

    
        
          A Gem for Venus

        

        
        
          John J. Culp

        

        
          Published by John J Culp, 2020.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      A GEM FOR VENUS

    

    
      First edition. April 9, 2020.

      Copyright © 2020 John J. Culp.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-0463044438

    

    
    
      Written by John J. Culp.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


A GEM FOR VENUS

by

John J. Culp

Copyright 2016 John J. Culp

Smashwords Edition

Smashwords Edition, License Notes

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person,please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your favorite ebook retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Chapter 1 - Fired and Retired

Chapter 2 - The Mesa

Chapter 3 - Out West

Chapter 4 - Neil

Chapter 5 - Fire and Away

Chapter 6 - What Oil Wells?

Chapter 7 - Alert

Chapter 8 - Return and Go

Chapter 9 - Catch of the Day

Chapter 10 - Elbert Springs

Chapter 11 - A Short Visit

Chapter 12 - Descent to the Apex

Chapter 13 - Deems Delivered

Chapter 14 - Slatt and Links

Chapter 15 - A Bath

Chapter 16 - TV News

Chapter 17 - One Less Champion

Chapter 18 - Celebration

Chapter 19 - Rescue and Phone Call

Chapter 20 - Catching a Dragon

Chapter 21 - In the Wardrobe

Chapter 22 - Investigation

Chapter 23 - Hospital

Chapter 24 - Interrupted Errand

Chapter 25 - In the Gaze of Its Contemplation

Chapter 26 - Caught in the Light

Chapter 27 - Home

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 - Fired and Retired
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Doctor Robert Harrison Deems, PhD. intently watched the small video screen on his wrist as the descent module fell to the planet far away. His body was in a Senate committee room on Earth, but his attention was on another world. He barely heard the rapping of the chairman's gavel.

"Our next item is now open for discussion," the presiding Senator's rich old voice boomed over the crowded room. A relative silence enabled the proceedings to continue. "Chair recognizes our distinguished colleague from Colorado."

"Thank you, Mister Chairman." It was a warm, familiar voice to Deems. He did not need to look up to see who was speaking. More data was flashing on the tiny screen. He knew he would be called upon, however, and prepared himself.

“Doctor Deems?" the voice inquired. He took a deep breath and sat straighter in his chair. He knew Senator Ed Beemis well, as a valued comrade in the budget “wars” and as an old college friend. He knew that these hearings were necessary, yet to him they were a waste of valuable time—especially today. They had been through this many times before. Patience was required. They would go through the motions and play the game, yet again. Deems ran his hand over his almost bald head and cleared his throat politely.

"Yes, Senator Beemis," he said.

"Doctor Deems, we do appreciate your attendance here today. I remind the committee that Doctor Deems is currently conducting a mission, and has graciously consented to appear here today, even though his project is at a critical point. Could you tell us, please, just what is happening now?"

"Certainly. The current data indicate that the Venus Geologic Exploration Module, which we are calling Diamond One, has separated from its orbiter and is descending into the atmosphere of the planet Venus. If all goes well, it should be landing in a few minutes."

"That's good news, I'm sure," Beemis replied. "I have always strongly supported the space program, particularly the robotic projects, and I believe Doctor Deems's Venus probe exemplifies our ingenuity and expertise. I feel that we can be justly proud of this man and his accomplishments, and rest assured that his endeavors will be in the best interests to our nation and to science. Good luck to you, Doctor Deems. I hope that we can move swiftly here so you can return to your work."

"Thank you, Senator." Deems took a sip from a warm, nearly empty bottle of water.

"Mister Chairman, I have a few questions," came a nasal, whiny voice.

"The chair recognizes our distinguished colleague from New York."

"Thank you." Senator Aubree Diltzen carefully flipped through several pages of the report before her. "As you know, Doctor Deems, we are here today to discuss the budgetary requirements of your project for the coming fiscal year. It seems to me that your program has been very expensive, with what I would only call unremarkable results. I have gone on record opposing this questionable effort from the beginning, as you well know. Perhaps you could try once more to clarify your intentions and justify these extravagant expenditures." She had an irritating habit of peering over her reading glasses and narrowing her eyes in a casual yet condescending affectation every time she spoke.

