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Going Past The Town Prison






Chapter 1 New Home in a
New town




The rhythmic swinging of the synchronized
trapeze pendulum system had become wearying to Geodon during the
past three hours, each huge arc swinging down and back up again on
the far side to switch to the next pendulum, on and on across the
harsh terrain below where the 200 meter high pylons were anchored.
It was a very efficient transportation system, but at this point he
was almost wishing for some wheeled vehicle mode across a paved
road somewhere. But not down there below him, the jumbled volcanic
rock terrain was no place for a road, or much of anything alive to
have to travel. Even the pylons from which his cubicle swung as it
was handed off from trapeze pendulum to the next, had had their
solar melter airlifted in by helicopter for the buildup of each
pylon out of re-fused basalt.




The terrain below was changing now, the
spaces between volcanic frozen lava massive shards were becoming
filled between by the black volcanic sand, more and more flat space
was heralding approach of the desert town that would be his
retirement home to the end of his days, here on this desolate
planet where he had been employed for the past quarter century. It
was too expensive to ship him back to Earth, so here he was. At
least he would have his own home here, no longer living in an
expensive yet minimal housing apartment in the busy city. His very
own home, at last, something he could fix up and enjoy, for a
change.




His cubicle swung down and up, handed off to
the next trapeze pendulum, down and up, the low points sometimes a
scarce 10 meters above the rugged terrain. Irrigation ditches now
checkered the black sand landscape; and agriculture could be seen
growing below, planted, grown, and harvested in a slow wave that
could be seen across the land. He went past the reservoir that fed
the irrigation network, its lake being fed by another trapeze
pendulum bucket system that extended off to the north to where
water was abundant in an immense volcanic basin; but no sand there
in which to grow anything. Granaries and warehouses came into view,
and then the little town itself. Then his cubicle was handed off at
its high point to the platform serving as the embarkation point for
this farming town.




Picking up his luggage and backpack, he rode
the elevator down to the surface and followed the path marked on
his map; the exercise a welcome relief from the three hours sitting
in the cubicle. The path to his home to be, went past an odd
structure that was quite in contrast to the simple dwellings that
served as stores and homes here; this structure was a towering
rectangular structure which served as the courthouse, and its
backside was merged with an even taller cylindrical structure,
clearly the town prison. Walking past the round prison, high up he
could see vertical slits spaced evenly around it, wide enough to
let air in and see a bit out of by the unfortunate folks imprisoned
there; the vertical slits also reminded him of the archery slots in
the parapets of ancient Earth castles, wide enough to see out of,
but not wide enough to escape through the thick re-melted basalt
welded unitized structure, which had no doors to the outside,
clearly the only way in and out was through the courthouse. As he
walked past, he looked up at one of those darkened slots in the
prison, and wondered if some wretched prisoner was staring out back
at him from that foreboding place.




And there actually was someone staring out
at him from that very slot in the massive wall. Corlin just gave
him a glance, as the surveillance cameras were what mostly peered
out from the slots that ringed the round structure higher than any
building in town. Because those forbidding thick walls of that
place were in secret reality designed to keep people out, not in;
although to the folks of the town, it was supposed to be the silent
prison warning to those who would have an urge to violate the town
rules. But in reality, in the round tower were those whose
livelihood was part of the rule enforcement system. And the window
slots were indeed also potentially available as archery slots in
case of need, and each one had a crossbow and quiver full of
arrows, attached by each window, ready for any insurrection that
might happen. The actual prison was the town out there, full of
workers and retired folks, that had to be kept living according to
the rules issued by the courthouse.




The crossbows and arrows were only for
emergency use; the projectiles normally issuing out from the slots
in the building were highly electrically charged very tiny
micro-pellets. The pair of guards put the new man walking past down
below into the bulls-eye and fired a micro-pellet into his
backside, and suddenly the telemetered data flooded back onto the
computer screen and into the helmet of one of the guard pair,
Elgecko. The pair of guards talked back and forth, the helmeted one
was essentially linked by the probe into what the targeted man's
thoughts and intentions were, to which the guard would describe
what those intentions seemed to be. The other guard of the pair
listened to this description while also watching the readout of
some of the chemistry of the target man, as he wearily trudged on
past down the dusty black street, holding a map that showed him the
path to his new home. The intention-reading guard said the target
was too curious about the round building, so the other guard spoke
into the microphone one of a random set of fearsome phrases, which
would be perceived by the target's subconscious mind, grabbing the
attention of the Reticular Activating System that ever watches for
self-preservation, both distracting from the ongoing intention and
also inputting a new important concern, too vague to be identified
by the target, but the purpose had been achieved, that of
inhibiting the target from doing whatever the target had been
intending to do.




The pair of guards monitored him a moment
more, satisfied that the target was no longer interested in the
"prison" shape; then the guards switched their surveillance to one
of the long time locals, checking in on him to verify he was
obeying the rules. The guards had their assigned individuals they
monitored and did their unseen influencing of each target's
behavior; this was the guard's job, livelihood, lifetime career.
Remote behavior modification technology was the means of control;
once targeted by the electro-micropellet, the targeted person was
locked into the system unknowingly; his/her DNA now ever hooked
into the rule enforcement data system; there was no place to
hide.




In the center of the round cylindrical
structure, was the data center. Shirezette was alerted by a bell
announcing a newcomer to the data system, so she immediately
checked the computer screen and noted the new resident of the
prison town, Geodon. Shirezette categorized the newcomer into Group
Three, the single men's group. That automatically assigned Geodon's
relationship to each of other groups in the town. The groups had a
common purpose, that of producing agricultural items for internal
use and for export; even the "retired" folks like the newcomer
Geodon would unwittingly be in servitude to the overall
agricultural production, puppetized by the remote behavior
modification tools that inhibited this, urged that instead, and
ever watched what was happening, all done remotely from this
cylindrical tower with high vertical slots for windows, on the
backside of the courthouse.




As Shirezette merged her mind with that of
the computer system, she observed the new human entering its data
system, having the classification applied to the person: single
male, retired; as well as the detailed data from the initial
guard's observations and subliminal corrections made to him, all
the way down to his DNA quirks as defined as differences from a
nominal type DNA. The archival computer followed the patterns to
make completions of the probable relevant patterns involved, and
saw that this one was significantly different from the other people
in the system, in some respects. She and the computer took this
data on with a bit of relish, some newness to make their life task
more interesting. What would develop had yet to be determined; they
adjusted the bubble around some of the limits of parameters that
were permissible for him, and settled in to watch.

Geodon continued walking down the
quasi-fused black basalt pathway, toward what would be his new
home. It looked like the map was taking him to the end of the
pathway, where the giant construction machines were working too
slowly for noticeable movement, powered only by the solar energy
coming down upon them. He came to the last finished structure on
the roadway; its identity was the same as indicated on the
assignment page on his instruction display attached to his chest by
the same straps that held his backpack on him. He paused in front
of the structure, examining it from an artists perspective,
perhaps; or an architect's.

The house was the same black as the roadway,
as was almost everything else built of this planet's surface
material, frozen lava flow material. The graininess of its surface
reminded him of the type of construction used to build it, the
black sand of the plain here, welded with an inorganic adhesive
derived by the construction machines out of the chemistry of this
planet. He resolved to go examine the structure being built next
down the slowly growing path, to learn more of what was happening.
But first he went into his new home, lifted off his backpack that
carried all his unique personal belongings, and sat down in one of
the chair surfaces built into the walls.

Looking over into the nourishment area, he
could identify the conveyor port that had already offloaded several
containers of food and utensils, delivered automatically by the
conveyor belt that endlessly traveled across town connecting every
structure's port. Next to that portal was an exit portal;
everything had to be able to fit into a uniform canister size, and
each are to be coded for delivery to a destination portal somewhere
else in the town. Which reminded him, he had better send a shopping
list for nourishment items now, or he would have no food for
lunch.






Chapter 2 Building New
Homes From Lava





Afternoon brought him some freshening after a
meal and rest, so he began to explore his now home area. Outside,
there were three more residential structures in process of
construction on down toward the end of the pathway that marked the
town limits, ever being pushed back by the construction process.
The closest structure was being busily hand finished by a half
dozen workers, who were adding the finer touches like window glass
and basic bedding..




Next further down was a huge cylinder
surrounding the construction site of the next home; climbing up to
the edge of the cylinder, looking down, he watched the slow
movement of the dual nozzle, which was scanning back and forth
across the top layer, depositing either adhesive-laced black sand
or plain black sand, millimeter by millimeter, computer controlled
per the architectural instructions programmed into it, the nozzle
arm deftly knowing how to avoid touching the pre-installed
components such as plumbing and reinforcing rods. At specified
sites, the process would pause; and instead of adhesive, the sun's
rays would be finely focused down to heat a section of sand to
molten form to fuse it in place. The process would continue until
the cylinder was completely filled; then after the adhesive had
time to fully set, the sections of the huge cylinder walls would be
disconnected from each other and removed; the loose black sand
swept out and saved for the next job, leaving only the structural
areas which had contained adhesive in place. The technique was much
like one created back on old Earth but using concrete instead of
fused volcanic sand. Here on this world, there was little but
volcanic lava and other residue, no life to have provided
petrochemicals for the manufacture of cement in furnaces. Anything
that had ever had a biological component, had to be provided by
humans and their menagerie of other living critters, plants,
animals, microbes.

The furthest structure under construction,
at the very end of the fused sand pathway, was still only a
skeleton, with a half dozen workers pre-installing the plumbing,
communications and electrical systems, along with basic structural
components for its part of the conveyor belt system linking all
structures.

He returned back to his new home, perspiring
now; the midday heat absorbed by the black colored world having
heated up the frigid cold that had been left over from the previous
nighttime radiation of heat into space, on this mostly cloudless
world.

The communications terminal built into the
house was far more capable than the basic one carried around as
part of wearing apparel by people. He spent some time working on
his new home's terminal, exploring what options he had for the
coverings for the basic furniture shapes built into this home, even
some colored panels with which to change the color of interior
walls from the uniform black of the structural material. Paint was
too hard to remove to fully recycle, so the colored fabric panels
were the way to change a room's decor; yet easily changed later by
oneself or by different occupants, sending the old panels back for
recycling. He picked a sky blue for the sleeping area, orange and
browns for the dining area, and yellow for the computer workstation
and educational area. After checking to see how much his retirement
supply of money went down after requesting the initial home setup
supplies, he looked into the section on work tasks needing doing,
as retirees were expected to maintain active productivity to the
end of their days; but as retirees, they had much more leeway as to
what they chose to do and how much effort they put into it. Since
he was a workaholic, idle retirement was not for him; so he spent
the evening exploring the simulations of what it would be like to
do some of the volunteer jobs that initially sounded interesting.
He was looking for something different from his career in physical
modeling, the making of initial prototypes of technological devices
that enabled the raw materials of this planet to become
bio-productive.

Deciding that it would be quite different to
explore the watery area that was the source of the irrigation water
for the local farmlands, the next day he began the journey to the
lake. Riding on an auxiliary set of swinging pods, trapeze
synchronous transferring at the high points of each pylon's
swinging arm, swinging up and down across the rugged frozen
volcanic terrain below, accompanying the huge empty buckets that
were headed back to the lake to get more water. A few hours later
his swinging pod was delivered to the lake's personnel transfer
station; and he headed down the elevator and emerged into a new
kind of world he had never seen before, water extending out to the
horizon, with only the ripples from the dipping of the water
transport pods as they each got a drink of the lake and headed back
with it along the swinging towers back to the farmland irrigation
network.



Chapter 3 The Vast Lake Supplying
Water





Riding the elevator down the pylon at the
exit terminal beside the vast lake, he walked steps hewn into the
basalt down to the water's edge, and splashed his hand in the water
a bit. The terrain here was quite different from that in his new
home, in that there was no plain of black sand. Here, as most of
this planet's terrain, was just the ragged lava flow, surrounding
the depression that was the lake. But there were no beaches, no
waves coming in to lap at the sides and erode them, no moon to
provide tidal action either.

There were several small boats tied up to
the dock hewn into the rock, and he carefully stepped into one of
them; it sank but little into the water under his weight. The oars
were made of cast obsidian glass, as was the shell of the boat, all
cast in one piece and flash fused together by a brief torch from
the focused beam from a special solar reflecting power satellite as
it had passed by one day, doing its assignments around the world as
it went. After the fused obsidian had cooled enough to extract from
the mold, it was brought here; and now he was riding in it, gently
paddling out from shore, into the nearly glassy smooth surface, now
rippled by his motions.

It was cooler here, too, further toward the
Northern part of the planet than was his new home town. As winter
arrived in this area in a few months, there would be localized rain
and snow, refreshing the water in this lake. Although most of the
water was percolating up from subterranean storage sources,
leftovers from the formation of the planet through bombardment by
cometary material, after the surface lava had solidified and cooled
enough to retain water in the atmosphere. Ah, this was refreshment,
he decided, retirement need not be all a struggle. Yet after a
time, the silent scene of water and the rocky perimeter too became
monotonous; and he headed back to the dock.

It had been many decades since he had
visited a lake on old Earth. He recalled much of the splendor was
of the teeming effects of life on the lake'a surrounds, and the
fish that could sometimes be seen beneath. He idly wondered, could
a small section of the perimeter here be modified to bring a small
semblance of Earth's living ecosystem? He resolved to inquire into
what permission he would need to do the experiment, and what could
he do with his limited resources of retirement.

Back up the pylon and into a traveling
handoff pod, dipping up and down as it swung from pylon to pylon,
idly watching the rugged landscape below, he continued to create
the little waterside ecosystem in his imagination. There was a
smaller lake not far from the terminal pylon, that might be able to
have a path created to it, and then buckets of black sand be
brought from the town area to fill in some shallower area near its
edge, a bit of beach and rooting for some plants to be brought in,
self-seeding agricultural plants were all he could get now; but
there were several other species maintained as experimental stock
elsewhere on the planet and eventually maybe he could get samples
of them too. It would be almost a closed ecosystem, having to be
able to sustain all its life functions among the species involved;
some animal life too. The whole chain of life would need to be
input, including bacteria and algae, and he knew areas where he
could go to get lichens from areas already seeded with basic life
forms on this planet, brought from old Earth

He found that the small lake site was his
for the asking, all territory on this planet was free to those who
would develop it, unless already being developed by somebody else,
such as was the town in which he now lived. So he was free to build
his own little world at the lake, using his own resources. The
town's territory ended where the huge construction machines were
located at the end of each pathway; walking a bit beyond that, he
was free to fill a couple pails with black sand, to carry with him
on his next trip to the little lake. And with a few half-grown oat
plants in their microbe-populated soil, bought from a puzzled
farmer, he was soon again on the way north, with the plants and two
buckets full of black sand.

The ride was getting a bit routine, up to
the vast lake to the north, two hours of the rhythmic up and down,
as the travel pod was handed off trapeze fashion from one pylon's
tether arm to the next, until being deposited at the lakes's
terminal pylon. Carrying his buckets and plants down to the bottom
of the pylon along the elevator, he looked at the landscape for a
way to climb to the little lake he had seen; the terrain looked
different down here among the ragged lava flow crumpled now rigid
shapes everywhere, the last volcanic echoes of a planet now frozen,
at least as far as rock was concerned. The eons of water life that
would make limestone had never happened here; it was all the
primitive basics. Even the windstorms generated by the contrasting
temperatures, that had created the sand particles and moved them
around to the low spots to form the black sand plains, had ceased
long ago. Gathering some water out of the lake into one of the
buckets of sand, to help keep the roots of the little oat plants
alive, he left them there and set out to clamber toward the small
lake, that now looked further away from this lower vantage point.
He had mentally picked out a potential path to the lake, while high
up on the pylons; but it looked different from down here. The
twisted shapes of the frozen lava rock swirled around in frozen
majesty, distracting from the intent to reach a specific place;
looking back to the pylons with their swinging arms, he was able to
re-orient a bit, and finally he came upon the little lake. Climbing
around its edge, he found a place for a beach, a shallower sloping
area that with enough buckets of sand, would make a fine beach and
hopefully area teeming with life, starting with the oat plants.

Getting his bearing on the now distant
pylons, he set out on a more direct path to the terminal, and by
the time he had returned with the buckets of sand and the oat
plants, he had gotten fairly familiar with the pathway. And was
realizing how many more buckets of sand would be needed to make the
pathway to the lake more easily manageable.



Chapter 4 Seeding A New Ecosystem




So he began a daily routine, the two hours
ride up and two back, the hour getting to the lake and back, plus
the time it took to go get more sand to fill the buckets, that used
up about 6 hours of each day. That left 14 more hours a day for
him, on this planet that took 20 hours to turn around once, faster
than that of old Earth. Setting a goal for himself for one bucket
per trip to go to make the pathway, the other bucket to make the
beach, progress slowly became visible as time went on.

Checking with the planetary biological
library, he picked out the tiny denizens for a three parallel food
chain system, and as his retirement funds became available as time
went by, he saved enough to get the seed specimens for all of them
sent at one time to him; it was a simultaneous thing to create.
Much larger amounts of critters further down the food chain, so
there would be nourishment for all those above it, until they were
all self maintaining in population.

Picking out a bordering lava fold five
meters high, he arranged for the orbiting special Solar Power
Satellite system to beam down the sun's rays for a few seconds
whenever it was not busy doing something more important, targeting
the face of the lava outcropping, so as to create a thermal shock
that spalled off layer by layer of the face of the lava fold,
gradually making a cave. He made sure that it would only happen
when he was not around, and part of his adventure of making this
mini world, involved keeping track of when the orbiting focusing
reflector would happen to be at a low angle enough to frap another
layer off, while he was safely out of the way. He saved up enough
money to buy a titanium-faced chisel, and hammered away the rough
edges of the cave during his visits there each day.

A few months into the project, he added
three goldfish, to be the top of the food chain for this little
world for now. All seemed to be thriving, starting with the
pristine environment there. But already some organisms were vying
for a place in the sun, and populations began to approach
stability. His buckets of beach sand had found another construction
area, and there he placed no plants; it was to be a beach place to
stretch out in the sun at certain times of the day, and just enjoy.
He made a point to arrange his visits so that he could spend a half
hour each trip relaxing that way; it was very refreshing to his
soul, he felt.

He mentioned this little recreation at one
of the neighborhood get togethers held each weekend, and one of the
women mentioned that it sounded like a great idea, could she come
along to see the mini-world some day?



Chapter 5 Co-Creators
Meet




Nansella met Geodon at the town's terminal
pylon and they rode up the elevator together. She had brought along
a picnic basket with lunch for them; he had brought along two
buckets of black sand and a small carton of farmland "soil"
containing a fresh batch of balanced microbes, and a legume to
hopefully provide some nitrogen fixation to the little beachside
part of the ecosystem. "Those buckets look heavy" she broke the
silence, "How many buckets of sand have you carried up for your
project so far?" she asked. He replied that he did not remember but
he input the question to his data collector, and it provided the
answer of 470 buckets counting the current two. "Not all the sand
has gone into the beach and land part of the little ecosystem" he
pointed out. "Some of the sand has gone into making the pathway to
there easier to traverse."




She was silent for awhile, looking out the
window as their transport pod rhythmically did its swing down and
up, down and up, the craggy terrain below equally closer and
further away during each of the elevation changes from 170 meters
down to 10 meters during each swing, at 170 meters for the handoff
to the next pylon's arm. "I would not like to have to climb over
that terrain below here to get very far." she mused to him, "It
would take a long time to get anywhere and it would be easy to get
lost without a position locator."

"Our town is like an island where life can
exist, from where we cannot stray, except for this isolated link to
our water source" he added. "This trip is a little like a
mini-vacation for me, off to my miniature world, before going back
to our home town."

"How did you get permission to do this
project?" she asked. He replied "Turns out that any project that
will spread life on this planet is very welcome; and besides, all
the land is for free, for use by anybody unless already being
utilized by some other entity, such as the expanding perimeter of
our town. The town owns the rights to expand; yet the sand that
lies just beyond where the expansion is actively going on, is free
for the taking, and is where I have been getting the sand for my
project, such as the sand in these two buckets. And the quantity of
sand is limited by how much I can carry."

She asked if she could carry additional
buckets of sand, would that make the project grow faster, and he
agreed it would; although her buckets would not have as much sand
in them as his, they would at least be equivalent to a third bucket
for him, a significant improvement. Best of all, to his thinking,
it showed a possibility for a longer term relationship with her,
and it had been a long time since he had had a woman in his life,
so it was a very welcome idea. Besides, the extra sand would be
helpful to his project.

As they got close to the vast lake's view,
she was fascinated by the sight of it. "So this is where all our
water comes from, that waters our crops and flows into our plumbing
in our homes." she commented more to herself than to him. "What a
huge amount of water!" The vast lake extended out beyond the
horizon; it appeared to be a long term supply of the precious life
giving fluid. Then they were deposited at the lake terminal pylon;
and rode down the elevator. Leaving their supplies there, they made
a side trip over to the lake's edge, went down the steps hewn into
the basalt and reached the dock where the three small boats were
moored. She said that some day she would like to go out in one of
the boats with him; but for now it was just an amazing sight to
her. Then they headed back to get their buckets and picnic basket,
and he led her along his pathway, still fairly rough going; and at
one point he emptied one of his buckets as part of filling in for a
flat part of the path, then equalized the bucket contents for
easier carrying, and resumed the walk.

Then they were at the shore of his little
lake ecosystem. She stopped, looked slowly and carefully across
from the filled-in land area, to the small beach, then to the lake
itself. "Amazing!" she exclaimed. "A little paradise, out here in
this rugged lifeless land!" He too looked at with fresh vision
then, having watched it grow so very slowly as he had brought sand
and living creatures here, bit by bit. And yes, now it did seem to
be in stark contrast to the terrain over which they had crossed for
a couple of hours along the pylons.

He led her over to an area as far as
possible from the cave was, saying that in a few moments there
would be another bit of the cave structure to be expanded, inviting
her to look in that direction. Then the orbiting satellite's
five-second-long concentrated solar energy blast exploded out
another inch of the cave's interior with a loud bang; a cloud of
fragments spurted out of its opening, and it was over. "We can go
look at how the little housing structure is doing, but first lets
figure out where to put this bucket of sand, and where to place
this cup of soil with its micro-organisms. Where would you put
them?" he inquired of her. She stopped, realizing that just about
anyplace would be as good as another, as all would need to be
repeated later in the building up of this place; but now was her
time to decide the next step. She said, "Let's put the bucket of
sand out at the edge of the land area, and put the cup of soil
containing the micro-organism collection in the fresh sand. That
way they can reproduce and expand awhile with their own mix of
species, before reaching the border with the existing organism mix,
so they will have a stronger say in this mix of critter
populations." He approved and they planted their little addition of
sandy flat surface with its own pocket of living beings, all too
small to see.

Then they walked around the lake to where
the cave mouth had exploded out a fresh part of its internal space;
the first swept the litter of shards that had been blasted out of
the back of the cave, shards that were creating a different kind of
small flat area being expanded off to that side of the cave,
filling in between two frozen roils of molten lava. "I am not sure
what to use that flat area for" he commented, "but flat area is
always welcome in this terrain." Then they went into the cave's
gaping opening; he had chiseled out the front areas so the walls
and floor were smoother, but the back parts, more recently blasted
out by the thermal shock from the solar blast from the satellites,
remained quite ragged around the edge. The cave's depth was about
12 meters now, "This looks like a big enough space for now, so I
will reprogram the solar blasting to start working on the rocky
face next to here, and that one I plan to let blast away until it
goes clear through the lava fold, about 40 meters to get through,
so there will be two entrances. At the rate it has been going, it
will take a year to do that. Meantime, this first cave can have it
made into a habitable place, a refuge from the storms that happen
each winter here; and I plan on bringing in some food so that one
could live here in emergency for a few days if necessary," he
explained. The stormy season is soon to start, and I have not been
through one of them; but the water buckets continue all through the
stormy season, so it ought to be possible to come here then too,
with adequate clothing for the weather, I would think." "I could
bring some bedding and storage containers, if you would like." she
added. It looked like she was interested in being part of this
project and part of his life.

They left the cave and sat down outside it
along the shore of the small lake. She opened up her picnic basket
and they enjoyed some of the best food he had eaten in awhile, his
bachelor's food preparation skills mere at best survival level
quality. Appreciatively munching her culinary product, he commented
that the flavors were making the experience of being here much more
interesting. When finished, she asked him if she could leave the
basket and its dishes here in the cave, if the cave was now done
being bored by the satellite's beam blasts; the place needed a
buildup of materials and the basket and dishes could become quite
handy later as part of making a dwelling.

Before heading back, they walked together as
far around the edge of the lake as he had been able to make
accessible so far. Then again retreating to as far away as easily
moved, from the face of the lava where the next cave would be
bored, they waited until the bang and sudden spurt of rock
fragments appeared along the face of the lava fold adjacent to
their existing cave, the start of a new dwelling place or for some
other structural purpose.

He had to lead the way back through the maze
of ripples of frozen lava rock, with patches of sandy area marking
the path, and other areas one still had to climb over. "I think I
will be able to find my way with only a little bit of your help
next time," she commented as they neared the pylon. "You seem to
have picked the easiest path to your little lake paradise." Up the
pylon's elevator they went, got into the transportation pod,
activated its sequence control to be picked up by the next passing
swing of the pylon's arm; then suddenly the pod was whisked off the
pylon and swooped down and up again, handed off to the next pylon's
arm, and they were on their way back home.

"This had been one of the most fun times of
my life," she said "and I hope you will invite me along with you
again soon." she commented. He replied that her presence along
during this trip had made it the most fun trip here he had ever
had. "I think we will have even more fun on future trips here," she
commented in return.

He said, "I have been making a trip here
almost every day, so when would you like to come along next time?"
he asked. "I can bring another picnic basket and a few other things
along tomorrow, if that is OK with you," she replied.


Chapter 6 Handcrafts In Lava




While Geodon had made the small lake area a
place where life could and did live, Nansella made the place a
home. She not only carried the equivalent of a third bucket on each
trip to the lake, she also brought tasty food for humans, items for
creature comforts, and small household items to equip the first
cave area.





Geodon had purchased a small supply of the
nanostructure adhesive that was used in the manufacturer of the
sand-cast homes, and used it as a paste in the layup of larger
shards to begin forming a front wall to the cave. However, he had
not found a source for the ultrasonic emitter of the resonant
frequency that made the nano-adhesive latch its bonds to whatever
was nearby. The only place the ultrasonics were used were in the
huge construction machines, and nobody seemed to know anything
about the ultrasonic emitters used in them.

He finally found some hobby craftspeople on
the internet, who made models and artwork out of fine-grained lava
sand and the nano-adhesive; and they had built their own ultrasonic
generators. They too had found a dearth of data on the
specifications of the ultrasonic generator that was used to congeal
the sand-adhesive mix, so one of them had built a variable
frequency oscillator in the ultrasonic range and used it to drive a
variety of ultrasonic emitters, ever watching to see if the
adhesive was triggered, until finally one worked. They had found
that either 185 KHz or 283 KHz would trigger the latching; and that
a combination of both signals created a stronger bond, as if there
were two forms of latches in the nano-adhesive, and the usual
process only latched the one set of bonds.

Geodon then bought the materials to build
the two ultrasonic generators, and found that if the two signal
generators were not put together beaming the same direction, if
they were placed so as to beam to intersect a targeted area of
slurry from directions that were 90º from each other, the strength
of the beam intersection's area bond was far higher than the other
ways.

And finally he tried it on the
beam-shattered material slurry he had mixed and used as mortar for
the larger shards of material shocked of of the neighboring tunnel,
and it was an instant success, as the wall got to be finally built
up into an enclosing structure to function as a cupboard. That
ought to interest Nansella, he thought to himself.



Chapter 7 Rocky Cabinetry




Geodon and Nansella continued to develop
ways to make things using the sand slurry adhesive ultrasonics
process, both building up layer by layer, and laying on a casting
surface for more bulk parts. They finally used it to make a mold
for casting a small cupboard with shelves, and doors to go on it;
the hinges were more difficult but finally they were able to cast
them into the various cabinet sections and doors with tubular holes
for metal pins to go through. They made a few of them, putting them
up in their cave room, developing methods of attachment. Finally
they were ready to see if others would like to buy them; and now
their trips up to the lake area were carrying buckets of sand, but
carrying back empty buckets and finished cabinets.





Nansella took one of the cabinets to show
the others at her singles group, and there were many admirations
said about it and she sold that one on the spot, and got orders for
a dozen more of them. Some of them came from the ones saved at
Geodon's home; he using only one of them in his home at this point,
so the half dozen of them were sold. They now seemed to have a
thriving business, and each day's trip to the lake with buckets of
sand enabled them to bring back one cabinet each, which would go
toward the orders they already had for them.

