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 An Island in the
Sun

The coastal island made a good hiding place for the
blimp, but the incessant cold onshore weather made life a constant
challenge. The idyllic vision Alan had painted was far from the
reality of the small arroyo facing out to sea. Beth stirred their
meager fire to life and Roxanne dropped a fish wrapped in seaweed
onto the coals. They quickly dodged out of their lean-to gasping
for fresh air. The sea breeze dispersed the smoke over the hill
behind their camp so there was little evidence that they were there
or, at least, that was their hope.

When the weather was favorable, they would take the
blimp and raid the local farms on the mainland. At first, the
picking was easy, with only occasional forays gleaning produce from
the coastal fields, but as time went on, the farms became less
productive. Their nighttime raids became more frequent and the
results less substantial. It turned into a nightly chore usually
taking Alan and Beth several hours to execute.

It all worked out pretty well until, one night,
someone tried to shoot them down. They thought they were undetected
and become complacent. When they moored the craft at the edge of a
field, a gun barked from deep within the dried corn stalks. They
dropped their booty and scrambled up the ladder just in time to
hear the rifle twice more. Neither of them was hit but they were
scared enough to flee back to their sanctuary empty handed.

As they moored the craft and conveyed their
misadventure to Roxanne, it became evident that the shooter had
aimed at the blimp, not at them. It had lost enough gas to begin
sagging into the terrain. “The bullets hit two gasbags and it’s
settling on the snare hook. The undamaged gasbags will probably
keep the fuselage upright but it doesn’t look good.” Alan assessed
the hulk.

“Do you think we can fix it?” Roxanne asked no one in
particular.

Alan sat at their meager fire and looked solemnly at
the hulk moored down the narrow gorge. “I doubt it. Even if we can
figure out a way to patch it, we don’t have the gas to refill
it.”

The remainder of the night was fitful, with
occasional groans and rumbles from the failing carcass pushed by
the wind. By morning the weather was gray and an aurora pulsed only
occasionally through the clouds to the north. Alan reflected on how
quickly it had become so common to see the northern lights that he
only really noticed them when they were gone.

He took his morning tea and surveyed the blimp. The
gondola had chafed harshly against the rocks and needed
maintenance. The deflated gasbags hung limp from their supports but
the basic fuselage looked to be undamaged. He tried to climb the
cage that formed the fuselage to unhook one of the deflated
gasbags, but the flimsy tubing distorted and bowed under his weight
leaving the craft with a distinctively pained look. He resorted to
pulling the carcass over on its side by hanging from a fuselage rib
and used a stick to pry the bags loose from their fasteners. He
eventually pulled the limp plastic envelopes through the lower
frame structure and into coarsely folded parcels. Exasperated with
the situation, he tucked them under his arm and dragged them
callously back to camp.

“Can you fix it?” Beth asked from under the cover of
their lean-to.

“Nah… this stuff is like tissue paper. We need some
tape or glue or something, and since we don’t have a way back to
the mainland, we aren’t likely to get any very soon. I just figured
we could use it to keep the rain off.”

“Yeah, good idea, I guess. Maybe we can make a boat
out of it and get back to the mainland.”

“Yeah, maybe… I guess we’ll figure out something. In
the mean time, we’ll have to conserve on vegetables.” He gestured
at the small pile of produce sitting near the fire.

By early afternoon, the rain began and they strung
the gasbags across the gap between a couple of boulders to make a
small dry room. The wind rearranged the bags from time-to-time but
they served the purpose pretty well.

“We might be able to strip her down enough to keep
her in the air. We just need to get back to the mainland to gather
food. I mean we don’t need to go very far.” Beth offered.

Alan smiled at her optimism. “Yeah, maybe... Without
an easy route to the groceries, we’re going to have to change our
lifestyle.”

When the rain let up, they ventured out to the hulk
and made some estimates of size, weight, and strength of various
components. “Let’s get rid of as much weight as we can and see if
we can get her back in the air. In the mean time, we’ll try to
figure out a way to make a boat. If we can get to the mainland
maybe we can find some tools, and then maybe we can get her back in
good enough shape for one person. It won’t be fast, but I think we
can get by with just one motor, and the solar panels that took the
bullets can be pulled off, and maybe we can get rid of some of the
ballast.” Alan mumbled to himself as he sketched a new fuselage
designs in the dirt.

“You really think you can make it work?” Beth gazed
at the sketch.

“I don’t know. It’s worth a try. Besides, what else
do we have to do?”

Roxanne scoffed at his design. “You mean besides
trying to keep from starving to death?”

“Yeah, besides that… I think if I can cut the gondola
loose here and here and still keep the engine mounts; it may be
able to carry one person and some cargo.” He poked at the
drawing.