Deems knew that she was one of those politicians opposed to space exploration and had always had been so, being habitually shortsighted in technology and forever bound with voter-pleasing social programs. He would answer the familiar questions patiently, he hoped. "Of course," he said.

He folded his hands on the table before him and addressed the panel. "I would be glad to explain. The Venus G.E.M. project has two objectives. First, we want to make a detailed geologic analysis to assay the subsurface mineral composition of Venus. This could only be done by drilling into the planet's surface. The second objective is to demonstrate the viability of new drilling technology."

"That is all very interesting, I'm sure," said Diltzen. "But why not test your drilling equipment right here on earth, rather than shooting it off to Venus? I thought you scientists checked out everything six ways to Wednesday before you considered launching. Why do you need all these funds to do on Venus what you could be doing here on Earth?"

Deems continued, although he knew critics such as Diltzen were seldom dissuaded and her mindset precluded her understanding of all their previous briefings. "We have to go beneath the surface of Venus because the atmosphere is highly corrosive, with high temperatures and high pressures. Experience with previous probes has shown that these conditions not only impede investigation but shorten the operating life of a probe considerably. Consequently, we felt that a machine that was expressly designed to work beneath the surface would be more successful."

"That would seem to me to be even more difficult."

"Not if we have the right machine, Senator. We would operate it much as a submarine, if you will. Although surface conditions can be rough, the machine operates beneath the surface, where the environment is actually more stable and therefore manageable. We checked out our probe's systems thoroughly, but frankly our budget would not allow us to do extensive field tests. However we do have high confidence in our computer simulations."

"Be that as it may, you have yet to provide us with anything more tangible," said Diltzen.

Deems wondered again if she was even listening. "More tangible?" he replied coolly.

"Yes. what can we expect in return for our investment?"

Deems answered patiently. "This project will demonstrate the feasibility of robotic mining. As you may know, Senator, the Asteroid Belt may be an excellent source of all kinds of mineral wealth. If Diamond One performs well on Venus, probes like it would certainly be great assets in asteroid mineral recovery."

"Considering it's called a diamond merely illustrates how much this all costs," Diltzen said dryly.

"Senator, prototypes always seem to be expensive because they reflect research and development costs. This is the machine which actually makes the bore and finds the minerals. We feel that this new technology can accelerate the mining process and eventually make it more economical."

She was not convinced. "I must tell you, Doctor, that the very dirty word, “mining” has negative connotations to me. And it still eludes me why you could not test your machine right here, on earth."

Deems was growing weary of this bantering. "Senator, again, we tested as much as we could. As I have explained, there were objectives to be met on this mission, and Diamond One is absolutely integral in achieving those objectives. Now, the power system utilized does present some risks. For example—"

Beemis cut in. "I'm afraid I have to interrupt you there, Doctor Deems. That touches on an area that we are not free to discuss in this open hearing."

Deems nodded and smiled. Beemis had been listening. A security issue was always a good way to curb the otherwise interminable testimony. “Of course,” he said.

Diltzen was unmoved. "I have only this to say, Doctor Deems," she said brusquely, "I don't think your project is worth the millions that have been spent on it."

Deems's roundish face reddened. It WAS a waste of time testifying in front of her. Obviously she was resolved to move against them from the beginning. Nevertheless, he valiantly tried to persuade her.

"Come now, " he said with control, "This project has been within budget since its inception. We have never asked for more than that which was needed to make it work. We recognize that the government and the Department has many other important obligations. We have not asked for so much, relatively."

Diltzen replied, “A billion was too much."

"We have never requested a billion."

"I am referring to total expenditures over the years."

Deems' voice rose. "The present budget is under consideration, Senator, not the total aggregate cost! This entire project has cost eight hundred seventy-five million dollars, which is certainly not a billion, and is modest compared to many other projects. In fact, I would even say that fiscally it is a bargain at less than one-half percent of the Department's annual total outlay, which by the way is itself under one percent of the entire Federal budget."

Diltzen was dismissive. "Well that is still entirely too much, in my opinion. Space projects are never a priority.” She closed her copy of the report and handed it to an aide behind her. “I'm ready to vote on this proposal, Mister Chairman. Let's get on with it."

Deems leaned back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest. Hopefully, the favorable committee vote would prevail, as it had done in years past, and the money would be approved. Diltzen could proudly show that she had voted against it. It was all part of the process. Deems wondered if his attendance here had really been necessary. Someone else could have played his part in the show, and he could have been happily at work. He sighed and finished off the bottled water.

