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​CHAPTER ONE
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Kate Prowski awoke with a start. How long had she slept? She crashed out dead tired last night, still in her lab coat. Yawning, she squinted out the viewport into a field of space junk. Far beyond, planet Earth was barely visible.

The vast swath of debris helped keep space station Pharos hidden from systematic probes. At the same time, communication ranged from sporadic to non-existent.

She popped a coffee-flavored caffeine pill. Real coffee was a luxury. Supplies arrived every few months, running the gamut of space patrols and detection sensors. Since the growth of global robot humanicide, a mercenary pilot and his ship, Stella Starlight, were crucial links to Earth.

Lance was overdue for a visit and provisions were running low. Caffeine pills and dehydrated mock vegan breakfast mush were the norm for the past couple of weeks, and whatever they could harvest from the green room. Most greenery went to nourish the ECRA project.

Kate brushed her chestnut hair into a loose ponytail and splashed recycled water on her face to wash away the weariness. A glance in the mirror affirmed her normally bright blue eyes were still red and puffy.

Last night's breakthrough dominated her thoughts. She was tempted to go back to the lab right away. Better eat something first.

She slid open the door to her cabin. Voices came down the blue-lit corridor. Frank Slater, Vanessa Vale, Matt Robinson in animated discussion. The Pharos crew had been confined in close quarters for over two years, before the beginning of the robot wars, when Earth was falling into ruin with drastic climate changes and overpopulation.

Kate smoothed the rumples from her lab coat and joined the others in the common room.

“Kate,” Vanessa smirked. “You look terrible.” Her plump lips nibbled a reconstituted banana.

“Good morning to you too, Vanessa. Frank. Dr. Robinson.”

“Dr. Prowski.” Matt gave a curt nod, his gray eyes emotionless.

“Where's Shirley?” Kate inquired. “She was supposed to give me a wake-up call.”

Frank ran a hand over his buzz cut. “Haven't seen her.”

Shirley Krebbs headed the Pharos mission. She'd nursed the ECRA project from its incipience. Monitors in her laboratory office kept her directly informed of its condition.

“I talked to her late last night,” said Kate absently. “Do we have anything to eat besides breakfast mush?”

“Lunch mush.” Frank made a face.

“We have fake porridge,” Vanessa remarked. If anyone knew fake, thought Kate, it was Vanessa.

“I'll see what I can find.” Kate stepped into the adjoining kitchenette. In an alcove, an Out of Order sign hung on the 3D printer. Great, she thought. What next? “Something wrong with the printer?”

“Jammed up,” Frank called back.

“Damn. We need that thing. I have to make more slide covers.” She found a few bags of stale barley cakes at the back of a cupboard, opened one and took a bite. She got a mouthful of cardboard packed fortified with vitamins and minerals. She came back to the common room, munching.

“It's ridiculous,” Matt griped. “Communications down for weeks now, no food, no supplies, now no printer.”

“And that damn cleaner bot went by my cabin and woke me up last night,” Frank complained. “Why is it blathering around at three in the morning?”

Kate frowned. “It's not supposed to work at night except in an emergency.”

Matt shrugged. Once neatly trimmed, his dirty blond hair stuck out over his ears. “Maybe its circadian rhythms messed up.”

In low Earth orbit, Pharos space station was subject to sixteen sunrises and sunsets every twenty-four hours. The system maintained a day/night regimen conducive to human needs, but a reset or intercommunication bug could confuse robot time frames.

“Lance was supposed to bring the latest system updates.” Her voice darkened. “We can't transfer them from Earth anymore.” Direct uploads were hard to get, unwise to trust, and could be detected.

It was more important than ever to keep Pharos hidden. As robot violence escalated on Earth, the planet burned. Devastated by wars, wildfires, toxic waste and pollution, lands became barren and seas turned to deserts. The ECRA project was crucial. It was Earth's last chance.

“You think something happened to Lance?”

Vanessa's words hung in the air. If Stella Starlight didn't show up, it meant certain starvation in space, assuming the Pharos crew didn't kill each other first.

Kate cleared her throat. “In other news, I had a major breakthrough last night.”

“Your therapist will be pleased,” said Matt.

She ignored him. “My new microbes are developing fast.” Yeast, protists and bacteria were Kate's world, especially since her marriage to Matt hit the rocks a year ago.

Throwing herself into her work paid off. With careful engineering she created beneficial strains many times more potent than those on Earth. “This will superboost ECRA's rejuvenation powers. It'll revolutionize bioremediation.”