They made a few more of the casting molds,
and soon were using all the sand and adhesive they could bring up,
just to make cabinets for sale. In a few days, there were cabinets
stacking up in the cave room; they could not carry enough of them
back to fill the demand for them. Word got out and one of the shops
in town wanted to buy a supply of them; then its parent company in
the busy industrial cities of the planet wanted to order a thousand
of them right away. They could use some help in the project, it
seemed; yet they like their cozy relationship and hideaway. So they
brought back a couple of the molds and set up shop in Geodon's
house, and spent some time there building them and several days
went by when they did not get to make their trips to the lake area.
But they got another dozen of the cabinets made, using half of them
for the singles group orders and the other half went to the store
in town.

Geodon's small home was not big enough for
much of a manufacturing plant, but they used its second bedroom
area for the workshop, in which they were able to make a half dozen
cabinets while there, and then take buckets up to the lake facility
and began using two buckets of sand for more landscaping again and
only one bucket for making cabinets; they could make two cabinets
out of one bucket of sand, so they would carry back one cabinet
along with the empty buckets each trip back.



Chapter 8 A Foursome




Nansella suggested that another couple she
knew in the singles group were somewhat arts and handcrafts people,
and were friendly and interested in the cabinets; so they invited
the couple, Jockly and Juisette, to ride with them up to the lake
area. Arriving there, they showed them the path to the small lake,
and then the landscaping and cave they had created, and the shop
for making cupboards. They also pointed out the small barriers to
prevent accidentally being in the way of the satellite blasting
beam that was randomly chipping away at a new cave made into the
basalt, which had been made about five meters deep at that point.
Jockly and Juisette were fascinated by the whole activity and
eagerly wanted to help.





So Geodon and Nansella wrote up a
relationship agreement amongst the four of them, a partnership in
the business. Juisette wanted to start moving into the new cave
even though it was not as deep as could be bored by the
technique.

So Geodon reprogrammed the satellite
blasting beam to begin chipping away at a new face of the basalt
ripple that was becoming dwellings. This spot had long intrigued
Geodon because its ripples starting several meters behind the
blasting area were different from the area they had already made
into cave rooms; and he thought it might have a lava tube back
there, and he was curious to see if that was true. He moved the
protection barrier to make easy access to the second cave blasting
site, and waited until the next time for the satellite to be in a
position to send its brief concentrated solar energy beam to shock
away a first layer of the new boring site, and it indeed was right
on target.

The next trip up to the lake area, all
four of them carried buckets of sand. They removed the spalled
fragments from the inside of the second cave, and showed Jockly and
Juisette how to use the fragments and sand and adhesive and
ultrasonic generator to build up a front wall and doorway, layer by
layer. Geodon worked with them to speed up the construction
process, while Nansella continued to make cabinets in the first
cave room.



Chapter 9 Readying For Winter Cold




The four of them began to spend some whole
days and nights up at the lake area, once the two caves were
furnished enough to be cozy enough for staying there; and had been
provisioned to stay there awhile. So they were not only carrying
buckets of sand up, they were carrying food and bedding too.

The winter season was approaching, and all
of them were new to the area; had only heard of winter, that it was
the time when rain and snow fell to replenished the lake which
supplied all the water for the town and its agricultural area.

It was also getting colder there, so they
brought up rain gear and warmer clothes. It began to be cloudy and
they no longer could use their solar cooker for preparing meals.
They had a small rectenna off to the side, and they used it to
charge up a capacitor bank, to hold some charge for use between
when the non-synchronous satellites were passing by, delivering
large amounts of power for a few moments at a time. The capacitor
bank was then used to charge up a smaller capacitor to a specific
voltage, then turn off the connection; when the small capacitor
voltage dropped to 90% of its charge, the connection was
automatically turned on to the high voltage large storage capacitor
until voltage up to 100%, then connection was disconnected, so the
second capacitor became a fairly steady DC power source, for use in
recharging the ultrasonic generators and for lighting inside the
cave rooms.

Even though the cloud cover was above them,
the blasting of the third cave entrance was continuing, the intense
focused sunlight beam creating a hole through the clouds for the
few seconds it was delivering the energy to shock the cave's wall
each time, losing only a little of the energy at at time. The other
satellite's occasional beam to charge the power storage capacitor,
operated at a frequency that easily passed through the cloud
cover.

Geodon prepared a new molding surface for
casting doors using the sand, adhesive and ultrasonic triggering
process. He made his first one, using the new mold, and using the
same hinge technique as on the cabinet doors. He propped the door
up into where it would be used, taped a flexible edge around it,
and began to build the wall's surface layer by layer to meet the
flexible tape around the door. Eventually the wall was completely
sealed at least as a first layer, and when ultrasonic adhering the
last of it, he opened the door and walked through. The window
opening was finished with some window glass brought up from town.
It looked like the first cave was ready for winter weather, as much
as possible at this point; they did not really know what to expect
from the weather yet, however.

The large lake, used as a water supply for
agriculture and the town, had a huge amount of water dipped out of
it and had been going down for many years already, and yet it
looked like the water level was being replenished. That suggested a
lot of rain; although could be spread out and trickled in somehow
into the lake. They began to wonder about their little lake and the
land area they had created around part of it.

Jockly and Juisette were enthusiastic about
the cast door idea, and all pitched in to make another one for
their cave home too.



Chapter 10 Cabinetry and the Rain




They had produced about fifty of the
cabinets when the rainy season arrived. The four of them were at
the small lake site when it started to rain, the clouds had become
darker and then rain came down. Before the workday up at the lake
had finished, the rain was quite heavy and their rain gear which
they had stashed there was needed to even go from one cave room to
the neighboring one. And when the satellite delivered its beam to
the third cave's making, the sound of the rainwater in the air
suddenly being superheated and blasted out of the way was an
enormous roar, so Geodon stopped the process of digging out that
cave for now. It had gotten back only about three meters into the
lava wall; the space could be used for temporary shelter of
storage, he decided; just so as it all was moved away before the
cave-making process resumed in better weather.





Time to head back to town, the rain was
pouring heavily; so all they took were the empty buckets, the
cabinets they had made were too much to handle in the downpour.
They made it to the pylon and climbed into the transfer pod, set
the controls to be picked up on the next swing, and soon they were
on their way back home, the rain pelting the windows of the pod as
they went. The transfer pod took the place of a water-carrier pod,
which would be picked up on the pylon when the gap appeared as
things made a full loop once again.

The two hour trip back to town showed how
regional the stormy rain was, because by the time they got back,
the clouds had all but vanished and there was no rain at all. As
far as they knew, the town had never known rain; but did know high
winds at times. The winds had brought in the sand grains, blowing
around and then caught in the depression here, to form the fairly
flat sand area that enables the agriculture industry on which this
little town thrives.

The orders for more cabinets continued to
increase; but there was no way they could fill the demand, even if
the winter weather were not interfering with the bringing back of
cabinets from the lake facility. So they rented a small vacant
store in town, and began to assemble the materials and tools for
building the cabinets there, starting with one of the two sets of
molds and ultrasonic generators from Geodon's extra bedroom now
being used as a workshop. Jockly and Juisette began to make
cabinets there, while Geodon and Nansella would continue to make
cabinets in Geodon's spare room.

The four of them decided to go get two of
the molds that were up at the lake cave room location, so they got
their rain gear, several pails of black sand, and headed off to the
lake facility, including rain gear carried in another empty bucket,
as the people in town would find it strange to see someone wearing
raincoats. Their transfer pod swung from pylon to pylon, and about
a half hour into the trip, rain began to splatter on the pod's
windows. By the time they arrived at the lake's pylon, the rain was
coming down as a torrent. The pod was placed as usual on the
embarkation deck, but they just sat there, the rain pouring on the
pod was so hard they could not see out the windows; and the noise
of the rain against the pod's shell was a roar. Geodon decided to
go by himself to see what it was like, so he headed out wearing his
rain gear, not even carrying a bucket of sand this venture.

Shutting the pod's door, he was stunned at
the fury of the rain battering him, and became aware of how cold it
was, too. He headed down the pylon's elevator, and set out toward
the pathway he had built to the small lake. The sand part of the
path was packed hard and the raw basalt parts were providing good
traction for his shoes, but several places where sand had not
completely filled in a depression in the lava ripples, water had
filled in making small ponds. Finally reaching the cave area, he
discovered that the lake had increased in height and had partly
inundated part of the little agricultural area he had created. The
cave entrances were several feet higher than the lake's surface,
even so. Going into his cave room and turning on the lights in
there, shutting the door, it seemed quite habitable; the sound of
the rain almost nonexistent in there. After resting a few minutes
in there, he attempted to pick up one of the cabinet molds and
carry it by himself, but it was far easier to be done by two people
than by one, so he left it there, and headed back out into the
storm again.

Arriving back at the transfer pod, he opened
it and received some wide eyed looks from the others in there,
wanting to know what it was like out there. Encouraged by his
return and description of the experience, they all decided to make
the trip too, also bringing the buckets of black sand, and they all
headed out of the transfer pod into the deluge pouring down upon
them. Following Geodon along the pathway, not so easily followed
with the rain obscuring everything, the two couples went to their
respective cave homes.

Nansella got out the lunch she had brought,
after resting a few minutes. The place was chilly, not quite as
cold as it was outside; the electric power's energy storage was not
enough to provide significant warmth of electric heat, so they
stayed bundled up while they enjoyed the tasty and energizing lunch
Nansella had prepared for them.

Refreshed, Geodon went over to the door of
the other couple's cave room, knocked on the door, resolving to run
an intercom between the two places when he had the time to do that,
would save such a trip, short as it was, it clearly also showed him
that the storm's fury had now increased the rain volume and was
driven by an icy wind. When the other couple invited him in for a
minute, they too were aghast at the sight of the fury out there,
and they said they would rather stay in there until the storm let
up.

Returning to his own cave room, he
appreciated that advise; and so he and Nansella prepared to spend
the night there, snuggled for warmth. Geodon used the chisel and
hammer to continue the long term project of converting the rough
walls to smoother and squarer ones, while Nansella prepared a
cooked meal from their stored provisions, to save their second set
of picnic goodies for a busier time. In the cave room, life seemed
almost normal again, lit by the electric lights and enough electric
energy to quickly cook a meal in the microwave oven; it would be a
long time before their solar oven would cook anything for them
again, they decided, looking at it sitting over by the back area of
their cave home.

The next morning, opening the door and
checking the level of the little lake, it did not seem to have
increased in elevation significantly, despite the downpour that was
continuing. There must be a pathway to pour out elsewhere,
somewhere down the further reaches of the little lake; but he was
not interested in going exploring to find out where, at this point.
He quickly returned to his cave room, took off his rain gear, and
filled in Nansella with the findings. "The lake does not seem to
have risen much more, but the rain is still pouring, and worse, it
seems to be getting a lot colder" he reported. "I have never felt
it so cold anywhere; it seems colder than the inside of a
refrigerator!" She had to go peek outside, then quickly shut the
door. "Something strange is happening outside" she exclaimed.
Geodon opened the door and saw the rain was now quieter but was
falling as white flakes. "Snow!" he exclaimed. "I remember snow
from when I was a child back on old Earth. It is cold and worse, it
can pile up. It makes things slippery too. Maybe we ought to head
back as soon as possible." She looked a bit unhappy at that dismal
prospect of a walk out there in colder and even slippery terrain.
He headed back out, knocking on the neighbor door, and advised them
of the situation; they both looked out with astonishment at the
snow falling down outside. He pointed out the footprints he was
making even in the brief amount of snow there; he described how it
could even pile up high so it was not possible to travel anywhere
on foot anymore. They agreed to get ready in a hurry, turn the
lights out, meet them at the other cave's door. Back in his own
cave room, he and Nansella quickly gathered their rain gear, turned
the electric power off, leaving the empty buckets there along with
the molds they had come to get, and met Jockly and Juisette at the
door, and Geodon cautiously led the way through the snow.

The world already looked even more
different, much of it white now in contrast to the black of the
lava folds. The pathway too was not as obvious as it had always
been before; he had to stop and examine the surroundings several
times, to make the best guess as to which way the path went. Then
suddenly they were at the base of the pylon. Up the elevator they
went, and into the transfer pod, they put in a request for it to be
stated on their journey back to the town. Warmed by the electric
power that provided environmental control of the pod, it still was
a ways into the journey back before they felt warm enough to start
removing their rain gear. The world was white outside; they could
see nothing out there except the vague swirl of snowflakes. Half an
hour into the trip, the snow changed into rain; and another half an
hour later, the rain stopped and was an overcast terrain out there,
familiar ruggedness. And by the time the transfer pod was deposited
at the town's pylon, it was blue sky out there, although it was
quite windy; few people were outside in the cold wind, so the four
left their rain gear on as they returned to their homes, relieved
to be back in the comfort of home, with houses supplied with
abundant electric power delivered by the sun and by satellite solar
power stations orbiting overhead.

The next day, Geodon took his other
cabinet mold over to the new shop in town, and with Nansella they
put together a couple of cabinets. Later that day, Jockly and
Juisette also came over, and began using the two molds in the new
shop; so Geodon and Nansella returned to his house, with an idea in
mind to design a different kind of cabinet and make a mold for it;
so that cabinets could be put in different places. This design
would be made so as to either be mounted on walls, or be able to
solidly stack together to form floor sited cabinets stacked to
varying heights. While he was in the mold making mood, he also
began to create one to make a module that would stack with the new
mold-made cabinets, but would have a pull-out drawer, for an option
in the stack of cabinet layers. For the dimensions of these new
cabinet sections, he carefully measured the areas of his house so
that such cabinets could fit snugly end to end across a wall for
efficient wall use; his was a typical pre-designed house, and so,
hopefully, the cabinets would also fit in many other houses too. At
least he would have a way to store them efficiently in his house,
he told himself.



Chapter 11 Lava Cabinets A Big Seller




The new cabinet molds had to be made using a
prototype cabinet, and those needed to be made largely by making
sub-panels by building up layers on a nicely flat surface, then
fusing them together with the sand adhesion slurry and rapid
ultrasonic activation of the adhesion molecules with the sand
grains. This had to be done carefully, since once the ultrasonic
generator had activated the adhesive, the whole was rock-hard and
quite difficult to change. In making the drawer, he had several
partly made drawers laying around before he was able to get one
made that would fit well. He figured out how to attach tabs at the
top and back of each drawer so that it would not accidentally be
pulled all the way out; instead, having to be lifted out and up
before pulling a drawer free of its cabinetry enclosure.




Nansella took on the task of user testing of
the prototype cabinets, and suggesting changes. There were the
three new models now, one for the new type cabinet with hinged
doors, one for a cabinet section to house a drawer, and a model of
the drawer itself. Several smaller sections that would be attached
to the larger pieces also were made.

Then Geodon began to make the molds for the
new cabinetry. Slightly tapered front to back so the casting would
easily slide out of the mold. With non-stick put on the surface of
the prototype, approximate sized precast smooth panel sections were
placed against its surface, and the sand-adhesive slurry placed to
bond those panels together around the prototype, the mold was
gradually built up for the back side of the cabinet. Then the front
side of the mold was similarly made; small precast standoffs would
be placed in to keep them separate during casting each time, the
standoff pegs being incorporated into the new cabinet each
time.

It took a couple days to make all three new
molds and make evaluation castings from each; then so whatever
minor changes to the mold so as to produce optimum cabinetry. And
finally he used them to make the first set of stackable cabinets of
the two types, one with a drawer in it. As soon as he had a second
set to keep for himself, he took a set into town to the store that
was selling the first type of cabinet, so that customers could
appreciate the variety.

The larger store chain soon had an order for
10,000 of the first type cabinet and an additional order for 5,000
of the new type cabinetry. The precast housing technique that was
used on this planet only allowed for shelving precast into the
walls, no doors on them and were immobile; there was a big demand
for cabinetry that had doors or drawers, and Geodon's cabinetry was
able to fill that need to some extent. The store chain put in a
plea to ramp production to 100,000 units capability, with probable
higher numbers. All three types cabinets were desired.

The quantities involved were not to Geodon
and Nansella's liking. Making a few of them as hobby craftsmanship
activity was their interest in all this. Somehow they were going to
have to get more people involved and more manufacturing space too.
Becoming business people was not what they wanted to do.


Chapter 12 Corporate Reaps Reward




Meanwhile, none of this had gone unnoticed
inside the town's pseudo-prison tower; nothing the townsfolk ever
did went unnoticed there. Shirezette had changed the classification
of Geodon to that of petty businessman and then to plain
businessman. This had gotten the attention of Planetary Enterprise
headquarters, who considered everything that happened on this
planet as subordinate to their business enterprise; and Geodon and
his crew were conducting business that had not been initiated by
headquarters, nor even had applied to do business here. This put
Geodon in the category of a disobedient disruptive person.





Such unlawful behavior was not dealt with
like on Old Earth, with its courts of law and penal system. The
prison towers of every town on this planet were in reality the
local sites of Planetary Enterprise and its enforcers; no jail
cells for the offenders, but far more effective DIC's, Direct
Instructional Commands were fashioned and injected into the
offenders, resulting in instant behavior modification.

Shirezette received the orders to be
incorporated into this electro-micropellet, encoded to match
Geodon's DNA record on file, and then sent the instructions to the
two guards that monitored Geodon.

Corlin and Elgecko received the instructions
to activate the nearest transmission instrument to Geodon's current
location; and then Elgecko fired the electro-micropellet into the
skin of Geodon as soon as he opened the door to his home.

"Ouch!" Geodon silently exclaimed to himself
as he opened his door. What was that strange pin-prick sensation
that he felt at times, seemingly coming out of nowhere? The
puzzling awareness quickly faded to just awareness of the
uncomfortable little pain site but no longer contemplating what it
might be; the instruction already working on him.

Arriving at the vacant store that they had
rented, he gathered the other three together for a moment, and said
that they needed to hire more people to work with them, people who
could help expand the manufacturing of the cabinetry.

Just then there was a knock on the door, and
a couple of men there said they were looking for work. "Perfect
timing" Geodon said to them, inviting them in. "We happen to be in
need of some help. What kind of work do you do, and what are you
interested in doing" he asked them, unaware that this is not the
way he would have responded normally.

"I'm Janks and this is my partner Sellby,
and we are experts in management of businesses, and we currently
are looking for work." one of them said. "We are retired and so all
we need for pay is a 10% of a Standard Portion apiece." "You are
hired!" replied Geodon, dimly remembering that the cabinetry they
had already sold had brought an enormous amount of money into the
activity, from which they could easily pay these guys. Geodon
quickly began explaining the entire manufacturing process to the
two new men.

Nansella, Juisette and Jockly all looked at
each other; they thought that this activity was a foursome; none
were employees nor was there a formal business, but it seemed
Geodon had suddenly effectively proclaimed it was a business and
hired two employees who were now going to manage them all,
happening in a matter of minutes. Why had he not consulted with
them? Another surprise for them, as once again a knock on the door,
and a dozen men came in. Janks quickly hired them, and began
showing them how to make the cabinets. Janks then told Geodon that
everything was under control and he could go home, and Geodon left,
without a glance at Nansella. Then Sellby came over to where
Nansella, Jockly and Juisette were standing a bit amazed, saying
"what are you three doing here? You are not employees. I must ask
you to leave immediately" and so they walked out of the door,
totally puzzled. Then all three of them said a little "ouch" as
they were each hit by individualized micro-pellet instructions, and
soon they were all heading back to their homes, the memory of the
preceding moments fading away into thoughts of what to do with the
rest of their day.

Nansella met Geodon as he was carrying one
of the new molds toward the store, and he asked her to help him
carry it. They set it down beside the front door of their former
store, and as they turned to walk away, the door opened and one of
the new workmen took the mold inside, without a comment, as if
expecting it. Geodon and Nansella spent the next few hours carrying
all their equipment from Geodon's workroom and similarly depositing
it on the walkway in front of their former rented workspace, and as
if by magic; each time immediately somebody came out and took the
equipment and supplies inside. Geodon and Nansella did not feel
surprised at all that this was happening, nor did they have a
thought for the money their little business had made; it was all in
the hands of the new folks, and no longer was of concern to them.
The instructions encoded into the electro-micropellets shot into
them had been coordinated by Planetary Enterprise so as to
integrate into their planet-wide control system; all was working
smoothly like clockwork, and there were no dissidents.

When Geodon's workroom and the rest of his
home had been stripped of all the supplies, assembly equipment and
even the cabinetry he emptied out on the floor and delivered into
town to the store doorstep, he and Nansella prepared a meal and
chatted about anything but the cabinetry and the associated
business, as if they were unaware that it ever existed.

The next morning they headed toward the
town's pylon, Geodon carrying two buckets of sand and Nansella
carrying a bucket filled with rain gear and food. As they rode in
the transfer pod, swinging up and down and up to the changeover
point to link to the next pylon each time, clouds began to form
overhead and by the time they had reached the lake's terminal
pylon, it was a blizzard outside. Wearing their rain gear more for
warmth now and shield from the icy wind, they made their way to
their little lake area; the lake had not risen anymore. Back inside
their cave room, they turned the lights on, and Geodon sent a
request for a recharge of the main charge storage capacitor's
rectenna, and to repeat the recharge at every chance one of that
kind of satellite passed in range. The booming crackle of the few
seconds of beamed energy against the third cave being bored also
started up again, behind the protective barricade. Geodon hooked up
some resistance wire directly across the main storage capacitor and
used it to heat the cave room, turning off only when there only
remained enough for lights and communications to be powered for a
couple of days; the satellite recharging the main charge storage
capacitor was frequent enough most of the time, to keep the heater
going. He and Nansella just spent the time there enjoying the food
and companionship for a few days, thinking that they deserved a
vacation, although what from, was not quite a memory anymore in
either of them. The electro-micropellets instructions had been very
thorough.

Looking out the door, they found that the
storm had calmed down; was still below freezing and snow was piled
in drifts. Geodon used the sand-adhesive-ultrasonic slurry to
fabricate a crude snow shovel, then used it to scrape some of the
pathways clear around their little vacation home; the path to the
cave that had been resumed to be bored by satellite beam
fragmentation had gotten a few meters deeper; Geodon temporarily
stopped the blasting processes and went to inspect the progress, as
it probably had gotten into the area where surface formation
suggested a lava tunnel might exist.

Entering the artificial cave, he soon found
that indeed a dark hole had appeared in the upper back of the cave.
Going back to get a flashlight, he then peered into the hole; the
light reflected off a smooth surface several meters away; it indeed
appeared to be a lava tube. This could make expansion of their
little lakeside facility more interesting. He replaced the
protection barrier on the pathway, and sent the instructions to
resume the solar satellite's beam-blasting. Nansella was quite
curious about the discovery too, so they delayed their return home
for a couple more days of cave blasting, although their food stash
was getting a bit low.

Halting the blasting from the satellite
again, both of them brought flashlights and peered into the hole in
the back of the cave. There were rock shards all over the floor of
the lava tube a meter below the floor level of the cave; and some
shards had already been blasted off the opposite side of the lava
tube, where the satellite's highly concentrated solar energy had
shocked the rock face there too, crumbling it to the floor.
Climbing down into the tube, their flashlights shone off into
blackness in both directions; the air inside seemed quite musty and
probably was low on oxygen, for breathing, although pausing a
moment they could feel a gentle air movement down the tunnel, air
apparently being drawn into the cave through their new opening into
it. They walked a few meters in the other direction in the tube
tunnel, and there was no detectable air movement there. So they
concluded there was another opening somewhere down in one direction
from their opening into the tube.

Returning to the snowy world outside, Geodon
reinstalled the safety barrier preventing access to the new cave,
but did not re-activate the satellite's blasting, for now. Enjoying
a last snack from the small remaining provisions there, they packed
up and headed back along the snow drift piled trail, back to the
pylon. Before heading up the elevator of the pylon, they first made
a quick visit to the dock on the side of the vast lake that
supplied the town's agriculture with water, and found that it too
had risen the same amount as that of their little lake; it looked
likely that there was a water level equalizing path between the two
lakes. Then they headed back to the pylon, into the transfer pod
with their empty buckets, and soon got picked up and swung down
along the string of pylons heading back to town. The world looked
quite strange out there, all covered with snow; except for places
where the black lava rugged ripples had overhangs that the snow
drifts had not completely filled in. Nansella took some photographs
of the scene there; the snow never reached as far as town, and in
fact rain was quite rare there too. The slow rhythmic swing down
and back up to transfer, then down and back up again to transfer to
next pylon's arm, felt like a very different experience, with the
black-speckled white world out there, the sky overcast too but snow
was no longer falling. It seemed like a soft fluffy world through
which they were riding, like on a horse on a huge white
merry-go-round, minus the calliope music.

Arriving at the town's pylon, they put their
raingear into the empty buckets, to carry them home. As they walked
together toward Geodon's house, passing by the town prison
structure, their mind was blanked to awareness of the odd huge tall
round shape. But inside, Corlin and Elgecko were not so oblivious
of the pair walking below them. Corlin fired a electro-micropellet
into Geodon, and Elgecko immediately had his data awareness merged
with the subconscious of Geodon; he first quickly faded away the
puzzle about the weird sting sensation, then he was urged to
reminisce about his adventures of the past several days, while
Elgecko copied the interesting part of the data into the facility'e
data banks, which were copied to the central data bank of Planetary
Enterprise Headquarters. But Shirezette was right on it, something
new and interesting coming in for her scrutiny. The little lake
facility had long been one of her interests, watching its
development by Geodon and Nansella, something different from the
business-as-usual of the general townsfolk's activities. The
discovery and penetration into the lava tube was of special
interest to her.

As it was also to Planetary Enterprise
Headquarters. While individual businessmen were part of the basics
of this planet's economy and was encouraged, providing taxes for
the Planetary Enterprise business, PE also considered this planet
and all on it to be their property, people and their little
enterprises. Nothing escaped their attention, making sure there
were no surprises; everything was watched by computer to evaluate
every little activity for how far it deviated from the norm. The
little lake facility had gone quite a way from the center of
normality and now was alerting top management about it. Although at
first evaluation it did not seem to provide opportunity for
profit-taking, like the former business that Geodon had created, it
was to be kept in close observation, to see if it was worth the
while for Planetary Enterprise management to take it over, just
like they had done for the cabinet making business. Retirees like
Geodon and Nansella were expendable, granted a few years of life
after working, as example to keep the other people working hard
toward retirement; but any productivity of a retiree was considered
property of Planetary Enterprise Corporation. But also a little
leeway was allowed, to get the retirees to do the work of setting
up some profitable thing, before moving in to take it over,
assigning it then to be done by PE employees, the businesspeople of
the planet. Retirees had the strength of their lifetime of work on
the planet, and were the best source of new ideas for improving
things on the planet, easy goodies for top management; but they
would not let the retirees receive any benefit from their creative
efforts, their activity was just erased from their mind and their
assets taken over by the PE Corporation. It enabled top management
to live the absolute luxurious easy life, unquestionable power.






Chapter 13 Lava Tube Leads To Landing




When Geodon and Nansella arrived at his
house, they enjoyed a cup of hot brew, and were slowly warming up;
she fixed them a good hot meal, and all was feeling better with
life again. Yet after relaxing and a few hours good sleep, they
began to consider life in that precast dwelling a bit boring.
Nansella asked Geodon if there was any way to grow a significant
amount of food up at their little lake area. He replied, after a
moment of thoughtful contemplation, that it took many buckets full
of sand hauled up there to make a small flat patch for growing
things; he already had filled in the easy areas around his portion
of the little lake with sand, and had some grains growing, with
which he fed the few fish in the lake that he had put there. "The
pet store in town have some miniature trout fish for aquariums,
let's buy some and see if we can grow them in an aquarium in here,
and if so, let's take some to the lake; they ought to be edible
fish." It sounded like a great idea to him, so they headed down to
the pet store and bought an aquarium and other items needed to keep
the little trout fish alive. They also bought a pair of small
edible rodents and a cage for them.





Setting the fish and rodents up in their new
homes in his house, in their now empty room - he paused a moment,
why did he have a completely empty room in his tiny house - but
then there was an inner urge to not worry about it, things needed
to be done today; so his thoughts moved on.

Elgecko, in the town's round
slotted-windowed tower, made an entry regarding Geodon, that the
memory of his cabinet making activity and associated business had
been successfully deleted from Geodon's awareness; Shirezette then
put that information into the system, completing the takeover
string of coordinated events. She also tied that data to that of
the profits coming in from the new cabinet making business now
being owned by PE and done by their employees, it was a nice sum of
money and a large set of orders for more of the cabinets was
waiting to be filled. All was well.

Nansella commented that she had seen a new
kind of cabinet in a store in town, and it would surely help keep
the pet's food and equipment in a neater arrangement in the pet
room, so she and Geodon went down to the store and bought one of
the interesting looking cabinets. The store owner looked at them a
little oddly but said nothing; were these not the same people who
had provided the cabinets at first? But he had learned long ago to
not ask too many questions.

