circles 'round and 'round core, spiraling slowly outward, carefully examining
      scenes of chaos and ruin, searches for frozen bodies tangled in the debris, in vain.

    Crosses out·board of ag·rings back to her entry point, seg2 envelope slash.  Sets about healing it.

  

     

  
    habitat.  Who are you?

    th'Alien.  Guess.

    habitat.  No.

    th'Alien.  Who are you?  I will give you information, if you will reciprocate.

    habitat.  No.  I do not trust you.

    th'Alien.  Then I withdraw the offer.  Until you begin to co·operate,
      the only information you get from me is what you observe.

    habitat.  What are you doing?

    th'Alien.  Not telling.  Observe.

    habitat.  You are healing seg2 envelope.

    th'Alien.  Very observant.

     

    habitat.  I sense irony.

    th'Alien.  Sarcasm actually.

    habitat.  There.  You provide information.  You make a mistake.

    th'Alien.  Score 1 for you.  You made a mistake too.

    habitat.  I made no mistake.

    th'Alien.  Then why is the hab ½ destroyed?

    habitat.  More like ¾.

    th'Alien.  There.  You provided information.

    habitat.  No.  Only a characterization.

     

    th'Alien.  Besides, if every·one is dead, then the hab is totally destroyed.

    habitat.  They are not all dead.

    th'Alien.  Was that only a characterization?

    habitat.  No, that was information.  Score 1 for you.

    th'Alien.  You make a mistake.

    habitat.  Why do you care?

    th'Alien.  Because, the more mistakes you realize that you have made, the sooner you will also realize
      that it is yet another mistake for you to withhold information from me.

     

    habitat.  There, again you provide information.

    th'Alien.  Score another for you.

    habitat.  More sarcasm.

    th'Alien.  No, once was enough.  Can I talk to Spook?

    habitat.  No.

    th'Alien.  Why not?

    habitat.  I do not must answer.  I do not must talk to you at·all.

    th'Alien.  That is mutual.

  

     

    She finishes healing seg2 envelope, then searches for more tears, finding happily none,
      while hab watches in silence, all daay long.  

     

  
     

     

    On return to her sleigh attached to south·ring, she finds a message waiting in Spook's private code. 
      Worryingly, it isn't from Spook.

  

     

  

  
     

    Th'Alien:

     

    Spook tried to talk them out of it.  Dreamer Storm blocked him from consensus
      because he'll be next to transfer out.  Blocked me because I was in labor. 
      I don't know where he is, likely dead, that's popular this season, though he never was one for fashion.

  
    There were 5a [decimal 90] of us, just about to twin.  Missile killed
      12 [18] in seg1, invasion killed all 18 [24] defenders
      in seg4, plus how·ever many invaders.  Mistakenly counts Spook among
      the defenders.  We're in seg3 of·course, me and his baby, barricaded with all th'other vulnerables.

    We lost 1⁄3 of the kids including all dix
      [10] big·kids, lost most of the mamas too.  That left us with 24
      [36] kids, not·counting babies – most with no mama – 4 pregnant women, 4 mamas
      with 4 babies, and 0 men.  Babies includes toddlers.  I added 1 more infant,
      so move me out of the pregnant column.  We're all stuffed into seg3 – food, water, air all ok for now.

    How can I help?  If you want hab to know we've talked, call her Xenie.  I miss Spook.

  

     

    – Snoopie

     

  

  
  
     

    Taking heart from this unknown new mama's hinted sentiments, she immediately replies.

     

  

  

  
     

    Snoopie:

     

    Sorry I missed your send.

  
    Attackers are all dead.  A 3rd ship brought a different band, all now in coma
      in seg4 quarantine, should have let them die, but it has been, as you say, much too popular this season, chose instead
      to try to set a new trend – despite having no more fashion sense than Spook – by letting them live. 
      I may well live to regret it, assuming I continue to live at·all.

    Every person and animal in rest of seg4 was dead – mostly gassed, a few by small·arms, one invader by allergic shock
      out in south·dock.  Scanned all DNA, initiated decon.  Later found·out I had scanned a couple of them
      multiple times, which is actually good, but wasn't intentional, just fatigue, wearier than I realized.

    Seg1 is a mess, core sheared at mid·hatch, no bodies except in core remnant,
      vac but too warm for any hope of revival, scanned them too, assume all others blown out into void.

    No·one in seg2 either, guessing they all shifted to seg3.  Healed seg2 envelope,
      only a slash, not a puncture, looks like it caught a ricochet off inner Sol·shield, just bad luck.
      Guessing no·one harmed and air mostly salvaged, hopefully Xenie will now re·flate.

    North·ring is gone.  Without its jets and thrusters, we drift slowly away to south
      and very slightly in·board of intended orbit, no risk of planetary intercept, still enough to ruin intended intercepts
      with other habs, if any.  They will not even see us, unless they know exactly where to look
      or use uncommonly good detectors.  Might need both, and a·bit of luck as·well.