"The Chair will entertain any further questions of Doctor Deems at this time," said the booming voice, and waited briefly. "There being no more questions, we thank you again, Doctor Deems for being with us. The committee will recess for lunch."

The gavel knocked once on the ancient table, and it was over.

Deems glanced at his wrist monitor. Diamond One had landed, and he had missed the excitement. He shook his head, lifted his middle-aged body out of the chair and found his way out to the hallway. A petite young woman with dark hair and flashing brown eyes spotted him and pushed her way through the outgoing crowd to meet him. He caught her on one arm and hugged her.

"How did it go, Uncle Bob?" He patted her hand as they found a relatively quiet place to talk near a large window. "About like we expected, Jillian. Ed Beemis was supportive, as usual. Diltzen was, well, Diltzen. I hope the vote is just a formality, but we have to always beg well. I wish I could have monitored the landing."

"It looked good. You can see all that later. Can Beemis swing it for us again?"

"I think so. I'm never sure until we get it.” He pulled a handkerchief from his pants pocket and dabbed his neck. “You know, I'm hungry. Let's find the cafeteria."

They moved down the hallway. Jillian saw a reflection of them in a mirror as they walked. She saw herself in a short bright red formal work suit, and her uncle in the ubiquitous dark blue suit and tie of those called to committee hearings. She knew he disliked dressing such as this, feeling his most comfortable and productive in a tropical print shirt, baggy khaki shorts and walking shoes. Deems noticed his niece looking at the mirror and glanced down at his softly bulging belly, a sure sign of middle age. He exercised regularly, and he tried to eat wisely, but that paunch resisted any efforts to reduce its size, or so it seemed. He was ready to resign it to hereditary causes. "Well, maybe a salad," he thought.

They continued down the hall when a young man, an aide to Senator Beemis, ran up to them. "Doctor Deems?" he said nervously. He smiled and nodded at Jillian.

"Yes?"

“Sir, Senator Beemis would like to see you immediately."

Deems frowned. "Right now?"

"Yes, sir. He says that something important has developed. Please, come with me."

"Very well, then." He turned to his niece. "Looks like we'll be eating later. Want to tag along?"

Jillian nodded silently and squeezed his hand.

They soon were led to an old oak-paneled chamber. The aide invited Jillian to take a seat in the anteroom and ushered Deems into the Senator's office. Senator Edwin K. Beemis was standing by the large window, holding a mug of coffee as he looked out over the bright and busy green mall. The aide left them silently and closed the door. Beemis turned from the window and motioned to Deems.

"Have a seat, Robert. Thanks for coming so promptly. Would you like something to drink? Thom just made a fresh pot of coffee." Deems waved it off. "No, thanks, Ed. Jillian and I were just going to lunch."

Beemis took his own seat behind the desk.

"Your niece is a very accomplished young lady, Bob. I've heard good things about her. She seems to be doing quite well at the space resources agency. You must be very proud of her."

Deems beamed. "Yes, she is very bright. You know, she graduated with honors last year. She's already well into her doctorate, too."

Beemis took a sip of coffee as Deems spoke. Then, he set the mug down carefully. "I'm glad you could bring her up, the way you have. Her parents are still missed very much, you know. Fine people. Tragic accident. They were so young."

Deems nodded. "That was a long time ago, Ed. Jillian has met her challenges and I just have tried to be there for her. But Jillian has adjusted well, though. She regards me as she would have her father."

"Good. You may rely on her, then?"

"Certainly. She's always been very supportive. Wait, what do you mean? Rely on her for what?"

Beemis looked at him sadly. "Bob, we've known each other quite awhile. We've seen some great achievements, haven't we?"

"Yes, we have." Deems noted the look on Beemis' face. "—and disappointments, too. What's up?"

Beemis studied his desktop. "You know, Bob, to put it in space terms it seems like we're either blasting high into orbit or picking up the debris from some blown up failure."

"Don't tell me. The budget was cut. Diltzen finally won out."

"I'm afraid its worse than that."

Deems blinked. Concern spread over his normally sanguine face. "Worse? What? You mean, the program is being scrapped?" he whispered in disbelief.

