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  Chapter 1: Families’ Disgrace


New Earth: November 2098 
Casiti: Musb 803
Hilcyon: Sdert 1201

“The overarching sense shared from all traditions is the love of the Divine for us, and the way the divine provides for us. For some traditions, this is without requirement. For others, the Divine requests from us some kind of sacrifice - some kind of gift from our hearts, bodies, or minds to acknowledge the love and kindness of the Divine. But the love seeps through, from texts as diverse as our ‘Heart of the Carj’, founding spiritual texts of those enslaved, to texts of Earth, from the Rig Veda, Bible, and so many other texts.” — Ja’lend’a, ‘Spirits Alike’

Independent Christian State, New Earth
Paul sat in the back of the church, fidgeting. He looked up to the ceiling, which he could see had tiles that were yellowed by leaks from the roof, and lights that weren’t working. His father had him up there a few months ago repairing some of the lights, but more had failed since.
This was, by far, his least favorite time of year. Between Thanksgiving week, which was full of fasting and praying, with a service every single day, then on to Advent and Christmas, with more services during the week, his family was basically in church almost every day for a month. He hated it. But he basically had no choice in the matter. It was his father’s church. He hadn’t figured a way out yet. 
Everyone rose, and he followed suit—it would be too obvious if he stayed seated. It was bad enough that he chose to sit in the back of the church instead of in front with the rest of his family.
His father, upfront at the podium, intoned, “We have sinned against God and have been banished from Heaven.”
The congregation answered, “Forgive us, oh Father.”
His father said, “It is only by being pure, that we can return.”
“Help us, oh Father, to be pure.”
“When we die, pure and sinless, we will return to Earth.”
“Help us, oh Father, to remain pure until death.”
He knew the prayer. It was said in every service and occasion, such as funerals and weddings, and at home almost every day. The expectation was that if you lived your life in purity when you died, you would get to go back to Earth. He stopped repeating the words years ago.
When he was young, Paul had been interested in theology, until he ran into a wall once, talking to his father, when he was about ten. 
“I’m confused about something.”
“What is it, son?”
“Why is it that we believe that people get to go to Earth after they die?”
“Because that is where God is.”
“But I thought God was in heaven.”
“Earth became heaven, son. God is there.”
“When we were on Earth, where was heaven? Why don’t we still go there?”
His father looked at him sternly. “Son, Earth is heaven, and we sinned and were banished here.”
“But Dad…”
“Paul, stop asking stupid questions. You have to trust in God. Know His will, do His will.”
After that conversation, Paul lost whatever little faith he’d had that what he’d been taught resembled the truth. It wasn’t even logical. And every time he listened to this prayer being intoned just made that more clear.
Finally, the service was over. He got up and left the church building to make his way home. These days, he always left before his family. He was supposed to stay—be social with the congregation, and be a good pastor’s kid. But he couldn’t stand the idea of it.
When he arrived back at the house he saw the stout frame, olive skin, and dark brown hair of his mother’s cousin Re’liro. He was sitting on the front stairs talking to Ke’lir, his daughter, who was a few years older than Paul.
“Re’liro!” Paul smiled. He was happy to see him. They hugged.
“Paul, you certainly have grown since I saw you a few years ago! You remember my daughter, Ke’lir?”
“Hi, yes I do.” Paul hugged Ke’lir as well.
Paul said, “It’s so nice to see you both.” 
He felt a genuine warmth inside being with them.
He asked, “What brings you here?”
Re’liro said, “Grandmother Beatrice died yesterday. We’re here to invite your family to the funeral on Casiti. We’ve got tickets and accommodation arrangements for everyone.”
He felt sad that he hadn’t gotten to see his great-grandmother one more time—he’d loved spending time with her.
He said, “I’d love to go… but my family won’t want to go.”
Re’liro said, “You never know, Paul.”
Paul was doubtful. His father seemed to revel in the feeling that he’d “reformed” Julia, a Michaelson, one of the infamous clan members responsible, from his father’s perspective, for humankind's downfall and its banishment from Earth. But Paul liked his extended family and loved his great-grandmother Beatrice. He hoped the family would choose to go, but he doubted it.
“Where is everyone?” Re’liro asked.
“You know, preacher’s family. Have to be social and stuff. They should be along in a while. How are things up north Ke’lir?”
He didn’t really want to explain why he was here and not back at church.
They talked for a while about life for Ke’lir in the North Circumpolar Independent Zone, and her work for the New Earth Authority. Paul kept silent about his own sense of deep dissatisfaction with his life here, and his desire to be free of it. It was too tender for him.
He heard his mother’s voice loudly say, “Re’liro! What are you doing here? And how could you bring your… son here?” Paul turned upon hearing his mother’s angry voice, wincing at what she’d said.
“Julia. My daughter. And, hello.”
“I asked you, what are you doing here? You don’t belong in the ICS. I tolerate your presence when you travel with grandmother, but now…”
“It is grandmother I am here about.”
“What happened?”
“She died yesterday. It was not unexpected. She was old, you know.”
“Why bother to come all the way here?”
“Ke’lir and I are on our way to New Orleans to meet the family and travel together to Casiti. We wanted to tell you in person and welcome you and your whole family to accompany us to the funeral. I’ve even arranged all of your tickets to Casiti. We’ve also arranged lodging.”
“You already know that I would never set foot on that horrible planet again!”
“Julia, you were born there.”
“That doesn’t matter. We’re not going.”
“Julia, the whole family is gathering. I mean absolutely everyone. Beatrice was the last of her generation, and we need to honor that. Isn’t it time you mended…”
“There is nothing to mend nor honor! Please go on your way.”
Re’liro shrugged. “OK, as you wish. You and your family will be missed.” Re’liro and Ke’lir started to turn to leave.
Paul suddenly saw an opening, like a flash of light. 
“Wait!” Paul yelled a bit louder than he wanted to.
His mother looked at him sharply. “Paul, please go into the house with your brother and sister and start preparations for the break of our fast.”
Paul said, “I want to represent our family at the funeral.”
Paul’s father’s face hardened into a mask, and his mother said sternly, “You will do no such thing.”
He could feel a strengthening in his body, a sense of sureness came from somewhere.
“Mother, I turned 18 three months ago. I am an adult. Re’liro, can I come with you?”
“Of cou…”
His mother shouted, “No! I will in no way support this.”
Paul turned to his mother, “It’s my decision. My choice. I want to go.”