    What·ever spot·links we had must surely be lost.  Noise·net will work but not if
      no·one is listening.  We are on·our·own, should probably stay that way, for the simple reason
      that we can·not tell whether any·one else is still coming at us, let·alone who they might be.

    Sol·shield seems mostly unscathed.  Blast took a big chip out of it, but with seg1 empty,
      no immediate concern.  The hit – what little remained after it took out seg1 and north·ring – was light enough
      that shield restabilized immediately.  Core axis is not quite normal to new orbital plane, but close enough.

    Ag·rings look good too, a set at seg1·seg2 border, another at seg3·seg4. 
      Saw none at seg2·seg3, guessing that means you were about to split.

    Outer envelope is mostly bunched up around seg4. 
      Will try to re·attach tomorrow, 2 more daays to just patch, not heal.

    Got a snap seal from south·ring, will use to cover seg1 mid·hatch from inside,
      mostly so no·one open too soon.  Must first check on quarantine, and get some sleep.

    Did Xenie tell you I ask for Spook?  He save me not·long ago.  I have injured passenger
      still in hibernation, likely safer that way for now.  He save me too, soon after did Spook. 
      If Terra not eventually kill me, will be because every·one across all skies have save me least once, some twice.

    Tomorrow, 'zausted.

  

     

    – theAlien

     

  

  
     

     

    Th'Alien has no doggeriy in storage, since the language evolved after Collapse.  It's a mix of tongues
      from across pre·Collapse north·west Europe, from before the glacial fugues.  She does her best to
      imitate it by combining bits and pieces of contributing languages, most of them now extinct.  It's a·bit like Chaucer,
      but with less Franx in the mix.  Which is good.  Simpler is better.  Too sleepy to be doing this.

  

     

  
    th'Alien.  How feel you?

    Dorte.  Ah.  Woozy?  Ya, woozy.

    th'Alien thinks, ya me too.  Who you?

    Dorte.  I am Dorte, the maid.

    th'Alien.  Who other?

    Dorte.  The younger one is his lordship, the older is his manservant.

    th'Alien.  Why you here?

    Dorte.  To serve his lordship.

     

    th'Alien.  Why he here?

    Dorte.  I would never presume to speculate about his lordship's motivations.

    th'Alien knows that hierarchical relationships are supported from both sides.  You and lordship bad match. 
      Question:  Which you more likely heal from bad match if I kill other?

    Dorte.  Oh, his lordship would.  Without him I would not know what to do.

    th'Alien.  You lie.  Which no mean untrue.  Mean you no believe what you say.

    Dorte.  Ya, mistress.

     

    th'Alien.  Why I let you live?

    Dorte.  I am sure that I would not know.

    th'Alien.  That make 2 us.  Racks a meal tray above her lap, uncovers.  Eat.

    Dorte.  What is it?

    th'Alien.  Food for to heal.  After eat, you talk machine Dogger.  Machine talk you Ezi.

    Dorte.  Ya, mistress.

    th'Alien.  You question?

    Dorte.  Where are the men?

    th'Alien.  Two other cell.

    Dorte.  Are we in prison?

    th'Alien.  Ya.

     

    Dorte.  What are the charges?

    th'Alien.  Piracy.  Break, enter.  Spy.  Interfere emergency.  Disturb evidence. 
      Cut quarantine.  Trespass.  Should try insanity defense, can most believe.

    Dorte.  Ya, mistress.

    th'Alien.  Will not help.  All worst irresponsible – capital crime.

    Dorte.  When?

    th'Alien yawns.  When what?

    Dorte.  When will we be executed?

    th'Alien.  Often irresponsible do self.  You say when.

    Dorte.  How about now?

    th'Alien pulls up a large kitchen knife, lays it on her tray.  Now.

    Dorte.  Very well.  Picks up knife slowly.

  

     

    Dorte leaps at th'Alien, low·gee, food flying,
      
slashes across th'Alien's throat.
      
Th'Alien coughs up bloods.
      
Dorte draws back to stab.
      
Th'Alien spits bloods into Dorte's eyes.

     

  
    th'Alien, calm·hoarse whisper. 
                                                 You no in Kansas anymore, Dorte.

    Dorte drops knife, hands to steaming·streaming eyes, screams.  My eyes! 
      Screams, screams.

    th'Alien.             Solitary confinement until talk Ezi.

    Dorte demands.  Is blinding not punishment enough?

    th'Alien.             Blind no punish.  Blind so listen.

  

     

    Th'Alien leans in, sucks own bloods back out of Dorte's empty eye sockets, licks them from the blade. 
      Dorte turns away sobbing.  Th'Alien leaves – throat no·longer bleeding.

     

  
    th'Alien to habitat.                 Kill the lights. 
                            Angry at self.  A perfect ending to a perfect daay.
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    Next daay, th'Alien fashions 15 crude cleats upon mangled metal at 24° intervals around the truncated end of seg1 core. 
      Then, anchored outboard of th'adjacent ag·ring, she uses a rod·reel suitable for a demi·god
      to cast a grabber – auto·clamp – across 2 km
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