Beemis looked at his friend steadily. "It means," he said slowly, "that you are being let go, my friend. Dismissed from the Department."

The news drained the breath from him. Deems sat dumbfounded. "I don't—I'm speechless, Ed. Why? Was it Diltzen?"

Beemis shook his head, observing his old friend closely. "No, although I'm sure she will be happy about it."

"I can't understand it," Deems said as he stood and began to pace the carpet. " Tell me what happened, Ed. Be honest. Tell me."

Beemis picked up a sheet of paper from his desk. "This just came over the Intel channel this morning, while the committee was in session. Thom gave it to me when I came up here at the recess." He handed the paper to Deems. "As you can see, it's from the Chief Executive's office."

"I can't believe it," Deems muttered as he read the directive. “I've done nothing to deserve this kind of treatment."

"I verified it, of course. Apparently, the action is a result of a Scimitar advisory."

"A what? What is that?"

"Scimitar is the code name of a big time secret consultant. Executive has complete faith in it. What Scimitar says, goes. That's it. If it's any consolation to you, you're not the only one they have cut. How do you like that? They're named after a sword and mainly they seem to just cut jobs."

"I've heard some rumors, but I never imagined..." Anger and grief were fighting for control of his emotions. Beemis put his hand on Deems' shoulder.

"Look, old friend, you know I'll do anything I can for you. You know that."

"Thanks, Ed, I appreciate it." Deems felt numb and stiff, like he had just fallen into a pool of iced water. It was so sudden, so incredible. "I just don't understand why."

"They say that Scimitar always has good reasons, even if we have no access to their rationale. I don't know. Look, we've got to abide by its decision. We learned that the hard way, in the past. Scimitar is always right. I'm sure it has nothing to do with your professionalism or your integrity, Bob. The reason can only lay in the project itself. Something about it must have been incorrect to them."

"You know as well as I that there was nothing wrong with it. That's a crock," said Deems as he opened the door.

"Listen, don't do anything foolish." Beemis saw Jillian, who had risen from her seat when the door opened and was now looking alarmed by the look on her uncle's face. "Just take good care of her," he whispered to Deems as Jillian stepped toward them.

Deems left without another word. He took Jillian by the arm and escorted her out of the building, tersely explaining the situation. Jillian nearly pulled away from him and was ready to storm back into Beemis' office until Deems convinced her that would be fruitless. They skipped lunch.

Doctor Robert Harrison Deems tried to return to work the next day, to continue however he could. His staff had been advised, and the space agency decided to let him hang on with the current mission in progress, but without his assistance. He was fortunate that he was allowed to observe, since most often former directors surrendered their identification tags and were not allowed on the premises. But he had long been known as an adaptable, nonthreatening co-worker and friend. He just had to watch things from the other side of the observation glass at Mission Control.

This co-existent situation did not last very long however, as all telemetry contact was lost a few days after the Diamond One probe was deployed. Apparently, Venusian heat and pressure had claimed another probe. Future missions were canceled.

Quickly and as efficiently as possible, Deems quietly packed his personal and professional belongings and left the project, departed from the Department, and in fact moved completely away from scientific society and its culture. Jillian quit her job at the agency, disgusted with the system that had treated her kind uncle in such an abrupt, inexplicable fashion. Nevertheless, Deems was able to scrape together a few souvenir spare parts and surplus equipment from the now defunct program with the discreet help of a few friends. Plans were incubating in his head. He would form his own company and forge ahead. When asked where he was planning on relocating, "Somewhere out West," was all that he would say. He and Jillian would be starting a new life.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2 - The Mesa
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The flat-topped mountain was isolated, and precisely the property that Mister Taras Tamonash found attractive. He coveted privacy and secrecy, not only because he was by nature introspective and such personalities as his demanded aloofness, but also the existence and actions of his organization were intrinsically covert. He and his company moved in quietly ten years ago and gradually developed the underground complex.

To his neighbors in this sparsely populated section of the Arkansas River Valley, he seemed to be a real loner. Local folk respected the concept that a man could do whatever he wanted to do as long as he bothered no one else. But Tamonash was so enigmatic that nobody was sure if they had ever for certain seen the man, or could have confidently identified him in broad daylight. He purposefully would modify his looks whenever he went to town, which was seldom. He relished his anonymity, and ordered his staff to minimize local contacts.