Paul’s father gripped his upper arm and said quietly, “If you leave this house with those heathen, you will never be welcome in it again.”
It didn’t take Paul long to make the decision. He shook off his father.
“Re’liro, please wait a few minutes while I gather some things.”
He saw compassion and thoughtfulness on Re’liro’s face. “Of course, Paul.”
He could feel his father following him as he walked to his room. When they arrived, his father closed the door.
“Son, you are making a huge mistake. It could cost you your soul.”
“You and Matthew seem to be so worried about my soul. Don’t bother.”
“We have insulated you from the wretched evil of the Casitians and the evil of your mother’s family. You can’t stand on your own in the face of it.”
“Dad, I’ve heard enough about it from you and everyone. It’s time for me to see for myself and make my own decisions. I know you and Mom don’t respect our family and its legacy, but I do. I loved great-grandmother Beatrice—I want to be at the funeral.”
“What kind of legacy is it if it caused us this destiny? It is the great sin of your mother’s family.”
“Dad, enough! I’m going. Let me just go, please?”
“I will morn you as lost.” He turned and left, closing the door behind him. 
Paul gathered a few personal belongings that he wanted to keep. He figured that he’d never set foot in this house again. There was no sadness or regret. He had been working up to this for a very long time.

Paul was challenged by the trip from the Independent Christian State through New America, into the South Central Independent Zone to New Orleans, the capital city of New Earth and the spaceport. He watched as the familiar one-story houses gave way to the cleanest streets he’d ever seen, buildings shinier and taller than he could have imagined, and smooth, quiet traffic of bicycles, scooters, small cars, and buses. 
The spaceport was spectacular - all big swooping arches, tall glass windows, and lots of people coming and going. He was awed by all of it, and also angry. Angry that he’d had no idea this world existed. The Independent Christian State felt poor and shabby in comparison.
As they walked into the waiting room for the ship they would take to Casiti, he saw a muscular, young, dark-skinned man sitting alone. Ke’lir greeted him.
“Hi, Glor!”
He looked up to see them, a smile emerging from his broad face.
“Hey, Ke’lir. Where is everyone else?”
“Dad went to change the travel arrangements since most of Paul’s family isn’t coming. I guess the rest haven’t made it here yet. We still have a couple of hours before the transport leaves. Why are you here so early?”
Glor said, “I had a meeting here in New Orleans yesterday.”
“Really?”
“Yeah. I just got a spot as one of the NEA Kinder Liaisons.”
“Congrats, Glor!”
“Thanks. It’s a pretty low-level appointment. But I like it; it’s fun work. I can do most of it from home in Zwek, but I need to be here now and again.”
Ke’lir said, “I managed to make it onto the New Earth Agency Technology Committee; the NEA definitely has been reticent to include many Casitians, even though plenty of us live on New Earth, too.”
Just as Paul began feeling a little ignored, Ke’lir said, “Glor, this is Paul, Julia’s son. Paul, Glor.”
Paul said, “You’re Pkygy’s grandson. Nice to meet you.” They shook hands.
Glor said, “You know the family tree?”
Paul replied, “When great-grandma Beatrice visited last, we spent some time alone together. She left the family tree she’d been working on with me. I learned all of it. I liked learning about the family, even though my parents didn’t really want me to.”
Glor said, “Well, I’m glad you came. I’m not surprised the rest of your family isn’t here.”
Ke’lir said, “Dad was definitely overly optimistic. I didn’t want to go to the ICS personally, but I’m glad we did. Otherwise, I doubt Paul would have gotten a chance to come with us.”
Glor could see Re’liro walking toward them. He stood up.
Glor said, “Hi, cousin Re’liro.” They hugged. 
“Re’liro!” A shout from several yards away made them all turn toward it.
Paul saw a bunch of folks he did not recognize, except for their family resemblance, which suggested they were part of his extended family.
“Khalid!” Re’liro said and rushed toward the tall man with dark hair and a rather large nose. Paul knew Khalid was his father’s age. Khalid’s spouse Kira was great-aunt Leticia’s granddaughter. Their adult children must be Cassie and Amadu.
Amadu clearly knew Glor and said, “How was the meeting here in New Orleans?”
Glor answered, “It was fine, I guess. I feel a little new at it, and the role is pretty low-key.”
Paul was increasingly feeling left out. Although all of these family members knew each other well, he had not met most of them.
Glor said, “Hey, Amadu, let me introduce you to Paul. He’s Julia’s son.”
“Paul, this is Amadu.”
Paul stood up. “Hi, Amadu.”
“Good to meet you.” They shook hands.
He sat down and watched while his family—people he felt tied to, but barely knew, talk to each other animatedly about their lives. He felt bereft. Not bereft of the life he’d left, he felt clarity that this was the right choice. But bereft of a life he could have known: a life with these people. And he didn’t know what he would do after the funeral. What would his life be like now that he couldn’t, and didn’t want to, go home?
Hol’venif, Rel’toro, Casiti
Ro’mer z Kadarin was furiously making arrangements at their desk in the morning. Great-grandmother Beatrice’s funeral was tomorrow, and they were about to be inundated with family from New Earth. At this point, most of their illustrious clan lived there, and most of them would make it back here for the funeral.
There was a lot to get done. Ro’mer had found places for all of the family to stay. Paul would be staying here, in the Kadarin family house. For some reason, their uncle Re’liro had been incredibly optimistic that Aunt Julia would come with all of her family. Ro’mer knew better, even though they’d known that their family house would have had plenty of room to house them. Having spent a lot of time with great-aunt Marianne, they knew that Julia would likely never set foot back on Casiti. They were surprised and a little concerned about Paul. He was young and an unknown quantity. Ro’mer had been told that not only had he never been to Casiti—he’d never been out of that backwater called the Independent Christian State. 
Because it was winter, all the activities would be indoors. And it was somewhat of a disruption in the lifestyle of the season. Most people didn’t travel much during the month of Musb. Ro’mer’s pregnant co-parent had been a fantastic help. She, along with several members of their family group, handled all the food for the celebration after the funeral. It was way more food than their house had available - she was going to have to gather food from a lot of people and co-ops to make it work. But Beatrice was well-loved on Casiti, so it wasn’t a struggle.