Beth knew the mechanics well enough to doubt the
concept. “How will you control it?”

“Ah… I don’t know yet. Maybe I can hook up some
levers or something.”

“Well as long as you have it all figured out… Hey,
maybe we can use the gondola for a boat?” Roxanne added.

“There you go. See, I told you we’d figure something
out.”

Beth again tried to bring some reality into the
conversation. “Well, I’ll believe it when I see it. Have you ever
tried to cut carbon-epoxy?”

Alan recognized her general disdain for anything he
suggested. “Well, no, but it sounds like you know something about
it. You can be in charge of cutting the gondola off.”

“Yeah, OK, but you have to do what I tell you.”

“What else is new?” He scoffed at her ultimatum.

The day dragged on with wind, thunder, and rain. At
the evening meal, they consumed the last of yesterday’s catch and a
large drink of water. They huddled together in light sexual
interplay to affirm their bond.

By morning, the rain had stopped but the wind gusted
cold off the unsettled sea. The northern lights seemed to hiss and
complain along the horizon as they faded in the morning light.

Alan drank some weak sage-tea and solemnly studied
the blimp in the gray half-light, mumbling to himself. “Cutting the
gondola free is going to take some doing. The centerline is the
most complex joining of critical components and it’ll need sorting
out. We need to keep the power system intact and rig up some sort
of controls to a motor but still get rid of a couple of hundred
pounds.”

It turned out that the maintenance kit provided in
the craft had more to do with opening access panel and less to do
with removing real nuts and bolts. “Rock, help me tie this thing
down so we can start pulling panels and things.”

They quickly sorted the extraneous equipment for
household use and ‘conversation pieces’. Alan grumbled to himself.
“The next to go is the windscreen, then the skin, and unnecessary
wiring and ducting.”

The pile of conversation pieces grew but the craft
still listed in its moorings. “The gondola has to go, but that
means we have to move the batteries and all of the flight critical
components up into the main fuselage.”

Weeks passed as they ground down screws and fasteners
with stones. Their diet degraded to fish and grass seed so the
urgency of getting the gondola loose became their primary goal.
They all took turns rubbing a section of wire dipped in sand
back-and-forth at critical locations on the structure.

As they finally pulled the gondola free, the fuselage
floated, but not by much, so their boatbuilding effort grew more
earnest. They refit some of the skin panels and windscreen to the
gondola, but the result was far from seaworthy. They eventually
resorted to pinning a deflated gasbag to the outside of the hull to
form a watertight seal. Alan nudged the craft into the sea and
assessed the results. It isn’t very stable, but it might carry
all three of us in a pinch. We can probably get back to the
mainland with a couple hours of hard paddling.

Alan tried to come to grips with their tenuous
existence. Our forays for food have confirmed that life on the
mainland has become nothing but gang warfare. We’re safe on our
little island, but now it’s going to get a lot harder. The
isolation has strained our relationships with shifts and turns that
have added to the stress and now our diet just took a big hit. The
rain’s a blessing of fresh water but it makes life cold and
miserable.

He pulled the boat ashore and gazed up the hill
toward their camp. The blimp stood restlessly hovering at the ends
of its tether lines. It’s still too heavy to carry anyone, but
at least it isn’t dragging on the ground.

The trio continued removing unnecessary and damaged
structure but finally admitted that one of the motors is going to
have to go. Beth redrew Alan’s dirt sketch. “If we do this right,
we can use the empty nacelle as a cockpit to help balance the
load.”

By pulling the motor out, they were able to get rid
of a bunch of power control stuff and a couple of the batteries.
However, with no movable ballast the maiden flight was less than
promising. Alan was able to move out of the arroyo and out over the
open ocean but it took him three attempts to get back to the island
close enough for the girls to catch the draglines.

“The batteries held up pretty well, so that’s a good
sign that we didn’t screw up the power systems, but the maneuvering
system needs work. With only one motor, the thrust is all coming
from one side, and the rudders don’t have enough authority to
overcome it.” He tried to explain his dilemma to the doubtful team.
“I can remove the rudder stops easily enough, but getting the
servos to pull that much line is another story. I’m going to have
to learn how to fly all over again.”

Beth scoffed at his assessment. “Maybe I should try
it. I’m not as—heavy as you.”

After several abortive attempts, they resolved to put
a manual rudder on the engine cowl. Alan again sketched in the
dirt. “Maybe I can direct the thrust better that way.”

Alan stood proudly next to the craft. “I used the
servo from the unused engine swivel and some of the left over
gondola skin. It isn’t pretty, but it didn’t fall off and it does
have some positive influence on the control, either that, or I’m
actually learning how to fly sideways.”