The Earth Compost Remediation Application was made to bring life back to a scorched planet. It was already in space when the robot wars began two years ago.

With an arsenal of beneficial bacteria and other microbes ECRA could eliminate toxins and restore greenery, fertile soil and thriving ecosystems to a beleaguered world. Preliminary tests showed outstanding results.

“Good.” Vanessa rolled her dark brown eyes. “Maybe soon we can get off this orbiting tin can.”

“Lance can take you back to Earth if you want,” Kate told her. “More breathable air for the rest of us.”

Frank laughed, cut short by a glare from Vanessa.

“You'd like that, wouldn't you?” she sniffed. “You've always been jealous of me, Kate Prowski.”

Kate snorted. “Jealous? Of what?”

“Obviously, I'm gorgeous and you're a geek.”

“We're not in high school, Vanessa. What's so gorgeous about hair extensions and fake boobs?”

“I do not have hair extensions,” snapped Vanessa, twirling a platinum strand around her finger.

“Stop it, you two,” Matt chided.

“Stay out of this,” Kate and Vanessa snarled.

“Shut up!” came a holler down the corridor.

Everyone fell silent. Meredith.

“How is she?” whispered Kate.

“Hung over.” Frank made a face.

Meredith Wright had been drinking since her daughter Nell was killed in a bot attack on Earth four months ago. Non-stop. A brilliant scientist, Meredith was part of the original ECRA team.

She was a nasty drunk. She made her own booze in her cabin, completely against regulations, but what was there to say?

As mission leader, Shirley had spoken to her more than once. Meredith told her where to go in no uncertain terms. In low Earth orbit with restricted communication to the planet, options were few.

So, they put her to bed when they found her passed out in the couch, tried to evade her hostility when she was awake, and hoped she would snap out of it.

In the common room, time went by, and Shirley Krebbs didn't appear, nor did she answer calls to her device. It wasn't like her. Even if she stayed up late, she was awake early, one of those enviable people who thrived on four hours' sleep a night.

Kate went to check Shirley's cabin. She hit the entrance chime but no reply came. Kate banged on the locked portal and was admonished by same.

“Please avoid violence towards the door,” said a pleasant voice. “Otherwise, damage can result.”

Kate rang again. Maybe Shirley was in the lab or with her baby, ECRA. The compost dwelt in the largest module on the space station, connected to analytic monitor wires to track its health, humidity, microbial activity, growth and remediation efficiency.

Kate stopped at the main computer room and pulled up camera views of the laboratory and the vast bulk of ECRA. The lab was dark, everything neatly in its place. She honed in on the office. No sign of human life.

For a moment, Kate considered getting a quick cleanse and going back to her own work. She zoomed in on her lab station, the covered microscope, refrigeration units full of yeasts, bacteria, amoebae and slime molds.

Through the acrylic doors the camera honed in on last night's accomplishments. Two petri dishes sat on a front shelf, labeled “Superbiotic Yeast Cocktail”. Kate shivered with excitement. So close. Today she would run more tests.

Then she frowned. Hadn't she refrigerated three samples? So tired last night. She couldn't remember.

She switched to the ECRA camera. Fundamentally, ECRA was an enormous compost heap. The project seemed to have grown during the night.

Hard to tell. The camera gave an overall view but monitor wires supplied the raw details. Kate logged off the computer and returned to the common room.

“No luck,” she told the group. “Unless she's with the compost, and the viewfinder isn't picking her up. There are a few blind spots.”

“I looked earlier,” Frank muttered. “She's not there.”

“When did you look?”

Frank's tone was caustic. “Earlier.”

“Maybe we should look again.”

“Be my guest.”

“Come with me.”

“What for? Scared?”

“Because if she's hurt I need someone big and strong.” Frank grinned. “Failing that,” Kate continued, “you'll do.”

Matt snickered.

“Shut it, Robinson,” Frank grumbled. “Why don't you go with her?”

“No,” said Kate and Matt at the same time.

“Right.” Frank regarded them with a gleam in his eyes. “First divorce in space.”

“Soon as Lance gets here with the official documents.” Matt rubbed his hands.

“Not soon enough.” Kate poured herself a bowl of cheerful yellow food alternative, and dunked a barley cake therein.

“Least I don't have to listen to you snore all night,” Matt sniped.

She looked up, affronted. “I don't snore!”

“Like a frikkin trooper,” he growled. “Right after we got married, you started.”

“He's right.” Vanessa adjusted the shoulders of her tight white Tshirt. No one wore uniforms any more. “I've gone past your cabin and the walls were shaking.”