On Ro’mer’s plate at this moment were the seating arrangements for the funeral. Beatrice wanted a more traditional Terran funeral, which included a time when people all sat and heard music and people speaking about Beatrice’s life. And Ro’mer knew that although most Casitians wouldn’t care where and who they were seated with, the Kinder and Terrans would. Great-grandmother Beatrice’s children were easy. They and their spouses or current companions would sit together in the front row of the circle on one side. On the other side would be Casitian, Terran, and Kinder leadership. There were several family members in that group, including his cousin Zrel, a Terran representative and the current leader of the council, Ro’mer themself, a Casitian member of the council, and Ro’mer’s cousin Hrelr, a Kinder member of the council. 
Hrelr was the first of the Michaelson clan to represent the Kinder on the council. Ro’mer’s mother had been the first of the clan to represent Casitians. In each case, there was some opposition to those appointments, but the family had enough influence in all three communities that it had worked out just fine. It had also helped that Ro’mer’s mother was a Kadarin as well as a Michaelson descendent - the Kadarin family was illustrious on Casiti for its own reasons, spanning well before re-contact with Earth. Ro’mer’s appointment as the second in the family to represent Casitians had faced no opposition at all.
It was both the great blessing and the great curse of his family. Because of their history, and particularly the history of Ro’mer’s great-great-aunt Marianne Michaelson and her long-time Casitian partner Ja’el z Kadarin, and their great-grandparents Beatrice and Ngellin from Hilcyon, their family was a mixture of all three communities—all three cultures. At times, they were somehow a cohesive whole, and at other times, fractured by their differences. It seemed that somehow, the family kept trying to be the example for the unity of all of humanity, except that they often failed at it.
The worst example, of course, was Ro’mer’s cousin Julia, who lived in that backwards cultish enclave that proclaimed that the sin of humanity had been to listen to the Casitians. They didn’t really understand how Julia got involved there. She’d grown up on Casiti.
But then he had to remember that the ICS did have a legacy in his family. Both great-grandmother Beatrice and great-aunt Leticia grew up there, and even though they left as young adults, it still played an outsized role in their family psyche.
Ro’mer tore themselves away from those thoughts and returned to work on the seating arrangements.
After some time, Ro’mer heard a soft chime at the door. They got up and left the room to find that one of their family group had opened the door. Ro’mer felt the blast of frigid air that preceded two people, one of whom he recognized as his mother’s long-time companion, Je’lin. 
Ro’mer took over the door and said in Casitian, “Je’lin, come in.”
She spoke in English, “I bring you Paul from New Earth. The entire family has now arrived on Casiti and is settling in.”
Ro’mer smiled as Paul started to unwind what Ro’mer assumed was a borrowed heavy scarf from around his head and face.
Paul said, “It’s really cold!”
“It’s winter, Paul. And winter on Casiti is way colder than anything on New Earth.”
He shivered. “Well, at least it’s warm inside.”
Je’lin switched back to Casitian, as English was not her first language, “Sorry, Ro’mer, I can’t stay. Your mother is beside herself at the moment because your grandmother is inconsolable.”
“I understand. Thank you for bringing Paul.”
“Will you be alright with him? Everyone says…”
“No worries, Je’lin. It will be fine.” Ro’mer switched back to English. “I’ll see you at the funeral.”
Je’lin nodded and walked out the door. Ro’mer closed it behind her.
“So, Paul, I want you to make yourself at home. This house is pretty large, but it’s hard to get lost in. Let me show you around.”
“OK.”
“This is the gathering space where we spend time together as a family group. Over there,” Ro’mer pointed toward the kitchen, “is the kitchen. Over here is what you would call the bathroom.”
They walked in, and Ro’mer could feel and see the confusion coming from Paul.
“It’s…”
“It’s communal. Expect to find other people here when you come in.”
The bath was standard for family groups. It had a huge, deep, circular tub in the center, always full of circulating hot water, with benches for people to sit on. There was a large sauna in the corner, a row of sinks, and some toilets connected to the reclamation system.
They left the bathroom, and Ro’mer pointed. “On that side of the house on this floor are the rooms for our elders, and upstairs are the rooms for the parents and children.”
They led Paul down a hall and opened a large door. “Down here is the guest suite - there are several rooms. You’re the only guest this week, so it’s all yours—pick any room and bed you please. There is a chest next to each bed for your stuff.”
“Um, are all Casitian houses like this?”
“No. Not at all. We’re in a family house designed to raise children and care for elders. Most Casitian houses are much, much smaller, as they generally house only one or two people. Fifteen of us live here, plus several children of varied ages. Anyway, I’ll let you settle in. Are you hungry?”
Paul nodded. 
“OK, meet me in the kitchen when you are done putting your stuff in the guest room.”
Paul went into the guest room, and Ro’mer went into the kitchen to see if there was something vaguely Terran to cook. Luckily, one of his family members loved sandwiches, so Ro’mer did his best to make a sandwich that Paul might deem edible. 
After a brief while, Paul entered the kitchen. He was dressed somewhat strangely. Ro’mer guessed it was the dress of his region on New Earth, but he’d certainly never seen anyone dress this way. He had on a dark-colored heavy shirt kind of thing and then a lighter shirt underneath with wide triangular collars. A strange strip of cloth went from around his neck down the front of his shirt. His pants were a little more familiar to Ro’mer, although they were tighter and made of the same dark fabric as the heavy shirt—a fabric he hadn’t ever seen. Paul didn’t look especially comfortable in those clothes.
“Paul, would you like something more comfortable to wear?”
Paul looked down at his clothes as if he’d just noticed what he was wearing.
“Um, sure. These are my… church clothes. I didn’t have a chance to change them before the trip—I left in kind of a hurry. And I didn’t get to take a whole lot of other clothes with me because…”
“Don’t worry. You are about the same size as I am. Sit and eat this sandwich here, and I’ll get you some other clothes.”
“OK, thanks. I didn’t know you had sandwiches on Casiti.”
Ro’mer smiled. “One of my family group loves Terran food, so there is a lot of it around. I hope you like the sandwich. It has cheese.”
“Thanks!” Paul smiled.
Ro’mer picked out clothes they thought Paul could handle—nothing too Casitian. Ro’mer chose the clothes they generally traveled with when they went to New Earth. They picked a comfortable pair of pants made of thicker material so that Paul could stay a bit warmer and a short tunic and thick vest to go over it. They also grabbed one of their old coats that they never wore - Paul would need something for the outdoors, and Ro’mer figured Paul would prefer a coat rather than a cloak. They left the clothes on the bed with Paul’s bag. When Ro’mer arrived back in the kitchen, the sandwich was already gone.