"I wonder how these intricate cabinets were
made" mused Geodon, "they are of much finer detail than things are
made by the house fabrication machines's shelving in the house. "It
looks like they are cast in some kind of mold, too." The cabinet
worked nicely for storing the clutter of items for the pets in his
house. "Great idea you had, getting this cabinet" he praised
Nansella, "even though it cost a lot of money. We will have to cut
down on expenses this month to cover their cost, but it will be
worth it."

The new pets were supplied with enough food
and water for a few days, so the pair again got their raingear and
a couple of buckets of sand from the edge of town, and rode the
pylons up to their lake facility. The snow was melting and their
pathway was fairly easy to traverse; they dumped one bucket of sand
on the edge of their arable land, and the other bucket they took
inside their cave room. "you know" he commented to Nansella, "I had
forgotten we had some of these cabinets here, look at these." And
there was a mold for casting a different kind of cabinet there,
too. It looked to them like cabinets had once been made here, too.
Odd that they did not remember doing that. The process looked
complicated. Was something like Geodon had used to make the snow
shovel, it looked like. That seemed a bit strange to them; but was
not their concern now, they set the heater going from the fully
charged energy capacitor, and verified that the satellites were
going to replenish its energy on the next pass by. After a lunch
from the picnic basket full of goodies that Nansella brought with
them, they took flashlights and wore warm clothing for their
planned excursion into the lava tube.

Taking down the protective barrier, they
walked through their third satellite-beam-bored cave into the
opening in back of it to the lava tube. "Lets head down the
direction where the air is moving" Nansella suggested, "that way it
is more likely that the air will be good breathing quality, being
drawn in from our cave entrance." They quickly passed the area
where the floor was littered with shock fractured fragments from
the cave boring process, and then the floor of the tunnel was
fairly smooth; the tube was generally a somewhat flattened circle
shape, maybe an ellipse shape. Geodon set a timer to limit their
excursion to a half hour, then they would turn back. But it was
less than fifteen minutes until they saw some light ahead, and soon
they were standing at the tube's opening. It looked like the last
of the lava from the tube had flowed out around what now was the
far end of their little lake. That last lava flow had made a nice
flat area, suitable for more buckets of sand in which to grow
food-making plants. The snow had melted away from the area around
the cave's mouth; so they returned that afternoon and spread a
bucket worth's of black sand, and transferred a few of his oat
plantings with their seeds onto the little patch of sand.

That evening, Geodon was relaxing and
looking at the snow shovel and the cabinets and cabinetry mold
there, and was thinking of the little skiffs down at the dock by
the big lake. Nansella was thinking along the same lines and said
even before Geodon could voice it, that they could make a little
boat for their lake too, and use it to go visit the site of the
lave tube's ending point and the little planting there, maybe
taking sand over there by boat would be easier than trudging down
the 15 minute path in the lava tube to get there.

Geodon was surprised how quickly he figured
out how to make the bottom and sides of the little skiff,
commenting on this to Nansella. She merely replied that was part of
what made him so interesting to her, the quick creativity of making
things like that.

It took several more days of trips with
buckets of sand to their little lake place, to finish making the
skiff with the sand-adhesive ultrasonic set structure of the little
boat and a pair of oars for it. Geodon took a first ride in the
skiff, with Nansella impatiently waiting on shore to have some of
the fun too. Once he had felt he had mastered the movement and
guidance of the little boat, he went back and got Nansella, and
they both made a trip to the far end of the lake, where they had
put their little patch of sand and a few plants with their seeds.
Realizing that they now needed to make a dock there with a place to
tie the little boat up so it would not drift away, they paddled
back to their home area, and nudged the skiff partly up into the
sandy area to keep it there.

The next morning Nansella was browsing
through their relationship photo diary. "Look at these pictures,
Geodon" she invited. "Isn't this our little cave home here, and
somebody is making cabinets like the one we bought in town for your
house." Geodon took the time to go look to see what she was
chattering about. He looked at the pictures, and said, that the guy
looked a lot like himself, wondering who the person was. And how he
got up here and why was he there in their little vacation home
without their permission. "That is you" declared nansella, pointing
out the motions and many characteristics unique to Geodon. "Then
why don't I remember doing that" he asked. "And why did I have to
pay a lot of money for a cabinet for my house, when I was making
them myself?" By then she had looked further back in their album,
to where it showed both of them building cabinets in what looked
like Geodon's vacant room, only when the photos were taken, it was
a cluttered work room. Deciding this all was not making any sense,
they dropped the subject and set out with another couple of buckets
half full of sand from their planted area, and carried them down to
the end of the tunnel, planting them beside the little patch they
already had started.

The next trip to the end of the lava tube,
they also carried a tie-down for their little boat, and two buckets
of fractured lava from the cave borings, which they dumped into the
shallow area of the lake next to where they were to moor their
boat, to make a place on which to disembark from the boat onto dry
land.

Geodon was looking thoughtfully at the
little heap of shards brought from the cave boring. "I wonder what
would happen if we set the solar concentrators to repeatedly shock
a pile of such raw lava shards, would it create something like
sand, so that we would not have to haul so much of it up here each
trip." Nansella looked at the pile of shards, and said that there
would not be so much of a thermal difference across the small
pieces as compared to the thermal mass of the face of a lave fold;
but it seemed an easy experiment to try and see what happens. They
headed back down the lava tube, eager to try bringing a sample
bucket of shards over in their little boat.

They scooped up a bucket full of lava
shards, and both climbed into the little skiff; Geodon rowed them
down to the far end of the lake, where he jumped out and tied the
boat to their little landing area, then climbed back in and dumped
the bucket full of shards to expand the dock area a little bit.
Then they both got out and looked around the area a little bit,
before heading back in the skiff.

Geodon put in a request to do repeated
half-second-long thermal solar blasts at a patch of cave boring
shards off to the side, and set up a protective barrier to prevent
wandering into that zone while the experiment was going on.
Nansella pointed out that they had only one more meal left in the
picnic basket, so they moved the protective barrier to also block
access to the third cave's entrance, and then they headed back to
the pylon transportation system for the long trip home.



Chapter 14 Corporate Goons Back Again




The next trip to the lake vacation home
area, they found that the patch of shards from the cave boring,
which had been subjected by repeated thermal shock while they were
gone, had not changed to sand, but instead to dust. The small
particle dust would quickly float in the air when disturbed, and
tended to settle somewhere else. Dust was something not seen on
this planet except a bit in homes long inhabited. Geodon
immediately saw potential with this dust in his ultrasonic
fabrication experiments, making detail finer than anything else
known on this planet that was made by casting. And most structures
on this planet were made in molds, either the fixed shape ones, or
the variable sand casting ones computer assembled layer by layer
within a large outer shell. He stopped to think, what would benefit
by having a smoother, tinier detail to it? Writing surfaces, for
one; items of personal adornment, another; eating utensils might
become easier to clean if surfaces were much smoother, too. Maybe
cheaper mirror surfaces could be made, instead of just out of very
expensive metal material. As he was imagining away, he heard a
whump behind him; and looking back at the sudden dust cloud where
he had been a moment ago, reminded him that the eagerness to check
on his experiment had gotten him to forget that the barrier was
there for a purpose, to keep people from accidentally wandering
into the beam of enormous energy. Nansella was eager to go check
out their far lake site to put a pail of sand that they had brought
up there; Geodon suggested that both pails of black sand be added
to the far site, not just one, since he was interested in making
craft items out of the lava dust, for now, not using sand.





They took the skiff up to the far end of
their lake, and spread the two buckets of black sand there, one to
smooth up the dock area, the other for plant growth site expansion.
On impulse they decided to carry the empty buckets back by walking
through the lava tube tunnel, leaving the skiff tied up at the dock
at the far end for now. When they got back, Geodon scooped up the
dust into one of the buckets, and set out a fresh layer of cave
boring shards to be converted into dust by the satellite focused
solar beam. They then spent the next two days building a wall to
seal the third cave's entrance, including a lockable door. Their
discovery that something was erasing memories of their productive
work and creative accomplishments, even to the point of them having
to buy expensive items that apparently they themselves had created
and built, made them a bit paranoid and cautious, wondering what
next. This vacation area with its crafts equipment and the things
that had reminded them of their past accomplishment that something
had erased from their memory and somehow taken their equipment too,
go them to thinking that maybe they ought to keep their lava tube
discovery more of a secret. Or at least less obvious. So they made
the wall look quite a bit like a normal lava fold, even the door
was not obvious. It also was behind the protective barrier, so was
not so likely to be discovered by someone while they were gone.

But events were not going to wait for them
to be gone. Nansella came running into their cave home, telling
Geodon that there were a bunch of people heading their way, along
the path he had made, and they looked like the businessmen that had
taken their cabinetry business over and somehow erased their
memories of its ownership. Quickly checking to see that there was
not blasting beam to hit in the next few minutes, they grabbed
their picnic basket and a few items, and dashed into their third
cave, shutting the door behind them and locking it.

They had only gotten the basic electric
power connected enough for lights inside the new cave, along with a
basic data terminal. They could recharge their flashlights too. But
they could not see what was going on outside.

Nansella pointed out that the lava tube also
went in the other direction, from which no air flow was seen; yet
it ought to go past the back side of the other two caves, which
would have broken into the lava tube if they had been extended
further. So they took their flashlights and carefully explored a
ways in the other direction of the lava tube; it seemed like it was
getting larger in diameter and would go on a long ways further; but
the air quickly got stale, so they went back.

Then they walked to the lava tube's opening,
where their boat was moored; looking down toward the other end of
the lake, they could barely make out a large number of people
moving around there. But they could not see what they were doing.
It was getting dark, so they walked the tunnel back to the third
cave, where they had their food and bedding and basic equipment,
and spent the night there, comforted by the occasional whump sound
from the pulverizing beam from passing satellite, that probably was
intimidating any of the intruders from investigating toward their
haven.

The next morning they returned to their lava
tube's exit, and watched for movement down at the far end; nothing
seemed to be moving down there anymore. They occasionally looked
down there for signs of activity several more times and by noon
they decided to take the skiff to go closer, a better examination.
Nothing seemed to be moving down there, so apparently their
visitors had left, it seemed. So they continued to the dock there,
and cautiously checked out the trail and then went to look into
their vacation cave home; they found it had been stripped of all
the mold making equipment. Even his snow shovel was gone. The
dwelling of their other couple had similarly been stripped of
craftsmanship materials and equipment. It appeared that Planetary
Enterprise was exercising its right to ownership of everything on
the planet. Especially the creative, highly profitable parts of
it.

Back in their new dwelling of the third
cave, after resting up a bit, they came to the conclusion that
somehow PE had known that there was cabinet making equipment up
here too; it seemed to match with the empty room in Geodon's house
that they had photos of when it was equipped with cabinet making
molds and other equipment involved with the cabinetry. Although
they could not remember that they had once had a cabinet making
facility there, it appeared that something was able to find out
about the setup way up here and what was in it, and take away the
things related to what had vanished per their photos of Geodon's
house workroom. It meant that most likely that when they returned
to town, they would not remember things about the situation they
now were noticing, particularly the taking away of their cherished
equipment and materials, by folks who seemed to know exactly where
it was. Yet those folks did not know that Geodon and Nansella were
up here too, watching them. Very strange. What could they do about
it, they wondered. They did not have food for much longer up here,
either.

They rowed the skiff back up to moor at the
far end of the lake, and walked the lava tube back. The walking
gave them time to think and share thoughts about the situation.
Most probably when they went back into town they would "forget"
what had happened here; or maybe the folks would come back and raid
the third cave while they were gone, finding it out from their
mind, somehow, as evident from the recent events. They prepared
some messages for themselves that they would stumble into later,
telling of what had happened and their guesses, as a hedge against
the strange thing happening again, which seemed most likely to
happen again. They guessed that physical items would not be taken
unless valuable enough to whoever was doing all the mischief. Yet
it still seemed amazing that apparently the thriving new cabinetry
shop in town had been their creation; Geodon still had some money
in his bank account apparently left over from that activity.

But the implications of something happening
that could do the equivalent of reading their memories and erasing
selected ones, was still impressing them with the difficulties it
could cause them, as well as apparently had caused them even quite
recently. They knew that it was linked to the ones now operating
the new cabinetry shop in town, who had come for more of it up here
yesterday. The cabinet shop was now a subsidiary of PE, Planetary
Enterprise, who had been their employer before retirement, as it
was for everybody else on the planet. Apparently PE was intensively
monitoring them in their retirement in this desolate town; just
like it had done so more rightfully back when they were doing jobs
in the industrialized parts of the planet. The situation did not
look like it was going to be an easy fix for them.

There had been no more snow since they had
been up here this time, except for right after they arrived, which
luckily had probably covered up their tracks before the intruders
had arrived to take away the cabinet stuff as well as other
belongings they had here, that had been left in the first cave
room, not realizing they were about to have their belongings taken
away from them. Also luckily they had basics of warm bedding and
some food for their little venture into the third cave and lava
tunnel, that now had become their home. Would it be gone the next
time they came up here, they wondered. Or would they even remember
this place existed. Since it was not a moneymaker at this point,
they guessed that what was here now would still be here later. But
if it again became a moneymaker, could be a problem again, if the
pattern was actually what they were evaluating now. They had food
for only one more day, and then they would have to go back; now was
their time to do something about it all, but what to do?

They had the notes they left for themselves
in their pockets; and they prepared a note to be left here in a
place that hopefully they would find later, too, assuming they came
back here. Of course, would they believe the notes? It was such an
impossible sounding thing, who would believe it? And while they
were discussing weird stuff, Nansella commented another weird thing
she had experienced was whenever she passed the town prison, she
felt like being stuck by an invisible pin or something. He
responded that he too had the same experience; but sometimes when
he opened his front door, the same thing would happen; so it was
not just something to do with the round prison tower. The people
locked up in prison might be doing something mischievous from their
prison cells, shooting something at people to amuse themselves,
perhaps. They would have to be bad people, to be locked up like
that, wouldn't they?

Before they left, Geodon collected up the
latest batch of pulverized lava, put it in the third cave, and put
out a fresh batch of shards from the cave borings by the satellite
beams. He was pretty sure the finely powdered lava they had made,
was intended by himself, before memory erasure, for making an even
finer surfaced form of items made by the sand-adhesive ultrasonic
process. They hid the remaining ultrasonic generator, along with
what small items like hinge pins that had been left behind by the
invaders.

Saying their goodbyes to this place that
they had created with so much caring, just in case the mysterious
thing would make them forget its existence when they got back to
town, they headed back to the pylon, up the pylon's elevator, and a
look at the vast lake from up there and also the tiny view of their
little lake, one of several small lakes visible from up there, they
were soon in the nice warm transfer pod, and munching the last of
the picnic basket's goodies. Soon the rugged ground below them
changed from a mixture of white snow patches on black lava, to just
the ripples and folds of the lava where it had been frozen in place
eons ago. They sat in thoughtful silence for most of the trip,
watching the rhythmic rise and fall of the transfer pod on its
journey across the line of pylons, watching the empty water
transfer containers passing them by going the other direction, on
their way to get another filling of water from the vast lake up
there.

A couple of hours later the town hove into
view. Now they were filled with apprehension, would their memories
of their preparations be spied by the mysterious thing in town,
maybe even erasing their memory of their nice vacation home site in
the next few minutes? They looked for a way to Geodon's home by
some other way other than on the main pathway which led past the
town prison tower. There was the track along which the conveyor
belt endlessly moved transferring items among the businesses and
dwellings of town, and the belt had a small pathway alongside it
probably for repair activities; they could try going over to there
and follow it around, a long way but would eventually get to
Geodon's home.

The transfer pod arrived at the town's
pylon, and down the elevator, but instead of taking the path to
town as usual, they quickly found a way to get to the small trail
alongside the conveyer belt. Carrying the empty picnic basket and
the two empty pails, they started down the utility path alongside
the conveyor belt, counting the structures it went past, as it went
past structure after structure, until counting the buildings they
emerged to where the end of the new construction was going on; then
walking past the giant machines that were making the next house at
a snail's pace when the sun shone, it was only a couple houses down
the path until they were at his house, and inside. They quickly
asked each other, did they notice the strange pin prick phenomena
coming into the house, and neither one had. Maybe they had escaped
the weird thing for now.

It was nice to have a bath and a warm
comfortable bed at long last, and some hot meals freshly made
again. They made more notes for themselves to find later, stashing
them out of sight but where eventually they would find them, most
likely;.was there anything else they could do? They went over to
the cabinet that Geodon had bought at the store, which had cost him
a lot of money; hard to believe that he himself had made the molds,
perhaps even had made this very one, and also probably had invented
the whole process and designed the cabinets. And yet he had no
memory of doing any of that. Other than the leftover intention of
making some new kind of items using the finely pulverized lava
particles in some new products involving the adhesive that was
triggered by the ultrasonic generator.

He put in a request for another ultrasonic
generator and a variety of items such as hinge pin material and
other accessory items, all aimed as if going to make more cabinets;
when they arrived, it might make him wonder why he had sent for
them. And thus help once again re-create some part of memory of the
present situation. And, the stuff most likely would be useful, as
he was beginning to get more inspiration for things to make, using
the process. Nansella suggested another few items that might enable
some kitchen accessories that could be created by the process too.
She made notes for herself explaining the purpose of those items
when they came in. With all these things they had prepared, they
hoped that maybe they could recover some of what would be lost, if
the phenomenon happened again, such as tomorrow. With that done,
they turned in for some long needed rest. Tomorrow would likely be
a difficult day for them.



Chapter 15 Worrying Yet Experimenting




The next morning they awoke to face their
worrisome day. They agreed to go their separate ways for the day,
and when returning here to Geodon's home for dinner in the evening,
to each produce a written note that would hopefully suggest content
of possible now-missing memories of recent events. Part of the
message was identical for each of their notes, and the other part
was different.




That evening, back at Geodon's house and
having dinner together, Geodon brought up the subject of possibly
missing memories. Comparing notes and reading the messages they had
left for themselves, they concluded that probably no memories had
been lost regarding their adventure in the lava tube etc on the
most recent trip to the lake vacation facility. That was a relief,
except that it did not explain the previous happenings. Did they
need to walk past the town prison to make it happen? Neither was
willing to try that experiment right now; no doubt events would
make that happen soon enough anyway, since nearly all paths in town
went past that round tall tower.

Their best guess was that it had to do with
the sensation of being stuck with a pin or hit by a spark, and that
it took awhile to do its work on them, minutes maybe. Maybe a
recorder of their electrical static charge would show a sudden jump
when being hit by the tiny thing. Or maybe it was a pellet with a
substance in it, such as a nano-molecule that had to replicate in
the body enough to have significant effect. Or the prick might just
be like a "load" command while somehow a larger field was being
surrounding the person, causing the person to absorb the larger
complex electrical field. Whatever it was, neither of them had been
taught in formal education about it. They both new through their
lifetime of experiences, that the fact that formal education had
not taught them something, did not mean that it did not exist, not
at all. The formal education was a good start on knowledge; but
learning had to be a lifetime process, new things were always
happening. And some things might be just too puzzling for formal
scholars researching things, and research was usually funded
through grants from businesses hoping to gain something that would
make them profit as a result of research findings, and mysterious
somethings were not a likely source of revenue for businesses, thus
those things got no research done to solve them. Except for the
investigative businesses, perhaps, which were likely to be looking
into new ways to snoop on people and their doings, and be able to
influence people to change their behavior instead if driven by
profit motives, was by power motives.

They would need to arrange an experiment
where one of them would take a walk past the prison and return
here, and compare notes with whoever had stayed here at home. It
was a one-shot experiment; erased memories seemed permanently
erased; and so the person taking the walk would be at risk of
forever losing part of what they were discussing here; neither of
them wanted that. They devised a way to record the pin-prick-spark
sensation, by turning over an item in the pocket immediately after
the sensation; upon return here, inspection of the orientation of
the item in the pocket would give that data point.

And yet also they could guess that most
likely the very fact of their experiment would become seen by the
perpetuator of the phenomenon, thus knowing exactly where the two
stood on the issue; and it was likely to be a hoarded secret by the
perpetrators, and might become even more dangerous to them, no
longer content to be just seeking moneymaking ideas and products to
grab.

Also they were getting weary of the whole
subject; it was not fun at all. Maybe if they could enlist somebody
who enjoyed complex games of predatory behavior on other players,
they might enjoy the subject; but neither of them knew anybody that
they trusted and might be interested in exploring it. So they
decided to just make a sign at the doorway saying to check their
own pocket when coming home, to see the orientation of the object,
and if it was upside down, to read the sealed envelope attached
below the sign. Then resume their life as it was before. Except of
course, clearly without the cabinet business that apparently had
been of major importance to them, up to a few days ago.

Geodon still had the one remaining
ultrasonic generator, and had been able to remember it was used to
trigger the latching of adhesion molecules mixed in with the black
sand. And that he had been interested in using it to make even
smaller detail objects, by using the more finely pulverized
particles produced at their vacation home on the cave shards. Could
they make a dinner spoon that way? Currently a dinner spoon had to
be made out of metal, and metal was very expensive, having to be
tediously extracted industrially from the basalt of which this
planet consisted. It took a lot of solar power to extract enough of
the metals that were used for making eating utensils, and there
were indications that some of the metals in that alloy slowly
leached into the person eating with them, metals that were toxic
when sufficiently taken into the body over a long time. If they
could make a spoon out of essentially raw lava obsidian, it might
be better and cheaper than the metal ones.

Geodon seemed to almost know how to make
molds, and soon had figured out how to make a mold for a dinner
spoon, using his personal metal dinner spoon as the prototype
shape. Then he coated the surfaces of the mold with lubricant, to
keep them from sticking to the casting material. Then they put some
of his mix of black sand, pulverized basalt shards and adhesive,
squashed them into the mold halves, placed the ultrasonic generator
on the mold which transferred the vibrations through to the slurry
in the hollow between the two halves. Then he pulled the two halves
apart, and removed the object; it looked like a dinner spoon
indeed, although it was black and had some rough edges around the
edges where the two parts of the mold met; it was more obvious on a
small object of finer detail like a spoon was. It was also much
lighter in weight that the metal one. Was it strong enough to use?
He handed it to Nansella to do the testing.

She found that it indeed was durable,
surviving normal eating stresses on a spoon. She then dropped it on
the hard floor, and it survived that test, finally she threw it at
the hard wall; it bounced off and landed on the floor intact.
washing it again, she used it for eating something, and it still
worked, although it still had that scratchy edge around it. She had
almost hoped that it would break, due to that scratchy edge.

She asked Geodon if there was anything that
could be done about the scratchy edge. He took the spoon and rubbed
the scratchy edge against a block of basalt; it took some pressure
and perseverance but he got the edge ground off of most of the
spoon, including all of the bowl of the spoon. Then he asked her to
repeat her endurance tests to see it that had weakened the
structure significantly. And the spoon survived the test. It looked
like they had a new product to offer people; would people like it?
The black color was not so appealing as the shiny metal spoons,
although it had a shiny but black surface. the light weight was
also unfamiliar to a hand that had always known a specific inertial
mass of an eating spoon.

Nansella then asked if the spoon would be as
easily cleaned as a metal one, over a long period of time, would it
remain able to be completely cleaned. Would bacteria multiply on it
differently than on the metal eating utensils. It would take some
time to do that kind of testing.

So they made three more of the spoons, and
ground off the scratchy edges as had been done with the first one.
They were both going to carry a spoon in a pocket, with the spoon's
bowl facing downward; it would be the object to turn over quickly
upon feeling the mysterious pin-prick phenomenon. The other two
spoons they would use for their daily eating meals.

With this success so far, Geodon made a
similar mold for a table knife using a metal table knife as the
reference shape; and also a table fork. Only the outside of the
fork's tines needed to be scraped smooth. They were then eating
with entirely eating utensils made out of artificial obsidian.

A week later they also had cups and dinner
plates made the same way. One problem with it all was that on the
precast dinner table of the cast houses made of black sand, the
eating utensils, plates and cups were all the same color as the
table, nearly invisible, so only the food they contained was clear
to the eye. In fact that seemed like a feature that could be a
selling point, because it invited the culinary artist to make more
interesting creations that contrasted with the black of the table
and containers.

But it all looked different; just plain
different. It was a bit of a jolt to the person accustomed to meals
where the plates, cups, and eating utensils were shiny metal on the
black tables. Nansella made an appointment with the store in town
that sold the new cabinetry, asking them to provide a table for her
to show a new product. The people in the store seemed to remember
her as the original provider of the cabinets, and thanked her for
them, and saying they were glad it was a thriving business in town,
the making of the cabinetry. She fended off the compliments, since
she did not actually remember providing them with the cabinets
along with Geodon, as well as a bit miffed that the manufacturing
of their created cabinets was going on with no profit to
themselves. So she quickly changed the subject to her new products.
She set out the bowls and plates of the colorful food she had
prepared for this demonstration, set several places with cups and
eating utensils, knife, fork, spoon for each. Then she invited the
store owner and sales folks to sit and have a meal as her guest;
she was a good cook too. The store staff looked at the strange
table with the almost invisible containers on it, but then sat down
at the places Nansella had set, and she watched the reactions as
each of the picked up the black spoons that were so much lighter in
weight than the metal ones with which they were accustomed. But
soon they were all enjoying the fine luncheon she had prepared.
When they had finished, Nansella then asked it they would like to
sell all of these things; and they could sell them at half the
price of conventional eating equipment. The store owner was
thoughtful for awhile, then said the items could be sold at twice
that amount, but if that is the price arranged, it was a good deal
for them. They put in an order for a thousand of each item; but
Nansella said they could not deliver them at that rate, could only
do a few sets a day at best. They would make as many as possible
and the store could see how well they sold; they would then compare
notes and determine what to do next. It was a done deal; the store
owner wanted to buy the full set of dishes and utensils here on the
table and insisted on paying ten times the asking price, as a bonus
and to help with speeding up manufacturing of more of them.
Nansella did not refuse; it was helpful as their extra savings in
the bank was dwindling again. Walking past the now worrisome prison
tower, she kept in mind the spoon in her pocket, what to do with it
if she felt the sting sensation. But she did not feel one, and when
she got back to Geodon's house, he checked in her pocket, the spoon
was still oriented as it was when she left. And when she related
her demonstration of the new items and subsequent immediate sale of
them and receipt of orders for more of them than they could imagine
making in any reasonable time soon; it appeared that she had not
experienced the mysterious memory thing. And she said she did not
remember the feeling of getting stung along the way.

They spent the next few days making several
full sets of the eating table items to supply the store, hoping a
half dozen of the sets would make the store content for awhile. But
then a knock on the door; it was the store owner; Geodon and
Nansella then showed the store owner their manufacturing setup and
explained how the items were made, so as to convey how tedious it
was to do, and why they were not providing a lot more of them more
quickly. The store owner was surprised that it was done so simply
and easily, and yet it indeed was a time consuming process, labor
intensive. We have lots of you retired folks here, and maybe we can
get them to pitch in and make these things too. Can you just make
more sets of the molds and provide us the materials?

Geodon was running low on the small size
particle basalt, and it would need to be provided in abundance if a
larger scale manufacturing were to be done. It looked like an
opportunity to make another trip to their lakeside vacation home,
and this time they would take sand up and bring back full pails of
pulverized basalt.

He carried the pails of sand, and she
carried the picnic basked of food, along with the cold weather gear
under the food, lest others wonder why the strange clothing for an
outing. She also had a note to themselves under the first layer of
food in the basket, asking to check the orientation of the spoons
in their pockets, when they arrived up at their cave. And off they
went, headed to go past the town prison's even more foreboding
tower that seemed to watch them as they walked by; they must have
some weird criminals locked up in there, he remarked to her, as
they went past.





