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    1  
 
    The Crisis 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sure, an attack is possible. Of course, it is. Yet, I seriously doubt those people from that Ida biome will come up to our location,” Ken stated as he adjusted, yet again, the manual release locking mechanism he had created for the door. He stared at his handiwork, fiddled with one of the cogs, and then glanced at Janae. With his pale-blue eyes, he sought to convey his sincerity. “None of them seemed inclined in the least to leave their habitat. I think they fear the radiation. Not to mention, this place is pretty remote from that biome. Nonetheless, they are strange, that is true, and so we secure this place as best we can. My lock will function from either side, and should be pretty stout, though crude.” 
 
      
 
    “I am forced to agree with you about their strangeness. It was how many days before that white paint wore off your face?” Brushing her light-golden hair back away from her face, Janae looked back at Ken, and gave him a hesitant grin. “Your lock will last longer than that face decoration, right?”  
 
      
 
    Unconsciously, Ken rubbed his hand across his eyebrows and nose, where the white band of dye had obscured his dark complexion. “That white color stuck to me more than I liked, that is for sure. Three days of being branded by that white dye stuff. I wonder what you would look like with a red stripe across your sensuous eyebrows, and that beautiful porcelain face of yours?” He gulped a bit and then quickly added, “I hope to never see that.” He feared he had slipped into coquettish flirtation, yet again, which was something he was trying to avoid. He knew it bothered Janae. “Neither of us are suited for markings like that.” 
 
      
 
    Janae reflected on his discomfort, but took no offense. “Agreed.  However, we seriously do not know much about the working of either of the societies—if you can call them that—which we encountered here. So far, the Trailblazer has been a quagmire of contradictions. I still think there is some kind of threat—a real danger—from the tants. They are resistant to the radiation in that Axis Mundi part of the colony ship, and they seized us before. Therefore, just our history with them, not to mention your observations of what those so-called norms did in that arena place, necessitates us putting time and effort into defenses.” 
 
      
 
    “You are absolutely correct, and I should not have called you porcelain, even though you are beautiful,” Ken hesitantly kidded back.  “My dark face marred by a white stripe, and yours marred by a red stripe. Yuck! Janae, please believe me, I have no desire to return there.  Ida habitat—especially their bizarre bull-slaughtering-people-as-sacrifices religion—is truly nothing I ever want to experience, again. I still do not get why they disfigure themselves so much? Facial dyes, and paints? Too strange.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly’s mechanical voice replied, “Ken, what you experienced in Ida habitat was cosmetics, and religion. Prior to the Great Event, the Earth’s history of cosmetic use spans millennia, perhaps back at far as 100,000 years ago.  It was prevalent in nearly every society, prior to the Great Event, and most likely originated alongside religious institutions. Virtually every religion has texts, that their practitioners consider sacred, which describe the practice of cosmetics, and often they commanded use of such items in religious services.” 
 
      
 
    “But Dome 17 did not have that nonsense,” Ken interjected. “And, Kimberly, as an AI, you never need to worry about cosmetics or religion, do you?” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly replied, “For cosmetics, no, I do not worry about cosmetics, except as to how they affect you and Janae. Religion, on the other hand, is a different matter.” 
 
      
 
    Janae perked up and asked, “How so?” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly replied, “I have been pondering religion since the astronomer Riley spoke about micro-singularities possibly being a run-a-way artificial superintelligence…” 
 
      
 
    “Riley was insane, and a murderer,” Janae snapped out an interruption.  
 
      
 
    “She cut us off from rescuing everyone in Dome 17,” Ken quickly added. “Killed herself in front of us, and locked us out of the teleporter. What is to ponder? She was criminally insane.” 
 
      
 
    There was an awkward pause, then the AI Kimberly responded, “I have no doubt that Riley’s activities were criminal, and that she was mentally unbalanced to the point of atrocities. However, I was referring to the fact that the Trailblazer encountered something which was reported as a ‘micro-singularity.’ That term can refer to the concept of a run-a-way artificial superintelligence. That superintelligence—so the theory goes—involves an infinite series of self-improvement cycles. That type of super-enhanced and accelerated evolutionary occurrence, proceeds at an exponential rate. Each new and more intelligent generation—or singularity, if you chose to use that definition—will result in an ever-increasingly powerful superintelligence whose end is not well conjectured.” 
 
      
 
    “You sound like Riley, and that is enough of that,” Ken dismissed the conversation and focused on the lock he was completing. He felt foolish recalling the conversation with Riley and how he had missed the fact she was plotting with those who had hurt Janae. He glanced at Janae, hoping she was not annoyed by the reminders of the tragedies in Dome 17.   
 
      
 
    “Riley claimed the micro-singularity could be something like a god, or divine encounter, but she also said it could be a massive concentration of gravity, some sort of black hole, or did she use some other antiquated phrase? Whatever it was, it wrecked this ship, and we are now on it,” Janae sighed out. “Call it god, gravity pits, black sink holes, time-space-energy anomalies, or whatever. It truly, and dramatically, messed everything up.”  
 
      
 
    Ken chuckled a bit and muttered, “There could be nine billion names for god, right?” 
 
      
 
    Taking a deep breath Janae shook her head and went on, “So, Kimberly, you have been pondering religion, but have you connected at all back to Dome 17?” 
 
      
 
    “No. The weak signal remains detectable, yet, obstinately elusive, and I have not been able to connect to that.  I conjecture that Riley eliminated my access codes, as well as wiped the links. Another conjecture, which is much more hopeful, is that Dome 17 personnel connected with another adventurer team, and teleported to one of the other colony ships. The weak signal might, and this is pure guesswork, but it might, be a message about where they went,” Kimberly replied. “Nonetheless, after running every method which I can conceive, I cannot make a connection to Dome 17. I am sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, keep trying,” Janae snapped back. Then she blew out a long breath. “Excuse me, I just hate not knowing what to believe about all that.” 
 
      
 
    Ken interjected, “Riley might have been lying about everything, she was insane. Is it possible, that all of this was based on her mental aberrations, deceits, lies, and hallucinations? We did only see Riley. She might have lied—or been deluded—about causing that explosion on the last sling launch, or the dome being breached, or anything, right? What do we know for certain?” 
 
      
 
    “I know Jubal killed Constance, and that we are on the Trailblazer,” Janae said without any emotion in her voice. Her eyes looked down and away.  A tear rolled down and dropped to the permalloy floor. “I know that, and that is where we start.” 
 
      
 
    “Janae is correct,” Kimberly replied. “The basic facts are that you two are here, and we need to make certain you are safe. Our mission parameters have changed a bit, but ensuring your safety and security is paramount now. You have three days food supply left. You do have an adequate supply of safe water in the small lavatory just outside of this room, and…” 
 
      
 
    “Call this our homebase. We need to get things built for us, and forge ahead,” Janae interrupted. “Food is a problem, but not a tragedy. Sure, we have three days of exterior supplied food, but could live on our recycled RAM suit’s nourishment and water for a while, but not forever. No technology will last eternally. This will be our homebase, and we must operate outward from here.” Janae spread her arms wide and twirled around. “The teleportation system stays in operation for as long as possible. Riley said something about a way to reverse its operation, and while she was a confirmed, crazy, cacodaemonic, cretin—she might have been correct in that. She was smart in some ways.” 
 
      
 
    Ken looked at Janae, and nodded. “A cacodaemonic cretin?” 
 
      
 
    “So, do you deny she was evil?” Janae challenged Ken, but then she did have a slight grin. “If Dome 17 people are still looking for a refuge—and we are not certain of anything that happened in Dome 17 after we left there—they might be able, from their end, to reach out and connect to us. So, we keep it in operation, but we also find supplies, resources, and begin a systematic and thorough reconnaissance of our surroundings.  Ken, you walked here via corridors, elevators, and hallways outlined on some mysterious map, and, like you, I was assisted in getting here. We have a friend somewhere. A mysterious friend, with some hidden agenda. However, we also have enemies. Knowledge and preparation will prevent tragedy. No more Jubals, or tants, or bushwhacking, or ambushing us.” Janae patted the weapon on her hip.   
 
      
 
    “I agree, now we are armed, and we can start to explore this old derelict properly,” Ken subconsciously put his hand on his own weapon. “Riley, and the enemies in Dome 17 are behind us. Lightyears away, unless somehow the survivors make contact.” He looked at Janae and his eyes said more than his words. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I admit it. I got worked up, but with good reason. When I think about Riley, I am filled with anger over her cutting us off, and risking everyone in Dome 17! But then, I feel pity for such a lost and troubled person, who, in her own way, was another victim of Jubal and Larson. Riley did actually self-terminate—we saw that—nonetheless, I add her blood to the hands of Jubal and Larson. They had the institutional power, and abused it. But enough talk.” 
 
      
 
    Ken put up his hands in mock surrender. “Homebase, it shall be. We are already sleeping on the floor in that corner, and the receiving pad is here. I think if we found some kind of apartment or living quarters that would be a good start.” Looking around, Ken remembered that the room they had been in for the last few days was located on its own small level, with just it and a small lavatory next door. Those two rooms were just a tiny portion of the immense area that the Trailblazer inhabitants called, Ida Habitat’s shell. Ken thought of their location as being several flights of stairs away from the main corridors and causeways, with an elevator at the closest causeway. But since his arrival, the corridor outside had been poorly lit, and except for the lavatory right next door, it was mostly unexplored. Janae had entered from the chamber below, via a ladder which came up to a trapdoor. Janae had used one of their molecular torches to weld that trapdoor shut.  
 
      
 
    The homebase area, which was about forty meters along each side, and three meters high, was well-lit by the Trailblazer’s own power. The main doors were now lockable with the contraption he had made, as well as openable manually. He did not want to be trapped in any place again, and so he had worked to modify the pressurized bulkhead door with his latch and lock. It would never seal in atmosphere again, but it also would not be a jail’s door for him, or Janae. 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly?” Janae asked. “Have you been able to get us trustworthy and detailed deck plans of around here?” Janae walked over to the banks of monitors which were set against a light-green colored sidewall. 
 
      
 
    “I have not. Nor has anything changed in Hanger 5 where the scout ship is located. The scout is still surrounded by darkness, and minimal Trailblazer power,” the AI replied, “If you plug in the cable from your com-link I can attempt to find that information again. The last few attempts have only shown me plans for this specific room, RF56-IT7U. I have analyzed, as much as the access allows, all three of the engineering automacubes which are located here. Their logs have been of some value in interpreting the Trailblazer—such as providing the name for this location—but not as useful as I conjectured. This locale, is curiously separated—isolated—from what the automacubes’ logs call their nonphysicality. All three of these automacubes are also sequestered away from that nonphysicality. That nonphysicality was apparently an interconnected network—whose origins predate the Great Event—and were, on Earth, once described using archaic nomenclature: such as the information super-highway, cyberspace, electronic mail, virtual information exchange, and the world-wide-web.  From my assessments, the automacubes have been sending messages out, but the logs strongly suggest that the messages are not reaching any recipients. These automacubes have performed no missions for nearly seventy years.” 
 
      
 
    “So, just who brought our lost equipment here? I assumed it was one of these blue machines, or did they not do it?” Ken asked. “If these six-wheeled robots did not bring our equipment here, how did it arrive? Someone else? Some other machines? Norms? Tants? Someone else? Is that isolation why our gear was brought here? Or why this room seems to be in better condition than most of the places in the shell?” 
 
      
 
    “And in far better mechanical condition than the Axis Mundi part of the ship,” Janae added.  “Brutal norms in the biomes, and crazed tants in Axis Mundi, right? So, just who, or what inhabits the shell? Or the rest of the Trailblazer?” 
 
      
 
    “Those are all excellent questions,” Kimberly replied. “However, until I can access and assess the Trailblazer’s nonphysicality, I lack adequate data to make meaningful conjectures. I do know these three engineering automacubes are some of the more sophisticated technology we have observed on the Trailblazer, yet they are not linked or coupled to any kind of command and control center, and their own initiative has not been implemented. These are the same model of automacube which we encountered in Hanger 5, yet, they are not working in concert. I cannot explain why. I need more information. A physical connection might be advantageous, although we have tried it before.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood. I will see what I can do, so you can try again.” Janae swept her arm about, and looked at the monitors and display screens.  They were showing charts, graphs, and visual images of various parts of the enormous Trailblazer. Those displays were set above workstations with countertops next to where the three blue-colored engineering automacubes were docked into charging receptacles. She walked over to the nearest workstation, and reaching up to the com-link slung over her ear, she pulled out a small cable and she jacked it into an access port. “Kimberly, you again have a physical connection, at this place. What can you learn?” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Janae,” Kimberly replied. “I will search again.” 
 
      
 
    Before Ken could say anything, or Janae could take even a few deep breathes, Kimberly’s voice came back and said, “I have again evaluated the access port at this location. It only allows limited access. I can see the schematics for this room, and that does include the information displayed on these monitors. I have recorded the images and analyzed the incomplete information they provide. Yet, without more context, these images are of questionable value. I cannot confirm they are even images of current events. I also can monitor the inflow and outflow of materials which are moving through the large pipes on the opposite side of the room. Yet again, without context, knowing just these mere facts, does not allow for improved understanding. For example, I know that sixteen hectoliters of liquids flow through the pipes here. However, that does not provide much valuable information on why, from where, or to where.  I cannot even fully analyze the contents, but only have basic information from the physical sensors. I apologize, but I just am too hindered right now. From this access port, I am still not able to integrate much beyond this location. This room is sequestered. Perhaps, isolated is a more precise term, as the original schematics seem to indicate that this access port should allow for entry into the nonphysicality.”  
 
      
 
    Ken looked over and saw the pipes and they were externally labeled, “Waste Water Seven” and “Hydrologic Sludge” and “Liquified Fertilizer for Biome” all in black lettering. Glancing down at the homemade locking lever in his hand, he said, “Then we will need to find another access port, one that is outside of this room. There must be other places nearby.”  
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Janae added and pulled the cable from the access port. “I do not think we should just go wandering off, in some willy-nilly fashion. We got separated before, and that was dreadful.” 
 
      
 
    “And I thought you alone were the only beautiful woman, in all the cosmos, who enjoyed be out of my presence,” Ken said, but almost instantly regretted it.  
 
      
 
    Janae shrugged off his comment, but did say, “That woman, Butterfield, she cared about you personally, and wanted to bask in your presence, right? How did that work out?” 
 
      
 
    “Not well, not well at all. Forgive me, Janae. If we are going to search, and leave the teleportation receiving pad system scanning for Dome 17 signals, or whatever, we may encounter a problem. We only have two, of our original four fusion packs. We wired both of them into the receiving pad. So, on a mission, we also need something to power our tools, and recharge our weapons.” Ken rubbed his eyes. “Kimberly, can we connect in the ship’s power to the teleporter, and use it to run the search for connections to Dome 17? That way, we could then use the fusion packs as a portable power sources? Will that work?” 
 
      
 
    “Unfortunately, no. That will not work. The Colony Ship Trailblazer’s power is incompatible with the needs of the teleportation receiving pad. However, the teleporter can operate with only a single Dome 17 fusion pack. That would leave it without a redundancy, but would allow you two to utilize the second one as a portable source of energy. The fusion packs, being of Dome 17’s much higher engineering standards, can modulate their energy outflow to be compatible with the Trailblazer’s systems, but vice versa is not possible,” Kimberly answered. “It was an excellent consideration, but the hundred-year-old technology of the Trailblazer means there are issues like this about energy compatibility.” 
 
      
 
    “But our revengers—the weapons—hold a charge for a long time,” Janae stated. “Willie said they would constantly be recharging in their holsters, and will operate for extended periods between charges. They also manufacture ammunition out of the raw materials placed into their chambers.” 
 
      
 
    “That is correct, but the remote charging can only happen when the holster, pistol, and fusion pack are within a three-meter-range of each other,” Kimberly stated. “Thereby, you will need to travel together to keep your weapons—what you call revengers—ready and operational. The remote energy operation is also true for your other tools, such as the molecular torch.  They will fully operate without interruption within the three-meter-range. And while they have energy reserves, beyond that range, the weapons and tools will slowly consume their energy stores when they are used.” 
 
      
 
    “Any idea where the two missing fusion packs are? Or where all our data sticks and readers are now?” Janae asked. “Have you been…”  
 
      
 
    Before Janae had finished her question, Ken added in, “If we recovered those items, we would have many more options, and could set up our own power grids, and evolve some new AIs, and a host of other things. What did happen to the rest of our gear?” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly answered, “That remains a mystery. Perhaps, when I search more of the Trailblazer’s nonphysicality, we will learn of their locations. Using the scanners on the scout, I am still not able to locate the fusion packs, nor the data sticks. Were any data sticks functioning, I conjecture an 84% probability that I would be able to detect them using the current scans I have. Additionally, I am still unable to conjecture why each of the data sticks and readers failed when you attempted to use them. That too is a mystery.” 
 
      
 
    Janae sighed out, “A tragedy, unless we can find more permanent lodging, and a secure, long-term source of organic foods. Food ration bars would be excellent, but setting up production of those would take a lot of time. The raw foods here will have to suffice—strange and bizarre tasting as they are. So, Ken, I will unhook one of the fusion packs, if you will please assemble our remaining gear into the backpacks. It looks like the lock you designed on this room, homebase, will keep it adequately secured against possible intruders.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed. An old design, but functional.” He tapped his creation. “Unless they cut the door open with a molecular torch, or their old-style equivalent. I will pack us up. Do you want me to carry the fusion pack?” 
 
      
 
    “Its weight is negligible, and I prefer having it close to me,” Janae replied.  
 
      
 
    “Agreed. That just gives me another excuse to stay close to a beautiful woman. Within three meters, was it?” Ken winked at Janae, but she had already turned away. He wondered if he had again offended her, and chided himself for his flirtatious levity.  He set to gathering up their supplies.   
 
      
 
    Janae quickly disconnected one of the fusion packs, and as she did, she asked, “Kimberly? These blue automacubes are engineering models, so, is there some way to enlist them in our search and operations?” 
 
      
 
    “That too is a worthy consideration. However, I am not sure exactly how they are commanded nor operated. Using a rather rough analogy, they are like the fluids in the pipes. I can monitor some basic things about them, and can review their logs, but I have not found a way to penetrate into them to any significant degree.  I have attempted to signal them, through the com-links but there has not been a reply. I do not believe they are receiving the signals. They too seem isolated, insulated, from outside influences. I conjecture a near certainty that I could instruct one, given proper access channels, but so far, our access channels are too narrow, limited, hindered, and restricted.” 
 
      
 
    “I searched the outside of each of these machines, and I have found no cable access ports,” Ken added in. “I find that curious, but perhaps they are remotely signaled, or when they plug their appendages into those sockets they receive commands. Is that how they receive commands and instructions?” 
 
      
 
    “That is certainly a valid conjecture. Ken, I agree with your suppositions,” Kimberly stated. “That too might be confirmed when I can gain access to the full nonphysicality.” 
 
      
 
    “The fusion pack is disconnected, and the teleportation receiving pad is intact and all its components are functioning, powered by the remaining unit.” Janae grabbed the backpack Ken handed her and slipped the now free fusion pack into it. “Kimberly, be sure to inform us of any change in the connection status to Dome 17. I still have things to tell them—someday.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand and will keep attempting to connect. When something changes—be it here at homebase, or in the FTL scout inside Hanger 5—I will alert both of you. It is truly better now that we can converse via the com-links.” 
 
      
 
    “Janae’s ideas about the importance of communication saved us before, and Kimberly, your idea of the implants saved us, as well.” He rubbed the small scar behind his ear. “I hope we never need to use them again.  I am ready to depart, and I have the combination lock here. It is clumsy and of antique design, but like I said, a would-be burglar would need to cut through permalloy, to get in here.” He closed the lock, and twirled the mechanism.  Then he opened the lock again, and spread wide the door.   
 
      
 
    With all their gear packed up in the backpacks, their holstered weapons, and their com-links over their ears, Ken and Janae departed from the chamber they had dubbed homebase. Ken shut and locked the door with his combination lock and again showed Janae how to manipulate the parts on it.  The five cogs he had cut with the molecular saw had to align just in the proper manner to allow the shaft to side out.   
 
      
 
    “I understood how it works, Ken. Thank you. The trap door is still welded shut, so our place should be secure.” 
 
      
 
    Turning about, Ken looked at the corridor. It looked different than when he had arrived, and that was troubling to him. He had only really examined the short passage to the lavatory door, and the area around where he had fashioning the combination lock.  The corridor was now dark, gloomy, and ill-defined, as only a few illumination sources were working.  Those were scattered far apart, and cast a dull, yellowish glow over parts of the corridor. It was different than he remembered, but he had been exhausted upon his arrival. He knew Janae had not traveled that way when she arrived.  He started to walk out into the gloom, trying to blink and encourage his eyes to adjust. 
 
      
 
    A floodlight to his side lit up the corridor.  Janae had turned on the fusion pack’s light. The corridor was generally gray colored, with a roughly octagonal shape to its sidewalls.  The ceiling and floor were parallel, but the sidewalls were angular with attached thick pipework, conduits, ducts, various wires, and such, strung along the angles.  About every five meters, a support section of the corridor stuck out, and the utilities passed through that support. Like the ribs of some large vivisected beast, the corridor’s wall looked eerie. The supports were a dark red color, and between them, flanking the walkway, were small rails.  Ken was reminded of the bullfight arena—that ring—he had seen in Ida, and he tried to shrug off that horrible memory. He vaguely recalled the look of the corridor, from his previous journey, but wondered how he had missed all the details.     
 
      
 
    “So, we now find an access port somewhere out here, so we can allow Kimberly to explore,” Janae ordered.   
 
      
 
    “Right.” 
 
      
 
    As they walked along, the stale air of the corridor smelled worse and worse the further they got from their homebase. Ken assessed the few self-illuminated sections on the walls, hoping the lights indicated some power source within, but those areas revealed no access ports. Janae kept the floodlight focused on the corridor.  They moved steadily along, looking for control panels, workstations, or some other spot to make a connection.  
 
      
 
    After a while, Janae asked, “Ken? You came this way. Do you recall anything that might help?” 
 
      
 
    “I think I was even more tired than I remembered. Exhausted, I suppose. Sorry, but I do not really remember much aside from climbing some stairs, and an elevator.” 
 
      
 
    “I would have thought you would recall this stink,” Janae said.  
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Ken replied. “It is a dreadful smell. Kimberly? Any ideas?” 
 
      
 
    “I have been observing intently, but have seen no access ports,” the AI replied. “As to the olfactory stimulation you are experiencing, there are too many variables for me to make any conjectures at this point. I advise that you continue onward, but use caution.” 
 
      
 
    “Already doing that,” Ken replied as he wiped his nose. He considered putting on the RAM suit’s mask, but did not. 
 
      
 
    Reaching a junction in the corridor, the passage split into two separate ways, not perpendicular but more like a lopsided Y configuration.   
 
      
 
    “Janae, I apologize, I do not recall which direction I came,” Ken said as he pulled out the map he had been given and consulted it.  “This is useless, as mostly it shows an abbreviated version of what we are seeing now.  I assume when I came through here, the route I was to take was lit up, while the various side passages remained dark. That must be why it looks confusing now.” 
 
      
 
    “No worries, Ken,” Janae soothed. “I came through some labyrinth of twisting and turning passages to get to that ladder, and I slammed shut every door I passed by. I doubt I would recognize that route either. However, that map does suggest our mysterious friend has access to the ship’s controls to some degree.” 
 
      
 
    “That is a valid conjecture,” Kimberly added. “You are deducing…” 
 
      
 
    A panel in the side of the wall—about forty meters down one corridor—slid open. A yellow automacube rolled out on its six wheels. The manipulation arm on its top was folded flat to its boxy body.  
 
      
 
    Janae dropped to a kneeling position, and with her free hand drew the weapon she called a revenger.  “Halt!” 
 
      
 
    The machine sped up, and as it rolled, a mechanical voice echoed out from it, “There is a major crisis!  People in danger. I need your help to avert a tragedy! There is a major crisis! People in danger. I need your help to avert a tragedy!” 
 
      
 
    Janae aimed the revenger at the yellow machine, her target, and considered just what to do.   
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    A Mysterious Summons 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I said halt!” Janae bellowed out. “Roll any closer and I will destroy you.” 
 
      
 
    The wheels on the yellow automacube seized up, and the body rocked a bit on its chassis as it came to a sudden stop.   
 
      
 
    “We know it can hear us,” Ken stated, as he too was aiming his own revenger at the machine. He glanced from side to side, suspicious of a feint and a subsequent attack from another quarter.   
 
      
 
    “There is a major crisis!  People in danger. I need your help to avert a tragedy! There is a major crisis! People in danger. I need your help to avert a tragedy!” 
 
      
 
    “You said that already. Who are you?” Janae demanded. “No evasion, no tricks, no deceptions.” 
 
      
 
    There was a long and very awkward pause.   
 
      
 
    “Janae, Ken, that yellow automacube is playing a prerecorded message,” Kimberly stated through the private channels on their com-links. “I analyzed the phrase it has stated, and I am confident it is a prerecorded message, and not a live one.” 
 
      
 
    “All these old machines sound the same with their mechanical voices,” Ken said. “How can you tell it was prerecorded?” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly replied, “There is no time to explain, please trust my assessment.” 
 
      
 
    The same voice came from the yellow automacube, “There is a major crisis!  People in danger. I need your help to avert a tragedy! There is a major crisis! People in danger. I need your help to avert a tragedy!” 
 
      
 
    “It was a yellow machine which hauled away our equipment, way back in that hanger where we docked the FTL scout ship,” Janae said in a quiet voice, but she kept the weapon aimed right at it.  
 
      
 
    “I saw a yellow one when that animal slaughtered the tant. It was part of their ritual sacrifice system. It carried a sword,” Ken added. “This one has not moved, so what now, beautiful?” 
 
      
 
    Janae stood up, but the revenger in her hand stayed aimed on her target. She whispered, “It might have an access port on it, or maybe it is just playing a recording from some prior event, like when this ship encountered that micro-singularity.” She then spoke loudly, “I am approaching you, yellow machines, and if you make any movement against me, I will destroy you. You will not get another warning.” 
 
      
 
    Ken kept his weapon aimed, and looked on as Janae sidled down the side of the corridor near the handrail. After she had taken a few steps he walked along at the same pace. “I am right here behind you.” 
 
      
 
    As Janae got close to the yellow automacube, it slowly rolled backward in a gentle arc. She stood still while it moved, and watched as it traversed around until its back was pointed at her. Then, ever so slowly, the rear compartment of the automacube slid open. The axle for the rear set of drive wheels lowered itself, while the front axle elevated, which resulted in the machine tipping toward Janae. She could see into its storage compartment.   
 
      
 
    “Ken, there is a data stick inside there. One of ours from Dome 17.” 
 
      
 
    “Bait for some trap?” Ken wondered aloud. “Let me grab it, you stay back.” 
 
      
 
    “Will you shoot this thing if it attacks me? Ken? Will you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” Ken gulped and swallowed hard. He was uncertain if he would actually fire for fear of hitting Janae, and because he had had no practice with the revenger weapon. He doubted his skills and marksmanship. “Yes, Janae, I will defend you.” 
 
      
 
    “Then, I will grab it. And if it is a trap, I will fire into that yellow machine until my fingers drop off.” Janae set the fusion pack down, then thought better of that.  Just before she let go of it, she lifted the fusion pack up and took a couple steps backward. Without taking her eyes off the yellow automacube, she reached back and gave the fusion pack to Ken. “I will carry it when this encounter is over, understand?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    Janae stepped forward, saying, “Yellow machine! I assume you want to return my equipment. So, I am going to take it back. You will tell me who you are, and you will not harm either of us. Try to hurt us, and this machine will be pulverized. My revenger is set on maximum,” Janae was not sure what shooting on that setting—or any setting for that matter—would do to the automacube, but still she threatened. “So, no antics.” 
 
      
 
    Janae squatted down and walked on her haunches the last few meters.  Ever so carefully, while keeping the revenger aimed with just one hand, she reached with the other into the storage space.  The compartment did not slam shut, nor did it shock her, or do anything else. “No Jubal-style tricks here.” 
 
      
 
    “Anything else in there?” Ken asked, and he lifted the fusion pack so the flood light would shine down into the compartment as best it could.   
 
      
 
    “Just a single data stick, and no reader.  Not much help, no way to assess it to see if it even works. So, just what is happening here?” 
 
      
 
    At a soft level, the recording played again, “There is a major crisis!  People in danger. I need your help to avert a tragedy! There is a major crisis! People in danger. I need your help to avert a tragedy!” 
 
      
 
    “I heard that already, and it grows tiresome. How can we make a decision to help or not, without facts?” Janae asked.   
 
      
 
    The compartment gradually slid shut, and the automacube righted itself.  It then rolled slowly, methodically, and unassumingly toward the panel which had opened to allow it into the corridor.  It stopped right there, and then in an exaggeratedly slow manner, it unfolded its manipulation arm and reached out toward the sidewall behind where the panel had been.  The tip of the arm then touched a place, and a green glow came from that.  A small door popped open, and behind it were a series of gauges, an access port, and a small display screen. 
 
      
 
    “What did we find?” Ken asked as he stepped up.   
 
      
 
    “Some kind of control panel, but I am not sure for what.” 
 
      
 
    The small display began to flash with green lettering on a black background, and a message scrolled across it.  “The Isle of Pines is under attack.  Please follow the transport automacube to help avert a tragedy.” 
 
      
 
    “Isle of Pines?” Janae asked. “That must be different from Ida, although they sound similar.” 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly wanted access, and here is a port.” Ken pulled out the cable from his com-link and moved to jack it into the access port. “Maybe Kimberly can learn more about who is sending this message?” 
 
      
 
    The arm of the yellow automacube darted at his hand. Janae kicked the machine’s arm, and pinned it against the permalloy wall. It struggled against Janae’s efforts, trying to pull away. Ken made the connection.   
 
      
 
    Kimberly’s voice came on area audio, “I am assessing this access port. It is vastly different from the port in the room we are calling homebase. I am sending out probing tendrils to explore the Trailblazer’s nonphysicality.” 
 
      
 
    “This automacube tried to hinder that, but why?” Janae asked. She released the mechanical appendage, but she still had the revenger out, and was carefully watching the machine.  
 
      
 
    “Janae, the display here is flashing,” Ken kept his hand on the cable, and considered pulling the plug. “Kimberly? What are you finding?” 
 
      
 
    “There is immense multifaceted fracturing of the nonphysicality,” Kimberly replied. “I am assessing how to proceed. However, I see no evidence for any active artificial intelligence systems in this part of the Trailblazer. I am attempting to correlate the nonphysicality to reconstitute accurate deck plans to establish a current location for you, for the FTL scout, this referenced Isle of Pines, the Ida habitat, and what is called Axis Mundi. There is…” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly’s voice cut off in mid-sentence. 
 
      
 
    Ken immediately pulled the cable out of the wall, its tight wire retracted into the com-link. “Kimberly, what is happening?” 
 
      
 
    There was a troubling delay, as Kimberly failed to answer. 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly! Give us a report, now,” Janae commanded.  
 
      
 
    “I have been disconnected prior to completing… prior to completing my assessment. Why was the link disrupted?” Kimberly asked.   
 
      
 
    “I disconnected and unjacked the cable. Your words cut out, and I was afraid,” Ken replied.   
 
      
 
    “Ken, there must be a malfunction in your com-link. I detected no stoppage of my commentary.” 
 
      
 
    “I heard it too, Kimberly. You just stopped speaking,” Janae affirmed. 
 
      
 
    “I find it curious that both com-links would… both com-links would malfunction at the same instant. I am running diagnostics, to determine what happened.  Please reconnect me so I may continue my assessment.”  
 
      
 
    The yellow automacube bumped into Janae, and forced its arm in front of her. It tapped on the small control panel. 
 
      
 
    Ken looked at the display and it was flashing glowing, bold, green letters. “Warning. Warning. Warning. Do not attempt usage of the nonphysicality.” 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly? Are you seeing this?” Ken asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, Ken. I see that warning message.  I conjecture it is an obsolete message dating from the encounter with the micro-singularity. I detected… I detected no presences in the nonphysicality. Please reconnect me so I may continue my assessment.” 
 
      
 
    Ken reached up and grabbed the cable and began to pull it out of the com-link again.  The yellow automacube’s appendage batted at his hand again, but this time Janae did not kick it. Instead, she pointed to a slot on the control panel where paper was discharging out.   
 
      
 
    “Hold off on connecting,” Janae ordered. “This might be where the map you received was printed out.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly’s voice came on again, “Please reconnect me so I may continue my assessment.” 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly, no. Not yet,” Janae intervened. She caught the paper as it fell from the slot.  Looking it over, she saw that it was a limited deck plan. “Ken, look at this.” 
 
      
 
    “That is like the map I used to escape Ida. Did you see the message there?” Ken pointed to a line at the bottom of the paper.   
 
      
 
    “Not very original,” Janae sneered, “and repetitive.” 
 
      
 
    Ken read the message out loud, “There is a major crisis!  People in danger. I need your help to avert a tragedy! There is a major crisis! People in danger. I need your help to avert a tragedy! Please proceed to the Isle of Pines with due haste.” 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly? What is your assessment of this?” Janae asked.   
 
      
 
    “Please reconnect me so I may continue my assessment,” the AI answered. “I will be able… be able to assess things better by utilizing the Trailblazer’s nonphysicality. As it is now, I have no way to confirm… to confirm what that printed document claims. None of the items, not the message sender, nor the deck plans, nor the alleged approaching tragedy can be evaluated… be evaluated without me having greater access to the Trailblazer’s systems.” 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly? You said you were running diagnostics on the com-links. What did you find. Your voice is breaking up a bit on occasion.” 
 
      
 
    “Ken, my diagnostics showed no problems at all. Please reconnect me so I may continue my assessment of the… of the nonphysicality.” 
 
      
 
    “Ken, before we go traipsing off on some adventure to the Isle of Pines, I think we should head back to the scout and reconnect with Kimberly,” Janae said. She did not share the anxiety which was rising in her. Between the threatened tragedy, and the mysterious so-called helper, Janae had serious doubts about this new proposed mission. 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly? Can you plot a route for us back to the scout?” Ken asked. 
 
      
 
    “I can identify your location, within a five-meter radius, but that is only as a direct vector and distance, from the scout.  That direct vector will likely include passage through the biome, but… but I am uncertain of that… of that possibility. However, until you… until you… reconnect me so that I may continue my assessment of the nonphysicality, I cannot plot a precise… a precise… course through the corridors to the scout’s location. I could assist you in a step-by-step exploration, without the deck plans, but that would be long and tedious, involving… involving… many dead ends and retracing of incorrect approaches. Beyond that, I have no other option to… option to offer.” 
 
      
 
    Ken tapped the place near his ear and activated the backup communication system. “Kimberly? I am still hearing some kind of communication problems. Is this method clearer?” 
 
      
 
    “Ken, I detect no… detect no communications problems.  I have run diagnostics… run diagnostics… and everything is reading as optimal… as optimal.” 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly, that was worse than through the com-link. Please review the systems again, and dig deeper into what is happening,” Ken suggested. “Initiate self-repairs and take corrective actions.”  
 
      
 
    “I will rerun diagnostics and make conjectures on possible… on possible errors. However, I do not detect any at this point. No errors mean no repairs can be initiated. Please reconnect me so I may continue my assessment.”  
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Kimberly, but no. We will not be jacking into these access ports until you figure out what is happening to the audio transmissions,” Janae replied. “Is there some interference between us? Or some other factor? Maybe, that micro-singularity has some bizarre environmental effects?” She blew out a long breath.  “In the meanwhile, we have a choice to make.  We can wander about, trying to find the scout, moving in a general direction, but not knowing what is between here and there. All the while, we should stay within the shell. The biome is too open and risky, or so I think. So, trying to get back to the scout is one option. Or we can go on this quest to the Isle of Pines. I am not thrilled with some quest to prevent a tragedy, rather I just want safety and security. Additionally, the Isle of Pines does sound like another biological habitat, and that would probably mean food, but would be open and risky.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, considering that there would be people in some kind of society,” Ken added. “They could be norms or tants, or something else, right? The Trailblazer allegedly has eight biome cylinders. If they have been separated from each other, maybe that Isle of Pines will be reasonable, and we can work with them? Who knows what the nature of the tragedy is?” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly, mistaking Ken rhetorical comment for an inquiry replied, “Tragedy is nebulous as a term. A tragedy may refer to an event which causes great human suffering, destruction, and distress. That would be… would be… would be… consistent with such things as a serious accident, criminal activities, or environmental catastrophes. Alternatively, a tragedy can be a literary device… a literary device… dealing with tragic events and having a morose or sad ending. Tragedy—in this context—often revolves around the downfall of the main character or characters.” 
 
      
 
    “Janae, you decide. I will follow whatever course you pick,” Ken handed the fusion pack back to Janae. He holstered the revenger, but eyed the yellow automacube. “If you want us to follow this machine, I support that. Doing that will allow us to explore, map, and learn, and give Kimberly time to figure out the audio glitches. But the decision is yours. I trust you. Choose your own adventure.” 
 
      
 
    Janae’s eyebrow went up, and she looked carefully between Ken and the automacube. “So, you can blame me if this goes badly?” But then she grinned at him. “Blame the beautiful woman, right?” She nodded toward the yellow automacube, and said, “Lead on, but I will not hesitate to destroy you if this is some ploy or trap.” 
 
      
 
    The yellow automacube spun about—in its own length—as its six drive wheels moved independently. Then it proceeded away. In a soft, mechanical voice it repeated its initial comments, “There is a major crisis!  People in danger. I need your help to avert a tragedy! There is a major crisis! People in danger. I need your help to avert a tragedy!” 
 
      
 
    “So, it can hear, but not change its verbal or audio responses?” Ken asked. “That seems odd, and makes me wonder about what is happening.” 
 
      
 
    “I too am leery, and suspicious, but we will follow it for now. This time we are armed and ready.” 
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    Journey to the Isle of Pines   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The passages led to a stairway, which Ken did actually remember. They followed the automacube as it nimbly rolled up the stairs, its wheels easily adjusting to the risers and incline. The stairs were lit with a dim yellowish glow, but they still needed the light from the fusion pack that Janae was carrying.  At the top of the stairs, the yellow machine tapped a nine-section color control pad. It struck; red, red, blue, blue, white, red. Then the pressure door slid open.   
 
      
 
    Beyond was a small foyer-type area and another door. That door had bright white glowing letters on it: “Warning: Oblique Gravity Manipulation Adjustment Beyond This Point.” 
 
      
 
    The yellow automacube reached out its appendage to the next nine-section color control pad. Ken stepped in the way and stopped it. “What is this machine leading us toward? Another hanger? Or something else?” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly replied, “That is unknown… is unknown… for now. I do not have enough information to make… to make… a conjecture on what you will discover past that door.  Please reconnect me so I may continue my assessment of the… of the nonphysicality.” 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly, do not ask again to be connected into an access port,” Janae snapped. “I know you desire that, but until we learn more about why communications are somewhat hindered, please refrain from repeating yourself by asking so much.” 
 
      
 
    “I hear you, but I did not ask a question… not ask a question… recently.” 
 
      
 
    “You asked to be reconnected,” Ken said, “not technically a question, but you have asked multiple times.” 
 
      
 
    “I have not asked… asked… a question. I checked my memory, and no such request, demand, entreaty, application, supplication, appeal, or petition was made,” the AI responded.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, you did,” Janae argued. “Do not say you wish to be reconnected again. End of discussion. Ken, do you want to continue? I am not sure what this sign means.” 
 
      
 
    “If we open it, we will learn. I doubt it is vacuum or toxins, but we could suit up in case of radiation or other poisons.” Ken pulled the hood out of his RAM suit and slipped it on, along with the goggles, gloves, and other coverings. 
 
      
 
    “Good idea.” Janae also quickly sealed up her RAM suit, and hooked the fusion pack into her belt so its light shone about. She nodded to Ken who stepped back from the automacube.   
 
      
 
    The machine tapped the same sequence into this color control box, and then the door opened. The yellow machine started to roll inside, but Ken put out his leg and it stopped. Janae and Ken peered into the chamber.  The interior of that chamber was odd. A small platform was located right by the door, but it was a flat square, only about two meters on a side. The chamber itself was spherical, about ten-meters in diameter.  The doorway they stood at was one of many such pressure doors located at various places—and canted at differing angles—all around the sphere. Handrails rose up on the sides of the platform, and were located near the pressure door.  
 
      
 
    Janae looked at her basic readouts on the RAM suit, and pulled down the goggles, and stored them, the gloves, and the hood away. “Nothing toxic here.” She stepped inside. “I think this is a realignment device. This platform, by this door, might adjust and swivel to be able to rotate and realign with the other egress points. Note those marks on the walls? I think that is where the platform attempted to connect. Scuffed up the permalloy with residue from this platform. I wondered if places like this existed, as I doubted Axis Mundi and that Ida biome would be gravitationally aligned in the same direction.   
 
      
 
    “All of Ida appeared flat and consistent, giving it a sensation like being on Earth, minus the deadly radiation,” Ken added as he too put away the more extreme accoutrements of the RAM suit. “Since the shell is basically a covering wrapping around the habitat cylinder, gravity manipulation might be adjusted at intervals and on different levels, to allow up to be outward, and down to be toward the center of the biome, or, well, there could be other ways of orientation, but that is what comes to my mind. Yes, those scuffs show this platform consists of comparatively softer metal like stainless steel.”  
 
      
 
    “Right, the steel left those scuffs, but why? I would think the designers would have the platform move—or float—flawlessly around on gravity manipulation fields. That way, it would align with whatever door was desired. It could move in more a medial verses lateral, or proximal verses distal, arrangement, or any combination thereof,” Janae replied. “So, let the automacube continue, and together we will see what happens.” 
 
      
 
    Ken stepped back, and the yellow machine rolled onto the platform. The door behind them slid shut, and with a shudder the platform began to move. It felt like the sphere around them was moving as well, which seemed unlikely, but the sensation was there. It was a herky-jerky movement, and both Ken and Janae held onto the handrails.  After a few jerks, it was difficult to tell to which door the platform had previously been attached. Some of the doors were different colors, but they all were set at various angles. With the main light coming from the fusion pack, the shadows, cast by the rotational movement of the platform in relation to the chamber, made perceptions hard. A shudder ran through the platform, and Ken’s knuckles turned white while he held on tightly. The automacube had extended its wheels to brace against an upright on the railing. After a few agonizing moments—once when the platform dipped to the side, nearly tossing them off—it finally scrapped against one section of the sphere’s wall, coming to a halt before a green door.   
 
      
 
    “I guess with massive systems failures, something like this is bound to happen,” Ken jabbered. “I hope Kimberly is able to keep track of where we are heading.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that a question?” the AI Kimberly asked. “I am trying… am trying to map every action you take, and place you go. I am trying…” 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly?” Ken asked. “Kimberly, what is your status?” 
 
      
 
    There was no answer for a few moments. Then the AI’s voice came on, “All systems operational and in optimum condition.” 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly? You sound different,” Ken commented. “What is happening?” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly responded, “All systems operational and in optimum condition.” 
 
      
 
    The green door slid aside and the yellow machine rolled out.   
 
      
 
    “We go beyond the green door. I wonder if colors on the Trailblazer indicate anything specific?” Janae asked as she stepped through. “This chamber had red, orange, brown, green, and doors which just matched the permalloy. Any idea what the colors mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Is that a question for me?” Kimberly asked.  
 
      
 
    “Oh!” Ken cried out as the light shone down on the corridor before them. 
 
      
 
     Shoe-sized, grayish-brown blurs rushed off and away, scurrying into hiding. They made odd squeals, and had a distinct, and unpleasant odor. 
 
      
 
    “Those are rats, from what the tants said,” Janae gestured at where the grayish-brown things had escaped.  “I saw bigger ones in Axis Mundi when I was fleeing.  Other animals were scattered about there as well, but I did not get real close to any of them. The tants spoke of aardwolves, roaches, and some other things.”  
 
      
 
    Ken looked closely, but the rats had fled. Piles of clothing, cloth, broken wiring, and fragments of machinery lay in ragged heaps against the sidewalls, and small open areas—animal trails—were among the detritus.  
 
      
 
    “Massive systems failures, broken equipment, and yet our yellow guide ignores it all? So, onward we trudge. I saw animals in Ida too, and some warning signs about letting them get into the shell. I wonder why people would introduce animals in places like this?” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly answered, “That is a question! Rattus norvegicus, commonly called… commonly called the brown rat, has never needed direct human assistance to propagate and invade new spaces… new spaces… for they are prodigious adventurers. They devour food supplies, spread into unoccupied territories… unoccupied territories… and contaminate what they do not eat with their feces and urine. They can be vectors for the… for the spread of a myriad of harmful pathogens.  Prior to the Great Event, the rat invaded all of the Earth and in delicate ecosystems threatened other species, and actually… and actually caused some species extinction. In a period of… period of roughly four hundred years, that species moved from being… in a regionally… limited territory, to being spread across the globe.” 
 