“Well, you made light work of that.”
“I guess I was hungrier than I thought. I didn’t think Casitians had cheese.”
“About twenty Casitian years ago, some farmers imported goats and sheep, so there has been Casitian cheese for a while now. Anyway, third meal will be in just a little while, but I can make you another sandwich…”
“No, no, it’s OK. I can wait for di… third meal. I think I want to take a little nap—my sleep cycle is completely fried.”
“Yes, it will take a while to get used to the new time and the different day length.”
“So short.”
“Yes, compared to New Earth, it is short.”
Ro’mer watched Paul leave and go to the guest room. They worried a little about what life on Casiti would be like for him.
Hol’venif, Rel’toro, Casiti
“Thanks, Ra’el. I appreciate you letting me stay here.”
“Ke’lir, it’s nothing.”
“Well, this whole thing interrupted your Musb…”
Ra’el smiled, and waved her hand in the air. “It’s alright. The interruption will be over soon enough. Winter is a whole of your years long, remember?”
Ke’lir laughed. “Right. I keep forgetting. We don’t even have winter.”
“Indeed you don’t. Before we decided to be companions this winter, Ve’ril threatened to move to New Earth because he was tired of Casitian winters. But I love them.”
As if on cue, Ve’ril came into the room, bearing a steaming platter of vegetables.
“I might yet move to New Earth, Ra’el.”
“Yes, yes, I know Ve’ril. I know.”
“Some of New Earth is not so great, but where I live, up in the North Circumpolar IZ, is really nice. It is not so crowded and has weather you might find suitable. Most people find it too cold.”
They sat around the table and ate, discussing the news of the community. Ke’lir always loved being on Casiti to visit, but she couldn’t imagine living here full time. Winters that were a year long? Not for her. Besides, she’d miss Lake Superior. She’d heard that Loc’deher was beautiful, but it was pretty overrun by Terrans, and none of her family lived there at the moment. And, for her, family was what mattered. 
After dinner, she retired to the guest room to record in her journal. Her experience traveling to Casiti with the family had had its very interesting moments, especially the conversation she, Paul, and Glor had had on the transport to Casiti. It had started with an innocent question of Paul’s.
“Ke’lir, why do most people in our family have weird names, even though everyone is Terran?”
Glor said, “Everyone is not Terran! How dare you…”
Ke’lir put her hand on Glor’s arm. “Glor, let’s take this one step at a time, shall we? Paul, what do you mean by weird?”
“Well, in my town, everybody has names like Mary, Paul, Jonathon, and… you know, regular names.”
Ke’lir said, “Yes, those are all Terran names. Further, they are all names from one particular subculture of one country on Earth.”
“What do you mean by that?”
“What do you mean what do I mean? I don’t understand what you are asking.”
Paul looked down. “Never mind.”
“No, Paul, look, I want to be able to explain it to you, but to do that, I need to get a sense of what you know.”
“Obviously, I know nothing. I’m beginning to understand that I no longer know what’s true.”
Glor said, “You live in a little backwater that no one pays attention to anymore. That’s what’s true.”
“Glor, that’s not fair. Give Paul a break. It wasn’t his choice.”
“It was his mother’s. His mother, daughter of the great Marianne’s namesake. Her choice to live in that pit.”
“Yes, OK, it was her choice. But that doesn’t mean we can’t help Paul figure things out.”
Glor got up. “He can figure things out on someone else’s time, not mine.”
Ke’lir felt some degree of responsibility to Paul. A responsibility she couldn’t explain but was unwilling to part with. There was time after the funeral. She wasn’t planning to go back to New Earth for a while. She’d spend some time with Paul and orient him as best as she could. She knew he was going to have a rough time of it.
On the other hand, she was going to love being on Casiti. She hadn’t been around for a couple of years, and she always had a fun time. She felt part of the Casitian culture, even though she grew up and lived on New Earth. Her co-parents had done everything to ensure she had a true Casitian childhood. However, she knew full well that she had more than 1/2 Terran ancestry. Ancestry that she took very seriously. Sometimes, the mix was complicated to keep together in her head, but other times, it seemed to all make perfect sense—her Casitian culture and her Michaelson family.
North Capital Region, Hilcyon
Mrin crawled backward through the narrow conduit while dust fell off of the roof as his back scraped it. He tried to avoid getting any of it in his face. It had been many years since anyone had been through here. It would be a very long time before anyone else bothered. It was the tenth conduit he had been exploring in as many weeks. These were old conduits, long bereft of water. It was clear that the water pumping system here was not salvageable: the fusion reactor was dead, and the components were completely fried.
The last conduit he had explored had been a successful fix after several complete failures. He’d gotten the melt-pump system back up and running, and there was now a little bit more water going down into the North-central viaduct than there had been before. In the big scheme of things, it was a minor victory, and his chief was taking full advantage of it.
He got out of the conduit, dusted himself off as much as possible, shouldered his equipment pack, and started his long hike back to the maintenance building. His chief would not be happy today. None of the other water engineers had had luck, either. He was always the most successful—if something could be fixed, he could fix it. He went to the locker room and put on a clean uniform. He walked to his chief’s office and knocked quietly.
“Come in.” His chief had lost weight lately, as they all had. For some reason, he looked particularly haggard today. He had stubble on his head—that was a bad sign.
“Chief Jlen, bad news today.”
“More bad news?”
“Conduit 34j has a completely unfixable melt-pump system. All of the units are redlined, and the fusion reactor is dead. Most of them need a new silicon triple liquid processor. The rest need some other parts. None of which we have any more of.”
“There was no way to…”
“Not with this one. With Conduit 31p, there were only three bad units, and the reactor was still functioning well. I could use parts to make two of them work again, putting the whole system in that conduit back online. But here…”
“Alright. Thank you. How many more conduits are in your survey?”
“Just six more sir.”
“Six. And we got only one to work so far?”
“That’s correct. I hope that others have had…”
“No. None of the others have had any success. In fact, I need you to go check out Conduit 21a when you are finished with this batch. I suspect you might be able to resurrect it. Hrol could not.”
“Sir…?”
“Yes.”
“What is going to happen now? If we can’t get more water to the North-central growing region…”
“People will starve.”
“There must be another way, sir. What about contacting…”
“Supreme Chief Klef will never contact the Breft. Ever. He would rather us all starve.”
“Sir…”
“Nevermind. Take a day off tomorrow; you deserve it.”
“Um, thank you, sir.”