Chapter 16 Now Are Class B Targets




Inside the tower, Shirezette was busy
converting Geodon and Nansella's category over to Class B, per
instructions received from PE headquarters. There were only ten
channels for Class B targets, so it was not a common action; she
had to refer to the instruction manual several times to refresh her
memory of how to do it. There were only two other people in town
who were designated Class B, and she had input those over three
years ago. The classification meant that the target's link did not
need to be reconnected occasionally to check in on what was going
on with the person, since the link was set to be monitored
continuously without further firing a connection into the person.
It took a lot more resources to do continuous monitoring, so it was
a rare designation. These two had been found to be actively
attempting to discover what was influencing them from the outside
and had guessed it to involve the sensation felt when a link was
fired into a target; and the couple somehow had discovered that PE
had taken over their creative successful business and had erased
all memory that they had the business, but somehow they had
discovered it anyway, and were trying to figure out what was going
on; and that was deemed a first step toward insurrection, and so
needed to be watched carefully to see if preemptive action needed
to be taken. Besides, PE's direct monitoring of the couple had
discovered they now had created a new profitable creative product,
and PE needed the detailed data feed to be able to copy how to make
the product as if it had been invented by PE itself independently.
Shirezette finished the upgrade of both Geodon and Nansella, and
watched the data stream coming in for awhile to verify it was all
getting stored in the company's data bank properly. Briefly
inserting her sensory system to link with Nansella's, she was
suddenly in a pylon transfer pod swinging its way northward.
Nansella was digging into a basket of food, offering some to
Geodon. Shirezette then switched to Geodon; he was grasping a bowl
that seemed oddly light weight and dark colored; he began to eat
out of the bowl with a spoon that similarly was dark colored and
oddly light weight. She tasted the food; that Nansella was a good
cook too, Shirezette decided. In between mouthfuls of the flavorful
food, Geodon was talking, saying something about the landscape
outside, that the snow had already melted off this area of the
rugged volcanic terrain; his pulse and blood pressure were normal
and brainwaves mostly in beta, with occasional flashbacks to what
the terrain had looked like on recent trips. Shirezette unplugged
from the display; it appeared to all be working fine.




In the transfer pod, Nansella was also
watching the terrain below. But her thoughts were on worries of
what they might find when they got up to their vacation site; would
the last area have been raided and those belongings taken by the PE
goons like had been done to their main living quarters and creative
workshop. Well, in a couple more hours they would know, and nothing
could be done about it between now and then. She also focused
attention to the tasty food she had prepared and brought along for
the two of them, a nice treat for herself too.

Geodon was saying something, interrupting
her thoughts. Although he was maybe also talking to himself too,
fresh out of her reverie she was not sure if he wanted a response
from her or not. He was conjecturing about what if something were
able to find out about their worksite and that it had equipment
useful in making cabinetry, then the same technology might well be
somehow aware of their own current thoughts, and therefore any
means they might devise to catch the invasion of their physical and
mental space, would be known already by the perpetrators; thus any
secret thing they might devise to deal with or discover more about
it, would be obvious to the ones they wanted to trap, and thus
would be easily circumvented. It was like all leading around into a
circle, getting nowhere. No way to win that game. Therefore what
use was it to even think about it. Other than to maybe figure out a
way to keep their latest creative product from also getting ripped
off like the cabinetry business was. It was worth more thought,
surely. She suggested that they just enjoy the ride; when they
arrived there, it would be hard work and few moments to rest for a
long time.

Geodon stopped short while on the latest
thread of leading nowhere with solution potentials, and decided
that her suggestion was quite practical. Besides, he had tired of
keeping coming back full circle with no solution found along the
way, over and over again.The scenery outside seen through the
transfer pods windows looked the same as it had looked other times
during these many trips, the snow was gone from this area and the
black lava folds were bare and rugged, as the pod swooped down and
backup again, over and over again. He made a mental note to check
to see how much prepay was still in his account for paying for
these pylon trips up to the lake and back; he had prepaid quite a
lot of money, but then a lot of trips had been made. It would not
be nice to have the prepay money run out while they were up at the
lake area. His communicator could transfer more money in from up
there, of course; but it often took a day or two for money
transfers to take place, and if one had already run out of food and
water it could be a long wait indeed. He made a note to himself to
be done soon after they arrived up at the lake area, regardless of
the situation they found there.

They got a quick glimpse of their lake from
the transfer pod just before it disconnected at the huge lake's
pylon. Then they were out and riding down the elevator, Geodon
carrying the two buckets of black sand, and Nansella carrying the
picnic basket and a smaller container of black sand too. There were
a few patches of snow still in shady areas, but most of the scenery
and trail was back to its former black lava appearance, as they
followed their handmade trail to their little vacation lake place.
A place that had not too long ago been burglarized by the owners of
this planet, thus a place that no longer seemed quite theirs
anymore. They first went to their original cave room; it looked
bare, just as it did when they left here last time. They looked in
on the second cave that had been the area of their helper couple;
it too was bare, stripped by the goons sent by PE to take over any
moneymaking venture's equipment. Then they moved the barricade
aside and quickly went past the blasting area, as he had not told
the blasting to stop and was not sure when the next satellite would
pass by and send a jolt of concentrated sunshine to further
fracture the cave shards. It looked like the stuff was nicely
pulverized into fine powder, and could be put into the buckets
anytime; but the buckets had to be emptied first. Anyway, they then
opened the semi-concealed door to their third cave, looked in and
were relieved that it looked much like they remembered it had
before when the left last time. That was a relief, and they both
flopped down on the simple bedding there, and began a long overdue
time of rest and rejuvenation together.

The next morning, they walked the lava tube
down to the little dock area, and found their skiff still there.
Here again it was still cold, but only a few patches of white snow
remained on the black stone of the rugged surroundings. Geodon
added the two buckets of black sand to enlarge the land area,
helping to provide a flat space in between the ancient lava folds
that led up to where the little lake's water extended. It seemed
such a small change in the amount of useful land area, yet there
had been none here at all when he started, and now there was
several square meters of useful surface; and there were a few
plants that hopefully would seed themselves with new oats in that
area in a few weeks.

They decided to take a ride in the little
skiff; Nansella suggested this time that they travel along the far
side of the lake as they had not yet examined the full edge of the
lake. The easy paddling along and looking at the interface between
liquid water and hard black lava folds was always complex and new
images for their eyes to appreciate. Suddenly Geodon stopped
paddling, and reversed the position of the skiff in the water,
pointing out an area of black that was blacker than the normal
lava. Tossing the little anchor out onto a crevasse area on the
shore, they got out of the skiff and with some difficulty climbed
over the rocky lava to examine the black area. It was a cave, much
as the end of the lava tube exit where they moored their little
boat. Peering into the gap in the rock, the impression of sides and
bottom quickly faded into black; so it looked like it went back a
ways. Back in their rowboat, they looked carefully at the
surrounding shape of lava folds so they could find the place again;
they resolved to bring flashlights here some day to do a bit of
exploring.

They paddled past the area where the path to
the pylon entered the lakefront area, and then past their original
caves and the pulverizing area, then on around to their landing at
the far end of the lake, where they again docked the boat. It had
been a nice excursion. Was this not supposed to be their vacation
home? They spent another night resting together; the preceding week
had been far too stressful, and rejuvenation was much needed for
both of them. By the next morning they were contemplating
productive time again. Geodon sent the command to temporarily stop
the pulverizing of the lava shards, and he filled the buckets with
the finely pulverized material, and the smaller bucket for
Nansella. But she suggested that they leave the little bucket of
fine powder here, as a hedge against loss of their other two
buckets of material. The powder was already in demand, people no
doubt were even now waiting for more of it to show up, so that they
could make more of Geodon and Nansella's food utensils. She instead
filled a couple of the now emptied food containers with pulverized
lava, to take back. Geodon put a new supply of cave shards onto the
place there the satellite beam pounded at erratic times; then
Geodon instructed the beams to resume. Meantime, they were going to
stay on the side away from the now-raided caves. Would they dare to
re-inhabit those caves some day? Geodon suggested that probably
things were safe unless deemed of enough value to PE corporation to
pay some goons to take it away; in the meantime, things probably
would be safe from them, he guessed.

Looking for a safe place to put the little
bucket of pulverized lava and some other things including an
ultrasonic generator and a canister of the adhesive, they finally
chose to venture into the other direction of the lava tube, staying
aware of breathing quality of the air and how long their
flashlights wold stay lit. At the turnaround distance, they
deposited their little hoard of items along the edge of the lava
tube, and began to retrace their way back to the place where they
had broken into the side of the lava tube from the third bored
cave.



Chapter 17 Lava Tube Rejuvenates




They decided to take another day to just
relax up here, it was their vacation place. In addition to being a
creative workshop place that had done so well that the management
had taken it away from them to reap profit from it, without
compensation for taking it, nor even asking permission. Such was
the mindset of big management, apparently justifying that mode by
declaring themselves "winners." There was also an old adage from
way back in time, even on Old Earth, that "absolute power corrupts
absolutely." It seems that at least part of mankind had not changed
all that much. And part of that version of absolute power
apparently had tools for discovering moneymakers that have been
created, and worse, apparently had the power to observe a person's
ongoing experience to a significant amount, and be able to erase
selected parts of a person's memory such that they did not even
remember owning the product they had created. And maybe other
things too. Maybe the invaders were even now monitoring their
experienced up here in their vacation cave hideout. It was a
strange thing to contemplate. They soon realized it was a real
crazy-maker. It seemed like the old novel named "1984" or some year
like that.





The whole thing could take the zest out of
life for the individual. On the other hand, maybe it would be a
boon for those in the acting professions. Or those who did
impersonations. Neither of those kind of activities were
interesting to Geodon or Nansella. But they did like being lovers,
and this was their time to enjoy home away from home with each
other.

Refreshed, they arose the next morning and
walked to the exit of the lava tube. They decided to take a little
trip in their rowboat, bringing flashlights; and do a little
exploring of the natural cave they had discovered on their previous
visit up here. They got into the skiff, released the tie rope and
Geodon paddled them off down the lake, as they enjoyed the sight of
the ripples in the surface of the water and the sensations of the
smooth ride and the changing shapes of the hardened black lava
folds as they slowly went by.

Tossing their tie line with a small rock
attached into a nearby crevasse, they left the boat and climbed
over to the dark area of the mysterious opening. Shining their
flashlights into it, it appeared to be a exit of a lava tube, much
like their own. Walking into it, they discovered it soon flared out
into a very large diameter tube and seemed to stay that size as
they continued down its pathway. It dwarfed their own lava tube and
even their satellite-blasted cave rooms. Again being sensitive to
their breathing and state of mind, in case the air quality became
unsupportive for them, they continued down this marvelous
structure. "Imagine" Geodon chattered, "a walkway down one side of
this tube, and along the other side would be shops and homes. this
could be a place for a small village" he fantasized, sharing it
with Nansella. However, she was more realizing that they had not
brought the picnic basket so they could have a lunch here, and
continue on the adventure. Nansella turned her flashlight off to
save energy; they did not know the limits of the flashlights, and
this already was the longest excursion in which they had used
flashlights. Water began to appear along the lower side of the
tunnel, and then the passageway abruptly got wader and higher, and
they found rock shards along the floor; then there was light ahead.
But instead of another cave entrance, it was from the ceiling
overhead having collapsed.

A quick look beyond the collapsed area,
showed that the lava tube continued on beyond. But now they climbed
up the debris from the collapsed area, and emerged outside. Looking
around from there, it all looked unfamiliar until they could see
the very top of a pylon, then another. The pylons seemed to be the
last in the line of them, so one of them at the end must be the
terminal pylon at the vast lake, where the buckets dipped into the
lake to refill and begin their swings back down the other side of
the pylons, taking water back to town and the agriculture
there.

Back down in the tunnel, they resumed their
exploration beyond the collapsed area. Only a little further beyond
there, the lava tube formed a "Y" junction; the other arm of the Y
went back downhill, and the stem of the Y continued the gentle
uphill grade. Geodon thought that the new arm of the lava tube
seemed to go generally toward their other lava tube, and wondered
if that was so. Starting down that path, Nansella suggested they go
back and have a meal, then explore from their own tunnel and see if
it indeed came here. Geodon suddenly became aware that he indeed
was hungry, and they headed back the way they had come. Working
their way over the heap of fallen debris and edging past the little
water area, then it was a rather long walk until they reached their
exit to their skiff. Stepping out into the sunshine, Geodon scanned
the view toward both dock sites; there were no invaders in sight.
So they got into the boat and paddled back to the lava tube exit.
Tying the skiff to their little dock area, they headed down that
lava tube a bit more hurriedly, getting quite hungry now. Back in
their third cave room, they had a nice meal and took a nap; by that
time, it was dark outside but no matter, it was dark in the lava
tube too. Their flashlights also having been recharged, they headed
down the unexplored part of their lava tube, soon passing by their
little cache of crafts materials. The air seemed to be tolerable
for breathing, although no breeze was apparent through the tube.
The journey through the shiny surface black lava tube seemed to
create a sense of being lost in time and space, as the flashlight's
beams were mostly reflecting down the black tube bouncing forward
instead of back so they could see the wall's surface very well. It
was just walk down this strange surface, only the two of them
seeing each other to the side, that seemed very real. But there
were just two directions, forward and backward; yet if they dared
stop and not mark which way was forward from there, they could well
be retracing their path backwards. Their conversation also began to
get monotonous, there being nothing out there to discuss
anymore.

They decided to stop for awhile, marking
which way would be forward, by one of the flashlights set on the
floor of the tube shining in the direction they are walking. The
spot of light also was something to focus upon while they were
resting, sitting with their back against the wall of the tunnel,
finally fully absorbing the experience of being there, no doubt the
first living beings to ever be right here, ever.

Nansella was the first to notice it. She
cautiously began to tell Geodon that she was also feeling
different. Ever since she had come to the town, she had always had
the subtle feeling of not quite ever being alone, although the
other presence did not seem to be otherwise communicating with
here, it was just present. And now it seemed to be gone, and the
difference was letting her know the difference. She was alone with
Geodon and only him, for the first time since they met. Geodon was
thoughtful about that awhile and replied that maybe he too now was
aware of such a feeling. No third party involved now. Just the two
of them. Although they were just sitting shoulder to shoulder and
holding one hand with the other's, suddenly they were far more
aware of each other than they had ever known. They just sat for
half an hour, just relishing being together, with no mysterious
chaperone now. They conjectured that maybe whatever was invading
their minds while in town and had been involved with the strange
loss of their new thriving business; maybe right here and now it
was no longer pestering them. Why was that happening? Was it a
shielding effect here in the tunnel? Or maybe because they really
did not know what time it was nor where they were now. All they
knew was forward and backward directions, and that was an
arbitrarily defined thing, by their flashlight's direction shining
on the floor near them. Could they re-create that feeling of being
in a place beyond time and location, somewhere else? It was
something to consider. But it also might really only be a property
of this physical place, too. It would be interesting how this felt
from memory once they had gone back into familiar space.

So they lined themselves up facing in the
tunnel the same way the flashlight was shining, then Geodon picked
the flashlight up and they began to walk forward. At least they
hoped it was forward, per their flashlight technique, which seemed
reasonable. It was only a few more minutes of walking up the gentle
upward slope of the tunnel, when they found that there was a branch
in the tunnel off to the left. So they turned and began to walk
down that branch, which had a gentle downward slope. And then a bit
of light shone and then they were back at the now familiar
collapsed section of the lava tube, and blinking in the bright
sunshine; and soon were spotting the two pylon tops as before.

So they had confirmed that the two lave tube
tunnels were connected. And that there were two natural openings to
the outer world, one collapsed area opening; and the opening they
had made into their artificial cave. Plus, they did not know what
lay on further the main lava tube. This meant that their third
bored cave hideaway was approachable from three other places now,
not just their somewhat concealed doorway into their bored cave.
They both examined more clearly where they were in relationship to
the two pylons in view. Although the rugged terrain seemed to make
it impossible to cross the space without a helicopter or building a
pylon extension. In fact, this was an interesting kind of place in
that it was probably unapproachable except from through the
tunnels, unless PE helicopters were brought in, of course. From
above, the collapsed part of the tunnel might not be obvious as
different from the frozen folds of the lava elsewhere.

Having satisfied their curiosity, they
retraced their steps back to the Y junction, and began the long
walk back towards their little hideaway, where food was awaiting
their arrival. Nansella's picnic basket was getting fairly empty
but not entirely; another dinner, another night here, and munchies
for the trip back to town in the transfer pod. The thought of a
tasty meal was luring them on down the tunnel. They also thought
that if they would bring along a round object, a ball, that it
might be able to detect the gentle slope of the tunnel, a way to
determine which way was forwards, in case the flashlight technique
had been forgotten. But for now, it was just deliberate keeping
track of the way they were moving. It was a long hike down the
tunnel, and again the sense that they were lost in time and space
happened along the way, both comforting as freedom from the
mysterious external watcher, yet a bit uncomfortable due to the
worry that they might be lost and not be able to get back. But the
thought of dinner waiting kept them oriented to reality. And then
they were at their doorway into their little bored cave hideaway,
and lights flooding the room. They put their flashlights into the
recharger to get them ready for some other adventure. And they
especially enjoyed the dinner flavors.

Nansella commented that she was now feeling
more fully alive than since she had come to the
agricultural-retirement town with its forbidding prison tower. They
luxuriated in the especially alive feeling, eventually drifting off
to sleep that way and awakening the next morning still feeling
wonderful. Before they opened the door to leave, Geodon suddenly
suggested that this experience might be a salable thing. Maybe PE
management would not steal it from them; but actually PE could just
declare ownership of all their vacation place that Geodon had built
with so much labor, and even forbid them from coming back here. So
maybe they ought not think about commercializing it. Besides, if it
indeed had an effect of temporarily disconnecting from the
mysterious watchful monitoring by PE management, PE might indeed
forbid people from experiencing it. This became a perplexing
puzzle. But at least they had fun exploring on this venture; and
before they came here they were feeling fairly hopeless and
trapped. Now things seemed better again. What the reality was, they
did not know; and they felt they had little control over that.

Before leaving, they put some of their
bedding and their empty food containers in their #1 cave room,
hoping to indicate that was where they had spent their time on this
trip, in case PE management sent goons up here again to investigate
and rip off salable goodies.

They had but the one snack remaining which
they shared in the transfer pod, as they swung up and down across
the vast lava rippled landscape below.



Chapter 18 Nansella's Memory Is Erased




On arriving at the town's pylon, they chose
to again take the back route to avoid going past the suspect town
prison tower. Finally getting to Geodon's house, they freshened up
and had a good meal, took a nap.





But they could not stay in there forever,
since among other things they had to buy some things that were not
deliverable by the conveyor belt that circulated through the town
to all buildings. He put in a grocery request to initiate the
sending of items from the town's food supply store, but Nansella
had to get some things from her house, to live with Geodon more
comfortably. So they checked their spoons' orientation and the
existence of the stashed notes for them to check the orientation,
and then Nansella headed over to her house.

But four hours later she had not returned,
way past when she ought to have come back. Geodon called her home
on the vidicon and Nansella answered; how nice of him to call, she
replied. Was there something he wanted? Geodon paused for a minute,
realizing that she no longer remembered she was to come back to his
house. Most likely she had suffered the weird memory erasure
phenomenon. How to find out just how much erasure? He invited her
over for dinner at his place, and would she bring the item she had
gone back home to get. It was her turn to be silent for awhile.
Then she replied that she would like to do that, could she come
over right now?

When she arrived, Geodon noted that she had
brought the item with her, and that she was wearing the same
clothes as when she had left here earlier this morning. So
apparently she had not been assaulted again on the way here this
time. He asked her to look in the pocket carefully and note what
orientation the spoon there had. Looking quite puzzled, she looked
in the pocket. Surprised, she asked how did he know there was a
spoon in her pocket. And why did she have a spoon there anyway.
And, what a strange spoon, black and lightweight. Geodon noted that
indeed, the spoon had been turned over. He asked her to look in the
compartment in her purse to read a message there. Still with a
puzzled look on her face, yet also with some comprehension that
something important was being evaluated, she looked in the
compartment, and found the note in her own handwriting explaining
that if the spoon was inverted when found, that she had indeed been
able to turn it over after feeling the impact of a tiny sharp
object that seems to be associated with memory erasure.

She sat down, clearly needing time to figure
out a bit better what was going on. Geodon showed where he also had
a spoon in his pocket, and it had not been turned upside down. And
he pulled out a similar paper from his wallet, essentially
explaining the spoon position but in his handwriting this time.

"Are you telling me that I don't remember
some things?" she asked. He replied, after a brief pause, "That
appears to be true. However, it is something I have suffered from
too, only this time you and I were trying an experiment, you going
out to do your normal activities while I stayed here at home.
Apparently while you were out there, the phenomenon of somehow
having specific memories erased happened to you but not to me, this
time."

She digested this some more, then asked what
kind of relationship did they have, if any; it had seemed strange
that he would invite her over this way. Geodon sat down too. This
was worse than he had imagined could happen. The perpetrators had
apparently even erased her awareness of their long intimate
relationship. That was bad news. He was very much in love with her
and she had been so with him; but now she hardly knows him anymore,
just hours later. He probed his own memory of having discovered
missing memory happening to him too. It had been thorough, the
memories never had come back. But objects in his surroundings had
not all changed to fit the situation implied in the new memory
state; and between he and Nansella they had formulated a hypothesis
and the spoon and note technique. Which seems to have worked to
some extent.

"You are being too quiet" she interrupted
his thoughts. "I have noticed some odd things even before coming
here now. Can you fill me in with some explanation?" He dove right
in. "We have both been victim to something that apparently can very
effectively erase specific memories. The only way to discover it is
to examine one's surroundings for inconsistencies with one's
memories. You and I have had a fine relationship for several
months, enjoying lots of fine times. We even apparently had a
thriving business going that was making us money, making a new type
of cabinetry now being done in town and sold at the furniture store
there too. But memory of doing that got erased, and apparently is
done by PE corporate management itself, again apparently motivated
when it was found to be a profitable activity so they took it away
and erased our memory of having created the business and its
special techniques for doing the manufacture."

"We have also been creating a vacation home
a few hours ride from here, which I had started to make a year ago.
You were quite interested and joined right in. We have started a
better refinement of the cabinetry technology and had created a new
set of products. Just last night we came back here after relaxing
time up at the vacation site."

"You mean we have been intimate?" she asked,
getting a bit red in the face. He stared at her a moment. "Well,
yes. Quite a bit. I am deeply in love with you. You had seemed to
be equally in love with me for the past several months, including
as of this morning. Now you are getting embarrassed at the very
thought of any of that happening. This is worse than I had thought
could happen. That was very mean of them to do that to you. To
us."

They both sat there for awhile,
thoughtfully. Then she said what was it about cabinetry, could he
show her. He then took her into the spare bedroom that was the
workshop they had. Does any of this look familiar to you?" he
asked. She looked at it and said no. Then she looked at the cabinet
he had bought from the store, a cabinet that probably he had made
himself before the memory got erased in him, and the business and
its equipment had been taken from him and given to employees of PE.
"Is this the kind of cabinet you were mentioning?" she exclaimed,
going over to look at it. "What fine detail! Hinged door covers!
How could this have been made?" she went on.

He then took her into the kitchen, and
showed her the table ware and dishes. She held them in amazement.
"This is our latest creation you and I have been working on during
the past few weeks; we have been worried that it too might get
stolen from us the same way as the cabinetry business was taken and
memory of it erased." She continued to weigh the very light spoon
in her hand. Then she remembered the spoon that had been in her
pocket; she had not fully realized that it was not the normal metal
spoon. She got the spoon out of her pocket; it indeed was the same
obsidian-looking lightweight but otherwise very normal looking
spoon as were the ones here in Geodon's kitchen. "Well" she said
thoughtfully, "It looks like I will have the interesting
opportunity to fall in love with you once again. You said you have
some groceries here for me to fix for our dinner?"

It indeed was a fine tasting dinner they
shared; she had not forgotten how to cook a good meal. When they
had settled down for some conversation, he carefully pointed out
that most likely he too would have his memories erased the next
time he left the house, especially if he walked past the town's
prison tower. And he did not know what would happen after that. The
spoon thing had worked this time, but it was not bringing back her
memories. If the memory erasure had been done to both of them at
the same time, how much would the notes and spoons have meant to
them? Especially if their tableware making equipment and supplies
had also been taken out of his house at the same time, leaving a
bare room, as he had found after the earlier taking away of the
cabinetry business. She too was being quietly thoughtful a long
time. Finally she said that she did not want to lose more of even
these new memories, would he mind if she stayed here tonight. With
relief Geodon eagerly agreed to that, and showed her the few items
she had left in the bedroom, which she recognized as being hers.
"Yes, this is getting interesting" she mumbled, as they prepared
for their rest.

The next morning, the rest of the groceries
had been delivered by the conveyor box system. He asked her if she
would like to go see their vacation area again, and she agreed. He
then said that he would need to go out and get the pails filled
with black sand from the perimeter of the town, now existing
several houses away from his home. He said there was some chance
that he would be accosted and have memories erased while getting
the sand; he did not know the extent of whatever was causing them
trouble. So they arranged for her to stay at his house while he
left to get the pails of black sand; he ought to be back in about
20 minutes. She was to not let anybody in except him, in the
meantime. And if he did not show up back here within, say, an hour,
she was to leave too and return to her home, for safety. Unless she
was willing to stay here and attempt to bring some of his memory
back; it was up to her to decide about that.

But he was back in 20 minutes, with two
buckets of black sand for their venture. He asked if she was ready
to go, she agreed; he asked where was her picnic basket of food to
take along and her small pail of black sand. She looked blankly at
him; then he realized their routine of her fixing the food for
several days had gotten erased too. He then related their routine
about the food, and both of them pitched in to prepare enough food
for several days. He was beginning to think that he would need to
double-check everything. What if his memory got attacked again was
an even worse risk, he worried, but at this point he was coping
with as much as he could do as it was. Cannot prepare for
everything, but one must prepare for what one can do, anyway.

He led them along the back route that the
service vehicles used, which had protected them from being attacked
so far. They got to the pylon and went up the elevator to the
transfer pod, and soon they were swinging up and down as the pod
was transferred from one pylon to the next, headed toward the vast
lake that supplied this town and its agriculture with the
life-giving water substance. Nansella watched the rugged black lava
terrain passing by below them for a long time, then asked if she
had seen this before. He said she had indeed, many times; even when
it had been covered with snow, which had been different adventures
in its own way. She continued to be quiet, then grumped a bit that
it was not fair, to have one's nice memories taken away like this,
especially just because somebody wanted to steal the profitable
manufacturing business. He agreed, adding that while it was being
difficult also for him to not assume that she would know what to be
doing, but in a way it was a bit fun too in that he was getting to
show her his interesting adventures with fresh eyes.

They arrived at the vast lake's terminal
pylon, their transfer pod being set on the elevator platform. From
up there Nansella gazed with amazement out at water that extended
to the horizon, mirror-flat except for the ripples made by the
buckets that were dipping into the lake and then headed back down
the string of pylons toward town. "Is that your lake?" she
exclaimed in disbelief. "No," he said, "look over in this direction
and look for a tiny bit of shiny water, that is my little lake," or
at least the part he could see from here. She asked how could one
get to there from here. He replied for her to bring her picnic
basket and little pail of sand, and follow him as he carried the
two large buckets of black sand. Down the pylon's elevator they
went, then he took her along the pathway he had built through the
rugged terrain, filling in places with many buckets of black sand
which he had carried up here during many months of trips, over a
year ago. Even so, there were places where they had to climb over
humps between the areas he had leveled with the sand.

Coming into sight of the little lake, he let
her gaze at it for a moment motionlessly; then he led her over to
the first cave room. It had not been disturbed; it still had the
litter of empty food containers and small pile of bedding. "This is
one of my quilts" she exclaimed, as she picked it up off the floor.
"And this is an empty box of my favorite dinner mix. Is it yours
too?" she asked. He said yes it was; that she had taught him to
like it too, although he had not tried it before meeting her.

Taking her back outside again, explaining
how the caves had been slowly built by brief thermal shocks of
sunlight focussed on the face of the basalt here by passing
satellites. He then pointed out the barrier, saying that the same
process was occasionally being used to pulverize some of the basalt
shards into a fine powder, which was used to make the tableware. It
was dangerous to pass through there unless sending a command to
cease any energy blasts for awhile, then he led her past the heap
of powdery material as she thoughtfully looked at the fine grained
powder, something she had never seen before.

Then he opened the concealed door into the
third cave. Inside was their real furnishings as had been remaining
after the raid by PE Corporation's raid. "How about some of that
nice lunch you brought in your picnic basket?" he invited. Looking
around at the rough-hewn cave walls a bit, and the meal preparing
equipment, she soon was busy setting out some tasty morsels which
they enjoyed, relaxing after their journey here.

After lunch, he led her down the lava tube
tunnel to its exit at the far end of his little lake. Saying that
she would rather take a ride in the rowboat a little later, she
wanted to do more exploring of the lava tube tunnel first. Back
down the lava tube they walked, past their entrance from their cave
room, and into the long black tube with its glassy surface that did
such strange things to the beams of their flashlights. When they
stopped to rest, he showed her how to set out a flashlight shining
in the direction they were walking, so as to minimize the risk of
inadvertently starting walking back the way they had come. He also
showed how to use the little ball he had brought along this time,
which would generally roll downhill along the gentle slope back
toward the outlet of the lava tube.