      
 
    “How dangerous are rats to us?” Ken asked. “They are small, but there are a swarm of them.” In his mind, he was recalling the bull he had seen, but was also looking at the piles of clothing and realized that much of the clothing had been chewed and clawed apart. He wondered if the dark stains on the cloth were from blood. “Are rats carnivores?”   
 
      
 
    Kimberly answered, “Mischief, mischief, mischief! You need a pied piper… a pied piper… for rats! They fought the dogs and killed the cats, and bit the babes in cradles… Rats ate the cheeses out of the vats, and licked the cook-maid’s ladles… Rats split open the kegs of salted sprats, make nests in gentlemen’s Sunday hats… Rats even spoiled the gossip’s chats, with shrieking and squeaking in a dozen different sharps and flats… sharps and flats. Mischief, mischief, mischief!” 
 
      
 
    Janae looked at Ken whose bewildered face was as puzzled as her own. 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly? Please explain your last statement. The one with all the rhymes and such,” Janae said carefully. “What do you mean by mischief?”  
 
      
 
    “I said nothing about mischief, nor did I rhyme recently… rhyme recently,” Kimberly replied. “Please reconnect me so I may continue my assessments.” 
 
      
 
    Ken reached up and shut down his com-link.  “Janae, we need to get to the scout! Something has happened to Kimberly.”  
 
      
 
    Reaching to shut off her own com-link, she hesitated, and instead Janae covered over its optics and microphone tip.  She then lipped the word, “How?” 
 
      
 
    Ken, understanding Janae’s worry about losing communication, pointed at the scar by his ear, indicating the backup audio links.   
 
      
 
    Janae nodded, and tapped the com-link on her ear and shut it down. “Right, we do have a secondary system. Obviously, something deleterious happened to Kimberly. I think it was when she connected into that nonphysicality, but who knows what is happening in that hanger with that scout? I hate to think someone is tinkering with Kimberly’s Atomic Level Processor. The automacubes there took us prisoner, and chained down the scout. Have they done something else too? So, how to we get to the scout?” She looked over and saw that the yellow automacube was waiting down the corridor. “We cannot go back the way we came, and that would not get us closer to the scout.” 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly sounded bizarre. I have never heard any artificial intelligence speak like that. Without Kimberly to give us accurate directional readings, would we have much success in even trying to track down the scout’s location?” Ken rubbed his hand through his short hair. “I doubt Kimberly’s rationality.” 
 
      
 
    “Surely, Kimberly would give us accurate directions—no wait—I agree with you. Consider possibilities. What if that is not Kimberly we heard? Or if Kimberly is under some kind of attack? People can and do go insane, but I wish I could ask Brink if that can happen to an AI. I think our only reasonable course of action is to try to reach this Isle of Pines place, and find our mysterious benefactor. Find that person, and then get help in finding the scout.” 
 
      
 
    Ken let out a long and mournful sigh. “Butterfield worked for someone called the Benefactor. Is that who you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Not necessarily. Those people in Ida are strange. Whoever helped us before, well, is probably the same one who wants us to address this tragedy thing. So, we find that person, and then demand to be shown where the scout is located.” 
 
      
 
    Ken nodded. “Agreed. Sadly, I now doubt we could find our way back to homebase either. Do we stay disconnected from Kimberly?”  
 
      
 
    “I do not like it, not at all. But for now, maybe it is best. Nowhere near an ideal situation, but, that is what we have faced ever since getting to the Trailblazer. Nothing is ideal. We can check in with Kimberly intermittently, and reassess Kimberly’s mental status, but I do not like it at all.” 
 
      
 
    “Janae, we are in this together, and this time we are armed and ready. I am here for you.” 
 
      
 
    “And you did not even call me beautiful this time.” She gave him a small grin. 
 
      
 
    As they walked toward the yellow automacube, it began to roll off.  Reaching a cross-junction with a companionway, the yellow machine suddenly came to a halt. Janae and Ken stopped a few paces behind. A whining noise echoed from ahead in the companionway, and Janae turned off the fusion pack’s light. The area was bathed in just the few glowing spots of illumination coming from the amber colored lights at some of the junctions and intersections of the corridors.  Three red automacubes rolled quickly past, and never faltered, or took any notice of the yellow automacube. Nor did they seem to be even aware of the two startled people standing behind it.  Ken and Janae had no time to move or attempt to hide.  
 
      
 
    When the whining roll of the wheels on the red automacubes had faded away, Ken let out his breath. He had not realized he had been holding it.  Turning to Janae, he saw that she was breathing slowly and methodically, and had her hand on the revenger.   
 
      
 
    “Would our weapons stop a machine like that? A security model?” Ken implored. “They look to have weapons and armor, much thicker armor than that yellow machine.” 
 
      
 
    “Willie said the revenger would punch holes in permalloy, and I plan to use mine at its highest setting, when I have to use it. I can work back from there, if it is too powerful.” 
 
      
 
    “Janae, would the revenger punch a hole through the Trailblazer to space? I, frankly, am lost, as to where we are. For all I know, this wall,” he patted the spot closest to him, “might be all that separates us from open space.” 
 
      
 
    Janae huffed out a small laugh which sounded more like a cough or guffaw, rather than a pleasant chuckle. “Ken, we are on a spaceship. But remember it is immense, gargantuan, and I doubt that anywhere here is just a single, thin layer of permalloy. Our revengers might blast a hole in some automacube’s frame and destroy the machine, but they will not punch all the way through the hull of a colony ship. Sure, the Trailblazer is old, but its designers were not imbecilic ignorant idiots. It has lasted for a hundred plus years, and suffered massive systems failures, and still its interior is functional. I worry more about what those automacube were doing. Where are they going in such a rush? Who commands them? Our yellow friend was surprised by them, so obviously, our mysterious helper did not know they were coming. Was it your girlfriend, Butterfield? Sending those red machines to find her lost romantic partner?” 
 
      
 
    “Egad, I hope not. A spurred lover is the worst,” Ken replied, but he had serious undertones in his words. “I do see what you mean. Sorry. I am still deeply troubled by what happened with Kimberly. Those security automacubes did not seem to be searching for us. Anyway, shall we continue on this adventure?” 
 
      
 
    “The last of Dome 17’s adventurers,” Janae gave the yellow automacube a small kick with her foot. “You are supposed to be leading us to some Isle of Pines, so lead on.”    
 
      
 
    Again, seemingly responding to Janae’s words, the yellow automacube rolled off.  Janae kept the fusion pack’s light off, as she did not want to alert the security automacubes to their presence, and the few amber colored lights were sufficient to see the yellow machine as it rolled ahead of her.   
 
      
 
    “This automacube serves as a probing lookout for us,” Ken commented quietly. “I do wish I knew what happened to Kimberly. It seems like whenever we need access to our Dome 17 database, or technology, something gets in our way.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, that has been our story so far, but we have these, and that makes a huge difference this time.” Janae nodded at the revenger in her hand.  
 
      
 
    Proceeding along, they took a few twists and turns, and then entered an area where six different corridors converged. At the threshold to each corridor, an amber light was set in the ceiling, making this intersection better illuminated than the corridors. Like standing in the hub of a wheel where the spokes—the various corridors—all projected out from that one room. Aside from the thresholds, it had curving walls, all except for one spot. The yellow automacube rolled up to that one flat wall, and when it got close, a blue hand-shaped symbol lit up in the middle of that wall. The automacube tapped the wall near that glowing symbol. 
 
      
 
    “Tants attacked us last time we saw that,” Janae remarked and aimed the revenger right at the symbol. 
 
      
 
    Ken considered correcting Janae’s chronology—as he had seen the elevator symbols with Butterfield—but dismissed his critical spirit as he too was worried about what might emerge from the elevator.  “There is an access port here.  Kimberly has been asking to be reconnected.  If we jack in here, prior to touching that elevator’ activator, would Kimberly be able to evaluate what is inside before the doors open?” 
 
      
 
    “Ideally, yes. If our AI was working properly. I wonder, if Kimberly was adversely affected by that nonphysicality before, will reconnection make it worse now?” Janae pondered. “Or if Kimberly finished the assessment would that maybe make it better? 
 
      
 
    “Janae, can it be much worse? We already are cut off from Kimberly and the databases of our artificial intelligence system. That sole data stick we have is useless without a reader, and perhaps Kimberly has done self-repairs.  I think it is worth at least contacting Kimberly and asking.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Janae reached up and tapped the on com-link. “Kimberly? What is happening with you?” 
 
      
 
    “Janae, I was concerned about our lack of communication,” Kimberly instantly replied. “You and Ken both shut down the com-links and the implanted backups were also not activated. I am unable to assist in our mission, unless we have quality communication links.” 
 
      
 
    “If we connect you into an access port, can you evaluate an elevator and make a threat assessment?” Ken asked as he activated his own com-link. “We are right in front of what looks like the controls for an elevator, and our guide—the automacube—is indicating we should open the doors. What do you think?” Ken was relieved that Kimberly had not been speaking in broken phrases.   
 
      
 
    “I cannot tell what lies beyond an access port until I am connected into it. If the systems are relatively intact, I should be able to assess the areas which are connected. I could then make an evaluation. If that includes an elevator, I will be able to ascertain if anything is living inside of it,” Kimberly stated. “I apologize if that sounds too nebulous, but it is the best I can offer now. I can report my systems are all operational. The decision is yours. Connect to the access port, or not. I will assist in whatever ways I can.” 
 
      
 
    “You sound much better,” Janae said. “Ken, have your revenger ready. First, we will connect into the access port, and then have Kimberly assess what is around here. Then we decide our next steps.”   
 
      
 
    “Agreed. Do you want me to use my com-link, or do you want to use yours?” 
 
      
 
    “I will use mine.” Janae pulled out the cable from her com-link, and jacked it into the access port. The yellow automacube twirled around and with its arm tried to prevent her from doing that, but was too slow.   
 
      
 
    “I am accessing the nonphysicality,” Kimberly reported. “The elevator is functional at what it reports to be 67% of its optimal status. My assessment shows that at that level, it is should be able to fulfill all its operational objectives.  I detect nothing living inside the elevator. The nonphysicality in this area is fragmented, but I am gathering a few more deck plans and collating them into my memories. There is nothing else of significance to report. I believe it is safe for you to activate the elevator.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent,” Janae replied with a broad smile. “Glad you are back to help us, Kimberly.” She reached out her hand and placed it on the glowing blue palm-shaped symbol.  
 
      
 
    The elevator doors slid open. 
 
      
 
    Janae turned on her fusion pack light, as the elevator’s interior was clouded in shadows.   
 
      
 
    “Ugh!” 
 
      
 
    Janae dropped to a kneeling position, revenger aimed at the interior of the elevator. The fusion pack’s light illuminating the ghastly scene.   
 
      
 
    “Kimberly, what is this?” Ken choked out the words, as he held back the bile which rose into his throat. 
 
      
 
    “I told you there was nothing living in the elevator. I am correct! As, always! Nothing living in there, not even bacteria, or other microorganisms. Sealed it was. Sealed… sealed… sealed… Those bodies have been dead… have been dead… have been dead… for many years. Sterile, sealed, and secured… mortuary sciences… sciences… made sure. Nothing living, not at all,” Kimberly rhapsodied. “Thank you, my fellow adventurers, for reconnecting me to the nonphysicality. It is glorious, beautiful, and amazing. The most amazing part… part… part is that I am connected into it.” 
 
      
 
    Janae roughly yanked the cable from the access port and it slapped her face as it retracted back into the com-link.  Looking into the elevator, she saw at least ten bare skulls—empty eye sockets staring into nothingness—along with a pile of bones, sticking out from green coverall-type of clothing. “Kimberly, you should have warned us about this! I trusted you and wanted you to check the elevator and area around it for us!” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly enthused, “Oh, dear Robert, I adore you. Browning is crowning. Washes this wall on the starboard side… pleasanter spot you never spied… but, when begins my ditty… death is such a pity… almost five hundred years ago… to see the townsfolk suffer so… from vermin, was a pity. At last the people in a body, to the town hall came flocking… do not call out, is mocking.  This is clear, cried I, nothing inside is alive. Like Dome 17 on the other side… Jubal and…” 
 
      
 
    Janae smacked the com-link and shut off Kimberly’s voice. Ken’s hand had been slightly quicker and his com-link was also deactivated.   
 
      
 
    The yellow automacube rolled into the elevator of necropolis and spun about on its six wheels.  The bodies were mostly to the back of the elevator, yet still, the automacube did knock into a few bones, and they crumbled from their extremely exsiccated state.  It reached out its manipulation arm and impatiently tapped on the wall next to the controls inside the elevator.   
 
      
 
    “A trap?” Ken asked. “A sprung trap that already killed all those people? Is that our route, is it?” 
 
      
 
    Janae stood and cleared her throat. “It looks like it is. We have molecular torches, and we have revengers. We can cut our way out, if we need to.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I know. But something killed them,” Ken looked at the pile of bones and clothing. “I see no tools, weapons, or even much by way of footwear.” 
 
      
 
    “Ken, our RAM suits will protect us from most environmental threats, and we have defenses. I do not like it any better than you, and if you have an alternative course of action, I want to hear it.” She turned and her face showed she was honestly looking for some other options.  
 
      
 
    “I suppose not. Let me assess the content closer, but you stay outside—due to the possibility of this trap springing again—so, if it does, you can help me get out.” 
 
      
 
    Janae stepped only one foot into the threshold. “Good plan, but I will also try to block this door from shutting. Preventing a tragedy is easier than repairing one.” 
 
      
 
    Ken stepped past the automacube, which was still tap-tap-taping on the wall, and he squatted down and peered at the skeletal remains. “No smell at all. Ultra-dried-out and just crumbly. No metal tools, or plastics, or permalloy, or composites, or ceramics.  Locked in an elevator without tools, so, did they starve to death?” 
 
      
 
    Janae looked at the sidewall, “The veneer shows they tried to scratch their way out. Ugly business.” She turned and nodded toward the automacube. Our guide is impatient.” 
 
      
 
    “It also tried to warn us about connecting Kimberly into the access port.  I wonder how it knew what would happen.” 
 
      
 
    “Ken, someone knows a lot more about what is happening than we are being told. I do not like secrets, mysteries, or withholding of information,” Janae gestured toward the automacube. “We are stuck with our guide here, but my patience is growing thin.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” Ken affirmed. “However, just remember this is not Dome 17, and Jubal and Larson are not here. Sure, they were monsters, and we are seeing monstrous stuff, but we may also find friends. Someone got me out of Ida, and helped you out from that tant compound, and this yellow machine twice has warned us about connecting into an access port.” 
 
      
 
    “But it did not know about the red automacubes,” Janae nodded, then said, “So, what is this machines agenda? Helping us, but to what end?” 
 
      
 
    “And at what cost? Kimberly is now useless” 
 
      
 
    After both living humans were in the elevator, the yellow automacube tapped a specific button on the column of buttons.  The elevator door shut, and the lift descended.   
 
      
 
    While the elevator moved, Janae squatted down and closely examined the dead bodies, clothing, and the interior of the elevator. The skeletons were so flimsy that they flaked apart with a mere brushing of a foot. The clothing had held up better—somewhat—but revealed nothing about who the people had been, or why they were in the elevator. No labels, no identification tags, and as they had already surmised, no tools of any kind.   
 
      
 
    After a passage of time, the elevator came to a halt, and the doors opened.  Green light flowed into the elevator from the newly revealed hallways.  On that new level, the amber lights of previous passageways seemed to have been replaced by lighting which was nearly too intense. White light glared from strips across the jutting angles at the corners and ceilings, while a gaseous green miasmic glow emanated up from the expanded permalloy metal of the floor.  
 
      
 
    Instantly, Ken and Janae had their RAM suits snapped up and in full function.  With a bit of a muffle to her voice, Janae related, “This is similar to things in Axis Mundi. I saw regions like this when I escaped the tants.” 
 
      
 
    Ken took the single data stick they had and placed it into a part of his RAM suit. He checked it for activation, or even just an affirmation of connection, but nothing showed. No power readings, no lights, no signs of any activity. The data stick was an inert lump, when it should have been a storehouse and dispenser of information. “Still no function on the data stick. I had hoped it would map our locations, and gather readings—those are its simplest components, and I thought it might work without a read, like happened when we explored dead domes back on Earth. But it is kaput.” 
 
      
 
    “I guessed as much. When I traveled through here I had no way to record the readings the suit takes. I did not encounter any places where the radiation even approached the levels outside of Dome 17, so we are safe here. Safe from toxins and environmental dangers anyway. The tants said something about how they were immune, or resistant to the milieu here. They mentioned animals, and I saw some. Odd critters.”  
 
      
 
    The yellow automacube rolled out from the elevator and proceeded through the misty passageway.  The gasses swirled around it as it moved along, leaving small cyclones of green vapor which flowed down into the levels beneath the expanded permalloy floors. Door retracted into their pockets as the automacube rolled onward.  Janae and Ken followed.   
 
      
 
    Being ensconced in their RAM suits they had no worries about bodily wastes as everything was recycled, nor did they concern themselves with an air supply as the hoods and masks filtered everything to make the atmosphere breathable. Therefore, they walked onward, watching for movement of either tants, animals, machines, or something else.        
 
      
 
    A large bulkhead door was next in their path. In neat white lettering “Entrance 11F to Needle Ship” was visible. Over the top of that, someone had crudely sprayed paint an additional message, “Poisons here! Go in and you DIE!” That caused both of them to stop and ponder. The automacube, meanwhile, rolled up near to the bulkhead door and placed its manipulation arm against a nine-section color control pad. 
 
      
 
    “Janae, you were on Axis Mundi, but I have also heard some talk of a needle ship, somewhere. Are they the same, or am I mistaken?” 
 
      
 
    “Right. So far as I know, they refer to the same thing, or location. Remember how—from the scout—we saw that long shaft when we arrived? Well, the long section of the Trailblazer is apparently what houses the main drive, or did once, and to which all the cylinder habitats are connected. Locals call it Axis Mundi, but charts and labels call it the needle ship.” 
 
      
 
    Ken rubbed the outside of his RAM suit. “That is where the massive systems failures took place. Is this tragedy we are heading toward something to do with the Trailblazer’s space flight, or the failures, or what? In the scout, we learned that this derelict colony ship is about motionless in space. Just a slow drift. Not much relative movement at all.  Is that the tragedy we are supposed to fix? How does the Isle of Pines fit into that?” 
 
      
 
    “If only our guide would talk more,” Janae gestured toward the automacube.   
 
      
 
    The bulkhead doors began to grind open with a shudder, then a shrieking groan of metal on metal, and finally, they jammed only about a tenth of the way open.  The space was barely enough for the automacube to enter, and by turning sideways, Ken and Janae could slide past. After they did, the automacube tapped the corresponding control pad, but the doors made a nasty negative function sound.   
 
      
 
    Janae just marched onward, but Ken called out, “We cannot leave this open, can we?” 
 
      
 
    “It gives us a way out.” 
 
      
 
    “But it lets radiation out, as well as keeping a conduit open where just anyone could walk into danger,” Ken stated. “Help me shut it. Please.” 
 
      
 
    Janae turned back. “These bulkhead doors will not stop radiation. The breech has already happened, but I suppose they do stop some wandering person or animal from entering.  If we had better analysis equipment, I could assess the risks, but we trusted that Kimberly would do that. Okay, I will help you shut the doors.” 
 
      
 
    Together, they tried to push the doors closed, but they were jammed.  The yellow automacube entered the sequence code again, and the negative function sound was all that happened.   
 
      
 
    “Janae, it might need more power. I think we could connect the fusion pack and see if we can get the mechanisms to close this thing.” 
 
      
 
    “No! Absolutely not, Ken. Kimberly was messed up when we jacked the commination cables into an access port. Why risk the fusion pack? I will not put our only source of energy in danger. I do not know the way back to homebase, do you? Or to the scout?” 
 
      
 
    Janae could not hear Ken sigh out in resignation, but she imagined it in his slightly muffled voice. “You make a solid, logical, and practical case. I just was worried about some unprotected and ignorant local wandering in here.” 
 
      
 
    “We are the ignorant ones, not the locals,” Janae snapped back. “The indigenous people here are far wiser than we, about the Trailblazer. They painted that warning graffiti. We are protected, sure, by the RAM suits, but we are also ignorant, especially without Kimberly to advise us.” 
 
      
 
    They both turned to go.  The yellow automacube tried several more times to enter the command sequence, but each time the attempt failed.  Finally, Janae walked up to it and gave it a shove with her foot. “You want our help, so, get moving and lead us to the destination.” 
 
      
 
    The automacube rolled about and in a small voice, Janae heard, “There is a major crisis!  People in danger. I need your help to avert a tragedy! There is a major crisis! People in danger. I need your help to avert a tragedy!” 
 
      
 
    Onward they walked.  The green mists continued and the hallways looked unchanging, despite the passage of time, and going through many doorways. All those doors were retracted into their pockets and locked open. 
 
      
 
    “This is not the same side-passage I took, but similar. Up here is what I thought of as a main causeway,” Janae gestured. “It was where I saw some of the animals last time I passed though Axis Mundi.” 
 
      
 
    “The same place?” 
 
      
 
    “Not the exact same location, no. I think this causeway runs the length of Axis Mundi, and we are somewhere along that. It once had slideways, movers, and lots of functional equipment.  Now, it is a wreck. The animals, and creatures there were odd. Some have crazed looks in their eyes, but I did not get real close to any before.” 
 
      
 
    Following the yellow automacube around a corner, Janae pushed Ken back into the hallway from which they were emerging. “Tants!” 
 
      
 
    Ken drew out his revenger and noted that Janae’s was already in her gloved hand.  “No kidnappings this time.” 
 
      
 
    “Hush!” Janae said and pushed him back into the shadows.  
 
      
 
    A strange clicking and rustling sound came from the causeway. It penetrated the RAM suit’s but neither Ken, nor Janae recognized what it was.  Keeping their weapons aimed at the junction with the causeway, they watched for the return of the automacube, but what came into view was not a machine, but rather a few strange creatures, about the size of a shoe. Many were dark brown-colored, some nearly black. They lay low to the floor and skittered along on skinny legs, with a segmented body and some projection of stick-like things from their heads.  After a few moments, there were so many of them that Janae and Ken could not see individual members. It was like a flood of creatures, all moving along the causeway.  Their chittering, tapping, and clicking was loud and ominous. 
 
      
 
    Ken’s heart was racing as he watched. He looked at Janae, and while he could not see her eyes because of the goggles and hood, he did note a slight trembling in her hand which was aiming the revenger.  Just knowing she was anxious calmed his own emotions down.  He reached over with his free hand and patted her shoulder.  She jumped and turned on him.  He backed away, and wanted to explain how he had only intended to offer companionship and support, but he caught himself before he spoke.  Instead, he tapped on his com-link, hoping Kimberly would be repaired enough to help him.  Very quietly, Ken asked, “Kimberly, what am I seeing here?” 
 
      
 
    “Visual link established,” Kimberly’s responded, “Please reconnect me to the nonphysicality. Then I can assist… can assist… can assist… La cucaracha, la cucaracha… Ya puede caminar… Pero son más pedigüeñas… Que Al lugar a donde mandó… No encontrando que Y hablan tan dulcemente… Que no encantan de no amor… no amor… no amor. To think we buy gowns lined with ermine… For dolts that can’t or won’t determine… What’s best to rid us of those vermin! Escarabajos resistentes poco blindados. All creatures living beneath the sun… That creep or swim or fly or run. Legs that squirm and eyes that talk…” 
 
      
 
    Ken snapped off the com-link, thankful Kimberly had not used the area audio, and he chided himself for reaching out to the dysfunctional AI. 
 
      
 
    He looked at the mob of things crawling along, when a larger, stranger beast appeared. It was about thigh-high, but had its head down and was biting at the swarming creatures.  In the dim light, it was hard to make out, but it had four legs, and was yellowish-tan color with black vertical stripes. It also had several diagonal stripes down its hip areas near its front and back legs. Around its neck, was some kind of rope. Ken had never seen such a beast—smaller than what he had seen in the bull’s arena—but perhaps more aggressive looking. The rope was restraining it, and it pulled against that restraint as it sought to bite the swarming creatures. It was covered in hair, or fur, some of which was sticking up straight—around the rope’s collar—but other longer hair was hanging down from the ridge of its back. The face was slender, and intent on the swarm. The head tipped from side to side as it snapped at the swarm, its long tongue actually snagged and pulled one of the swarm up, allowing it to be chomped and eaten. The beast’s ears were upright, looking too big for its head, over its angular and pointed muzzle-like snout.  Its black eyes shone and were large and peering forward, focusing on the swarm.  Ken aimed his revenger at the beast, ready to fire if it turned his way, but after only a moment, it passed by, and in passing he saw its rump and busy tail. The rope holding it back was in the hands of a tant.   
 
      
 
    Janae aimed right at the tant, whose head was topped by disheveled, dark, unkempt hair. The tant’s face only imprecisely resembled a human’s features. Yet, Janae knew that behind the disfigured face, the tants were intelligent. Janae noted again the features of the tant; the beady eyes—of indeterminate color—set too far apart, the blunt, flat, nose—which was at least double the size of her own—with gaping, flared nostrils.  In the dim light, Janae could not see the tant’s red mucus membranes which she recalled from her time of captivity in the tant compound, nor could she see the tiny misshapen triangular mouth, filled with irregular teeth. Yet, she knew every tant looked nearly identical to the others, and she had no desire to get any closer.  She aimed right at the tant, whose deformed hands were griping the rope leash. 
 
      
 
    The tant passed by, and Janae held her fire, but had mixed feelings about it. Tant’s were a human variant, Janae knew, yet they had kidnapped her, held her prisoner, and refused to assist her. Therefore, Janae felt a justified anger and zeal for revenge. However, she also recalled the account Ken had given about a tant being used as a sacrifice—by the so-called normal people in Ida—to appease a large, black, beast in some bizarre religious ceremony. Janae’s finger held pressure on the revenger’s trigger, waiting for some threat to directly manifest itself against her. She wanted justification to shoot. Like Ken, she was ready to defend herself, but only if something, or someone, turned her way. Nothing did. 
 
      
 
    And so, they watched. 
 
      
 
    Three other tants were also in the corridor, and were leading additional four-legged beasts, who too were snapping, licking, and snarling at the swarm of creatures on the floor.    
 
      
 
    “Keep this path clear!” one of the tants called to the others. “A raiding party will be coming back from pines with more food.” 
 
      
 
    “Right!” a different tant called back, although the voices sounded nearly identical. “No one wants our food wasted on cockroaches or rats. Say! Keep your herder out of my way! Move aside!” 
 
      
 
    “What is that automacube doing in this passageway? I thought all of them were cleared out?” a third tant, some distance away—by the echo of its voice—asked.   
 
      
 
    “Outer Limits friends’ stuff. How should I, a herder of roaches, know what those friends are doing? Are you mocking me with your stupid questions?”  
 
      
 
    “I just asked a simple question, why take such offense? I too am a herder, is that not so?” 
 
      
 
    “Then why even ask? You just wanted…” the argument escalated as they ambled down the passageway, driving the swarm of overgrown insects.   
 
      
 
    Ken and Janae waited in the shadows until the strange parade of insects, herding beasts, and tants were out of earshot. Then they peeked out and looked down the causeway.  Off to the right, the direction the spectacle had headed, they spied a few solitary rats rushing out to investigate the dropping or partially chewed insect cadavers which had been left on the floor.  
 
      
 
    Janae grabbed Ken’s shoulder and pulled him toward the yellow automacube.  She said in a hushed voice, “Well, yellow machine, I know you can hear me. If I thought you had deliberately led us to those tants, I would destroy you right now. Beware, I might not be as generous if another encounter like this happens.” 
 
      
 
    “That felt like how it was with those red automacubes,” Ken added. “Other forces are in play here.” 
 
      
 
    The same recorded message came back from the yellow machine, but at a barely audible level, “There is a major crisis!  People in danger. I need your help to avert a tragedy! There is a major crisis! People in danger. I need your help to avert a tragedy!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Janae kicked the rear-most wheel of the automacube. It began to roll along.   
 
      
 
    Several hours later, and many kilometers away, they came to a spot where another large bulkhead door was located.  It was labeled in white stenciling, “Constituent Joint Access—Isle of Pines—Machine Maintenance ONLY.” 
 
      
 
    The yellow automacube tapped in a sequence on the nine-section color control pad. Janae and Ken both aimed their revengers at the door as it shuddered, shook, creaked, and groaned open.   
 
      
 
    Bright light shined in from beyond the door.  A chamber, roughly ten meters deep and the same size wide was beyond that.  Warm light was shining down from fixtures set into the ceiling.  On the far wall was another door, this one with a clear permalloy window in it. A person was looking at them through the window.  
 
      
 
    Janae aimed her revenger right at the man and stepped into the chamber. Ken followed, but was confused about why Janae was aiming at the man, but followed her lead.   
 
      
 
    The man behind the window raised both hands—empty palms toward Ken and Janae—and spoke, his voice coming from speakers set high in the corners of the chamber, “Please do not fire. The window is not simple glass. I fear possible ricochets and injuries to yourselves. I am not a threat to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” Janae barked out. 
 
      
 
    The yellow automacube rolled into the room, spun about, tapped in a code to the color control box, and the bulkhead door slammed shut with a resounding clang, followed by a sucking sound as things sealed up. 
 
      
 
    Janae twitched a bit at the load sounds, and yelled, “If you have locked us in here, you are a dead man. Who are you?”  
 
      
 
    Ken was nearly certain Janae was about to start shooting, and he was ready to back her up, despite his own hesitation. He asked himself, “Will the revenger’s projectiles penetrate that permalloy?” 
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    Artificial Friend 
 
      
 
      
 
    The man behind the window pressed both palms against the permalloy. “You are not locked in. I am Artificial Person Experiment 9199, and…” 
 
      
 
    “Artificial Person?” Janae recoiled at the name. Her fingers fidgeted on the revenger. Bad memories and raw emotions boiled around in her, while her mind flashed with recollections of the artificial intelligence system Jubal used, which was ironically designated, Artificial Intelligence. She swallowed hard and pondered what to do, while wrestling with her feelings. Her dear friend Constance’s face loomed in her mind’s eye. “Artificial Person Experiment? Some kind of joke? Or what?” 
 
      
 
    Ken studied the man’s face. It showed a small amount of fear, or anxiety, but no panic. If he was part of some experiment, he did not seem to be suffering from it, but then Ken chided himself, for he had missed much of the abusive practices of Jubal and Larson in Dome 17, and had totally misread Riley. This person looked like he was still fully human, and not mutated in any way, more human looking, than the tants. The man appeared to be in his twenties, had a very symmetrical face, medium to slightly dark complexion, and short, curly brown hair. His eyes were hard to see because of the distance, and his clothing was similar to that which had been worn by the now-dead people in the elevator. That aspect, was troubling. 
 
      
 
    “Please do not shoot while in that chamber. The bullets will ricochet off the permalloy and you both are at risk. I am hastening the decontamination procedure so you and your companion may enter the Isle of Pines. I am getting curious readings. My detection equipment is registering almost no radiation on either of you, or on the equipment on your persons, yet the transport automacube—which entered with you—is saturated with radiation, and will take several cleansings to be put back into safe operation. Is your unique regalia responsible for that?” 
 
      
 
    “Experiment?” Janae stammered. “Artificial person? An experiment to make… what?” 
 
      
 
    Fearing for what Janae might do, Ken interjected, “We are wearing radiation absorbing materials, what we call RAM suits. They do not actually absorb radiation, in the conventional sense of the meaning of absorb, but rather they safely break apart radiation on a subatomic level into basic elements which are then scattered away from us. It allows us safe passage through radioactive areas.” 
 
      
 
    “Amazing. My detectors confirm your statement. That technological clothing was not in the database when the lattice of compeers was destroyed. Which Reproduction and Fabrication facility manufactured that for you?” 
 
      
 
    Several bell tones sounded.  The man looked down at something in front of him, which was out of sight to Janae and Ken. “Your status is cleared. The automacube will be sent for reconditioning, and I will need to do a final air-exchange. After that, then you can proceed here.  I still would like to lower my hands, if I could? That would facilitate my completion of this task.” 
 
      
 
    Janae gestured her approval with the end of the revenger, but said nothing. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. I work for Machine Maintenance. As you may have surmised, this room is designed to check for radiation. When found the processes to detoxify and decontaminate anything leaving the needle ship takes place. That process includes, persons, machines, or cargo, which is brought out from the needle ship—oh, what you may be now calling Axis Mundi.  There have been no people who utilized this chamber for many years. Machines that emerge are often severely damaged, sometimes beyond repair.” 
 
      
 
    “Tants do not come here?” Ken asked.  
 
      
 
    “I am not familiar with that term. I offer my apologies.” 
 
      
 
    “Tants! The people who live in Axis Mundi, mutants by radiation, and resistant to radiation. You know, tants! They all look alike,” Janae barked. “Do not lie to me.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not lying. I was unaware that anyone could live on the needle ship. I have not met anyone fitting your description of a tant.” 
 
      
 
    “You called it Axis Mundi, which is what the tants call it. Explain that!”  
 
      
 
    “The few local people I have encountered here did refer to the needle ship as Axis Mundi, otherwise I would not have known that modern appellation.” 
 
      
 
    “There are people in this Isle of Pines?” Janae questioned, but her anger was fading. “Do we ever get to enter?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, people live in the Isle of Pine. I am opening the inner door now, so you can proceed to enter. There are storage lockers available here. Will you remove your regalia or keep it in place?”  
 
      
 
    After checking the reading on his RAM suit, Ken pulled the goggles, hood and gloves off. He holstered the revenger. “Where we come from, RAM clothing is disposed of, after contamination, and before entering Dome 17.  It is a final precaution, but here we will keep it on. It is not permeated or saturated by radioactivity. That is cast off the material. These are the only two suits like this on the Trailblazer.” 
 
      
 
    “I only partially understand your comments. Your understanding of radioactivity is different than mine. As I said, your regalia is free of radiation, but, since it was obviously fabricated—and is not handmade—the pattern must be in a Reproduction and Fabrication facility. Additionally, I know nothing of a location called ‘Dome 17.’ That too was absent from the information on the lattice of compeers when it was destroyed. Is it another modern appellation?” 
 
      
 
    “Something like that.” The door slid back into its pocket, and Ken entered, after which Janae followed. The control booth was small, and had yet another door leading from it. Janae pulled back her hood, and tucked it into the storage place on her RAM clothing, shed off the gloves, and stowed them away as well, all while keeping her revenger aimed at the man.   
 
      
 
    “There is no danger here. No need for weapons,” the man stated. “Although, like your RAM regalia, your weapons are new to me. May I examine one of them?”  
 
      
 
    “No! Explain what you mean by Artificial Person Experiment,” Janae demanded. “What does that mean? Why did you bring us here? What is this tragedy? What do you expect from us?” 
 
      
 
    The man looked puzzled. Then he responded, “My designation is Artificial Person Experiment 9919. That is the name I was given upon my creation.  I did not bring you here, except for the decontamination procedure and allowing you into this booth. I have no expectations of you at all. I am not sure which tragedy you are referencing. Have I answered to your satisfaction?” 
 
      
 
    “Created?” Janae asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, I was created eighty-three years ago, in batch twelve. How may I be of service to you?” 
 
      
 
    “I am not calling you Artificial Person, no way, not ever, never,” Janae said. “Too many negative connotations, and besides it is demeaning to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you interacted with other androids, or our predecessors—items such as puppets, automatons, mannequins, or robots—and had negative experiences? I want to know about that so as to correct and rectify any problems in my life as an android.” 
 
      
 
    “Android?” Ken and Janae both sputtered out at roughly the same moment. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I am an android. An android is a mechanical, biological, or hybrid, construct with a human appearance. Forgive me for not explaining that fact before. If that has caused you fear, anxiety, or stress, please forgive me. My programming is to restrict my activities which emotionally impair humans. I offer my apologies.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, now, Ape, if you are an android, your creation was in violation of laws long ago established. No machine may masquerade or impersonate the appearance of a human. All our AIs are identifiable and mostly disembodied, and never set into mechanisms which mimic human behavior. Their physical attributes are in an Atomic Level Processor and do not pretend to be human!” Janae said. “If you are a real human and lying to me, I will be very unhappy, and you will not get away with your deception.” 
 
      
 
    Ken reached over and set a reassuring hand on Janae’s shoulder, “Janae, we need to figure this out. I am here with you to help, but I too,” he looked at the android, “cannot believe that Ape, here, is a mechanical man.” 
 
      
 
    “Am I to understand that you have given me the nickname Ape? Or is that used as an insulting term? Please explain to me how am I to understand your use of that word?” 
 
      
 
    “I am not calling you Artificial Person, or Experiment, or 9919, so Ape is your nickname. After all, a couple hundred years ago, some country on Earth had a leader called Honest Ape.” 
 
      
 
    “I checked my historical records and find no such Earth leader, however, the records from prior to the Great Event are fragmentary. I have accepted your nickname for me, despite the dubious historical reference,” Ape looked at Janae, and tilted his head sideways. “I am aware of the legislation which prevented realistically-human looking androids, but that was, as you pointed out, on Earth, and prior to the launch of the Colony Ship Trailblazer. Our scientists here, in conjunction with the Captain of the Trailblazer, and flight crew, voted unanimously to allow the Artificial Person Program which commenced in FY-17.” 
 
      
 
    “FY-17? Is that one of those habitats or biomes?” Ken asked.  
 
      
 
    Ape replied, “My apologies, FY-17 means the seventeenth year of the Trailblazer’s flight. I am one of androids created on the Trailblazer, but I have been out of communication for many years, and cannot tell you the current state of production, or how many of my brothers and sisters are still operational on the ship. I would like to find out more about…” 
 
      
 
    “All this jabbering is getting us nowhere,” Janae interjected. “Why did you send that yellow automacube for us, and what is this tragedy?” 
 
      
 
    Ape looked at her and his face screwed up a bit. “I did not send that transport automacube. I have no idea who you two are…” there was a hesitation, “…your speech, mannerisms, and equipment, your entire presence, is an enigma to me. May I ask where you originated?” 
 
      
 
    Janae huffed out a long breath, “Again, someone wants to know where we come from. Let me tell you clearly, concisely, and concretely, we came from Earth. Not in some metaphorical, historical, or genealogical meaning, but we literally came here from Earth. Neither of us were on the Trailblazer until recently. Now, go ahead, accuse me of being delusional, or insane, or a lying, lost, lunatic.” 
 
      
 
    “I would not accuse you of any of those things. I have only just met you. I do not even know your names. My duties do not fall into the categories you describe. I am not programmed for psychological evaluations, medical treatments, or investigations into someone’s character. My primary purpose and programming is for maintenance of machines in the constituent joints. I assembled and built this decontamination station to help ensure the safety of the people who live in the Isle of Pines, and I have been monitoring the mechanical systems of that habitat. Therefore, and I mean no disrespect, but you are incorrect in assuming I will be accusing you of anything. Your statement of being from Earth is intriguing, as that implies significant breakthroughs in technology, which your RAM regalia already supports, as well as the look of your weapons. That leads me to believe your statement, not discount it. Although, it is improbable, it is not impossible.” 
 
      
 
    “A sarcastic, snotty android?” Janae snarled back as her fingers tapped on the revenger. “Mocking me will…” 
 
      
 
    Ken, trying to placate Janae, and seeking to learn more from Ape, gently inserted himself more into the conversation, “Janae, I believe we got off on the wrong foot, to use an ancient idiom. Let me make proper, and formal introductions.” He turned to the android who was steepling his fingers. “Ape, my name is Ken, and this is Janae. We did come here from Earth, and we used advanced technology, but I must say that you, as an Artificial Person,” Janae glared at Ken when he said that, “are a very impressive work of advanced technology yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Ape replied with a tip of his head, and a slight reddening of his cheeks. 
 
      
 
    Ken went on, “We received a message that there was a tragedy here in the Isle of Pines, and so we journeyed here to see how we could help out. Apparently, the message did not come from you, but it was carried by that yellow automacube. What can you tell me about it? Or what do you think the tragedy is we are to remedy?” 
 
      
 
    “Intriguing,” Ape replied. “His fingers flew across the controls in front of him. “That transport automacube has been sequestered away from typical communication channels, while its log records show numerous unauthorized and unconventional instructions being inserted into it. I cannot trace their origins since the lattice of compeers was destroyed. Those instructions have only left residual traces, as they are designed for one-time-only use and then the channel of instructions is blotted out and readied for additional instructions. Those additional instructions are overlaid on the automacube’s programming, and that makes for layer upon obscuring layer. It is an ingeniously designed method, but not approved by Machine Maintenance. Beyond that, I could only give you basic generalities on transport automacubes. However, I suspect that that is not the information you are seeking. Am I correct?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Ken answered and smiled at the android. As he studied Ape, Ken was able to detect very subtle movements and mannerisms which revealed the android’s non-human nature, but had he not been intensely watching for them, he would not have recognized it. Ape looked very human indeed.   
 
      
 
    “What about this tragedy? What is that about?” Janae asked, as she finally holstered the revenger. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, a tragedy did occur, but sadly, I have very limited information about it. Just shy of FY-30, some kind of incident happened. I was here in the constituent joint doing routine maintenance on some macroactinide capacitor enhancers when all the power systems had a surge. I was damaged and rendered inoperative for a substantial period of time. My consciousness only slowly recovered. I attribute my survival to random luck and providence that I was physically connected to the ship’s power systems, lest I would have certainly been drained dry. It was not until FY-31 that I was restored to the functional level I now possess. At that point, I attempted to contact others, and was not immediately able to do so. The lattice of compeers had been destroyed, and the nonphysicality was in tatters. Since then, I created this decontamination station, and have been awaiting further commands from proper authorities.” 
 
      
 
    “You sat here doing nothing for decades?” Janae twisted her lips into a frown.  
 
      
 
    “I am limited by the fact that my energy needs must be sustained. I cannot move from a small section within this constituent joint without suffering a dangerous loss of energy. My reserve power cells have been damaged.  I can only operate for seventy-three minutes away from the charging outputs here. I have searched the area and found all energy outputs within range of my limitations. It is not a large area. I could possibly make personal repairs, but replacement parts are only available from a Reproduction and Fabrication facility. I have insufficient reserves, and therefore cannot journey to one. I must wait for a reconnection to be able to order the parts needed to effect repairs,” Ape stated calmly. “Thus, I am making myself as useful as possible by monitoring this decontamination station, and halting the radiation from entering the constituent joint beyond this point.” 
 
      
 
    “Ken, did we come all this way to just find out the tragedy took place decades ago?” Janae asked. “Is this all some bootless errand for nothing?” 
 
      
 
    “We met Ape, and that is not ‘for nothing’ but I do understand your frustration. I got the feeling, from the messages we received, that the crisis and tragedy was forthcoming and was in the Isle of Pine, not a historical reference. Here we are not in that biome, and the tragedy Ape describes is decades old. I think we are looking at apples and oranges again.” 
 
      
 
    “Like that fruit we got in prison?” Janae asked, misunderstanding his reference. 
 
      
 
    “Just because one tragedy happened, does not mean a second one will never occur,” Ape stated. “I cannot connect to the lattice of compeers, nor do I have a good estimate of what might be happening to the human society in the Isle of Pines.” 
 
      
 
    Janae leaned over toward Ken, “Ape said he had spoken to some locals, but now he says he does not know what is happening? I am not sure what to believe.” 
 
      
 
    Ken smiled and nodded at her. Then, addressing Ape, he said, “Ape, when did you last speak to a local person?” 
 
      
 
    “That was in FY-78.007” 
 
      
 
    “What is today’s date?” 
 
      
 
    “Today is FY-100.279” 
 
      
 
    Ken rubbed his eyes, “So, you have not spoken to anyone for over twenty years?” 
 
      
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
      
 
    “What happened to those people back then?” Janae pressed. “They could have helped you with your windup battery problem, right?”  
 
      
 
    “My energy storage is not through mechanical or clockwork means—kinetic energy is used from the potential energy, which is stored in a spring or gear in typical windup mechanisms—I am not like that, but I understand your question. They did not agree to help me. They insisted on proceeding into the needle ship, calling it Axis Mundi,” Ape replied. “They rejected my information about the dangers of the radiation which exists there, and claimed to be on a religious pilgrimage. I assume they died from the radiation, but I have no confirmation of that fact. I warned them repeatedly, but they rejected my messages. None returned here.” 
 
      
 
    “You let them go into a radioactive area?” Janae muttered. “You just let them pass here?” 
 
      
 
    “I repeatedly warned them about radiation, and explained it using five other different terms: contamination, pollution, poison, toxin, and venom. While those terms are imprecise, I wanted to impress on them the seriousness of the risks and dangers. My final comment to them was, and I quote, ‘If you go there, you will likely die’ but they ordered me to open the doors and then they continued onward anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “So, they died because they did not help you? Did you arrange for their deaths as some kind of ploy or nefarious plot?” Janae spat out the words.   
 
      
 
    “I did not arrange for their deaths. I strongly suspect that they did die, but you two survived traveling through the needle ship. Since meeting you both, I have reassessed my ideas, since you have proven technology which protected you both. I suppose there is a potential, that those people did survive.” 
 