The local townspeople would speculate about him. Occasionally on a Saturday night down at the Cattlemen's Bar and Grill, a sunburned ranch hand would lean back on his bar stool and push his stained straw cowboy hat back on his head and comment with some earthiness about that "Rich eastern honcho too good to sit with us folks and have an honest cold drink." The others in the bar would wearily shake their heads and mutter into their beers, and that was the end of it.

The time of deriding "foreigners" had long past. Residents had seen many bad years: too many crop failures, too many times the market price of their cattle plunged and drove them deeper into debt, and too many empty promises by politicians. Like any who make their living off the land they had to accept whatever came their way. If the strangers spent money in the town and county, so be it. A new neighbor was less of a bother if he just left them alone. They had enough problems. If he wouldn't bother them, they would leave him alone. The ranchers would welcome any help that was offered, whether it came from the rain or from the bureaucracy. They wanted any new business, but their main enterprise was agriculture, and this drought worried them.

Tamonash felt that he could not have picked a better time or place to locate his complex. There were rumors that the government was building something secret on the mesa. The locals could not help but note the construction equipment, the sprouting of electronic antennae and the bristling array of parabolic satellite receiver dishes which seemed to point to all directions.

Tamonash, of course, encouraged the rumors and saw to it that it was generally understood that this was, in fact, a top research complex which had something vaguely to do with the national defense. The patriotic ranchers firmly instructed their families and ranch hands not to go near the place. One overly cautious rancher even moved an entire herd of cattle from its normal pasture downwind from the mesa, all the way around to the opposite side in case there was a leak of any toxins. Tamonash laughed when he heard about that. Everything was going the way he preferred.

Who was this mysterious man with the strange name? Nobody knew for sure. There were dossiers aplenty written about him that were periodically scrutinized by every branch of the government and armed services. Top officials would read them, stamp their approval (since there was never anything discriminatory or detrimental) and proceed to the next case. It never occurred to anyone, nor was it admitted, that Tamonash had conveniently and expertly provided his own dossiers. Even if such a fact became known they would have had to weigh that against the proven results he had given them. He saw himself as a consultant. He was brilliant, resourceful, and always correct in his interpretation of situations.

The key to his success was the selective application of data-gathering algorithms, which he had developed or modified from the many available. He could string together seemingly random events from science and technology, politics, economics, and culture and produce a specific recommendation that could only be ignored with peril. He did so consistently and accurately, to the point that most authorities accepted these advisories without question. He predicted labor strikes, election results, climate impacting trends, and more. To most people, the processes he used were arcane and unknowable; but he had proven his worth. Therefor, he was of a great value to those in power who made major decisions and so was well paid.

It was a wonderful game to him, advising governments and corporations, with the best advice to the best bidder. Tamonash was above all a practical man. He held himself above mere nationality. His connections were global. His self-made, carefully nurtured market was profitable as long as he balanced national powers and baited the competition of political regimes. He tended to manage his staff similarly, balancing and luring the talent and expertise.

The slim, tall young woman with long auburn hair nervously studied her feet as Tamonash reviewed her application. Without looking up from his reading, Tamonash said calmly, "You know where your feet are, Ms. Shen. Feel free to look around the office and acquaint yourself with the surroundings. Just don't look over my shoulder."

Mia Shen normally was not easily intimidated, but everything about this man and this place, was more than she had imagined. It seemed so immersively industrial to her. She did not move from where she stood, but her head jerked up and her eyes took in the ornate office with the oak paneling, the huge oak desk upon which sat several computer screens and various communications equipment, and the television monitors on the walls. She noticed there were no windows. Her gaze rested on the man seated behind the desk. She saw the intensity of his face, and sensed the power of his body. He was like a large cat, and hunting was his way of life. She saw the military cut of his hair, the short graying beard framing his lean face. She saw his perfect fitting black suit with matching shirt and tie. She noted the curly thick black hairs and the wisps of white in his otherwise dark eyebrows. He was a compelling figure in a black suit, yet aloof and distant. Tamonash closed the folder and placed his hands in front of him on the desk.

"Any questions?" he said. He appraised her with the coldest steel-blue eyes she had ever seen. "Well?" He waited.

"I was just wondering if this place is underground. I don't see any windows."