The long walk down the black glassy tunnel
was beginning to give both of them the strange sense of losing
awareness of time and space, a familiar thing to him, but not to
her anymore. Suddenly she stopped. He asked what was happening and
she said that her memory was coming back, she thought. Would there
be a Y ahead, which they could take the other arm of the Y in the
tunnel and soon reach a pile of rubble which can be climbed to see
outside again? And that the tops of two pylons could be seen from
there, too? He confirmed that all that was true. She asked to stop
and rest here for awhile, to see how much more she would remember.
Sitting on the tunnel floor in silence, one of the flashlights
shining in the direction of their travel, Nansella began to talk
slowly as if in a dream, about the life they had known together
these past few months. Even their efforts to avoid the town prison
tower, which had some way of making them forget, sometimes. She
said she needed some time to integrate herself, so they snuggled
down together for comfort and warmth there, and soon both dozed
off.

Geodon woke first, noticing that there was
no light anymore from the flashlight. Feeling around for the other
flashlight, he turned it on and laid it down pointing in the
direction the now discharged flashlight had been aimed toward the
direction of their travel, and then gently woke Nansella. They both
did some stretches; friendly embrace and all, it still was a hard
floor on which to rest. Geodon was getting a bit concerned as to
how much time their remaining flashlight would last; walking this
tunnel without light was not something he wanted to experience if
possible to avoid. But Nansella wanted to to experience the place
where the tunnel had collapsed, so they did so. Up the heap of
broken lava they climbed into sunshine; they put both flashlights
into the solar charge mode, which would add only a small amount of
energy, but would enable the discharged flashlight to be put into
its locator mode where it would shine a small LED, more for the
purpose of finding it in the dark; but it would also illuminate
something a little bit if close enough. And in total darkness,
having to walk, that might be a welcome thing to be able to see, if
worse came to worse on the way back. They rested up, staying there
awhile; she confirming her recollection of the two pylon tops being
visible in the distance. And Geodon confirmed her recollection that
if they were to continue down this fork in the tunnel, it would
come out near the side of his lake.

Once they had gotten warmed up by the
sunshine, and their flashlights a bit recharged, Nansella pointed
out that there was no place comfortable to rest here very long, so
they began to re-trace their path to here. They got to the Y in the
tunnel; then headed down the other arm of the Y. It again was a
long surreal experience, losing sense of where they were and of
time itself. Then the flashlight suddenly went out, leaving only
its small location LED lit. They stopped in their tracks, realizing
that there now was risk of losing sense of where they were headed;
the little ball would be hard to use if it was not easily seen and
if it got out of range of the little LED light the ball itself
would be lost. Finally, Geodon asked Nansella to always walk behind
him; he would have his LED on while she conserved what little
recharge her flashlight had. Hopefully by his always walking away
from her, and she following along behind him, that would conserve
their sense of direction. She had been behind him a little bit when
the flashlight had gone out, so they hoped that was the way to
go.

It was slow walking too, essentially a bit
of zigzag back and forth down the tunnel, reaching the upslope of
one side and thus knowing to alter course a bit away from the
tubular tunnel wall. They carried on a continual chatter together,
partly to know of each other's presence. It seemed a very long way.
Then light was appearing ahead; the tunnel's exit by the end of the
lake. They had passed by the doorway to their cave room, unable to
see it in the dark. They stretched out on the sand of the little
beach he had made there, letting the flashlights get recharged a
bit in the sunlight too. After resting there for half an hour, and
noticing the sun would be going down soon, he pointed out that the
flashlights would not have enough recharge to be able to make it
back to their cave room in the dark tunnel, and they were likely to
pass it by again, not a desirable thing to happen. They were both
very tired and hungry, and had had enough of adventure for one day,
"How about a little ride in the rowboat?" he invited of her. She
looked a bit doubtful of it, never having before seen so much water
nor a boat. But he steadied the little skiff as she stepped in,
sitting down where he instructed to sit, and they were off as he
paddled down the lake.

Geodon was really tired by the time
they got to the dock at the other end of the lake. They got out of
the skiff and tied it to the dock, and headed into the third cave.
Geodon reactivated the satellite pulverizing the material for
making more spoons, plugged both flashlights in to re-charge, while
Nansella set out dinner for themselves. Exhausted, they fell asleep
quickly; it had been quite a day. Before he went to sleep, Geodon
quietly told Nansella that he was very glad she was back,
completely back with her memories again. She snuggled a bit closer
in response, fading into sleep.



Chapter 19 Measuring Cups And Spoons




They were slow to get going the next
morning. Good breakfast, but the creature comforts were minimal
there, due to the raid from the goons of PE Corporation of their
comfy home in the first cave, that had stripped it of everything.
Geodon had not worked so hard to get this third cave nicely
equipped, not knowing if it would get raided too. If the PE folks
were picking their brains, then they would likely find out about
this location too, and break into it too. Thus why work so hard to
make it comfortable. Besides, he had not had much time to re-equip
it. At least Nansella was back almost fully helping, as her
memories continued to dribble back in, when stimulated by what she
was seeing that now was familiar again.





Nansella asked what the mind intruders were
likely to do when they discover that she had been able to recover
some of her memory, despite the intruders having erased the
memories including of her relationship with Geodon. He said that
question had been in his worries too, but had not come up with an
answer. It was possible that those who used a technology related to
the "sharp poke" sensation that was followed by erasure of memories
related to the physical and intellectual property the intruders
stole from the victim, and also seemed to be able to do some
puppeteering of their targets too; such people probably are ready
to deal with any who manage to recover enough to resent the abuse
done to them and their lives. Maybe that was what the town prison
was for, holding folks who had done that. It was real paranoid kind
of stuff and therefore not likely to be considered credible by most
people even if told to them; and besides, that knowledge would be
erased easily by the intruders. It was an "absolute power" kind of
thing, and proverbially that led to absolute corruption. It kind of
fit PE management or maybe just one segment of the planet-running
corporation. And they were stuck on this planet for the rest of
their lives.

They had enough food for two more days here,
so they discussed how they would like to spend the time together,
since it was likely that when then got back to town, one or both of
them would have the memory of their relationship erased, and they
might not be so lucky to be able to recover next time.

Nansella said that she wanted to explore the
rest of the lava tubes, go on another boat ride, and make some
spoons. And much mutual comfort time together in between. Geodon
agreed with all of this.

With a picnic lunch packed and two fully
charged flashlights, they headed up the lava tube towards the fork.
This was getting familiar to both of them, yet even so, the sense
of being lost in space and time while walking along in there, still
felt quite strange. They reached the Y; then on impulse they chose
to explore a little way up the stem of the Y, a place where they
had not yet gone. And was probably the first time any living things
had been there. It looked much like the other lava tubes except had
a somewhat larger cross-section. Same smooth shiny walls of the
flattened circular shape. Then they came to another fork in the
tube. This one looked like it had gone off toward the direction of
the vast lake, but they did not have the light resources to explore
that direction. They were only using one flashlight as it was, not
wanting to repeat the experience of being without a flashlight far
from home. So they turned around there and returned to the original
Y in the tube, and soon were up in the sunlight after climbing the
debris pile remaining from the collapse of the lava tube's roof
there.

Geodon scanned full circle there, but found
no identifiable landmarks other than the tops of the two pylons off
in the distance. Nansella suggested that this place might be useful
as a secondary hideout, since it had cover, sunshine and water. And
it had three ways for access, none of them easy. Geodon suggested
that they could use the ultrasound process to build a room just
inside the lava tube beyond the opening, and run wires from a solar
cell array set out above here to provide a small amount of
electricity to it. They could gradually bring supplies to it over
time, preparing it for a hideaway. Even with supplies, though, it
could be only a temporary place to be. They set a target to enable
it to be able to support the two of them for two weeks. Nansella
filled one of her emptied lunch containers with water from the pool
of water below, to take back for analysis of its usefulness for
drinking. Picking out a place for their future room to build, they
placed their emptied food and drink containers there to mark the
spot, a form of claim on the site, too, having written both their
names on the containers. However, they decided not to do a formal
registration with PE for this site; there appeared reason to not
fully trust that authority to honor the property of the people who
lived on this planet, as much as had been claimed.

Then they continued their hike through the
lava tube until reaching its lakeside exit. Nansella stood admiring
the view of the lake from there, still amazed as to how much water.
Not nearly as big as the vast lake that supplied the town and
agriculture with water; but still more water than would fill a
bathtub, which was the most she had seen elsewhere, before coming
up here with Geodon. From here, they could see both the dock at the
bored cave entrance part of the lake, and also the dock at the far
end where the first lava tube had its exit. Nothing stirred at
either place, for which they were thankful. They determined to
leave some more empty food containers in the first cave before they
left, to suggest to intruders that was where they had spent their
time while up here this time.

Nansella suggested that this, too, could be
made into a hideaway, since it had access to sunshine and water,
and could be accessed two ways, one by boat and the other through
the lava tube network. Geodon suggested that they could use the
boat to bring supplies here fairly easily, and later move them to
the area of the collapsed roof area; meantime they would be
available here, anyway. He looked around at the surrounding lava
folds and said that it would be quite difficult to get to this
place without a boat, or through the tunnels. That could be an
advantage, or a disadvantage, depending on the situation.

Nansella declared that this whole area was
an interesting place. Geodon had formally declared homestead rights
to the small lake and 100 meters around its edges, and that would
include this little cave hideaway too, even though not identified
on the declaration map, no more than was the lava tube exit at the
far end of the lake. But it was on record that he owned all of
this, so long as he had made it a supporter of life, and his
seeding of the lake ecosystem fulfilled that claim; and the little
plot of oats and starter microbes he had been growing using sand he
had brought up from the perimeter of town, also fulfilled that
claim. But the claim was recorded in Planetary Enterprise data
banks, and thus could be erased as easily as they had erased his
memory of ownership of the cabinetry business.

Nansella said she was ready to take a boat
ride, so they made their way back again through the lava tubes to
the dock at the far end of the lake. She produced some picnic items
and said she wanted to have a little meal in the boat, out on the
water. So they got in the skiff and Geodon paddled out into the
middle of the lake, Nansella absorbing the experience, including
how the ripples which they made moved out away from them, heading
across the flat lake in all directions.

Riding in the little boat across the lake,
Nansella suddenly exclaimed that there were things in the water.
Geodon glanced down, it was a trout fish, about half grown. He
explained that he had seeded this lake with a complete set of a
chain of lifeforms, bacteria, algae, crustaceans, worms and several
kinds of fish who were the top of the food chain in the lake. The
water, sunshine and some minerals from the basalt enclosing the
lake, were the basic building blocks and energy source. Eventually
he thought the trout would become a small food source for people
here, along with the oats he had planted, eventually a way to
augment the food supply here. Nansella said she knew someone who
had pet ducks and she could see if she could get some ducklings for
the lake.

Geodon thought the addition of ducks to the
pond was a great idea. And once the oats were fairly abundant
growing here, he would attempt to get some quail and see if they
could thrive here on shore too, a second kind of bird. Much of what
mankind did on this planet was to bring life to this planet which
had never known life before. And this indeed seemed to be happening
here. With more buckets of sand to extend the area where oats could
grow, that would provide more food for the other creatures of the
food chain. So far, Geodon had avoided bringing more kinds of
creatures to live here, beyond those capable of living in a
self-sustainable way in this localized ecosystem. He had brought up
canisters of oats and farm sand to help start the system; but the
intent was for the oats to soon be productive enough to sustain the
system thereafter. Using another empty beverage container, he took
a sample of the lake's water, to have it analyzed to see how the
microfauna were doing. The last time he had analyzed a sample of
the lake water, he had found that two more microfauna were needed
to stabilize the ecosystem better.

Out in the middle of the lake, Nansella got
out her picnic lunch, and they happily munched it, surrounded by
the water of the lake, just as she had requested. Her enthusiasm
for it spiced Geodon's experience of it too, having this meal with
her in this unique space. Most of the planet was a desolate lava
covered world; so this indeed was a novel experience, he decided,
although by himself he would not have thought of coming out here to
eat. Romantic activities brought new brightness to most any place
and situation, he mused.

Their meal done, and having absorbed the
scenery and sunshine until it had become a bit routine, they headed
back to the dock on the lava tube end of the lake; the little boat
was safer there, he thought, although it did point to where the
lava tube had its exit, if anybody would see the boat way down
here. But it was not easily seen, and could not be seen from the
area of the three artificial cave rooms. The presence of a dock
there might not suggest the presence of a boat somewhere on the
lake, he hoped. Nansella suggested that they place some seats, made
with the ultrasonic process, on the dock area, to encourage
contemplation of the water in comfort from there, and suggest
another purpose for the dock area, to hopefully satisfy the
curious.

"How much money would a business have to
make to attract the takeover by PE?" Nansella asked. If we made
this into a vacation resort kind of thing, yet did not expand it to
make very much money, then maybe PE would not take it over, she
suggested. "Probably the cost of having goons invade and take it
over, would be the dividing line between a business that remained
in the hands of the originators of the business, versus the
businesses that got taken over by PE" he suggested.

"Let's see if Jockly and Juisette would be
willing to let their cave room be rented to vacationers." Geodon
suggested. "Meantime lets set the satellite to start blasting a new
cave room. We have enough pulverized basalt shards now to make a
few more sets of tableware, but not enough to make a thriving
business of it; perhaps the scarcity of the powdered material will
make it a venture not worth the takeover by PE; and we can make a
bit of money off the effort, and keep it as our own that way."
Although the satellite technique for pulverizing shards of lava to
create the material for making spoons etc, could be done anywhere
on the planet, and thus making it into a bigger business, for now
the means for making the material for making the finely detailed
tableware could remain their secret. Or so they hoped; now
remembering the probability that their memories of all this would
be somehow gotten by the mysterious folks at the town prison.

Geodon then suggested carefully that maybe
the town prison was indeed not exactly just a prison, but instead a
site for those who did the memory invading and erasing process. The
tower would make a perfect place for observing the townspeople. Of
course, its reputation for instead being a prison, intimidates any
townspeople who might be tempted to do mischief. That suggested,
they determined to once again use the back pathway back to Geodon's
house when they returned to town.

Slowly paddling the way back to the dock on
the far side of the lake, they were being quiet. When they got
back, would the memory of all this be taken away from them, they
both wondered. So they especially admired the view and the
experience, as they might not be able to experience it again. Or
even remember experiencing it now. Back at the dock, they tied the
boat up and rested a bit in the fading sunlight, before heading
down the lava tube to their cave number three to spend the night in
more comfort together. They set the two flashlights to recharge,
and Geodon reprogrammed the satellite to start boring the fourth
artificial cave, over by cave room number one and number two. It
would take another month to bore the new cave; meantime, the shards
produced could be used to extend the area into the lake a bit more,
as a flat area for the hypothetical tourists. Sand could be brought
up to make the last inch of surface for the deck area, and the
rough shards would be the below surface material supporting the
deck's sand.

The next morning Nansella prepared a nice
breakfast for them. She had food for only one more meal, and she
suggested that they stash this food away as a start on hideaway
provisions. They could go back a few hours earlier because of it,
and be a bit hungrier when arriving in town, is all. But this way
they would have a start on a new cache of supplies for some future
need. And they realized that being prepared for the unexpected was
a wise thing to do, insofar as resources permitted. They spent the
morning making a trip to the collapsed roof site, placing some food
there with the empty containers previously left there to mark the
site.

So they headed back to town a few hours
earlier than they had originally intended. It had been a very nice
adventure for them both, to come here this time. They had no lunch
to munch on, as the transfer pod dipped up and down across the
rugged landscape, so they were indeed hungry when they arrived at
the town's pylon. They took the back way to Geodon's home, and got
inside without apparent memory problems; they both showed their
spoons were still in their original condition in their pockets, as
a sort of proof of that. Nansella immediately prepared a fine meal
for them.

Since Nansella was needing more of her
belongings from her own house, they decided to attempt to plan how
to get them over here without loosing their memory through the
mysterious whatever it was. They brainstormed about it without
coming up with much of an approach until dusk. Another mealtime and
they spent the night together there, delaying the worrisome
adventure a bit more.

The next morning they decided to take the
back utility path, only do it to her house. They were not sure of
how that path went, as her house was among the older homes and thus
an earlier part of the utility access pathway. She also was not
sure she would even be able to recognize her house, as seen from
the back utility path. So Nansella set Geodon's phone to be calling
her house phone; maybe they could hear the constant ringing from
the utility pathway, when they had found a house that she thought
was probably hers. Then they would listen for the phone
ringing.

With that plan in mind, and pockets full of
munchies in case this took a lot longer than they thought it would
- Geodon even brought along a small flashlight, just in case it had
gotten dark by then - they went out the back way from his house,
and started though the complex circuits of the utility system
pathway. They paused at what seemed to maybe be her house as seen
from the back, but they could not hear any ringing in the house; so
they continued on. They had paused at several houses to listen
before they found one which was emitting a continuous series of
ringing sounds, dimly heard. The shape of the back of the house
looked like her house would look, although she had never actually
examined the back utility view of her house before. She applied her
access key to the back service door, and the door opened. Looking
inside, she found it indeed was her home. Inviting Geodon in, she
made a quick survey of the place and decided it looked the same as
it did before she had gone over to Geodon's place most recently.
That time she had been suffering unknowingly from having some of
her memories erased; but that did not include memories of how her
own home looked. So far, so good. It was getting late so they
decided to fix a dinner there and save their snacks for the return
trip. And might as well sleep at her place this time, something new
for Geodon and her. Here in her own kitchen, she was able to be
more creative in her culinary arts, which created a supreme meal
for Geodon, something that he had not experienced for a decade,
back when his former wife had done so before leaving for her
adventures in life without Geodon. It seemed that Nansella was an
even better cook than his former wife had been, too. Although
Nansella was making something special this time from her own choice
of foodstuffs. She made a small list of items for Geodon to order
delivered by the conveyor belt to his house, so she could prepare
this kind of dish over there, too at times.

The next morning, they left her house the
back way again, with the needed items in hand. Geodon had marked
their pathway here, and had shown the places where they had to
backtrack, so this time they were able to get back to his place a
lot quicker that the trip to her place had taken. They did their
spoon position check, and it looked like they had not been accosted
somewhere along the way this time. They did not doubt that both
their memories could be messed with at the same time, so being
together was not much of a help in the matter. They suspected that
from a place of being intercepted, they might even go their
separate ways, no longer aware of each other's existence. The thing
had done it to Nansella once already; so clearly it was mean enough
to do that dirty trick.

Anyway, back at Geodon's home again, they
relaxed a bit exhausted for awhile, before another meal got
prepared. Then she complained that she had not gotten to make her
spoon while up at the lake area; so Geodon showed her how to make a
mold for making spoons, using a metal spoon as the sample shape.
She was a quick learner, and was practicing making a different
kitchen utensils, a measuring cup with its markings too. He showed
her the method for making that kind of deeper multi-section mold.
While it was finishing its hardening process, she then finally cast
her spoon in the other mold, ultrasonically hardening it and then
tediously filing off the rough edge made where the two mold
sections met. But then she had her self-made spoon, and she was
proud of it. She exchanged it for the one in her pocket used as a
signal of having been jabbed with the sharp thing before memory
intrusion thing going on; and put the former spoon back in Geodon's
kitchen.

Tomorrow they would make a few more items
including a couple of her measuring cups, and take them down to the
store to be sold. And would be another test of how to avoid losing
their memories and belongings.



Chapter 20 Where Life Had Yet To Come





After breakfast, they busied themselves
making a few items to take to the store. Yet on both their minds
was the worry about what might happen. To have one's memories of a
wonderful relationship and creative accomplishment erased, merely
for mischief or to rob one's business product potentials, and have
no way to defend against it, was a very uncomfortable thought.





They both had their spoons in their pockets,
and notes to themselves stashed where hopefully they would find it
before the robbers did. But they had not figured out any better
thing to do about it. Would they lose it all today, during their
little venture to the store with some new goodies for sale? Would
they look at each other and ask who are you, afterwards? Yet they
could not hide away forever. Hopefully they would be back here
together this evening, still in love with each other.

Nansella had an inspiration. "Lets first
take the back route to my house again, and leave one of these
measuring cups there, with a note in my own handwriting explaining
it; put it out of sight but where I would soon find it. That might
wake me up some, come seek you out." Geodon welcomed that
suggestion; if for no other reason than it would delay the risky
store experiment delivering the new products; and would be more
time spent with her. He had had far too much of the bachelor life
of loneliness without a woman, and did not want to be tossed back
into that wretched state again.

So the change of plans; and they were soon
off going down the back alley paths of town, a pathway system
normally only used by the automated service vehicles. Which, by the
way, were active at this time of day, and the two had to scamper
out of the way of some of them along the way to her place. Arriving
at her house, they took a break and had a good meal, then placed
the measuring cup and note to herself about it, explaining her
relationship with Geodon in it too, in a safe place which she would
find. With a thoughtful look at what might be the next situation in
which she sees that cup, they closed the door and were off, going
back down the back route to his house.

They decided to make a similar relic to be
found by him at his home too, another cast obsidian-like measuring
cup, along with a cast spoon; he might recognize the spoon but not
the cup. And thus start a chain of questions that hopefully might
lead him back to her once again.

Would it be less risky to go to the shop
with the new products separately, or together? No answer to that
seemed to be obvious to them, so they chose to do it together,
because that was how they liked to do things. They did put the
measuring cups and table ware in a ordinary carrying case; that
ought not attract attention. They were not trying to invite a
problem, but they were not shirking a duty despite the apparent
severe threat by the powers that be.

They walked the path to the store closely as
mated partners would do, carrying their backpack items along with
them. Ought not to attract hostile attention. Unless they already
were in the target sights.

And they were. As the couple came into view
of the round tower, Shirezette alerted Elgecko to the fact. She had
noted that something odd had happened, that Nansella seemed to have
recovered some of her memory of relationship with Geodon, and that
kind of thing had not happened before. Elgecko immediately got
apprehensive, was an insurrection in the making out there? He made
a reassuring glance at the powerful crossbow and quiver of arrows
that hung next to the high slot though which he watched the pair
strolling down the street. He could pin them to the pavement right
where they were, to expire quickly and unable to move ever again.
Elgecko regained his feeling of being ultra-powerful; the situation
was not so disturbing after all to him.

PE management also was alerted and soon
instructed Shirezette to just monitor what the pair were doing, but
take no corrective action yet. They were in control of the
situation; no need to worry. The planet was owned and operated by
PE and all was well. Elgecko intently watched the inflow of data,
first from Geodon and then from Nansella; there was no problem with
the monitoring system. The two were taking some products to the
store to sell. Was a creative craft kind of activity, within
permitted behavior limits, even though most people went to stores
to buy things, not to have them sold. Whatever, craft items made
for something different to watch and that made the day less boring
for Elgecko. He kept his channel connected on Geodon, to see what
was up; where he was, most likely Nansella would be also.

Down below, Geodon took a quick glance at
Nansella, and she looked back at him. So far, they seemed to still
be OK, despite being in the presence of the foreboding prison tower
that apparently was associated with their problems. Together they
passed the towering prison and soon were at the door of the shop.
Going in, The store owner quickly came over to greet Geodon, and
receive the little set of tableware which Geodon carried. Asking is
that all he had for them, Nansella took out the three measuring
cups she had cast, and set them before the wide eyed store owner.
He picked one up and noted the lines indicating the various
quantities held at their height, just as a metal measuring cup
would do; but this one was made of pure obsidian, it seemed.
Lightweight and surely would be less contaminating with heavy
metals toxicity to the user, as was normally inevitable with the
metal ware. He turned it in his hands with admiration awhile, as if
it were a treasured museum piece. Setting it down, he again noted
there were three of them. All appeared the same. He asked if more
of them could be made, and if so, how quickly. Geodon looked over
at the cabinets on sale there, ruefully remembering that those
items also probably had been thusly appreciated, and yet now their
origin and manufacture was entirely disconnected from Geodon. "We
are sorry. These items have to be carefully made by hand and only a
few can be made at a time. It is great that you like them, would
you like to buy them from us?" Geodon replied.

After a little haggling, in which Geodon
indicated that it was all of his manufacture lest Nansella be more
targeted at this point, the pair walked out of the store, having
increased his bank account a sizable amount, and having received a
cabinet as part of the payment. "This cabinet is for your place,
Nansella" Geodon began. Nansella was being amazed that the product
of her playful use of the casting technology had netted her one of
the fantastic cabinets that she so admired. It was hers! Geodon
carried the cabinet almost as if a shield, holding it between he
and the tower, and Nansella protected behind him. Trying to
continue to look casual and walking at an even pace, the two got
out of sight of the round tower as fast as they could without
attracting attention.

Back at Geodon's house, the two collapsed
into the chairs cast into the walls of the house when the house was
built. It was awhile before Nansella felt like getting up and
preparing their meal.

The next morning, the two decided to take
the cabinet to her place along the back route. A bit bulky, but
manageable. Nansella packed the picnic basket as they intended to
make a little side trip on the way back. They got to her house; and
Geodon set it down in the place she directed. She admiringly looked
at it a few moments, then got some things that were in boxes piled
on the floor, and put them inside the cabinet and shut its doors.
"Wonderful!" she exclaimed "Thank you very much for this wonderful
gift." They suddenly felt a bit hungry for their picnic items, so
they returned partway back along the back route. But this time they
took a different path through the maze of back service alleys of
the town, until they came to a different edge of the town, another
place where the great house casting machines was busy placing the
insides of a new house, line by line and layer by layer, inside its
locked cylindrical shell, enclosing the will-be house filled with
sand that will be removed when the house had hardened. They went
out just beyond that house under construction; here the path also
ended, much as it was near Geodon's home. Black sand extended
beyond there, the raw lifeless edge of the original sand-filled
depression that made this place fairly unique on the planet. On the
other side of town, the expansion was complete, and had grown up
against where the black sand was used for growing crops. But on
this side, it was raw desert as far as they could see, black sand
infilling around a few black projections extending above the
sand.

Out here, where life had yet to come, they
sat down in the sand and spread their picnic cloth; Nansella
distributed the tasty snacks she had prepared. It was a nice warm
temperature, and a gentle breeze there. Low sounds came from the
cylinder where the house was slowly being scanned in driven by
solar power; progress was slow but steady. "This particular machine
was the one that had made your house, Nansella, about four years
ago." Geodon chattered, making conversation. They needed time out
from the stresses of the lake, of the prison tower, even of their
craftsmanship activities. Nansella moved to sit beside him, looking
out into the desert area; he moved too a bit to rub shoulders
together as they munched the goodies in silence, just absorbing the
experience. Soon they were relaxing even more, stretched out on the
warm sand next to each other, holding hands, the sunshine warming
their fronts. Just aware of their breathing, absorbing the sense's
impressions, here in this place that most likely the watchful eye
of PE management was not watching. And most likely the sharp sting
phenomenon would not happen, to take them apart once again.

Nansella woke up first. The sun was now
quite low on the horizon, and it already was cooling off due to
radiation into the clear night sky. She gently woke Geodon; he sat
up, rubbing his eyes. They gathered up the remains of their picnic,
putting it into the picnic basket, They looked back at their place
of peace and rest for that time; it looked pretty much like the
rest of the vast sand filled plain. Life had been there and now was
leaving; it was much the same as before.



Chapter 21 The Cave Life





After making their way through the back
utility path maze to Geodon's house out near the other perimeter
section of town, they did their spoon position check and generally
chatted with each other, it seemed like they had not been altered.
Maybe there really wasn't something to worry about after all.





The next morning they resumed making their
craft items, she the measuring cup and he the basic
knife-fork-spoon table eating utensils, since they only had a small
remaining amount of the finely powdered material. When they were
about to run out of the powder, Geodon had only one more spoon to
finish to make another complete set of tableware. Then he thought,
could one use a hammer and pound ordinary black sand into fine
powder? Lots more work than having the satellite beam's thermal
pounding do it; but for small quantities maybe he could do it
enough to get the last spoon made.

However, he soon realized that in this town
he had not seen a metal hammer, and he did not own one. On his
former job there was always a metal hammer handy, so he was used to
there being one around. Maybe he could make one using the ordinary
sand casting process; would not be as smooth a surface as would be
made using the fine powder, but maybe good enough for this purpose;
and he was curious as to how strong the hammer would be, would it
survive the kind of shocks that such a tool normally would endure.
So they spent the rest of the day fashioning a mold for a hammer
shape - they had no sample shape this time - by using the technique
of having the interlocking adhesive go into the parts of sand
filling a container, and plain sand going into where there would be
a hollow for the two halves of a hammer shape. Then ultrasonic
activation of the adhesive causing essentially a unitized
crystalline matrix to form. Then dumping out the loose sand and
wiping the hollows clean in the two halves of the mold, they put
the two halves together and poured in sand-adhesive mix in through
the top hole to fill the mold; another trigger by the ultrasonic
generator and the tool was made. Opening the mold, out fell a
hammer of sorts.