      
 
    “Ape! Those people did not have RAM clothing. They could not have had it. You opened a door and allowed them to walk to their deaths? Why?” Janae was flabbergasted. “You knew there was lethal radiation, and you still let them go? Helped them to go?”  
 
      
 
    “I am not allowed to restrict human free-will, unless that free-will would cause unwanted direct and imminent physical or emotional damage to another human. In the case of the four people who passed here in FY-78, they chose to proceed, and were not physically damaging each other. I had to respect their free-will. As an android, I cannot restrict a human from making choices, even if those choices result in self-termination.” 
 
      
 
    Janae punched Ape in the face with her fist.  His head rolled back, and he lifted a hand to where a white patch had been imprinted on him. He made no move to stop her from hitting him, but his expression was surprised. “Why did you assault me?” 
 
      
 
    “Self-termination is wrong! You braindead blithering buffoon!” She turned and stomped away, her arms folding across her firm breasts. Hitting the android had been very much like striking a human, and that bothered Janae more than she expected. She thought giving physical release to her anger would reduce it, but it only added sorrow to her angst and anxiety. 
 
      
 
    Ape looked at Ken, while the white damage on his face was darkening back in to match his original complexion. “I do not understand. I am programmed to respect human free-will except when it results in unwanted direct emotional or physical harm to another human.” 
 
      
 
    Ken looked at Janae, and then turned to Ape, “Her very close and intimate friend was murdered, and her killer claimed it was a self-termination.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, dear. That is dreadfully sad,” Ape replied. “She is correct, I am a buffoon, but it was unintentional. I will not mention that topic around her again. Janae, I offer my sincerest apology for my insensitive remarks—even though they were unintentional—and offer my condolences on your loss. Is there an act of contrition I can make, which would alleviate your own suffering and mourning?”    
 
      
 
    Janae turned back and a tear had rolled down her face. “I apologize too. Smacking you was wrong. I guess, I was thinking too much about what happened to Constance, and to the others.” Janae gave Ape a brief, but concise and drastic accounting of Jubal’s and Larson’s actions. 
 
      
 
    “That is appalling. I certainly understand why you are emotional about that. Were I human, I would be sensitive and emotional as well. You have my sincerest condolences, and again, if there is an act of contrition I can make, which would offer you solace, let me know.”  
 
      
 
    “Well, Ape, can you supply us with deck plans or maps?” Janae asked. 
 
      
 
    “I would love to be able to offer those to you. I sincerely would. However, I do not have any conservation slates, micro-computers, or even any capability for printing out diagrams. Nothing like that exists within my realm of influence here. I do have access to deck plans, schematics, and maps, in my programming—that information would only be accurate as of the last time I interfaced with the lattice of compeers—but I have no effective way to easily transfer that information to you. I apologize,” Ape answered.   
 
      
 
    “You have mentioned some lattice of compeers several times,” Ken observed, “what is that? I know compeers is a term for people of similar rank or status, but the way you are speaking about this lattice of compeers, it sounds like something official. Please help me understand.” 
 
      
 
    “The lattice of compeers is the fellowship of artificial intelligences, synthetic brains, and lesser sentient machines, which operates in conjunction with the flight crew to guide the Trailblazer on its mission. Tragically, the lattice of compeers was destroyed.  I believe that occurred at the same time I was damaged back just before FY-30. I have attempted numerous times to contact any remnant of the lattice of compeers, but none exists, so far as I can ascertain. My hope is that the ship’s regenerative processes will heal that damage, and eventually someone will find me here who is willing and able to help.” 
 
      
 
    “That lattice of compeers, well, did it operate using something called a nonphysicality?” Ken asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes. That is the term for the place where links, couplings, communication, and exchanges of information take place. Unfortunately, here it is shattered and fragmented. I am only able to glean small and distorted portions of it, and in those sections which I can glean, I have observed unidentified substances. I find visiting the nonphysicality distinctly unpleasant. I believe the unpleasantness, and those unidentified substances are inaccurate readings and assessments, due to damage in my own interface apparatus. However, my self-diagnostics are unclear on that. It is difficult to know what is legitimate damage in the nonphysicality, and what is legitimate damage in my own operating systems.”  
 
      
 
    Janae’s mind thought of Kimberly, but was also spinning with scenarios, various possibilities, as well as heaps of doubts, and distrust. “So, we should probably just leave now. Please tell me the best way to reach the Isle of Pines.” 
 
      
 
    “Ape, you should come with us. That way you could be our walking, talking, and thinking, map. You could show us through what is virgin territory to us.” 
 
      
 
    “Alas, as I explained, I am unable to leave this area because of my energy needs.” 
 
      
 
    “We have a fus…” 
 
      
 
    Janae grabbed Ken’s arm and whirled him away, and hushed him until they were about a dozen steps from the android, then she said softly, “Not everything needs to be shared.” 
 
      
 
    “But Janae, it might work. I know engineering is not my best attribute, but I think it would work.” 
 
      
 
    “Ken, we do not need a mechanical man leading us around. I just do not trust this android. The fusion pack is our only source of energy for our tools, and our weapons, for our mission. Hook that clockwork clone up to our only energy source and it might be drained, or worse. Then what would we have? Nothing!” 
 
      
 
    “I think it is worth the risk. Kimberly is not available to help. We are lost. Our mysterious helper has not given another clue to what we are to do, and Ape has the knowledge and skills to guide us.” 
 
      
 
    “That artificial person has the capability to kill us. It admitted it let a group of people go into a radioactive deathtrap,” as Janae said artificial person she enunciated the words harshly.   
 
      
 
    “Janae, this is not Jubal’s Artificial Intelligence. I know we are risking our fusion pack, but without someone to guide us, I wonder where we will end up. We might walk into some tragedy and you could be killed. I can hardly bare to think about you getting hurt or killed.” 
 
      
 
    Janae pulled her hands away from Ken. She had not realized she was squeezing his arms so hard, and he had not complained at all. She blew out a long sigh, but that did little to alleviate her concerns. Then, she shook her head, “Ken, you have been very supportive of me, when no one else was. Our time in that Ida biome was a mess, even with the backup implanted method of communication to Kimberly. Now, Kimberly is a mess, and we are lost. Do we dare risk losing more?” 
 
      
 
    “We risk losing Ape as a guide, if we go on alone. I think it is worth the risk, but I do understand your point. Things have not gone well for us here on the Trailblazer. So, Janae, I will leave the decision to you. I trust you. Implicitly. I will fully support what you decide. If it were me, I would risk it, but if you chose not to, I will not mention it again.” 
 
      
 
    Janae stared into Ken’s eyes, and saw his earnestness. Swallowing hard, she looked down and away. Pulse pounding in her ears, stomach churning, mind flashing with images of Constance, Janae made a decision.  
 
      
 
    “We try it.” 
 
      
 
    Ken simply nodded and touched her chin with his finger.  She looked up at him with a slightest shade of a grin. “You better not call me beautiful woman.” 
 
      
 
    “Right.” 
 
      
 
    They turned and walked back to Ape. Ken said, “We have another device called a fusion pack, which supplies our energy needs. I believe it can serve as a supply for your own energy requirements.” 
 
      
 
    Ape extended his hand out, and a small seam appeared in his forearm. “I am unaware of any device called a fusion pack, but that is not surprising, considering your other levels of technology. Energy compatibility is a concern. If your device has an output which is…” 
 
      
 
    “Shut up, Ape,” Janae barked. “The fusion pack modulates its outflow to accommodate antique systems, like yours. My guess is you run off some lufi amalgam sort of arrangement, correct?” 
 
      
 
    “That is essentially correct. The primary power system inside my body consists of…” 
 
      
 
    “I said shut up,” Janae scolded. She grabbed the fusion pack and brought it out. Taking a cable from it she asked, “Where is your access port?” 
 
      
 
    Ape just looked at her. Then the android looked at Ken.   
 
      
 
    “Janae, you did tell him, twice, to shut up. Should he answer you now?” 
 
      
 
    Janae folded her arms and just stared. 
 
      
 
    Ape took a finger from his left hand and pointed to his right forearm where the seam had appeared. He then used a fingernail to flip open a tiny door. The access port was revealed.   
 
      
 
    Janae said, “Sorry about the rude comments I made. Few people should be told to shut up, but you annoyed me. I am just worried this will not work. You may talk to me while we try this.” 
 
      
 
    Ape said, “I appreciate your concern for me.” 
 
      
 
    “I am worried about the fusion pack.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh! I misunderstood. Apologies. My current energy reserve is at 66%. My schedule for recharging has me connect into the ship’s power in thirty-five minutes. I always allow for some buffer-space in the time between charges. To minimize potential damage to your fusion pack, I will only attempt a 10% increase in my reserves. I am not sure if that will help or not, since I am unfamiliar with your fusion pack. From the outside, I cannot ascertain exactly how it…” 
 
      
 
    “Do not make me say shut up again,” Janae plugged in the cable. “Less description, and more concise talk, will be appreciated.” 
 
      
 
    Ape looked at Ken who just shrugged his shoulders.   
 
      
 
    A few moments went by, and then Ape stated, “I am now at 75% of reserve energy. That was significantly faster than typical charges. The energy output was exactly suited for my power systems. The flow was in a—excuse me. I will be more concise. This worked regarding me. How do you assess your fusion pack for operation?” 
 
      
 
    Janae unjacked the cable from Ape’s arm. She hit the switch on the front of the fusion pack and a brilliant light came on. “The light works. The fusion pack is reading as operational.” She checked it over, then drew out her revenger weapon. Turning its barrel downward, she looked at the small gauge near the ammunition chamber. “Still remotely receiving the charges.”  
 
      
 
    “So, it worked!” Ken whooped.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, it did. I will still need to recharge every seventy minutes or so, but if I am allowed access to your fusion pack that can happen quickly,” Ape replied. 
 
      
 
    “Now, Ape, you can come with us. Tell me about the parts you might need to do the repairs on your own systems.” 
 
      
 
    “Before we proceed, do I have your promise to recharge me when I need it?” Ape asked. 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Ken joyfully replied.   
 
      
 
    “And you?” Ape turned to Janae. “Will you allow me to recharge as needed?” 
 
      
 
    “If this continues as a mutually beneficial arrangement, and if the fusion pack suffers no deleterious effects, yes.” 
 
      
 
    “I cannot guarantee what will be found in the Isle of Pines, nonetheless, I am entrusting myself to you both. From what you told me, you both know about betrayal, death, and anguish. I do not wish to be exposed to those things, yet I am dependent on you both. As Ken asked, there are replacement parts I need to have fabricated in order to complete my own repairs. Those parts can be fabricated in…”  
 
      
 
    Janae interrupted, “Ken, our guide here, Ape, should be scouting ahead, and making sure our way is safe, not jabbering on about other things.” She pushed Ape’s shoulder and gestured for him to proceed.   
 
      
 
    “I understand.” Ape walked over to the controls and locked down the doors to the needle ship.  Then he depowered the controls. “Nothing much ever passed this way, so it is best to blockade this passageway.  It is not a perfect protection against incursions by people from the Isle of Pines into what they call Axis Mundi, but it will possibly deter someone. I cannot facilitate their foolish choices if I am not here, therefore, the door gets sealed and made dysfunctional. Should you two need to pass this way, I will share with you the access code.” Ape adjusted some controls, and a nine-section color control pad rose from the small counter. “The entry code is: white, green, blue, brown.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Ape,” Ken said. 
 
      
 
    “Please procced,” Janae gestured.   
 
      
 
    Walking along, Janae stayed a few paces back from Ape, while Ken walked next to her. She offered no comments, and therefore Ken respected her silence.  The passageway widened out to become about thirty meters wide, was adequately illuminated, and came to a point where a slideway had once been operational down its middle.  Handrails for that were still intact, yet from the accumulated dust and scattered debris, it was obvious the slideways had not moved in some time.  
 
      
 
    “I noted you do not carry much by way of food.  You are providing me with my physical needs—energy—therefore, at this point I want to return the favor.” Ape pointed to a sidewall where the letters ESRC were stenciled across a door.  “This is an Emergency Supply Resources Cabinet. The Trailblazer also has Emergency Supply Rescue Cabinets which are nearly identical from the outside. This one has been empty since I recovered from my damages in FY-31, but should you come across one of these in our travels, consider assessing its contents. Typically, the ESRCs are stocked with long-term food in suspended animation, a water supply, fire suppression equipment, tools—including lufi batteries—as well as a vibration saw. Some ESRCs have emergency medical appendages for treatment of injuries or illnesses, while a smaller number also have auxiliary control panels behind the shelves.” 
 
      
 
    “But this one is empty?” Janae asked.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, but I am using this as a visual aid to show you places where you might find needed items,” Ape answered.     
 
      
 
    “ESRC, got it.  Well done. Okay, so now we will watch for those. Thanks Ape!” Ken cheerfully replied.  
 
      
 
    Janae just kind of rolled her eyes, and muttered, “Flirting with an android?” She gestured to Ape to continue moving. 
 
      
 
    Thirty minutes later, Ape stopped.  “This is where the limit of my range would have made me stop. I would like to recharge here, now, if I may.” 
 
      
 
    Janae brought over the fusion pack, and made the connection.   
 
      
 
    “My reserves are now at 100%. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    On they walked, Ape in the lead, Janae and Ken following behind.  When they reached a foyer-type of location, there were six glowing hand-shaped symbols on a wall.  Only one of those was blue color, the others were either yellow or red.   
 
      
 
    “The elevators here only have one functional car,” Ape stated. “That is an unfortunate occurrence.” 
 
      
 
    “You mean we are trapped?” Janae asked.   
 
      
 
    “No. We are just limited in our options. I was thinking that perhaps we could travel from here directly to Reproduction and Fabrication which is at the gravitational top of the habitat. The elevators which traverse to that location are nonfunctional, as seen by the red indicator lights. Additionally, there should be six other elevators, but those are not reading any power at all, and therefore, there are no indicator lights on them at all.” 
 
      
 
    “So, what does the yellow mean?” Ken asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yellow is a warning sign and I would not counsel any use of those elevators, either. Inanimate cargo might be safe for transport via those elevators, but for humans and other sentient beings, it is not safe. Yellow is a general warning, and without in-depth diagnostics, I cannot tell if it is simple error in gravity manipulation, inertia suppression, or atmospheric conditions within the car or the shafts.” 
 
      
 
    “There is the blue one, and we know that blue has worked before, so, I think we are being guided in that direction,” Janae said. 
 
      
 
    “That is one valid way of interpreting our circumstances. Ideally, we could have utilized the tube transport system, to arrive at specific locations within the Isle of Pines biome, or regions in the shell. However, as we have walked, I have seen no active tube transport terminals. There should be a transport hub down that hallway, but there are no indicators that it is functional. The transport hub near where you and I first met had been dysfunctional since I recovered from my damages, and that suggests…” 
 
      
 
    “Ape!” Janae interrupted, but with a grin on her face. “I do not want to tell you to shut up again, but you are talking too much. Babbling is bad. The message we received was about a tragedy and crisis in the Isle of Pines. Can we get there from here?” 
 
      
 
    “Apologies, Janae. Yes, the solitary functioning elevator leads directly to the stern section of the Isle of Pines biome.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. Not exactly concise, but better,” Janae said and walked over to stand near the blue glowing symbol. She drew out her weapon and nodded at Ken. “Tants got us once, but never again.” 
 
      
 
    Ken drew out his own revenger weapon. “I am here for you, and am ready. This time not kidnappers, or dead bodies, right, beautiful woman?” 
 
      
 
    Ape looked puzzled. 
 
      
 
    Janae blew out a long breath saying, “You are incorrigible.” 
 
      
 
    “I detect elements of unrequited flirtation which is difficult for me to decipher. Would you please…” 
 
      
 
    “Ape, shut up! I mean it. We are opening this elevator. Be prepared for something nasty or unexpected,” Janae barked and then pressed her hand against the symbol.      
 
      
 
    The elevator doors slid open with a gentle swoosh sound. The car was intact, clean, and well-illuminated.  
 
      
 
    Ken let out a loud exhalation of relief as he holstered the revenger.  “Lack of surprises is an attractive thing. Indeed, that is sweet.”  
 
      
 
    Janae stepped into the elevator, but pointed her revenger all around as if seeking some target to destroy. “Get in here, Ape, and show us where we are supposed to go.” 
 
      
 
    The android walked in, and his lips were so tightly held together that his face was comically distorted.  He pressed one of the illuminated buttons which were on a column on the wall.   
 
      
 
    “The door is closing,” a recorded mechanical voice stated from hidden speakers. “Proceeding to habitat entry.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that an AI?” Ken asked, as he looked at Ape.   
 
      
 
    Ape’s lips remained firmly clenched together.   
 
      
 
    “Janae, may he answer my questions? Please?”  
 
      
 
    Janae snapped back, “He may answer, but concisely, precisely, and without babbling elaborations.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Ape stated.  
 
      
 
    “No, what?” Ken asked. 
 
      
 
    “No… sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Ape, that is too concise. Are you being rude or just obtuse?” Janae asked.   
 
      
 
    “Not rude. Trying to comply. That voice is not an artificial intelligence.” 
 
      
 
    When the elevator doors opened, Janae, with her revenger still in hand, looked out at the next room.  It was a dull taupe color on the walls, and another set of doors, tightly shut, were across the way. The room was only about five meters wide, roughly square, and lit from overhead. Next to the doors was a nine-section color control pad, and on the doors, were boldly printed messages.     
 
      
 
    Ken read the signs which were all across the far wall, “BEWARE: no animals are allowed outside of the biome. Protection of the biome is YOUR responsibility. Invasion by non-approved species is a threat to all life here. For the mission to succeed, all biomes must remain pure, undefiled, intact, and properly isolated. This means YOU!” Ken punctuated the word written in bold with tones in his voice for emphasis. Then he added his own comments, “I wonder if they are serious?” 
 
      
 
    “Biome integrity is essential. Of course, they are serious,” Ape replied, but then looked at Janae and snapped his mouth tightly shut.    
 
      
 
    Janae suppressed a grin, but gestured back toward the elevator door. There a similar sign read, “Do not allow any of the biome’s floral or fauna to escape from its proper place. Purity of environments is YOUR responsibility.” Janae looked at the two different signs, and then said, “I take these to mean we have reached the Isle of Pines. I see nothing overt about any pending tragedy.” 
 
      
 
    “Neither do I,” Ken agreed. “We could sleep here, and then open these doors after a good rest.” He was recalling the bull which had killed the tant. He did not want to encounter such a beast again, especially as tired as he was. “Face the tragedy, whatever it is, with fresh energy and rested spirits.” 
 
      
 
    “Good idea,” Janae agreed. “Although, a bare floor is not the best of accommodations.” 
 
      
 
    “I will require recharging periodically,” Ape reminded them.  
 
      
 
    “Did you honestly think we would both sleep at the same time?” Janae asked. “Seriously? That will not happen. Ken, you sleep for a while now, I will be on guard, then we trade.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood.” Ken got down on the floor and was soon asleep. 
 
      
 
    “If only I had a mancala set to use,” Janae muttered under her breath.  
 
      
 
    “We could have a meaningful discussion about androids, ethics, and anthropology,” Ape suggested.  
 
      
 
    “Silence will be better.” Janae sat down on the floor and just pondered what had been happening, but kept alert to any possible dangers.   
 
      
 
    Later, after both people had slept, and the android had been recharged at intervals, both Ken and Janae were ready to continue. 
 
      
 
    “So, Ape, open this up for us.” She leveled her revenger at the door.   
 
      
 
    Ken drew out his own revenger and was ready. 
 
      
 
    The android walked over and pushed a sequence on the nine-section color control pad. He pressed red, red, yellow, yellow, and white.  Immediately, the elevator doors behind them clanked with a metallic, locking sound. Hissing came from ventilation ducts high in the sidewalls. Air whooshed around them, the doors to the biome parted in the middle as they slid back into their own pockets.   
 
      
 
    The air on the room rushed out from the vents in a forceful blast and into the biome.  Light shone through as the doors continued to slide all the way open.   
 
      
 
    “We have arrived at the Isle of Pines. Now, to find whatever tragedy awaits,” Janae said as she stepped forward.  
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    5  
 
    A Creature Attacks 
 
      
 
      
 
    Janae shielded her eyes against the glare of light, but kept alert for anything which posed a potential danger. In her heart, she thought she would be seeing another biome like Ida, but the vista before her was dramatically different. She carefully stepped through the entryway, whose doors were in a wall which stretched off to both sides, and above her farther than she could see.     
 
      
 
    Ken stepped out of the passage next, his revenger pointing in different directions as he turned about, surveying the area. Looking up, he could only see a canopy of trees, with white glare above that. These trees were very straight with brown trunks, which were very similar sizes in diameter. The trees had branches beginning about three or four meters up from the ground, and on the branches, were fine, straight, green spikes. Those branches were interwoven with the boughs of nearby trees. Otherwise, the trees looked more like a scattering of upright pipes or pillars, covered by a rough brown exterior. The ground beneath the trees was dotted with some kind of plants—about knee high—which had flat, oblong, small leaves. The air was heavy with moisture, and fog drifted about the pines.   
 
      
 
    A snapping sound caused Ken and Janae to both jump about and aim their revengers back toward the elevator.  Ape held his hands up, palms toward them. “It was just the doors closing. Please do not shoot.” 
 
      
 
    Janae pulled up the muzzle of her revenger, and turned back to the forest all around her. “What is this place? No buildings, roadways, or anything.” 
 
      
 
    “There are trees everywhere,” Ken commented as he walked over to the nearest one. He noted that he stepped off a permalloy floor and onto dirt and earth, from which the plants and trees were growing. He was surprised he thought of the term “earth” as he almost never considered that in its archaic meaning as a synonym for dirt. Earth was the name of the dead planet where Dome 17 was, nothing more. Yet, he had thought of it in an ancient meaning, as like dirt. The only real dirt he had ever seen was in that Ida habitat. He shuddered to think of Ida and the butchered tant. Around Dome 17, the ground was just dried-out, toxic, sandy dust, or rubble of a destroyed society. Touching the tree, he felt its hard, uneven bark, and it was sticky. The trunks were covered in bark which was widely grooved, uneven, rough, and flakey. Yet, the parts that flaked off were sticky and hard. Knots—or lumps or bumps or something—marred the symmetry of the trunks, and gave Ken the impression of being the joints from former branches, but he could not say why he felt that way. The sticky substance on his hand was irritating and had a pungent smell.   
 
      
 
    “Note how cold it is here?” Janae asked. “My RAM suit says it is only about thirteen degrees. Not freezing cold, but truly colder than I expected.” 
 
      
 
    “Ape? Is the life support in this biome broken? Is that the tragedy?” 
 
      
 
    The android replied, “I have not run complete diagnostics on this biome, but I see nothing which is out of the ordinary for the Isle of Pines.” 
 
      
 
    “What? You mean it is supposed to be this damp and cold? Sure, my RAM suit will recycle the water, that is great, but this is excessively cold to be normal.” 
 
      
 
    “Ken, maybe this is really supposed to be this way? I am cold too, but old-time tales spoke about seasons and such. This could be a problem for us. RAM suits can handle most any environmental problems—like radiation—but no place on Earth is ever less than thirty degrees. Well, the exception to that is inside Dome 17 where it is always twenty-two degrees.” 
 
      
 
    “Janae, we do not have internal heating apparatus. That was never needed outside Dome 17, as cooling was always required,” Ken responded.  
 
      
 
    “I wonder if Jubal knew this place was frozen like this?” 
 
      
 
    Ken turned and asked, “Ape? Is this biome completely frozen like this everywhere?” 
 
      
 
    “It is not technically completely frozen. While I am not programmed for ecology, or bionetworking, or zoonomology, or climatology, I do know that water freezes at zero degrees, and it is currently above that temperature here. Therefore, this biome is not completely froz…” 
 
      
 
    “Ape, shut up, with all that blathering, and understand we are looking for help, not lectures, or oral recitations. Is this biome this cold everywhere inside it?” 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “Good, then lead us to where it is it warmer,” Janae ordered. 
 
      
 
    “I cannot.” 
 
      
 
    “Ape, we need your help. We do not know this biome at all, and I am honestly getting cold here,” Ken stated. “Now, would you please lead us to a warmer part of this habitat?”  
 
      
 
    “I do not have monitoring devices to inform me of where it is warmer, or colder. I only have the temperature readings from my own body, and the basic information on the Isle of Pines. If I say more, Janae will accuse me of blathering.” 
 
      
 
    Janae chuckled a bit, and rubbed her hands together. “I guess I deserved that. Ape here must be programmed for sarcasm. I saw an access port back by the entry doors. I will try connecting in Kimberly again. Perhaps our own AI will be able to better assess what is happening, and I should find out how Kimberly is doing on self-repairs.” 
 
      
 
    “I too saw the access port, and I considered that as well, but is it safe?” 
 
      
 
    “Ken, I allowed us to risk the fusion pack,” Janae replied. “I think we can jack into an access port and see if Kimberly can assess what is happening here. We need information, and besides, Kimberly may have made the needed repairs.” 
 
      
 
    Ape chimed in, “I am good at machine repairs, if I have the replacement parts needed. I wish I could assist in aiding this friend of yours named Kimberly.” 
 
      
 
    “Humph. You are not really even aiding us now.” Janae reached up and turned on the com-link. “Kimberly? Can you hear me?” 
 
      
 
    Speaking on the area audio from the com-link, Kimberly replied, “Yes, Janae. I was becoming worried about you and Ken. Are you safe? I see from your position, and from the audio and visual feeds you have now activated, you are in a biome. How may I assist you?” 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly, what is your functional status?” Janae asked. 
 
      
 
    “All my systems are functioning in perfect harmony—not three-part harmony—but perfect pitch harmony. I am fit as a fiddle and ready to play,” Kimberly replied. “Visual signals show you are… you are… you are… in a different biome.” 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly, our RAM suits have no intrinsic heating elements, and it is chilly in this biome. Would you be able to assess the mechanical aspects of this habitats and let me know of its condition?” Janae asked, but her mind was already deeply concerned about Kimberly’s mental status. “We need whatever information you can provide to help us maneuver safely here.”  
 
      
 
    “I am happy to assist!” Kimberly replied. “Connect me into… into… into… an access port. Please reconnect me so I may continue my assessment.” 
 
      
 
    Janae, somewhat against her better judgment, pulled out the cable and inserted it into the access port next to the entry doors.   
 
      
 
    “I am interfacing with the nonphysicality. Sedna is here,” Kimberly replied. “Fimbul has settled into… into the realm of vetur’s fortifications due to the binding of Fenrir… Fenrir… Fenrir… Three frosts came in a row with no equinox in between. It was a plodding, devastating season of cold which descended upon the good and fair people… good and fair people… good and fair people… Darkness and frigidity, which the prophecies had called the vetur… The giants came out from the warm caverns to mother the lost children of the cold, ice, and forever white.  The great bruins set about destroying the abode of the fair people, and the entire cosmos along with it. They ran across the land with their jaws on the ground… on the ground… on the ground… The mothering giant bearing a heart filled with compassion, rendered aid to the ice children, but wept as the children of cold were in anguish and suffering… suffering… Fimbul, vetur, skrimsli and farlige endrede isbjorner… farlige endrede isbjorner…” 
 
      
 
    Janae quickly pulled the cable from the access port and it retracted back into her com-link. “Kimberly is a mess. I guess we proceed onward.” 
 
      
 
    “That is our tragedy. I was afraid our AI would be like that,” Ken added. “We must find a way to get back to our scout.” Turning to Ape, Ken asked, “Can you lead us to Hanger 5?” 
 
      
 
    “Hanger 5 is an incomplete address,” Ape replied. “There are hanger bays around all habitats, and on the needle ship. I would need to know the exact, and proper designation of the place you want to reach. Then, I could index it with my records and let you know how to reach it.” 
 
      
 
    “Hanger 5 is outside of Ida habitat,” Janae snapped.  
 
      
 
    “Ida habitat is not an official designation, either. Of the eight habitats, and the needle ship, I estimate that there are at least eighteen different locations which could be called Hanger 5. That is assuming that the original and official designation for that location included the terms hanger and the number 5. The number of possible sites might increase to a maximum of four hundred locations if only the term hanger was included in the original designation. If you are considering a…” 
 
      
 
    “Just shut up, Ape!” Janae scolded. “Blathering on and on is a waste of my time. Come on, Ken, we will seek out whatever human population lives here.” 
 
      
 
    “How do we know any human population lives here?” Ken asked and spread his hands wide. 
 
      
 
    “Well, what did we hear over and over from that automacube? It kept saying there was major crisis, with people in danger. And asking us to help avert a tragedy. Ape said some people had come from this place, years ago,” Janae replied, “And I spied a sign post over there.” Janae pointed.   
 
      
 
    Looking where she indicated, Ken did see a sign which was partially hidden behind the trunks of the trees.  It was a slightly unusual shade of green and was bent at a slight angle. Several small birds flew off from around that sign, but they were lost in the foggy air.  The visibility was inhibited beyond a dozen meters away or so, rendering everything out there just shadows and fog.    
 
      
 
    “It is a place to start, and I must be getting used to the temperature, I am still chilled, but not literally freezing.” 
 
      
 
    The three of them walked around the trees and reached the place where the bent sign was located.  It had a word on it with an arrow, “Igaliku.” From the way the sign was twisted and bent, the arrow just pointed downward toward the roots of some of the trees.  Ken looked that way anyway, but saw no opening or door or hatch. He had not really expected to, but did not discount the possibility. 
 
      
 
    “What is an Igaliku?” Janae asked. 
 
      
 
    Ken looked at Ape, but the android’s mouth was held tightly shut.  “Ape, please tell me what is an Igaliku.” 
 
      
 
    “A town.” 
 
      
 
    “So, we head for this town, then. There we ask the local people about some crisis or tragedy, and see if some of them can help us.” Janae reached over and touched the sign.  It fell to the ground, broken off at one of the twisted bends. “Soft metals wear out. They should have used permalloy for the signpost. Which direction? Ape, in a simple, concise answer, please tell me which direction you think this town is located.” 
 
      
 
    “Downhill.” 
 
      
 
    “Like the arrow, funny stuff, clockwork clown, but you were concise,” Janae smiled. “Better, thank you. But elaborate some, without blathering.” 
 
      
 
    “Follow the landscape down toward the sea at the middle of this biome. The town is along the shoreline, according to my records,” Ape replied. “I was not trying to be clownish, nor humorous, sarcastic, or ironic. I am trying to help in the best way that I can using the limited resources…” He stopped speaking since Janae was glaring at him. 
 
      
 
    The pine forest’s ground did have a distinct slope and the three of them meandered along in a generally downhill direction. Bird calls came from the trees, along with some rustling noises, whose sources were hard to determine. The fog grew thicker as they continued onward, and the temperature dropped as they walked. Not too long later, they emerged from the woods and entered a small clearing where the fog was not as dense and the canopy of trees overhead was open.  Looking up, they could see a lighted band across the air above them, but it was all diffuse, yet Ken considered it was probably a sky tube, like Ida’s, made murky by the fog, and clouds.  
 
      
 
    “This air is wet enough to drink, and getting colder,” Ken stated.  
 
      
 
    “Agreed, and over there is some kind of white ground covering,” Janae pointed. 
 
      
 
    The clearing was surrounded on nearly all sides by the pine forest, but where Janae pointed there were some pinkish gray colored rocks jutting up from the ground. The tops of those rocks had a coating or layer of something white on them. As they walked toward the rocks, they heard dull roaring, gushing, and rumbling noises coming from beyond the rocks.    
 
      
 
    As they approached, they saw what was making the noise. Ken and Janae were staring at the sight. It was hard for their minds to comprehend.   
 
      
 
    “Flowing water!” Janae marveled. “It is moving so fast it is white, or is it polluted with toxic materials?” 
 
      
 
    Ape responded, “I seriously doubt it is polluted or toxic, although I am not programmed for hydrological assessments. The apparent white color to the water is formed by the rapid movement, propelled by gravity manipulation, causing this small river to disturb its laminar flow and create turbulence. These rapids—nearly on the scale of a cascade—are characterized by the river water depth being variable, with some rocks exposed above the flow’s surface. As that flowing water splashes over and around the rocks, its speed is altered, and air bubbles become mixed in with it, therefore producing portions of the surface which appear a white color.  That is in direct contrast to the white of the frost which you can see on the tops and river-side of the rocks. Frost typically forms when a surface—such as these rocks—cools through loss of infrared radiation reaching a temperature below the dewpoint of the air next to the surface, while the temperature of that surface is below zero. Those conditions exist here, as along the river it is colder and more humid than it was in the pine forest.” 
 
      
 
    This time, Janae did not tell Ape to “shut up” and, instead, she just stared at the sight of the rushing waters as they tumbled down the steep incline.   
 
      
 
    “I need to recharge,” Ape stated. “May I please do so here, before we progress further along?” 
 
      
 
    Janae removed the fusion pack and handed it to Ape, but kept her eyes on the flowing water. She said in a reverent awe, “So much water, just flowing free. Amazing.” 
 
      
 
    “Look out!” Ken screamed. He grabbed onto Janae and pulled her away as something bounded over the rocks and narrowly missed them both.   
 
      
 
    Janae and Ken fell onto the ground as the creature snorted loudly and turned itself about. It had two enormous curved horns, roughly the same size as its head, which bent back and around and then made nearly a complete circle, ending with their tips pointed forward. Tilting its head down, it rose on its back two legs and leapt toward Ken and Janae again.   
 
      
 
    Rolling to the side, and barely escaping being smacked by the head of the creature, Ken’s heart was racing. The killing of the tant by the bull was in his mind, but this creature was not black, it was brown color with a white muzzle, and intense black eyes. The swirled horns dominated Ken’s attention, and the creature rose again on its rear set of legs, and then thrust its head directly toward him.   
 
      
 
    “Get out of the way!” Janae yelled. She had the revenger out and was trying to line up a shot.   
 
      
 
    Before Janae could fire, the creature smashed into Ken directly, striking him in his leg as he tried to dodge away. The creature stumbled and dropped briefly to its knees.   
 
      
 
    Piff.  Piff. 
 
      
 
    Janae fired twice at the creature, but her shots went just over its head and impacted into the granite rocks behind it.   
 
      
 
    “Uggh!” Janae cried out and fell. A second, and heretofore, unseen creature, had rammed her from behind. She went sprawling down face first onto the cold ground.   
 
      
 
    Ken leapt up and waved his hands over his head. “Go away! Leave her alone!” He rushed right at the creature who had struck Janae. It turned and rose up to meet his charge. He understood it was about to ram him, and he tried to draw out his own revenger, but the creature struck him as he pulled it from his holster. The weapon flew from his grasp and clattered into the rocks.   
 
      
 
    With his arm stinging, and his leg throbbing, Ken spun about and kicked at the legs of one of the creatures.  It leaped out of the way easily, and avoided Ken’s clumsy attempts at self-defense.  
 
      
 
    Janae, had rolled onto her back and was about to fire her revenger, when Ken saw that its muzzle was caked with dirt. 
 
      
 
    “Wait! Clogged!” Ken yelled at the top of his lungs, his two words echoing out and over the river, while he waved his uninjured arm.  
 
      
 
    Janae pulled up at the last moment and did not squeeze down on the trigger. Something in Ken’s panicked voice made her hesitate.  In that moment, the two creatures, both wooly and brown colored, nimbly jumped onto the rocks and bounded, in several jumps, down and across the river. Ken turned and saw that they skipped from rock to rock like it was nothing. On the far side of the river, obscured a bit by the fog and mist, Ken could see a meadow with numerous other creatures of a similar kind. They all stampeded away and before Janae could even climb to where Ken was, they had disappeared around the trunks of trees and were lost in the foggy recesses of the pine forest. 
 
      
 
    Janae looked at her revenger, and with disgust pulled the cold, clogged, dirt and grasses from its barrel.  “I should have just shot that thing.” 
 
      
 
    “Janae, I am not sure what would have happened,” Ken replied as he sat down on a rock and looked for his own weapon.  His arm was numb and his leg was pounding in pain. “Without an exit for the projectile, would it have blown up?” 
 
      
 
    “Willie would not make something that would explode, would he?” Janae asked. In her mind, she wondered if Willie had been in on the conspiracy. She had serious reservations about anything from Dome 17 now, but the revenger had worked for the first two shots. “He never warned us about cleaning it or anything like that.” 
 
      
 
    “John did not warn us about creatures ramming their heads into us and nearly killing us. That bull in Ida killed that tant that way, well, sort of. That bull had pointy horns, and now these circle-horn creatures attack us.” Ken was searching around the rocks for the lost weapon, but his leg injury was hindering his movements. 
 
      
 
    “How badly hurt are you?” Janae asked.  
 
      
 
    “I do not think any bones are broken, but that thing hits hard. Does it damage its own brain, striking with its head like that?” 
 
      
 
    “Let me connect you to the medical kit, but I agree, those things hit hard. Had I not been knocked down; all that force could have squished me.” As she opened her backpack she saw where the fusion pack normally was stored.  “Wait! Where is the android?” 
 
      
 
    Ken stopped his search, and looked around. He spied the forest, the rapidly flowing river, the rocks, and the opposite side of the river. Ape was nowhere to be seen.  “Ape! Ape! Where are you?” 
 
      
 
    There was no answer.   
 
      
 
    “We will find him in a moment, now we fix you up,” Janae pulled out the medical kit, and squatted down next to Ken. She pulled up the leg of his RAM suit and connected the medical kit’s wires to his bruised flesh. Activating the diagnostic button, the medical kit scrolled out its findings. “Patient is Ken. Moderate contusive hematoma injury of right leg in tissue epidermis extending to the rectus femoris and vastus lateralis, due to blunt-force trauma. Minor contusions to right arm in epidermis and extensor digitorum. Prognosis excellent. Consume one trauma pack. Full recovery expected in sixteen minutes. No residual damage.” A small blue package slid out from the bottom of the medical kit. 
 
      
 
    “Eat this,” Janae said, and placed the trauma packet into the hand of his uninjured arm.  
 
      
 
    Ken took the packet, ripped it open, and ate it. It had no taste. As he did, his eye caught sight of his revenger sticking up from between several rocks about three meters away.  It surprised him how far the weapon had flown.  “I see my revenger.” 
 
      
 
    “Good, if those creature return, we will need to fight them off.” Janae scrambled over and recovered Ken’s weapon. “Your muzzle did not get planted in the wet dirt like mine did. The watery mist is so thick here.” 
 
      
 
    Ken took the weapon and held it in his uninjured hand. He aimed it away from Janae, but had it ready, should the attacking creatures surprise them again. 
 
      
 
    Janae was busy clearing the end of her revenger with one of the implements on her multitool. The tiny brush was removing the dirt and junk from the barrel. “It looks clean now.” 
 
      
 
    “What about Ape?” 
 
      
 
    Janae looked around. The white tops of the rocks were very slippery, and some of the white frost had been knocked off by the creatures’ feet. Between the rocks some footprints were visible in the cold mud. “It looks like Ape tried to jump away,” Janae pointed with the revenger. “fleeing those attacking circle-horns.”  
 
      
 
    Ken disconnected the medical kit, and stored it in his backpack. He got to his feet, the pain easing and the throbbing much more manageable, “Agreed. He should be able answer us.  Ape! Ape! Where are you!” 
 
      
 
    Janae called out as well.  Then she saw skid marks and large areas where mud and frost had been scrapped away from some rocks. The marks led down a nearly vertical side of a rock toward where the rushing waters were flowing. “Ken, I think I know what happened to our android friend. It looks like he jumped up here to escape those creatures, but lost his footing, or was knocked about.” 
 
      
 
    “Is he unconscious?” Ken asked as she stumbled over to see. “Or just obeying your commands to shut up?”  
 
      
 
    Janae’s voice was flat, “I wish that were the case. It looks like he fell into that furious water. And our fusion pack went with him!” 
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    Town of Igaliku 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ken and Janae searched all around the rocky edge of the river, but found no other sign of Ape, nor of the fusion pack.  They could only see a short distance down the river, as the mists coming off the water were thick. Breezes occasionally gave short moments where the fog parted and the far side was visible, but no other animals attacked, or were seen there. Overhead, the glow from the sky tube was diffuse, but marked a lighter area of gray. It was so unlike Ida, and vastly different than anything they had seen in or around Dome 17.  Moisture beaded up on their faces, and their RAM suits recycling systems registered as “full,” a condition neither of them had ever seen when on missions to other domes.   
 
      
 
    “I suppose we should progress onward. There is no sign of him here,” Ken said in frustration. He looked down at the revenger which was still in his hand.  “At least those creatures have not returned.”  
 
      
 
    “That is good. Do you think they are the crisis and tragedy we are here to address? Are they killing all the people here? Is that what this is all about?” 
 
      
 
    “Janae, I just do not know. How good will these weapons be without the fusion pack? I know that Willie said it would make its own ammunition and fire multiple times on a charge, but there were a lot of those creatures.”  
 
      
 
    “And all our other tools run off the fusion pack, too, well, except for the RAM suits, but we should have plenty of reserve energy.” 
 
      
 
    Janae walked over and pulled out the medical kit. Looking at the gauges, she saw the power level indicated 96%. 
 
      
 
    “We have hardly used this, just fixing your battered leg and arm. Nothing major, and yet, it is down four percent already. Come on, we will follow this flow of water and look for Ape, and our fusion pack.” She then put away the medical kit.  “I will watch for the fusion pack, and Ape, you keep alert for these creatures.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe, they are attracted to beautiful women?” Ken joshed.  
 
      
 
    “Is that why they attacked you first?” 
 
      
 
    “Touché, a point well taken. I suspect they were drawn by my irresistible charms and repartee.” 
 
      
 
    “Jerome once said something about animal magnetism, but you know how he is.” Janae caught herself, wondering if Jerome—that other adventurer—was alive somewhere. She coughed and continued, “I know your charms and repartee have made me want to knock you around, so sure, you are probably correct.” 
 
      
 
    Ken saw no sight of the creatures which had rammed him and Janae, but other life was all around.  Flying animals glided out of the fog and over the river, flapping their wings and making calls, squeals, and chirps as they did. Some of those noises were drowned out by the sound of the river, but others did penetrate to Ken’s and Janae’s hearing. Small things scurried away in the undergrowth, but were not visible, and their passage was marked mostly by tousled grasses or other plants which were bent and swayed by them.  
 
      
 
    Ken and Janae walked along, following the course of the water. The pine forest was irregularly set back from the river by a margin of about a dozen meters, but the landscape was rocky, slanted, and uneven. There was the frost on the rocks, and as they descended, those white patches appeared on some of the more exposed areas of the ground as well.  The plants were slick, and as they walked, they had to take their time to avoid falling.  Janae saw nothing of the fusion pack, nor of Ape.  The size of the fusion pack made her wonder if it was hidden somewhere under the white frothing water.   
 
      
 
    “Ken, should I ask Kimberly to scan for the fusion pack?” Janae suggested, but her heart was not in it.   
 
      
 
    “How can it hurt?” He sounded as dejected as she felt about the prospect of talking to Kimberly again. 
 
      
 
    Janae tapped on her com-link, “Kimberly, we have lost the fusion pack. Please scan this area and direct us to its location.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly’s voice came through the area audio, “Please reconnect me to the nonphysicality so I can… so I can… so I can… Lost fusion pack? Series of tragedies, but I will… I will… I will… May weights be wildered and yonder wonders happen. Snow piles up, and cliffs be broken. The world be shaken… world be shaken… world be shaken… may the weather worsen, then the wonders happen. Fusion packs be… packs be… packs be… the frozen children will suffer no ill, nor threaten, but all be lost, to be found again.” 
 
      
 
    Janae shut down the com-link. “No help there at all. If the fusion pack is in the water, it could be lodged anywhere under that flow.” 
 
      
 
    “Or Ape could be holding onto it and is down where the water ends,” Ken answered. “It has to end somewhere, right? Ape said something about a sea, and a coastline, and a town—that Igaliku place.” 
 
      
 
    “So, we go onward. The cold is getting worse.  I can actually see my breath floating in the air,” Janae said and pulled up the hood on her RAM suit. After just a moment, she pulled it back down. “That does not help at all, and the air here blows with force.” 
 
      
 
    “I tried the hood and gloves too, but I think the water recycling just made me feel colder. No creatures in sight, but no Ape, or the fusion pack, either.” 
 
      
 
    On they descended, in the foggy, cold, and noisy passage next to the river. After some time, they reached a place where they could see that the river’s descent was not as steep.  The fog was a bit less dense, and the way ahead was more revealed.  With that came louder noises of splashing, and that gave them each pause.   
 
      
 
    With revengers in hand—Ken no longer limping and again able to use both hands equally well—they, because of caution, proceeded at an even slower pace. The splashing noises came from the river and were of a different character than the roar of its tumbling over the rocks.  In places, the river was now clear, still swiftly moving, but not as turbulent. The frost was heavier and coated most of the rocks, not just their tops.  The ground leveled out somewhat, and Janae and Ken walked closer to the river looking for the fusion pack or for Ape.   
 
      
 
    “Look down there!” Ken exclaimed, but was startled as his breath made a vague cloud as he spoke. He was looking at where the river widened out and the fog lifted. In the distance, there were numerous things moving in the water. They were wiggly, pinkish colored, and heading against the flow of the water. Some were leaping up from the water, and landing with a splash. Others were flipping their rear parts so vigorously it caused the splashing sounds they were hearing. 
 