He left the maintenance building and got on the tram back to his hamlet. As he looked absently at the reddish-brown terrain, he was glad he wasn’t in his chief’s position—but somehow, something had to change. They were in deep trouble, and he didn’t want it to get worse than it already was. But it would inevitably get worse as more and more of the advanced units provided by the Breft broke. Although he was only responsible for one part of the conduits in one part of the planet, he knew that they all were sharing the same fate. 
He arrived home, the home he shared with his parents and sister. He had not chosen a wife yet, and his sister had so far refused to marry. It was a good thing she spent all of her time helping women give birth. She was the most sought-after midwife in the region. It was also a good thing that their parents were secret reformers. They didn’t care if either of them did what was expected. It did cause them strife with his grandparents, who were all outraged at his and his sister’s delay in creating families.
He could smell the breadmufs baking in the oven. His mouth watered, and his stomach grumbled. Over the past while, he hadn’t noticed his hunger much. But right now, he was ravenous. His father was sitting on a bench, reading.
“Hi, Da.”
“Well, hello, son. How was your day? Any success?”
“Nope, not today. It’s bad out there, Da.”
“Hundreds have starved this year.”
“More will starve next year. Just our section has had five unfixable conduit failures. I might manage to scrounge the parts to fix one of them, but…”
His father sighed. “Our movement is too fragile for us to step in. I have heard that some towns are starting to require loyalty oaths in order to get food. People are too scared.”
“I know, Da. I’m doing what I can.”
“I’m proud of you.”
“Dinner is ready,” his mother called from the kitchen.
“Where’s Dlen?”
His mother said, “She’s off delivering a baby—all the way over in Brun. She won’t be back for a few days. I think she must have timed this perfectly to miss my parents’ visit tomorrow.”
Mrin groaned. He’d forgotten all about it. His grandparents, particularly on his mother’s side, were conservative and took every chance to berate his parents about the lack of marriage of both of their children. Mrin knew that Dlen just simply didn’t want to be tied down. She liked her autonomy. Mrin didn’t have a good reason—he just hadn’t found the right woman, he guessed. 
“Well, I do have the day off tomorrow. I can help get things ready. I know it’s always a big deal for you, Ma.”
“Mrin, such a sweetheart!”
They sat down to eat. Mrin couldn’t help but notice how meager the meal was.
“Are we getting our proper ration?”
His father sighed. “Let’s not discuss this now, please?”
“Da! What’s going on?”
“When I went to get our ration today, the board had only two rations for our family. When I asked why, they explained we were being punished for having an unmarried male in the house. When you marry and bring your wife into the house, they will raise the ration to five. But not before. Apparently, this is the new policy.”
Mrin didn’t realize that his personal reticence to marry would have such a negative impact on the family. He didn’t quite know what to say. But he did admit that he now had no choice in the matter. He certainly was not going to let his parents and sister starve.
Capital Region, Hilcyon
Jorn lost himself in the rhythm and cadence of the service. He was used to it. After more than 20 years as a priest, it came naturally to him. And his love for his people, the ritual, and the Exalted King propelled him forward.
After the service ended and he was gathering the ritual objects, Jorn saw Ylorp sitting on a bench after everyone had left. He looked troubled, as usual. Jorn knew that Ylorp wanted to dedicate himself to the Exalted King but felt stuck where he was - a married man with children. Jorn went over to Ylorp and sat down next to him.
“You look troubled, son. How can I be of help to you?”
Ylorp said, “Father, I had a meeting with Supreme Chief Klef yesterday. It’s troubling me.”
“How is it troubling you?”
“He knows my family history—my father, who was deemed a traitor, and my grandfather, Willm, the famous Supreme Chief. And he knows I am still unblooded.
“He told me of a group of Second and Third Chiefs that he wants me to join. This group’s role is to ferret out dissent. He wants us to track dissidents and punish them. I don’t know how well I can do that.
“And, while I was there, the First Chief of Food and Water, Zrok, burst in to give his report. Water levels are at dangerously low levels, and Zrok wanted Klef to contact the Breft. Klef reminded Zrok that he would never, ever contact the Breft because of the pledge my grandfather made!”
Jorn put his hand on Ylorp’s arm, to steady and calm him. “The Exalted King knows your heart, Ylorp. Do the job you were given. Be obedient to the Supreme Chief, and to the Exalted King.”
Ylorp nodded, but Jorn could tell that he was still troubled. Ylorp left, and as Jorn walked back to his cell for prayer, he knew he would be praying fervently for Ylorp.
Fifteen days later, a monk told Jorn about the challenge match between the Supreme Chief and First Chief Zrok. Priests never went to matches in priestly garb but occasionally went to matches in plain clothes. Even though people knew they were priests - they were the only men allowed to go unshaven, they went largely to get a sense of how people were feeling and what the challenge meant to them. It felt important to Jorn to see this one. 
As he sat with hundreds of others in the main Capital Ring, where all battles for Supreme Chief were held, he was silently rooting for Zrok. He could hear others who were not so silent. So many of them knew what was at stake. They knew that if Zrok won, there would be change and perhaps less starvation. As he watched the match, he realized that Zrok was no match for Klef. The final moment, when Klef sliced off Zrok’s head, was etched into his mind for a very long time.
That night, as he rose for middle-night prayers, he thought about what had happened and what was happening. He worried about his people and the planet. He prayed for all of them. And he wished the soul of Zrok speed on his great journey. And he fervently prayed to the Exalted King that change could come soon. 
Brun, Hilcyon
“Push!” Dlen was kneeling between Prun’s legs. She could see the head of the baby crown. “You’re almost there, Prun.”
“Ahhhhhh…”
“Again, push!”
The baby finally came out into Dlen’s hands. Each time she did this, she was reminded of the miracle of it—the gift of a new life. She examined the babe. It was a boy, and in fine shape. She tied off the umbilical cord, then wrapped the baby in a blanket and gave it to the mother.
“You have a healthy son, Prun.”
Prun started to cry with the baby in her arms.
“What is his name?”
“His name is Ylen, after my great-great-grandfather.”
“The Supreme Chief?”
“Yes.”
“Such a wonderful name.”
“Yes. Our family has always cherished his memory.”
Dlen nodded. There were many families like Prun’s. Families like hers. Descendants of the reformers that failed but somehow kept hope alive of new reforms, a new revolution. Dlen helped clean up while the dula assisted Prun. Tonight, Dlen was staying with an old friend and her husband, someone she hadn’t seen in a while. She was exhausted but looking forward to spending time with Mrel tonight. 