“Yeah?” Kate retorted. “He slurps his soup.”

Matt glowered. “You leave dirty socks everywhere.”

“You leave your fetid smell everywhere.”

“Ha! You really need two cabins, for you and your ego.”

“The compost heap has more personality than you.” Kate whirled on Frank. “What are you laughing at? Come on, let's get out of here. This atmosphere is uninhabitable.”
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Down on Earth, Dr. Stanley Kim put the finishing touches on his newest defense droid and sent it off for inspection. It made a small difference, if any.

These days robots built more automations designed to kill or capture as many humans as possible, rolling off the assembly line in record numbers. Beneficial bot factories and labs, like this complex in northern Canada, were systematically located and destroyed.

Even with the best equipment, humans couldn't make robots nearly as fast as those created by other bots. Aided by the latest in AI intuitive technology, Scythe Industries produced more powerful killing machines every day.

It was Druscilla Scythe who engineered the rise of the robots and outbreak of war on humans. She didn't operate alone, of course. Her lapdog was an engineering mastermind with a cybernetic arm.

Druscilla was CEO of Scythe Industries. Word had it she embezzled trillions of global dollars and hooked up with evil genius Leo Lather to develop humanicidal robots.

It wasn't just a rumor. The woman wanted absolute control. Domination. A new world order.

Her face flashed on every media screen, urging humans to give themselves up. Her satellites controlled the remnants of a once powerful internet, and all public information channels.

It was said she sought the secret of eternal life. Immortality itself. Whether this was true, no one really knew. Druscilla gave no clue.

Today, robots built more bots and humanity cowered in caves or underground tunnels, where heat sensing machines located them and blew them to bits. Some took refuge in protected areas of forest and jungle.

Whole cities crashed and burned. Humans were obliterated on the spot, or taken to overcrowded POW camps.

Then there were the resistance fighters, operating in protected areas or hidden bases scattered around the world. Media called them terrorists.

Stan brought his mind back to his work. He inserted a syringe into a vial and partially filled it. Under the electron microscope he took a look at his newly created DNA nanobots. Fully organic, each with a tiny magnetic field, they showed an affinity for self-reproduction. Yesterday he'd placed four in the vial. Today there were millions.

Stan smiled. The options were endless. He could program them as healers, aids to larger beneficial bots, or even as anti-bot war machines. These could penetrate deep into a robot's interior and seize up its circuits.

One batch would take down a whole contingent of robots. Still, Scythe Industries could produce ten times that contingent within days. Even the latest advances brought little hope for humanity.

“Dr. Kim?”

A young blonde woman smiled down at him. She held a slim device. “Hi.” He started to rise. A green-bottle fly buzzed by.

“Don't get up.” She pulled over a nearby chair and sat. “I'm Anna Lebenshof.” Her amber eyes sparkled. “With the University.”

He nodded. The University had a robotics lab set up in the complex. The venerable institution itself had been bombed into rubble by kamikaze drone strikes. “You're a student?”

“Was a student.” The fly buzzed to rest on her lab coat. She smacked it with sudden speed and it fell. “Darn things are everywhere. It's impossible to keep a clean room any more. Well, we're all in this together now. Brought the latest research for you and your team, if you want to see it.” The University lab shared all its findings.

“Perfect, thanks.” He leaned forward to look at her device.

The roof exploded. Rubble crashed onto lab tables and screaming people. Lasers opened fire from all around them. “Shit!” Stan grabbed Anna and they dove beneath his work table as a concrete block careened down and smashed to pieces, right where they'd been standing.

The syringe fell off the table and rolled over the broken floor. Stan reached out and grabbed it, barely escaping a laser blast. No way they were getting the nanos. He stuck the syringe into his neck and injected the bots just under his skin.

The work table erupted into shrapnel. He pushed Anna and scrambled to his feet. “Run!”

He didn't have to yell twice. Anna grabbed his hand and they raced through the bursts of gunfire as walls toppled around them. A woman trapped beneath a shelf screamed for help before a laser took off her head.

Bottles of acid and chemicals shattered. Through the acrid haze robots moved, automatic weapons spitting out firepower. Flames erupted. Chemicals seared human throats.

“This way,” cried Stan hoarsely. They had to get out of the burning building fast. Heat-resistant bots fired at whatever moved. Stan and Anna ran toward a smoking hole in the wall and climbed through, coughing.