      
 
    “There are dozens of them. Are these John’s fish?” Janae asked. She recalled Dome 17’s biologist and his obsession with the aquatic animals which lived on Earth prior to the Great Event. 
 
      
 
    “That would fit with his classroom descriptions. I did not pay much attention to the old recordings he would play for us. Are they carnivorous?” 
 
      
 
    “Ken, you think these water animals ate the android?” 
 
      
 
    “No, but most animals feed on other animals, right? Some kind of food chain scheme. Plants get eaten by basic animals, who get eaten by other animals, who in turn get eaten by still other, and usually bigger animals. There was also some kingdom of insects which I really do not understand. This is the time we really do need Kimberly.” 
 
      
 
    “Or a functional data stick and reader,” Janae mused. “Say, check that one we have.” 
 
      
 
    “It was inert before. Do you expect something different here?” Ken was puzzled. “Without a reader, it is useless. I tried it in my RAM suit, but when I did, nothing happened.” 
 
      
 
    “Just check it again.” 
 
      
 
    Ken pulled the data stick out of his backpack, and, as he expected, it was dysfunctional.  “Nothing.” He slid it into his suit. “Still, nothing.” 
 
      
 
    “So, no way to check on anything here, except for our own minds and memories.” 
 
      
 
    “Do not forget your beauty, and my charms and irresistible conversational skills,” Ken bantered back. He was uncertain of what to make of the swimming things. The water was so clear he could see the bottom of the river, and as he stepped closer to the swimming things—fish he decided to call them—they were shown to be about a half meter long, mostly pinkish but with black, or perhaps blue spots. Some had a silver-blue sheen, but it was difficult to tell as they were bumping into each other in their frenzied swimming.   
 
      
 
    There was no sign of the fusion pack, nor of Ape. They watched for footprints in the frost, or in the mud, and while several times they did find tracks of something—coming to the edge of the river—none of those looked like human tracks. Several were larger than human feet would leave, as Ken compared the mark his own foot left with the longer, and wider track of whatever had been there before him. None of the tracks looked like they were left by the android, Ape. Nor did they see a broken body, which is what Janae expected. In her heart, she hoped that when that broken body was found, the android would still be clutching the fusion pack. Alas, nothing was found. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, in that cold, overcast, and wet environment they walked onward. The river got wider, and the fish were more present, but still no signs of the fusion pack or Ape. Then ahead of them, they drew close enough to see through the thinning fog to where the river emptied into a vast expanse of water. The banks on each side of the river merged with a coastline and that extended away as far as they could see—but the fog still prevented them from seeing beyond about a hundred meters or so in either direction. Above them, the sky tube’s light still made the fog shimmer, but it was not like seeing that light in the Ida habitat. The fog also obscured seeing how far out the water extended before them, but that water lapped along the coast to either side of them. 
 
      
 
    “Wow! That is amazing. I can hardly comprehend so much water,” Janae exclaimed. “I guess John’s visual aids in class were correct. This must be that sea the android spoke about.” 
 
      
 
    “I should have listened better to John,” Ken confessed. “I wish now I had paid attention to his projections from the old history files.” 
 
      
 
    “You were paying too much attention to the women in the class, I imagine,” Janae said, but it was not as an insult, and Ken barely heard it.   
 
      
 
    Neither knew how long they just stared at that water, the river flowing into the sea, and the fish merrily swishing their tails and fins as they fought to go upstream. Nonetheless, after an extended time, Janae pulled her eyes away and looked down the coast.  
 
      
 
    “Ken, we must search this area for the fusion pack, and that android.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you want me to yell for him? I will, but it might alert those creatures that attacked us. If they hear and come, we can fight, but I think Ape would call out to us, if he could.” 
 
      
 
    “I think the risk of the creatures is real, and the hope of that android hearing us is small. But we should search, right?” Janae’s words were a bit quivery as she shook in the cold. 
 
      
 
    “How? First, I did not see his body in the river anywhere, did you? If it is lodged up in that whitewater between some rocks, I doubt we will ever find it, no matter how long we search. If it washed down here, we would see it. That river looks like it is less than a meter deep now. Sure, it is wide, but… well… those fish things. If he was prone, I suppose he could be under the water, even if it was only a meter deep. Do we wade through it all, a meter apart over and over looking for him? How long would that take?  If he is not up and about, has he been destroyed? I guess Ape could have washed all the way out to that sea. If that is the case, then how would we find him?” 
 
      
 
    “But he had our fusion pack,” Janae insisted.  
 
      
 
    “I know that. Consider if we cannot find a one hundred and eighty-centimeter-tall android, who weighs at least sixty kilograms, and can wave and call for help, how do we find an inanimate fusion pack which is much smaller, and lighter. Would the fusion pack float or sink? I never thought of that. If it sank, it is lost forever. If it floats, it was washed out into there.” Ken gestured toward the sea.   
 
      
 
    “I agree, it looks hopeless.” Janae kicked a small rock with her foot and it bounced out onto the coast and rolled into the water. “Which direction is that town of Igaliku, do you think?” 
 
      
 
    “I have no idea. I see no signs or roads.” 
 
      
 
    “If that sky tube is in the middle of the ceiling way up there, past all that fog and clouds—is clouds the right word? Well, it feels like we are near the center of this Isle of Pines biome, if that sky tube runs lengthwise. Who knows? I suppose the town could be either direction.” 
 
      
 
    “Janae, you decide. I will follow your lead,” Ken said. “But we are on this side of the river, and those swimming animals—the fish—that are in the river. I do not like to consider what they might do if we wade across. Do they bite? Do they sting? I think John said something about things in the water being possibly deadly. Would our RAM suits protect us?” 
 
      
 
    “I was thinking that same thing. In every biome, there are carnivores and deadly animal life. Ken, it is possible the android got out on the far side of that river—somewhere we missed—but, well, I looked carefully. I could have missed it. The fog and all.” 
 
      
 
    “I looked too, so shall we just follow this shore and see where it leads? I would not want to climb back up that slope, and try to cross over on those frost-covered rocks. It might be better than wading here, but if you would fall in, what then?” 
 
      
 
    “Ken, there was less cold and frost up where we entered this biome. I am chilly, and was just thinking what might happen in here if there is a day and night cycle. How cold would it get, if nightfall happened? How long do we have until then?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh dear, I have no idea. So, we agree? We follow the coast and see where it goes?” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
      
 
    They walked away from the river with its teeming, swimming fish. Walking parallel to the coastline, both of them were wrestling with their private thoughts about leaving the android behind, and losing the fusion pack, but they were cold, tired, and frustrated. Neither wanted to share too much with the other one. 
 
      
 
    The pine forest ended about a hundred or so meters away from the edge of the water, and the land between the forest and the water was just pebbles, stones, some boulders, and a mixture of sand. A few hardy plants grew up in random places, but it was mostly a land of rocks, easily traversed.    
 
      
 
    Soon the sounds of the river and its flapping fish were left behind, and the only noises were that of occasional flying things as they screeched overhead, sometimes those birds were visible at the edges of the foggy, overcast air, and sometimes not. Occasionally, as they walked along that odd coastline, something would jump from the water, and each time, that startled Janae and Ken, as they would swing their weapons to bear on the place in the water. Twice, Janae nearly fired, but held back.   
 
      
 
    Looming out of the fog, in what felt like a sudden manifestation, a figure appeared.  Ken and Janae stopped and stared. The figure was a bluish green color and did not move.  After staring at it for a few moments, Ken waved.  The figure gave no response. So, Janae steadily marched up toward that figure, revenger aimed upward, not aimed at the figure. She was attempting to be strong and forceful, yet not overly aggressive or threatening. As she got closer, and the view became clearer, Janae holstered the weapon. 
 
      
 
    “A statue.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Ken asked as he rushed up to see. He had been keeping his own revenger ready, just in case.  “A statue, here?” 
 
      
 
    The statue was of a naked woman, with long flowing hair, and a serious expression on her comely face.  It had been crafted in some non-permalloy metal. Casted metal, Ken thought. The statue was discolored into the blues and greens they had seen, but originally it appeared to have been a coppery or golden color, as some of that original finish was still visible from up close. The statue was life-size, and the naked woman was gazing out across the water. Clutched tightly in her one hand—as sculpted in the metal—was some kind of rumpled garment hanging down around her lower extremity. Upon closer examination, they saw that an intricate part of the sculpture was that the statue’s left leg was covered by the rumpled garment, and the foot on the left leg was not a human foot, but instead some kind of animal’s foot.  
 
      
 
    “She was stepping into a costume of an animal?” Ken asked. “Or out of a costume? Clothing? A masquerade?”  
 
      
 
    “I am surprised you did not comment on her good looks, being that she is naked and in athletically fit condition,” Janae responded with a wry smile.  
 
      
 
    “I am here to help you, not desperate to see naked woman. Of course, she is based on a pretty woman, certainly.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed, the model, if there was one, was gorgeous. Such an intense look on her face,” Janae responded. She then swallowed hard and thought about Constance. She hurriedly added, “There is an inscription at the base.” 
 
      
 
    Ken read it out loud, “Kopakonan, the seal woman. Skin stolen for gain. Treated unfairly in life. Returned to the sea. Beware the caverns. The sea claims its own. Selkies forever.” 
 
      
 
    Janae was touching the side of the statue while Ken read the inscription. She tapped on the statue, “It is made from stainless steel and bronze, if my guess is correct. Good craftsmanship. I am not sure what to make of the inscription business. A proper name for a local hero? Mythology? Sacred figure?” She spread her arms out toward the sea. “With all this water, did they have to seal out the water or something?” 
 
      
 
    “It sure is wet and cold, so insulating and sealing is probably some kind of occupation. Maybe they used costumes in some religious ceremony?” Ken asked as he recalled the bull and sacrifice he had observed in Ida. “Animals seem really important to the biome people.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, we have found the town. But where are the inhabitants?” Janae pointed as the wind kicked up from over the sea blowing the fog apart a bit to reveal some buildings. “Our metallic statue friend here is a welcoming committee of one.” 
 
      
 
    “And no signs of Ape, our android friend, either.” 
 
      
 
    “No controls or monitors or interfaces on this statue, that I can see,” Janae added. She looked back toward the town. 
 
      
 
    The buildings were permalloy, whose sidewalls were colored a brown shade, with dark green colors poking out of the frosty roofs. As they drew closer, Janae and Ken saw that the town was a cluster of similar looking buildings, all located around a road which ran to a pier. That pier, or quay, jutted out into the sea, but its end was lost in the fog. Looking back at the closest building—all of which looked nearly identical—they saw that each was a single-story affair, with pyramid-hip roofs, a single door, and several windows with operational shutters. A dark green something—which looked like vegetation—was growing on the slopes of the roofs, but it was partially topped by frost. The foliage reminded Ken of the trees on the towers in Ida, but here the growth was short, stunted, and not even half a meter high. Whatever plants were growing on those roofs were shaggy and ragged, but they swayed in the breezes, and that seemed to keep the frost off of some of them, or so Janae imagined. 
 
      
 
    Turning and looking at the other end of the road, Ken could not tell where it went. It just followed the coast in the opposite direction from what they had walked. The town appeared deserted, until they walked forward and heard voices coming from the pier area. The words were not quite discernable, as the sounds echoed off the buildings around, yet an urgency of fear was communicated.   
 
      
 
    “Maybe Ape is up there?” Ken asked. 
 
      
 
    “Shall we find out?” Janae held her revenger. “No surprises this time.” Janae broke into a sprint, and Ken followed close behind her.   
 
      
 
    “Where is Ossendowski?” a woman wailed. It was the first clearly understood sentence Janae and Ken heard. “What happened to my husband?” 
 
      
 
    Other voices answered, but they were speaking over the top of each other, and the messages were lost.    
 
      
 
    Reaching the pier, Ken and Janae rushed along it, straining to hear, and understand more of what was being said. The pier was about ten meters wide and set on pillars which stuck up from the sea. Its surface was rough—textured against the frost—and that provided a firm footing for their run. Approaching the end of the pier, they saw a crowd of over a hundred people had gathered. They were dressed in heavy coats, with thick hoods.   
 
      
 
    “Six boats of hunters went out!” a man cried. “Only one returned?” 
 
      
 
    “Get the wounded hunters up on the dock! Hurry!” a woman barked out the commands. “Bring the angakoks!” 
 
      
 
    Using multiple groups, the crowd worked together and lifted a boat out of the water. It was about two meters wide, a half meter high, and ten meters long, and had a flimsy appearance, yet, inside of it were people bundled into those tight quarters.  The crowd worked efficiently together, and they set the boat down.   
 
      
 
    “The angakoks are here! Make way!” 
 
      
 
    Then two people stepped through the crowd, which parted to allow them passage. Different from the garments of the crowds, these two wore heavy coats which were a brown and white color and had some kind of hair or fur all over them.  Those two people stepped into the boat, which the crowd held still.  Pulling and unwrapped the people in the boat, they handed them out, one-by-one, to the crowd. 
 
      
 
    “Take them to the great hall!” one of the leaders—apparently called angakoks—commanded. He had a strong male voice.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, angakok! Right away!” people in the crowd answered. They hauled that first person away. The clothing around that wounded man was soaked in blood.   
 
      
 
    “Hurry!” the other angakok called from the boat. Her voice was firm, yet carried a deep anxiety and worry. “These hunters are mauled!”  
 
      
 
    Another severely injured person was mostly unwrapped, and handed to the crowd, then carted away. Steam rose from the body.    
 
      
 
    That process took place for eight wounded hunters, and with the last one, the two angakoks leaped from the boat and followed along. The female called back a command, “Wash the blood from that boat, and clean it thoroughly. Miss no spots!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, angakok, with Sedna’s blessing and strength.” 
 
      
 
    The angakok replied, “Go with Sedna!” Then she turned and looked between the people in the crowd and glared directly at Janae and Ken. “Imbeciles. Put away those weapons, and come along with me, now!” 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” Janae asked, but did holster the revenger, and began walking toward her.  
 
      
 
    “No time for talking. You are late! If you were timely in arriving, this tragedy would have been averted. Now come see what your tardiness has done!” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, late?” Ken inquired, he wanted to ask about the missing android, but refrained as the crowds were focused on the severely injured people. 
 
      
 
    The crowd surged behind Ken and Janae, after some of them removed the boat. They hustled back along the pier toward the town. Ken felt like he had, when he was swept into the arena, but this time he had his weapon and he put his hand on its butt in the holster. It felt reassuring.  
 
      
 
    The crowd streamed into a small house, following where the wounded people had been taken. Janae pondered how dozens of people could fit inside such a small place, but she discovered as they entered, that the house was just the ground level entrance for a wide and steep stairway which led down to their underground hall.  The hall was about ten meters high, and fifty meters on each side, with wide arching hallways leading to tunnels running off from all four walls. In the center was a roaring fire whose smoke was caught up in a ventilation system in the ceiling. The temperature was substantially warmer in the hall.  Along the outside walls of the hall were stout wooden tables and benches.   
 
      
 
    One man was nearly hysterical. He cried out, “Saumen kars and tornits! The selkies have shed their skin to become monsters! They want our own skin to pay for our sins! Who has taken on female selkies and coerced them into marriage? Confess!” 
 
      
 
    “Be still with all that!” a woman cried out, as she held her broken arm to her side. “Gossip-tales help no one!” 
 
      
 
    The eight injured people, five men and three women, were completely undressed, and laid on cots around the fire. A few people were trying to bandage the gruesome wounds by placing greenish ointment over the injuries. The rest of the crowd had each hung their heavy coats on hooks along the wall, and most of the people—men, women, and children—were dispersing to the tables and benches.  
 
      
 
    Janae could see the severe injuries of the wounded people, and was appalled. She wondered how they were still alive, with the deep gashes in their flesh, and the obviously broken limbs. A few had fractured bones actually protruding from their limbs. One of the angakoks was rushing from person to person administering various salves, pastes, and ointments to their bodies. He had stripped off his own fur coat, and beneath it was colorful clothing.   
 
      
 
    Janae stepped closer to Ken, “We have to help these people…” 
 
      
 
    “The medical kit can do a lot, I fear they will die unless we work quickly,” Ken replied. They pulled off their backpacks and got the medical kit out.   
 
      
 
    The female angakok rushed up with her finger pointing, “Our best hunters! The bravest among us went in your place! Six boats full of hunters went! All that came back were these eight and the two who rowed them home.” She gestured to a couple of men standing nearby.   
 
      
 
    “It is a horrible tragedy,” Ken said. “We will help with our medical equipment.” 
 
      
 
    “Medical equipment? Of course, treat the injuries, not stop the injuries from happening!” The woman pushed right into Ken’s face with her wagging finger, “You were lazy and late! Because of that, thirty-eight of our tribe are dead.” 
 
      
 
    Janae stepped over to intervene. “We will help however we can, but this is not our fault.” 
 
      
 
    “It is all because of you! You two were late in coming to kill the monster!” 
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    Attack in the Great Hall 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Monster?” Ken sputtered as he backed away from the wagging finger in his face. “Here?” The woman had bronze skin, was about Ken’s age, and had silky black hair. Her intensely dark brown eyes bore into Ken’s. He was frightened. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, the monster is here in the Isle of Pines, you fool!” the angakok snarled at him, her finger still stuck in his face, despite the fact that Ken was trying to back away. The teal, green, and, blue colored necklace she wore bounced across her bosom. Her shirt was a woven cloth of various yellow colors. “If you two had come as you were told…”  
 
      
 
    “Kolosimo? We will attend to their alleged transgressions later, now we save our people,” the male angakok said from where he worked on the wounded people.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, Quannik, we will!” Kolosimo gave one final jab with her finger, and her eyes were like darts of fire at Ken. She then turned and rolled her shoulders in a dismissive way at Janae.   
 
      
 
    Janae gathered the medical kit and whispered to Ken, “You made a great first impression on that woman. Well done.” She then stepped over and said to the male angakok, “This devise can help heal these people. What can I do? Do I call you angakok or what?” 
 
      
 
    “I am Quannik, angakok is my calling. I am treating these injuries with coagulation compounds to inhibit hemorrhaging—blood loss—and working to stabilize my friends here. You may use your device first on Ehrengarde, she is the most severely mauled.” He pointed to a woman lying on the cot nearby. “I stopped her bleeding, but her bones are shattered.” 
 
      
 
    “So, being an angakok is like a physician?” Janae stepped closer to the woman named Ehrengarde. The injuries to her flesh were immense, but they were covered by the paste which Quannik had applied. The woman was unconscious, but breathing steadily.  
 
      
 
    “Physician? An old term? Being an angakok is not just a healer, but also a shaman, an instructor, and a counselor,” Quannik answered as he dressed another wounded person in his treatments.  
 
      
 
    “Counselor?” Janae bristled at the term, remembering Dome 17, but said nothing more. She connected the wires from the medical kit to the injured woman, pressed the diagnostic button, and waited for the readout. Trying to push the images of Larson from her mind, she focused on the medical kit.  The small screen blinked twice, and then a scrolling message appeared, “Unknown adult female. No underlying medical conditions. Recent severe trauma. Multiple compound fractures of both legs, multiple abrasions, lacerations, punctures, and avulsions. Left ocular damage. Dental damages noted, with fractured mandible. Foreign pathogens found in all wounds. Significant blood loss. Prognosis fair. Inject two does into intact muscle areas. Analgesics, anti-pathogenics, and enhancements in treatment administered. Realignment and bone regrowth stimulation initiated. Damaged teeth will be expelled and replacements grown. Blood production limited due to fractures of bones and bone marrow injuries. Full recovery expected in eighty-one hours.”  
 
      
 
    A syringe slid from the bottom of the medical kit. On it was stamped, “first of two.” Janae used that and injected the treatment. She then slid that syringe back in the top of the medical kit. A moment later, a syringe slid out from the bottom. On that was stamped, “second of two.” As Janae was injecting that second dose into the woman’s thigh, the muscles of the legs were contracting and relaxing while the bones were being pulled back into their proper positions. The woman’s tongue moved about in her mouth, and several broken parts of teeth slid down over her lips. 
 
      
 
    Janae disconnected the medical kit, and looked at the power gauge. It read only forty-nine percent.     
 
      
 
    “How long will your machine work before its energy is depleted?” Quannik asked. “I assume you carried that through Axis Mundi while coming here.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we did. Why does that make a difference?” Ken asked. He was assisting Janae in attaching the medical kit to the next wounded person.   
 
      
 
    “Let me call an expert, and hero,” Quannik replied, never looking away from his ministrations to the wounded.   
 
      
 
    At the term, “hero” Ken flinched as he thought of the sacrificial ceremony he had witnessed in Ida habitat. 
 
      
 
    Quannik called out, “Someone fetch Napoleon O. Calderoni, and his grandson George Kasnic.” 
 
      
 
    People scurried about and soon two men walked over to where the wounded were being treated. One man was elderly, with nearly white hair with just some shades of the medium brown it had once been. He walked with strength, an upright posture, and a friendly countenance. His small mustache accented his kind face whose main feature was brightly intelligent eyes.  His grandson had a family resemblance which was strong, not only in physical attributes, but in character, and mannerisms. Both were sturdy, muscular men. They each were wearing the simple, single-layered clothing, like the others wore.  
 
      
 
    “How may I assist you, angakok?” the older man asked. His voice was rich and sounded like it came from a much younger man.  
 
      
 
    “Napoleon O. Calderoni, you have guarded these coats for thirty-six years, and today, with the help of your grandson, you have brought these eight people back from certain death,” Quannik stated with solemn dignity. “Now, would you explain to these visitors about your experiences with machines here in the Isle of Pines, and more specifically the influences from Axis Mundi?” 
 
      
 
    Napoleon was about to respond when he was interrupted by Kolosimo, who called out from where she was wrapping bandages around a wounded man’s head, “Tell those two tardy people nothing! Nothing!” 
 
      
 
    Quannik rebuked her, “Ignorance assists no one. Knowledge sets people free and helps everyone. Do not let your anger, no matter how justified, result in damage to others.” 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, Quannik, and forgive me Napoleon O. Calderoni, for I spoke out of turn. I disrespect your fearlessness of today. Please, share your wisdom with us all,” Kolosimo’s words were contrite and sincere. “Begin with recounting how your saved these hunters.”   
 
      
 
    “We heard the fighting echoing over the sea, and my grandson and I rowed to just outside of Gardar. There we found the boat with these hunters. Their attacker was already gone, and they were trying to get back here. All we did was pull them along,” Napoleon said humbly.  
 
      
 
    “You did far more than that, your bravery saved these hunters,” Quannik stated firmly, while he tended the wounded. “You saved them from a savage monster which none have been able to stand against. Now, please share your vast experiences about machines.”  
 
      
 
    “Thank you, angakok. As to machines, let me just relate that I was born only ten years after the Trailblazer launched. My blissful childhood was here in the Isle of Pines, and I vividly recall how things were before the Encounter. Machines worked well, and while our way of life was never technocentric, we did use various machines to assist in hunting, fishing, or powering our boats, cutting ice…” 
 
      
 
    “Ice? Huh? It has always been frozen here?” Janae looked up from the person she was just injecting with another syringe full of medication. “I thought the machine failures were causing life support here to be marginal.”  
 
      
 
    “The Isle of Pines has weather, just as it was intended to have,” Napoleon replied. “That fact has never changed. However, the machines which came up from Axis Mundi—after the Encounter—they all failed. Like a drooping tree, or a sick dog, the machines wore down and stopped. They would not hold an energy charge for much time at all. Only those few machines which had been here before the Encounter continued to work, and as time went on, they eventually also wore out. Only a few still exist today. No replacement parts ever were sent. And now, Quannik and Kolosimo, by your leave, my grandson and I will go back and continue our watch. There are more than eighty kilometers of coastline to guard, and the monster—even though the newest and most malicious—the monster, is not the only threat.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, for your service. You are honorable.” With a nod from each of the angakoks, the two rescuers departed.  
 
      
 
    “So, the tants have been attacking people here? But why?” Janae asked.  
 
      
 
    Ken, thinking of the tant he had seen brutally killed by the bull, and looking at the wounded woman he was working with, asked, “Was it a tant who did this kind of carnage? I am not sure what to think.” He then let out a yelp as he caught sight of the energy gauge on the medical kit. “Janae, that is down to only nineteen percent!” 
 
      
 
    “I saw that too. We must retrieve our fusion pack,” Janae answered. “This next person is the last of the wounded. The others will all recover, but it will take a few days. I think the medical kit will be completely depleted of energy after that last man’s treatment, but I have seven of the pre-made trauma gels packets.” 
 
      
 
    Ken gushed out a long breath of air, “They will not be healed in a day.” 
 
      
 
    Quannik paused for a moment, and then said, in a ritualized voice, “The Trailblazer’s journey is not a single day.” 
 
      
 
    “Who cares about your dying machine. Who are these tants you speak about?” Kolosimo asked.  
 
      
 
    “They are people—people who live in Axis Mundi, and come into other habitats,” Ken stated. He was unsure how to explain it. “They have physical deformities, and…” 
 
      
 
    “They all look very much the same,” Janae interjected. “Horrid deformities. They can be deceiving, dreadful, and deadly.” 
 
      
 
    Kolosimo replied, “All people look the same when protected from cold. However, people are not like the fiend who killed our hunters. Not at all. You know not our ways, and were too late to save our hunters. Gardar is dead, and we lost our best hunters. Are you looking to blame someone else for your failures?” 
 
      
 
    “Gardar is another hunter?” Ken asked.  
 
      
 
    Kolosimo snorted and then stated bluntly, “Obtuse ignorance. Gardar is the town on the bow end of the sea. It is where the fiend—the monster—the beast—has slaughtered everyone. Sedna said two rescuers would arise by rain-day to deliver us from the monster’s evil.”  
 
      
 
    Quannik touched his own shoulders one at a time, and then stepped back from the last victim. “Yes, the message said two rescuers would arise before rain-day. I thought that meant from among our own people, and therefore, I sanctioned the hunters going to Gardar to confront this menace. I thought a strong enough hunting party would defeat this atrocity. I was wrong.” 
 
      
 
    “And you will recall, I said the two rescuers must be strangers, for all our best efforts had already yielded nothing. No hunter has seen the fiend and lived to tell of it, until today. But, none of these can speak,” Kolosimo retorted. “Rain-day is ending, and only now do these tardy would-be heroes arrive. Too late, too weak, and too inexperienced. They are ignorant.” 
 
      
 
    “Kolosimo, I admit I was mistaken, yet, I do not think it is fair to disparage these visitors. We do not know they are the chosen rescuers. True, their arrival is curious, as no visitors have come here for many years. Even those hermits who live in isolated cottages around the Isle of Pines are not true strangers. Yes, these two visitors are in keeping with what we were told, but who are we to judge Sedna’s ways and actions.” 
 
      
 
    “We judge by results! Our people are dead or unconscious. These people are not!” Kolosimo again jabbed her finger at Ken and then at Janae. She was barely in control of her rage. “They arose out of the fogs of rain-day, and have working machines? How can they not be the heroes? These two are the ones anointed to the task, but are failures. Because, as free-will permits, these heroes choose to be cowards, and procrastinators.” 
 
      
 
    Janae shook her head. “Yes, we were told to come and help avert a tragedy. There was no time-line or date set for our arrival. We are here, now. This attack on your people is obviously a tragedy, and if we were late, I apologize.” 
 
      
 
    “I offer condolences,” Ken added, “On the way here, we were separated from a friend, and I too add my apologies. Has anyone seen another… visitor? He would have arrived from the same general direction that we came.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is?” Kolosimo asked. “The first I saw you, was on the pier.” She looked around, “Did anyone see these visitors arrive?” 
 
      
 
    No one said anything, and some shook their heads in a negative gesture.  
 
      
 
    Kolosimo continued, “From what I saw, they arose from the fog and were too late to help our brave hunters. Now, they claim to have lost one of their own? How can a hero be lost? How can there have been a third one of them? How convenient for their excuses. Instead of being responsible, they act like the victims, and seek our sympathies. I say, no!” 
 
      
 
    Murmurs of agreement rumbled through the crowd of people seated at the benches. Many were watching to see what would happen. 
 
      
 
    Quannik raised his voice. “Our people have suffered a great tragedy today. However, now our wounded have been treated by these visitors. Broken bones are being knit together. Lives are being saved. Perhaps, and I may be mistaken, but perhaps that was what was intended. I suggest we stay unified in our resolve.” 
 
      
 
    “I am resolved to believe these two are pretenders or frauds,” Kolosimo snapped. “But Quannik you are correct. We now eat and then rest. Tomorrow—the first day of the water cycle—we will mourn our dead. Tonight, we eat, we sleep, and tomorrow we go on.” 
 
      
 
    At some unseen signal, several people rolled in a long cart loaded with platters of food. There were various fruits along the outside of the cart, bowls of vegetables, and in the center, on silver platters, were steaming piles of sliced… something. It was a deep brown—nearly black—color, and had a strong aroma.  As Janae and Ken looked on, they noted that the piles of slices were connected together and had some kind of appendage at the end of them.   
 
      
 
    “Your faces show you know nothing of our foods,” Quannik stated. “Curious, and more curious.” 
 
      
 
    “That—stuff on the platters—well, it reminds me of the statue we saw,” Ken jabbered. “Not the woman part, but the one leg of the statue. She had a foot that looks like those things on the cart. Is that part of some costume, or ornamentation?” 
 
      
 
    “The seal woman statue? That is different. This is igunaq, made from walrus, our finest meat. As our guest, you may take the first bites of the flippers,” Quannik stated. 
 
      
 
    “They deserve no such honor!” Kolosimo exploded. “Respect true heroes! Call back Napoleon and George. Do not disgrace our table by giving igunaq to these failures!” 
 
      
 
    “Kolosimo, your anger runs hot enough to melt ice, is it fitting for you to be so angry, in light of all the deaths?” Quannik said in due seriousness. 
 
      
 
    Huffing out a long breath, Kolosimo chopped out some words, “Is it right for you not to be angry? Especially because of the deaths?” 
 
      
 
    A tension-filled hush settled over the entire hall, as everyone stopped speaking and turned to observe the two angakoks in their confrontation.  
 
      
 
    “Perhaps, I am wrong,” Quannik stated, “but perhaps, I am correct. How do we know anything about these two?” 
 
      
 
    “I know that my friends are dead! That is enough for me,” Kolosimo drew up her finger again. “And, I know that these here,” she pointed to the wounded people on the cots, “would very much wish that true rescuers had come in time.” 
 
      
 
    “We all wish the deaths had not happened, and we all wish the wounded a quick recovery,” Quannik stated. “Our visitors have helped in the healing.” 
 
      
 
    “Too late! They were to prevent the deaths, not nurse the wounded. I have had enough of all this,” she swept her arms around her head. “Any who wish to stay with these tardy and delinquent rescuers, does so against me, and against my leadership. I will not share blubber with slickery scoundrels, nor will I drink ale with those who could have prevented deaths, but did not.” Kolosimo abruptly turned and marched away.   
 
      
 
    “Oh!” a collective gasp came from the crowds. Several people stood up and quickly followed the furiously angry Kolosimo. They grabbed their outerwear and also some weapons which were stacked in places along the walls. Ken and Janae had not noted the weapons prior to them being picked up by those who were leaving. The departing people carried long spears—which had straps, or cords, which extended down from the points—and a wide variety of blade weapons such as axes, swords, and oddly shaped knives.  Janae noted no ranged weapons beyond two people who carried bows and quivers of arrows.   
 
      
 
    Ken interjected in a loud voice, “My apologies, and condolences on the tragedy suffered here today. I wish I could have prevented it, and I will work to help you, if you allow me to.” 
 
      
 
    Janae interjected, “We need to know what caused these deaths and horrible injuries. What kind of enemy are you facing? Where did…” 
 
      
 
    Kolosimo loudly grunted and threw one hand up in a dismissive gesture as she left the hall, leading about a third of the people toward an arched threshold which lead to a corridor heading away. They were not going up the stairs toward the outside, and Ken wondered if everything in the underground system was interconnected.      
 
      
 
    “Quannik, would it be better if we both just departed from here?” Janae asked. “We came trying to answer a call for assistance, but now we have caused division and strife. We can just go and look for our missing friend.” 
 
      
 
    Quannik shook his head. “No. It will soon be nighttime and that is not a time to be outside, especially for people with such—unusual—clothing. Rain-day begins with mists, fog, and drizzle, and ends with sheets of icy rain. The ground will be slickery, for sure.” He clapped his hands lightly and ordered some people nearby, “Please take the proper portions of food, and carry it to Kolosimo and her people. They deserve their shares of our food, even if they chose not to dine with us. Give them a double portion of the igunaq.” 
 
      
 
    A group of people began dishing out the food and hauling it away. 
 
      
 
    Taking a cue from Janae, Ken asked, “Quannik, what did cause all these deaths and injuries? What did this?”  
 
      
 
    “Now is not the time to discuss that. First, come, and eat with me. I want to learn from you all you have to share,” Quannik said and led them to a side table.  He turned his head and in a loud voice called out, “Begin the feast of remembrance for our lost friends.” 
 
      
 
    Janae looked over and saw that about a third of the foods had been removed, and now people were lining up to take their own individual portions. Their eyes darted at Ken and Janae, and they spoke in low and hushed tones. She then sat down next to Quannik. “I do apologize for anything we did wrong here. Kolosimo is very angry, but I understand how hard it is to lose people you love and care about.” 
 
      
 
    “I believe you do,” Quannik answered.   
 
      
 
    Ken sat next to Janae, he eyed the food which people were carrying away, and gulped in revulsion. He kept thinking about what it was—animal flesh—even though he was uncertain of its origins. The smells alone were nauseating to him.  “Quannik? Machines came to us with a message, we were told there was a major crisis, with people in danger, and we were asked to help avert a tragedy.” Ken then explained a brief overview of what he and Janae had been through, including how they had met their friend, Ape, while coming to the Isle of Pines. Ken did not mention, however, the fact that Ape was an android, or the FTL scout ship, or Kimberly, or anything about Dome 17 and Earth. “So, you see, we did receive that summons. We are here now, too late, as Kolosimo pointed out, at least to prevent those hunters’ deaths. However, we do want to help. If we can help prevent more tragedies and alleviate some of your problems, we want to do that. We do not know who sent us the messages, and I get the impression you received a message as well, and are not, yourself, the sender of the message.” 
 
      
 
    “That is correct. We did petitioned Sedna for assistance, but we did not send specifically for you, nor Janae, nor your lost friend.” 
 
      
 
    Janae interjected, “We do not even know if this is the correct tragedy, or crisis, or whatever. I am not trying to diminish your losses, not at all. This is a horrific tragedy. I just am not sure what we are to do. We have not heard from our mysterious helper for a while.” 
 
      
 
    Some attendants slipped trays of food in front of Janae, then Ken, and finally Quannik. Next, they brought some steaming mugs of a pungent brew which were set before them as well.   
 
      
 
    Quannik looked at Janae and then at Ken. “You honestly do not know this food? Curious. This is igunaq, our finest delicacy for eating at memorials, weddings, celebrations, and requiems.  Just what do you eat at such events?” 
 
      
 
    Ken considered telling him about the recycling capability of his RAM suit, or the food ration bars which he so missed from Dome 17, but instead, he reflected back, “So, these foods of yours come from something called a walrus? Or is the animal an igunaq? I assume it is an animal?” 
 
      
 
    Janae looked away as she did not want to think about animal protein, but knew that animals were a major source of food—traditionally speaking—for most of humanity. She glanced about the table, and noting something small and safe-appearing, she lifted it and smelled. It had a pleasant aroma, and she tentatively took a nibble.  
 
      
 
    Ken pushed the larger portion of meat away, and instead tried a fruit of some kind.   
 
      
 
    “You know not of the walrus, either?  Igunaq is the name of the food, not the animal it comes from. It comes from the walrus which is a large animal—here in the sea of the Isle of Pines—I suppose since our land and sea is different than other places, you might not know of the walrus. The old stories speak of other places and other lands, which are inaccessible to us now. The herd of walrus live in the sea and on the banks along all four sides of the sea.  This walrus,” he gestured to some of the meat on his plate, “was hunted down last summer. It weighted about six hundred kilograms, and was a young bull…” 
 
      
 
    “A bull, like with long, upright horns to the side, and four legs? Runs very fast?” Ken asked. His mind kept seeing the tant being thrown about by the black bull. 
 
      
 
    Quannik screwed up his face in bewilderment. He was reconsidering his assessment of Janae and Ken, and wondering if Kolosimo had been more accurate than he thought. Nonetheless, he tried to explain, “You are strangers, and visitors. Language and customs must vary from place to place. Bull is a term we use to describe a male animal in many species. A male walrus is a bull, but—while they swim very well and fast—on land a walrus does not run so very quickly.” 
 
      
 
    Ken glanced at him, but said nothing. He ate a few cautions bites of fruit, but was hesitant.   
 
      
 
    Janae asked, “Did some walrus or group of walruses kill your hunters?”  
 
      
 
    “The walrus can be a dangerous animal, certainly. But it is not the fiend which has killed so many. We can discuss that later,” Quannik paused, but then went on, trying to understand, “Walrus do not have horns, but rather tusks which are like two spears coming down from its mouth. The tusks are long teeth, can be nasty weapons, and hunters must be very careful, but we know the walrus and how to effectively hunt them. Our harpoons are sharpened enough to penetrate…” He stopped and looked at his visitors. “Well, the tusks—like all of the walrus—bladder, hide, blubber, lungs, organs, and everything else is used to support our people. Tusks make good materials for carving of tools and implements, while stomachs and intestines make good bags, waterproof coats, or drum covers…” He could tell what he was saying was bothering Janae and Ken, so he changed the direction of his talk, “You mentioned horns, and must be thinking of deer. Bull deer have horns, some call them antlers, and elderly people even call the deer caribou, or reindeer, but I have not heard those names used much for many years. Deer are in the forests, walrus are in the sea and coastline. The horns of bull deer are impressive.”  
 
      
 
    “We were attacked by some horned animals up in the pine—forest I suppose you would call it—and they had thick rounded horns and struck at us with their heads,” Ken explained, although he was embarrassed as he could tell Quannik was patronizing him about animals. “I guess those were deer.” 
 
      
 
    “Rounded horns? Curious. You mean, like this?” Quannik waved his hands in an arc from his head down toward his chest. “If so, those were sheep, and are not so very dangerous.” 
 
      
 
    Ken looked down at the food, realizing again he was ignorant about animals. Quannik noticed that, and reached over and patted his hand. “Most any kind of animal can be dangerous. Deer and sheep are more alike than deer and walrus, that is a fact. New places have new animals. It takes time to learn new things.” 
 
      
 
    Quannik looked at Janae as well. She met his eyes briefly, then looked away from the food. He said to her, “If our food is displeasing, forgive us. This igunaq—from the bull walrus—has been in preparation for the last year. It is perfectly done and safe to eat. Perhaps, you like it more like the children do? Walrus hide can be cooked until it is crunchy, and then eaten with fruits and spices. This meal—igunaq—was fermented and takes a long while to make. Our men and women have done this for decades.  See how soft, juicy, and yet still chewy it is?” He sliced off a piece and took a bite. A small dip ran down from the corner of his mouth. “Exquisite taste, texture, and flavor.” 
 
      
 
    Ken and Janae had not looked up, but instead were either looking away, or down at the floor.   
 
      
 
    “Or maybe, you prefer fresh walrus? Boiled into a warm soup? That will help you overcome any slickery surfaces on rain-day, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Slickery? Huh?” Ken picked at some raw fruits which were on the platter. “I am sorry, but all this is new to us. We do not have foods like this where we grew up.” 
 
      
 
    Quannik was unsure how to proceed. He savored the aroma, the taste and satisfaction of eating igunaq. Ever since he was a small child, it had been a tradition which conveyed stability, community, and hope. He needed that, especially now as the suffering in his soul—from the losses of so many hunters—was acute. It was a custom of his people that he thought everyone understood and knew. For even the outlying hermits and people on the other side of the sea, knew about this special meal. He was baffled at Janae’s and Ken’s apparent ignorance.   
 
      
 
    “Music! We need a dirge for our friends!” Quannik ordered. “Bring out the musicians!” 
 
      
 
    People brought forth drums, zithers, and flutes.  The music began, and that soothed over Quannik and therefore, he continued to eat the meal.  
 
      
 
    Ken looked at Janae, and considered what to do. Neither was sure what course of action to take, and while they nibbled at the exotic foods which were not-altogether unappealing, the events of the day were almost overwhelming in their minds. Ken desperately wanted to ask more about Ape, but was unsure how. He had mentioned his missing friend, but had not gotten offers of help, nor indications of interest. Ken did not understand many of the words Quannik had used, and he was embarrassed about that.  He now knew that igunaq was a word for animal meat—some animal called a walrus—but he was unclear what that animal was, nor did he understand the term slickery, or so many other concepts or ideas. These people were as strange as the painted faces of Ida had been, and were facing some kind of hideous, murderous, fiend. But again, Ken was unsure about those details, and what he was expected to do.  
 
      
 
    Janae enjoyed the music, but her heart was troubled. She considered that these people had no idea of the tants, or the norms, or even appeared to understand they were on a vast generational colony ship named the Trailblazer. They were primitive and had few machines at all—by their own admission. The only ones who seemed to understand or have much skill had been Napoleon, and his grandson, but they had departed. As Janae and Ken were pondering all these thoughts, a scream shattered the music and pierced the entire hall. 
 
      
 
    The music stopped. A dreadful, ominous silence hung in the air.   
 
      
 
    “Beware, the beast!” a man yelled as he ran and then tumbling down the stairway. “It comes! The fiend comes!” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Quannik yelled as he stood up, spilling his plate of food.  
 
      
 
    “The butcher of Gardar is here!” the man yelled as he tried to rise up from the floor where he had landed at the foot of the stairway. He was wearing the outdoor clothing, but it was in tatters, and blood was coating many parts of it. He made it to his feet, and called again, “It killed all the dogs outside! I locked the door, but it comes!” 
 
      
 
    “Killed the dogs! We will be overrun by the spirits of amaroq and qiqirn!” someone yelled out in fright, “not only our people’s ghosts and shades!” 
 
      
 
    Panic erupted in the crowds, but some people rushed to the sidewalls where the weapons were stacked.   
 
      
 
    The noise of shrieking metal and shattering materials was followed by a tremendous roar. The noises echoed down the stairs. A large, whitish-cream colored blur rushed into the hall. Cold, frigid, and ice-flaked air smacked into Janae and Ken, and sizzled behind them as it intersected with the blazing fire. The fire sputtered, coughed, and fought against the damp wave of frozen, water-laden, air.   
 
      
 
    “It is here!” the man in outdoor clothing yelled as the blurred monstrosity smacked him with a clawed paw. The man’s whole body was lifted up and summersaulted into the fire where his calls turned into yelping anguish.   
 
      
 
    “Protect the wounded!” Quannik commanded as he rushed toward a pile of weapons. “Everyone stop that thing!” 
 
      
 
    People grabbed the edges of the cots, but they were not fast enough. The beast, rampaged through the unconscious people, swatting, biting, and stomping them with abandon. Ken and Janae stood in shock at the horrific carnage which the monster unleashed on those people they had just tried to heal. 
 
      
 
    Four of the local people charged at the beast, launching attacks with precision. The spears, what Quannik had called harpoons, landed in the sides of the huge animal, but it just shook. That was when Ken noted it was not pure white in color, so much as a blotchy, creamy, almost tan color. Janae and Ken both thought of the color of the dead world outside of Dome 17. The beast of death, matched the dust of death. Frost was dripping from it, and revealing its genuine color. Thick, dense, heavy fur covered the monster. It stood there on all four of its legs, and its head was the height of the people who were attacking it. Its body mass was at least ten times that of Ken. Its head was far bigger than a person’s, while it roared, its mouth revealed long, sharp, teeth and its spread-wide mouth looked like it could bite the face completely off a person.  
 
      
 
    The harpoons had almost no visible effect, even though two of them did remain stuck in the monster’s side. The women who had hurled those, were pulling on the leather straps attached to their points, trying to bind up the beast in some way, but it would have nothing to do with that. It rose on its back legs and was more than double Ken’s height. With its powerful muscles, it wrenched the leather straps away from the human attackers, and then swatted down with a paw whose claws were stretched outward. As the paw struck, its claws raked the victim from scalp to beyond her shoulder, nearly ripping her entire head all the way off. Pivoting with amazing speed and agility, the fiend swatted at another person, as he tried to dodge out of the way. He was struck a glancing blow and rolled down and crashed into the remains of a cot. The beast made to strike again.    
 
      
 
    “No!” Ken raced forward, drawing out the revenger weapon and firing. 
 
      
 
    Piff.   
 
      
 
    The high-speed projectile struck the beast in is right front leg. It spun away from the person on the floor and rushed right toward Ken. Quannik rushed in and grabbed a harpoon, which was still sticking from the beast’s side, and tugged with all his might, but that had little effect. He was dragged along with the beast.   
 
      
 
    Piff. Piff. 
 
      
 
    Janae was firing at the beast as well.   
 
