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      Mike ran. Late again. His boots thumped on the cool steel floor. C-corridor was more than two kilometers long, and it angled up more than ten degrees. Most days it would be a good workout.

      Not today.

      Channel-Director James would chew him out on at least six counts. Late. Delaying the work. Letting his amorous nature and libido rule his schedule. Being out of uniform and without his tools. The Director would throw in another couple just for the sake of it.

      It had been worth it, Mike thought. An hour with Jessica was worth a week on civil duties. As long as that wasn’t muck and compost.

      He’d managed to avoid that detail for the last three months. Before he’d even noticed Jessica. If he came in stinking of sewage, Jessica wouldn’t want to spend a minute with him, let alone an hour.

      A hundred meters from the door, Mike slowed. The door stood open.

      They’d opened up the corridor nearly a year ago. At the far end a smaller door had held them up for only a few days. Plenty of lead time before the makers arrived.

      This new door had been sealed for the last month.

      A carbon-nickel-titanium slab, ten meters high by five meters wide. Floor to ceiling, wall to wall. Drills and chisels made little headway. Access codes and deep radar hadn’t done any better.

      The Channel-Director had estimated the door was three meters thick. Another two days at it and he planned to send crews to scout alternate passages. The chances weren’t good.

      Mike had been on some crews before. Through some squeezes and into cisterns and tangles. Some kilometer-high shafts that were fifty meters across, with impossible exits: slick walls and openings far above and below. Nothing on which to anchor a cable.

      The corridor stretched fifteen hundred meters farther than any of those anyway. James had thrown everything they had at it.

      Now the door stood open.

      Mike slowed to a walk.

      Two hundred meters beyond the door he could see a work group. As he drew closer he saw Sana-Ke stand and wave. Excited.

      She was thirty-two, five years older than he was, but he still was attracted to her. Sana-Ke wasn’t home-born, but she’d been aboard since she was a kid.

      Mike kept running. As he passed through the doorway he felt a buzz of something. Like static electricity mixed with running water. His skin tingled.

      The door had gone. The steel-ceramic walls had sealed as if it had never been. As if makers had refinished the surface.

      The makers were a long way off, though. Always constructing something new. Whether it was a lake or a pyramid or a series of blind corridors. Or tearing something out. Since he’d arrived the community had been keeping ahead of them.

      “Hey,” Sana-Ke said as he came up. She took his right hand in her right and squeezed, her skin soft and her grip firm. Mike felt a tingle. He decided it was some lingering effect from the charge at the threshold.

      Sana-Ke dropped his hand. “You need to see what’s up front.”

      “Sure.” Mike could imagine. Myriad ways ahead. At least the door had been opened.

      “‘Sure’? That’s it?” Sana-Ke grinned, gums showing. She swiped her straight black bangs away. “This is real exciting.”

      Mike looked over the others in the work gang. Otto, Rachel, a couple of others he didn’t know that well. They had a sheet of white film on the floor. Otto’s hand darted around drawing lines.

      “Come on,” Sana-Ke said. She grabbed Mike’s hand and pulled him along.

      “I heard another ship’s been consumed.” As he stepped by he peered at the film. Otto’s diagram consisted of wheels and rails.

      “Last night.” Sana-Ke kept tugging Mike along. “The occupants are still inside. Little makers are prepping a door.”

      Mike kept looking back at the others. Otto glanced up and waved him on. Unusual. Otto’s ideas were sometimes a bit way out for the others. He liked having Mike around for some back-up.

      People forgot, Otto was the one who’d built the submarine when Sodal Lake Four started melting. And it had been Otto’s automatic ladders that had hoisted thousands up The Perilous Shaft when the gravity shifted.

      Of course, for every brilliant idea, there were dozens that failed. Mike figured, though, that getting through those duds was how Otto got to the good ones.

      “Watch where you’re going,” Sana-Ke said. “You’ll trip.”

      Mike felt the floor change as he ran. Softer. Irregular. Looking down, he saw the color had changed too. Brown. Like soil from the rolling pot farms. Smelled like it too.

