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So far so good. She hadn't been sure that she would be able to find a safe landing spot.
Hell, she hadn't been sure she could pilot the little tub in the first place. What with the
unexpected boarding party blasting those threatening announcements, there hadn't
been time to review her sketchy training from years back or to load in coordinates for
the colony.

When they started rounding up the crew, she had realized that the life form signals from
the food lab plants must be providing some degree of cover for her own reading,
Without thinking, she corralled Spout and sprinted for the pod. As she scrambled into
her flight suit, she shoved the few packets of precious seeds she had grabbed into an
inner pocket. She heard the harsh voice command all personnel to report to the number
two docking bay, or they would be hunted down and punished.

It took so long to figure out the controls that, once launched, she hadn't been able to
scan for the dome over the Plymouth settlement. It must be nearby though, as the
Talarico was expecting to land there in just a few hours. But was the settlement a safe
place to go? If those ruffians now terrorizing the Tal had come from there, then the
colony was in big trouble. And the Talarico's delivery of supplies, not to mention the
cryo-passengers, might be a mistake.

It was likely her pod had been traced, so she needed to get away from it. She was glad
to see that, with her brilliant piloting (or luck), the craft had settled on a stable surface of
open ground, with a sort of forest of very tall orange grasses nearby.

"You'll have some extra spring, but the gravity's similar to earth's." The Al-bot's voice
had a pleasant humming quality.

She turned to see that Sprout was at her side.

"And the air?"

"Keep the suit on."

Theta tightened the straps on the little emergency pack that contained a small supply of
food and first aid equipment. No weapons, she remembered. She was more awkward
getting out of the pod than Sprout, but they both turned towards the forest of grasses.
When she looked back, she couldn't see any trail or footprints from the pod, but going in
this direction would be the obvious choice. Should they skirt the grasses or go into



them? There was danger from the thugs in the Tal, but what might lurk in the
shrubbery?

"Danger assessment?" she asked.

"No thorns, spikes, awns, prickles, burrs discernible," Sprout hummed. "No large life
forms within 50 meters that might injure you.”

"And I've tucked my trousers into my socks to avoid those alien ticks and chiggers," she
muttered.

Sprout swiveled its rectangular head to gaze up at her. "Joke?"

"Yeah, sort of.”

She gently brushed aside the grasses as she stepped into the forest. It reminded her of
vids she'd seen of cornfields, but the growth was thicker. She could see no sign of trails,
but at one point Sprout scooped down an arm and gathered up a bit of something that
might have been scat. It inserted it into a little drawer on its left side. A few minutes
later, it dropped the pellet on the ground and said, "Vegetarian."

Gradually, the light shifted, and they became aware of something glinting through the
fronds. Surely human-made? As they neared, she saw that it was a dome. Not the large
one that must cover the multi-hectare settlement, but something designed for a small
village. Inside it, she could make out the fabrication style of the colony buildings, but on
a much smaller scale.

Sprout shot out an arm out in front of her and bumped hard into her side. "They're
coming!" Suddenly, four suited figures, apparently humans, surrounded them. They held
thin metal batons.

"Define yourself!" shouted a tall woman.

"l and this Al-bot are from the Talarico, sent here to deliver supplies and additional

colonists." She paused and considered how to phrase this next part. "Our ship was
boarded in a surprisingly unfriendly way, and | decided to make my own way to the
surface."

The metal batons that had been hemming them in now dropped to the sides of the four
who encircled them.

"Ah, you've met the strongmen." The tall woman smiled. "Like you, we decided to make
our own way."



"Some of us were thrown out, and, later, others decided to join us," another said.
"There've been some evil changes at Plymouth."

Theta and Sprout were shepherded through the airlock into the little village. As the rest
of them removed their outer garments, Theta hesitated. Sprout said, "Yes, breathable."
It was a relief to shed the pack and the flight suit.

"Welcome to Sherwood," said the tall woman. "We've never seen anything like your
companion. | thought the U.S. banned Al development after that disaster with Taiwan.
But a lot can change in 250 years.”

"Sprout is an enhanced version of a highly-restricted authorized laborer. Helping me in
the food labs on the Tal."