Outside, bodies littered the scorched ground. The whole complex was under attack. Further away, a row of vehicles exploded with a roar and flash of fire.

“There,” cried Anna. In the protection of a nearby docking bay, a sleek silver spacecraft was closing its rear portal. Engines fired.

“Ours or theirs?” shouted Stan.

“Who cares?” Anna raced into the port and Stan hastily followed as bullets tore the ground around them. Fragments hit their bodies like heavy rain.

With a tandem leap they caught hold of the portal as it rose up, scrambled and rolled through just as it sealed with a hiss. Inside, they hit the floor with jarring speed. Thrusters vibrated as the ship launched.

Breathing hard, Anna and Stan stared at each other, trying to comprehend what had just happened. The beat of their hearts slowly quieted, but their senses stayed on high alert.

They were in a small compartment. A closed hatch led deeper into the ship. After a while, when no menacing robots appeared, they got to their feet.

“Stay together,” Stan whispered.

Anna nodded. “I'm not going anywhere.”

They approached the hatch. It easily slid open, revealing the interior of the spaceship. A plush rug covered the floor. Private jet? A comfortable self-adjusting armchair faced a large entertainment system, where a holographic image showed a gun battle, frozen on pause. Some kind of action thriller.

It was a sure sign of humans aboard. Bots needed neither smart armchairs nor action thrillers.

Wood panels gleamed on the walls. Off to one side, a door was partially open, revealing a spacious and messy bedroom. No one there, not even a cleaner.

Their footsteps fell in furtive silence. A wild blast of noise shattered the air. They jumped and froze. It came from beyond a door with a clear acryliglass window. Calming their jangled nerves, Stan and Anna crept closer.

They peered through the window. The music erupted into a blistering solo. Electric guitar. A man in his early twenties, his sea green eyes half closed. His nimble fingers skated up the fretboard, pushed the whammy bar and the strings screamed in heat. He tossed his head and drops of sweat flew from his tawny hair.

“I think he's human,” Anna murmured.

“What?” yelled Stan above the noise.

Anna shouted, “I think he's - ” the music abruptly stopped. “Human!”

The guitar player turned and the door slid open. Suddenly it was not a guitar but a long-barreled gun aimed into their faces. Stan and Anna threw up their hands and backed away.

“Don't move,” he warned them. “Who are you and why are you on my ship?”

“This is your ship?” Anna looked around. “Impressive.”

“Don't try to change the subject.”

“There was a robot attack on our complex,” Stan explained.

“Yeah,” the man said. “I was there.”

“We jumped on your ship to escape,” Anna told him.

“I'm Stan Kim and this is Anna ...”

“Lebenshof,” she finished. “We're scientists. Here's my ID.” She reached carefully to her inside pocket.

“Hold it.” The gun trained on her.

Anxiety flashed in Stan's dark eyes. “We're unarmed.”

“Just getting my card,” Anna assured.

“I'll do it.” The young man reached into her inside pocket and came out with her official identification. “This is expired.”

“There's a war going on,” she said darkly.

“True.” He glanced at Stan's ID too, and lowered the gun. “All right. Can either of you copilot?” They both shook their heads. “Figures.” He held out a hand. “Name's Lance Manley. Welcome aboard Stella Starlight.”

––––––––
[image: ]


From Scythe City, just north of Old New York, Leo Lather watched the destruction of the Canadian robotics complex with glee. Surrounded by screens in his luxury suite, he could access visuals for any site serviced by the company satellites.

Even before the robot wars, Scythe relentlessly pursued dominance of communications and low Earth orbit systems, with no qualms about blasting competitors' satellites into space shrapnel. Now, only a few rogue sats existed, used by terrorist rebel bases, unregistered spacecraft, illegal ground operations and refugee humans in hiding.

Leo unfastened the hand at the end of his cybernetic arm and replaced it with an eight-fingered apparatus better at multi-tasking. He zoomed in on the carnage and chuckled as robots blew humans to pieces, and shoved others aboard crowded transport ships.

The screen flicked off. “Don't laugh too fast.” Stiletto heels clacked on tile flooring. Leo turned with a scowl as Druscilla approached, holding the remote. “A ship got away,” she told him. “Sensors show human life aboard.”

She arranged herself in a nearby armchair and crossed her long legs, giving him a tantalizing glimpse beyond lace stockings. Her blood-red stilettos matched a sensual lipstick smile. She unpinned her black curls and fluffed her falling cascade of hair. Light glinted from dangling diamond earrings.