After another week of testing and ‘training’, he
figured he was ready to start planning a foraging raid. “I’ll wait
until after dark, when the wind’s quiet, and make it short. If I
get to shore, I’ll just grab the first vegetables I can find and
come right back.”

Roxanne looked doubtfully at the craft. “Maybe we
should come in the boat.”

Beth badgered. “Yeah or maybe I should do the flying
and you should do the paddling.”

“No, we should minimize the risk. I’ll go, and if it
works out OK, then maybe tomorrow we can take the boat and do a
coordinated raid. I can sneak inland and bring stuff out to the
coast. That way we can make fewer trips. Besides, I want to see if
I can figure out what’s going on, and that means I’ll have to go
into town or find a radio or something with some news on it. It’s
just too dangerous.”

“What a line of macho crap. My armor’s still working.
I should be the one that sneaks into town.” Roxanne added.

“Yeah, that didn’t work so well last time.” Beth
nudged her.

“Well at least I didn’t get shot.” She defended
herself. “I still think we should all go. I mean, we’re safe here,
but maybe we should move to the mainland. I mean if we get there
and things have settled down a little, maybe it would work out
better. We can always come back if it hasn’t.”

Beth finished off the last morsel of her fish. “I
agree. We all go. We’re in this together.”

Alan looked at the pair of scruffy waifs. “Alright,
but if we’re going to do this, we need to stock up on food, break
camp, and take everything we might be able to use. This is a big
decision… we need to think about it.”

Roxanne retorted. “What’s to think about? We get to
the mainland and we see if we can find out what’s going on. Then we
make the decision.”

Beth called for reason. “You know what he means. We
need to take everything important. We may not be able to get
back.”

The next few days were spent negotiating weight and
function of everything considered essential. The final solution
boiled down to Beth flying the blimp with everything else loaded
onto the boat that she towed rather awkwardly across the channel.
Once ashore, they dragged the boat up, hid it in some bushes, and
moored the blimp behind some trees.

They elected to avoid the coast road in favor of the
cover provided by the rolling hills and eventually came across a
ranch house that had some lights showing. They approached with the
rifle at the ready. They only had two shells left but it made a
good show.

Their approach surprised some ranch hands, but they
quickly decided they were no threat to them, and let them listen to
the radio for a short time. When a couple of the guys started to
get too friendly with Beth the trio decided to leave and reassess
their dilemma. They took an indirect route back to the blimp, just
in case anyone was following.

The news on the radio wasn’t good and, as they stood
looking at the listing blimp, they reconsidered their grandiose
plan of moving to the mainland. They returned to the island with
the boat in tow as dawn crept over the horizon. They had found only
a meager amount of vegetables, but their fishing lines were still
working, so they wouldn’t starve. Still, they felt defeated and
sulked around most of the day considering their predicament.


Ships Passing in the Night

The escape to the mainland didn’t seem quite so
inviting, but their little island refuge was becoming less
comfortable all the time. Beth ventured to the top of the hill
behind their camp. She could see the mainland across the channel as
the clouds streamed in from the south. Pulses of lightning
punctuated their boiling turmoil as they stacked up along the
distant mountains.

She stood staring at the view for several minutes
until it seemed to take on aspects of a cheap ‘sci-fi’ cartoon.
The only thing that seems real is the emptiness I feel in my
stomach. I wonder what’s going on back at work. Is there anyone
there? Is civilization starting to pull itself back
together?

The sun was going down, painting the western horizon
in blacks and oranges on the underside of the clouds. I’ve never
really been one for praying, but the golden orb falling into the
sea calls to me warmly. I feel a promise of better times just
watching the orange profusion fading slowly. I know there must be a
god somewhere to put me here to see this beauty. The butterflies in
my stomach celebrate this splendor.

As she turned to find her way back to camp, her
stomach churned again. She searched her mind for some culinary
misstep to explain the feeling. It wouldn’t be good to get food
poisoning at a time like this, she thought.

“I’m going to have a baby.” Beth blurted out as she
came into their tent.

“You what?” Roxanne looked up from an intimate
task.

“I think I’m going to have a baby.”

“That’s great. You’ll make a great mom.” Roxanne
exclaimed and, after a moment’s pause, resumed her interlude with
Alan.

He peeked sheepishly from behind her shoulder. “Yeah,
that’s great—if it’s OK with you.”

“Well I knew it would be one of us pretty soon. I
guess I’m just the lucky one.” Beth stepped back out into the
evening air to let the amorous pair finish their union in privacy.
She watched the stars peek in and out behind the clouds as they
streamed by overhead. Even that’s a hopeful sign... The heavens
are still there, as they have always been, and they are going to
triumph over this storm eventually.