      “Is this earth?” he said.

      “Oh. Maybe.” Sana-Ke slowed and looked down too. “How about that?” She stopped and crouched. Her fingers dug in and she pulled up a clumpy handful. “Coolish.”

      “Very.” Mike had never seen so much all in one place. As the citizens traveled they mined fragments from trough gardens and hollows. Never more than a few liters at a time. There had to be hundreds of liters here.

      “No,” Sana-Ke said. “I mean it’s cool to the touch. Put your hand in.” Dark brown streaks ran down her fingers from where she’d dug.

      Mike grabbed a handful too. “Some croppers are going to to be thrilled,” he said. Something like a tiny thin finger waggled at him from the side of his handful.

      Sana-Ke laughed. “A worm. This is real healthy stuff.”

      “I wonder why nothing grows in it?”

      “Maybe it was dark before we got the door open?”

      “Is this what you brought me here for?”

      “Oh. No. Come on. It’s not far.” She dropped the soil and it pattered down.

      Mike looked ahead he could see blackness, but no sign of corridors or water or any structure of interest. He followed her along. The air itself grew cooler.

      “There,” Sana-Ke said.

      They came to a lip. A low nib wall held the soil back from a drop-off. Above the ceiling ended. Likewise both walls.

      “A void,” Mike said. “Feels big.”

      “It is. Channel-Director James says it’s over a thousand miles across.”
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      Two days later Mike hadn’t been back to the void. The city buzzed with the news. This was the biggest obstacle in generations. Some people said it was the biggest ever.

      Channel-Director James had Mike waiting at the arrival wall. Disciplinary action for lateness. Mike didn’t even know how the Channel-Director knew. Someone from Otto’s group reporting to him probably. Penny. She’d blab on her own mother.

      Little makers scuttled over the arrival wall. A long set of them had formed up in an arcing line. Their red glistening bodies and black legs clamped against the wall like a giant necklace

      The room in front of the wall was only a few meters across, but over a hundred long, and maybe forty high. More like a corridor. Shadow enveloped the ceiling so Mike couldn’t tell exactly how far it reached up. Bead lights along the wall-floor intersections gave off an eerie glow. The whole space smelled of ozone. Normal when the little makers clustered like this.

      “Hey you,” a voice hollered from the far end of the room. Sana-Ke.

      Mike waved. The little makers began to hum. Quiet at first, but growing quickly. Sana-Ke ran along.

      “Keep out of the way,” she shouted. “Don’t you know anything?”

      That’s right. The makers were making a door, but sometimes the door opened much too fast. Almost explosive. It depended on what was in the cradle space on the other side.

      Mike shifted away and met Sana-Ke as she slowed.

      “Sheesh,” she said. “It could have gone off any moment.”

      “Did the Channel-Director send you down?”

      “Nope. Just came to hang on my break.”

      Mike checked the greeting thad. The little device’s screen shimmered. It was already after one in the afternoon. “It must have taken you a half hour to walk down here.

      “Brought a trundler,” she told him. “I had to let you know about the void.”

      “What about it? I don’t think I’m missing anything.” He’d stood at the edge with Sana-Ke. Blackness. Like looking into space, without stars.

      “They’ve got the flyers ready. Otto’s going to launch out in one.” Heaps of others almost ready to go.

      “Launch? Into the void?”

      “A thousand miles. They’ve got it pretty accurate.”

      Mike frowned. Along the wall the buzzing from the makers stopped.

      “Here we go,” Sana-Ke said, looking along the narrow room. “We’ll know who it is pretty soon. Might even get news from home.”

      Smoke fingers pulsed from the new holes. The makers scrambled up, funnels extended, sucking at the smoke.

      “The gravity’s different in there,” Sana-Ke said.

      “Here?” Mike wondered why she would say that. They hadn’t been into the hole yet.

      Every time a new ship arrived the Structure worked the vessel into the occupied levels. Despite the constant chasing by the makers, the Structure always knew where to bring the ships.

      Mike sometimes wondered if that story was true. Perhaps
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