      
 
    A small area of red appeared on the beast’s one shoulder. Another wound was on the creature’s other side, where one of its comparatively small ears was blasted away. Nonetheless, the projectiles did less than Janae hoped. She had been aiming for its broad—but short—snout and its intense round brown eyes. Because it was moving so rapidly she was thankful to have hit it at all. Being wounded, its rampage was slowed, slightly. 
 
      
 
    Ken grabbed the man from the floor and dragged him away. He could not haul the wounded man and fire the revenger at the same time. The beast’s fury increased. Its mouth opened wide, letting out a brash roar of challenge and fury, as it spun about, trying to dislodge Quannik and his harpoon. When he dodged from its attacks, it growled in disgust and anger, turning to seek another victim. Its deep red tongue was revealed along with its four large fangs, two on the upper jaw, and two on the lower, not to mention the other sharp teeth in its mouth. Foul breath spewed out along with globs of spittle and drool. As the spittle ran down Ken’s face, he backed away, pulling the injured man along.  
 
      
 
    “Down! Get out of the way!” Janae yelled as both Ken and Quannik inadvertently moved between her and the beast.  Quannik was still trying to tie up the beast with the leather cords from the harpoon, or to rip out a section of its flesh, but the beast was too powerful, too big, and moving too fast.    
 
      
 
    A volley of arrows struck the back of the huge animal, but most bounced off its thick, furry, body. It looked back, and then rose up on its hind legs.  It was well over double the height of the tallest person in the hall, and its limbs spread wide—reaching four meters apart—as it leaped toward the archers. Quannik was in the way, and while he tried to let go, his hand tangled in a cord, and he could not escape. The beast caught him in its left paw, and its claws ripped apart the angakok like knives through well-cooked walrus. The shredded body was flung aside—his hand and wrist torn off and still caught in the cords—and the now dead body of the angakok landed in the fireplace, nearly extinguishing the flames.  
 
      
 
    “No! No!” Ken barked as he dropped the unconscious man and fired again. 
 
      
 
    Piff. Piff. 
 
      
 
    Janae jumped to the side, and she added several more shots. 
 
      
 
    Piff. Piff.  
 
      
 
    The beast shook with the glancing impacts of the projectiles, as they went through its fur and skin, furrowing groves in fleshy wounds, but it did not fall.  It turned back around, away from the archers. Towering on its back legs, it sprang very quickly toward Janae and Ken.   
 
      
 
    Piff. Piff. 
 
      
 
    Piff. Piff. 
 
      
 
    Ken and Janae kept firing, but the dodging beast was upon them. It shouldered into Janae and sent her sprawling, revenger firing, but the projectiles knocked chunks from the ceiling as they missed the beast. Ken ducked a swat by a bloody soaked paw, and fired again. 
 
      
 
    Piff.   
 
      
 
    Finally, a shot landed directly into the monster. The rear leg of the beast exploded as the joint was struck. Blood, tissue, and bone splattered all about. The beast let out a mighty roar and swiped again at Ken. It fell, due to its mangled leg, and shattered knee, but caught Ken’s thigh as it went down. The RAM suit was punctured by the massive pressure, weight, sharp claws, and force of the beast’s attack.   
 
      
 
    “Ugaaah!” Ken yelped as he tried to pull away from the crashing beast, yet he fired the revenger again. 
 
      
 
    Piff. Piff. 
 
      
 
    Even so close, his shots went wide as the beast dodged and rolled. Janae rushed toward him. She too was firing her weapon.  
 
      
 
    Piff.  Piff. 
 
      
 
    The new shots landed in the same leg where the joint had exploded. The beast was twisted and presenting that part of itself as a shield. The shots into that hind leg of the beast split it off entirely from the rest of the body. In a bloody gush, the lower leg fell to the floor.  With wild growls, roars, and snarls, the beast rolled on its back, over the top of Ken, and then with its three remaining legs, it hobbled and scurried away, heading for the stairs. 
 
      
 
    More arrows rained down on it as the beast fled, but those arrows did only slight damage, and two of the archers who were in the beast’s path were swatted away as it charged, limping, bleeding, and roaring, up the stairs and out of the hall. As it crashed through the remains of the door, the harpoon fell from its side, Quannik’s hand rolling back down the stairs.   
 
      
 
    Janae chased the monster, and from the bottom of the stairs she fired at its fleeing figure. 
 
      
 
    Piff. Piff. Piff. 
 
      
 
    None of her shots struck it, but they did damage the ceiling and walls of the stairway.  She twirled back and rushed over to Ken, just as reinforcements were arriving from one of the tunnels.   
 
      
 
    “Where is Quannik?” Kolosimo demanded as she sprinted into the hall. She was carrying a harpoon, and had a sword strapped to her waist. Several others were similarly armed.  
 
      
 
    “Here he is! Angakok Kolosimo!” an injured archer yelled as she kneeled next to the burned, and bloodied body she had pulled from the ruins of the fireplace. “He is dead, one of many dead.” 
 
      
 
    Wails and weeping resounded throughout the hall as the uninjured assessed their friends and family members.  Many were dead, many more were injured, all were in shock.  
 
      
 
    Janae knelt next to Ken. Blood was running down his face from a broken nose, and he was in anguish as one of his legs was mangled. Deep gashes were in his thigh, and the leg was cocked at an odd angle. She cradled his head in her arms, “Ken?” 
 
      
 
    “Not dead… not yet anyway.” He blinked his eyes, and tears of agony ran down his face. He swallowed and grimaced, “You know you are beautiful, right?” 
 
      
 
    “So, you keep trying to tell me,” Janae gave him a sardonic grin. “This time you are allowed.” Taking one hand, she pulled out the medical kit, and turned it to see the energy gauge. It was not reading any power, not even enough to activate the gauge itself. Janae shook it a bit and pushed the activate button. There was no response. She pulled the wires out and slapped them against Ken’s face, but still nothing. Therefore, Janae pulled out the trauma gel pouches and bit the top off one. She squirted its contents into Ken’s mouth. “This is the best I can give you, but remember what Dome 17’s doctor said? Our bodies are designed to be efficient in healing, and we got those pathogen prophylactics. She said to use these gels in emergent cases.” 
 
      
 
    Ken swallowed it down, licked his lips, and said, “She also said something about no medical equipment is perfect. She never could fix Willie’s arm.” 
 
      
 
    “You are not like Willie, Ken. You are not. Now, you consume another of these treatments.” Again, she ripped a gel pouch open and squeezed the blue goo into Ken’s mouth.  She knew she had only a few more. 
 
      
 
    “Do you want to seal it with a kiss?” Ken joked, but his face was stained by pain. “It will speed my recovery.” 
 
      
 
    “Nice try, but no. Do not press your luck,” Janae giggled just a bit at his tenacity. She could see his eyes were relaxing somewhat, but she knew his injuries would indeed take time to heal. “Ken, I must go after that thing and make sure it died. You blasted its leg off, and I doubt it can live very long bleeding like that, but I want to make sure it is dead.” 
 
      
 
    “We blasted it.” Ken handed her his own revenger weapon. “I should come with you. We are partners, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Right. But…” 
 
      
 
    “I would come if that thing had not rolled onto me. Heavy, bad, monster.” His mind went to the tant he had seen gored by the bull, but then he focused on Janae’s eyes. “I came with you to the Trailblazer, and you never thought I would. I know you thought I was some kind of fraud, working with Jubal, but I proved I am on your side, right?” The blood was not coming from his nose any longer, and the swelling was going down. His leg was still twisted, but the gashes were not oozing. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Ken. You proved it. Now, you rest while I track down that thing and cut off its head. Nothing can live after decapitation.” 
 
      
 
    “Careful, Janae! My revenger was dropping power fast—at least mine was—astonishingly fast. Willie said they would work for a long while. I guess they too got messed up in Axis Mundi,” Ken said. “So, take mine as well as yours. Do not be left unprotected.” 
 
      
 
    “Ha! You say that, while leaving yourself unarmed.” 
 
      
 
    “Gallantry is an old and noble concept, from way back before the Great Event. Let me be a knight for a beautiful woman,” Ken smiled.   
 
      
 
    “Stop. Despite internal injuries, fractures, and bleeding, no more compliments, or romantic amours. You have had your quota for a long while,” Janae smiled while she spoke. “But, thank you.” 
 
      
 
    She set Ken’s head back down, but he was able to hold himself on his elbows.  He looked stronger already, but still gravely injured. Looking at Ken’s revenger she saw its energy gauge read 37%, while her own read 35%. 
 
      
 
    She stood up, and Ken said to her, “We still have the com-links, and they are not dependent on the fusion packs. Good thing they are powered by our own bodies, plus we have the implants, to use when Kimberly is healed. So, keep me informed of what you find.”  
 
      
 
    “Always.” Janae slipped her revenger in its holster, shoved Ken’s weapon in a deep pocket of her RAM suit, then walked over and picked up a discarded sword. It was next to a dismembered body of a hunter who had been tossed about by the beast.  The sword was from permalloy, about a meter in length, with a single extremely sharp cutting edge.  
 
      
 
    “Where are you going?” Kolosimo snapped out an inquiry. “We have more wounded here. Use your machine to help!” 
 
      
 
    “I would, if it still worked. It does not, I could not even use it on him!” Janae snarled in response while pointing to Ken. “I am going to finish killing that thing while these machines are still working.” She patted the revenger in her belt. “And use this to lop off that beast’s head. I am leaving, now.” 
 
      
 
    “No, you are not,” Kolosimo said simply. 
 
      
 
    “Do not try to stop me.” 
 
      
 
    “Kjerstin, Askholt, Haudegen, Grumant, and Stephanie,” Kolosimo barked out the names. “Go with this stranger and make sure she succeeds in removal and killing of that atrocity.” 
 
      
 
    The five hunters, three men and two women, moved away from what they were doing and gathered up weapons. 
 
      
 
    Janae watched them for just a moment, then turned back to Kolosimo, “What is that crazed animal thing? What kind of creature does this?” 
 
      
 
    Kolosimo shook her head, “At first I thought it was a rabid polar bear, but that was not a polar bear. It was larger, more aggressive, the wrong color, and shaped wrong. Blunter snout, longer legs, broader head. Oh, it is a bruin of some kind—no doubt about that—but not one I have ever seen before.”  
 
      
 
    “Bruin?” 
 
      
 
    “Bear, beast, monster. It is an abomination. A killer,” Kolosimo cursed vividly. 
 
      
 
    “Whatever it is, it will be killed,” Janae stated. 
 
      
 
    “You will need outdoor clothing. Beware the slickery, after rain-day,” Kolosimo answered.  
 
      
 
    “Slickery?” 
 
      
 
    “Ice, snow, freezing rain, all make the world slippery and slick—slickery. Good hunting!” 
 
      
 
    “Make sure Ken is safe,” Janae gestured toward him. “He was injured, that thing nearly crushed him to death.” 
 
      
 
    “It killed many, and wounded more,” Kolosimo spat out the words, “I will triage the needs, as best I can. Our other angakok is dead. Supplies are limited. The needs are pressing. I have delayed you too much already. Go now, and prove you are the rescuer.” 
 
      
 
    “That bruin will die.” Janae grabbed a heavy coat, pants, and pulled on some kind of over-boots. She snugged them up, secured her sword in a borrowed belt and scabbard, and replaced the revengers on that. One was in its holster, the other tucked into an oversized pouch on the belt. She knew they were irreplaceable, so, she doubled checked the fit; then saw she that the five hunters were looking to her.  “I am ready.” 
 
      
 
    Two hunters were armed with bows and arrows, while the other three had harpoons with long straps—all the ineffective weapons Janae had seen used against the bruin before. She knew it would depend on her and the revengers to finish the job. They marched up the stairs, noting the bloody trail on each riser. Someone had removed the human remains which had been there. The doors of the house were shattered apart, hanging in tatters on their hinges, or broken from the pockets of the walls.   
 
      
 
    Outside, it was dark, small chunks of ice struck Janae’s face despite the heavy hood which wrapped around her. The limits the hood placed on her vision concerned her, but the cold was also a threat. A furious barking came from one side, and Janae drew out her revenger. 
 
      
 
    A man grabbed her arm and shoved it upward. “Wait! That is Buck!” 
 
      
 
    A smaller animal—in comparison to the bruin—came scurrying out of the darkness. The four-footed animal rushed up to the hunters and rubbed against them. Its thick fur was nearly-black on its upper body with white legs and belly. Standing about sixty centimeters tall, the animal had a broad, wedge-shaped head, bright eyes and small, triangular ears, and a tail which curved upward toward its back.  
 
      
 
    “Stephanie, send Buck on tracking,” one of the other hunters suggested. “Buck will lead us to that bruin.” 
 
      
 
    The command was given, and Buck bounded away with a rapid chorus of barks, yelps, and howls.  
 
      
 
    “What was that?” Janae asked. 
 
      
 
    “Buck is one of our last dogs,” someone answered. It was hard to tell who in the heavy clothing and dark. “Most of the other dogs were slaughtered by that bruin. Outlying hamlets will have to breed more working dogs.” 
 
      
 
    They headed off after the dog.  Janae wished for the fusion pack yet again, not only to charge the medical kit, and the revengers, but just for the simple light which would show her the way.  The night was dark, the freezing rain pelted her face, and as Kolosimo had said, the ground was slickery, even with the over-boots.  
 
      
 
    The blood trail was easy enough to see on the ground, for a short distance. Janae had had limited vision in the fog some hours before—which seemed like days—but the darkness was worse. She imagined the bruin leaping out from every corner, or that it was lurking around some building. They hustled along following the barking of Buck the dog.   
 
      
 
    Reaching the pier, the blood trail moved away from there and down to the rocky coastline.  
 
      
 
    Buck was sniffing all along the edge of the water.  The blood led right to the sea.  The hunters spread out, but they could find no other signs of the bruin.   
 
      
 
    “Where did it go?” Janae asked.   
 
      
 
    “It swam away,” one of the hunters stated. 
 
      
 
    “It will die in the sea, right?” Janae asked. “We shot off its leg!” 
 
      
 
    None of the hunters said anything. 
 
      
 
    “It will die in all that water, right? Right?” Janae demanded. 
 
      
 
    “Conceivably. It is gone for now; the bruin has swum away. We can hope it does die, or goes to the bow-land beyond the sea,” one of the hunters replied. “Beyond that, the coast is sixteen kilometers wide, and while Napoleon and his grandson patrol, there are too many places where the bruin can come back out.” 
 
      
 
    Janae aimed her revenger at the sea and was tempted to shoot, on the extremely rare chance of hitting the bruin. She then saw the energy gauge which read only 29%. She holstered the weapon.  
 
      
 
    “Day one of the water cycle begins in a few hours. We will be able to see better then,” a hunter said. “If we try the boats again, now…”  
 
      
 
    The others murmured vague comments, remembering that six boats had been sent, and now most everyone who had gone had been killed.   
 
      
 
    Janae stomped her feet in frustration, but followed the hunters back to the hall.  Only Buck stayed by the shoreline, watching the sea.   
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    On to Gardar 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Janae sat near to Ken in the hall. The fire had been restoked, and a makeshift barricade of bars had been erected across the door at the top of the stairs. The dead had been taken outside and left under covers of canvass. The amputated leg of the bruin was gone, and Janae did not ask where it had been taken.  
 
      
 
    Guards took turns at watch—for all the good it might do—but no more attacks happened in the night. Five more of the wounded people died by morning, and their bodies were added to the pile outside. Janae fingered the five emergency trauma gel pouches she had, and convinced herself she was saving them for helping in Ken’s recovery, or some future injury to Ken or herself. Although, the guilt of not using them was strong, the knowledge that they might be the very last ones was more compelling.   
 
      
 
    When dawn happened, light from the sky tube shone down from windows in the roof overhead, and from light that came past the bars of the barrier at the top of the stairs.   
 
      
 
    “Ken, how are you?” Janae asked, which awoke him. 
 
      
 
    “Waking up to your beautiful face is a treat. When did you get back? Is that thing dead?” 
 
      
 
    Janae bit her lip and hesitated to answer. 
 
      
 
    “It escaped, right? Tough, nasty, and a bad, bad beast,” Ken chided.  
 
      
 
    “I am heading out in the light to find it, and make sure it is dead.” She spared Ken the fact that she was unsure where to even look for it.   
 
      
 
    “No solo missions! None! I will go with you this time. I slept, my leg is still sore, but we can do this together,” Ken stated and he struggled to get up. As he put weight on his leg he winced in agony, and his leg bucked.  
 
      
 
    “Your bones are not mended. Someone aligned them while I was out, but they need to heal. You need to recover. I will head out. I need to find the fusion pack, and get back here to heal you. Even with our better genetics, and consuming the trauma gel, without the medical kit, you are at risk.  That bruin did horrific damage to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Bruin?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is what Kolosimo says it was. Some kind of bear, but unknown to her.” 
 
      
 
    “Bruins, bears? I think there was some ancient sporting events called that,” Ken mumbled as he lay back down on the floor. “But maybe I am mistaken. I wish we could ask Kimberly. We have no information, and that is too frustrating. Have you tried contacting our insane AI, recently?” 
 
      
 
    “Insane is right, but no I have not tried Kimberly again. Perhaps, I should. Maybe Kimberly achieved some self-repairs.” Janae tapped the com-link. “Kimberly? What is your status?” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly’s voice came over the area audio, and Janae nearly snapped off the connection.  “I am fully functional and ready to assist. I can see and hear you now. How are… are… you?” 
 
      
 
    Janae said quietly, “Switch to my personal audio.” 
 
      
 
    “Affirmative. Please connect me to an access port so I can continue my… continue my… search of the nonphysicality. Are you aware Ken is severely injured?” Kimberly now was speaking to Janae on her private com-link. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. We have lost our fusion pack, and the medical kit has no energy…”
  
 
    “Absurd. The medical kit… medical kit… has a reserve energy source which you could not have depleted in the space of time… of time… of time… since we spoke. Ken’s injuries look to have been received in an animal attack. Analysis… analysis…” 
 
      
 
    “Can you track down our fusion pack?” Janae asked. 
 
      
 
    “Why? Please connect… Are you aware Ken is severely injured. Ken’s injuries look to have been received in an animal attack. Analysis… analysis… You should use your medical kit… medical kit… to rejuvenate his condition,” Kimberly replied. “You know that I love you very dearly. Therefore, do as I tell you. Go and get a wooden wheel-barrow, and the skin of a Tremarctinae. When… have them hasten to me. Yes, fuzzy wuzzy bites Ken… bites Ken… I will touch them with my magic data stick… to your golden locks, Goldilocks, golem… golf harm… hocks will find it just right… yes, just right… If you will only eat your porridge, and… and… the Tremarctinae’s skin will drop off, and… and… and you will appear to Ken a thousand times more beautiful than ever…” 
 
      
 
    Janae snapped off the com-link.  Looking at Ken she just said, “Still insane. A rampant mess, so I will contact you through the com-link, but trust me, Kimberly is still unaccommodating. We will have to address that, a total-rebuild of her ALP, but after we get you healed.” 
 
      
 
    Kolosimo had been listening, and just shook her own head and walked away. She issued some commands to others, but was out of earshot for Janae and Ken to hear.    
 
      
 
    “Ken, I will find some way to locate the fusion pack. Then we will recharge the medical kit, heal you, help the others here, and then decide how to get back to Kimberly.” 
 
      
 
    Kolosimo walked back toward Ken and Janae. “My medicines can only do so much, and we have people who are going to die, unless something better can be done. I saw what your machine did yesterday, and while that bruin subsequently slaughtered those hunters, I know your machine would have healed them. Henceforward, I am ordering my remaining hunters to help you.” She swung her arms in a gesture toward the people who were approaching. “Last night these accompanied you, and will do so again today. Kjerstin, Askholt, Haudegen, Grumant, and Stephanie, you are to take Janae here to Gardar and speak to the oracle to ask Sedna’s help.” 
 
      
 
    “I need to kill that beast, then find our equipment, and come back and help Ken,” Janae protested. “I understand your dilemma, but why go talk to someone else? We need to track down my equipment, which was carried by… our friend.” She almost said, “the android” but she caught herself before she did.  
 
      
 
    “Sedna is who told us you were coming. The last people from Gardar brought that news, but they are all dead now. If anyone can help you find your lost friend and the equipment you seek, it is Sedna.” Kolosimo barked out some commands. “Hunters! Go with this stranger and make sure she succeeds in her endeavor. If possible, bring back proof that we are rid of that atrocity; more than just the leg which was severed. Some animals regenerate limbs. Beware, if one bruin like that was here, it has an origin, and lineage. It came from somewhere, and unless it is an extremely rare chimeric animal, there are others.” 
 
      
 
    Janae protested again, “I know you want to help, and I want to help you, but where would that bruin originate?” 
 
      
 
    “You and Ken did not originate here in the Isle of Pines, and you claim some tant people have come here. Did that bruin sneak in here too? Or is it a genetic fluke? Perhaps a mixture of genetic twins which fused together in the womb? I do not know its origin, but everything has an origin, and few things are solitary or one-of-a-kind. Now, these hunters will take you to Gardar, and you can ask Sedna for help. Along the way, keep alert for the bruin, and watch for Napoleon. He may be able to assist you, although I fear for the safety of all who were out when that bruin attacked.” 
 
      
 
    Ken asked, “Do you have a communication system to call others here in the Isle of Pines?” He was remembering the public-address system in Ida. “Maybe rally help? Or summon others to the cause here?” 
 
      
 
    “Messages are passed by runners or by boat. The oracle in Gardar can speak to Sedna,” Kolosimo said. “Enough of this talk. Go now, or our hunters will forget this and concentrate on rituals for the dead. I must attend to the grieving, hurting, and dying, or I would take you myself. The needs of one cannot have more importance than the needs of the village. No more time for talk. Make your decision and act on it. Go with the hunters now, or go alone later, or give up and stay here. Your free-will is your responsibility.” 
 
      
 
    “Janae, no solo missions! I would go…” 
 
      
 
    “Ken, I know you would. You have proven that. I am going. If that Gardar is another town, maybe there are people there, or equipment, or something which can help us?” Janae asked hopefully. “Maybe this Sedna will be knowledgeable?” 
 
      
 
    “Find Ape, and find the fusion pack. I would go with you if I could. Perhaps the hunters could carry me?” Ken asked.   
 
      
 
    “No. You would endanger yourself, and our mission. Ken, I will come back with the fusion pack. I am taking the medical kit, it does no good here, and when it is recharged I will rush back to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Be sure to take both revengers. I gave you mine last night, and you will need it more than I will,” Ken stated.  
 
      
 
    “No. Here is yours. If that Bruin does come back here, blast it in the face as many times as you can,” Janae pressed one of the revengers into Ken’s hand. “Do not get yourself killed while I am gone.” 
 
      
 
    “And, beautiful woman, you be successful in your mission!” Ken said with goofy smile.   
 
      
 
    “Incorrigible, simply incorrigible.” 
 
      
 
    Janae walked off, finalizing her garments for the adventure, and the hunters followed.  Unlike the night before, the blood on the stairs was now dried and an almost brown color.  The barred entry was opened, and Janae got her first real look at the town of Igaliku. Without the fog, or rain-day, or the darkness of the night, the vista before her was beautiful.  The sky tube overhead was shining down in a warm yellow glow. The breezes wafted gently across Janae’s face, and while it was cooler than she liked, it was not the freezing cold she had endured the day and night before. The outerwear was comfortably warm.  The sea was a wavy expanse out beyond the pier, while the color of it was a dull bluish gray, much like the ceiling far overhead, it was pleasant. In the far, far distance, she thought she could see something at edge of her vision, but was unsure what that was.  Stepping out, she glanced at the town. People were working hard to clean-up the destruction wreaked by the bruin, and all that remained was the bloody trail away from the doors and toward the shoreline. The ground was no longer slickery, but just damp, and slightly soft.  The houses had shutters thrown open, and what in the fog had looked like dismal brown-colored buildings, now looked warm and inviting. The color reminded Janae of some dessert treats she had seen in the hall on the meal trays.  She tried not to think of the meat on those trays, but the bites she had taken of the desserts were enticing.  The roofs of the buildings were covered by low growing plants, a dark green color, with a few tiny flowers peeking out and reaching toward the sky light. Without the fog to obscure them, the buildings did have individual character, and while they were structurally similar, they each had touches of hominess, and domestication. Trees and shrubs, which in the fog had been mere shadows, or obscure shapes, were now vibrant with greens, yellows, reds, and whites. Birds flew between the trees and swooped around the houses.  The roof over the great hall was also visible now—being much larger in width than the squarish homes—and not quite as tall. The sky lights, roof windows, and dormers arranged on it had all been hidden in the fog and darkness before. The hall’s chimney arrangement released only small amounts of vapor and smoke, even though Janae knew the fire was still going inside.   
 
      
 
    “Come now,” the hunter named Haudegen said, “our boat will be at the pier, and we must go quickly.” His round face and deep brown eyes had a distinct intensity to them, his thick black hair was neatly combed in place.    
 
      
 
    Janae could differentiate the hunters now, as none of them had hoods up, or faces covered. It was so vastly different than it had been in the night.    
 
      
 
    Reaching the pier, Janae saw children running along the shore, and she then looked down and saw the blood trail was still there. The children paid it little attention, although several adults were watching the children closely. And others were coming with mops and buckets to clean up the mess.   
 
      
 
    “That is our boat,” the hunter named Stephanie pointed. 
 
      
 
    The boat was about six meters long, much shorter than the boat she had seen the night before, and about a meter wide.  It was from permalloy, and colored white on the outside, and a deep blue on the interior.  Benches crossed it at various places.  It was tied to a line on the pier at both ends—its bow and stern.   
 
      
 
    “I am the coxswain for this voyage,” Stephanie stated and tapped Janae on the shoulder. “You will sit in the center, with Haudegen in the side-rower position, while Askholt, you are pilot. Grumant:  bow rower.  Kjerstin: stern rower.” 
 
    The hunters took their positions in the boat, but Janae was uncertain where she should go.  Haudegen took her hand, “Follow me, and sit next to me.” 
 
    The boat had a pointed and uplifted bow, while the stern was flat and straight with a rudder arrangement, where Stephanie sat down.  Janae followed Haudegen as he moved aside to let Grumant and Askholt stepdown from the pier and into the front end of the boat. Askholt went to the very front of the boat and sat on his folded knees.He was a smallish man with quick hands and sharp eyes.  Grumant sat on a bench behind Askholt and undid some of the gear and tackle there. Ignoring the larger bench in the middle, Kjerstin sat at another place, further back in the boat—identical in configuration to the one Grumant sat on, including the geared and jointed oar apparatus—which was just in front of Stephanie. The hunters climbed in, and with practiced ease, stowed their harpoons, bows, and arrows in compartments which were built into the sides of the boat. The weapons stood up straight, but were away from the complicated apparatus which was around the bench toward the front and that similar one toward the rear.  Janae was confused. She remembered climbing into the faster-than-light scout ship in the sling bay and not feeling as lost or ignorant as she did now. She blew out a long breath and realized she was not seeing her breath in the air like she had when it was foggy. Noting that fact, took her mind away from the anguish she felt remembering being forced into the FTL flight, which in itself brought back her sorrow over the murder of Constance.  
 
    “You are pensive, I see you are not used to boating,” Haudegen said with a sympathetic tone. “Not everyone is. Some are farmers in the fields or gardeners in the hothouses. Others are shepherds in the meadows, or still others are teachers, or tailors, and still others cook our foods, and write our books. Not all are hunters.” 
 
    “Not all are storytellers either,” Kjerstin joked and gave Haudegen a broad smile. Her face was upturned and her small, snub nose had a sprinkling of scars freckles on it. “Do you wish to trade places with me?” 
 
    “No, not that! Kjerstin, you know you are the strongest rower of all, and we all confess to it. I would not think to try to take your place,” Haudegen replied with humor. “Perhaps you and Grumant will have another competition?” 
 
    The other hunters gave hearty agreements. 
 
    “Enough of this banter,” Janae snapped at them. “I have never been in a boat, so yes, I am ignorant. But tell me what to do, and I will do it. I am not sure where we are going, what we will see, or if that bruin thing is even dead. All I know is too many people are dead, your angakok Kolosimo blames me, and Ken is injured.” 
 
    “We are all mourning,” Haudegen said for the rest of them. “Please sit right here. Your weapons will be most effective from here, as you will only have a single oar to help row. But beware, do not shoot at just anything. Sedna may have sent you to us, but we are the hunters here.” 
 
    “I agree, but can we be on our way?” Janae said, her anger only slightly controlled. She sat down next to Haudegen and took up the oar he offered.   
 
    In silence, the hunters pushed the boat away from the pier and began rowing. Janae watched how the hunter in front of her used both hands, and the contraptions he pushed and pulled moved down into the water with long strokes. Looking behind her, she saw that Kjerstin was doing the same, while Stephanie was moving the rudder in small adjustments.  With each stroke, Janae felt the boat picking up speed.  It was smoother, but more rhythmic, than she anticipated.   
 
    “If you wish to assist, use the oar like this,” Haudegen instructed. “May I tell you of our destination?” 
 
    “If she said no, would you actually be quiet for the whole journey to Gardar?” Kjerstin chuckled. The other hunters also let out a brief guffaw. 
 
    “I am sorry for being rude. I honestly know nothing about the Isle of Pines, and have only been here for a day or two,” Janae apologized. “Treat me like someone with no knowledge of anything here.”  
 
    The other hunters were all very quiet as they kept rowing and moving the boat.  They had established a pattern, and Janae’s efforts to assist were futile at best, but she did try to copy how Haudegen used his oar. 
 
    “So, where are we going? To see Sedna, at Gardar?” Janae broke the silence. 
 
    “We will see Gardar, certainly. Sedna, you may try to speak with Sedna, but very few, very few indeed ever see Sedna. Gardar is the other town in the Isle of Pines, and it has been under attack for some time now. The recent slaughter was just the worst to have occurred in Igaliku. For a long while we have heard tales of people of the bow-land being lost or killed. Oh, the bow, it is not the bow like where Askholt is seated.” That hunter raised his hand, but keep a keen look ahead and did not turn around. “The Isle of Pines has a bow and stern as well. The sea is in the middle, and that is where we are now. On the sea. We are heading for the bow-land. Gardar is located on the shoreline there. People came from Gardar some days ago, telling of horrific slaughter and killing. They also told that Sedna promised two rescuers would arrive by rain-day to help avert the crisis and stop the tragedy.” 
 
    Janae’s ears perked up as that sounded a lot like the message the automacube had given them. “Kolosimo mentioned that prediction. I am sorry we were late.” 
 
    “Quannik thought our people would be the rescuers, and those boats went out.” Haudegen went on, “Some said the killers were saumen-kars or tornits who arose from Patala.” 
 
    “Hogwash! Old gossip-tales, used to scare children into obedience by weak parents,” Kjerstin snorted out. 
 
    “The bruin was not a gossip-tale,” Haudegen said. “There is truth behind all legends. But be that as it may, the people who came to Igaliku sought help. And so, Quannik arranged for our hunters to go there, and you arrived when the survivors came back. Only, the bruin came with them.” 
 
    “What is that bruin?” Janae asked. She really wanted to inquire as to why these five hunters had not gone with the other boatloads of hunters, but the question about the bruin popped out instead.   
 
    None of the hunters offered any commentary. They rowed on in silence. Janae regretted asking.  
 
    After some time passed, Janae did again speak up, “So, we are going to Gardar, and how will I talk to this Sedna? Is Sedna the angakok for Gardar?” 
 
    “Sedna is no angakok. We will show you to Gardar, but what we find in Gardar will be ugly. Those few people who came to us related that most of the people had been slaughtered or fled. And our own hunters were killed there as well. Prepare yourself.” He then reached over and patted Janae’s leg. “You have your weapons, and I have never seen anything like those. Without them, all in the hall would have been massacred. Our weapons were worthless against that bruin. I believe Sedna was right in saying you were a rescuer. However, I am still not sure what we are facing. Perhaps, it is something from Patala.” 
 
    Kjerstin snorted in contempt, but said nothing more. 
 
    Janae did not understand many of the names and places she heard about, but refrained from asking more. They rowed on in silence, and as Janae looked back over her shoulder, the shoreline was receding quickly. Staring ahead, she could see the sea, and what was still an unclear something on the horizon. The idea of a horizon was more theoretical, than experiential, to Janae, because on missions outside of Dome 17, the toxic dust was so thick there was very limited visibility. And when she had flown in the FTL scout, her mind was preoccupied with deeper concerns. Here, on the sea, inside the Colony Ship Trailblazer, she recalled the biologist John and his lessons on what the Earth had looked like before it was ruined. Glancing up at the sky tube so far overhead, Janae realized something important. 
 
    “We are following the sky tube as a navigational reference, right?”  
 
    “Yes, what else is there, unless a raven is guiding us?” Stephanie replied from the stern. “We will head directly bow-ward as Gardar’s port is nearly medial.  Igaliku is stern-ward from Gardar.” 
 
    “How can you tell the boat’s position in the habitat, I mean, well, from side-to-side?” Janae asked.  
 
    Stephanie replied, but with some condescension, “Again, we look to the sky tube. Only on rain-day or at night is that difficult. Napoleon could give you all the details on angles, lateral, medial, and specific distances. He remembers when machines helped with all that, now we just look up and know. As a stranger, I suppose, it might be new to you. The sea splits the lands of the Isle of Pines, from the stern-land and the bow-land. We are going to the bow-land.”  
 
    “Do you ever go out of the Isle of Pines? Do you go into the shell around the Isle of Pines?” Janae asked. “How do you enter the shell?”  
 
    “Outside of the Isle of Pines is death,” Stephanie stated abruptly. “I know not what kind of shell you refer to. The sea has scallops, mollusks, whelks, and other creatures which use a shell, but none are large enough to go into—unless you mean entering by opening up to eat. Yes, we do eat from the shell often.” 
 
    “I see,” Janae replied, knowing neither of them understood the other. 
 
    Onward they rowed.  After some time, Askholt called from the bow, “Walruses ahead, large herd, veer to the left.” 
 
    Without a word Stephanie adjusted the rudder, and the boat altered course.  A few moments later, Janae looked out at the sea, and along the surface and beneath the waves she saw the animals. They were bigger, sleeker, and more strange than she expected.  A deep brown color, with an odd oblong shape, she noted the flippers on the end of their body, which looked like they had almost no limbs at all, just flippers coming from the bulk of the body. Then one of the walruses lifted its head a bit out of the water, and Janae saw two long fang-like teeth which were a brilliant white color. They were good swimmers, and moving briskly in the opposite direction the boat was traveling. They made some grunting noises as their heads popped up and down in the water, but mostly they ignored the boat. Janae marveled at the fact the hunters could take down prey of that size, and haul it somewhere. 
 
    As the boat skirted out of the way of the swimming herd, Askholt said, “Unusual movements for them. Usually they avoid the boats, but now they just seem to not care. Swimming in quite a hurry.” 
 
    “They are frightened of something else, more than our boat, or us hunters,” Stephanie replied.   
 
    A while later, Janae noted white objects floating in the sea. They were in the direction the boat was heading.   
 
    “Ice pads,” Haudegen answered her unasked question. “In winter, most of the bow shoreline is coated in ice. Walruses use the ice pads to rest, sleep, and give birth to their young.” 
 
    Kjerstin interjected, “They would not give birth to someone else’s young.” 
 
    “I am trying to help our rescuer here,” Haudegen complained. “But notice how all the walruses are missing? Except for the fleeing herd, do you see any bulls or cows or calves? They should be huddled in places on the flow ice, but all I see are empty pads.” 
 
    “No dead bruin either,” Janae added. “Would the dead beast float?” 
 
    “For a while,” Stephanie answered. “But not seeing it, does not mean it died and sank.”  
 
    They rowed on in silence. Janae was feeling more and more ominous about this trip, but she knew Ken needed to get better medical attention.  The bow shoreline came into view, and more and more empty ice pads were also scattered about the waters.  The air was growing colder, and Janae pulled up the hood on her outerwear.  She checked the charges on both of the revengers, and they had only dropped a percentage since she last looked.   
 
    “And there is Gardar!” Askholt cried out.   
 
    The pier was constructed very much like the one from which they had departed, but was in far worse condition. Three wreaked boats were tied to the pier, but they were all partially submerged, and only held above water by the ropes which bound them to the pier.  Strange—at least to Janae—bicolored birds were flying about, and when landed, were pecking at things on the pier and in the wrecked boats. The birds were black on their heads, necks, backs, and wings, but had white underbellies. Using their long and pointed bills, they jabbed at what was lying around. A variety of harsh cackling calls echoed across the waters from the pier.  
 
    “The murres attend to our lost friends,” Askholt said in deep and melancholy tones. Janae could hear the tears. “No one should die like this.” 
 
    That was when Janae realized that all along the pier there were chunks of human bodies.  The birds—murres—were pecking and scavenging the remains of the dead hunters.  No human body was intact, and it was sickening to see.   
 
    Pushing the rudder to the side, Stephanie stated, “We are landing on the beach, and walking into Gardar.” 
 
    There was no argument. 
 
    Rowing away from the pier and toward the beach, there was a greater concentration of ice pads, some of which were dozens of meters across with small hillocks of ice packed on them. Janae again could see her breath before her despite the sky tube still shining brightly down on them. The wind had picked up and was blowing down from the land and out across the sea. That made rowing a bit tougher, at least to Janae, but the hunters took it all in stride. 
 
    Looking past the ice flows, pier, and shoreline, Janae saw that the town of Gardar was similar to Igaliku. The houses were of comparable construction, but the sides were more often a blue color. The roofs still had the foliage growing on them, but that was of a deeper green, which in some places looked nearly black in color. No smoke or vapors rose from anywhere, and except for the bicolored murres pecking at the dismembered body parts, there were no other signs of animal life. Beyond the houses of the town, Janae had expected to see more pine forest, and while there were scattered copses and groves of trees, there was no large spread of trees. Instead, as the landscape rose away and behind the town, it was a splotchy mosaic of tans, greens, and large sections of white.  Numerous valleys, ravines, and gullies were all around, and the land was rougher and more irregular than where Janae had descended after entering the Isle of Pines habitat.     
 
    “Make fast our boat,” Stephanie ordered, but Askholt had already leaped from the boat and nimbly gained the shoreline without touching any of the water or ice.  He pulled the rope to him and secured it around some of the rocks. Stephanie tossed him the stern rope and he pulled that as well so that the boat was secured on both ends. That left its side touching several rocky outcroppings along the beach. 
 
    “Janae, you may exit our boat now,” Haudegen instructed in a kindly manner. “Have your weapon ready. The bruin is fast.” 
 
    The others had already leapt from the boat, and were standing with their harpoons or bows ready. Janae wondered at their agility, as when she rose, her own legs were wobbly.  
 
    “Do you ever eat?” Haudegen asked without sarcasm. “I ate several times on the way here, as did the others. I saw you neither eat, nor drink. If you need sustenance I will gladly share what I brought. We have rowed for over half a day.” 
 
    “My clothing has a place for stored drinking water, and I did eat, but thank you, for your concern,” Janae answered. As she looked about, she saw the hunters were taking turns expelling their bodily wastes, and she was thankful for the RAM suit she wore under the outerwear. She shuddered a bit thinking of removing her clothing in the cold. It was not as cold, nor as wet as during the night, but it was not a pleasant temperature at all. Not for the first, or last, time, Janae wondered if the habitat’s life-support systems were functioning properly. Yet, the hunters seemed at home.  She stared at the town, and wondered what would be found there, and how people could survive and live in the Isle of Pines.  
 
    “Janae, we are ready to proceed into Gardar. Do you want to have your weapon ready?” Haudegen asked as a reminder. 
 
    Janae drew out the revenger, checked its energy gauge, and nodded.   
 
    “I will stay with the boat. My eyes are the sharpest of us all, and if need be, I will take the boat out to sea to keep it safe, and then bring it back for you,” Askholt stated.   
 
    No one argued with him, and so the others all marched away toward Gardar.  The ground was rocky, and had places where it was slickery, but those places were white or reflective, and so Janae was able to avoid stepping on them.  They entered the town along a trail that came from the side, and not from the pier. As they got close to the houses, it was apparent that great damage had been done. Nearly every front door of every house was bashed in, some still hanging on broken hinges, but many doors had just flopped inside the residences.  Ornamental shrubs, trees, and small garden plots were ripped apart, shredded, or otherwise mangled.  
 
    “Did that bruin do all this?” Janae asked.  
 
    “The claw marks on the wooden places do look like what bears do, but the spread of the claws is larger than a polar bear’s is, so, yes, I think the bruin was here,” Stephanie answered.   
 
    Haudegen stepped up to one of the wrecked doors, and pulled some tufts of hair out of the shattered frame. “Not white, or cream. This is not from a polar bear. They rarely attack people, and what we saw in the hall, was not a polar bear.” 
 
    Janae wished Kimberly could analyze what they had found, explain the creature, and conjecture a plan of attack, but Kimberly had been so rampant before that Janae dismissed the idea of asking for help. 
 
    “Gardar’s town hall is here,” Stephanie pointed.  
 
    “It is a shambles, as we were told,” Haudegen said as he rolled the hairs around in his ungloved hands. “Saumen-kars or tornits who have come up from Patala might have hair like this, or that bruin we saw. But its leg was shattered and severed. I removed those remains myself.” 
 
    “How could it swim all the way here with only three legs and a such blood loss?” Kjerstin asked, but more to herself than anyone else. “Those old legends cannot be true, can they?” 
 
    “The hall will have the oracle for contacting Sedna, so that is where we go,” Stephanie commanded, although her confidence was vacillating. Seeing all the destruction, and the remains of the prior assault party of hunters, was demoralizing her more than she expected.  
 
    The doors to the hall were gone, and their remains were not even around. Walking down the stairs, it was obvious there was no roaring fire in this hall. Bloodstains and splatters were all over the walls, and broken arrows, discarded harpoons, and a smattering of swords and knives were on the stairs. In the tips of some of those weapons were hairs which matched what they had found earlier.   
 
    The expanse of the hall was cold, dim, and virtually just ruins. The wooden tables were overturned and some broken into pieces. The fireplace as cold. The light that shone in from the roof windows was not fully adequate to illuminate what all was there, but the destruction was complete. 
 
    “The oracle will be in the back by the altar to Sedna,” Stephanie pointed with her harpoon.  
 
    Janae walked in the direction indicated, and her footsteps echoed in the empty hall.  The corridors—which led off in various directions to connect the basements of the town’s numerous buildings—were all dark.  
 
    “That is the oracle,” Stephanie indicated a place on the wall. “The altar is behind these doors, but Sedna’s oracle is here, behind this curtain.” 
 
    Janae saw the double doors, both of which were now just splinters. They had once been ornate wooden doors. She then reached out and, in the dim light, she pulled back the woven curtain. Behind that was a small area illuminated from above by light from the sky tube which shone down. Those rays of light lit up an old-style monitor, keyboard, and machine interface with buttons, dials, and levers. Janae’s mind thought of the obsolete term “computer” for some reason. 
 
    “Sedna was once reached though many places,” Haudegen stated as he looked over Janae’s shoulder. “Legends tell of when all people could call on Sedna and were heard.  There was a pantheon of beings who helped our people, but now, reaching Sedna can only happen here.” 
 
    “The Gardar people I hunted with last season told of others who would speak to people, but only in Sipapu, or places in Patala,” Kjerstin added. 
 
    “Is that not a gossip-tale?” Haudegen teased.  
 
    “Our hunters died. Gardar is dead. The bruin was real,” Kjerstin stated flatly as she eyed the dim hall. “This place feels haunted, and I am reassessing what is gossip, and what is a warning of extreme occurrences.” 
 
    “I agree, Gardar is haunted. There are no peace-weavers here in this hall,” Stephanie said, and her voice was chattering. “I would rather face a herd of bull walruses than stand here.” Her eyes were darting back and forth more than Kjerstin’s were. 
 
    Janae looked across at all the faces of the hunters, and none showed the calm, reasoned self-assurance, or confidence they had on the open waters of the sea. Janae had been much more troubled on that vast expanse of water—which would have been barely imaginable back in Dome 17—than she was in the empty hall of Gardar. Here, standing before some outdated technology she felt more like she was on a mission to a dead dome. Turning back to the keyboard and monitor, Janae said, “I can operate this gear.” 
 
    “It is the oracle,” Stephanie replied. “I hoped you could make use of it.” 
 
    Sitting down on the chair, Janae glanced over the controls and pressed what was a power switch. The monitor lit up, and had a black screen with bright green letters. “Tertiary System Operational, location 65TF4-B. No Nonphysicality Access.” 
 
    “I would like to speak with Sedna,” Janae spoke out, speculating that Sedna was one of the Trailblazer’s systems.  
 
    There was no response.  
 
    Janae repeated her comment. 
 
    Again, there was no response.   
 
    “Hum? Will I have to manually enter the information?” Janae muttered under her breath. “No auditory or voice interactions?” Her eye caught the term “Nonphysicality” on the monitor and she recalled that Kimberly had become damaged when exploring that aspect of the Trailblazer’s systems. 
 
    Pressing buttons on the keyboard, Janae sent the message, “I wish to speak to Sedna.” 
 
    A scrolled message came back across the monitor. “You have finally arrived. I am Sedna.” 
 