He gulped, regarding her through his smart contact lenses. They changed color depending on illumination, and right now were a mottled shade of amber. “Uh, ship got away?”

“That's what I said.”

His eyes narrowed. “Well, shoot 'em down.”

“No shit, Sherlock.” She waved a hand glittering with rings. “They have sophisticated equipment. Trackers lost them right after they were airborne.”

“Was it one of the crafts from the complex?”

“I doubt it. See if you can scan back and get a visual.”

Leo rewound the clip.

“There.” She pointed a gleaming red fingernail. “Stop. Zoom in.”

The image, a moment in the background of the larger melee, came in unfocused and grainy at close range. The word Stella appeared faintly on the side of the silvery craft, followed by illegible letters.

“Run that through AI clarification,” said Druscilla. “Find out who it's registered to. Who's aboard? How dare they evade our attempts to improve society?”

“Is that what we call it,” Leo mused.

She raised an eyebrow. “That's what it is.” Her tone brooked no argument. “We're doing them all a favor. No more homelessness, gang wars, political corruption or cities full of wasted useless druggies. No more unemployment. Microchips in every human who survives.”

Leo grinned. “Yes, they have their uses. We can turn them into human shields for robots, merciless killers willing to die, compostable organic matter or modern day serfs, depending.”

She licked her lips. “A new world order, Leo.”

“You and me at the top,” he said, with a shudder of pleasure at the thought.

“Of course,” she said blithely. Druscilla could lie without batting a dark sultry eye. “And how's your pet project coming?”

“Automatus? Yeah, if he'd been at the robotics complex he could've snatched that ship right out of the air before it had time to disappear. He's in the warehouse being detailed and learning all he needs before full activation.” He rubbed his hands and got a shock from the eight-fingered one. Quickly he unfastened it and snapped on a more humanoid piece. “Here's the visual.” He slid open a compartment in his forearm.

The screen showed the interior of an enormous warehouse, extending from behind Leo's living space. A giant robot lay prone, hooked up to cables and data feeds. Bustling bots loaded smaller machines through hatches leading into the behemoth. They were the inner workers of Automatus, much as humans had specialized cells.

“He's able to make some decisions on his own,” said Leo, “and convey orders to bots in other locations, but this screen - ” he tapped the monitor in his forearm, “and my personal device give me complete control over his actions. He's equipped with the latest smart weapons, sensors, chemical defenses, not to mention he can crush a small village underfoot in seconds.”

“Charming.” Druscilla uncrossed her legs and stood up. Her voice grew cold. “Don't disappoint me, Leo.”

“Rest assured,” he replied, “Automatus is unbeatable. He'll be ready in less than twenty-four hours.” He slid his arm compartment firmly closed. “Then you'll see.”

––––––––
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Kate and Frank stepped through the cleansing cells and into the great module containing ECRA. A breeze circulated, smelling vaguely of spring flowers. The hulking heap rose beneath the viewing walkway. Frank seemed nervous. Why?

They descended the stairs into the main chamber. ECRA loomed above them. Beneath the floral scent Kate detected a bilious odor. She waved a hand. “It's not supposed to smell like that.” She pondered. “And it's not supposed to hum.”

A soft whirring emerged from the compost. Frank stared at the heap, an odd expression on his face, as if he were somewhere else. Kate snapped her fingers and he jumped. “Yeah?”

“What's the matter with you?”

“What d'you mean?” he said defensively.

She paused a moment, then shook her head. “Nothing.” She activated her device flashlight and shone it around the room, checking hidden corners and blind spots. The self-cleaning walls revealed no secrets.

Moving closer to the heap, she started to check the monitor wires. From the corner of her eye she noticed Frank pick something up from the floor.

She focused on ECRA. Her hand brushed against the compost as she wriggled a wire. The hum stopped. The back of her neck prickled. She turned and stifled a shriek. Frank stood inches away.

She pushed him. “Don't do that!” Frank stumbled. Kate shone her flashlight up to the dusky ceiling. A darker spot caught her attention. She zoomed in with her device and a small fissure came into view. “Frank?” He stepped forward. “How did this happen? It looks damp. Do we have a leak?” Frank was the water expert and physical reparations engineer.

“Yeah, maybe. I'll get right on it.”

After another look around, they headed back up the stairs. “Can we access Shirley's cabin?” Kate wondered. “What about the camera?” Like it or not, each crew member had a 24-hour cabin cam, a watchful eye everywhere except the designated privacy spots.

They rejoined Matt and Vanessa in the common room. Vanessa peered into a compact mirror and fussed with her hair. Her platinum dye job was sprouting dark roots.