On her way out, Prun’s husband pressed into her hand a small number of credit chits.
“I’m sorry it can’t be more.”
“It’s alright. I understand.” The amount, even small, touched her, given how hard things were now.
He said, “Our standard ration costs more and more these days. Anyway, thank you so much for coming all the way to Brun.”
“You are welcome. I wish you and your family the best.”
Dlen left, and walked the two stats to her friends’ house. It was late, and there weren’t many people in the streets. These days, most people stayed home when they weren’t at work. Doing anything else took energy, and with the food shortages, people didn’t have much in the way of spare energy.
She arrived at her friend’s door. It was strange. There looked to be no one home. She knocked and knocked, but there was no answer.
A question came from her left, “Looking for Trin and Mrel?” She could see a man standing in the shadow of his doorway.
“Yes.”
“They are gone.”
“Gone? Where?”
“Dead. Trin died three days ago, and Mrel died yesterday.”
“Died?” She couldn’t get her mind to believe it.
The man spit. “The traitors refused the loyalty oath, and couldn’t find food anywhere. They starved.”
Dlen felt the tears flowing down her cheeks before she realized she was crying. She didn’t even know what to say. And she didn’t know where to go. The trams had already closed down, and inns didn’t take in single women. She was momentarily confused and riddled with grief. She realized she would have to go back to Prun’s. As she walked slowly, tears still streaming down her face, she remembered Mrel. They had grown up together until her father moved to Brun for a special position. They had played together, and Dlen always had a place in her heart for Mrel. She saw Mrel only occasionally, but it was always joyous and comfortable. Mrel and Trin were much like Dlen and her family, wanting change, wanting something new. It was sad beyond her ability to bear that they both were gone.
She arrived at Prun’s and was gracefully taken in. She stayed there until morning, refusing their offers of food, and went to the tram to go home. Her sadness, she imagined, would be there for a very long time.






  
  Chapter 2: Family Histories


New Earth: December 2098 
Casiti: Musb 803
Hilcyon: Sdert 1201
“We were brought together from all over our home, all kinds, all shapes, all colors. The Exalted King, for reasons of his own, decided this. So we will celebrate this, this being together when we never really knew each other existed.
“We must be unified, and speak with one voice, be one people. We must be united, otherwise, we all suffer.” Heart of the Carj, Eclogue 1
Hol’venif, Rel’toro, Casiti
It was dark in the guest room, but Paul could hear sounds from the common space. People seemed to be up and about, and moving around. He, on the other hand, had no interest in getting out of bed. First, it was cold. He had lots of blankets, but he could feel the cool air on his head. He was dog-tired from the trip, and time changes. He didn’t even know what time it was. Casiti had a day that was just over half of the length of the day he was used to. Casitians only slept during one period of the day, which seemed weird to him. No mid-day sleep, no night-time work period.
What really made him want to stay under the covers was he was completely overwhelmed. At the time, leaving the ICS felt like the best decision, but now, he wondered. Everything was different than he expected, and nothing was familiar. The trip from his house to New Orleans was, if anything, completely surreal. He had no idea that a couple of hours away was an entirely different world. Clean, tree-lined, and well-kept streets. Buildings that were taller than any he’d ever seen, silent vehicles zipping to and fro, people dressed in all different ways. He felt like an infant, seeing the world for the first time.
And he had to urinate, but the last thing in the world he wanted to do was use the large communal bathing room. When he’d used it last night, there were several other people there, lounging around in the tub. He was embarrassed. Everyone here seemed to take nudity in stride, but where he was from, one only showed nudity with a spouse. This casual nudity was very difficult for him.
Everyone had been very sweet, friendly and helpful, which somehow made the whole thing worse. He could handle the perversion of their semi-public nudity, but to combine that with the reality of his experience in their presence was disconcerting. He found everyone to be more open, honest, and loving than anyone he’d ever met before, and he didn’t know what to do with that. He expected perversion, but he had been taught that the Casitians were full of duplicity and meanness, and there was nothing like that.
Finally, his bladder won. He got up, and opened the door, and went out of the hall into the main house.
“Paul, good morning.” He looked up to see Mi’nali, who he’d been introduced to yesterday. Mi’nali was Ro’mer’s co-parent. The whole Casitian family thing had totally confused him.
“Good morning, Mi’nali.”
“There is breakfast in the kitchen, although most of the family group has eaten. Take your time, there is no hurry. The funeral isn’t for another hour.”
“Only an hour?”
“A Casitian hour—I think equivalent to about four of your hours.”
“Oh, alright, thanks.” Paul went toward the bathing room with his head down. As he walked in, he noticed he would be all alone. He relaxed.
Afterwards, he was sitting in the kitchen, eating the unfamiliar breakfast in front of him. He had to admit that he liked it, even though it wasn’t what he’d normally eat. Some sort of grain, with some odd-tasting fruit mixed in. Plus a strange-tasting hot beverage which was sort of a mix of coffee and fruity tea. 
“Like the fuge?” He looked up to see Ro’mer walk into the kitchen.
“Fuge?”
“That’s the hot drink you’re drinking.”
“It’s good. A little unfamiliar. But I like it.”
“It doesn’t have the kick of coffee.”
“You’ve had coffee?”
“Of course. We’ve had just about every kind of Terran food and drink imported to Casiti. Coffee was one of the early big hits, back when we still had access to Earth.”
Ro’mer’s casual mention of Earth, something no one casually mentioned at home, brought up a flood of feelings for Paul.
“Ro’mer, can you explain why God banished us from Earth? Everyone says it was the sins of our family.”
Paul could see some struggle in Ro’mer’s face, and it made him wonder whether his family was right all along.
“Paul, who you call ‘God’ didn’t banish us from Earth. Basically, we banished ourselves.”
“What? I don’t understand.”
Ro’mer got up, and came back with a slim tablet. He spoke into it in a language Paul didn’t understand.
“Here. Read this.” Ro’mer handed Paul the tablet. “It’s a fairly balanced history of what was called the ‘Casitian Crisis’ on Earth, and its aftermath, which included our leaving Earth. Terrans and Casitians have somewhat different opinions about what happened, although I think a consensus is emerging. But read it—I think it will be educational for you. It will also tell you a lot about your great-great aunt Marianne, your grandmother’s namesake, and her partner Ja’el, who was a member of the Kadarin family.”