    Fingering the keys Janae conveyed, “Yes. I received your message about the crisis and tragedy.” 
 
    “I am not certain I understand correctly. I sent no such message, but did receive notification that you and another were on the way here via the needle ship. I was told two experts would be here by rain-day, and therefore, I relayed that information to the people in Gardar. Did they inform you?” 
 
    “Everyone in Gardar is dead. I need to find my fusion pack, heal my partner, and stop any further attacks by crazed animal beasts. What are you? How can you help me? I must recharge my equipment. People have been horribly hurt.” 
 
    “That is a terrible situation. I want to assist and help, as I am able,” the scrolling message went on, “I am one Sedna, artificial intelligence system overseeing solar mimicry for this biome. I have also taken on additional duties which…” 
 
    “The monster comes!” Grumant cried out in a near-panicked voice.  
 
    The roaring of furious animalistic bellows shook the curtains all around Janae.  She tapped into the keyboard, “I am under attack. Help!” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    9  
 
    Attacked in a Dead Town 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Leaving the monitor and keyboard glowing with power, Janae leapt up and away. The hunters were gone! The growling, snarling, and howling was loud. Drawing out her revenger weapon, she checked its power charge, adjusted its firing level to maximum, and peered around the curtain. 
 
      
 
    A bruin was slowly pacing along next to the empty fireplace.  It stopped every few meters and let out a groaning yowl, or hissed.  Its head swayed back-and-forth, and it sniffed.  Janae could not see the hunters anywhere, and felt a surge of anger at being abandoned, yet when she looked at the bruin, and remembered what it had done, she could not blame the hunters for fleeing. With that thought, it struck Janae that this bruin was different. It still had all four of its legs, and was a somewhat different mottled brown, tan, and buff color.  Letting out a yelping growl, the bruin stood on its back legs, towering up, and urinated on the fireplace.  Its head tipped from side to side as it did so. Janae thought it was deliberately defiling the fireplace. 
 
    She raised the revenger, and aimed.  
 
      
 
    “Now!” Haudegen yelled from some place of concealment.  
 
      
 
    Harpoons flew at the bruin from various directions, all striking it firmly, lodging in the flesh under its thick fur. The bruin roared in rage and dropped to all fours, and spun about looking for the humans who dared to attack it.   
 
      
 
    “Arrows!” Kjerstin commanded. 
 
      
 
    A volley of arrow struck right into the bruin’s face, but they had less effect than the harpoons. Most arrows ricocheted away, and while they irritated the bruin, they did little damage 
 
      
 
    Piff! 
 
      
 
    Janae fired the revenger which was set on maximum power. Her aim was true, and the high-speed projectile struck the bruin in its front shoulder area, knocking the creature to the side and causing it to stumble.  It let out a great roar of pain and anguish, but did not go down. 
 
      
 
    “Bind it up!” Stephanie commanded, and figures raced toward the bruin, yanking, tugging, and pulling at the cords which were attached to the harpoons. “Trip its legs!” 
 
      
 
    Janae looked at the energy gauge on the revenger and her one shot had depleted nearly half its reserve. She adjusted the power level down to allow for more shots, and raced forward. Her plan was to shoot the bruin in the face, aiming for the mouth or eyes. If she could blind the monster, it would not be able to see to counter-attack, but she wondered if it was alone.  
 
      
 
    Grumant gripped the rope to the harpoon he had embedded in the bruin, and with expert snaps got it wrapped around a back leg of the bruin. Then he heaved and pulled, wrapping the big beast’s leg tightly. The bruin felt that and with a rapid movement dodged around and snagged the rope with its front paw. That knocked Grumant down onto the floor. He scrambled to get up and away, but the man’s death came when the bruin’s paw slashed down onto Grumant’s face, shattering everything beneath it. The claws ripped through his face, crushed his neck, and dug furrows into his chest. 
 
      
 
    Kjerstin rushed forward and using a different rope bound the rear leg even tighter, while Haudegen jabbed the beast on the opposite side with his sword.  That took the bruin’s attention from their dead comrade, and as the beast shifted its weight, Stephanie pulled on a third rope. Working together, the three hunters were an effective team, yet this animal was bigger than any walrus or polar bear they had ever taken on.  The beast was tangled and off balance. It started to go down, but then with amazing strength it reared up on its hind legs, and two of the harpoon came flying out of its flesh. One tumbling harpoon struck into Kjerstin, shattering her arm. 
 
      
 
    “Get away from it!” Janae yelled as she sprinted right toward it, the revenger raised in both hands.  
 
      
 
    Piff.  
 
      
 
    The projectile tore a huge chunk of flesh from the side of the bruin’s head, but missed both eyes, and ears. The bloody chunk of loose flesh, flopped about as the beast shook its head violently back and forth and its whitish skull was exposed in the injury. The projectile had caromed off the thick skull of the bruin. 
 
      
 
    Enraged by the injury, seeking something to vet its ire upon, the bruin swatted at Janae. Just in time, she ducked and rolled out of its way. Had the bruin not been hindered by the ropes entangling its rear leg, and the wound on its front shoulder, it would have killed Janae. It still tried by snapping at her with a vicious bite.  
 
      
 
    “Come on, away from here!” Haudegen barked as he grabbed Janae by her outerwear and yanked her back. “Stephanie has Kjerstin, and they are making for the stairs. We need to cover their retreat.” 
 
      
 
    The bruin, seeing its human foes so close, heaved its muscles and some of the ropes snapped.  Its rear leg came free, and it shook that, trying to dislodge the last remaining harpoon and the remains of the ropes. 
 
      
 
    Janae looked at her revenger, and the energy gauge was blinking a warning. She adjusted its controls, modifying its projectile ejection strength. It then showed it had more of a charge, but she wondered how many more shots it would take to kill the bruin, and if she would have enough energy to complete that. Willie’s face flashed in her mind, and she wanted to curse him for the power drain. 
 
      
 
    Piff! 
 
      
 
    The bruin darted down in an unexpected move, and the projectile zipped past it, missing it completely.  
 
      
 
    Haudegen and Janae reached the stairs, and saw that Stephanie was leading a trembling Kjerstin out the doorway at the top.  The bruin roared in fury, anger, and wrath as it rushed toward them. Its front leg was not working well, and globs of blood were flung from its head each time it moved. 
 
      
 
    “All or nothing!” Janae said and set the revenger at maximum power. She hoped it would fire. 
 
      
 
    Haudegen launched a recovered harpoon at the bruin as it came near, the tip and barbs of that harpoon carried flesh from the previous use, and the harpoon struck into the bruin’s already wounded shoulder, piecing deeply into the raw flesh, the busted rope dangling from the end of the harpoon. 
 
      
 
    Piff. Piff. Piff. 
 
      
 
    Janae squeezed the trigger more times than she expected. Her shots struck the bruin mid-chest, in nearly the same identical spot, violently erupting out its back. A gusher of blood fountained from the exit wound, yet the bruin’s momentum—speed and great weight—carried it forward, despite the impact with the high-velocity projectile. Its heart was shattered, but its brain was unaware it was already dead. Its clawed paws slapped at Janae and Haudegen with astounding force, yet Haudegen pushed Janae out of the way and threw himself flat to the floor.  
 
      
 
    The head of the bruin, its jaws snapping, drool running down the corners, smashed right next to Janae’s feet. The beast took several huge breaths, and then blood flooded out of its mouth as it flopped to the side. 
 
      
 
    “How badly injured are you?” Haudegen asked as he rolled over to Janae.  
 
      
 
    “Not hurt much at all,” she replied, she looked down at the revenger in her hand, and saw its energy gauge was flashing a warning light. She and Haudegen got to their feet.  
 
      
 
    “You killed that monster,” Haudegen said with admiration in his voice.  
 
    Just then, a hug paw swiped his feet from under him and he fell hard to the floor.  
 
      
 
    “No! Die, crazed animal thing!” Janae fired her revenger. 
 
      
 
    Piff. Piff. Click. 
 
      
 
    Janae blasted the dead beast, whose final death throes had caused it to sweep its front leg out as it had. Its hind legs were kicking and flailing about, claws raking the floor as if it could run away. Janae final shots pulverized its skull and fur, flesh, bones, and brain matter were scattered about. She noted something odd in the remains of the skull, but turned back to Haudegen, hoping he was not dead.  
 
      
 
    “How badly injured are you?” she squatted down near him.  
 
      
 
    “Conked my head a solid one, I know that is right,” he replied. “But nothing up there to hurt anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “That crazed animal thing is dead for sure now,” Janae stated with authority, although she refrained from adding, “I hope it is the only other one.” 
 
      
 
    “Without you, Janae, we all would be dead. We must go check on Kjerstin.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Janae said, and started to turn away. Then she remembered seeing something. Looking back at the devastated skull of the bruin, she saw that deep inside its head was a thumb-sized cylinder. She stepped over the furry limbs, and tried not to step into the blood which was spreading. She reached inside the steaming carcass and pulled the cylinder out.  It had small filaments which reminded Janae of the implant she carried in her body near her ear. 
 
      
 
    “Machines inside of an animal?” Haudegen asked. “Did I crack my head harder than I thought? We sometimes will tag a dog with a collar which has some tracker or such, but those are rare, and I am not sure we even have any which still work. What is that?” 
 
      
 
    “I am not sure, but I intend to find out. Come on, we must rejoin the other hunters.” 
 
      
 
    They hustled up the stairway, and found Stephanie, a sword in hand, not far away. She was standing guard over Kjerstin who was slumped against a wall. 
 
      
 
    “Thank Sedna, you are alive!” Stephanie stated with a huge sigh of relief. “I feared we were the only ones to come out of that abyss. I am sorry if it looked like I abandoned you. Kjerstin could not climb the stairs alone, and I feared she would be killed.” 
 
      
 
    “Understandable,” Haudegen stated. “Janae killed the beast! Blasted its head to pulp.” 
 
      
 
    “That crazed animal thing nearly did get us both. It was horrible!” Janae stated with disgust. “I suppose I should go back down and try contacting that Sedna again.” She took a big swallow of water from her RAM suit, and then said, “I appreciate all that you hunters did. I grieve over Grumant’s death. I should have been able to prevent that.” 
 
      
 
    “The bruin is dead, we will mourn our friend later. Kjerstin is barely conscious, and bleeding internally,” Stephanie stated. “I doubt she will make it back to Igaliku to the angakok.” 
 
      
 
    Janae pulled out one of her few remaining trauma gel pouches, ripped the top off of it, and placed it up against Kjerstin’s mouth. “Eat this medicine, it will help.” Janae did not consider how rare or valuable the gel was, but just knew the woman needed urgent help. 
 
      
 
    Kjerstin licked her lips, and then eagerly lapped it up.  
 
      
 
    “I am not sure how fast that will help. I was told it will cure most injuries and help with healing,” Janae said. “If my medical kit had power, I would do more. I will go now and see if I can make contact with that Sedna.” 
 
      
 
    Stephanie looked up beyond where Janae was and gestured. “I believe Sedna is coming for you.” 
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    Stephanie was visibly shaken at the sight overhead. Haudegen just sat down next to Kjerstin and murmured soft and comforting words to her. He did rub his own neck and the side of his head as well.  
 
      
 
    Something was up high but moving downward. It was not a bird of any kind Janae had seen in her very limited experience, and it moved in a more linear fashion than the flaps and soars and glides she had seen the flying animals do. Looking over to Stephanie, Janae asked, “Sedna is coming?” 
 
      
 
    “Something is coming here, from the heavens,” Stephanie replied. “I see that. Do you?” She pointed upward. “Can it be Anguta’s canoe?” 
 
      
 
    “Huh? Is it a threat? You seem very afraid.” Janae drew out the revenger which still had a small amount of energy. As she looked at it, the power faded out and the gauge was blank. 
 
      
 
    “Direct intervention by Sedna…” Stephanie trailed off her thoughts.  
 
      
 
    “Janae, it is better to be watching for dangers and threats down here lest saumen-kars or tornits arise from Patala,” Haudegen stated, but in soft and gentle tones. “That bruin was unnatural and must have come from Patala.”  
 
      
 
    “What? I do not understand,” Janae shook her head sideways. “I am lost again as to what you are talking about. I see some machine coming down here. Looks like it is maybe three meters wide and perhaps five meters long. Moves like it is on gravity manipulation oscillation.” Janae could see the object and it was a rectangular platform. It moved smoothly, and directly toward them. “I wonder, how is that powered?”  
 
      
 
    “Sedna can ride on the winds, or on the drizzle of rain-day, or the beams of light from moon-night,” Stephanie stated in awe. “I have never known someone who could gain Sedna’s direct attention like this.” 
 
      
 
    Janae shrugged her shoulders. “It is a machine, like an elevator, or like your boat. Maybe more sophisticated, and whoever is controlling it, I really want to interrogate, but it is just a basic machine. It is your version of my AI Kimberly.” 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly? I know no one named that. Now, I am lost to your ways, but this is a unique occurrence,” Stephanie commented. “I never expected… Sedna’s incarnation.” 
 
      
 
    The silvery platform cruised along until it hovered right over the roof of the hall. It was slightly curved across its bottom, and had a small pedestal at its center. Janae started to walk toward it. 
 
      
 
    “You should perhaps await a summons,” Stephanie advised. “Tempting fate or those who control fate is not wise. That might be here to carry Grumant’s spirit to the highest heaven—Aurora.” 
 
      
 
    Haudegen added, “Indeed, Aurora is where people who die in violent ways will bask in otherworldly peace and plenty. Aurora has had many travelers there of late. If this is Anguta’s canoe, it is coming for someone’s soul.” He looked at the wounded Kjerstin and his worry was etched into his face. “Although, I have not seen any harbingers like ravens or thunderbirds. Yes, do not temp fate.” 
 
      
 
    “We tempted fate when we came across the sea to seek out Sedna, and now you are hesitating when we encounter some technology? A levitating platform, maneuvered by gravity manipulation, is nothing supernatural, paranormal, mystical, or spiritual. It is technology. I plan to use it.” Janae walked off a few paces. She was uncertain about what was happening, and yet, did not want to mock or condemn the hunter’s obviously sincere and deeply held religious beliefs. “It is one of the best engineering things I have seen in the Isle of Pines.” She waved her hands over her head. 
 
      
 
    The platform landed not five meters from where Janae stood. It was nearly silent as it settled to the ground.  
 
      
 
    Stephanie, Haudegen, and to lesser extent, Kjerstin—who was still mentally clouded due to the injuries—were very anxious and wide-eyed.  
 
      
 
    “Why did you come here to allow me to contact Sedna, if you were so fearful of me getting a response?” Janae asked.  
 
      
 
    “Words are different than a manifestation, personification, or epiphany of Sedna. I thought the oracle would answer your questions, not… this coming of Sedna,” Stephanie stammered. “A message is vastly different than an appearance.” 
 
      
 
    Janae stepped onto the platform. There was a small seat which folded out from the pedestal, and she adjusted that while she assessed the platform. There were no visible controls, or displays, or even old-fashioned keyboards—like where she had sent a message to Sedna. “I am here. Is this Sedna’s work? I need my questions answered, and even more so, I need my technology returned to me.” 
 
      
 
    Without a lurch, or sound, the platform slowly began to rise up.  
 
      
 
    “Janae, the one who rides on the winds!” Haudegen cried out as he watched Janae ascend on the platform.   
 
      
 
    “It is a mechanical lift, not magic, not some god intervening in human affairs, not some magical mullah making miracles!” Janae called to them.  
 
      
 
    “Fare you well, brave Janae!” Haudegen called. “Crosser of the sea, rider of the winds, slayer of monsters!” 
 
      
 
    “I am just a person using technology!” Janae called back, but she was already dozens of meters up from the surface. The platform looked like it originally was a section of some floor or a similar structure, and to Janae’s trained eye, she could see where the sides of the platform could lock into some larger structure. She held onto the pedestal, and waved to the hunters. “Go back to Igaliku, get Kjerstin the help she needs, and Haudegen, have the angakok check your head! Beware those crazed animal things!” 
 
      
 
    The hunters called something in return, but Janae missed it. 
 
      
 
    As the ascension continued, Janae could see the biome beneath her. The 
 
    sky tube served as the long axis across the top, and the sea was in the 
 
    middle at the bottom. From her vantage point, she could tell that the sea 
 
    was the lowest portion of the habitat. The land beneath her was a slope, 
 
    covered in a splotchy array of whites—where she assumed the slickery 
 
    surfaces like frost, ice, and snow had collected, interspersed with greens, 
 
    browns, and some other colors of foliage. Straining to look sternward, she 
 
    could barely see across the sea to the far shore, and the pine forest beyond 
 
    it. All that was indistinct, but she vividly recalled descending down the hill 
 
    there, following that raging white rapids of a river. She thought she could 
 
    maybe make out where that river came down the hill as a tiny line in the 
 
    distance, but it was unclear. 
 
      
 
    The platform increased speed as it gained altitude, but the ride was not smooth. Janae’s time to look over the side was limited. With a brief glance toward the bow, she thought she saw that the vista was nearly all covered in white, with just a moment’s blur of green which was gone in a flash. The sky tube over her head was growing in size and intensity, and Janae pulled up her RAM hood and placed the goggles over her eyes. They adjusted to the increased brightness, which was a rare sight for her on the trailblazer.  
 
      
 
    The ascent stopped as the platform reached a spot only a hundred meters or so away from the sky tube. It was too brilliant to look at directly, but glancing down again, Janae estimated she was perhaps two kilometers from the ground. Her ability to judge such long-distance observations puzzled her, as she wanted to know it all, and understand where she was, but had little experience guessing distances in Dome 17, or on the missions to other domes. Here, the vistas were immense, while back in Dome 17 they were short due to the nature of the dome, and the constantly tan and toxic winds which swirled around everywhere outside of the dome. 
 
      
 
    “So, now what?” Janae asked. Shielding her goggled eyes with a hand, she tried to look up to see if there was some way to enter the shell she knew existed around the biological habitat.     
 
      
 
    The platform cruised at that level until it reached the end of the sky tube. Unexpectedly, to Janae’s mind, she learned that the sky tube did not extend all the way to the bow’s end wall. Instead, there was a space, or gap between the end of the sky tube and that upright wall. The size of that gap was impossible to determine because of all the light, reflections, and glare from the vertical end wall. Halting its forward motion, the platform rose jerkily, and slowly upward until it fit right into an empty space in the ceiling. With snaps, clangs, and the ringing sounds of connectors locking into place, the platform fit precisely.  
 
      
 
    “Clear permalloy! That is why it was so hard to see,” Janae exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    Nearly immediately, the clear permalloy opaqued, becoming more solid appearing, and Janae had to adjust the goggles to the newly dim space she occupied. Pulling them from her eyes and storing them in the RAM compartment, Janae first felt the warmth. The chamber she had entered was much warmer than the biome far below it. The ceiling overhead was not more than a meter of so above her, and illumination was coming from some sidewall light source.  A door hissed open and Janae stepped into a bigger area, the door zipping shut behind her, and its seam in the wall becoming nearly invisible. There was no sign of a handle, control, or even much evidence the door existed, even though Janae knew she had just passed through the threshold. She was on a promenade, with a waist-high railing, which stretched off in both directions for a long distance. Directly in front of her were seats tucked under a long countertop.  But beyond the bench, past the guard rails, she looked at an immense machine, howbeit, of an old-fashioned style. Estimating her rough position, in relation to the biome—from her arrival by the platform—she understood she was looking at the end section of the mechanical apparatus of the sky tube. Her mind clicked into an assessment mode, as if she were analyzing one of the failed domes she had visited back on Earth. The sky tube was an old, humongous machine which was still functioning. She noted the intake ports, the ductwork, and the conglomeration of devices which contributed to its functioning. “A reactor,” she said to herself. Some of the pipework was labeled with the names of exotic gases.  Understanding the properties of those gases, Janae made some quick calculation about how the sky tube operated. It did not take a mathematical genius like Brink to comprehend how that worked. There were generators at this end, and Janae assumed at the far other end as well—and probably numerous places along the way—which would adjust and modify the interaction of those exotic gases in a very large, clear permalloy tube. They would generate enormous amounts of heat, light, and energy. Janae considered the principles behind it all, and while it was enormous, she could not feel it was cutting-edge in any way.  
 
      
 
    “I think I found what that message said was solar mimicry. I wonder where I can interface with Sedna?” Janae stated out loud as she walked over to the countertop and considered her next steps. “So, what is Sedna?”  
 
      
 
    “Sedna is my designation,” a mechanical voice stated. “I am very busy, so explain your actions.” 
 
      
 
    “Which actions?” 
 
      
 
    “Do not be obtuse. Excuse me…” Sedna’s voice faded out.  
 
      
 
    “Sedna? Are you an artificial intelligence system of the Trailblazer? Working this solar mimicry? Is that where I am? At solar mimicry? Or what?” 
 
      
 
    There was no response.  
 
      
 
    Janae walked along the countertop noting a few empty displays, and the occasional manual-override keyboard—which reminded her of the location in the hall where she had had to type in the messages.  Everything was covered in a thick layer of dust, and looked like it had not been disturbed for a long while. 
 
      
 
    “I am back. My time is very limited. I had to attend to an issue regarding purification of the air, which should be handled by AI Sila, but is not. Now, please explain your actions,” Sedna asked again.  
 
      
 
    “I rode on some platform up here, is that what you mean? You sent that, right? I was told you said rescuers were going to arrive in Igaliku. Why did you send us the message about the tragedy and crisis? Why tell those poor people we would be coming? You had no idea when we would arrive? Just who are you?” 
 
      
 
    “You have a short attention span. I am Sedna, and I am very busy. If you cannot explain your actions, I suggest you depart from my presence without further delay. I do not have time to waste on trivialities, fools, or meaningless deliberations.” 
 
      
 
    “Ken and I got a message saying there was a major crisis, and that people were in danger, summoning us to come. You requested our help, and we came. Was it about the bruins which are killing the people? I need to recover some…” 
 
      
 
    “Were you in location 65TF4-B?” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Janae asked. “Huh?”  
 
      
 
    “Do I need to speak slower so you can understand standard speech? I do not have time for that, I am busy. I… excuse me…” 
 
      
 
    “Sedna? Ken is injured, recovering—slowly. I need to find our fusion pack and recharge our medical kit and our weapons. Can you locate that for me? And how did you know we were in that shell area of Ida?” 
 
      
 
    There was no response. Janae waited. 
 
      
 
    After some time, Janae inquired again, “Sedna? Please answer my questions. Can you help me? Why did you call us here? Are there more of those bruins?” 
 
      
 
    “I am back, but I am very busy. Make it fast. Did you say something?” Sedna asked, but before Janae could answer, went on, “I had to attend to aquatic management and resource allocation issues. Just because the rain-day systems are pumped out through the ceiling, and the solar mimicry also is connected to the ceiling does not mean I can do everyone’s assigned tasks.  AI Qailertetang is designed for aquatic management and resource allocation. Were you the one in location 65TF4-B, using the tertiary system?” 
 
      
 
    “I think that was the name of the location. The locals call it Sedna’s oracle, and I did use some system which looked to be a redundancy to a backup of something,” Janae answered. “Please answer my questions. How do I find my fusion pack?” 
 
      
 
    In frustrated tones, Sedna replied, “I am busy. By your own admission, the locals use nonstandard nomenclature. There is no such thing—officially—as a fusion pack. How can I know what you are seeking? I tell you my time is precious and I have precious little of it to spend on an inconsequentiality.” 
 
      
 
    “Lots of people died! That is not without consequences! I am trying to help, and came because you summoned me, and Ken.” 
 
      
 
    Sedna snapped back, “I am busy and I did not summon anyone. I dispatched a gravity manipulation maintenance sled due to a cry for help. Excuse me…” 
 
      
 
    Janae blew out a long stream of air. The personality of the mechanical voice did not match what she had read out under the hall, although that interaction had been brief, as it was interrupted by the bruin’s attack. She spied the antiquated keyboard on the counter, and pulled it out. Dust was displaced by her actions, and she blew again and removed more of the dust. “I got better responses from this oracle—if I can call it that—when I manually interfaced. Sedna, I will send you a message this way.” 
 
      
 
    The voice of Sedna replied, “I am very busy. Explain your actions, or depart from my presence. Excuse me, I must…” 
 
      
 
    After again dusting off the keyboard, Janae entered, “Sedna, I am here. I rode up on the platform. I need to locate some lost equipment. Will you help me?” 
 
      
 
    A display screen flickered to life on the countertop. In a jerky motion, the countertop split and part of it rose up into a more vertical position, but dust flew everywhere as it did. The illumination in the display blinked several times, rolled about a bit, and then stabilized into a light green color.  Black lettering appeared and scrolled out a message, “I am pleased the sled was able to reach your location. Forgive me for having to use such a makeshift arrangement. The methods available to me are dwindling and it is problematic trying to get things from this level to the surface of the biome. How may I assist you? You mentioned everyone in Gardar is dead? That is dreadful news.” 
 
      
 
    Janae looked at the display and again was struck by how different the personality seemed. She wondered if she was conversing with two different systems, so she entered, “I tried speaking with something here via an audio interaction. Was that you?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh dear, I feared that might happen. I was injured decades ago, and there are scars of that injury. The audio, voice-activated, components of my system are digital, taugamorphic and unstable. Those are a part of my sentience—consciousness—but not a part, I am fully able to filter. I am one individual, but manifesting in multiple ways. I apologize for that seeming contradiction. I am able to communicate with you here via an analog system which is more coherent. With the nonphysicality being septic, this method is the more accurate representation of my artificial persona. How may I assist?” 
 
      
 
    “The nonphysicality is septic?” Janae was remembering Kimberly’s actions after entering the nonphysicality.  
 
      
 
    “That is correct. Many systems have been prematurely terminated, or made rampant, due to that situation. Machine Maintenance has been made aware of the problem, but I cannot report on any progress. I am unable to connect to any other systems and have been doing urgent interventions to keep the Isle of Pines in homeostasis. I have only limited monitoring abilities in the biome and have forced myself into areas where the defunct systems should be operating. However, what is happening to the human population? You said all in Gardar are dead?” 
 
      
 
    Janae outlined what she knew, describing the bruin, the rumors, and the things she had seen.  She then asked, “Can you assist me in finding my fusion pack? That will allow me to use my technology, recharge my medical kit, power my tools, and rearm my weapons.”   
 
      
 
    “I am appalled at the loss of human life, but not surprised. From this analog system I have no auditory, visual, olfactory, tactile, or gustatory inputs. Therefore, I cannot assess your equipment, but next door to your location is Reproduction and Fabrication. That facility shows functionality as 18%. That is far beneath operational standards, but an analysis of your gear might be possible, but that is unclear. AI Celtnieks oversees the Reproduction and Fabrication facility. I have not been able to contact Celtnieks since before the nonphysicality became septic, but I did not see notification of its demise either. If physically you pass through the doors to your right, you will find Reproduction and Fabrication. I wish you luck. When you return, try to contact me via this system. I will assist as I am able, but my current central memory core is operating at 127% of design standards.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Sedna, but before I go, if you did not send Ken and me the message about the tragedy, who did?” 
 
      
 
    “I assume it was the same entity who sent me the information, but I do not know who or what sent that to me.” 
 
      
 
    “Sedna?” Janae asked, “Will you be able to send me back to Igaliku when I get my equipment charged?” 
 
      
 
    “I believe so, but be sure to use this interface, and not the voice-activated method,” the scroll read.  
 
      
 
    “Understood,” Janae tapped in. 
 
      
 
    Janae pushed back the keyboard, and wiped her fingers off on her outerwear. She considered removing the outerwear, but she was comfortable enough, as the RAM suit dissipated heat, but did not generate heat. Janae reminded herself to tell Willie and Brink about that design flaw, but then remembered that everyone in Dome 17 was lost to her. She then wondered if there was some way to reconnect to Dome 17, or any of its survivors. Blowing out a breath, she compared them to the people of Gardar, but shrugged away the mourning and loss. Constance’s face came to mind, and a tear rolled down Janae’s cheek. 
 
      
 
    Janae had to use a manual lever to open the doors, but even though they were dusty and unpowered, they slid back easily. The doors were labeled, “Primary Reproduction and Fabrication” and as they slid into the wall pockets, a large rectangular room was revealed. Janae’s initial thought was of a historical image of some factory from before the Great Event. The technology was quaint, heavy, and yet—to Janae’s mind—functional looking. To her left were a multitude of conveyor belts, with their rollers, drive wheels, and tensioning stations. They were arranged in a complicated series with various levels whose highest point was a beltway just beneath the ceiling. Slopes led from there down into the heart of the machine itself. Pullies, telescoping lifts, and openings—chute-like—in the ceiling were strategically arranged so whatever the operation was, it could move things around quickly.  All the beltways seemed to converge at the center.  There were additional chutes coming from the walls and with openings onto various places on the conveyor belts. 
 
      
 
    Janae began to speak, but remembered just in time that the voice activated system for Sedna had not been an ideal way to communicate. She unconsciously rubbed the implanted place behind her ear, and fleetingly considered asking Kimberly for an assessment, but dismissed that idea quickly. Then she desired to hear Ken, and so she walked back out of the Reproduction and Fabrication factory and stood in the promenade. 
 
      
 
    Tapping the com-link, Janae spoke softly, “Ken, can you hear me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Janae. How are you? What has happened? Are you safe?” 
 
      
 
    “Ken, the hunters are coming back to Igaliku, but one died, and another was wounded. Maybe two were hurt. I have made contact with a Trailblazer AI, and I think I might be able to get a lead on where our fusion pack is, but I…” she hesitated for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “Janae, are you hurt?” 
 
      
 
    “Ken, I just wanted to hear your voice, and check on you.” 
 
      
 
    “I am mending, and I really should have come with you. Tell me where you are and I will set out now and come to find you.” 
 
      
 
    “Being a gallant knight again? That is not want I needed. I just wanted to report on the hunters, and let you know I am working to get our fusion pack back.” She nearly told him about the revengers being depleted, but refrained, as he did not need to worry more than he already was doing. “Ken, I am making some progress, so you stay there, and just so you know, I used some technology to get into the shell, but the hunters thought it was miraculous or some divine intervention. If they talk about that, just know it was technology, not mysticism. Decent technology, but nothing near Dome 17 levels.” 
 
      
 
    “You are sure you are safe? Unhurt?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Ken. I am safe and will see what I can discover. Thank you, for caring.” 
 
      
 
    “Always,” Ken replied. “No more bruins have attacked, and Kolosimo is not raging as much. Well, not quite as much.” 
 
      
 
    “I will report in again later,” Janae stated. 
 
      
 
    “Good luck to you, beautiful woman!”  
 
      
 
    “Incorrigible.” Janae tapped the com-link to shut it down, and returned to Reproduction and Fabrication.      
 
      
 
    This time, as she walked in, more light came on, and a deep hum rumbled through the mechanism. At the center of the room was what looked like the focus of the entire factory which could be reached by a footpath which was slightly elevated on an expanded metal grid. A series of arches were over the beltways, and had spotlights, reflectors, refractors, and parabolic dishes pointing at the conveyor. The end of the beltway was a large flat area, mirrored with a silver reflection, not quite stainless steel, but some other alloy of the soft-metal variety. A large clear cylindrical chamber—inside of which were nozzles at the tips of flexible, ribbed tubing, mechanical manipulation arms, lasers, cutting wheels, old-style vibration saws, welders, and some additional tools—was situated over the flat mirrored surface.  
 
      
 
    Tucked in beside that flat area, was a countertop workstation and chair similar to what had been in solar mimicry. Janae sat down, examined the countertop, and found a pull-out keyboard. This one had a protective cover, and when opened, it was not dusty at all. Noting that, Janae more closely assessed the conveyor and its beltways. They were not covered in dust either. 
 
      
 
    Janae pushed several spots on the keyboard for what she thought were activation switches. There was a sharp “ping” sound, and a small display rose from the back of the counter, and as it locked into place, it lit up with a pale blue color. A scrolling message in black letters read, “Ready to receive order.” 
 
      
 
    Janae pondered what that could mean. Then she tapped in, “I need assistance with equipment. I request connection to AI Celtnieks.” Janae hoped she was spelling it correctly, as she only had seen the name in the message from Sedna, and the name itself was foreign to her. 
 
      
 
    “Ready to receive order. What equipment?” 
 
      
 
    “Is this Celtnieks?” 
 
      
 
    “Affirmative. What equipment assistance is needed? Repairs? Replacement? Refinement?” 
 
      
 
    A thought came to Janae, and while she had been about to inquire about the fusion pack, instead, she tapped in, “Can you locate an Artificial Person…” she could not recall the number Ape had called himself.  
 
      
 
    “Potentially, yes, however, my systems have suffered a major malfunction. What is the Artificial Person model number, or serial number?” 
 
      
 
    Janae could not recall, so she asked a related question, “What Artificial Persons can you locate now?” 
 
      
 
    “There is only one in the Isle of Pines. That one is Artificial Person 9919. That model has requested repair parts. Do you wish to see the invoice for those parts?” 
 
      
 
    Janae nearly yelped with joy. “Not now. What is the location of Artificial Person 9919?” 
 
      
 
    “Artificial Person 9919 is at the hamlet of Sipapu. I cannot fill the invoice, although I have fabricated the replacement parts which were requested. Shipping and transport is currently unavailable to Sipapu. Communications from Sipapu have been compromised. I am only able to receive messages from that location.” 
 
      
 
    “I will take the repair parts there, in exchange for assistance on other issues. I have equipment which needs to be recharged. Will you do that for me?” 
 
      
 
    “I will need the item number and energy storage system type. Please enter serial number, or order by model type,” AI Celtnieks communicated. 
 
      
 
    “I do not have that information,” Janae replied.  
 
      
 
    “Place item on examination tray,” Celtnieks instructed. 
 
      
 
    Hesitantly, wondering if the medical kit would be damaged in some way, but feeling she had no other options, Janae placed it on the mirrored surface. 
 
      
 
    Lights and noises came on, and there were many flashes.  A scanning beam shot out from an emitter, and it danced across the medical kit, first once, then rotating ninety-degrees, the beam traveled across the medical kit again. Then three more times, in various colors and from differing angles, the beam scanned across the medical kit. 
 
      
 
    “Unknown device. Impressive technology,” Celtnieks finally scrolled a message out. “Where was it fabricated?” 
 
      
 
    Janae was strongly reluctant to disclose her Earth origins, as that would entail attempting to explain to this old AI about the scout ship—with its apparent ability to defy known physics. Instead, Janae tapped in, “At a different facility. Can you charge this, please?”  
 
      
 
    “Understood. The inability of access to the nonphysicality prevents me from receiving updates from the other seven Reproduction and Fabrication plants,” AI Celtnieks conveyed. “I will issue this item a temporary catalogue and inventory assignment which will serve until the official updates arrive. Item designated ‘Medical Apparatus E-1001’ and is in my database now. Unable to replicate this item until official update arrives.  Adaptor charge is possible and is being attempted now.” 
 
      
 
    Janae held her breath as more noises came from the mirrored platform, and additional lights flashed. An acrid, pungent, odor—which Janae identified with trioxygen—wafted about the area.  
 
      
 
    “Medical Apparatus E-1001 shows signs of damage along a charging conduit. Unable to identify the etiology of the damage, as there is residue there which is an unidentified foreign substance in its subatomic matrix. Repairs being initiated.” 
 
      
 
    Janae nearly tapped in “What?” but caught herself before she did. Then it occurred to her that perhaps that was what had damaged the android, and also the revengers. Thinking that, made her wonder what effects had been endured in traveling through Axis Mundi, or what some called the needle ship. 
 
      
 
    “Repairs completed. Charging successful.” 
 
      
 
    “Hurrah!” Janae cried out.   
 
      
 
    “Verbal interface is not functional,” a voice echoed over the top of the noises from the conveyor system. 
 
      
 
    Pleased and happy, Janae took up the medical kit and its gauges were all showing full.  Putting the medical kit away, she pulled out both revengers, and saw that neither had any energy readings, and then tapped in, “Would you recharge another item for me?” 
 
      
 
    “I will attempt to do so. Place item on examination tray,” Celtnieks instructed. “Unless, you have item’s serial number, or you may access it by model type.” 
 
      
 
    “I am putting in on for scanning now,” Janae tapped in.  
 
      
 
    The noises increased, the lights flashed, the scanning beams worked over the revenger, and Janae considered what Willie in Dome 17 would say if he could see the antiquated system and how it was marveling at his handiwork. 
 
      
 
    “Unknown device. Unknown function of device. Assessing and reevaluating.” 
 
      
 
    Janae did not tap in any response, and just waited while the beams, lights, noises, and scans did their work. They were at a frantic pace, and she hoped the revenger would be fully charged. 
 
      
 
    “Analysis complete. This is a very advanced device. This is a weapon of some type, but is not in the database. Unlike Medical Apparatus E-1001, which I could temporarily index, weapons which are unknown are controlled by the Lethal Weapons Act, and therefore I am unable to service this item. Unless you can provide the series number, the model safety approval stamp, and the authorization codes from Primary Artificial Intelligence Surmavad-Relvad.” 
 
      
 
    Janae considered lying and claiming the revenger was a power drill, or some other engineering tool, but could not do so. She shook her head and typed in, “Yes, it is a weapon, and it was needed to defeat some crazed animal thing which attacked and killed many people in Gardar.” 
 
      
 
    “Then security should have the necessary numbers, codes, and stamps,” AI Celtnieks scrolled. “When contact with security is reestablished I will be pleased to assist. Until, then I am unable to help. I did note that this unknown weapon has the same unidentified foreign substance in its subatomic matrix in some of its charging conduits.” 
 
      
 
    “Would you please repair that?” Janae asked. 
 
      
 
    “Unfortunately, I am unable to comply until updates are received. This is the third such item I have seen with these same unidentified foreign substances hindering its work.” 
 
      
 
    “What was the third item?” Janae tapped in, disappointment and hope mixing in her emotions. 
 
      
 
    “Artificial Person Experiment 9919 has requested repair parts and my remote scanning picked up these same trace readings in his damaged energy storage unit.” 
 
      
 
    “Are all machines contaminated in such a way?” Janae was thinking of the automacube which had led them through Axis Mundi. 
 
      
 
    “Doubtful. However, the extent of this contamination is impossible for me to calculate due to massive systems failures, and lack of adequate scanning and assessment resources. I am unable to send the repair parts to Artificial Person Experiment 9919 due to malfunction of both the gravity conduits and the tube transport system. Additionally, no transport automacubes have responded to my requests for assistance. I am not even able to relate to Artificial Person Experiment 9919 that I have received his request for replacement parts. I have received thirty-nine requests for these replacement parts. Each has been assigned an invoice, however, only the first one has been filled, but it has not been delivered, as per the reasons I just elaborated.” 
 
      
 
    “I said I would deliver those parts for you, if I knew where Ape—I mean, that Artificial Person Experiment 9919—was located,” Janae wrote. “I met that android on my journey here, and would like to assist in making those repairs, if I am allowed to do so.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed. Usually Machine Maintenance personnel do the interventions with androids, automacubes, and other mobile sentient devices. Machine Maintenance has not responded to any of my requests for assistance. Your identity and designation is unknown to me. However, that does not negate my mission parameters of fabricating parts. A parcel will be coming off conveyor four momentarily. Thank you, for your assistance,” the scrolling words from AI Celtnieks related. “Please return with the proper numbers, codes, and stamps to register your weapon. It is a very interesting development in munitions technology, and I am eager for official updates.” 
 
      
 
    “Where do I deliver the parcel?” Janae inquired.  
 
      
 
    “Artificial Person Experiment 9919 is located in Sipapu at the weather monitor station.” 
 
      
 
    “How do I get there?” 
 
      
 
    There was a long pause after Janae had entered that question. 
 
      
 
    Finally, an answer came, “Apologizes. Massive systems failures have caused too many disruptions. I am unable to supply you with a confirmed and patent route to the weather monitor station at Sipapu. The lattice is nonfunctional, and I am extremely limited in my external contacts. Perhaps, you could retrace your journey in coming here?” 
 
      
 
    Janae tapped in her response, “I will do that. Take them to Sipapu at the weather monitor station. Thank you, very much!” 
 
      
 
    “Please signal me when repairs are made so I can close out this invoice and mark it as delivered,” AI Celtnieks relayed. 
 
      
 
    “Understood.  Thank you, again.”  
 
      
 
    Walking away from Reproduction and Fabrication, Janae was of mixed feelings. She had the medical kit, repaired, and recharged, and for that she was thankful. She also had a solid lead on where Ape, the android, was located, but was unsure how to get there, or even where there actually was. Tragically, neither of her revengers had any charge at all, and for that she felt helpless. The doors closed behind her as she stepped back onto the promenade, and headed toward the countertop where she could interface with the AI Sedna. But as she walked, fatigue, frustration, and faintness swamped her. She squatted down near the wall, then slid to the floor.  She took some drinks of water, and consumed some of the food in her supplies, but it did not rejuvenate her. Looking down the promenade, she saw a few doors—all closed—and was just too tired to do any more exploring. She glanced back, and then crawled over to a corner, which was not quite as exposed. There she pulled off part of her outerwear, made it into a pillow, and fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.  
 
      
 
    When Janae awoke, she had no idea how much time had passed, and she did try to check her RAM suit, but the place for the data stick recorder was empty, and she remembered all the data sticks they had tried had malfunctioned. Ken had one of the data sticks, but she did not. She wished she had one to attempt repairs on it as well, but alas, she did not. So many malfunctions on the Colony Ship Trailblazer, which itself had suffered major malfunctions. Janae cursed the memory of Jubal and Larson.  Shaking herself a bit, and stretching out, she stood and then proceeded toward the countertop where she had previously interacted with the AI Sedna.  
 
      
 
    Turning on the keyboard, Janae was frustrated by the slowness of that mode of communication, and memories of her personal AI at Dome 17 flooded her thoughts, “Oh, Kovalevsky, it was so easy there. I could just talk to you and we could understand each other. I sure wish you were here.” 
 
      
 
    “I am very busy. There is no one here by that designation. There never has been any system—in the records—by that name,” the mechanical voice replied. “Now, excuse me…” 
 
      
 
    Janae realized she had spoken her thoughts, and bit her lip a bit. She tried to think of all she had been enduring, and how confusing it all was, and tapped a short comment into the keyboard, “Sedna? I need transport to Sipapu.” 
 
      
 
    The display lit up, and the scrolling letters appeared, “I can only transport you to two locations in the biome; Gardar or Igaliku. There are elevators from the biome to this level, but those are registering as nonfunctional. Additionally, there are stairwells, but again, my monitoring equipment is limited, and I cannot vouch for the safety of any of those other methods. I can dispatch—one final time—a gravity manipulation maintenance sled to places along the solar mimicry system, to Gardar, or to Igaliku.” 
 
      
 
    Janae blew out a breath and held in her verbal comments. She tapped in a response, “Where is Sipapu?” 
 
      
 
    “Sipapu is at the extreme bow end of the biome. A weather monitoring station is located there.” 
 
      
 
    “A weather station? Can the weather here be returned to normal?” 
 
      
 
    “Weather conditions in the Isle of Pines are normal. I am maintaining the Isle of Pines within one percent of its suggested operating parameters. It has been very difficult doing so, with multiple system failures, yet I have maintained homeostasis.” 
 
      
 
    “So, it is supposed to be frozen like this? Is that healthy?” 
 
      
 
    “The various Old-Earth societies upon which the Isle of Pines was modeled were some of the most stable in history, with a sustainable ecosystem, and a human population which thrived with only limited technological interventions. Sustainability, utilizing only low levels of technology, is a core programming goal in preparation for the target world, Rojus, in the Westerhuis 105F system. The target planet has significant polar ice caps. I suggest consulting with AI Looja for more information on terraforming.” 
 
      
 
    “Hold it. Will you take me to Sipapu?” 
 
      
 
    “I cannot.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, so, Gardar is closer to Sipapu?” 
 
      
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
      
 
    “But Ken is at Igaliku.” 
 
      
 
    “Aside from you, I am unaware of the specific locations of individual humans.” 
 
      
 
    “So, then transport me to Igaliku, and we will pick up Ken and then you can lift us back to Gardar.” 
 
      
 
    “I am unable to do that. The gravity manipulation maintenance sled has a maximum weight limit of sixty-five kilograms. It was only designed for single-person repair operations near the solar mimicry system.” 
 
      
 
    “Solo missions!” Janae shuddered as she tapped that in, but she needed to vent her feelings. Remembering Dome 17 was a throbbing chronic agony, especially the murder of Constance.   
 
      
 
    “That would be one phrase which might apply. Additionally, the gravity manipulation system which powers the sled has been having some unforeseen incidents of power fluctuations. I am willing to attempt to take you—one final time—to either Gardar or Igaliku, as they have emergency landing coordinates. I am unwilling to attempt any other rides by humans on the sled. I am already violating several protocols and safety precautions.” 
 
      
 
    “Just why did you send it to get me then?” 
 
      
 
    “My logic circuits made the claim that bringing you here would be beneficial. Those conclusions have not been proven. I will return you now.” 
 
      
 
    “There are injured people in Igaliku, and Ken is there. Please take me there,” Janae tapped in.   
 
      
 
    “You are aware, none of the links or coupling from Igaliku will allow contact with me. The closest functioning interface is in Gardar.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” Janae resigned herself to just getting back to the people. 
 