She walked down the familiar gully leading to the
sea. The evening breeze was slowing and seemed warmer than usual as
she stood on the course sandy beach. She clasped her hands over her
stomach and prayed for the life within.

Roxanne soon joined her and they held each other
warmly. “Hey look, there’s a light,” Roxanne point to the horizon.
“I wonder who it is, probably the navy.”

“I’m going to have a baby.”

“I know, you said that—are you OK with it? I mean
we’ve never really talked about it, but…”

“Yeah! I’m great with it. I’ve always wanted a baby.
I just haven’t thought much about it lately with this
comedy-of-errors going on.”

“Well, good. I guess God decided it was right.”

“Yeah, I guess… but He sure picked a weird time, and
I’m not sure I would have chosen Alan as the father. I mean no
offence or anything, but I, sort of, had someone a little more… I
don’t know, manly in mind.”

“Yeah, me too, but he seems to have gotten the job
done, unless there is something else you want to tell me.” They
giggled softly at his expense as they hugged again.

Beth turned to watch the horizon. “That ship seems to
be getting closer.” They watched the light blink as it rode the
waves in the distance. “Maybe we should set a signal fire. Maybe
they’ll come and rescue us.”

“Yeah, maybe, or maybe we should at least tell
Stud-muffin, maybe he has an opinion.”

They quickly shuffled up the hill to their camp and
Roxanne blurted out. “There’s a boat heading this way.”

Alan sat dumbfounded for a moment as visions of
rescue and piracy battled for his thoughts. “Let’s go take a look,
maybe we should do something.” The band returned to the hilltop and
stood silently for several minutes. The ship had gotten closer and
seemed to be heading directly for them.

Roxanne offered. “Well, what do you think? If we
wait, they might just pass by and leave us alone.”

Beth held the uneasiness she felt in her stomach and
thought of her prayer. “Maybe we should at least warn them off the
rocks if they get too close. We need to take a chance.”

Alan assessed the desperation he felt and his desire
to help his friends. “If they turn out to be some sort of human
debris, you guys will probably be in more trouble than me. I’ll
probably just be dead.”

Beth considered his words for a moment but somehow
didn’t share his apprehension. “I—want to take the chance. I can’t
go on like this anymore.”

“OK, let’s go down to the point over there,” he
gestured. “I think there’s some kind of navigation beacon down
there. Maybe it’s still working.”

The beacon turned out to be a simple radio beeper
with a solar panel and a bubble antenna sitting on a small metal
box. The storms had dislodged the solar panel and left it dangling
from a wire near the base of the concrete pad.

“Let’s just build a fire over there.” Roxanne pointed
at a large slab of stone that had fallen from the eroding hillside.
“It’s the driest place around.”

They suddenly realized that they didn’t really have
much to burn. The bushes on the hill were just meager windblown
scrub brush and were green from all of the rain.

Roxanne barked at Alan. “Go get something from the
camp, quick! We’ll try to get something started.”

“Get what? All we have is scrub brush.”

“I don’t know. Find something!”

Alan jogged up the hill at his best pace and shuffled
down the other side toward the camp. What’s left of my armor is
more of a hindrance than a benefit, he thought, as he stumbled
down the arroyo. He stood panting in the middle of their camp
looking at the pile of blimp parts. Most of it is purposefully
not combustible. Maybe the epoxy pieces will burn if I get them hot
enough, but I’m not sure. Besides, they’d be too hard to
carry. The obvious things are the gasbags, but they’re our
only shelter.

He paused for a moment then grabbed the flimsy fabric
pulling the bags loose from their retaining points. The rocks they
had used to secure them tumbled free and scattered around the camp.
The fire they treasured so dearly flickered, celebrating its
newfound freedom, at the base of their little alcove.

He grabbed the largest burning stick and headed back
up the arroyo with his booty tucked under his arm. The stick
quickly lost its flame and served only to hamper his progress. By
the time he finally got back to the beacon site, the torch was a
mere smoldering ember. He threw the gasbags on the rock and turned
to gaze at the ship. The girls had gathered several bushes on the
rock but hadn’t been able to get a flame started.

“Here, let’s see if this stuff will burn.” Alan
climbed onto the rock, draped a gasbag loosely over their pile of
scrub brush, and patted his pocket looking for his lighter.

Roxanne extended her hand holding the small plastic
device. “I don’t think there’s much fuel left.

“Remind me to pick up a new one.” He grabbed it and
knelt behind the pile. A few moments later, a small flicker
reflected off his face. He sat back on his haunches and watched in
relief as the material quickly succumbed to the flame. The fire
grew so quickly that he had to flee the rock in a clumsy
stagger.