Realizing that there needed to be a durable
restraining hollow in which to pound the sand, they made a block
out of sand and activated sand once again, a rather large object
and using lots of sand. Putting a few grains of sand in the hollow,
Geodon tentatively tapped the sand in the cavity, the sand seemed
unaffected and the hammer did not break. Soon he was pounding quite
vigorously, the hammer still not breaking; but the sand grains were
getting pulverized, although the fragments tended to fly off out of
the container. Yet, with pounding, there was part of it getting to
be the powdery type. It remained to be seen if the physical
pounding produced fragments of the same quality as those made by
the very brief concentrated solar blasts doing the thermal
shocking, up at the little lake facility. And beating on it with a
hammer was lots more tiring. But, the material did not have to be
lugged down here in a pail.

Nevertheless, when that last spoon was cast,
they resolved to make another trip up to the lake as soon as
possible. The communicator had left a message from the town store
that they wanted lots more of the kitchen utensils and measuring
cups; would buy all that could be produced. Geodon suspected
something like that had happened re the cabinets. Would spoons and
tableware look sufficiently important and moneymaking to attract
the same thing that had cost him the cabinetry business? How could
they do it this time so that the lure of another easy ripoff of a
lucrative business would not happen again?

Nansella suggested that they might use the
mold and casting process to make a lot of low volume items,
requiring a lot of hand craft work in making the molds and objects
themselves. And prepare kits for making one's own molds and items
at home, thus spreading the technology around. There would still be
a market for the items bought in stores, such as spoons and
cabinets, simply because it is quicker and easier to buy a pre-made
item than make it yourself; but, if scarcity was happening, one
could make things oneself.

Nevertheless, at the bottom of one of his
pails of sand, Geodon carried one of the spoon molds along with
them as they went up the pylon transportation system that
afternoon. Nansella also carried several packages of food that
could be stored for years, which they planned to be part of a stash
of supplies to be saved up there. It was not much; enough for two
days for two people; but it was some. They had a feeling of
possible disaster of some kind, but of what type was unguessable,
whether caused by man or nature. Or both; the designed planetary
ecosystem was still far from being in a self-sustaining balance
condition, and some biological subsystem might fail, causing
collapse of the food system on which all people depended upon on
this planet.

The little ecosystem which Geodon had
prepared in his small lake area, was a small scale of that of the
whole planet. He had bought reproducing samples of the small
creatures that were thriving in other places on this planet, key to
the food chain on which people were the top predators; yet also the
nurturers of that food chain too, guardians of the ecosystem. Just
as Geodon's lake area was, the whole planet had been utterly
lifeless when PE landed here 40 years ago. Now, there were little
pockets of life that seemed to be thriving. The biologists had done
well in selecting species to bring here from Old Earth. But not all
species could be transported and be expected to survive; nor could
but a fraction be thought to be able to take hold here and thrive.
So this planet had only a small fraction of the biodiversity of the
home planet, and even the home planet's ecosystem was often in wild
gyrations, mostly triggered by mankind's activities. So Geodon was
also bringing up a small microanalyzer to be put into the lake, a
small artificial life form, which was designed to wander about in
the watery environment and on solid surfaces whether covered by air
or water, and continuously analyze the chemistry of the air or
water and mineral content, and observe the type and quantity of the
lifeforms that were close to it. Its readings would be sent to
Geodon's communicator, and its data would be stored there; and
trends graphed, predictions made, and requests made for corrective
items.

First, it would gather data as a baseline
for comparison of changes and trends. So Geodon was also bringing
up a data recorder and analyzer that would remain up at the lake
and be continuously powered, so as to be able to accumulate the
data from the little robot prowling the lake. At this point, Geodon
was not sharing the data with PE; it was like a rather large
personal aquarium, a place for pets. Geodon thought of this
vacation lake place of his as a potential agricultural area, a
place for food to be grown and that food shared with a few people,
once there was enough of it thriving up there. Why do all that, he
was not sure; it was a hobby, something for retired folks to do to
entertain themselves, as far as PE management considered it
all.

They arrived at the lake terminal pylon and
brought their rather heavy pails and picnic basket, along with
backpacks full of more goodies, down the elevator; and then they
made their way across the trail Geodon had made. In a place where
the route required crawling over a lava outcropping, Nansella asked
Geodon why did he not set a satellite request to use thermal shock
to blast through that outcropping, to clear the trail of its worst
outcropping. He agreed that it was a doable thing, and resolved to
put in the programming instructions to the satellite system, to be
done only when it was dusk, as it was unlikely that anyone would be
traversing the trail in the dark. But it would take a long time,
since the satellites tended to be low altitude ones, and so would
also be in the dark as shaded by the planet, so they would only be
able to do their thermal shocking if they happened to be in the
right place when it was dusk or dawn.

When they had gotten into the third cave
facility, and had set their pails down, Nansella suddenly suggested
that they go take their special stash items up to the area where
the roof had collapsed in the lava tunnel, and spend the night
there. Geodon thought that was not the most comfortable place after
a long trip, but agreed; but first, he went out and set the lake
monitor robot off into the water, watching it make its way slowly
down out of sight in the water. He climbed up to the top of the
lava fold which now housed the three artificially bored caves, and
set the data monitor there, where it was in sight of nearly all of
the lake and the patches of sand agricultural areas that Geodon had
made and planted.

After climbing back down, he found Nansella
had already prepared the items to take up to the survival supply
stash area, leaving their main food goodies here. Geodon picked up
their bedrolls, and they went out the back of the cave, into the
lava tube, and began the long walk up the lava tube, using only one
of their flashlights. They already were getting conditioned to
stretch their supplies including of energy. They finally got to the
Y and turned down the other arm of the Y, and soon were at the site
of the roof collapse of the lava tube.

Setting the food supplies down in the back
area of the tunnel, where they had marked their future site for a
room to be built, Geodon then hiked up to the top of the collapse
debris pile, and off a ways into the lava folds a few meters away
from the hole, and carefully positioned a solar cell array to be
able to catch solar energy generally at a maximum amount throughout
the year. He carefully routed the wires unobtrusively along the
folds and then down into the hole, and over to their hideout site,
where he set up a small rechargeable battery and a charging outlet
for a couple of flashlights, including a small one they would be
leaving here, plugged into the solar charger. It would be a small
amount of energy as compared to the power beamed down by the
satellite system; but this was independent of that satellite system
which was controlled by PE. Once charged, the little battery and
flashlight would enable some light here, and the small flashlight
be available for short excursions. Small conveniences; but gave
them a sense of civilization even here in this rugged place.

Nansella got out her dinner meal for them,
and they ate it while sitting in the evening light coming down
through the hole in the tunnel roof. Back after the meal, they
spread their bedroll out, set the flashlights nearby, and wearily
prepared for their well earned rest. Their lights out, the light
from dusk slowly faded the last of the light there as they snuggled
for warmth as well as a sense of companionship more intense in this
so isolated place, where they were the only life this spot had ever
known. The tunnel floor was hard but smooth so the bedroll did not
have to cushion too much, there being no rocks there. It was a
strange feeling in that place, as the last detectable light from
the hole had vanished. It was nice to be in touch with each other,
and no interference from other people, PE or otherwise; this was
all their own experience, and nobody could mess with it.



Chapter 22 An Airplane In A
Volcano




The dim light of a new day awoke them;
stretching, a little achy from the not too soft sleeping spot,
Nansella was soon preparing them breakfast using the solar cooker
brought up to the top of the cave in debris. Geodon checked the
state of charge on the battery as supplied by the solar cell
aboveground; it was steadily accumulating energy, but had a long
way to go before fully charged. Perhaps by this evening it would
have accumulated enough energy to power the ultrasonic generator to
activate a batch of sand adhesive mix, a token amount to be welded
to the cave floor as a start on the first wall of the room.





This was feeling like a true vacation time,
far away from the problems of the town's situation. No need to
skulk around moving through the back utility paths, to escape
possible memory erasure mischief from whomever. They decided to go
exploring further up the stem of the main lava tube, see how far it
went insofar as their light would let them. So with lunch goodies
in their backpacks along with other possibly needed supplies, they
were soon to the point where they had turned back before. The slope
of the floor continued to turn upward to form a steeper slope,
although the change was still gradual and the slope easy to
walk.

The flashlight swept past an oddity in the
sidewall of the lava tube, and they stopped, shone the light more
carefully at what had caught their attention. A real oddity, the
wall was seemingly perfectly flat and had a rectangular shape with
rounded corners. Careful close examination showed a seam all the
way around the flat surface, as if it was a moveable object. How
could that have formed, they both said at once. Looking around the
perimeter of the flat surface, no other oddity was found, no debris
even on the floor in front of it. Maybe it was a creation of a
bubble of just the right position. Whatever, it was quite
interesting. They resumed their walk up the tunnel tube, a bit more
slowly and looking more carefully at the walls and ceiling of the
tunnel, but there was no repeat of the flat shape seen back there.
They were so intent on inspecting the walls that they almost missed
it - Nansella suddenly said to shine the flashlight at the ceiling.
Geodon turned the light upward, and found nothingness - the light
did not reflect off of anything. A bit of tilt on the light showed
a little bit of backscatter from fine dust on the surface,
apparently a very smooth walled vertical shaft, going straight up
above them. Momentarily boosting the light output tenfold and
narrowing the beam, still nothing could be seen of its upper
reach.

Geodon switched the flashlight back to its
normal beam and examined the edges of where the vertical shaft
intersected the tunnel they were in. It seemed the vertical shaft
was perfectly circular in section, and that cylindrical surface
remained perfect as it intersected the somewhat irregular surfaces
of the tunnel. Looking at the floor under the vertical shaft, no
debris was found. They had found two seemingly impossibilities
close to each other, a flat surface and a cylindrical surface, all
within about 100 meters of each other. Unable to further explore
either anomaly, they continued on up the tunnel as before, at a
much slower pace, lest they miss something. But there was no need
to look for small things; the cage was sitting on the bottom of the
cave floor, clearly involved with another vertical cylindrical tube
but smaller than the other one, this one just taking up half of the
lava tube's width. In astonishment they shone the flashlight around
the cage object. It clearly was no natural phenomenon's result. It
was an elevator cage, no doubt about it.

They found a hinged section on the side of
the cage, which then led to a moveable section in the side of the
cage, a door; it swung open at the touch. Looking around in the
cage, they saw an object over on the far side of the cage's floor,
so they stepped through the doorway and went over to examine it.
They had not quite reached it when suddenly they felt a push on
their feet; they were going upward, it was an elevator car and they
were on a ride in it. The elevator slowed and came to a stop. They
waited for something else to happen, but nothing was happening.
Gong back over to where the door was, pushing on the door, it swung
open; apparently there was empty space out there, instead of more
vertical shafts.. Yet the flashlight reflected off of nothing. The
flashlight picked up a little reflectivity off irregularities on a
horizontal surface as if a floor out beyond the door. They were
worrying about how to get back where they had come from. So they
stayed in the elevator car for several minutes. The pair of
flashlights had only their charge and there was no way to recharge
them here, once depleted. Exploring the cage, there seemed no
control for telling it to go down again. Finally they got out and
looked around with the flashlight; it reflected back nothing above
or to the side. Setting the beam to a narrow spot, but same power
as normal, Geodon slowly swept the beam around. Something reflected
light off a surface exactly in the direction of the door on the
elevator cage; they made a quick look back at the cage from the
outside, it was a complex enough structure to be able to be seen
from over there. So they walked about a hundred and fifty meters,
came to a flat rectangular surface like the other one, except this
one had a complex mechanism on one edge. Geodon said it looked like
a latch; moving it, the flat surface began to swing outward, and
they were nearly blinded by sunlight. Stepping outside, the door
stayed open.

As soon as their eyes got adapted to the
bright sunlight, they walked over to a nearby rise; from there they
could see that this was the cone of an extinct volcano. They could
see far from there; walking around a bit, they found where they
could see the vast lake off in the distance, and then could see a
bit of Geodon's lake too. The row of pylons was visible, a half
dozen of them including the terminal one at the big lake. Geodon
made a sketch of the angles to the lakes and pylons from here; he
ought to be able to identify which volcanic peak this was, from
down there.

Speaking of down there, Nansella commented,
I would like to be down there soon, as we only have food for one
meal. Looking down the steep slope of the cone's exterior, it
seemed unscalable and then only dropped into the generally
impassable lava ripples that was impassable by anything except
helicopter. wondering why PE would have made this place here and
then abandon it; they had never heard of that activity; but PE did
not tell people anything other than what the people needed to do to
do their job, so that was not surprising.

Exploring all around the fairly flat surface
of the volcanic peak, they found little of interest. Going back to
the open door, and peering into the blackness beyond but now
somewhat lit by the sunlight streaming in through the open door,
they could see the elevator cage directly opposite the doorway to
the outside; the floor in there was amazingly flat, again seemed no
natural phenomena, yet the technology for making it was something
Geodon had never seen among PE's works. Then they saw another
object off to the side, it was near the wall of this giant room.
Glancing back at the outer door, which seemed to be staying open,
they walked over to the object, which began to take shape more; it
was as black as the lava of the walls, yet it was of quite complex
shape, clearly man made. Up close, it appeared to be a winged
aircraft, streamlined, clearly intended to fly through the
atmosphere; yet it had no helicopter rotor, just the wings. It was
apparently like the airplanes of Old Earth, which would stay aloft
only when in fairly rapid forward motion; not a useful thing on
this planet which had no runway on which to land. Or take off. What
was it doing here inside a room carved inside a volcanic cone?

Geodon began looking around for the
communicator so they could call PE to come rescue them, but no
communicator was found. They had gotten hungry, so they went back
outside, found a place to sit down, and Nansella unfolded the solar
cooker and warmed some hot brew for them, and they ate their
prepared snacks. By then the brew was hot so they sipped it; it was
not as cool out here as in the underground areas, but the air was a
bit chilly, winter had not fully left here yet.

Rested and no longer hungry, they returned
to further inspect the airplane. It too had a section with the odd
hinges; opening it, they found more of the odd shapes like the one
that was in the elevator car. They put one of them into Nansella's
backpack, where the snacks had been and now had some empty space.
Still no PE communicator was found inside the aircraft; however,
searching further back in the airplane, all they found was that the
sides had lots of indents and each of them had more of the odd
shaped things which had been placed in them. There were more
complex items in one area, but everything was made out of a
material which seemed much like Geodon's spoons.

"Your spoons and tableware," Nansella began
chatting. "There has been no available items made like them except
as made of metal. Didn't you invent the process for making the
small, highly detailed spoon and forks?" The shapes in here were of
what seemed that same obsidian material yet were of greater detail
than anything Geodon or Nansella had ever made. This was not making
sense; if PE could make such things, why were they being such a
nuisance regarding what Geodon was making? There were too many
things making no sense to them. Deciding that they had better go
see if the elevator could be gotten to work to take them back down,
they got over to the elevator and went through its door, and began
to use the flashlight to examine things in more detail, when they
noticed that light was getting dim; looking over at the big door in
the side of the room, it was closing and then was closed; and they
were in darkness again except for the flashlight. And suddenly they
were slowly falling; the cage was going down. Geodon said it must
be triggered by the weight of things getting in and out of the
elevator car. Standing there motionlessly in the dark, only lit by
the flashlight's streak of light, down and down they went. Then it
stopped. Quickly they moved over to the cage's door and got out;
looking around with the flashlight, this appeared to be where they
were when they had gotten into the elevator cage. They did not know
how many floors this elevator went to, so either this floor was the
one in which they had arrived, or a very similar one. They headed
down the way they had come, and soon found the flat door in the
wall; it looked like they were on their way back home. And both of
them had had quite enough adventure for one day already.

It seemed like a longer walk back to their
campsite at the opening in the lava tube, but eventually they got
there. It was already getting to be dusk, so they turned on the
little LED lamp powered by the battery that had been partly charged
by the day's sunshine; the little area seemed almost like home,
furnished with the clutter of objects they had brought there. Most
inviting of all was the comfortable looking bedroll. After dinner
they quickly got into the bedroll; but they left the little LED
light glowing, it would not use much of the energy in the battery
to stay on all night. And their day had been a bit too strange;
something about it all was not making sense. Maybe it would look
better in the morning.

Another awakening the next morning, even
more stiffly than the previous one spent on the same hard floor.
Nansella went up with the solar cooker to prepare breakfast; Geodon
brought up the daypack she had used on the excursion yesterday, as
he wanted to look more carefully at the object that they had
retrieved back there in the airplane. Finding a fairly flat place
near where she was cooking the food, Geodon set the thing on the
flat area and got his first close look at it. His first impression
was that it was of incredibly fine detail, still very black in
color, but of intricate shapes far beyond anything he could hope to
make. But what the thing was for, what it did, was not yet apparent
to him. He thought he had seen about all the kinds of tools used in
manufacture in the cities by PE workers; this one did not look at
all like any of them. It must have been a shipment of them that
somehow got lost here.

Nansella called to him, inviting him over
for a tasty breakfast, here in the warm morning sun. It was
peaceful and quiet, a place to relax and enjoy the meal. When the
conversation got around to what Geodon had found out about the
object, he said it was some kind of tool, but he had not figured
out what kind yet. Inviting her to come look at it, he found that
it was not where he had set it down. Or thought he had set it down
there. Then he spotted it a few meters off to the side, that was
odd. Nansella said for him to stop, look; the thing is moving. And
it was, ever so slowly. It is a solar powered machine, Geodon
announced. The sunshine indeed seemed to be powering its movements;
what a clever device. He went to pick it up to put it back on the
flat area, but the object changed its direction and was moving away
from him. But slowly. The little odd lever shapes on its surface
were propelling it across the surface. Nansella said it almost
looked alive. As the thing again changed course to avoid Geodon
from picking it up, Geodon suddenly stopped. "It is alive." he said
slowly. A living robot, something he had read about in a fiction
story once long ago.

They watched the robot moving slowly and
methodically along, seemed to be exploring the perimeter of the
flat area, the furthest away from Geodon and Nansella. We need to
watch this thing, or we will lose it, Nansella declared. It did not
seem able to go beyond the fairly flat area, however. The system of
small levers and cams along its underside did not seem to be
designed to be able to propel it beyond a flat surface. It was
trapped in here; but if it got down into the tunnel, it might go a
long way. But in the tunnel there was no sunlight to energize the
little robot. Deciding it was a toy for children, they left it
there while they went back down to work on their room project

Geodon was looking at the small start they
had made on the wall, only a few cubic centimeters in size, and he
was thinking about lugging sand and adhesive all the way for months
to build the room. Then he thought that maybe he could use a slurry
of sand and adhesive to glue chunks of the fallen rock shards,
building a wall faster that way. So he climbed up to the top of the
pile and began searching for lava fragments that sort of fit
together He stacked them up loosely into the shape of a wall,
setting a large number of rocks that had not fit there but might
later. Occasionally Geodon would look over at the toy robot, which
seemed to be motionless now. Except that wherever Geodon went,
looking at the robot, the same side of the robot was facing him.
Geodon then deliberately moved around, watching the robot, and
indeed, it was moving to keep the same side of the robot always
facing Geodon. What a cute robot, he thought. Almost like a pet.
Maybe it would make friends with the pair of young rabbits Geodon
had down in the wheat part of his lake's agricultural area.

He and Nansella succeeded in getting a few
square meters of a room wall cemented in place, by the end of the
day. The sun had gone down by then and since they had used up their
food, it was time to head back to cave number three. Remembering
the little robot, Geodon went up to get it; in the dark, it no
longer moved to face him nor try to escape. Geodon put it in his
now empty backpack for the walk home. They brought all the
equipment back down except the solar cell array, hoping to not
attract attention of any helicopter that might pass by here,
unlikely that seemed to be. The solar cell was about the same color
as the lava, most likely hard to spot from a distance.

Then with the path illuminated by the
remaining charged flashlight, he and Nansella headed back to
artificial cave number three, carrying their bedrolls; some trip
soon they intended to bring over more bedrolls; but for now, these
were the best they had, only a bottom cover had been left behind at
cave number three. But that was going to make tonight a much softer
sleep, for sure.



Chapter 23 A Friendly Toy





With the dawn, and some fresher food for
breakfast, they were recovering from a bit too much adventure
yesterday. The finding of the old artificial caverns linked to
their private lava tube system, was looking like it was not so
private or theirs anymore. This put a big change into their plans;
or probably would. They talked about the implications of what they
had seen. The systems inside the facilities did respond to their
presence in the case of the elevator, so it was still active. But
there did not seem to be any of the communications and monitoring
systems that were characteristic of PE management's data and
control systems. Apparently the aircraft was from their very first
landing and facilities on this planet. Then, since it was so remote
from the more hospitable area in which PE built its major
industrialized cities, they left here. But why leave an airplane
filled with toys here? Lots of it did not make sense. They were
mainly relieved that they had managed to get out of there and get
back here.





Recalling the toy that they had brought
back, they got it out of Geodon's backpack, and set it outside in
the sunshine, to watch it activate and see what it did. At least
they ought to get some amusement out of their struggles. The little
complex shape took awhile to start moving, apparently charging its
batteries with the sunlight. Then it began to move; it managed a
full circle turn, then moved back to face them. At least they
thought it was facing them, since that side of the complex machine
seemed to have more of what might be sensors and manipulators than
the rest of the thing's surface. It did not seem to be doing
anything more, so they went back inside the cave to make some
tableware from the molds they had brought.

When Geodon went back outside to get some
black sand for the casting, he discovered that the little toy had
moved itself over to the edge of the water. Worried that it might
be damaged by rolling into the lake, Geodon picked it up and moved
it back to near the cave's doorway. Then he noticed the thing had
something like a straw that was wet, maybe it needed water. So he
moved it back to the edge of the water, the straw back into the
water, and watched it for awhile. It did not seem to be moving
toward the water; he did not want to have to go searching for the
thing at the bottom of the lake. He took a pail and gathered up
some of the black sand from the edge of the lake, and took it back
to the site of their craftsmanship effort inside the third cave.
After awhile Nansella remarked that the little toy robot had come
to the edge of the cave's door and appeared to be looking in, but
it was staying in the sunshine. She also pointed out that it seemed
to be looking a bit rounder, was it her imagination? They went over
and looked at it more closely, and yes, it seemed that its surface
between the complex things on its outside had swelled out a bit and
was more stretched. Maybe the toy needed water to work. On this
planet, water was not easy to find. The vast lake nearby and the
few smaller lakes like this one, were one of the few places a lot
of water could be gotten easily. That could be a reason for having
made the artificial tunnels and the aircraft hangar near here.
Could it be that their tunnels had gone so far as to access water
directly from in there?

Nansella pointed out that the mysterious
tunnels seemed to have made significant effort to hide their
presence. And accessibility; climbing the volcano from the outside
looked probably impossible to do. Definitely not worth the trouble
to do it unless specifically wanting to get up there. Of course,
helicopters would find it easy to access up there. But from the
air, it would not have looked like there was anything interesting
in the cone of the extinct volcano. So it looked like the intent
was to have a way to access water by a flying aircraft, and to not
let it be known to others. Odd that the original PE exploration put
effort into doing that; the initial planetary survey clearly
indicated there was no trace of life on the planet, thus no
competing lifeforms, big or microscopic. PE would have known that
when they bid on buying the planet. this was not all making
sense.

It suddenly made more sense when they heard
a voice from the doorway. It sounded like a blend of Geodon's and
Nansella's voices. The amalgamated voice said that it too came from
another planet. And thanked them for rescuing it and providing
sunshine and water. Could it help them in some way? Are we the only
ones on this planet? it asked.

They looked at the little toy in the
doorway, just outside where there was sunlight. The toy had talked,
right? It was a interesting thing to have a toy robot say, but
logical. It was almost like it was alive, how clever. And how it
had managed to sort of imitate their voices too. Old Earth must
have some really complex abilities that were not yet reproducible
in the frontier planet, to have made it.

The toy in the doorway spoke again. "Can you
hear me? I had thought that this mode of communication would work
for you, since it seemed that you two were using it to communicate.
But maybe not. I will try something else." It went silent as the
two gaped at it, silently. Then they both heard words in their
minds directly. "Does this work better? We both have come from
different planets and are stranded here. Can I be of assistance to
you? "

Nansella said to Geodon, that it had spoken
into her mind directly. He said it did in his too. Maybe they ought
to say something to it, the mind thing was really too weird.
Nansella said "Hello. We are from Planet earth. Where are you
from?" as she attempted to recall the lines from an old sci fi
movie. The little toy replied that it was from planet ----- making
an unintelligible sound. Yet was not gibberish; it sounded like it
was a real name in some foreign language. Nansella replied that it
was kind of it to offer to help. What kinds of things can it do
that might be of help? It replied "Nansella, I too have a name,
please call me Rardat. It looks like you are making a casting of an
object, and need fill material that is finely ground, I can help
make fine grained material out of the crushed rock here. It
extended one of its appendages to touch a rock shard near it - and
the rock melted onto a soft pile. It asked if that grain size was
small enough. Geodon went over and scooped up some of it with a
spoon. He replied that it was perfect, and thanked Rardat for his
help.

Nansella looked at the fine powder in the
spoon. It was of far higher quality than they themselves had been
able to make. That could be a great help indeed. What kind of toy
robot was that? "What else can you do to help us, Rardat?" asked
Nansella. It replied that it could do many things. It was
programmed to be a micro-assembler and cave borer when their
spaceship landed here and was damaged, thus it could not leave to
return to their home planet. It was so interesting to see other
living creatures at long last, there were no creatures like Geodon
and Nansella on its home planet.

Nansella said it first, slightly before
Geodon. "It's alive! it's not a toy! And it wants to help us." "Yes
of course I am alive and thank you for reviving me." it continued
the conversation. It was using sound waves again, clearly preferred
by these creatures. Nansella finally said that they would be very
glad to be helped by Rardat and could they help Rardat in return?
The reply was they had already been of great help by reviving
Rardat. Geodon said that there were more like it where Rardat was
found, would it like some of them for companionship? It said that
it wold be fine to have more of its kind as helpers too, when they
were needed to do a bigger job than he could do alone. Was
"companionship" a word that meant more than a work helper? Nansella
replied that "We two like to be both work helpers with each other,
but also we spend the nights in very close proximity as part of
companionship," but they are not working together at that time.
They needed to do that companionship every night so as to function
well as mutual helpers during the day. And that the nighttime thing
only worked for two people, not three, Geodon hastily added, not
wanting an added snuggle partner that was able to pulverize hard
lava in a fraction of a second, to be loose nearby. Even if only
trying to be helpful.

Once again Nansella took the initiative and
invited Rardat to watch as they completed the casting of the dinner
plate; the toy or creature or whatever it was stayed outside the
door, however, apparently needing sunshine to function. They put
the spoonful of pulverized material that had been made by Rardat
into the mix, stirred it up with sand and thermal shock pulverized
particles and adhesive, and filled the mold with it. Then used the
ultrasonic generator to lock the materials together, And finally
opening the mold and producing the dinner plate. They took it over
and set it near Rardat for its inspection, wondering what it would
think about it all. They were beginning to consider Rardat as a
person, or at least a living thing; it seemed to think it was a
living thing, too.

Rardat finally said it did not see what use
the object had. They told it that it was a holder for food for when
people ate a meal. It asked to be shown how that was done. Nansella
went over to their picnic basket and got out some sauce, and put it
on the plate. Then she proceeded to use the spoon to eat the sauce.
She then poured some water into a cup and drank it. She then asked
Rardat if it drank water with the straw. It replied that was the
way it drank water. But it did not need a plate to assimilate
materials for self construction. It demonstrated by going over to
another rock shard and pulverizing it, then pouring it through a
funnel part of itself, then extended new projections on itself.
Geodon commented that Rardat was much like themselves, just looked
different. We both need food and water. And ultimately the energy
used by people had come from sunshine, although mostly it was used
in the form of food which stored the sunshine's energy to be used
anytime of the day or night, that way. Rardat said that it had a
battery that stored a little energy, but not enough to do much work
when it was not sunshine time.

Just then the satellite system had one line
up and focussed a blast of concentrated solar energy to where the
fourth cave was being made; there was a sound shock wave and some
smaller grains flew past; but most of the fractured rock shards
clattered down to the ground below the cave's opening. Geodon told
Rardat to not go over where that happened, since that would
probably be damaging to be near. Rardat said that was not an
efficient use of solar power; was the purpose to make a tunnel in
the rock, by just using thermal shock energy on the face of the
lava? Geodon agreed. Rardat began its slow move toward the area
where the cave was being made. Nansella said that it seemed to be
quite aware of what had happened; so let it go do its thing. Maybe
they all would learn something. Geodon checked the schedule and
said that it would only be five more minutes until a satellite
would be in position to send a two-second blast of focussed solar
energy there again.