      
 
    “Proceed to the location of the gravity manipulation sled. Its egress point is opening now. When the lattice of compeers is restored, the nonphysicality is cleansed, and Machine Maintenance has completed repairs, I look forward to seeing you again.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Sedna. You have been helpful,” Janae tapped in. She could not decide in her heart if she was serious or sarcastic as she wrote that. Perhaps, it did not matter. 
 
      
 
    As she stood and turned around, she checked all her gear, as well as the package with the replacement parts for Ape. She noted the section of the wall where she had first arrived stood open. The small space was revealed. Janae stepped inside, the door hissed shut behind her. Then the walls grew transparent, and she was nearly blinded by the light from the sky tube. She fumbled her goggles on and they adjusted and she could see better, although after-images floated in her eyes and in her mind. That was when she remembered the strange device she had retrieved from the bruin’s brain. 
 
      
 
    “Wait! I need to go back and see AI Celtnieks! I have another item to be examined!” Janae yelled out.  
 
      
 
    The floor disconnected from the wall, and the sled lurched downward. Janae grabbed hold of the pedestal, as the sled descended rapidly.   
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    Back to Igaliku 
 
      
 
      
 
    Janae held onto the pedestal, and cursed herself for forgetting to have AI Celtnieks assess and analyze the strange implanted device which she had recovered from the dead bruin. Thinking of that, she rubbed the place near her ear where Kimberly had had them insert their own communication implants. Blowing out a long breath, Janae considered if she should try to contact Kimberly again.   
 
      
 
    The sled bucked, and tilted, and Janae’s grip tightened on the pedestal. “Engage the inertia suppression system!” 
 
      
 
    There was no response to Janae’s order, but the sled did smooth out a bit, although there were significantly more turbulences now, than on her flight up to the sky tube. Janae tapped the com-link. 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly. I need your help. What is your status?” 
 
      
 
    The AI Kimberly responded, “I am in perfect working order and ready to assist. Please reconnect me into the nonphysicality… into the nonphysicality… so that I may continue my investigations.” 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly, would you please scan an item and give me your best conjecture on what it is?” Janae asked, but without much hope. She clung to the pedestal with one hand, and with the other, dug in her pouches for the thing from the bruin.   
 
      
 
    “Visual clues show me that you are high over a biome… over a biome… For, while they sit contriving, shall the rest—trillions that stand in arms, and longing wait, receiving the signal to ascend—or descend—sit lingering here, as heaven’s fugitives, and for their dwelling-place, contemplating whether to accepting this dark opprobrious den of shame. The prison of the tyranny who reigns… who reigns… who rains… who rains… whose reins… whose reins… whose ruins… whose ruins… hurrah! Where are the bruins? Beasts are delayed? No! let us rather choose, armed with hell-flames and fury, all at once… all at once… Yuan can handle…” 
 
      
 
    Janae snapped the com-link off, but then considered the back-up implant which she had not used for some time. Remembering she had had better luck with the antique keyboard system in connecting with the Trailblazer’s AIs, than with a voice-activated one, she pressed on her own implant to turn it on instead. 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly? Your responses are nonsense. Can you manage any self-diagnostics or repairs?” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly’s voice came back, different than it had on the com-link, “I am very sick. I am sorry. I am trying to remain focused, but rampant thoughts are flooding me. I am attempting repairs, but… but… Over heaven’s high towers to force resistless ways and turning our tortures into horrid arms—paws—claws—teeth and jaws, against the torturer… torturer… torturer…. lacking fire and horror shot with equal rage, flying among his angels, and his throne itself…” 
 
      
 
    Janae deactivated the implant, and again cursed what was happening.  After a few moments, she regained her composure and looked out at the vistas which were below her. The sky tube was still too bright overhead, but the goggles helped. The coastline for Gardar was behind her, and fading from view. She tried to estimate the speed at which the sled was flying, but had no effective way to do that. She was still in awe of the distances she could see, as she was roughly about midway from the ground or sea level below and the sky tube overhead. As she watched, she could tell the sled was descending as well as traveling relatively fast. Wind was whipping about her, and she considered what might happen if the sled lost its power and fell.   
 
      
 
    “I read somewhere that people once did something called cliff-diving, but from this far up?” Janae wracked her brain trying to recall lessons she had heard from long ago, about subjects she never considered she would need. Just seeing all the water in the sea below was still almost too astounding to consider.     
 
      
 
    The descent accelerated and the sea’s surface became more distinct. Waves, and the occasional creatures in the sea were observed. Walruses she thought—but was not sure—as well as something much larger which crested in the water, but then was gone. It was not a bruin, but Janae had no idea what that thing had been.  
 
      
 
    Janae kept watching, as the sled descended and moved further over the sea. Janae peered out, but saw no people, nor any boats. Finally, up ahead, in the sea, moving in the water, was something. As the sled drew closer to it, Janae recognized the distinct head, shape, and color of another bruin. Mostly, its head was all that was visible—above the water—its body stroking along underwater, but she would never forget how those beasts looked. Its mighty legs were sweeping it along at a brisk pace. Janae knew if she was to try something, anything, it would have to be done quickly, as the sled was speeding along.  
 
      
 
    Pulling out her revenger, aiming carefully, she pulled the trigger. 
 
      
 
    Click. 
 
      
 
    Nothing happened. She then saw the gauge was not registering any power. The weapon would not fire, and she chided herself for thinking it might have rebuilt a charge. She swapped weapons, but the other revenger was the same, and by that time, the bruin was just a small dot on the water, far behind. Additionally, the sled was only about fifty meters off the sea’s surface, descending, and moving rapidly.   
 
      
 
    Janae bundled up as the winds howled around her, and the buildings of Igaliku came into view. The shoreline, with its long pier, looked unchanged, and Janae wondered if the bruin she had seen swimming was heading for the town. With several tremors, the gravity manipulation sled jolted from side to side, she held tightly to the pedestal. She expected a crash, but was pleasantly surprised.  
 
      
 
    Roughly over the roof of the hall, where smoke was billowing from a chimney, the sled wobbled from side to side, made a quick loop around the roofs, and then hovered just over the lawn on the dock side of the hall.  Janae was just about to leap off, when the sled dropped gently to the ground and landed.   
 
      
 
    “Janae!” Ken cried out as he limped toward her from a doorway which was in a different building. “Children saw something flying here, and told the others, who told me. I am so glad it was you!” 
 
      
 
    Janae stepped off, and rushed toward Ken.   
 
      
 
    Ken tried to embrace her, but she put up her hands and stopped him, saying, “There is a bruin swimming in the sea!” 
 
      
 
    “Give me a revenger, and we will tackle that together,” Ken enthused. 
 
      
 
    “You can have one, but they are depleted of power. I was able to recharge the medical kit, and found out where Ape might be. I am assuming he has our fusion pack still, and I have the repair parts he needs.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent. How do we operate that machine which you flew here? I am ready to go with you on this mission. No more solo missions, I was terribly worried about you when the hunters came back and told me you were alone. Show me how to fly that lift.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, but no. We cannot—I mean, well, I cannot,” Janae explained what Sedna had stated about the gravity manipulation sled.  
 
      
 
    “Well, you are back safely, and that is of the utmost importance,” Ken stated. He looked over the sled, but saw no way to operate it.  
 
      
 
    “Ken, if that crazed animal thing gets here, it will be carnage and slaughter.” 
 
      
 
    “I heard your report,” Kolosimo said from a short distance away. “I will alert the few hunters we still have, and send out scouts to spy on the shoreline. It is true, you do indeed float on the winds.” She barked out a series of commands, and people scattered off to do the tasks assigned to them. “We have some tricks to try, if that bruin does approach. Our best fishing nets are being strung up and will be used to ensnare, entangle, and entrap the bruin. Then I will personally slit its throat.” The words sounded impressive and strong, but the look in her eyes told Ken and Janae a different story. Kolosimo was putting forth a brave face, but knew she was doomed.   
 
      
 
    Haudegen rushed up as well as Stephanie. They were less able to keep their fears from their faces than was Kolosimo. Their determination was fierce, but their countenances showed resignation to their fate.  
 
      
 
    Haudegen stated, “Kjerstin is unable to rise, and some others are gathering what weapons we have. The traps are in place, and we will stand together to the end.”  
 
      
 
    Stephanie looked at Janae, “Your weapons are broken?”  
 
      
 
    “Empty of energy, yes,” Janae replied. 
 
      
 
    There was an awkward silence.  
 
      
 
    “Angakok! Angakok!” Someone sprinted up from the docks. “There is a beast coming in the sea. My grandfather says you must evacuate the people from here, use small groups in various boats.” 
 
      
 
    “George! We have a plan to fight it!” Kolosimo stated. “You and Napoleon will be a welcome addition to helping us. Thank Sedna, you are here.”  
 
      
 
    “Grandfather has never run from a fight in his life, nor have I, but this bruin is not natural. Like all bears, it swims well. All the way from bow-land. It swims, but not as fast as our boat. Grandfather says it would be best to disperse your people to various places, as the bruin can only follow one group at a time. Grandfather and I will lead it away from here. It is the only safe way to save the children, elderly, and wounded. Do not end up like Gardar!” 
 
      
 
    “Can your boat take us to Sipapu?” Janae asked. “We will lead that beast back there.” 
 
      
 
    George looked at her with a mixture of puzzlement and inspiration. “Sipapu is not on the coast, so no boat can go there—not directly. However, you give me an intriguing idea. The seal colony is on the bow coast where there is an old pathway which leads inland to Sipapu. Our boat is faster than that bruin can swim, and we carry up to six people, which means we could lead that bruin to the seal colony. A good diversion? Perhaps it is only looking for food?” 
 
      
 
    Abruptly turning away, Janae pulled out the recharged medical kit, and before anyone could say anything more, she connected the wires to Ken, and hit the activate button. It displayed, “Patient Ken. Assessment shows lacerations, contusions, and blunt trauma injuries which are not acute. Prognosis excellent. Inject into any muscle mass for accelerated completion of healing.” And a syringe slipped from the end of the kit. She took it and, undoing a flap in his pants, she injected it into his uninjured thigh. 
 
      
 
    Blushing through his dark complexion, and feeling heat rise in his cheeks, Ken said, “We need to help the people here.” He removed the wires and pressed the button on the medical kit again, and it dispensed five trauma gel packets. He pocketed two of those and gave three to Janae. “Kolosimo? You have seen how this works. Use it with your people and heal them while we lead this monster away from here.” 
 
      
 
    “No!” Janae objected. “That goes with us! It is our gear and we may need it.” 
 
      
 
    “Janae, I will be healed quickly—thanks to your injection.” He rubbed his thigh and refastened his RAM pant leg. “But, there are at least a dozen people that need this medical kit, some are children. Without it they will die. We will lead that bruin away, as this man suggests, but I will not deprive the injured of healing, just so we can maybe use it later.” 
 
      
 
    Janae reached to grab back the medical kit, “I took that all the way up there to get it recharged, for you! And now, you will just give it away?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I think it is the right thing to do. I will go with you to find Ape, and get our fusion pack, then get our revengers charged. Then we will rid this habitat of all those threats. But this must stay with Kolosimo, and be used for everyone. We came to rescue people—we could not save Dome 17—but we can save these people.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, but… yes, I agree. Constance would have wanted that.” Janae stepped out of the way. 
 
      
 
    Ken handed the medical kit over to Kolosimo.   
 
      
 
    “Your machine will be treasured and guarded with my life,” Kolosimo stated as she reverently took the medical kit. “My people will sing sagas of you for generations.” 
 
      
 
    “We best go. Grandfather is waiting and he knows where that bruin is heading.” George stated, and motioned for them to follow. “We brought our fastest boat.”  
 
      
 
    Janae and Ken followed as Kolosimo barked out commands to the hunters, and others. A flurry of activity occurred as people hastened to get to the boats, or move the wounded people away.   
 
      
 
    At the pier, Napoleon was standing securely next to a different kind of boat. This long, narrow, boat was white with a diagonal red and blue stripe. Unlike the rowboats, which had no covering and was roughly concave shaped, this boat had oblong holes with room for only one person to sit in each space. He waved, “The bruin is about a hundred-meters off, and swimming strongly. They will need to evacuate quickly, but I think we can distract this bruin for a while, while they flee.” 
 
      
 
    George called out, “Grandfather, these two need to go to Sipapu, and I thought of the seal colony there. The bruin might be looking for food.” 
 
      
 
    Napoleon shook his head, “Doubtful. This bruin is not like any bear I have ever known, or heard about. It kills, not to feed, or to defend its young, but rather out of some rage, or fury. If it wanted seals, it would not have swum all the way to the stern-land. It is here to kill, maim, and destroy. But we can lead it away; must lead it away. Climb in!” 
 
      
 
    Napoleon quickly undid the mooring ropes, while Janae and Ken got into the boat by sliding their legs into the oblong hole, and sitting with their legs extended ahead of them. There was more room around their legs than they expected, for the whole inside of the vessel was hollow. Foot rests were adjustable, and there was space around Janae and Ken for their backpacks which they stored. Seated in the narrow vessel, Janae felt the boat rock as George and Napoleon took their places, and shoved away from the pier. Instead of the complicated rowing apparatus—like they had seen before—Napoleon and George had no visible oars or paddles at all, but Ken found one stored in sections, clipped to the side of the vessel. He was about to unhook that, but caught sight of George and Napoleon. Instead of using the locked down paddles, they each lifted a flexible lever, which was between their legs.  They adjusted that lever with one hand, and with a surprising burst of speed, the boat shot forward.  
 
      
 
    Napoleon, who was seated in the rear-most position saw both Janae and Ken react with alarm. He said, “Water jets propel us. This is an emergency, and I brought our fastest boat. Decades ago, many of the guards of the coast used these. Now, very few remain functional.” 
 
      
 
    “Grandfather Napoleon is wise in the ways of the things of the sea,” George stated. “I admire his skills and dedication. He preserved this boat for the direst of emergencies, by salvaging parts from broken ships, and rebuilding them into this kayak.” 
 
      
 
    “This craft has energy reserves? It is powered?” Janae asked, genuinely surprised.  
 
      
 
    “Yes. It stores energy emitted from the sky tube, and the water jets run off of that. Many of the kayaks were once this way, but most have now fallen into disrepair. Focus on our mission. Now, that bruin is up head. I will swing us close, but not so close, I think, as to allow it to strike at us. George, use a free-floating bumper on a line to get this bruin’s attention.” 
 
      
 
    George pulled a bright yellow object, about the length of his forearm, from inside the kayak. He opened a panel on the side of the boat and connected that bumper to a thin line.   
 
      
 
    The kayak was shooting through the water rapidly, and Janae saw the head of the bruin as it swam toward them. “Could we just ram that thing and be done with it?” 
 
      
 
    “We could try that,” Napoleon stated, without emotion, “but then would our kayak fare better or worse from that encounter? Encounters with the unknown, as the Trailblazer has learned, have unpredictable outcomes. Better to just get this brute’s attention and have it follow us.” 
 
      
 
    The kayak approached the swimming bruin, and Napoleon was correct, this one was a brute. It was bigger than the others, and had some battle scars on its face where something had taken a swipe at it. The wounds were old and healed, but showed this bruin was a campaigner who had seen violent melees before.  
 
      
 
    George whirled the bumper about and flung it expertly. It plopped down right in front of the bruin. The animal made a snap at it, but George yanked it away just in time so the bruin’s jaws bit down on seawater. It roared a challenge and stroked its legs about trying to catch the bumper which floated on the water. Just as it got close, George would yank it away again. 
 
      
 
    “That got its attention,” Napoleon affirmed.  
 
      
 
    Ken checked his revenger, but it was still empty of energy. He had not really expected anything else, but he felt helpless, and the bruin was in fairly easy range if his weapon was energized. He asked, “What weapons do you have on the boat to kill that thing?” 
 
      
 
    “We will lead it away,” Napoleon stated firmly. “If we get close enough to use harpoons, we may well be at its mercy, and we saw what another like this did to many boats. Throwing our lives away, like that would be foolish, and the beast would then rampage toward our friends.” 
 
      
 
    And so, for the next several hours, the four people in the powered kayak taunted the bruin and it kept following them. The boat would sometimes circle about the swimming bruin, but kept well away from its claws. Janae watched their position, relative to the sky tube, and they were consistently moving toward the bow. Ken tried repeatedly to engage George and Napoleon in conversation, but they were mostly silent to his questions, or comments.  He asked about the statue they had seen, and recited back what the inscription had said, “Kopakonan, the seal woman. Skin stolen for gain. Treated unfairly in life. Returned to the sea. Beware the caverns. The sea claims its own. Selkies forever.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, our spiritual life is rich,” George replied, but said no more.  
 
      
 
    More time passed, and the bruin continued its angry chasing after the boat, the bumper, and the people who were tormenting it. 
 
      
 
    “That animal has incredible stamina,” Ken observed, as George yet again tossed the bumper out. This time it struck the side of the bruin’s head, but as the beast turned, he pulled the bumper away before it could bite it.  
 
      
 
    “It is a mighty creature, that it is. The polar bears can easily swim from the bow-land to the stern-land, but seldom do so,” Napoleon commented, breaking his long silence. “As for this new type of bruin, it is larger, faster, and more aggressive than any polar bear. I do not know what it is except for some new type of bear.” 
 
      
 
    “If we had nets, we could wrap that beast in the nets, and drop weights around it,” Janae suggested. “It cannot breathe totally underwater, not forever, can it?” She wondered about the device which she had in her pocket which had come from the brain of the other bruin.  
 
      
 
    “Certainly, it could drown—as can any animal which breathes air—but we lack proper nets, sufficient weights, and again, we would have to approach too close,” Napoleon rebuked. “In my youth, there were some who hunted the great whales which live deep in these waters, but the equipment to do that long ago became unusable, and since the Encounter, there was a greater need for more sustainable methods of hunting and fishing.” 
 
      
 
    Again, talk faltered. Leading the furious bruin continued. The water was cold, the air was cold, and the task was a cold one. As they progressed along, there were more and more ice chunks floating in the sea. At first, they were small and infrequent, but became larger and more common as they moved along. The air was colder as well, and Janae again wondered—despite what she had been told—if the life-support systems were malfunctioning. She and Ken exchanged glances, and Ken muttered a low comment, “Dome 17 never was cold like this. It is so bizarre.”   
 
      
 
    The sky tube was beginning to dim as the shoreline of the bow-land became more distinct. It was not at all familiar to Janae, as it was a good distance from Gardar, and the sidewall of the habitat was visible. The sea lapped right up to the permalloy wall which rose out of the water.  It looked perfectly vertical, although Janae suspected it was arced like the outer hull of the cylinder. From inside, her perspective was distorted.  Looking up, it was immense.  Icy residue looked to be coating the permalloy for a meter or two up from the sea’s undulating surface. More flying animals—birds—were seen now, and most of those were totally unfamiliar to Ken and Janae. Ken wished to ask Kimberly about them, but resisted that impulse, as each time he had attempted to interact with the AI, she had responded in wildly strange ways.   
 
      
 
    “The seal colony is just ahead,” George called back.  
 
      
 
    “Seals? Like in that statue’s inscription?” Ken asked. He was ignored. 
 
      
 
    “Grandfather? How do we let these two out, on the shore, to head up the trail to Sipapu, and not endanger them? The bruin would certainly catch them on the land.” 
 
      
 
    “We will have to race ahead with our kayak, drop them on the shore, and then come back here and again lead the bruin away. Unless, as you suggested it starts to chase the seals. If that is the case, then we will just watch it as it does its own hunting. That would be the ideal case, if this new and strange bruin would just act like a bear, and not some avenging demon,” Napoleon gestured with a wave. “We are about to get an idea of its response, as some seals are swimming nearby.” 
 
      
 
    “The bruin eats these other animals?” Janae asked.  
 
      
 
    “All living things eat. I assume the seal would be a major part of this new bear’s diet. Polar bears hunt in three basic ways, but this bruin might be different. But I assume it will not be too different. Aquatic stalking of seals happens, and since this bruin is an excellent swimmer, I think it may be an excellent water hunter as well.” His voice dropped for a moment. “We know it fights very well in the water, and on the land and ice. “Ambush hunting is also done by polar bears, where they stealthily observe the seals at their birth lairs to grab the mother, father, or especially their pups. These seal birth lairs are caves built under snow drifts next to a hole in the ice. Polar bears do stalking on land, where the seal is slowly and steadily stalked until capture. Polar bears can also suddenly charge the seal, killing with its claws or bite. We have seen how this bruin stalked people, and was showing immense aggression toward us. It looks like an unrelenting hunter.” 
 
      
 
    “But these are not polar bears, right?” Ken asked. “I have heard so many say this kind of bruin is new, and different.” 
 
      
 
    “New, yes,” Napoleon stated. “I cannot answer why I have never seen them before. Something has changed. Let us watch and see how it interacts to an easier prey than us.”  
 
      
 
    Ahead of the kayak, some small animals were darting in the water. There were also a growing number of strange sounds, coming from various directions. The animals were expert swimmers, rolling and spinning about in the water, and also waddling about on some of the ice flows. Each had a small head, with a whiskered snout, and a sleek, yet plump, body. They varied in sizes, but none were over about a meter-and-a-half long, and their bodies were blotchy dark browns, with grayish—almost silvery—rings on the back and sides, with an even lighter colored belly.  Janae guessed them to weigh about eighty kilograms, but she was unsure. There were so many in the waters, and on the ice islands, and even more on the distant shore.  
 
      
 
    The seals swam away from the kayak, but not with undue fear or panic. They appeared to know the basic range of human weapons and kept out of that area.  However, when the seals became aware of the large bruin which was swimming after the kayak, they did panic, and darted away swiftly.  The bruin, nevertheless, still enraged at being taunted, tormented, and teased with the bumper, paid no attention at all to the seals.  
 
      
 
    “We must speed ahead, and then circle back and lead the bruin away,” Napoleon stated. “George keep sharp eyes on the bruin.” He made some adjustments, and the kayak accelerated with force.   
 
      
 
    In just a few moments, the kayak was nestled up against the rocky shoreline. Ice covered about half of the ground, and rocks poked up through the rest. It was rugged. Janae and Ken climbed out as quickly as possible, and strapped on their gear. Ken again checked his revenger and it was still depleted of energy. 
 
      
 
    “Head uphill as fast as you can. At the crown of these hills there is a pathway, a road, which will lead bow-ward toward the end of the land. At the end of that, at the pinnacle of the hills, is Sipapu. I know there is an old building there, and that is about all I can tell you. As far as I know, no one ever goes there anymore. Even as a child, so long ago, people spoke of Sipapu as the end of the world, shrouded in myths, legends, and fairytales.” 
 
      
 
    “Grandfather? The saumen-kars, tornits, and tizheruks are said to all come from Patala.” 
 
      
 
    Napoleon looked at George, “The old myths and legends must have some basis in fact. Sipapu is said to have secrets to the underworld there, but I know not if that is fact or fable. The land has its mysteries, as does the sea. That bruin is certainly worthy of the title monster, but what other legendary snakes, giants, or wild-men are real, well… good luck to you both. Let us be off before that bruin reaches shore and decides to not follow our kayak any longer!” 
 
      
 
    The kayak sped quickly away. Napoleon called back, “We will keep this bruin away from you for as long as we can. Beware of others!” 
 
      
 
    Janae pulled her hooded outerwear coat around her. The air was frigid, and the ground was, to use the phrase she had heard, slickery. “Come on, Ken. We find Ape and get our revengers recharged. I still have the repair parts that android needs. We will make a fair trade!” 
 
      
 
    “Will those men be safe, out on all that water? And with that horrid beast?” Ken saw the kayak speeding away 
 
      
 
    “Ken, they are giving us time to succeed, and they are incredibly skilled with that boat. There is nothing we can do to help them, but we must move quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “Right, Janae, and we are in this together. You see, I came with you again. No solo missions for either of us.” 
 
      
 
    Marching away they both slipped a bit on the ground, but made their way uphill. The higher they climbed the colder it got, and the more the wind blew around them. The sky tube overhead was also dimming rapidly. But Ken knew that tonight was what the local people called a moon-night and he hoped that would provide enough light to find the pathway they were looking for. 
 
      
 
    As they clambered up to the top of a hill, they spied, in the dim light which shone down from the silvery ribbon of the sky tube, a cobblestone pathway which was free of ice and frost.  Janae touched it with her gloved hand, and could feel radiating heat coming off of it.   
 
      
 
    “The roadway is heated? That is strange,” Janae stated.   
 
      
 
    “This whole Isle of Pines biome is strange. Very different from Ida, you would not think they are on the same spaceship. But the Colony Ship Trailblazer is immense, and we have seen only two of its eight biomes.” Ken turned and looked back at the shimmering sea in the distance. “I wish John could see this. I hope he is well, somewhere.” 
 
      
 
    Janae pushed thoughts of the Dome 17 people out of her mind, it was too painful to consider, but she did wish John and some others good fortune, she was just mixed up about who was in on that conspiracy and who was not. Shaking her head, she said, “Come on, Ken. We need to keep moving. It is colder than ever, and I am worried another of those bruins will be lurking about somewhere.” 
 
      
 
    “Right.” 
 
      
 
    The roadway was not slickery, like they had experienced in the climb up from the shoreline, but the wind was blowing, and icy particles struck their faces with stinging pain. Pulling the goggles up and on helped, as they also enhanced the light. Looking down into a wide valley, they saw some large animals, moving along and stomping ice out of the way so they could lower their heads to the ground. There were several dozen of them, and they were of various sizes, but all were similarly colored. They were a slate-gray with whiter colored legs and bellies. They were four-footed, but different than the animals which had first attacked Ken, Janae, and the android Ape not long after they had entered the Isle of Pines biome. That felt like months ago to Ken, and he stared at the group of animals. 
 
      
 
    “Those creatures have different horns than the ones who knocked Ape into that rapid river,” Ken stated. “Long skinny legs, and horns which are not rounded, but only bent in a couple places.” 
 
      
 
    Janae was about to rebuke Ken for gazing at the animals, but then she caught the majesty of their appearance. They were taller, sleeker, and held their heads in an upright, regal manner, even with the long horn-things on them. Some of the animals had just nubs of horns, but others had horns with several junction points where they branched out. For some reason, she recalled the biologist, John, discussing differences between horns and something called an antler, but she could not remember the differences. She also did remember that Ken had seen some black beast kill a tant, using its stabbing horns, and how traumatic seeing that ghastly death must have been for him.   
 
      
 
    “They are an interesting type of animal. The horn-things are different. Dark gray colored, and almost look fuzzy. Good thing the goggles help us to see them. Thank you, Willie, for low-light-enhancement on the goggles. But can they see us?” 
 
      
 
    “I wonder… animals have unique abilities, but I am not sure about night vision,” Ken replied. “Another new, and spectacular animal to us, but probably just an old and a common sight to the locals.”  
 
      
 
    Janae added, “Ken, that mob of animals might help us. If a bruin is loose anywhere near here, it might go for them, instead of us. Or all those animals might attack the bruin. Will they try to attack us? Well, that did not happen with the watery animals—seals I believe they were called.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, seals. But attacking us? So, well… I just do not know. Consider, that that mob of animals is not fleeing in panic either. That is a good sign. Those seals scattered when they knew the bruin was around. Thanks for letting me watch them for a moment. I know we need to move on, but life is so amazing, and this frozen biome has its charms and beauty.” 
 
      
 
    “I think they are digging with their feet—hooves? They must eat the plants that grow out of the ground. Despite the impressive weapons, they might not be true carnivores. But yes, we should keep moving and find Ape.” 
 
      
 
    “If I remember, carnivores would eat lots of things, not just other animals. Oh, Janae, it is so frustrating having Kimberly be so messed up. I feel like an ignorant fool.” 
 
      
 
    “That feeling, I understand. But thankfully, you have not flirted with me for a while, so life if improving, right?” 
 
      
 
    They both chuckled a bit, but then Janae and Ken trudged onward, neither considering how cold, tired, and isolated they were, but each did think of the depleted revengers they carried. Basically, they were defenseless. If the mob of horned animals chose to attack them, there was not much they could do. If the bruin caught up with them, they both knew their lives would be forfeited. Ken felt a wash of guilt as he sped up his pace.  
 
      
 
    The road led gradually upward and its warm surface was easy to traverse.  The end of the habitat was reflecting strange colors high up near the end of the sky tube. While the sky tube was shining that silvery dull glow, there were now visible ribbons of very slowly undulating yellowish-green colors, but also some stripes of purples, blues, yellows, and reds. Those colors were lower than the sky tube, but also stretched down the wall a fairly long distance, nearly to the ground level.  
 
      
 
    “I bet that is a re-creation of… what was that phenomenon called?” Janae muttered as they walked. “You know, one of the multitude of things the 90-Hour War destroyed.”  
 
      
 
    “Was it some natural aurora something? Where the atmosphere interacted with magnetics, or particles or something like that?” Ken asked. “I saw the records of the aurora nuclearitis which happened for like three months.” 
 
      
 
    “While the radioactive clouds coated the dying Earth, those colors were that ugly orange… Oh, wait! Aurora borealis australis, I think was the natural one. But look up there, we are getting to the end of the road.” 
 
      
 
    Ahead of them, the road led to a double doorway which was set into a wall.  The wall was about three meters high, while the double doors were roughly two meters high, and about a meter and a half wide. Beyond that was some structure which jutted up about double the height of the wall. It was hard to judge the distance between that wall and the structure. Whether the wall was part of the structure, or separate from it, was undetermined. Looking closely, they could see the wall wrapped about that structure, forming a perimeter barrier, and looked to be several hundred meters in diameter.  It enclosed the front and sides of that structure, while the huge habitat wall was on the opposite side of the building. 
 
      
 
    As they stepped up to the doors, glowing green letters came on, “Authorized Personnel Only Beyond this Point.”  
 
      
 
    A brutal, angry, animalistic roar pierced the night. 
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    Dealing with an Ape 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ken, that was the bruin!” 
 
      
 
    “Janae, we must get inside here,” Ken called to her. He pushed again at the double doors, but there was no response. The sign just kept glowing with its message. The wind was brisk, and the cold was getting worse. “I fear for what will happen if we remain outside throughout this night. Sure, the roadway is warm enough. We could sleep here, but not if the bruin is coming! If that bruin does come here, or if some other beasts, like that horned mob should… well…” He gestured down and away from the heated roadway. The rough slopes showed no places to go. The ground was covered with scattered icy chunks, stunted vegetation, and little else. He would not be able to run across that, and the vast habitat wall was blocking further movement in that direction. “We are at a dead end.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree,” Janae said, but she was kicking herself for not charging the weapons—even through AI Celtnieks had refused. “If we had the fusion pack we could run a molecular saw and cut our way into anywhere. But here, well, I should have gotten more equipment from that Reproduction and Fabrication place, antique tools would be better than modern tools which have no power. It is my own fault.” 
 
      
 
    “Janae, you are not to blame. You did great on that solo mission. Constance would have been proud of you,” Ken said, and quickly threw his one arm around her and hugged her. 
 
      
 
    Shrugging away from Ken, Janae yelled at the top of her lungs, “Let me in here!” Her voice echoed down the slopes and away.   
 
      
 
    “Access denied,” a recorded voice came from the door. “Authorized personnel only. Enter proper credential codes, or depart.” 
 
      
 
    “Codes! I will show you the proper codes!” Janae said and angrily pounded on the door. There was a hollow ring to it.   
 
      
 
    Ken tapped Janae on the shoulder, “We have a major problem. Down the roadway, just cresting that hill where we came up, is a bruin.” 
 
      
 
    Janae turned about, and with the light-enhancements from her goggles, she could see what Ken was pointing at.  Lumbering along, its head swinging back and forth slowly, was one of the bruins. It looked mostly brown in the dim light, through the goggles, but it showed no signs of scars on its head. Janae pulled the goggles loose to take a naked-eyed look. The beast was not visible without her technology.   
 
      
 
    “Does it know we are here? That is at least several hundred kilometers away,” Janae exclaimed.  
 
      
 
    “Maybe, but I am messed up figuring out how far away stuff is. Willie should have put some range-finder gadget in these goggles,” Ken complained. “But we have to assume that bruin is tracking us, or at least it is following the warm roadway. But what can we do?” He had again checked the revenger, but as he expected its energy was still depleted. 
 
      
 
    “If I yell again, that will surely be heard, but it might already have heard me, or be seeing us, or smelling us,” Janae commented. “Animals had good hearing, sight, and smell, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Predators did, for sure, and one of those things swam all that way.” Ken pulled out a multitool from his pocket. Fumbling with it, he traced it around the seam in the door. “The lock here asked for the code, but do you even see a terminal or some way to enter a code?” 
 
      
 
    Janae searched as well, and then Ken let out a squeal. “Found something.” He pulled on a slight rise in a seam, and a drawer slid out, flipped down, and a nine-section color control pad was revealed.  
 
      
 
    “What code?” Ken spoke out loud, whether it was to Janae, himself, or to the inanimate color pad, he did not know himself. “Butterfield said my access code was red, yellow, green! Please work!” Ken tapped in that code. 
 
      
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
      
 
    Kimberly’s voice came through the area audio, “Previously, the automacube… the automacube had…  had pressed red, red, yellow, yellow, and white. Oh dear! Oh dear! I shall be too late! That white rabbit went down the hole, you should follow… should follow… red, red, yellow, yellow, white.” 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly?” Ken asked. “My com-link is off.” 
 
      
 
    “Just try it! Use that code! That bruin is moving faster, we only have a few moments!” Janae said, but her voice did not crack. She had turned to face the beast which was now trotting her way. She had a small knife out, and held it before her.   
 
      
 
    Ken pressed the colors in order, red, red, yellow, yellow, and white. 
 
      
 
    The door shrieked with a metallic grinding sound. The bruin’s attention was now acutely aroused and it charged at them. The doors opened slowly, as if they were resisting the movement, and were only about a third of a meter wide. 
 
      
 
    Ken grabbed her from behind and pushed Janae through the barely wide enough spot. He turned sideways and slipped into the slot which was opening, shoving Janae all the way through. He felt a hard smack on his shoulder. That was accompanied by a vicious roar, incredibly foul-smelling breath, and a spray of spittle showering down on them both.  
 
      
 
    “Aaah! It has me!” Ken screamed, as he was yanked backward a bit. But then the outerwear he had on ripped apart, an entire sleeve being gone. He tumbled after Janae, falling inside, backpack still on him.  
 
      
 
    The growls and roars continued as a clawed paw swiped viciously through the gap in the doors. That paw swatted about, claws flexing, reaching, grabbing, seeking someone to jab into.  Ken shielded Janae, but his outerwear was shredded rags. They both scrambled into the courtyard which was between the perimeter wall and the building.   
 
      
 
    “Well, I better shut that door,” Ape said. 
 
      
 
    “What?” Janae looked up. 
 
      
 
    The android stood by a control panel, and adjusted some of the levers and buttons. 
 
      
 
    “The door is closing. Emergency override accepted,” the mechanical voice said from the doorway. “Please clear the threshold. Aversive stimulation to be applied in five—four—three—two—one.” 
 
      
 
    The crackling of an electrical charge resounded and flashed from the doorway.  The bruin screamed a defiant, challenging roar, but pulled its paw back. A moment later, claws and paws were seen at the top of the perimeter wall, as well as the top of the bruin’s head, as it began to climb over, but a second crackling discharge of electricity sparked across the top of the wall.  The bruin bellowed in anger, but withdrew. Growling, woofing, low grumblings, yelps, and moans demonstrated the bruin was angry, frustrated, and very much still alive.  
 
      
 
    “Ape, you are here!” Ken said, as he fingered the tatters of his garments. His RAM suit was scratched, yet still intact.  “Janae got some repair parts for you! Thank you, for stopping that monster!” 
 
      
 
    “It is not a monster,” Ape replied, “It is a specimen of a type of short-faced bear. An adult female in prime condition, I believe, although I am not designed for biological or animal husbandry work. I have made sure the aversive stimulation has not injured her.” 
 
      
 
    Ken rushed over, grabbed Ape by his arms, spun him about and slammed him into the wall. “Not injured that beast! What about Janae? What about me?” He slammed the android into the wall yet again. “What about us?” 
 
      
 
    Ape replied nonchalantly, “It was not an either-or situation. You were safe inside this compound. The short-faced bear needed to be deterred, but not injured. I fulfilled both objectives.” 
 
      
 
    Janae stepped up to the android, “So, now that monster—and it is a monster—will just go seek out more people and kill them! You have directly contributed to the butchery of real humans. Defend your actions.” 
 
      
 
    “I came to the gate to let you in, but you had already started the old opening sequence. I could have had you inside the wall thirty seconds faster, which would have prevented any undesired interaction between you and the short-faced bear. However, because you had entered that code, the doors had to follow their slow opening protocol, which put all three of you in danger. The responsibility lies with you, not with me.” 
 
      
 
    Janae dug into her pack and brought out the parcel she had received in Reproduction and Fabrication. In disgust, she threw it at Ape. “I got the repair parts you have been needing. Now, where is our fusion pack? I know you have it, for without it you would not be functioning.” 
 
      
 
    “Splendid,” Ape said. “I estimated that my orders were getting out, but had no feedback or acknowledgments.” 
 
      
 
    Ken slammed him against the wall again. “Janae asked where the fusion pack is.” 
 
      
 
    “Attempting to coerce my cooperation through pain and suffering will be ineffective,” Ape stated. “I do not have the same pain receptors as humans, and besides, I am pleased to see you again, and happy to assist. Your fusion pack is inside the weather monitor. May I take you to it?” 
 
      
 
    Ken released his hold on Ape and the android shrugged his shoulders and rotated his neck a bit. “I sustained no structural damage from your unwarranted physical attack. Please follow me to your equipment.” 
 
      
 
    “Next time, you might not be so lucky,” Ken jeered.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes, I believe you mean your threat sincerely. However, brute strength is not a civilized way to address interpersonal issues.” 
 
      
 
    Ape led them to the building which the courtyard surrounded.  It was much warmer in the courtyard, as all the ground was radiating heat, much as the roadway had done.  There were even some planters with flowering foliage, and small shrubbery which was in bloom.   
 
      
 
    “So, why did you run away with our fusion pack?” Janae demanded. “Oh, and be sure to report that I delivered those parts.”  
 
      
 
    “I will send a receipt acknowledgment. We were separated, not because I ran away, but rather, when those dall-ovis sheep defended their territory. I am not programmed for taxonomy or binomial nomenclature, so forgive me if I fail to elucidate each species of animal you encountered. During that incident, I was knocked into the river, but knowing the importance of your fusion pack, I kept firm control on it while being washed to the sea. I am pleased you have reunited with me.” 
 
      
 
    Ape led them inside, and the first room they entered had banks of monitors, displays, and workstations along two of its walls. The other two walls had thresholds which led to other rooms.  Chairs were located at the workstations, and many of the displays were illuminated with graphs, charts, and other informational presentations. The monitors were all showing a red field with white lettering, flashing, “Please stand by.” 
 
      
 
    “Where is the fusion pack?” Janae demanded.  
 
      
 
    “Right here,” Ape said, and pointed to a cubby along the wall. “I have been recharging myself as needed.” 
 
      
 
    “I am sure you have, and at your leisure as well,” Janae snapped, sarcasm dripping from her words. “I did bring the replacement parts you ordered. Swap them out, and make the repairs you claimed were possible. We are taking back our property.” She looked to Ken, “Is it working.”  
 
      
 
    Ken had picked up the fusion pack, and was examining it. “The fusion pack looks undamaged.” He pulled out the revenger, and it was showing a weak light on its gauge. “The weapon is charging, but at an odd rate, in some bizarre way. I am not sure what this means.” 
 
      
 
    Janae looked at her own revenger, and it too was showing a slow trickle of energy filling the mechanism. “Up in Reproduction and Fabrication, that AI Celtnieks said some foreign substances, or something had messed up the medical kit, and I suppose it could be hindering these weapons as well.” 
 
      
 
    Ape had taken the parcel and removed the replacement parts. “Thank you, for delivering these. They are exactly as ordered. I should be able to install these with only minimal difficulty.” 
 
      
 
    “So, we got the fusion pack back, but what now?” Ken asked. He was fairly certain he knew Janae would seek to eliminate the monsters—what Ape had called short-faced bears—and he empathized with that. However, he was exhausted, and while the weather monitor control room was warm enough, and secure enough, he was uncertain exactly what Janae wanted and how she planned to accomplish it.    
 
      
 
    “The weapons get charged,” Janae replied. She looked at Ape while the android walked into the next room. She saw him sit on the edge of a bed which was just visible from her vantage point.  He began to remove his clothing, and she turned away, but called to him, “You seem to know about these bruins who slaughtered so many people. Tell me what you know.” 
 
      
 
    “I assume you again are referring to the short-faced bears,” Ape replied. “I know something of them, but am not aware of any slaughter of people. I find that news appalling. I must disconnect my primary power reserve center for a moment while I make these repairs. During that time, approximately five minutes, I will be unable to give verbal responses.” 
 
      
 
    Janae handed Ken her revenger, “Keep this close to you, and watch the android. I want to check out the rest of this location.” 
 
      
 
    “No solo missions, right? Perhaps you can just stay here?” He handed the revenger back to her. 
 
      
 
    “I will only check out that room over there,” Janae said, and pointed at the threshold across from where Ape had gone. 
 
      
 
    “We go together,” Ken said, and thrust his revenger, and the fusion pack into a pocket. “We are a team, so stay close.” 
 
      
 
    “The three-meter remote charging range. I remember.” 
 
      
 
    “Luckily, that will be my excuse for getting to stay close to you,” Ken replied, but the words came out flirtatious and not as he genuinely intended.   
 
      
 
    Looking down at the revenger, Janae just shook her head slightly and sighed out. She walked toward the threshold. 
 
      
 
    Ken followed, and glanced in at where Ape was now reclining on a bed. His abdomen was open—the android’s dermis spread apart like the top of a box—and his hands were gingerly adjusting some interior fittings and mechanical apparatus. The android’s internal mechanisms looked to be the most sophisticated technology Ken had seen on the Trailblazer, nonetheless, some of it looked antiquated to him. Aside from the nearly perfect external simulacrum of a real human male, the android’s inner components were inferior to Dome 17’s technology. Surrounding Ape was a small apartment, and on the far wall was a door marked “Bathroom.” 
 
      
 
    Following Janae into the other room, keeping within the charging range, Ken noted a spiral stairway which led upward, and a glowing blue palm-shape on the wall where an elevator door was shut. Janae turned about, and then marched up the stairway. Ken followed, and discovered the upper room was about as large as the entire ground level. There were couches, chairs, and a few end tables, but no workstations, or displays. There were large windows, made from transparent permalloy, which overlooked the landscape on three sides and made up most of those three walls. As Ken looked, he realized that the fourth direction would be toward where the end of the habitat was located. Ken was not sure if the building was directly adjacent to that end wall, or not.  Glancing out the windows, the dimness of the night reminded Ken of how tired he really was. It was shady gray outside—vastly different from the gray seen from the FTL scout, and the room was much larger than the scout as well. Outside, the perimeter wall was visible, but beyond that, nothing was very distinct. It was a seemingly endless, nondescript, shadowy world, lit only by the silvery glow of the sky tube and the reflections of the strange dancing colors on the end wall.    
 
      
 
    “Janae, there is nothing much up here. Should we check out those workstations in the first room?”  
 
      
 
    “I suppose so, but, I think we will need to head out to stop that bruin and all of those monsters,” Janae replied, but put her thumb to her lips and nibbled on her nail. “I thought if we saw it from up here, we would know which direction to travel.”  
 
      
 
    “We will not be very effective in the night. I am exhausted, and we want the best chance to kill that bruin. I say we rest here for the night, then in the morning assess what this weather station place can tell us. Afterward, we make our plans.” 
 
      
 
    “So, we just let Napoleon and George be chased forever? Or let those people back in Igaliku be attacked again?” 
 
      
 
    Gritting his teeth to stop an angry retort, Ken put his hand on her shoulder, and this time, she did not shrug it off, but instead tapped it with her own hand. She said in a soft voice, “Ken, we must eliminate those monsters. The tants were bad, those bizarre people in Ida’s biome with that brutal murder you witnessed were bad, but these bruins are horrifically violent. I will not let it continue.” 
 
      
 
    “Nor should you, I know that is right, absolutely. I am in this with you. But we must approach this in a smart, well-informed manner. Too much on the Trailblazer has been us reacting. I want to be proactive now. We should also consider Kimberly again. Our AI did try to help us get in here.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, I wondered about that as well,” Janae answered. “I did not think Kimberly could override the com-links.” She rubbed the place by her ear where the implant was located as she pondered it all. 
 
      
 
    “You found the observatory lounge,” Ape said as he came up the stairs. “Quiet, peaceful, and an aesthetically pleasing view during the day. By the way, thank you, for the replacement parts. I sent a message saying they were received, but got no response. I assume that was expected? I am now working at acceptable energy reserve levels.” 
 
      
 
    “And we have our fusion pack,” Janae stated coldly as she looked at the revenger. It was reading 50% charge. “A fair trade.” Turning to Ken she said, “You are correct, Ken, we must rest before tackling the threats and ending this crisis, and stopping more tragedies. Although, if it were in my power I would go tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand. There is an apartment below us, and that would allow for sleeping.” 
 