The blaze flared into a burst of orange glory that
lit his face as he held his hand up to shield his eyes. The bushes
hissed and crackled as they finally surrendered to the heat.

The trio stood silhouetted against the blaze and
watched the ship grow closer. They could easily make-out the
utility lights of the sleek oceangoing craft, hundreds of feet
long, and several decks tall.

Alan looked to his friends then shrugged his
shoulders as he added the second gasbag to the dwindling flame.
Again, the blaze grew rapidly, demanding respect. The three stood
waving and yelling as the ship grew ever closer.

At the last moment, the ship veered to the left and
skirted the rocks. The huge white hulk swept past without any sign
of acknowledgment.

They stopped waving as the ship slipped past in
silent indifference and its wake began to break on the rocks where
they stood. They leaned on each other and stared at the dwindling
embers of their life. The gasbags gave off an unpleasant black
smoke as the last vestiges of fuel flicked in bluish-green spider
webs of electric embers.

“Well, that was fun. I guess we might as well go
home.” Alan picked a small stick from the edge of the coals and
tossed it deeper into the ashes. A cloud of sparks rose into the
sky and winked out of existence.

The trio solemnly returned to their campsite and
clustered under the emergency blanket. “Well cheer up. We still
have three more gasbags we can use.” Beth gestured at the listing
hulk that balked at the clouds pushing in with the deepening
darkness. They hung the small emergency blanket to make a lien-to
against the rock face and settled in for another dreary night.
Moving their fire-pit closer to the opening proved to be a poor
tradeoff between warmth and smoke. Roxanne and Beth cuddled on one
side of the fire and Alan braced himself against the rock on the
other. The wind buffeted up the arroyo and filled their little tent
with smoke and gloom.

After an hour of fitful slumber, Beth sat up.
“Listen… I hear something.”

Alan grumbled. “What? I don’t hear anything.”

“No, listen… it’s a motor. There must be a boat or
something.”

“All right, I’ll get up. I need to pee anyway.” He
wrapped himself against the wind and ventured from their tent. He
headed down past the mooring pad toward the beach but still didn’t
hear anything except his own breathing as he stood on the shore
adding his little bit to the ocean.

He scanned the horizon and was just about ready to
head back up the hill when a gruff voice barked from the darkness.
“Stand as you are!”

“What? Who…”

“Don’t move or I’ll shoot!”

“Whoa! I’ll do whatever you want, just take it
easy.”

Two neatly dressed sailors stepped out from behind a
rock shinning a flashlight in his face. “Who else is here and where
are they?”

“It’s just me and a couple of friends up the gully.
See you can see the fire.”

“Alright, let’s go.” The light moved from his face to
show the path. “Ted, you hang back and keep me covered.”

Alan and his captor moved quickly up the gully and
stood at the door of the tent. No one was there. The girls had fled
into the darkness when they heard the commotion.

Dale, the young lieutenant, flipped his night vision
goggles into place and scanned the area. “Don’t bother trying to be
tricky!” He called into the darkness. “I can see you and I have a
gun.”

Beth and Roxanne sheepishly peeked out from behind a
nearby boulder. They had the rifle but they were wise enough to
keep it hidden. “Okay… we’re coming.” Beth called in return.

“Ted, check for firearms and see if there is anything
worth taking.” He commanded over his shoulder.

“Aye aye,” echoed from the darkness as the specter
moved quickly to attend the task.

“Is this everyone?” The Lieutenant shouldered his
rifle and addressed Alan.

“Yeah this is it. What do you guys want with us?”

“We have orders to determine who you are and to take
you into custody if appropriate.”

“Appropriate? What’s—‘appropriate’?” Roxanne
demanded.

“I mean no offense. If I’ve used the wrong word. I
have orders to bring you back if you are few, and if you look like
you are in trouble… So if you don’t mind, please move on down to
the beach.”

Alan didn’t like the way things were going. “Now wait
a minute. What makes you think you can boss us around?”

“I have a gun.” The young man stood confidently
facing the trio.

“And so do I.” A voice called from the darkness as
the boatswain mate approached from the blimp carrying the rifle the
girls had hidden behind the boulder. “There doesn’t seem to be
anything else of value. The airship is in pretty bad shape and
everything else is just junk.”

The lieutenant commanded. “Well, I’ll leave it up to
you then. If there’s anything you want to bring, get it now.”

Alan spoke out of desperation. “Look, why don’t you
just leave us alone and we’ll pretend that this never
happened.”

The lieutenant pulled the rifle from his shoulder and
pointed down the gully toward the beach. “No, you look... I have my
orders, and I’m getting tired of playing this game.”