“Thanks.”
“Oh, and also, when you are finished with that, you can ask the tablet to bring up a book called ‘Spirits Alike’ by an author named Jal’end’a. I think you’ll like it.”
“OK.” Paul was a little puzzled, but he’d remember. It did sound interesting.
“Paul, do you need any clothes to wear at the funeral?”
“Well, I brought my black suit…”
“Black is not considered a proper color at a funeral, Paul. Not on Casiti.”
“I see.”
“We mostly wear white, or bright colors. Not dull colors or black. Even though Beatrice wanted a traditional Terran funeral, her children decided that since it was going to be on Casiti, it would have some Casitian elements. There are going to be some Terran and Kinder elements too.”
“Well, I don’t have anything white, or bright.”
“I figured as much. I found an outfit for you that I think you’ll like.”
Later, as Paul sat in the large, circular room, he watched his family and the many others who had gathered for the funeral. He had only been to one funeral in his life. Three years ago, his father’s father had died suddenly, and they had the funeral in their church. Paul couldn’t even compare that to this. It had been a dour affair, and rather unpleasant. This was nothing like it. His extended family, wearing bright colors and sitting on pillows and chairs mostly in the first two rows of the circle were chatting with each other animatedly, and others in the room seemed almost happy. He couldn’t quite understand it.
He was sad. He didn’t know his great-grandmother very well, but somehow he knew love for her, and it was hard knowing that he’d never see her again. He realized that each time she visited, she had shown him a tiny little bit of this life—this colorful, happy life. And those visits were at an end. Then, in a rush, he realized that he could have this colorful, happy life if he wanted it. But did he really want it?
Several days later, Paul and Glor were sitting at a corner table at a small Earth-themed cafe near the Kadarin family house. Paul appreciated this place because it reminded him just a tiny bit of home. The cafes in the ICS weren’t all that great. This one was far better. But it felt a little familiar.
Glor asked Paul, “Are you staying here on Casiti for a while?”
Paul answered, “I guess. I don’t really have anywhere else to go right now.”
“It’s nice here. If you get tired of the Casitians, you can go visit Loc’deher. Lots of Terrans there, and the weather is decent. Jul’when is horribly cold in the winter, but it has a lot of Terrans, too.”
“Colder than here?? Wow. Yeah, I might travel around. Are you going to continue living on New Earth for a long time?”
“Absolutely. My dad has wanted all Kinder to live together in Zwek, the Kinder region on New Earth, for a long time, and that is coming to fruition finally. I’m frankly not much of a fan of Casitians.”
“The perversions?”
Glor looked confused, and Paul felt defensive. Glor asked, “What do you mean?”
“Well, you know, the companion thing.”
“Oh, yeah, I don’t get why they do that, it is weird. We Kinder do life partners.”
“Have you found the right woman yet?”
“No. I haven’t yet. I am a bit jealous of my best friend Flis, who found a wonderful man to be his partner.”
Paul felt a flush and confusion. He couldn’t understand why he was reacting the way he was, but he felt some deep embarrassment. 
He finally said, “I thought all Kinder were normal, like us.”
“What do you mean, normal?” Paul could tell Glor was angry.
“You know… men and women normal.”
Glor got up. “Paul, you are a backwards asshole, you know that?”
“What, what did I say?”
“Fuck you. Ask Ke’lir. She seems to be willing to educate you. I’m not.” Glor left quickly and didn’t look back.
Paul felt horrible. He somehow knew he’d said something wrong, but he didn’t really understand why it was affecting him the way it was. Nothing he had learned in his life seemed to be true. He didn’t know what to do. 
He left the cafe and went back to the family house, where he sulked around for a while. He wondered whether Glor would ever speak to him again.
A few days later, he recorded a message to Glor. 
“Glor, look, sorry for what happened before at the cafe. All of this is so new to me, and I’m learning how much of what I was taught was just plain wrong. I’m confused and trying my best. I hope you understand.”
Paul knew he couldn’t go back to the life he’d had, and the things he’d taken for granted. But he didn’t know where to turn.
Hol’venif, Rel’toro, Casiti
Ke’lir was fidgeting. She was tired, and the service had gone on a lot longer than she thought it would. And plus, Paul, who was sitting next to her, would keep whispering questions at her, and she had to finally insist that he stop, and she would explain everything later. She could tell it wasn’t satisfying him.
She’d spent some time with great-grandmother Beatrice over the years, but she was always somehow, even alive, this legendary figure, like Beatrice’s two older sisters, Marianne and Leticia. And all three of them held statures that felt impossible for Ke’lir to even think about being like, but yet, she knew that her family, as well as many Casitians and humans from New Earth, expected her generation of Michaelsons to do great things. So far, though, there didn’t seem much in her generation to admire. Paul was a total unknown and Glor, although he was given a position in the New Earth government, was combative and sometimes downright sullen. Liam seemed to care more about parties than politics, and Cassie and Amadu also seemed to Ke’lir to be not very serious in their approaches to life. The one exception was Tricia, ten years older than Ke’lir, who was vice president of the New Earth Authority, and likely to become it’s president someday.
Ke’lir herself hadn’t really figured out her path. She liked technology and had been assigned to the New Earth Agency Technology Committee. The work was engaging and enjoyable, but she didn’t know how that was going to translate into something worthy of her family.
She was roused out of her reverie by a man who looked older than any person Ke’lir had ever seen. He walked into the center of the circle and stood with a stooped stature. It was still the time of remembrance, which Ke’lir thought, and hoped, was toward the end of the rather long funeral service. 
“I remember meeting Beatrice for the first time when I piloted the ship that brought her home. She had just lost her first husband, Pkygy, and she was sad, but she had a strength that surprised me—the strength of character we all got to know. She had learned a lot during her time on Hilcyon, and I know that she effected change on Hilcyon—change we might not see for many years in the future.”
Ke’lir remembered that strength of character. That steel in great-grandmother’s eyes, and manner. A gentle and compassionate strength. She had never served on the Consej, but her influence was greatly felt. And it was she who had helped to keep the Kinder and Casitians talking to one another. Ke’lir wondered what would happen without her.
Capital Region, Central Valley, Hilcyon
Mrin stood in front of his chief, who had summoned him urgently. He had been in the middle of attempting a repair, but Mrin was fairly sure it was a hopeless attempt.