"A logical question. Since you were brought here on a moonless night, as is everyone, you would not know otherwise. You have deduced correctly. The entire complex is in fact underground, and we are located within a mesa."

"A mesa?"

"Yes. It is a mountain, and it has a flat top."

"Could you tell me, exactly, where this mesa is located? I'd like to know where I am."

"You will be situated here for the next few months at the edge of the High Plains in eastern Colorado, southeast of Denver."

"I thought there were just mountains in Colorado, or mostly mountains."

“And many people expect vast herds of bison. Equally incorrect. Please do some research, Ms. Shen. We have the means, it's what we do. People are here because they have particular skills that I employ. You specialize in communications algorithms of Western cultural trends, which I currently find interesting. Questions?"

"Do I have to work underground, the whole time I'm here?"

Tamonash nodded. "Yes, that is where your primary assignments are located. We may have some work for you in the field now and then. Frankly, though, your particular area of involvement should be purely academic and any outside activities would be unlikely. I never rule anything out, however, and you may be assigned to go anywhere if I think it worthwhile. Always be mindful of your contract."

Shen remembered. Bonuses must be earned. She should have asked more questions before she signed up, back at the university in Raleigh. Still, the access to the research database was valuable to her studies. The compensation package was impressive for temporary employment. It had better be worth it, out here in the middle of nowhere. Tamonash was speaking.

"We do have many amenities here that I trust you will utilize for your health and well-being. This underground facility provides us with a manageable environment, convenience of facilities, and excellent security. I like it that way. I encourage you to be productive. "

"Yes, sir."

"Now, I have other business. Any more questions?"

“Well, I had to surrender my smart-phone. Why?”

“Two reasons, Ms. Shen: one, reception inside the mountain is non-existent. Two, I regard any mobile device as a security risk. Your phone will be returned to you when you leave.”

"I see," she said, disappointed. There was so much to absorb. She should have made better plans.

"Tell me, aren't you curious about that? Many have asked about it." He was indicating an alcove where a spotlit gleaming curved sword hung vertically, suspended over a globe of the world by a thin wire. Shen had seen it, and assumed it was part of the furnishings. Ideologically it was meaningless to her.

"No sir," she said. "Does it mean something?"

"You are indeed a specialist. You lack knowledge of geography and of history, and I assume you also would be found wanting in literature. Whatever happened to the liberal arts that taught context within culture?"

Shen felt the color rising in her cheeks. "I'm sorry, sir"

"It was a rhetorical question." Tamonash stood and walked over to the sword and globe. He spun the globe and gazed at it thoughtfully. "Tell me," he said, "are you familiar with the story of the Sword of Damocles?"

"Well, no, sorry...."

"Of course not. Do your research, Ms. Shen. Technician Shen. Think about it." He reached for a button on his desk and pushed it. "That will be all. My assistant Connors will brief you on the complex. I'll see you soon. Welcome to Scimitar."

The door opened and a dark muscular man in a white technician's uniform led her from the office. Tamonash sat behind his desk, alone. He swiped a finger on the display screen on his desk and moved the file back to its place. The only applicants he ever received where specialists, he mused, young ambitious people who knew nothing of, much less appreciated, the humanities. Sad, he thought, but they were focused young people and perfectly suited to this work. They were unhampered by historical perspective or notions of poetic justice. At least they were intelligent. And some, like Shen were really quite attractive.

Tamonash poured himself an aperitif. So much do to.

"Technician Shen?"

"You can call me Mia."

"No, sorry. We don't use first names here except for Taras. I'm Senior Technician Connors. You are Technician Shen." He led her down a brightly lit corridor, their steps echoing on the hard polished floor. Shen decided to not say much, feeling awkward and new.

"Any questions?" said Connors. Shen was reticent.

"Ah hah, so he got to you, too. Don't worry about it. Everyone feels the same when they first meet Taras Tamonash. He is intimidating."

"He made me feel very ignorant," Shen said with some hesitation.

"Exactly. Do you feel challenged now?"

"Maybe. I don't know. What was that about the sword?"

They entered an elevator and rode to the top level of the complex.

“Oh yes, the Damocles story,” Connors said. “Let me save you some computer time. The Sword of Damocles is an ancient tale about the fear of death or imminent disaster threatening those in power, and that fate depends on a single thread of destiny. A reminder that with power comes responsibility. Causes and events, you know
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