The small band moved silently to the sleek
motor-launch beached on the coarse sand. Everyone was soon aboard
and the craft moved swiftly out to catch up with its mother idling
slowly off the coast. The deck crew quickly pulled the craft aboard
and the prisoners stood on the quarterdeck awaiting
disposition.


Kidnapped

A strong, gray-haired, man looked up from an
e-tablet. “My name is Daniel. I’m Captain of this vessel. I’ve been
asked to provide you with accommodations.”

Alan protested. “What if we don’t want
accommodations? We didn’t ask to come here.”

“From what I can see, you should be glad to be here.”
He held the tablet toward him showing a night-vision view of their
camp. “Mr. Ashah will be with you in a few moments.” He gestured
toward a stateroom off the back of the reception area.

“Who is Mr. Ashah?” Beth asked as she moved quickly
into the plush conference room.

“Please be seated.” The captain moved to sit at the
head of the large oval table. “Mr. Ashah is an owner of this vessel
and my employer.”

“Well, what does he want with us?” Alan remained
standing while Beth moved to sit near the captain and Roxanne
selected a chair on the opposite side of the table.

The lieutenant entered the room and placed their
rifle and the two remaining cartridges harmlessly on the table in
front of the captain then stood by stiffly awaiting further
orders.

Captain Foster picked up one of the cartridges and
examined it casually. “Do much hunting?”

Roxanne tried to explain the drug darts. “No, we sort
of ‘borrowed’ it from an acquaintance and that’s all he had. We
just use it for protection.”

“I see… and what are you doing on that island, and
whose airship is that? Did you just sort of ‘borrow’ that from your
acquaintance?”

Alan moved to stand behind Roxanne. “No—look, a lot
of weird shit’s been going on out there. I don’t know if you know
what’s happening on the mainland, but we’ve done what we needed to
do to get by.”

“And why did you set that fire? That doesn’t seem
like a very smart thing to do if you are trying to hide.”

Beth tried to explain. “It looked like you were going
to run aground. The beacon was broken, so we tried to warn you
away, that’s all.”

“That was a very noble thing to do.” Antoine Ashah
spoke as he entered through a concealed door behind the Captain’s
chair. “It wasn’t necessary I assure you, we have navigation
equipment that doesn’t rely on that beacon. But your effort was
appreciated, none the less.” The slender dark skinned man moved
smoothly to take a place at the end of the table. “You seemed to be
in some difficulty there in your stronghold. The airship looks like
its seen better days and your provisions are meager at best.”

Beth stood and walked to stand next to the regal
figure. “I prayed that something good would happen—and you came.
Are you going to sell us or something?”

“Sell you? Now that’s an interesting option I hadn’t
considered.”

“Can you tell us what’s going on out there? I mean,
when we left LA it was quite a mess. Are things getting better
now?” Beth held out hope that her prayer had been answered.

“No. Things are not getting better. They’ve just
begun to get bad. You see, I’m fully aware of what’s going on ‘out
there’, as you say. I’m one of a few people on earth that knows
what’s going on. I, and handful of others, have seen this coming
for some time now and we’ve prepared outposts of believers all over
the globe.”

Alan finally sat at the table. “Whoa! What do you
mean believers? Is this some kind of cult thing?”

“Cult is such a harsh word. We’re followers of the
Alliant Church. If that makes us a cult in your mind, I am sorry
that you don’t understand our ways. We’re offering you a clean bed
and food because of your act of selflessness. If you wish to join
our little community, you are welcome to do so, because you seem to
be the kind of people we need. If you don’t wish to follow our
teachings, you are free to return to your island.”

Roxanne punched Alan in the shoulder. “Now wait a
minute. We didn’t say we were against it or anything, we just
aren’t very good followers, that’s all.”

“I’ll leave you to discuss your options. Daniel,
please see to it that they are given food and clothes.” The slender
form rose and moved smoothly to disappear through the hidden
panel.

Captain Foster gestured toward the main door. “If
you’ll following the Lieutenant, he’ll see to it that you are taken
care of.”

Alan reached for the rifle but the Lieutenant beat
him to it. “I’ll take care of that for you. We’ll return it to you
when you leave.”

Roxanne barked at Alan. “Don’t be such a jerk. I
don’t know about you, but Beth and I are more than happy to accept
any teachings that let us ride around on a yacht instead of eating
seaweed.”

“OK... I just think we should keep our options open,
that’s all.”

Beth shoved him out of the way and followed the
Lieutenant. “What options? We accept this gift from God or we
starve to death on that freaking rock.”

After a shower and a warm meal, the three sat around
their assigned stateroom in the simple white robes they had been
given. Alan finally broke the silence. “Do you know anything about
this church thing?”