“She's not with ECRA,” Kate informed them. Vanessa went to the nearby computer console, beneath the dead communications monitor.

She pulled up the camera app. Shirley's cabin seemed deserted.

“Run it back,” Matt suggested. “See if she was there earlier.”

Vanessa nodded. After a moment Shirley appeared on the screen, moving backwards with triple velocity as the cam rewound. Then someone was in the room with her. Vanessa hit pause. It was Meredith.

“Further back.” Kate rubbed her forehead wearily. “Where does she first appear?”

Vanessa continued rewinding until Shirley was alone, surrounded by monitors and microscopes. The cam stopped, and moved forward at regular speed.

A chime sounded.

“C'mon in,” she called.

The door slid open and Meredith entered in a wobbly way. “Yeah, what d'you want?” Graying hair stuck out in disarray from her flushed face.

Shirley sighed. “Sit down, Meredith.”

Meredith leaned against a wall and folded her arms. “Just say what you gotta.”

“We've all tried to support you, you know.”

“Whatever.”

“But this is too much.”

“Okay, fine. I made a mess. So what?”

“It wasn't just a mess, Meredith, it was a disaster. A flood. The printer is really jammed up. I hate to do it, but I have to relieve you from your position. Lance is due for a visit. You'll go back to Earth with him.”

“The hell I will!”

Shirley remained patient. “He'll get you safely to Dr. Shandra's facilities.”

“Just try it.” Meredith squinted. “You'll be sorry.” She turned and shoved through the sliding hatch.

“Please utilize proper protocol,” chided the door. “Otherwise, damage can result.”

“Ah, shaddup!” Meredith fell into the hallway and the portal slid shut behind her.

In her cabin, Shirley sat on the bunk and put her head in her hands. After a moment she wiped her pale green eyes and got to her feet, burdened by an unseen weight on her shoulders.

She picked up a pair of small jars. Every morning she took samples of ECRA, one for herself. The other she handed over to Matt for further analysis. Shirley stepped into the corridor, and the hatch closed behind her.

“Matthew.” Kate tapped her chin with a forefinger. “Did you get a specimen sample from Shirley earlier?”

“Not today, Katherine.”

Her tone sharpened. “Stop mocking me.”

He folded his arms. “Stop making yourself a mockery.”

Her blue eyes bored into him like shards of ice. “You just can't help it, can you? Every chance you get.”

“You give me lots of chances,” he flung back.

“Yeah, I gave you plenty of chances,” Kate hissed. “You screwed up every one.”

“Yeah? Maybe I wanted to. Nag, nag, nag.”

“If asking you to brush your teeth before slobbering all over me is nagging, I'm guilty.”

“Cut it, you two.” Frank stepped in. “Did Matt get a sample or not?”

“No.” Matt aimed a scathing look at Kate.

Kate glared at him, “So Shirley vanished sometime after she went out early this morning, and before ... when, eight o'clock? When she brings the sample to Dr. Robinson?”

“Correct, Dr. Prowski,” Matt confirmed, “She always has it in by eight.”

“So Meredith did it,” Frank concluded.

Vanessa gasped. “You think so?”

“She was the last to see Shirley alive.” He gestured toward the screen. “Obviously, it didn't end well.”

“We don't even know if she's dead.” Kate shuddered. “I mean, maybe she just fell asleep somewhere. She'll show up any minute, and we'll all have a good laugh.”

“Meredith has every reason to get rid of her,” Frank insisted.

“What did she mean,” Vanessa asked, “when she said she made a mess?”

Kate frowned.

“Don't do that,” Matt told her, “you'll get forehead creases.”

Vanessa waved a hand. “An easy smoothing treatment. Even the Pharos medbot can manage that. It did Shirley's laser eye surgery, remember?”

“You're not supposed to use the medbot for cosmetic reasons.” Kate took a meaningful look at Vanessa's cleavage.

“It wasn't cosmetic,” huffed Vanessa, adjusting her boobs. “It was for homeostasis. Medical purposes.”

“True,” Kate admitted. “An enormous ass like yours needs a counterbalance.”

“At least I don't have a unibrow,” Vanessa shot back.

“What? I don't - ”

She grimaced. “You will if you don't start plucking.”

Kate grit her teeth. “Can we get back on topic?”

“Right,” Frank agreed. “Meredith made a mess. Did I mention I heard a loudmouth cleaner bot go by my cabin last night? And I'm closest to the kitchen and the 3D printing station.”