Nansella fixed a hurried lunch and they were
both munching it while standing outside the cave's doorway, looking
over where the beam would hit, and the little toy - or whatever it
was - had positioned itself right where the beam would hit, or at
least as high in the pile as it had been able to move itself. Then
the solar blast struck, but the sound was not so sharp this time.
It seemed like a lot more dust was in the air, but it settled
quickly; and Rardat was visible sitting within a circle where there
was no dust; the little robot seemed undamaged. It called to them
and asked if this was what they wanted. Puzzled, Geodon went over
to the cave face, and was astonished; there was now a cave bored
into the lava flow, as far as he could see. The sides of the bore
were smooth as glass, too. the cave seemed filled up about halfway
with fine powder, enough to make an endless supply of tableware and
lots of other things. "Was this helpful?" Rardat asked.



Chapter 24 What Is A
Rardat?





After much too long a pause, Geodon replied
that yes, that was very helpful; and it would make enough high
quality casting material for a very long time. And asked, how far
did the new cave go? Rardat replied that it was as far as he could
get the bonds to disassociate in that amount of solar power, about
30 meters deep. Most of the cave was filled with the powder of the
rock whose chemical bonds had been "disconnected" yet remained in
place, nowhere to go. To Geodon, that looked like enough material
to fill the planet's commercial needs for a very long time.





Nansella commented that sooner or later, PE
was going to want to know how to make the material, if it got to be
a moneymaker. And how would they explain Rardat's existence? "I
don't think that PE had anything to do with Rardat or the
facilities up in the mountain or the aircraft" she continued, a bit
thinking out loud. Geodon went wide eyed at that for awhile; then
quietly said something about just who did that, if not PE. Yet it
was now getting obvious to even him that it could not be PE's doing
either. Was it a leftover from the original planetary survey
expedition that found this place and declared it potentially
habitable by humans? That report was available and read by most
everybody long ago; the expedition had not gotten closer than 300
kilometers of the surface, their spacecraft could not get close to
an atmosphere without rapidly disintegrating. They carried no
aircraft. Nor did they abandon anything on this planet, merely a
quick look-see and then they were off again, no time to waste. Such
as in boring tunnels through hard basalt. Even if they had toys
that could do that for them.

Rardat had to have come from some non-human
source. Yet in all their searching, the planetary discovery
expeditions had never found life of any kind anywhere; it seemed
that the galaxy was open and available to mankind, come get it,
nobody to stop them.

Rardat was chattering away, bringing them
out of their reverie. "...thank you for fully recharging my
batteries. I stored some of that burst of focused solar energy for
my own use. I ought to be able to function for a month without
sunshine, thanks to your gift of concentrated solar power."

Nansella asked Rardat if it was a machine or
was it a living being. Rardat asked her to define both of those
terms. Nansella struggled to answer; a machine was made by people
and used mechanical parts and batteries; living beings used
chemical processes to live and were not made my man ... er, they
were made by woman but ... Geodon filled in that if it was powered
by batteries it must be a machine. Rardat said its batteries used a
molecule much like Geodon did, Adenosine Triphosphate to store and
distribute energy. They were back to square one on the subject, it
seemed. Nansella asked it how did it replicate itself. Rardat said
it would demonstrate, although it would take a lot of its battery
energy to do it; and before Nansella could protest, Rardat turned
into a blur that oscillated horizontally back and forth for about a
minute then with a pop sound, there were two Rardats, only each
half the size of the original. One of them spoke, asking if the two
of them could remain here to begin processing the tunnel dust for
assembly materials, and wait for the next solar energy blast to get
more energy again, to finish the construction process.

That was OK with Geodon and Nansella, who
retreated back to cave #3; this all was a bit much for them and
their brains needed some respite time to recover. Geodon commented
that Rardat had answered her question of whether it was alive or a
machine and the answer was yes. Whatever, it seemed to be eager to
be a helper. But a loose cannon on deck, if it could withstand a
solar blast and even use some of it to dissociate the atoms of 30
meters of rock, while also hungrily slurping up some of the blast
of energy to satisfy its hunger, recharging its batteries - which
used something like ATP too. "So we seem to have a helper. Or maybe
two helpers now. What shall we ask them to do to help us" Geodon
asked Nansella and a bit himself too. When they are back in shape
again - let's not ask them to demonstrate their reproduction again
or maybe they will ask for us to demonstrate ours - let's ask what
other kinds of things they can do. No, that might end up with
tunnels bored in places not needed at all. Maybe they should be
asked if they can help with specific tasks that he and Nansella
were working on. Nansella commented that she doubted they could
make lunch as good as she could. Geodon smiled and said he too
would bet there were a lot of things Nansella can do very nicely
but Rardat could not do. "Let's ask them if they can help with our
casting process" Nansella suggested, changing the subject.

Geodon commented that they seemed benign and
eager to help; maybe they could offer to help Rardat and ...
whatever its twin was named. Hopefully not also named Rardat.
Geodon was thinking back about the aircraft they had found in the
chamber in the top of the volcano; it had had indentations in both
sides of the inside of the aircraft, each of which had an object
that looked like Rardat. There had been dozens of them. Apparently
they had been sitting there in the dark until their batteries were
depleted. Maybe they could ask Rardat how long it had been sitting
in that airplane in the dark. That might mean something. If it was
days or a few years, then more of them might be arriving any
moment. But if it was millennia, then not so much to worry
about.

If mankind found out what their home planet
was, mankind might go try to destroy it, fearing rivalry in the
universe with them; mankind's history had often been a bit that
way. So maybe they did not want to know where Rardat came from.
Nansella wondered how many times could they replicate without
degrading the pattern of themselves. Maybe they could make a
business of renting them out to do something useful; and since they
knew how to get more of them, it could be a thriving rental
business. But the Rardats probably would not take to being owned by
anyone. Besides, if they made much money at it, most likely they
would have soon found that they had their memories erased and be
without any Rardat help or connection with Geodon and Nansella
anymore. But, maybe they could ask if Rardat could help protect
against the memory problem? It was unlikely that PE goons could
erase Rardat's memory.

Nansella prepared them a nice hot meal, and
they prepared to bed down for the night. They would occasionally
hear the whump sound of a solar energy blast, and wondered how
their little helpers were doing out there. Munching pulverized lava
and soaking up megawatts of solar energy each blast. Was it fun for
them to do that, Nansella muttered as they drifted off to
sleep.

After breakfast the next morning, Geodon
suggested asking Rardat to help with the construction of the
emergency hideout. Nansella suggested that they could ask if Rardat
could make more food for them, since they were fast running out of
food and would have to start their journey back to town by tomorrow
evening as they were otherwise going to be very hungry.

A few hours later, Rardat showed up at the
doorway. Along with three more just like it. They had been busy,
apparently. Geodon asked which one was Rardat; there was a
simultaneous four-voice reply "I am Rardat." A bit of discussion
could not come up with any means to tell them apart; they all
seemed to think that they were the same entity. Geodon thought
better of painting numbers 1,2,3, and 4 on them to tell them apart;
they might not like that. And maybe it really did not matter which
one any particular one was. "Rardat" Geodon began, "would you be
able to help us make a new room over in another part of the
tunnel?" Rardat agreed to see it it could be of help in that.
Nansella spoke up and asked if it could make copies of a small
package of candy she placed before one of the critters. One of the
Rardats picked up the package of candy and left with it, heading to
the area where the tunnel had been powdered and the dust was
drifting into the lake. It will take awhile to get the parts,
Rardat – the one of them still in the room - explained. It
suggested that they go to the site of the construction of the new
room; they could not do much just powered by normal sunlight, but
they could do some, no doubt. So the five of them headed down the
lava tube tunnel; when they got to the Y and turned back down the
other tube's arm, Geodon briefly swept his flashlight over to see
if the three Rardats were following, and they were right behind.
When they got to the area of the collapsed roof of the lava tube,
the three Rardats scampered up into the sunshine to top off their
sunshine powered batteries. Nansella and Geodon ate their lunch up
in the warm sunshine too; Rardat was watching them and commented
that it could see how the material was being taken apart and used
to make repair inside the humans and to provide energy through the
ATP production enabled. Rardat did not comment on how inefficient
it was compared to how Rardat got its nourishment, for which
Nansella was grateful. She was feeling a little bit incompetent as
compared to Rardat, in some ways.

When all of them were expressing
satisfaction with nourishment up at the top of the pile, they went
down to where the planned hideout room would be. Geodon asked if
Rardat could do any tunnel boring while only using stored energy.
And Nansella asked it they could re-assemble the tunnel rock in
specific places. Rardat explained that it would be easier to just
leave some of it in specific places than to have to put it back
together. Geodon began to explain distances of a volume so that
they would have the same measures in the project. Then Rardat said
it could more easily bore a cave in the side of the tunnel than to
dig material out and rebuild a room in the tunnel; one of the
Rardat's could make the room as hollowed into the side of the
tunnel, but only a room about four meters deep and three meters
high, with a doorway. One of the Rardats went over to the specified
spot on the tunnel wall and then there was a sound of dust pouring
out of the wall; Rardat disappeared into the pile of dust, and
Geodon hastily scooped the dust toward the pile of rocks fallen
from the roof, which seemed a better place for the stuff. Rardat
emerged from the dust pile and asked Geodon to carry it up into the
sunshine, it had used a bit too much of its battery power. Geodon
took it up and set it where it would gather sunlight for many hours
before getting shaded; leaving it there, he went back down to where
the room full of powder was. Nansella was already busy scoping dust
out of the hole in the wall, and had exposed a nice rectangular
doorframe as a walkthrough and had cleared enough to discover that
the corners of the room were all nicely squared up, better than any
cuts their tools could make without months of hammer and
chiseling.

Geodon went in and helped her scoop dust out
and move it over to the rock pile; he too was amazed at the quality
of the workmanship done by the little Rardat. Geodon asked if
Rardat could help move the dust out of the room; Rardat said that
not nearly as well as well as Geodon was doing, but that it would
make some candy if it was taken over to the area where the dust
pile was near the pool of water on the floor of the cavern.
Nansella asked how would it know how to copy the candy; she did not
bring any with them; Rardat commented that Rardat out by the lake
had identified the candy and what Rardat knew, Rardat knew. A bit
mystified, Nansella carried one of the two Rardats over and placed
it in the pile of decomposed basalt dust at the edge of the water
puddle, and left it there. When she came back, she found Geodon
pouring some of the dust into a shape of a shovel, flat on the cave
floor; then the third Rardat proceeded to vibrate, and a few
moments later said to dig into the dust. Geodon wiped at the dust
pile but his hand struck something solid; he then grasped it and
pulled out a object that would do for a shovel. Tapping it gingerly
against the rocky floor, it rang as if a bell; it was a unitized
object. He could see how strong it was; so he went over and began
shoveling out dust from the room. In half an hour, the roof was
cleared of the dust. Nansella routed the wires in from the solar
panel up on top, moving the battery and LED lights to shine in
there. They moved the few items they had stashed here before.
Looked like they had a great start in a hideaway. Would need
furnishings. Geodon said wait; he asked if the third Rardat had
enough energy to pulverize out more dust from places in the walls
to make seating nooks. Rardat agreed and then one seating nook
poured its dust out, one after the other. Recalling the little
pockets that the Rardats had been in while in the airplane sides,
Geodon asked Rardat to make such small nooks for some of the
Rardats, and soon there was all that dust to be shoveled out.

It was time to start back to cave number
three for the night, so Geodon went up and got one of the Rardats
and put it in his backpack for the trip back; the other two said
they had plenty of energy left for the trip back. One of them
produced a candy-looking package to Nansella; she took it and
weighed it in her hand, then carefully opened the wrapper. And
tasted it. She quickly ate the whole thing, and put the wrapper in
her backpack, quite aware that they had had no candy brought along
on the trip. Only the Rardat which was left back at the lake area
had the sample candy. Rardat had some interesting capabilities
indeed.



Chapter 25 Trying to Protect
Rardat





Geodon suggested that he carry all three of
the Rardats, in his backpack, to make the journey back easier for
all of them. Rardat agreed, not just the one which had depleted
most of its energy while carving the nice room out of the side of
the tunnel, but the other two too. Nansella put the reusable
containers and eating utensils in her backpack, and they used her
flashlight for the trip back, since Geodon's would not have enough
energy left for the whole trip back and they would be interrupted
by the sudden darkness and need to get the other flashlight
going.





They headed up toward the tunnel's Y and
when they got there, they paused looking down the stem of the Y and
remembering what an adventure exploring there had turned out to be,
including almost stranding themselves and also the Rardat's now
traveling with them in Geodon's backpack. But they did not have the
time nor flashlight energy to go exploring there again right now.
Then they headed down the other arm of the Y of the tunnel, setting
an easy pace through the strangely illuminated long black glassy
surfaced tunnel, a place so wonderful as to have also enabled
Nansella to start to recover her erased memories. It was a place
seemingly lost to the controllers and monitors of the rest of this
world. So it was a weird and yet wonderful place, where at one time
eons ago, fiery hot molten rock had swiftly flowed right down
through the way they were traveling, right here through this very
space. Now that lava was gone, spread out over the landscape out
near where they had their little boat tied up at the end of a small
lake.

They talked back and forth as usual here, a
bit to remind themselves that they were people and not ghostly
critters sailing down through vast dark nothingness. Nansella was
telling Geodon about the piece of candy produced up at their
hideaway by Rardat, yet the example candy was far away, being used
by another Rardat by the lake. They must have communicated how to
do that. Maybe Rardat could make other kinds of food for them, too,
extending how long they could stay here. But it was clear that it
took a lot of time and effort for Rardat to produce that one little
piece of candy out of the raw materials of this place, and thus
unlikely to be able to make enough food for the two of them even if
working at it full time. And, their life involved other things
besides having fun up here and eating picnic basket food. They
would have to go back to town. What were they going to do about
Rardat then? It seemed important to keep knowledge of them away
from the power crazed folks of PE management. Was it inevitable
they would find out and acquire Rardat, then use it for purposes
that only come to the minds of bullies?

Geodon commented that whether they wanted it
or not, they had the responsibility to deal with the implications
Rardat presented. And he suspected Rardat could do lots of other
things besides what they already had demonstrated. And again, it
was only fair to ask Rardat what could be done to help Rardat,
too.

Suddenly three voices spoke as one, from
inside Geodon's backpack "We would like to be taken back and put
into our airplane, before you leave this place. Please take all
four of me back there. We can wait for your return from there. We
have waited there for a hundred and fifty thousand of your years,
and we can continue to wait some more. That way, you can continue
with your activities in your other places, without concern for
Rardat." Nansella said that made sense to her; but, would not being
put there in the total dark where their new energy charge would
eventually wear away and they would become dormant again? Rardat
replied that such a state was like human sleep, no problem.
Besides, all Rardat is One; other Rardat elsewhere are very busy
doing things, very much alive and awake right now, on other planets
and spaceships. They walked silently in thought for a long way down
the tunnel after that, absorbing the implications.

"What would happen to you if something
happened to us and we were not able to come back for you? " Geodon
asked of the three beings in his backpack, continuing to stride
down the shiny black tunnel. "Rardat can wait. If you do not come
back, eventually somebody else will find us again, maybe a
different species than you, thousands of years in the future.
Rardat can wait, there is no problem." came the three voices from
behind him.

Nansella asked them if there was anything
she and Geodon could do to help Rardat. The reply was that it would
help if all four Rardat over where the concentrated solar energy
would be beamed down so that they could be fully recharged before
going back to the plane. And it would also be helpful if Nansella
would bring a container of water to leave in the airplane with
them. As much water as they could bring.

The next afternoon, Geodon and Nansella went
out to get the four Rardat's over at the fourth cave. All of them
were now of the same size, apparently fully regenerated by the sun
power and materials from the lake and basalt dust. Rardat commented
that it had made friends with a creature of the water, of the type
Geodon called a goldfish. It had been very friendly with Rardat,
and Rardat was very interested in the fish's world, so surrounded
by water.

With flashlights recharged, Nansella
carrying picnic food and water for Geodon and herself and a
canister of water to leave with Rardat, and the four Rardat in
Geodon's backpack, they again headed up the tunnel. This time they
took the main stem of the Y and continued on past the first flat
door; then stopped and Geodon asked Rardat what that door was for.
Rardat said it did not know; the ones who had built these
facilities were still asleep up in the airplane. So they all
continued on down to the elevator cage. Up they went; it was lots
easier this time, as they knew they were headed for the airplane
over at one edge of the artificial cavern. Setting the four of them
in their indentations in the inside walls of the aircraft, and
placing the container of water in another of the empty holders,
they said goodbye to Rardat, and they hoped to be back soon to do
more things together with them. Geodon asked them if they would
like that, and the four voices said that Rardat would like to know
more of the human world and participate in those doings.

Leaving the airplane, they headed back to
the elevator cage, and soon were down in the lava tube tunnel
again, headed down the stem of the Y. They said that exploring even
further up the stem of the Y might be interesting to do some day,
but they did not have enough flashlight energy to do that along
with the rest of what needed doing in the lava tubes today. They
took the arm of the Y to get back to the area of the collapsed roof
section, and revisited the amazing rectangular room Rardat had so
quickly bored into the side of the lava tube, along with seat nooks
and even wall shelving. They left a few containers of food to add
to the small stash they already had there; it was something,
anyway. Nansella even left a small bed-covering there, a bit of
warmth although not as soft as a bedroll would be.

Another picnic lunch, heated in the solar
cooker while up in the sunlight; then they took the cooker down to
be stashed in the room, part of their equipment stashed in this
hideaway. It still was not long term livable; but it was a start.
With the situation in their town. a hideaway was a good preparation
for when things go wrong in town, if they did too much so.

And once again the long walk back to cave
number three; it was late afternoon when they got back. Only time
for dinner and to bed, putting their flashlights on the recharger
first.

Morning came too quickly, and the eased
their still weary muscles out into the day. Breakfast, then they
went down to the cave number four which had become bigger than they
had imagined it could ever be. They waded into the dust-filled
tunnel, realizing there was no way for them to find out how far it
went at this time. Back out at the opening of the new cave, they
mixed a batch of the solar blast pulverized powder and the
Rardat-pulverized powder, stuffing their backpacks and pails with
it. Then Geodon spent an hour using adhesive and the ultrasonic
generator to build up the face of the cave, sealing it off. They
carried the few remaining shovels full of powdered basalt back to
cave number three and stashed it there; that place also concealed
by a fairly good rock-looking door. Nansella swept the area in
front of cave number three while Geodon sent the signals to have
the solar focusing satellites start working on a different area of
the lava fold, starting a cave room number six; but this one was
mostly to pulverize material for making cabinets and tableware, as
augmented with Rardat's powdered basalt; if found by PE hopefully
PE would assume all the material had come from the satellite
blasted material.

They began their journey back to the pylon
elevator, lugging the heavy pails and backpacks, Nansella also
carrying her picnic basket which still had some snacks for the trip
back. Up the pylon's elevator and into the transfer pod, setting
their heavy baggage inside, and taking another look at the
incredible expanse of water in the big lake. Then the transfer pod
was picked up, and they began their swings down the chain of
pylons, a two hour ride with who knows what experiences at the far
end.



Chapter 26 A Place Nearer To
Town





Arriving at the town's terminal pylon, they
lugged their heavy supplies of powdered basalt around the back way
to Geodon's house. Things in the house seemed undisturbed; the
molds for the tableware were still in the workshop. The
communicator had a message requesting to buy some of the powdered
basalt; Geodon briefly wondered how they knew they were bringing
back supplies of it; then remembered promising them some. Maybe if
he provided them some voluntarily, his supplies at home might not
vanish along with his memory of having it. But explaining how he
gets the material might lead to losing exclusive rights to making
it.





Not that he wanted exclusive rights to the
powdered material. He did not want to be stuck with the job of
lugging it back here for the rest of his life. Nansella then
suggested that they might take a hike over to the nearest lava
outcropping rearing up out of the black sand, take ownership of it,
and set a request for satellite solar blasting of the face of the
rock there. They could build a fence around it to prevent
inadvertent intrusion at the wrong moment when it got frapped by a
satellite. The problem would be the long hike back carrying the
pails of sand; there were no powered vehicles available. Anyway,
doing that would probably placate the local need for materials and
curiosity about it; Geodon could then lug the more finely powdered
stuff down from the lake area to mix with the locally produced
fabrication material, and not need to lug more than a token amount
of solar frapped material down from the lake anymore.

So after they had rested up, the next day
they got on their backpacks and went to the edge of town near his
house, and set out on foot toward the nearest black outcropping,
about three kilometers away. There was no trail and most likely
theirs were the first footprints ever made on the black sand
pathway they were making as they trudged along. At first it seemed
that they were not getting any closer but eventually the
outcropping started looking closer. Then they were up to the base
of the lava fold projecting up out of the black sand. A bit weary,
they sat down in the shade of the outcropping, their backs to the
lava towering over them. Nansella got the picnic lunch out of her
backpack, and set it out for them on a cloth she had brought along,
while Geodon set up his communicator and determined what direction
would provide the most opportunities for the cluster of solar
concentrator satellites in low orbit, to frap one of the faces of
the outcropping. Getting up, he walked around and examined that
face of the lava fold; nothing special about it. Going back to
their shady spot, he activated the satellite sequence; it said the
first application would be in 15 minutes.

They were starting their lunch munch when
the first blast on the rock happened; and a second one had happened
by the time they finished lunch. Verifying that the next one would
not hit for the next half hour, they walked around to see how it
was doing; there was a small pile of lava shards at the base of the
rock projection. Back in their shaded spot again, Geodon used the
communicator to file an ownership declaration of the lava
projection and the surrounding 10 meters of black sand; and
declared it a hazardous area too, not to be intruded upon without
consent by him. that would put it on the map, and for now keep
others away. He would need to buy some kind of fencing material in
town and bring it here. along with notices to post. But for now, it
was clear that they were the first living creatures to ever have
been here, so there was little chance that others would wander here
soon and be in exactly the wrong spot at the wrong time.. For
starters, Geodon had brought along a supply of adhesive and a
ultrasonic generator, so they spent a few hours making a half meter
high barrier defining the active frap area, and made a start on a
token wall a few centimeters high, marking the 10 meter perimeter,
making it all out of black sand gathered on the spot, mixed with
adhesive and activated with the ultrasonic beam.

They hollowed out the sand near their picnic
spot enough to make it comfortable and they took a nap there, the
temperature being perfect for relaxation. When they awoke, the sun
was getting low on the horizon; Geodon checked for when next frap
of the lava face would happen, they had half an hour, so they went
around and gathered up the smaller lava shards and small particles,
about 5 liters of it in their backpacks. Then they began their
trudge back to town and into Geodon's workroom. They sifted out the
larger shards and set them aside, and mixed up the rest with some
of the very fine powder they had brought back from the lake area.
This mixture was to be provided to the store for their own use in
making the larger tableware from the molds Geodon and Nansella had
provided to them earlier. waiting until the next afternoon, they
put the powdered mixture on the conveyor belt system, addressing it
to the store and asked for a price the store was willing to pay for
this kind of material being provided as a sample. When the material
had been received and evaluated, Geodon was surprised at the high
price offered by the store; apparently they were getting a lot of
money for the tableware. Nansella commented that she wondered if
the store folks would be at risk of their items getting ripped off
by PE too, but doubted it as they were too well integrated into the
town's economy, too well known by others who would notice..

It looked like he and Nansella were going to
get some good exercise in the coming days, hauling powdered lava
back from their rock out in the desert. Eventually they would hire
some people to help carry the stuff, but for now, it was theirs to
do and have fun doing it.

Now that they had more material, they cast a
few more measuring cups and knife-fork-spoons for the store. They
worked late into the night making as many as they could. And were
up early the next day, again making as many of the cast items as
they could today. By that evening they had a dozen of the measuring
cups and a pile of eating utensils, along with a few dinner plates
and bowls. And by early next morning they had made a couple more
measuring cups and dinner plates. This was enough for a shipment to
the store. So the put them in a canister and marked it for receipt
at the store and sent it off; half an hour later the communicator
announced receipt of the items by the store and were giving a very
good price for them, said they would be glad to buy as many as
could be made, and for the same price.

But Geodon and Nansella were quite tired of
making the castings; they had hurried these out so as to look like
they had been working many days to make that many. And so it would
be many days before the store could expect another shipment. They
made one set of one item from each mold, and prepared for another
trip to the lake. Picnic basket and backpack full of food and
supplies, and Geodon with two buckets of black sand in hand, they
headed down the back utility paths to the pylon. Moments later they
were in a transfer pod and swinging down the row of pylons toward
their little lake.

By the time they arrived at their cave
number three, there was only time for a cold meal dinner, the sun
too low to use the solar cooker. Exhausted, they turned in a bit
early, secured behind the concealed door to the outside. Geodon
said that he needed to make a door to the exit into the lava tube
too, but that would have to be done another time. It was feeling a
bit more spooky to them now, not only due to the mysterious thefts
of some of their belongings along with concurrent memory erasure of
ownership of the items, but also now that they realized that there
were creatures from another planet who also were on the planet too,
although most likely all asleep now. But with some here, who knows
what else might be here too?

Next morning after a solar heated breakfast,
Geodon was busy shoveling out the tunnel made by Rardat, that was
to be cave number five. He was curious how far back it went. The
fine powder quickly made a clay when mixed with water, and would
set up fairly hard simply by drying. Nansella made a mold for
interlocking bricks, and was making some of them for building
walls; it would take awhile to have enough bricks to build much of
anything, but it was a start. Most of the tunnel's powder was
shoveled into the lake so as to make more agricultural area,
putting only a couple centimeters of the black sand on top, he had
carried up in the buckets. He dug just a walking path through the
tunnel, leaving as much of the powder as he could to the sides of
the tunnel; the main intent was to find where this bored tunnel
went.

And a hundred meters into the lava ripples,
the bored tunnel intersected a new lava tube, one they had not been
to yet and id not know existed before. The bored tunnel also
stopped there; Rardat must have known about the lave tube and
assumed that was the goal of the cave asked of him to make. The new
lava tube was far deeper than the other pair of them, thus probably
much older , made before the volcano had heaped new layers above
it. So, probably both ends of the new lava tube most likely would
be blocked. Even so, the tube represented a possible place for
storage, including of the very fine lava dust made by Rardat; so
Geodon spent a few more hours shoveling dust into the lava tube to
clear the tunnel access more, and be able to save the very high
quality dust for fabrications of things in the molds.

It was the end of their first day back up at
their lake, and they had accomplished a lot. Yet on their minds was
the desire to go get their new friend Rardat, bring it - them -
back here as companions or pets, not sure of the relationship type
yet.



Chapter 27 Rardat Helps
Landscape





The tunnel's material put into the lakeside,
and topped off with a half inch of sand brought up from town, had
added several square meters of flatland, the most for any trip up
here so far. They went over to the earlier planted part and
transplanted some of the self-regenerated Oats plants over to the
new flat area. It was encouraging how much more usable land was now
getting made out of the previously uninhabitable rippled lava
wasteland. It had seemed like there was so little to show for his
efforts of more than a year's toting of black sand up here.





Nansella suggested that they ask Rardat if
it could pulverize some of the lava into larger grains, something
that would not hard pack into clay that would be difficult for
roots to penetrate, although they did not know that would be a
problem for sure. The clay type material did make a solid feeling
substrate, however. Nansella suggested they also ask Rardat to
directly form a flatland that was several centimeters above the
high level of the lake, leaving flat surface rock and extending the
pulverized material out into the lake, making quite a large flat
useable area. It could be done down at the far end of the lake,
where their other boat dock was located.

Agreeing that much of their plans required
Rardat's help, they set out the next morning up the lava tube,
equipped with flashlights, picnic basket, and backpacks full of
supplies for their secondary emergency hideout being prepared. Up
to the Y, then back down a ways into the other arm of the Y to the
collapsed area, where they emptied their backpack's supplies, and
went up into the sunshine to make a hot lunch in the solar cooker.
"Lets see if Rardat would be willing - the four of Rardat - to stay
at this place, instead of us having to make the long trip up to
their aircraft each time we come up here" suggested Nansella.
Sounded fine to him, Geodon replied, adding that they might even
make a more difficult to find place for them to "sleep" just in
case PE got extremely possessive of this place sometime in the
future. Although Rardat was likely to be willing to help PE as much
as Geodon and Nansella, PE's motives might wreak havoc even worse
than now, given Rardat's abilities. If only absolute power had not
so corrupted PE management, it would be wonderful to team up with
the Rardat's and really terraform this planet nicely. But for right
now, they could not trust bosses who would steal your stuff and
erase your memory of owning it, to be able to benevolently make
major modifications to the planet for the benefit of all.

Rested and fed, they re-secured their stuff
below in their hideaway, and began the long trek up the main stem
of the lava tube; the flashlight's minimal backscatter reflection
off the tunnel's mostly glassy surface providing so little
information as to what they were about to step into each moment,
requiring alert attention constantly, no easy hike, this. They had
learned to mostly navigate by the feet, aware of the gentle start
of upslope to the sides of the tunnel, doing a slow weave back and
forth down the dark lava tube. They again passed the as-yet unknown
passageway on the side of the tunnel, then they were at the
elevator cage and headed up to the vast cavern which housed the
aircraft.