Roxanne sat back on the couch. “A little, I guess.
They’re a bunch of rich guys that have this cult thing going with
lots of celebrities and resorts they charge a lot to go to.”

Alan sat in the armchair. “Well, what are we doing
here? We can’t afford to hang around with a bunch of movie
stars.”

Beth toyed with the video screen. “You heard the man,
our ‘act of selflessness’ makes us the type of people he
needs.”

Alan adjusted the lamp next to his chair. “See that’s
what bothers me. What does he ‘need’ us for? We’re pretty much run
of the mill green-level technicians in a world that doesn’t need
any.”

Beth looked around the room and walked into the
hallway. “Well, I’m going to find out. I wonder which way is up?”
She looked first in one direction down the passageway, then the
other, then strode confidently to the left.

“Wait up, I’m coming with.” Roxanne skipped up and
locked arms with her.

Alan followed a macho distance behind pretending to
adjust the baggy sleeves of his robe. They eventually found their
way onto the main deck. The ship had resumed speed and was
approaching an oil-pier just off the coast. There were no lights on
the darkened form but the captain seemed undaunted as the vessel
cut through the darkness. A claxon sounded somewhere aft and the
craft leaned and shuddered to a stop next to the darkened platform.
The trio watched as the crew cast lines and hoses across the chasm.
They quickly brought fuel aboard and the ship again sprang to life
leaving a long glowing trail of churned seawater as it headed out
to sea.

Beth watched the sparse lights along the coastline
disappear over the horizon. “I wonder where we’re going.”

Alan scanned the sky. “Looks like west for now. We’ll
probably change direction once we get out of sight of the
land.”

Beth continued to watch the horizon. “No. I mean what
do you think he means about a ‘community’?”

Roxanne tugged on her arm. “Let’s go ask
somebody.”

They finally found the recreation deck and a few
people using the exercise equipment. “Hi, my name’s Beth. I was
wondering if you could tell me what’s going on around here.” She
spoke to a woman about ready to start another set of some sort of
step exercise.

The woman looked confused at the trio. “What do you
mean?”

“I mean, who are you? What do you do here, what am I
supposed to do here?”

“My name is Melanie, I’m a SONAR tech, and I have no
idea what you’re supposed to do.” She wrapped a towel around her
neck and started skating back and forth on a skid-pad. “Try talking
to the porter.” She gestured across the deck to a man with an
e-tablet and a comical white hat.

“Excuse me. My name’s Beth, and my friends and I are
trying to find out what’s going on and what we’re supposed to
do.”

“Beth… Yes, you must be the new people. I see there
are three of you. First names please?” He turned solemnly to Alan
and then Roxanne and approved the computer’s voice capture as they
spoke their names. “What are you capable of doing?”

Alan took the lead. “I can do all sorts of things, I
can hunt, and fish and…”

“No, what do you do for a living? We must see how
best to use your experience.”

“Oh, well, I’m—was,” Alan corrected himself, “a
statistician for the Aviation Administration.”

The porter verified the text capture of their
conversation and looked disappointed with the prospect. “And you?”
He pointed the device in Roxanne’s direction.

“I was an Eco-tree service lead.”

The porter was a bit more optimistic. “And you?” He
turned to Beth.

Beth looked nervously at the panel. “I was—an
accounting technician.”

The man in the funny flat hat seemed satisfied. “For
now, you are registered as paying guests. That means you have no
assigned duties. That may change if the foundation decides they
have something else in mind for you.”

“What ‘foundation’? I want to do something.” Beth
demanded. “I’m a paying customer. I want to pay my way.”

The porter looked perplexed at the young woman. “The
Mitsumo Foundation, Marine Operations, and I’ll see what I can do
about getting you something to do. In the mean time, why don’t you
use the facilities?” He gestured at the recreation area.

The trio wandered through the various porticos of
pleasure and pain scattered around the deck and eventually
gravitated toward a boisterous volleyball match. The men seemed to
be losing badly to the women. This, apparently, wasn’t unusual and
the winning team was celebrating mercilessly. The players were
exceptionally attractive in their spandex splendor as the losing
team failed at another diving attempt for glory. The overly
flamboyant effort sprayed sand across the deck and covered Beth’s
feet.

“Sorry about that.” The panting young Adonis brushed
sand from his hands and then attempted to clean her shoes.

Beth stepped away and stomped first one foot then the
other. “That’s alright, I’ve got it.”

“Join us. We could use some help.”

“So I see. But I’ll pass for now.”

“OK, but you’ll have to succumb one of these days.
It’s part of the routine.”

Beth took the cue. “What routine? What is it you
people do all day?”