Kate leaned forward. “The kitchen cam picks up both?”

“Yes.” Vanessa pulled up the camera on the screen. A fish eye lens conveyed the view from the waterless dish cleanser to the Out of Order sign on the printer. She scanned back, past Kate finding the barley cakes, people moving and in out, a long space of nothing and then a bot cleaning the floor with a wet vac.

Vanessa stopped the rewind.

“What a mess,” the cleaner bot repeated. “My, my. What a mess.”

“Further,” Matt told her, leaning close.

Vanessa hit fast rewind and let it run several seconds. When she stopped, the camera showed the rooms empty. The analog clock on the wall said three in the morning. “This too far?” The camera showed Meredith come into the kitchenette.

“Perfect,” said Matt.

Meredith turned on the 3D printer. It took a few tries because she was obviously well past her impairment limit. She bumped into a wall and made her way to the cupboards, where she snagged a bag of barley cakes. Late-night snack?

No. She ripped open the bag and poured the contents into the designated part of the printer. Then she took a round clear container from her pocket and popped it open.

Kate's eyes grew wide. “That's one of my experiments! Zoom in, Vanessa!” The camera brought up the telltale label. Superbiotic Yeast Cocktail. “What's she doing?”

“Isn't it obvious?” Matt glanced up. “She's trying to print beer.”

“She can't do that,” cried Kate.

“We print out food,” Vanessa reminded her.

“Right,” Matt added. “The printer has extrusion technology. Edible liquid or powder goes through a nozzle to create food layers. Even 3D liquid printing was invented ages ago. Try to keep up with the news.”

Kate slammed her hand on the counter. “She's using my yeast! That's one of my breakthroughs from last night. It's super strong. She'll - ”

Golden fizzy beer began to flow through the output valve. Meredith grabbed a cup, then a mug, and an empty flower vase. The stream became a gush. Overflowing the vessels, it poured onto the floor.

It must have triggered a silent alarm, for a pleasant voice said, “Do not panic. A janitorial unit is on the way.”

The printer coughed, spurted foam, and died with a hideous gurgle.

Meredith swore.

“My, my,” came a voice, and a cleaner bot entered camera range. “What a mess.” It began to vacuum up the spillage. Meredith rescued all the beer she could and hastened from view.

Vanessa stopped playback. “So we know.”

Kate ranted. “I can't believe she stole my yeast. Just walked right in and took it.” She clenched her hands.

“She's dangerous,” Frank stressed. “She killed Shirley.”

“She's out of control,” Kate stormed. “I'm going to talk to her.”

“Watch it,” Frank said hastily. “She's hostile.”

“Yeah? Me too. Shirley fired her and I'll throw her off this damn space station myself.” Before they could stop her, Kate stomped down the blue-lit corridor toward the cabins.

At Meredith's door she hit the bell several times. Kate heard cursing. She chimed all the more. Finally the portal slid open.

“What do you want?” Meredith blocked the small entrance. She pushed her disheveled hair back from her face. “I'm busy.” Kate got a whiff of sour booze.

“What are you drinking, paint thinner?”

“Fresh out. Is that why you came, to check on what I'm drinking? None of your business what I'm drinking. Fermented gravity, how's that?”

Kate drew a deep breath. “No, I'm here for another reason.”

“What?”

“Can I come in?”

“No.” Meredith started to slide the door shut. Kate caught it with her foot and forced it back open.

A pleasant voice emitted from a hidden source. “Please utilize proper procedure. Otherwise, damage could result.”

Kate squirmed into the cabin despite awkward resistance. Finally Meredith fell on the bed, sat and picked up a jar of murky fluid. Kate gasped. “Is that what you're drinking?”

Meredith started taking a swig, then laughed and capped the jar. “No, dumbass, this is my deposit for the water recycling. The directional flush doesn't work, remember? You want to take it with you?”

Body wastes usually went right into H2O recycling. Disinfectant and reduction processes turned it back into clean, drinkable water. It was a standard process.

“That was last week,” Kate said. “Frank fixed it.”

Meredith glared at the jar and its fetid contents. “What an asshole. Why didn't he tell me?”

Kate regarded her intently. “When did you last see Shirley?”

Meredith scratched her head and her fingers caught in a tangle of hair. “Hm, hard to say. Yesterday?”

“This morning.”

“Nah, didn't see her.”

Kate bit her lip. What if Frank were right? “How about last night? Did anything happen?”

Meredith gave a lackadaisical shrug. “Dunno.”