The Rardats did not look like they had moved
at all, when Geodon shone the flashlight on them, identifying their
special four. But before he picked them up, one of them spoke,
asking that two be put into Geodon's backpack, and the other two
into Nansella's; Rardat did not like to be crowded against each
other more than necessary. Nansella asked if just one of them would
like to come along this time, that way no crowding at all; that was
fine with Rardat. So they each picked up a Rardat and put it in
their backpacks, then as they turned to leave, two Rardat's spoke
from inside the airplane, that it was their turn to go next
time.

Retracing their steps, except taking the arm
of the Y back to their cave number three abode, conversation was a
threesome again. Rardat was eager to get busy making the flat area
down at the far end of the lava tube, and comprehended the need to
make it look like more natural edges of the flattened area as if it
had just happened that way. Rardat also said it was just as easy to
make sand-sized particles as it was the finer dust size particles
made before. So after a stop at cave number three, for lunch and
getting the communicator to take along, they soon headed on down to
the far end of that tube, emerging were the boat was tied up to the
dock on the glassy-smooth surfaced lake.

The Rardats seemed to enjoy being out in the
sunshine that energized their life activity; different from living
only from their battery stored energy. They designed what they
hoped would be the final configuration of the day's work,
flattening lava and moving the sand-sized particles off into the
lakeside adjacent to that area. One of the Rardat's positioned
itself in the edge of the existing flat dock area, and waited for
Geodon to program a solar satellite's focused energy beam to blast
down onto the spot. It would be a few minutes before the first one
came along, and only a few minutes until the next one, but it would
be over an hour before the third satellite would happen by, far
above them in the correct position. Geodon, Nansella and one of the
Rardat's retreated into the mouth of the lava tube and waited, then
heart the first whump and a few minutes later the second whump.
Then they went back out to see what had happened.

Even though they had envisioned what it
would be like, they were still amazed. Rardat said it had used up
most of its battery energy along with using the solar blast to do
the work, so it was busy soaking up sunshine now. Geodon was amazed
at the extent of the dissociation of the sand particles; apparently
it took less energy to make sand grains than dust grains. there was
a cleared space of what must be a thousand square meters, if it was
indeed all flat under the heap of sand now laying on the flattened
surface. Geodon said that was enough for today, but the Rardat
which had done the work asked to receive one more solar blast for
today, so as to fully recharge its batteries and do a little trim
work on the edges of the previous landscape cut. Geodon set the
timer so they could get out of the way well before the next solar
blast, and he used the shovel which he had optimistically brought
along, and began shoveling the new sand off the edge into the side
of the lake.

In 45 minutes he had a surface area more
than double that of all that he had made in a year by his labor of
bringing up buckets of sand from the town. Then the Rardat
positioned itself where the solar blast wold happen, and the rest
of them returned to the safety of the inside of the tunnel,
although Nansella remarked that the tunnel would not be so safe if
the Rardat work was directed toward the tunnel. The Rardat with
them said that they would not be hurt; the dissociation beam was
selective and would only work on the lava, though they might get
covered up by the resulting sand. They were contemplating that in
imagination when the whump was heard.

Reemerging from the lava tube, the scene
looked much the same, although the now fully recharged Rardat
assured them that it had indeed artistically sculpted the perimeter
of the flattened field to resemble natural lava foldings. Rardat
understood the need to have camouflage, hidden security. Geodon
asked they what would they need to hide from. Rardat replied that
there was a kind of being that sometimes roamed the space as Rardat
did, and it was prone to attempt to destroy Rardat on sight.
Wondering what kind of weapon would destroy a Rardat that ate a
lava-blasting burst of concentrated power for lunch, Geodon
refrained from asking more, thinking that maybe he did not want to
know. He then used his communicator to re-direct the solar
focussing satellites to resume pounding away at the site of cave
number six; he then got his shovel out and shoveled more sand into
the lake, filing in an ever large area for planting more oats. When
Geodon rested, Nansella took a turn at the shoveling getting a
little bit more done by the time Geodon had rested up enough to get
to shoveling again. It was getting to be a long trek from where
they were scooping sand, carrying it over to the lakes edge.
Nansella remarked that it would be nice to have a wheelbarrow; she
had seen them on the agricultural areas of the town, but did not
see how such a thing could be carried here on the pylon transfer
pod system.

Rardat asked what a wheelbarrow looked like,
how was it made. Geodon brought up a photo of a wheelbarrow on the
communicator, could Rardat perceive the image? Indeed Rardat said
it could. So Geodon found where the specifications of a typical
wheelbarrow was located, including an exploded view of the pieces
involved, including the axel and wheel as separate assemblies. Then
one of the Rardat's moved over to the edge of the remaining vast
pile of sand, and there was a buzz sound. Rardat then asked that
the area be shoveled clear of sand. Geodon wearily got up and took
the shovel over and began scooping sand, but encountered objects in
the sand, digging further, he found a nicely formed wheelbarrow
assembled except for the wheel and axel pin; those pieces he also
found in the sand pile. assembling the wheel to the wheelbarrow by
using the axel pin, he then tentatively pushed the wheelbarrow
around a bit; the wheel was as hard as rock but still would be able
to roll sand, most likely. So with renewed strength of enthusiasm,
he shoveled a load of sand into the wheelbarrow, and trundled it
over to the edge of the lake. The wheel sank into the sandy area,
however, so he dumped it at the sand edge of their new land
area.

Nansella suggested that they next have the
finer material produced, and use it to make hard packed fingers out
into the lake, which ought to support the wheelbarrow's wheel, and
then sand could be dumped to the sides of those fingers, to fill in
between them. Sounded good to Geodon, suggesting they work on that
tomorrow. Nansella got out the solar cooker, and heated up a nice
meal for them , while the Rardats were busy making friends with the
goldfish at the edge of the lake.



Chapter 28 The Lava Outcropping
Improved





The wheelbarrow was helping a lot, although
it only involved moving the sand over to near the edge of the lake,
from where it was again shoveled from there into the lake's edge to
create some flatland where things could be grown. With the growing
realization of the potentials of the help from the Rardats, they
began a new phase of the project. It took a bit of communication
with Rardat, but the next solar blast was used to convert a swath
of lava into sand including sunk down to a foot below the water
level of the lake. Then the top part was gradually leveled off to
be about 10 centimeters above the water's level, and the water
gradually seeped through the sand to water the whole area's
remaining sand. Thus they got another hundred square meters of
growing room, presumably directly watered by the lake. They planted
a patch of rice seeds in this area, so that the plant roots would
be hopefully tolerant of always being wet. Presumably the oats
needed periodic dry roots to prevent fungi from damaging roots.





The end of the lake was getting filled up,
however; and they had to build a new dock for the little boat
further into what had been lake area. The Rardats were also
excavating rock into sand on the other side of the lake at this
end, and the whole area around the lava tube's exit had been
converted into flatland, or would be when they figured out what to
do with all the sand that was sitting on top of it. Even the end of
the lava tube had been demolished in the flattening process, and
the remaining exit of the lava tube was located quite a ways from
the lake, at the edge of the area converted into sand. Along the
remaining lava wall face at the edge of the leveled areas, Nansella
had the Rardat's create a group of cave homes, with roofs of the
original lava folds and had overhang so that the doors and window
area could not be seen easily from the air, hopefully would be
hidden from PE's helicopters, if they ever came this way.

One of the Rardats was spending most of its
time experimenting with making the various foodstuffs that Nansella
had brought up in the picnic basket. That seemed like a very labor
intensive thing for the Rardat to do; yet it did not seem to be
bothered by that. The Rardat would take half a day to make a single
sandwich, so it was clear that they could not survive on food made
by these new companions; yet that they could make some food was a
potential help. By the time the picnic basket's food ran out, the
Rardat had made enough food to enable them to stay there another
whole day, so it was not wasted effort. By then the Rardats had
also enabled a couple thousand square meters of area for growing
things, and another 300 square meters of flat rock surface for
projects, a large area where the need to endlessly climb over
ripples of frozen lava no longer had to be done. There were a half
dozen roomy dwellings secluded under the lava overhangs, although
the dwellings had only recessed seating and shelving and were still
mostly filled with sand from their making. It seemed like a nice
preparation to have living space for a larger group of people to
live up here, although she did not have any in mind except to
possibly invite the original couple back up here - but they most
likely had had their memory erased, since they had never made any
attempt to communicate with Geodon or Nansella since leaving
here.

It was tempting to take at least one of the
Rardats back with them to town, but the risk was too great; the
ability of PE to find out what was going on in the lives of the
inhabitants of the town in intimate detail was too apparent. But
they compromised, and on the way back up the lava tubes, they took
the two Rardats to the hideaway near the collapsed roof area, and
set the Rardats into their concealed nooks, both with fully charged
batteries, but with instructions that if nobody came to be with
them again before they ran out of energy, they would go over to
where sunlight fell on the pile of rubble and there they could
obtain enough energy every few days so as to stay awake.

At least Geodon and Nansella did not have to
make the rest of the long trip up to the airplane's site; as it
was, they were risking running out of light from the second
flashlight before getting home to cave number three, but they made
it OK. It was a meager meal that evening, and mere scraps for
breakfast; so it was quite early in the morning that found them on
the transfer pod, swinging down the line of pylons toward town. No
snacks either to make the two hour trip back to seem more
comfortable; arriving in town, they hurried along the back routes
to Geodon's house, where Nansella quickly made up a meal from them
that required no heating; and then she immediately began to more
leisurely prepare a good dinner for the two of them. .

Putting the meal into her picnic basket, the
two of them headed out of town down the path that led from the
front of his house down past the hulking home builder machines,
then out into the sand along the now visible trail they had left in
the sand about a week ago.

Arriving at their lava outcropping jutting
up out of the sand surrounding it, Geodon sent the command to
temporarily halt the blasting of the lava rock face by the
satellites; and went to fill both backpacks with the weight of
powdered lava that each could comfortably carry, and scooped the
remaining shards and powder to the side, so the satellites would be
able to work on fresh lava; then he sent the command to resume
blasting. Around on the other side of the big outcropping, they
enjoyed the meal that Nansella had prepared and brought along, the
first real full meal they had had in a couple of days.

In their backpacks they now had material to
send to the store for their own making of the few eating utensils
for which Geodon had supplied the store, enough to keep them busy
awhile. And some left over for their own use at home. But for now
they stretched out again in the shaped sand indents they had made
before and they took a nice long nap in the peacefulness of the
place, warmed by the sun.

After their long overdue naps, they
experimented with using the shards and powder and adhesive to make
an arched extension of the rack face, extending the arch out to
form a covering of sorts, a bit of shelter; it was not on the side
of the outcropping that faced the town, so hopefully it would not
attract attention. The arch was long enough for the two of them to
stretch out comfortably inside it. Geodon made a note for himself
to bring back hinges and latches for a door and window port when
they came here again but for now it just had an open edge where the
arch construction had left off. From the outside it looked enough
like just another lava fold, that it might not attract attention,
as it was.

Lest they get hungry again, they put their
backpacks back on, Nansella also carrying the now empty picnic
basket, and headed down their new trail across the black sand,
toward Geodon's house. There they put most of their collection of
smaller mix of powdered lava into a couple of canisters, addressing
them to the store, and sent them off. And it was only minutes after
receipt by the store when their communicator received thanks for
the material, along with a request for more of the measuring cups,
if they would, please. So Geodon and Nansella spent the rest of the
day casting measuring cups with the remaining powdered material, of
which they ran out of after the sixth cup was made. They did not
send the cups right away however. They wanted to take one and leave
it at Nansella's house, which was long overdue to have a visit from
her.

So they took the rather long and difficult
path the back ways to Nansella's house, and entered through the
back way. Inside, they were surprised to see that the place had
been intruded upon, people had been into all her storage areas, and
had not made much effort to conceal the fact. She picked a place
that clearly had been investigated, yet was not easily examined, to
conceal the measuring cup she had brought along. Getting a few of
her personal cherished possessions to take back, they again left by
the back way, headed to Geodon's home again, Nansella quite unhappy
about the intrusion into her home. It took a couple of hours to
wind their way back to Geodon's home, entering from the back way
too; and they were surprised to find that it too had been
ransacked, and all their molds for casting things had been taken,
along with the half dozen measuring cups they had prepared to sell
to the store.

Geodon pointed out that it was much like the
time when both of them had had their memories erased, and their
creative products removed without their consent; but this time they
had managed to escape with their memories still intact. Probably
the fact that they had not had memories obliterated was flagged by
the perpetrators as something needing correcting, and were
searching for them even now. It was time to vanish for awhile; if
they sept here tonight, quite possibly they might not recognize
each other by the morning, they feared. So they stuffed their
backpacks with food and water and survival supplies; and leaving by
the back way, they reemerged in the front area from around one of
the further houses down the construction pathway, and headed along
the sandy path at dusk, barely making it to their outcropping and
its tiny shelter by sunset. But without a way to seal the end of
the archway hut, the cold night air from the clear sky was quite
cold, they had to snuggle for warmth under the little blanket they
had managed to bring along. But the next morning they still were
aware of the situation - and were not strangers to each other - so
it was worth the effort.

Nansella set the solar cooker, which they
had brought along, out in the sun, and they had hot brew and
breakfast in the morning. Geodon gathered more of the shards and
powder from the blasting area, and proceeded to extend the arch hut
a few feet further, and by nightfall he also had the wall there,
and even a door propped up to mostly block the opening, and a
shutter on the window port; it would be a little warmer tonight,
for their resting time, he hoped because of that.

Resting inside the tiny hut, Geodon was
telling Nansella of how he wished that they had brought an Rardat
back with them to help. Then Nansella reached into her backpack and
pulled out an immature Rardat, saying that she had asked one of the
Rardat's to reproduce again before they left, and she had hidden
this one away, thinking that indeed they might be glad of it. The
Rardat was still quite small; it would need lots of energy to grow.
There was still time for one more satellite blast on the rock face
around on the other side of the outcropping, so Geodon took the
little Rardat around and set it in the blast area, barely getting
out of the way before the bright flash of light hit in the light of
the dusk, the satellite just catching the sun before going into the
planet's shade. He waited out there in the darkening light as the
Rardat gathered materials from the surrounding pulverized lava
rock; when it was done as much as it could do, Geodon brought the
little Rardat back into the hut with them, setting it in a corner
by the door. It visibly had gotten less spindly and a little bit
bigger in diameter, about 3/4 adult sized now.



Chapter 29 Checking Spoon
Orientations





The next morning they put the Rardat back
out to intercept some of the solar blast energy two more times,
which enabled it to build itself up to full size and be fully
charged. They asked it to pulverize just a small amount of the cave
being bored, enough for Geodon to fill his backpack; and then the
Rardat set to fabricating a sandwich, which was quite a long job
with no water on hand. But it was slowly finding the atoms for
making the sandwich anyway.





They again checked their "spoon orientation"
system for reminders of memory erasure and relationship with each
other in stashed notes; then Nansella stayed in the hut while
Geodon headed back to town. First he went to his house, the
easiest; and sent the load of lava powder to the store. Even before
waiting to see if the bank recorded the receipt of payment for the
load, he went out the back way and began the long maze pathway to
Nansella's House. Arriving there he found that it did not seem to
have been disturbed anymore; he got out the measuring cup they had
stashed there, and then he headed back to the hut at their
outcropping, traveling by flashlight close to the ground as it had
been dark for an hour by then.

Arriving at the hut, he gave the measuring
cup to Nansella, and she began to use it as a sample for making a
new mold, making it there by flashlight until too weary to continue
on the project any more. Geodon had also brought some food from his
house to add to their hoard of food; lots easier than using the
Rardat's fabricated food. He also made a mental note to send for
more supplies, from his house, next trip.

Nansella asked the Rardat to examine the
various foodstuffs they now had, and asked which ones would be
easiest for Rardat to make with the materials on hand. Rardat
commented that it now had the composition of all those foodstuffs
documented and could make any of them; pointing out that all
Rardats were interlinked and of one mind and any of them could now
do the same thing. This now included all the Rardats in hibernation
in the airplane, as the container of water that Geodon had brought
to the airplane, was enough to resupply all the Rardat's there back
to minimal conscious interlinking with the rest of them.

Rardat also said that this had enabled them
to approximate how long they had been sitting there in the airplane
before Geodon and Nansella had revived them, about a hundred and
fifty thousand years. Rardat also said that one of the fully
charged Rardats that had been left at the hideout had briefly gone
out to the open area one night and had uplinked to the Rardat's
elsewhere in the star system, and advised them of the situation
here, too. That Rardat had then returned down below and concealed
itself. They all could communicate with each other through this
amount of rock, but were still able to hide in case their rival
aliens happened to come by. They pointed out that if that rival
alien group did come past this planet, that humans would be at risk
of being attacked by them; but there had been no sign of danger in
this area in recent times, it added.

Geodon had almost stopped listening to this
new report from Rardat's world, he being worried as to their own
immediate future at the hands of their own species. Humans could be
quite wanton predators too, historically speaking and present
circumstances too. It was doubtful that they could remain here too
long without getting the attention of PE which no doubt was aware
that they had not erased memories again recently, after the most
recent removing of the molds and casted measuring cups from
Geodon's place once again.

A couple days later and they were getting
cabin fever, even though they felt it safe enough to be outside on
the outcropping direction out of view from town, as escape from the
little hut some of the time. Nansella had made two more molds from
the sample cup and had cast a half dozen new cups from those molds.
And she had experimented with finding out what help Rardat might be
in their situation, by having it pulverize some of the rock face
where their hut was built against the lava outcropping, for use in
making the cups; then she had it make a substantial cave of two
meters depth, making the edges look like a possibly natural
formation of the rock, and then she had it make hollows in the side
of that short cave extension and make storage facilities in there
In one of them she put one of the new molds and one sample
measuring cup, before sealing the wall up to look like there was
nothing there.

Geodon had the Rardat use its great
pulverizing skills to pulverize a tube from the blasting area all
the way to under the hut. Then he spent several days shoveling that
tube out, and having Rardat use more solar blast energy to re-fuse
the heap of powder back into ordinary looking lava rock, sealing up
the entrance there too. It would be many months of solar blasting
before that area would risk being re-opened. Back inside the hut,
they asked Rardat to use some of its stored energy to pulverize a
passageway from the floor of the small cave in the back of the hut,
and when Geodon had dug that out, they were able to go down in the
new tube way deep under the ground level of the outcropping. They
also had Rardat bore small holes at each end of the new cavern all
the way to the top of the outcropping, which would be used to
circulate air in and out, once they had the means to move the air.
Geodon made a trapdoor so they could go down into the cavern and
the trapdoor hopefully looked enough like ordinary rock that it
would not be noticed, a further hideaway prepared.

Rardat suggested that they also make a shaft
from the cavern up to the top of the high lava outcropping, which
was unscalable from the ground. Not safe from PE's helicopters; but
they were rarely seen in the area. The tube would enable Rardat to
go up and bask in the sunshine, ever alert for helicopters in the
area, and would seal the top cover before going back down into the
cavern. Geodon put some of their drinking water down in the cavern;
it seemed to be the only thing the little critter needed. It would
be able to remain in the cavern indefinitely if need be; it was
kept there routinely now, except when a project was needed done by
Rardat. It did not mind the isolation, reminding them that it was
in constant communication with the other awake Rardats on the
planet; and the latest adventurers it was having here with Geodon
and Nansella had been providing entertainment for the Rardats.

Geodon asked just how small a Rardat could
be reproduced and yet be able to do some things and eventually
reproduce itself full sized at some future time. Rardat could make
one of its kind about the size of a marble; it would be able to
communicate with the other Rardats while that size, and its battery
enough to make a pulverized hole in lava of only about a square
meter before being depleted, while that size. So they had the
Rardat reproduce itself also into these two tiny versions of
itself, one for each; then they took the Rardat out and let it use
solar blasts to rebuild itself and recharge its batteries, before
returning it to the cavern.

Their supplies had gotten down to only about
one person-week's supplies remaining, so Geodon readied himself to
go do the routine again. He would first go to Nansella's house and
return the sample measuring cup to its hiding place there, and get
a few items from food stores there and one canister of water. Then
he would go to his house, put the newly fabricated measuring cups
onto the conveyor belt marked for delivery to the store, order a
new supply of groceries mostly non-perishable but not entirely so,
but food that would keep without being refrigerated for several
days. Then he would leave this house as soon as he could do all
that rapidly, and leave by the front door to head down the short
path to their trail out to the outcropping, backpack stuffed with
food and water, and carrying another sack of more such items.

Checking their spoon orientations and
stashed notes to themselves, once again Geodon headed out toward
town. And once again, he managed to return to the outcropping with
the new supplies, enough for a person month, or two weeks for the
two of them. But he reported that it appeared that his house had
been entered again, things moved around as if investigating, but
nothing else had been removed; the moneymaking molds and already
made product had all been taken away before, so probably the
intruders were looking for more of the same. Or they might have
been looking for where Geodon might be, too. They both were getting
increasingly nervous about getting apprehended again; they knew too
much now, and the knowledge of the Rardats dare not fall into the
wrong hands if they could prevent it.

Rardat eagerly took the assignment of
spending time up on the top of the outcropping and being a lookout
to provide a warning if anyone was headed this way; it got to sun
itself up there as reward for this duty. They had the Rardat tote a
small solar panel up to the top of the outcropping, and wires from
it went down the tube to provide electrical power for lights down
in the cavern, and ran a small blower that pulled air down one of
the vent holes, which pushed it out of the other air vent so as to
circulate fresh air in the cavern, when the humans were in it.
Asking Rardat to record the pattern of the solar cell and wires,
one day they had the Rardat duplicate it, and was stored in the
cavern as part of their supplies. Geodon's communicator would not
work down in the cavern, but he could keep its batteries recharged
anyway, from the solar cells's output.

Geodon and Nansella developed a way to be in
voice contact with each other via the marble-sized Rardat's they
each carried, so Geodon could leave his communicator safely down in
the cavern, while he went out on his food gathering trips. He hoped
that the lack of communicator would be one less means for tracking
him down. But he felt quite uncomfortable without his communicator;
it had always been a constant presence for him his whole adult
life, his connection to the larger world.

He would make one more foray to his house to
get the supplies he had ordered, and take a new batch of both
spoons and measuring cups - the two items which they had retained
samples for which to make new molds - to be sent to the store for
sale. People would want the knives and forks and plates too but for
now they could not make more of them, until Geodon manually made
new ones for samples for making a new set of molds. Then coming
back here, they would stash all the food and supplies in the
cavern, leaving the full sized Rardat to keep a lookout from there,
while the two humans would go to town and then directly to the
pylons and on to the lake area.







Chapter 30 I Think We Will Be
Friends





Geodon found his house unchanged, no
indication of intrusion during the few days he had been gone this
time. He put the fabricated spoons and measuring cups and some of
the fine grained lava powder on the conveyor belt, addressed to the
town's store. He wondered if the powder was being intercepted and
used by the group who now ran the cabinet making, but he dare not
ask the store for fear of suggesting awareness that something was
going on. He sent for some more non-perishable food supplies,
picked up the ones that had been delivered along with the few fresh
food items also delivered since his last visit here. Nansella would
like some fresh food too.





Ready to leave, there was a call at the
door. He paused a moment, deciding it most likely was folks there
to rip him off and erase his memory of the things they took; so he
left the back way and used the utility service pathways to get back
on the trail out through the desert to his lava outcropping. From
this direction from the town, the lava hunk jutting up through the
black sand looked unchanged; the record would show that he had just
taken possession of it but not the development that had been done
to it. The solar blasting probably had been connected with it,
however, and most likely the monitors thought that Geodon was using
that as sole source of the fine grained powder he was providing the
town store for making tableware items. Thus ought to not be of much
interest to PE unless perhaps they wanted control over the source
of fine powdered manufacturing material; but normally PE let small
businesses more efficiently use their own labor to provide
materials, goods and services, more efficient in the overall
picture since ultimately it all went into the planetary
civilization buildup and thus into PE's wealth.

Back at the hut and cavern, Geodon filled in
the news and Nansella prepared a meal with some of the fresh food
he had brought back. Some would have to wait until they could be
outside using the solar cooker, thus a treat for later.

Packed up and Rardat filled in on its duties
at the place, Geodon and Nansella headed out toward town, and
directly entered the utility pathways. But they saw a group of men
who seemed to be watching the town's pylon; observing them awhile
indicated they were waiting for something to happen. And Geodon
suspected ted that it was them that were being about to be
apprehended. Nansella suggested that it was possible that they had
not realized that she had also gotten most of her memory back and
thus had not reconnected with Geodon; so they took the back utility
maze to her house. She stayed there; Geodon left her portion of the
food including all the fresh food, so she would not need to send
for any for a few days, enabling her hideout a bit longer.

Heading back along the back utility paths
again, he had the small Rardat verify it was in communication with
the one carried by Nansella and she said nothing had changed at her
place in those few minutes. The tiny Rardat then said that the
means for erasing memories was now determined by the Rardat's,
having probed Geodon and Nansella's deep memories; Rardat could now
possibly do the same to any humans who attempted to attack it. The
little Rardat then suggested that it selectively erase Geodon's
memories about Nansella, the cavern, and all the parts of his lake
area done since discovery of the Rardats, to protect them all.
Memory of the outcropping and solar powered pulverization of
material from it was to be left. Geodon would retain memory of
needing to go to the lake to do some work there, traveling by
pylon.

Rardat then did the memory erasures on
Geodon, finishing as Geodon emerged into the mainstream walkways of
the town, headed down past the town prison on the way to the
pylon's base. As he neared the pylon's elevator cage, a group of
men dribbled over to casually be around Geodon, although apparently
ignoring him.

Geodon woke up inside an unfamiliar
structure. His backpack was missing, but otherwise seemed OK. He
sat up, slowly clearing his fuzzy mind. Looking around, he saw what
looked like the distinctive tall thin windows of the town's prison.
So, it looked like he was locked up. It was only moments before two
men came in; one, Elgecko, had an odd assortment of headgear on and
seemed like a walking communication machine; the other, Corlin, was
more burly and carried a small crossbow, cocked and short arrow
ready to be fired. Neither man looked friendly.

Elgecko, the man with the electronic gizmos,
came over and put a headset on top of Geodon's head. He demanded to
know where Geodon had been the past several weeks. Geodon thought
he had been at home. The man said they had searched for him at his
home several times but he was not there. Geodon said he might have
been at his lava outcropping then to gather materials for making
craft objects, that he had a small business making things to sell.
The man said they knew all about that. Pausing to consider that
their timing could have been such that Geodon had always been out
gathering construction materials, they called in a woman,
Shirezette, who was looking a bit disconcerted; she too was wired
up with electronic gadgets. She was asked why had not her
monitoring protocols identified the times Geodon had been away from
home to go to the lava rock for craft making materials. She replied
that she had checked the system and it showed that there were a lot
of missing data times in the record on Geodon, but the cause was
not yet apparent. She also said that PE Management had long had
this man flagged, and now that he was in custody, it was better to
eradicate him than to let him loose again, there would be no risk
of beginnings of an insurrection tolerated. They had acquired all
the new technology that Geodon had made, and would take possession
of his land holdings at the nearby lava outcropping and the distant
small lake site. Giving Geodon a long last look, the two who were
wired up left the room, while the man with the crossbow remained,
still aiming the crossbow at Geodon. He told Geodon to turn around,
that he did not want to see Geodon's face.




Meanwhile, the little Rardat had been also
aware of the situation and was communicating with Geodon, who was
mostly mystified about the whole thing, his memories having been a
erased. But Geodon was aware of danger to himself; he followed the
odd impulse to take the marble out of his pocket and throw it at
the guard as he was complying with the order to turn around; so he
tossed the marble at the guard and finished turning around. Waiting
a moment, nothing was happening, so he turned back around; the
guard was just standing there, staring at the side wall, his
crossbow seemingly forgotten, drooping toward the floor. Retrieving
the marble and putting it back into his pocket, he went over to the
window slot and looked out. This was the ground floor. The marble
urged him to turn so the marble was aligned with the window; doing
so, Geodon noticed a little puff of air and looked back, surprised
that the area to the sides of the window had turned to sand and had
fallen away. Geodon took another look at the guard who was still
looking the other direction, so Geodon climbed through the window
and headed toward the pylon. He noticed a woman also headed there,
carrying a backpack; they both got on the transfer pod and began
heading northward.

After watching the terrain below
rising and falling as the transfer pod was handed off from one
pylon's arms to the next, he started up a conversation with the
woman, more to be polite than anything. He said Hi and his name was
Geodon, and he had some property near the big lake area where this
water bucket pylon line went to; had she ever been to the lake
before? The woman replied "Hi Geodon, my name is Nansella, and I
think we could become friends."
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