The sweaty young man rose from his knees and brushed
the sand from his torso. “Well, that all depends, some of us are
ships-company, and some of us are oceanographers, and some of us
are paying customers. What do you do all day?”

Beth looked at her companions. “I’m an accountant and
I just try to survive.”

“I hope you’re good at it.” He smiled approvingly at
the trio. “You’re the new people Ashah stopped for.”

“Yeah, that’s us,” Alan intruded. “They said we’re
paying customers. What does that mean exactly?”

“Well, some people have invested with Ashah and own
part of this vessel and others are here on a grant or endowment
that foots the bills.”

“Which are you, an investor or what?” Alan got to the
point.

Beth jabbed Alan on the arm. “Don’t be so rude,”

“That’s OK… Yes, you could say that I’m an investor
in this effort. I have a vested interest in what goes on here, so
if you have any suggestions on how things are run, you can talk to
me.” The tanned young man brushed his closely cropped black hair
from his forehead and turned to rejoin his teammates.

“You can be such a jerk sometimes.” Beth looked
coldly at Alan and turned to leave.

“What? What did I say? I just asked him who he
is.”

The trio headed back to their room without further
conversation. The staff had cleaned the room and posted a note on
the video terminal reading: “Please attend morning service, 06:00
AM. Thank you.”

Alan pulled the sticky-note off the screen. “Does
that mean we have to go?”

“It says ‘please’.” Roxanne turned the device on and
searched for something more informative. After a few minutes, she
found a map of the ship and some navigation readouts. “Well, it
says were going south-southwest at ten knots, but it doesn’t tell
us where we are.”

“Look, here’s a temple. That must be where the
services are.” Beth prodded the map. “Well, I’m going to bed.”

What was left of the night passed quickly with
Roxanne formed close to her side and Alan resigned to the second
bed across the darkened room.

Beth felt the life within her and the unmistakable
glow that God had answered her prayers. I feel guilty that
things are going so well. I want to thank you God, but I’m
uncomfortable, almost embarrassed, that I don’t know how. I’ve
never really been a church ‘go-er’, and I know there must be some
ritual or something I should do. I don’t want to do the wrong thing
and screw it up by offending You, but all I can think about is my
baby. She held her tummy and cried.


Time for Church

The video terminal sprang to life with an upbeat
weather report driveling on about the sea-state and squall
warnings. Alan rose to disarm the device. “That’ll be enough of
that. I guess that means it’s time for church.” He wandered
listlessly into the bathroom.

“Ooooh, that’s right.” Roxanne stretched and rolled
away from the commotion. “I was just having a dream about our old
camp.”

Beth rose without complaint. “Sounds more like a
nightmare.”

They got ready and found their way, fashionably late,
to the temple. They were surprised to find only the porter and one
other crewmember seated quietly facing a small black pyramid
sitting on a pedestal.

Beth whispered to no one in particular. “Did we miss
the service?”

The porter looked up from his meditation and smiled.
“Oh you mean breakfast. Lieu calls it ‘service’. She’s the one that
puts out the schedule advisories. There are no services here, the
temple is only for meditation, but I am glad you’re here. I need to
talk with you.” He rose from the simple bench and pulled his
ubiquities tablet from its pouch. “The foundation has recommended
that you each be given a job to help compensate for your
guilt.”

“Ah—here it comes,” Alan complained. “Look, I don’t
feel guilty about being here. We didn’t ask to come here. We were
just fine on our little island.”

“Forgive my English. Perhaps ‘guilt’ isn’t the
correct word. For you to become a valued member of our society, you
must have something that you feel is worthy of your time. If you
don’t have something beneficial to do, you will not be happy.”

“Yeah, what about the volleyball team, what do they
do that’s so valuable?”

“Alan, is it? Each member of this organization has
specific tasks that they perform. If you stay with us for any
length of time, you will become familiar with what the others do
that is—of value.”

Antoine entered the temple through a passageway
behind the obelisk. “I think it’s more important that you,
personally, find something you feel is of value to do.”

Beth stepped on Alan’s foot. “Owe! OK, what do you
have for a statistician to do?”

“I’m afraid we have very little call for that
particular vocation, but we have a couple of openings on the boat
crews. Perhaps a change in career is just the thing to put the
spark back in your outlook.”

“Beth… Which one of you is Beth?” The porter turned
to address the women. “Your skills have been requested by one of
the research teams, and you must be Roxanne, you have the option of
joining one of the boat crews, or working with the deckhands.”

“Wait a minute. I thought you said we were paying
customers.” Alan drew his attention.

“You are, and this is how you will pay. If you don’t
wish to join the crew, we will put
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