“Mrin, I got a message from the Second Chief of water in the Central Valley region. They were digging a new tunnel to the glacier and found a huge cache of spare parts buried in a cave. It was probably left over from the uprising many years ago. Anyway, they don’t have any engineers nearly as talented as you are, and they would like you to look over the cache and give them some tips about what might be there. In return, you’ll get to bring back some useful parts for us.”
“That’s great, sir. I hope we can find a few triple-silicon liquid processors and core memory units. We could really use some of those as well.”
“Go right away. Here’s a ticket for the transport to the Central Valley region headquarters. An engineer will meet you there, and take you up to the cache.”
“Thank you, sir.” Mrin grabbed the small paper ticket from his chief.
As he sat in the transport, which was a large vehicle carrying both people and cargo on the road, he watched the hamlets get fewer and further between, then there was nothing. The headquarters of the Central Valley was a five-hour transport ride, and he settled in for the trip. He had brought a book, which, to anyone’s casual perusal, was a historical account of the military exploits of a First Chief 65 years ago, who had tried to invade Nyet Grier Nro. But the book was actually a collection of the stories of Dbor. The book had been given to him by his parents a few years ago. He treasured the book, and read the stories over and over again, as did his sister. When his father gave him the book, he told the story of his grandmother Krely, who had a role in the uprising, and the mysterious Btric, who diligently gathered up the stories and started the process of having them copied over and over again, and then left to go to the planet of the Grier Nro. He and his parents were proud of that family history, although his own grandparents were ashamed of it because they felt it traitorous. His grandfather, still a Second Chief, always swore complete fealty to the Kinder way.
Eventually, he decided to try and sleep a little, and he tucked the precious book back into his bag. He was later awoken by the transport stopping. They had arrived at their destination. He got out and walked to the administrative headquarters of the Water Authority. He walked into the small building that looked to be in some state of disrepair. A man who sat at a desk in the lobby looked up as Mrin walked in.
“Can I help you? Water requests have been moved to Thirdday. So not until…”
“I’m not here for a request. I’m Mrin, sent from the Capital Region.”
“Oh! The engineer. Yes, sorry. Let me take you to Jral. He’s the one who will take care of you.”
“Thanks.” They walked down a series of halls to a tiny room with a man working at a workbench full of tools.
“Jral, here is Mrin.”
“Ah! Mrin. Glad you are here. Come in.” The other man left.
“I imagine you might be tired and hungry by now. It’s a long, long drive up to the cave. We can do that tomorrow. You’re staying with me and my family tonight.”
“Thank you.”
After dinner, Jral’s wife was pleasant and very polite in showing him where he would sleep. He was tired from the long trip and the unfamiliar surroundings. He could tell from their dinner conversation that Jral was a traditionalist. His wife didn’t even eat with them—she ate in the kitchen with Jral’s young daughter. Jral’s son, who was about four years younger than Mrin, had already chosen a wife, although the wedding wasn’t happening until the first day of Lykl. Jral didn’t say anything about the fact that Mrin still hadn’t chosen a wife, but Mrin could sense judgment from both Jral and his son.
The next day, during the long drive out to the cave, Jral brought the subject up.
“So Mrin, why is a man as pleasant and good-looking as you still without a wife?”
“I guess I haven’t found the right woman yet.”
“What does that mean? If she’s halfway pretty and can bear you at least one son, what does it matter?”
“I don’t know…”
“Mrin, you know that you can’t live with your parents anymore without choosing a wife.”
“Yes, I know. I can’t let the family suffer because of me.”
“Good boy. Look, there are plenty of choices. Just make it.”
Mrin nodded. He knew he didn’t really have much choice, and it had been on his mind ever since he learned of the ration change. He’d found ways to eat away from home, or at least be away from home during dinner, as much as possible since then. He had considered Gren, Tyvl, and Tyrin. He liked all three of them, and Tyrin, at least was really smart, and their families shared desires for reform. He did appreciate smart women like his mother. Tyrin seemed the best choice, as he thought of it.
“All right, Mrin, we are here.” Mrin looked out of the small vehicle they were driving and didn’t see anything remotely resembling a cave.
“Where?”
“Five stats out that way,” Jral pointed. Mrin groaned. Five stats walk would take them at least two time units.
“The ground is too unstable out there for us to drive on. We’ve gotta walk.”
They got out, and Jral pulled a cart out of the back of the vehicle. 
“This will make it a little easier to gather and transport the parts we need. What we need most, though, is your identification of the parts. You are the one who knows the most, and has had the most experience with these Breft parts.”
Mrin nodded. It was an odd situation he was in. Ever since he was little, he was fascinated by Breft technology. He read everything he could find on it, and when he was an apprentice engineer, he cataloged a lot of the parts and tried to find as much documentation on them as possible. For some reason, other engineers despised working on these parts, and fewer and fewer Kinder wanted to be engineers. He was the youngest engineer by far, so it was strange to him that he was considered the most expert. But it was sadly true.
They walked toward the cave and alternated dragging the rather cumbersome cart. Mrin dragged it further than Jral just because Jral was older and seemed weaker than Mrin. In the distance, Mrin could see a small hillock appear, and then they began to descend somewhat into a gully.
“This way.” 
They turned sharply and rounded a curve in the gully. Mrin could see the cave entrance clearly. They left the cart at the cave entrance and went inside. Jral put a headlamp on his head, and the light shone brightly. Mrin could clearly see a door.
Jral twisted the mechanism keeping the door closed and pulled the door open, and it opened with a creak. As Mrin and Jral entered the cache, Mrin gasped. This was an amazing cache of equipment.
“Mrin, let’s make this quick. Find the items we need.”
“Well, I can already see a lot of this doesn’t have anything to do with the water conduits.”
“Well, we can ignore those…”
“But other authorities…”
“I am under strict instructions. If there are parts we can use, then we will take them. Otherwise, we leave them here.”
Mrin didn’t really like that, but there really wasn’t much he was going to be able to do about it. He would, however, take mental notes of what was here for the future. They walked through the assorted jumble of equipment, and most of it was completely unfamiliar to Mrin. There were large cubes with complex controls with words he didn’t recognize. The word “jretlr” was clearly on one of the controls. Mrin knew that was the word for “wormhole.” Maybe this wasn’t a cache from the uprising. Maybe this was a stash from a spaceship!
Mrin kept walking around, finding nothing really useful, although it was all interesting to him. Finally, he found a pile of assorted small parts and units in a far corner of the cave, including several triple silicon melt units, a control core, several analysis units, and some pressure valve controllers. All of these would be very
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