"Oh, yes, we heard that some new plants might be coming," a young man commented.
"Too bad Sherwood will never get them."

"Well, you might," Theta said. "Even if what's on board the Tal never reaches you, |
have some seeds in my pockets that might provide good nutritive options." She smiled.
"And even with an appealing taste. But | think they'd have to be grown inside the dome."

"Maybe then mealtimes wouldn't be just another occasion to worry and feel sorry for
ourselves," the young man responded. "We're not sure how long they'll let us have our
own independent community."

"They claim to despise us," said a woman with a ragged scar across one cheek. "But
they're probably afraid we might become strong enough to reclaim Plymouth-and rebuild
what it used to stand for."

"Could you tell me more about why you're separate, and how Plymouth changed?"
Theta asked.

The tall woman laughed. "How about a cup of stuma while we talk?" When Theta looked
unsure, she added, "It's a warm beverage made from a local plant." She glanced at
Sprout. "You can have the little bot confirm it's potable, if you like.”

Soon, other villagers had joined the group around Theta and Sprout and were telling
their reasons for being in Sherwood.



"l taught stories from earth's history to the children. Someone in the Education Council
arranged to have me ejected because some of the men in these stories made foolish
mistakes or horribly wrong choices. But these were true tales!"

A young woman laughed, "It would have been all right if the women were foolish,
though. They told me | asked too many questions and should just stay home raising
babies."

The young man who had been part of the group that first surrounded them said, "A
group of New Guardians beat me and Jess when | kissed him good-bye one morning."

"New Guardians?" Theta asked.

"That's part of how they are changing the framework of the Four Freedoms that
Plymouth was founded on," an elderly woman said. "The Leadership Council now
ignores the mandated schedule for elections. And they've recruited bullies and brutes to
form a sort of informal army they claim is needed to protect 'important virtues.™

"l remember the Four Freedoms," Theta said. "It had a beautiful simplicity as the
philosophy of a new colony. Freedom of expression, freedom of religion, ..." She
faltered.

"Freedom of attachments," said the man who had been beaten. "Able to make our own
choices about people we spend time with."

"And Freedom of fairness," said the tall woman. "Everyone equal in the law, the school,
the distribution of food, the assignment of work. Not necessarily treated the same, but
all fairly. It should mean no bribes or nepotism or special treatment for the inner circle of
leadership."

Sprout's faceplate suddenly lit up. "A message from the Talarico," Sprout hummed. A
new voice emerged from the Al-bot.

"Theta, this is Kal. Are you okay? They were flab-blasted to see your pod get away. It
was a fine distraction. Anyway, we've trapped them for the moment and are
negotiating-with some pretentious, blustering demigod down in Plymouth. If this
contingent of swaggering goons is their idea of conquering heroes, that colony's
evolution is on the wrong track. All muscles, no brain. Can you hear me?"



Theta had moved to stand in front of Sprout. "Kal, I'm here with a splinter colony of
outcasts and rebels. They still support the Four Freedoms, which the Plymouth gang is
ignoring."

The tall woman had moved next to Theta. "We have many connections inside Plymouth.
People who are eager to restore the integrity and harmony we used to take for granted."

Kal asked, "Who is that speaking?"

"l am the leader here at Sherwood," the woman said. "We are ready to work with you to
get Plymouth back on the right track. We have been discussing strategies for a long
time, and, thanks to your arrival, we may now have the opportunity we need."

A murmur of assent went through those listening.

"Can you send someone down to meet with us? | know we may need to act quickly, but
how we handle those who have gone against our Four Freedoms will affect our survival
as a community in the future."

"The thugs will be okay for the time being," Kal said. "We'll use another escape pod to
send a couple of our team to speak with you. The landing craft is currently serving as a
detention center."

While word spread throughout Sherwood about what had happened, arrangements
were made for a rendezvous. Soon, nearly fifty people were striding through the orange
grasses to the open patch by Theta's little ship. They stood silently as the pod from the
Talarico gently came to rest. Some were hugging, while others gripped the hand of the
nearest person. The protective suits made it impossible to wipe away tears of hope.
The escape pod door opened with a metallic groan...
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