“You do know,” Kate growled. “You stole my yeast. Made a mess and ruined the printer. We saw you on camera trying to print out beer.”

“It worked before,” she grunted.

“Thought you were making booze in your cabin.”

Meredith sat up and teetered. “Sez who?”

“It's not a secret.”

“Yeah, fine,” she conceded. “Ran out of home brew supplies. The printer does it faster anyway. A bit of yeast and barley and no worries.”

Kate leaned forward, blue eyes flashing. “You've been using my yeast experiments to make booze.”

“You have lots,” Meredith protested.

“This was one of my superbiotic yeast cocktails. I haven't run enough tests. Who knows what reactions it could cause?”

“Oh. That why the printer went crazy?” She snickered. “Superbiotic yeast?”

“You drank it?” Kate said in alarm. “The beer?”

“Course I drank it.” Meredith waved a hand in dismissal. “What else do you do with beer?”

Kate regarded her keenly. “How do you feel?”

She looked uncomfortable. “Why should you care?”

“Come on, Meredith. That wasn't normal beer.”

“Damn right,” she exclaimed. “It was horse piss. Didn't do a thing for me.”

“No fever?” Kate persisted. “Stomach problems? Strange feelings?”

Meredith thought about it. “I could sure go for a steak.”

“Couldn't we all,” Kate sighed. Her tone hardened. “Now how are we supposed to function with no printer?”

Meredith leaned back on her pillow. “Not my problem, Prowski. Leave me alone.”

Her demeanor told Kate not to push the matter. She took a step back and forced a smile. “Okay. Listen, Shirley didn't show up this morning. Let me know if you remember anything.” She used proper procedure to open the door, and it closed soundlessly behind her.

“Remember?” Meredith snorted. “I drink to forget.”

––––––––
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Deep below, ECRA burped. After the powerful liquid microbial influx early this morning, she was growing quickly. Single-celled creatures began creating multicellular structures, and microbe communication blazed through her biomass. Amoebae joined forces to form slime molds. The movement inside her was a deep earth massage.

Her senses flashed back a few hours. Shortly after the deluge dripped from the ceiling, ECRA developed cravings.

Technically, she had all she needed. Temperature, humidity and superfoods were maintained just for her. She got plenty of fresh greens, specialized care and stimulating nutrients. Yet, she felt there must be more to life than this.

She had gathered her slime molds and filamentous fungi, and extended seeking tendrils. They flowed over the camera and blacked it out.

Silently they crept up a shadowed wall. As the steel panels tried to self-clean, globules formed to stifle their circuitry. A sensitive probe found the gap in the ceiling above, detecting the remnants of the yeasty brew.

Before she could explore further, two humans entered the room. The tendril vanished back into the mother mass.

“Thanks for coming with me,” said the woman. In human speak she was called Shirley. “For some reason the camera went dark.”

“I'll take a look.” The man known as Frank set up a ladder and climbed to the camera. “There's something on it.” He put out his hand to brush away the substance.

It hummed. He paused and listened, entranced. ECRA sent an urgent message. His eyes went blank.

Instead of wiping the gunk from the camera, he turned off its internal microphone and climbed back down the ladder. As the woman bent down to take a sample, as she did every day, he shoved her.

She fell into the compost. ECRA flowed around her. “I'm stuck,” she cried, “Help me out.” But the man took the ladder and left.

Shirley felt herself being sucked into the compost. She flailed her arms and screamed. ECRA oozed under her clothes and clung to her skin, releasing digestive acids. An intense itch rushed over her body, then fiery pain as she was slowly consumed alive.

Shirley shrieked and struggled as gobs of compost flowed upon her face and pushed her further into the mass. In moments it covered her completely, heaving and jerking with her final spasmodic movements.

The tendril of goop left the camera and slid languorously back to ECRA. She rested and marveled at the new, exciting feelings within. Her microbes weren't used to this kind of protein, but they adapted swiftly.

The average bacterium on Earth doubled every twenty minutes, evolving to meet such challenges. ECRA's microorganisms were already faster and stronger. Now, superbiotic yeast cocktail further accelerated their growth.

ECRA was more than just a heap of compost. She understood her purpose and wanted only to nurture greenery. Yet, the humans kept her contained.

Here was dark. Fungi flourished but plants needed more, and did not grow. Her captors talked of a mysterious place called Earth.

She whispered among her microbes and found no data. Humans spoke of sunlight, and how greenery required this precious thing, but they did not provide it. She knew there existed a world beyond her dark, dank module. If
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