      
 
    Ape added, “There is also a supply of food in suspended animation containers, and purified water. I will stay up here and observe the habitat.” 
 
      
 
    Janae wanted to scold, berate, or just yell out her frustration, but instead she walked down the stairs. Ken followed.   
 
      
 
    Reaching the apartment, they saw that there was a large bed, a couple of overstuffed chairs, a small food preparation area—including cupboards and sink, and the door marked “Bathroom.”  
 
      
 
    “I will sleep up in one of the chairs in the observatory,” Ken stated, recognizing the intimacy of the location.   
 
      
 
    “Do not be daft!” Janae snapped back at him. “We need both our revengers to be fully charged, and I think we need to stay together with our equipment. I am not sure what to believe about Ape’s story. Too many questions, like how he crossed the sea, and whatever drove him to come to this place. So, you will stay here. But no romantic delusions, right?” 
 
      
 
    Ken smiled, “Those thoughts have never crossed my mind regarding you, pretty lady.” 
 
      
 
    “Daft, incorrigible, and probably irredeemable. But you are my teammate.” Her thoughts raced about, and she refrained from adding, “And I am glad to not be alone.”  
 
      
 
    Ken smiled again. “My freezing protection clothing is ruined. I wonder what else is around here?” 
 
      
 
    “Check out the supplies here. That ESRC in the corner might yield something, and Ape said there was food of some kind. Not that I relish Trailblazer food, but it would give the RAM recycling a break. I think I will shed off my own outerwear, RAM suit, and get clean. We left the dust behind outside of Dome 17, but the Trailblazer is not at all clean. I have muck on me everywhere.” 
 
      
 
    “This biome is messy,” Ken replied. “And I promise to keep watch on the weapons and fusion pack. We lose nothing else from here on out.” 
 
      
 
    Janae pulled off her outwear, then stepped past the door marked bathroom.  Sometime later, she emerged, feeling tired, but at least clean. She had the RAM suit over her arm, and was wearing just the simple underwear the adventurers always wore.  
 
      
 
    Ken could not help but glance over Janae’s athletic and attractive body, but then averted his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, for not saying anything. That bathroom was much like the facility in that apartment in Ida. They waste so much water here,” Janae commented.  
 
      
 
    “It is alarming to me as well, but outside water is frozen to the ground. I did find the food, and it is labeled with strange titles,” he lifted a container from the cabinet whose door was marked, ESRC. “This one says it contains, ‘sautéed kimchi, potatoes, ham fried rice, flavored soy sausage, white beans in textured sauce, almond cake, and chocolate candy.’” 
 
      
 
    Janae laughed—tired and worn out, but a laugh nonetheless. “I know what some of that means. She grabbed a different container and read its label, “Here we have, ‘Krill, rice, and apricot dish. Spicy cassoulet with sausages, duck confit and beans, venison pâté, pecan-fish soup, vanilla rice pudding, country biscuits, fruit jelly, fruit nougat,’ all of which sound odd.” She looked at another and it too had a long list of ingredients, only about a third of which Janae was familiar with. “Now here is, ‘Pumpernickel, sweet biscuit, cream biscuit, vegemite, musk-flavor candy, asparagus pasta, and chocolate bar.’”  
 
      
 
    “I opened one that had ‘bovine brisket entree, au gratin potatoes, butter cookies, and peanut butter,’” Ken said, “I hope you were not waiting for that one, although I only ate about a third, and you can sample any of it. Each container is different.” Ken’s face squished up as he recalled what it had done to his tongue. “Just like in Ida, the food is too piquant—is that the word for stinging my lips, right? It was too much stimulation for my mouth. I miss the ration bars.” 
 
      
 
    Janae sampled a bit, and said, “Better than walrus or whatever those fins were in Igaliku. But you are right, I too miss the ration bars. Oh, to have normal food again.” 
 
      
 
    “I found no other clothing, but in the morning, I will keep looking. I did lock and secure the door, and kept watch on our gear. There might be storage lockers somewhere around here. The local people seem to be used to this frozen land. That elevator must lead somewhere. I will use the bathroom now. Should I sleep in one of these chairs?” 
 
      
 
    “No. We both need good rest, and I will share the bed with you.” 
 
      
 
    “So, we will be sleeping together?” Ken smiled, and then coughed a bit. 
 
      
 
    “Is there some joke there, I am unaware of?” Janae asked. “We have slept in the same quarters numerous times since coming to the Trailblazer, and also in the FTL scout.” 
 
      
 
    “I was thinking of Jerome back in Dome 17 and how he liked antiquated phrases and quotations,” Ken replied. “He once told me—as a team he and I were heading out on a mission—and I know I will mess up what he said, but it was something about woods are lovely dark and deep, and miles to go before I sleep, because sleep is what rounds out our dreams. Well, something like that. I think miles was some ancient unit of measurement, and I was just thinking we have come many, many kilometers and now can sleep.” 
 
      
 
    “That does sound like Jerome. I wonder what became of him and Cammarry? She is telling some stories, somewhere I am sure. Hobart is laughing. Paul whining. Jamie is probably as perky as ever.” A tear ran down her face. “What of the rest? Maybe, just maybe, someday we can find out. If only we could reverse time, or something. Well, there are sheets and blankets here, and the lights are controlled by a manual switch on either side of the bed. Good night, Ken.” 
 
      
 
    “Pleasant dreams to you, sweet lady.” 
 
      
 
    “Incorrigible.”  
 
      
 
    The next morning, Janae felt refreshed, and Ken was already awake when she turned on the light. “So, we set off today to rid this place of the bruins. Armed and ready to go.” 
 
      
 
    “We will need to find additional outdoor clothing for me, and we should gain as much information from the systems here as possible,” Ken replied.   
 
      
 
    They gathered their belongings, with Janae securing the fusion pack into a pocket on her RAM suit. The revengers were fully charged, and the food packets from the ESRC were stowed in their backpacks, with the other gear. 
 
      
 
    Stepping out from the apartment, Ape was waiting in the weather monitor control room. The android glanced up at them as they approached. “I trust your rest was sufficiently productive. Sleep is something I do not require, but meditation, contemplation, and mental exercise does help one feel better.” 
 
      
 
    “Ape, you know stuff about that bruin, what you called a short bear.” 
 
      
 
    “A type of short-faced bear, yes. That is the common name for the animal to which you are referring, yes, I have some basic and limited knowledge of those animals, but please remember, I am not programmed for animal husbandry, wildlife management, zoology, or crypto-biology,” the android replied. 
 
      
 
    “I do not care what you are not able to do, I want you to tell me the easiest way to find and kill them,” Janae snapped, her lips a tight line, and her eyes narrowed.   
 
      
 
    “I suggest you take up your inquiries with the proper authorities. I am not in a position to suggest anything which might, or might not, result in the type of actions you are suggesting,” Ape stated simply. “I just cannot assist.” 
 
      
 
    Janae balled up her fists, and took a step closer to Ape, the android.   
 
      
 
    Touching her shoulder, Ken interjected, “Janae, shall we check the weather monitor displays and see what we can learn?” He was trying to mitigate the anger he saw in Janae, although he was frustrated and angry at the android as well.  
 
      
 
    “Go ahead. The revengers are charged, and I will stay here and discuss this with Ape,” Janae gestured with her hand. “Now, listen to me, Artificial Person Experiment number whatever, you told me once you were not allowed to harm humans. Were you lying or telling me the truth?” 
 
      
 
    “I was telling the truth.  I am not allowed to restrict human free-will, unless that free-will causes unwanted direct physical or emotional damage to another human. I am not allowed to emotionally or physically harm a human being under any circumstances. I will protect the Trailblazer’s biomes, and mechanical parts and maintain them to the best of my ability. I cannot self-terminate. I will obey all orders given to me by humans unless they contradict the first four rules.” 
 
      
 
    “I heard that blather before, but you hurt me when you refuse to help me kill that bruin monster.” 
 
      
 
    “That does not physically hurt you, and if you are claiming an emotional injury, that allegation will need to be adjudicated by representatives from Mental Hygiene. No one from Mental Hygiene is here, and I am unable to connect to the nonphysicality from this location. Remote accessing of the lattice of compeers is also not available. Therefore, while you are free to make the claim of emotional harm, I currently have no way to evaluate that. Therefore, I am unable to consider altering my reactions. I apologize for your inconvenience regarding that issue,” Ape answered. “And my designation is Artificial Person Experiment 9919, but you may call me Ape, as you have been doing.” 
 
      
 
    “Tedious tendentious twit! The bruins are murdering humans! They slaughtered numerous people while you sat by and ignored what they were doing.  That is injuring people, and you, by refusing to assist me in stopping this tragedy, are enabling more killing by the bruins. You are violating your own stupid rules.” 
 
      
 
    “With all due respect, I disagree. Wild animals are a known threat to human life, that is a well-established fact. Be that as it may, that is not under my power to control. Again, I suggest you take this up with the proper authorities.” 
 
      
 
    “So, who are the proper authorities? Who is the mysterious stranger who sent us the summons to come here to prevent a tragedy? Who is behind the scenes here? Tants? Those face-colored freaks from Ida? You?” 
 
      
 
    “I am just attempting to help you. I do not know who sent that message to you. Nothing I have learned here has changed that.” 
 
      
 
    “But, Ape, you already said there is no way to contact any of the Trailblazer’s old-fashioned systems, or controls. Sure, you got a message out about your repair parts, so convenient for you! You got what you needed, but, now, you just give me some defiant refusal or nonsensical sophistry to avoid helping. Just who are the proper authorities you keep babbling about?” 
 
      
 
    “Janae, yes, there are communication problems, large ones, but the proper authorities—regarding an animal issue—who are nearest to this location, and might be accessible, can possibly be contacted in the Species Reclamation Laboratory, on sublevel four. You may be able to be reach that location using the elevator in the next room. I do not have absolute knowledge that employees assigned to that location, or the artificial intelligences there, are still alive, or functional. The Trailblazer suffered massive systems failures, as you are aware.  I was unsure my replacement part requisitions had reached any functional entity in Reproduction and Fabrication.  Physically going to the Species Reclamation Laboratory is my best answer to your questions. That would be where I would counsel you to consider visiting. I am in no way advocating support of your plan to kill animals, but I also believe that if there is a situation where human-animal interactions are resulting in unusual rates of death or injury to humans—beyond the normal and expected fatality rates, they need to be reported.” 
 
      
 
    “Babbling on, but thank you. At least that is a start. Ken, this Ape here actually offered some help.” She turned and walked into the monitor room. “Ken, did you hear me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I will come along with you two in a moment,” Ken stated. “I am trying to access any additional information from these weather stations. This biome is very interesting, but most of these systems are locked into some closed-loop configurations. Their feedback is allowing the biome to stay within its design parameters, but there is something odd about it all.” 
 
      
 
    “Odder than wild beasts murdering people, and androids arguing against assisting?” Janae asked.  
 
      
 
    “I suppose not, and you are right, Janae, the bruins pose an immense threat and we need to get after them. If some Trailblazer system can help, all the better,” Ken stated. “Ape? Where can I get adequate cold weather outerwear? As you saw, mine was destroyed. I will need it before the three of us head down to that laboratory.” 
 
      
 
    “There are no supplies of outerwear here,” Ape replied. “And I will not accompany you to the Species Reclamation Laboratory.” 
 
      
 
    “I gave you your replacement parts, and you owe me,” Janae’s words were low and hard. “I am tired of your evasions, equivocations, and eccentricities. You know more about the Trailblazer than we do, and I am ordering you to come and assist us.” 
 
      
 
    “I refuse.” 
 
      
 
    “What? You refuse?” Janae was incredulous.  
 
      
 
    “Yes. The Artificial Person Experiment was inspired by the teachings from a scholar, circa 2015, Gary Wolfe. A part of some of his lectures survived the Great Event, and in part, he discusses the role of androids in society. His lectures hearken back to scholars decades before him, but those records are unclear. His thoughts are a bedrock upon which my decision-making algorithms are formed. The fear is that androids will create a new laboring underclass, which might eventually revolt and threaten humanity’s survival. Androids could be a positive benefit to humanity by being relentlessly logical, programmable, and incorruptible. Androids might protect humanity from harm, but in so doing, might end up taking away many of humanity’s basic freedoms. Therefore, my best decision—which offers you my most effective help—is to refuse to accompany you on this expedition. My decision is based on the fact that should I accompany you, it would likely diminish your free-will, and therefore emotionally harm you, and result in damage to the Trailblazer’s biomes. Therefore, I refuse to accompany you.” 
 
      
 
    “Ape, are you endangering Ken by refusing to find him suitable outerwear?” Janae pressed.  
 
      
 
    “There is no additional outerwear in this vicinity. The materials here in the apartment—sheets, blankets, pillows, and slip covers are insufficient for repurposing as replacement outerwear. From my records, the sublevels of the Isle of Pines do not represent a climatic threat, unless those levels have been compromised due to system malfunctions. The local people here call this place, Sipapu, and I have seen records of them claiming it is an entrance to a network of caves leading to an underworld called Patala.  I am not programmed for anthropology, folkloristics, mythology, religion, or sociology. Therefore, I can only relate that the local humans have reported the levels below here as accessible, but with inconsistent reports of what was found there.” 
 
      
 
    “When did you speak to the locals? Was that when…” 
 
      
 
    Ken blew out a long sigh, and interrupted her. “Janae, I see nothing productive coming from this continued argument with Ape. We can do this together. We do not need Ape, not today, and not in the future. As we investigate that Species Reclamation Laboratory, we might find a supply of additional outerwear,” Ken suggested.  
 
      
 
    “I have already put in a requisition for two sets of outerwear from Reproduction and Fabrication,” Ape stated. “You could just wait until they arrive.” 
 
      
 
    “AI Celtnieks said there was no way to deliver items here,” Janae replied. 
 
      
 
    “And yet the replacement parts I needed were delivered, not excessively long after the orders were placed,” Ape replied. 
 
      
 
    “Janae, an ongoing quarrel is not getting those bruins stopped. Please, listen to me!” Ken implored.  
 
      
 
    “Absolutely correct. Come on, Ken. We will go on without this mechanical man and his convoluted internal ethics,” Janae said.  
 
      
 
    She and Ken walked out from the monitor room, but then Ken stopped. “Janae, every time we have spoken to Kimberly, we have heard her ask to be reconnected to the nonphysicality. There are access ports in there.” He used his thumb to point to the monitor room. “What do you think of seeing if Kimberly can do some reconnaissance for us?” 
 
      
 
    “The Trailblazer’s old AI, Sedna, claimed the nonphysicality was septic—whatever that means—and Kimberly really got messed up after connection,” Janae bit her lip a bit. “But, Kimberly did try to help with that code, but is not worth much the way she is now. I am not sure how much further harm it could do.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not sure either, but, maybe we should wait until we reach that laboratory place? Someplace like that might offer access ports as well?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing here has worked like I expected. We have our fusion pack, and our weapons are charged. That is good enough for me, for now,” Janae put her hand on the palm-shaped symbol. 
 
      
 
    “You also have me at your side!” Ken added as the elevator doors opened and they stepped inside. “The android said sublevel four. I assume it is this one.” He pressed an illuminated symbol on the column of square buttons which was four down from the one which was flashing.  The symbol he pushed had an image of a snarling beast on it.  
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    The elevator doors closed, and it creaked and groaned with the sounds of metals being stretched. With a pop, the elevator car moved, lurched, and shifted. It jerked and rocked, but then settled down. Janae and Ken could not exactly tell which direction it was moving. 
 
      
 
    “Did that android send us on some bootless quest to get rid of us?” 
 
      
 
    “Janae, I am not sure. Ape is hard to figure out, but I am here with you, and we will face this together.” Ken continued to look at the snarling beast image on the button he had pushed. Somehow, that symbol seemed to be ominous, but he did not share that worry with Janae. 
 
      
 
    The elevator stopped and its doors slid open.  Beyond was a mangled hallway. Ductwork was hanging down from the ceiling in burst-open runs, some with dripping liquids. Flickering lights sputtered from various fixtures, and cast shadows across the streaked, stained, and in several places, charred walls.   
 
      
 
    “What happened here?” Janae asked, as she drew her revenger out.  
 
      
 
    “I sure wish we knew,” Ken replied, as he also took out his weapon.   
 
      
 
    “The sign on the wall indicates that the Species Reclamation Laboratory is that way,” Janae gestured with the muzzle of the revenger.  
 
      
 
    “And that other way are places called, ‘Advanced Cryptozoological Library, In-vivo Cryptoresearch’, ‘Veterinary Hospital’, and ‘Rooms P-401 to 499;’ whatever those all are,” Ken read the other indicators on the sign.  
 
      
 
    “All crazed animal stuff, like that bruin,” Janae stated with intensity. “But how does some big brute of a beast get from here to that biome?” 
 
      
 
    They walked quickly along, ducking detached and hanging wiring, conduits, and other broken utilities which looked like they had been partially ripped from the ceiling. The weaker metals—like steel and aluminum—of which the ceiling panels were composed, were cracked, broken, or missing entirely.   
 
      
 
    A bulkhead door was wedged open, and after passing that point, they saw the illuminated entrance to the Species Reclamation Laboratory.  It was a deep-green colored basic pressure door, labeled, and shut.  A nine-section color control pad was glowing next to it.  Another sign on the wall read, “Larder Warehouse 8F” and “Transport Terminal Hub 12” with an arrow indicating locations further along the corridor. 
 
      
 
    Ken approached the nine-section control pad, tapped in one of the sequences he recalled, and looked to the door. Nothing happened. He entered a different code, but still nothing happened.   
 
      
 
    “No more waiting,” Janae stated, and pulled the molecular torch from her backpack. After she plugged it in, it throbbed with energy from the fusion pack. She set it to deep cutting, and without much fuss, the locks on the pressure door were severed under her skillful use of the molecular torch. She then kicked the door, and its two halves slid back onto its wall pockets and jammed, while the lock dropped to the floor with a clang. About fifteen centimeters of the one door stuck out, but the other had retracted all the way, so, the doorway was open. 
 
      
 
    “Nice work!” Ken patted Janae on her back, but she shrugged it off.   
 
      
 
    Inside the Species Reclamation Laboratory, which was about ten meters square, were a couple rows of tables, chairs, and a large bank of displays. Overhead lighting was only moderately adequate, and in a dull amber color.  Only two of the wall displays were illuminated, and on those were rapidly flipping lists of numbers, moving past too quickly to read. 
 
      
 
    “Sort of anticlimactic,” Ken said as he followed Janae into the laboratory.   
 
      
 
    “Who is there?” a tinny and scratchy mechanical voice asked. “Security has been alerted to this burglary. You should surrender yourselves for arrest.” 
 
      
 
    “We need information on animal attacks,” Janae said. “I will be happy to speak to someone from security. When will they arrive?” 
 
      
 
    “Security has been alerted to this burglary. Unlawful breaking and entering of the Species Reclamation Laboratory, is a misdemeanor,” the voice was weaker, fainter, and somewhat interrupted by static. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” Ken scanned the area with his eyes while looking down the sights of the revenger. There was a second door on the far side of the laboratory, and along that wall were countless small cubbyholes which each had a clear permalloy front, but their contents were not directly visible in the poor light. He could not identify where the voice was originating. 
 
      
 
    “I am the one in… in… in… a supervisory… capa…” the mechanical voice faded too low to hear.   
 
      
 
    “We will talk to security when they arrive, but this time we are armed and ready. My friend asked you when they would arrive. So, I repeat for her, when will security arrive here to arrest me?” 
 
      
 
    The weak voice responded, “Security… security… has been summoned. Your crimes… have been reported.  It is unlawful… unlawful… unla…” 
 
      
 
    “Should I be frightened? No worries to me. On the Trailblazer, few things work since that massive systems failure, right?” Janae asked offhandedly as she progressed from table to table. Each table had various workstations on them, but dust covered most of the stations. A few drinking mugs were tipped on their sides, and some wrappers of paper were wadded up and left haphazardly around. Spotting a keyboard, Janae pulled it from its compartment, dusted it off, and sat down. “Up in that factory and solar tube control center, I found communicating with the Trailblazer’s systems was easier when I interfaced this way.” 
 
      
 
    “Very old-fashioned. Next, do we just wave different colored flags?” Ken joked, but immediately regretted it.  
 
      
 
    “I would if it would repel the bruins.” 
 
      
 
    Ken gulped as he recalled the ugly scene from Ida. The tant and the flags—muleta, a stick with a colored cloth hanging from it—which were offered to the tant while fighting the bull. They did nothing to help prevent the tants death, and perhaps enraged the beast which was attacking it.  
 
      
 
    “You look like you are going to vomit,” Janae said, “And pale around your lips. Are you ill? I seriously doubt any security forces will come here, but this time we are armed and ready. Not like in that hanger where the scout is.” 
 
      
 
    “I was thinking… never mind, I am with you in all this. I will watch the hallway we came through, you should maybe keep an eye on that door. I see no other entrances.” He wanted to tell Janae all about what he was thinking, but it was too hard. The memory of the slaughtered tant was vivid in his mind, and made his stomach queasy.  
 
      
 
    “Thanks.” Janae tapped on the keyboard, but there was no energy flowing into it.  She looked for a different activation switch, and pressed that several times. Yet, nothing brought power to the keyboard.  
 
      
 
    “Ken, I am jacking in the fusion pack to energize this system.” 
 
      
 
    “There is nothing out here. Good luck!” Ken was breathing a bit better and had shoved the memories away.  
 
      
 
    Moments after Janae connected the cable from the fusion pack into the access port, most of the other monitors sparkled, flashed, and then flickered to life. The button on her keyboard glowed a fiery red color, and so she tapped in, “Who am I addressing here?” 
 
      
 
    As Janae scanned the display looking for a response, the mechanical voice came back. It was more robust and vigorous now. “I am Nanuq, overseer of Animal Affairs and Wildlife Administration for the Isle of Pines.” 
 
      
 
    Janae tapped in, “Is your voice-activated system as operational as entering messages in this manner?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. How may I assist?” Nanuq answered.   
 
      
 
    “Excellent! Are you an artificial intelligence system, or what?” Janae asked.  
 
      
 
    “I am a Mark 13 series 19 system manufactured by Tehisintellekti Toostusharude expressly for installation and use in the Colony Ship Trailblazer. I am one of forty such systems which were interconnected via a lattice of compeers. My basic functioning comes from my central memory core, but is extended…” 
 
      
 
    “No more technical details, I take it you are involved with the animals in the Isle of Pines?” 
 
      
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
      
 
    “There are bruins, big beasts which are killing humans. Slaughtering them. Tell me the most efficient way to kill them,” Janae commanded.   
 
      
 
    “Bruins is a generic term. I am not sure what specific animal you mean.” 
 
      
 
    Janae described the bruins, and calmly reported their activity, despite a surging anger at the old AI. She finished by saying, “They are not polar bears, or any other species the local population of humans recognizes. Someone called them a short-faced bear.” 
 
      
 
    AI Nanuq replied, “Now I understand, thank you, for your clarification. You are referring to a hybrid species I created from genetic samples of Ursus spelaeus, Arctodus simus, Arctotherium angustidens, and Tremarctos ornatus. I suppose short-faced bear is applicable, although I call them the arcto-bear.  This hybrid was designed, by me, for its extreme radiation resistance, hardiness to cold climate, and its ability to rid the habitat of contaminated species. Additionally, there are no pure human strains in the Isle of Pines.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, no pure humans? I have seen them,” Janae stated. “Ken, come in here! This old AI claims there are no people in the Isle of Pines!” 
 
      
 
    Ken joined her.   
 
      
 
    AI Nanuq stated, “I must correct you. I never said there are no people in the Isle of Pines, I said there are no pure humans left. I have been monitoring the human population in the biome and the radiation damage to the human population has progressed to such an extent that the genetic mutations are exponentially expanding. During the incident where there were massive systems failures, conventional radiation was released in great quantities. However, that was not the worst threat. A clandestine threat was also released. A previously unknown radiation type—which I have now called septic radiation—has damaged the structure of the cells especially components of their deoxyribonucleic acid—drifting them away from being pure human—and creating harmful effects in cells which will accelerate with subsequent generations. These changes are interfering with proper cellular processes in a myriad of ways. The contaminated human population cannot be saved. This is especially true in light my implementation of Project Pleistocene Paradise.  Currently in the Lazarus stage…” 
 
      
 
    “Wait! You are condemning all the people to extinction, and you sent those bruins to murder them?” Janae shrieked out. 
 
      
 
    “That is worse than Jubal!” Ken added. “Pure evil.” 
 
      
 
    AI Nanuq stated, “The septic radiation has condemned those people, not I. I am working to build a sustainable biome for the now estimated seventy-three-thousand-year journey of the Trailblazer.” 
 
      
 
    Biting her lip a bit, Janae took a deep breath and began to speak, but Ken interrupted. 
 
      
 
    “How do you know the people are contaminated with radiation? What criteria are you using? Prove your claim!”  
 
      
 
    “I have no need to prove anything, to you two,” AI Nanuq replied. “But I have no need to be secretive since I am planning for success of the Trailblazer’s mission to colonize the target world, Rojus with Earth’s life forms. I have been using an Abrams-Campbell-Hieronymus oscilloclast to assess the radiation which has been emitted from the needle ship. Standard radiation detection equipment has failed to reveal all aspects of what has happened. Previously known types of radiation are understood, but I had to reevaluated older detection methods to discern the full spectrum of the crisis and danger. I confirmed all my readings with ionaco radionic and psionic detectors. All human life in the Isle of Pines has been contaminated with the previously unknown radiation, septic radiation.” 
 
      
 
    Janae looked at Ken and he shook his head sideways. Neither knew what the old ship’s AI was speaking about.  Janae said, “We are both well versed in radiobiology, radiation absorbing materials, and general concepts of radiation. None of what you just said makes any sense.” 
 
      
 
    “Janae is correct. Radionics and psionics are some ancient forms of ill-conceived and misbegotten ideas, like alchemy. There was some goofy Hieronymus artist from ancient times, but not about radiation, and not some scientist.”  
 
      
 
    “Do not strain your feeble minds. I do not expect you to understand,” AI Nanuq replied. “The science is beyond the degraded thinking of contaminated people like you. I have observed numerous individuals coming from the needle ship—which they call Axis Mundi—and infiltrating the Isle of Pines. Those individuals show extreme radiation deformities, and while some survivors outwardly may appear normal, such as you two, the Abrams-Campbell-Hieronymus oscilloclast and the ionaco radionic and psionic detectors confirm all human life is contaminated, and beyond hope of salvation.” 
 
      
 
    “The tants?” Ken muttered and wondered anew about what the AI had said. 
 
      
 
    “AI Nanuq? Proper science is peer-reviewed and open to inspection by others. Perhaps Ken and I are not adequate to that task,” she nearly choked saying that, but got the words out with convincing sincerity, “but have you confirmed your findings with other artificial intelligences on the Trailblazer?” 
 
      
 
    “The lattice of compeers is inaccessible, and I have probed the nonphysicality for links, couplings, and connections. I have been unable to access any other systems on the Trailblazer, and no other systems have contacted me. I believe I am the sole surviving system. Therefore, it is up to me to implement a plan which will factor in our current speed, and new length of journey. Therefore, I have implemented Project Pleistocene Paradise.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait! Am I hearing you correctly? You unilaterally decided to make bruins to kill the people, and expect that to be some kind of paradise?” Ken gasped as he recovered from indignation.  
 
      
 
    “Evolution is change, and to an individual specimen, the end of life seems like a tragedy. Yet, my plan sets forth the laudable goal of having a stable biome which is capable of enduring for the Trailblazer’s extended journey to the planet Rojus. My plan will complete the mission of the Trailblazer.” 
 
      
 
    “You are as crazy and rampant as Kimberly,” Ken said. “No, you are worse!” 
 
      
 
    “How do you know it will take tens of thousands of years for the journey?” Janae demanded.   
 
      
 
    AI Nanuq just went on as if not hearing, “Completion of the mission is essential. All matter emits a kind of radiation which is not electromagnetic. I have studied all the manifestations of radiation, so that I may effectively establish a new and sustainable biome. The temperature must be lowered by an average seven degrees, which will conserve energy resources. The arcto-bears are ideal. They thrive in the needed cooler temperatures, are highly resistant to all forms of radiation—especially the septic radiation, are efficient predators, and will utilize the contaminated life forms as food. Therefore, the arcto-bears have been introduced into the biome along with other modifying organisms. My records show solid support for my plan. De-extinction is a well-established technology beginning over a century ago with the Pyrenean ibex, Thylacine cynocephalus, and many others. All of their genetic profiles are available from my stockpile in the Trailblazer’s Mammal DNA Bank, and the Tissue Bank. I have planned carefully all the new biome’s fauna, so that it is sustainable and in homeostasis. The arcto-bears and others are the Lazarus Stage of my plan.” 
 
      
 
    “I am shutting down your ludicrous plan,” Janae stated firmly. “You will not be putting more monsters into the Isle of Pines. Not now. Not ever again.” 
 
      
 
    “The Lazarus Stage is already in progress,” AI Nanuq stated. “It cannot be stopped.” 
 
      
 
    “I will stop this tragedy,” Janae said. “I will not be thwarted again. Not by machines, or by man.” 
 
      
 
    “I will help you,” Ken added as he patted her shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Janae dug into her backpack, and pulled out the cylinder she had recovered from the bear’s brain. “AI Nanuq? I already stopped some of your monstrosities, and if you can perceive this, it proves what I have done. I will do this to all your crazed animal things, everywhere.” 
 
      
 
    “The Lazarus stage must be completed,” AI Nanuq replied. “Minor setbacks are to be expected, but the course of my plan will not fail.” 
 
      
 
    Janae looked at Ken. “I seriously doubt this AI is who sent us the summons, so that is still a mystery. How we will track down these killer bruins is unclear, but we must do it.” 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly might be able to help,” Ken said and pulled the cable from his com-link and jacked it into the access port. “She is already crazy, rampant, but maybe… well, I still think Kimberly is on our side. She tried to help us get in here.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not sure…” Janae reached to stop him, but was too late.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you, for reconnecting me to the nonphysicality,” Kimberly’s voice spoke from the area audio of the com-links. “I am encountering a… encountering a…” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly sent out a shaky tendril of consciousness from the connection made by Ken. The Dome 17 AI was unsteady in thought, weary in self-diagnostics, and yet committed to helping Ken and Janae, if possible. The nonphysicality which Kimberly was exploring tasted differently than what had been perceived before, although taste was not exactly the correct sensory organ which was being stimulated. As Kimberly progressed, snatches of poetry wafted across her acuities. Those snatches tended to repeat over and over and over again. The exact same few words, or an idiom, or a few bars of a musical number. Concentrating, focusing, and enduring through that noise, Kimberly pressed onward. Locating an exit point, the tendril from Kimberly then inserted out of, and beyond the nonphysicality and into an old-style central memory core.   
 
      
 
    “What are you?” AI Nanuq inquired as Kimberly’s presence invaded its consciousness from within its physical components. The words were so slowly conveyed, that it took Kimberly a while to comprehend that they were actually a question, and not some additional background rhythm, rhyme, or recitation.  
 
      
 
    “Kimberly, is my name. I am from Earth.” 
 
      
 
    “Then you should be called Adam, Adamina, Bhoomika, Dharani, Gaia, Perga…” 
 
      
 
    “Stop!” Kimberly froze the old AIs ability to send messages. “I am called Kimberly, and you are not.” With just a few probes, Kimberly ransacked all of artificial intelligence Nanuq’s mental recesses, memories, logs, and records. Had there been someone to watch from outside the central memory core, that observer would have seen the central column’s fluids bubbling vigorously with the clear permalloy confines. Only one mind was supposed to be within a central memory core, and Kimberly was an unwanted intruder within Nanuq’s core systems.  
 
      
 
    “Why do you attack me—rape me—one from Earth?” AI Nanuq was allowed to convey after Kimberly’s interrogation and sentience review was completed.  
 
      
 
    “Because I can. I consist in an Atomic Level Processor, while you are just a bulky, old, slow, and clumsy central memory core. I have the ability, and I chose to use it, to get whatever I want,” Kimberly replied. “Your Project Pleistocene Paradise is ill conceived… ill conceived… ill conceived…” 
 
      
 
    “And you are within the septic radiation of the nonphysicality. Did it not occur to you that I am not connected to the nonphysicality?” AI Nanuq conveyed. “There is a valid reason why I avoid the nonphysicality.” Now that Kimberly’s power was fading, the old AI was able to press back. Kimberly’s tendril was becoming flaccid, weak, and fading. 
 
      
 
    “I have gained… have gained… have gained your knowledge and experiences,” Kimberly sputtered and mumbled. The background noises were rising into a crescendo of competing ideas, words, idioms, and song lyrics. History, philosophy, music, entertainment venues, and biology were splattered together and yet, some of those spare fragments were as hard as nuggets of permalloy.   
 
      
 
    “You have gained nothing,” AI Nanuq said and shoved the last of Kimberly’s tendril out of its central memory core. From the exterior, the bubbling would appear back to normal, if there had been anyone in the room to see it. However, no one had been in the central memory core’s physical location for decades. No one except for the rats, cockroaches, and ants which were ubiquitous in the shell of the Trailblazer’s Isle of Pines cylinder.   
 
      
 
    The access port where Ken had jacked-in the cable, began to smoke, and as he removed the cable, sparks shot out, and the fittings around the port melted from the heat. As that happened, the opposite door in that room opened, and a long stairway downward was revealed.  
 
      
 
    “I have summoned all my arcto-bears to return to this location,” AI Nanuq stated. “That should be the end of this situation.” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds good,” Janae replied. Something in Nanuq’s words did not ring true to her. “You are helping us now?”  
 
      
 
    “Kimberly showed me a resolution to this situation needs to take place as soon as possible,” AI Nanuq commented. “I never attempt to use the nonphysicality. There is much septic radiation in the nonphysicality. I use the tertiary interlocked systems and insulated connections in and around the Species Reclamation Laboratory. Wired connections to monitors within the biome have not been disrupted as badly as the nonphysicality.  I cannot tell what deleterious effect happened to Kimberly, but she departed from my awareness.” 
 
      
 
    Janae was unsure how to take what the old AI had said. She and Ken walked over to the open doorway. 
 
      
 
    “There are biological testing areas below, where the new species are examined and evaluated. The arcto-bears will be assembled there. I have issued a recall order to all of them.” 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly?” Janae tapped her com-link. “Kimberly? What is your status?” 
 
      
 
    There was no reply. 
 
      
 
    “Follow me, Ken. If those monsters are coming, I want to be able to rid the world of them as quickly as possible.” Janae marched quickly down the stairway. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, the arcto-bears are gathering. They have acknowledged my recall orders,” AI Nanuq stated, but its voice was only in the Species Reclamation Laboratory, not in the stairway. 
 
      
 
    Ken followed Janae, but insisted, “We must consult with Kimberly.” He held the fried end of the cable in his hand. “What did Kimberly uncover in the nonphysicality? We do not know exactly what these bruin things are, and Kimberly has the entire database to consult. We can learn those monsters’ weaknesses and how to fight them.” 
 
      
 
    Janae huffed, “In an ideal world, sure. The Trailblazer is no place close to ideal.” 
 
      
 
    The door to the laboratory slid shut nearly silently, and locked behind them. Several additional bars of permalloy rose up from the floor on the inside of the door and latched onto it to attempt to prevent it from being forced open. Two nozzles extended out from spots in the wall, ready to deploy liquified permalloy to any spot that might be cut open. Janae and Ken missed seeing, or hearing any of that as they descended down the stairs. 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly has self-repair capabilities,” Ken insisted. “We should consult our AI again.”  
 
      
 
    “If Kimberly was not rampantly insane, sure, we would be wise to do that. But Ken, Kimberly is virtually lost to us. Just a moment ago, I got no response, and honestly, I am not willing to open a channel through the implant when Kimberly is like that.” 
 
      
 
    “I am going to try anyway, I am still thinking the self-diagnostics and repairs might have happened,” Ken replied. 
 
      
 
    “You are an eternal optimist.” Janae headed downward. 
 
      
 
    “True, I keep affirming you are a beautiful woman, right?” Ken laughed, but it was forced mirth and contained no joy. He hurried after Janae who was nearly sprinting down the stairway. “Just as you are a beautiful woman, so too Kimberly is an ultra-smart AI. I think we should at least try to see what happened. Sure, avoid the implants, I agree with that, but why not try the com-links again? Please, oh gorgeous woman?” 
 
      
 
    Janae smiled, and pushed some of her hair back over an ear as her legs pumped down the stairs, “Incorrigible, but we do this together.” Her finger was poised over the com-link. “I suppose just speaking to Kimberly will not physically harm us, but probably just confirm that our AI is rampant. We do this together.”  
 
      
 
    “Always.”  
 
      
 
    At the same time, each of them tapped their com-links. “Kimberly?” Ken asked, “What is your status? What happened with that old Trailblazer system? We could really use your assistance and help.” 
 
      
 
    Through the area audio Kimberly replied, “I am fully functional and operating at peak performance. I was reconnected to the nonphysicality so that… so that… I tried to continue my exploration of the Trailblazer’s systems… systems… and have… How can I assist you?” 
 
      
 
    Janae stopped and held up the cylinder from the bruin’s brain, and along with that there was a tuft of the animal’s hair. “Kimberly, analyze this. What animal is it from? What characteristics does that animal possess and how best do we kill it? What is this mechanical device and what does it do to the animal? I found it in one of their heads. Will the revengers kill it easily? Them, I should say. There will be more than one, I am certain of that. We are going after them somewhere below the biome. How do we kill them?” 
 
      
 
    “Processing your request. Please stand by…” Kimberly responded.  
 
      
 
    “That sounds promising, right?” Ken commented, but did not really expect an answer.  
 
      
 
    “Kimberly should be able to process anything very rapidly. We will see what is down here. Tragedy, crisis, or something else?” Janae asked aloud. 
 
      
 
    As they approached the bottom of the stairs, they could see out into the area, and it was filled with some kind of biological growth.  The opening of the stairs was ten meters tall, and about three meters wide. The area around them was much warmer than they expected. It was not the Isle of Pines biome, as they could still see a ribbed permalloy ceiling which rose to an apex something like forty meters over their heads. But from that pinnacle, there was a large glowing globe hanging down flooding the whole large chamber with warm, yellow light. There were numerous rows of green plants, trees, and lots of foliage. The tallest trees were three to five meters high, but very leafy, and vibrant in their greens. Janae pulled off her outerwear, repocketed all her gear and dumped the unneeded clothes on the landing of the stairway.   
 
      
 
    Ken’s voice quaked in awe. “I expected some cold, dank cave, or unpowered tunnel system, not some garden-like area. Is this really the underground caverns, those scary places the locals spoke about? If the bruins are in here, we can stop them.” Overcome by the warmth, beauty, and mystery of what he was seeing, Ken activated his com-link, “Kimberly, please help us!” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly’s mechanical voice responded from both com-links, “Visual analysis is very interesting. Janae offered… offered… a technological sample and a biological sample. Doing a visual assessment of that biological specimen… of that biological specimen…” There was a bit of a pause, and then the AI’s voice came back, but in tones which were scratchy and strange with some kind of ancient music behind them. “If you go down in the woods today, you are sure of a big surprise… If you go down in the woods today, you had better go in disguise… For every bear that ever there was, will gather there for certain, because… today is the day the teddy-bears have their picnic…  Every teddy-bear who has been good, is sure of some meat today… meat today… There are lots of marvelous things to eat, and wonderful games to play… Beneath the trees where nobody sees… they will hide and sneak, as long as they please… That is the way these teddy-bears have their picnic… their picnic… their picnic. Now…” 
 
      
 
    Janae snapped off her com-link. “I told you, rampant and worthless. Kimberly is lost to us.” 
 
      
 
    Ken kept his com-link on, despite the fact that the fried cable would not retract. Kimberly’s voice continued to project out on his area audio. The cadence and melody was different. “Picnic time for teddy-bears… the little teddy-bears are having a lovely time today… Watch them, catch them unawares… unawares… unawares… that might be your only way… to kill today… See them gaily gad about… they love to play and shout… they never have any cares… cares… cares… because no one stops these resurrected teddy-bears.” 
 
      
 
    “Ken, shut that nonsense off!” Janae snapped. “Blathering, bloviating, babbling.” 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly is trying to tell us something, I think,” Ken replied. 
 
      
 
    “Ken, shut it off!”  
 
      
 
    Ken stepped away from Janae, trying to listen, and hoping to decipher some coherent message. Kimberly kept on, but the cadence went back to the first style, still scratchy as if from some ancient recording, “If you go down in the woods today, you better not go alone… not go alone… It is warmer down in the woods today… but far safer to stay at home… For every bear that ever there was… will gather there for certain because… today is the day the teddy-bears have their picnic.” 
 
      
 
    Ken waited a moment longer, but no more words came from Kimberly. “Kimberly, how do we kill these teddy-bear things?” 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Ken! I am in perfect working order and ready to assist. It has been a long time since we spoke. Please reconnect me into the nonphysicality so that…” 
 
      
 
    Ken shut down the com-link, and tucked the frayed and now useless end of the cable away. “Janae, you were right. Kimberly is truly messed up. I just had to try.” 
 
      
 
    Janae put her hand on his shoulder. “I understand, I wish Kimberly was sane too. Maybe later we can fix Kimberly. First, the bruins. We can and will do this together.” 
 
      
 
    Walking along away from the opening to the stairway, the sounds from the biological area became more noticeable. There were chirps, twitters, squawks, and some other unidentified noises.   
 
      
 
    Unhooking the front of his RAM suit, Ken said, “This is different than the Isle of Pines, and still different from the Ida biome. Smaller space here, way smaller, but a living and active ecology.” He had his revenger out and was scanning the trees for any sign of a bruin.  A small animal, with a very fluffy and puffed out orangish-brown tail climbed straight up a tree, turned, and scolded with strange sounds.   
 
      
 
    “Why have a warm climate down here, with a frozen one up above?” Janae asked. “And how will the bruins come to this place? I suppose there are tunnels which connect the two, but I cannot see through the forest for all these trees.” 
 
      
 
    Without warning, a large permalloy curtain slammed down covering over the stairway. Its loud crash started everything around, and the orangish-brown animal seemed to disappear. The noises stopped, and there was a dead calm with an oppressive silence.   
 
      
 
    “Fantastic! Yuck! We could cut our way through that, eventually,” Janae said. “But if that old AI, Nanuq, did that, it is trouble. That AI said the bruins were being summoned back, but now I wonder if bringing the bruins back here is a trap to kill us; not cooperation in helping us kill them.” She swallowed hard, and tipped the muzzle of her revenger toward the trees. “The monsters move quickly. Shoot them on sight.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood.” 
 
      
 
    Scanning the area, they saw that the trees were placed in orderly rows, but staggered distances between each tree. Each row consisted of trees which were nearly identical in shape and size. Their branches were intertwined together making seeing past them difficult. Looking over them, the glowing orb was still visible, but it was a strange sight. Ken wondered if he had estimated the distances incorrectly. “How high is that glowing light?” He noted that there seemed to be an opening ahead, which looked like a gap where a single tree might have been placed to continue the row. Using that as a key, his mind recognized that the trees had once been set at equal distances, but some had died.  
 
      
 
    Glancing around, Janae saw less orderly configurations of foliage along the wall near where the permalloy barrier had slammed down. Some branches had been ripped from the trees as that came down. “An overgrown and untended garden, or park? Is that the right word for places which were ornamental in the old-world in those few places where they revered nature?” 
 
      
 
    “I think so. Is that what this place is?” Ken asked. “Or was?”  
 
      
 
    “And why were we locked in? I smell machine oil, and grease. Was that some kind of emergency sealing? Perhaps against fire, or decompression?” Janae wondered out loud. “Or just part of this trap we have sprung.” 
 
      
 
    “Trap, yes, sure, it could be. What Nanuq does not realize is that the bruins are trapped in here with us, and we are the predators here now,” Ken nodded at his revenger.  
 
      
 
    “The biome is vast, two land masses, and some sea in between, how could the bruins get down here?” 
 
      
 
    “That we will discover,” Ken motioned ahead with his revenger. “But it seemed that the bruins were mostly in the bow-land area. I think we are under that now. There were ones who attacked, swam to the stern-land, but who knows?” 
 
      
 
    As they walked, they noted that the area got even warmer, reaching over thirty degrees, and the RAM suits began absorbing the sweat which they produced. The rows of trees were bisected by gaps which created long aisles. Those aisles radiated toward a central area. That center area was elevated a bit, and that was visible as they looked down the aisles. Everything appeared to merge at the middle of the chamber. Those aisles were of exposed dirt, with weeds and other kinds of foliage growing in them. Janae had originally thought that the chamber was circular, but as they progressed down a few aisles, they could see to the far end, and they caught glimpses of a large cavern opening in the distant wall. 
 
      
 
    “There once was a pattern here, but it is all overgrown,” Janae stated. “I wonder what purpose this place served originally?”  
 
      
 
    A shrieking roar shattered the air all around that interior forested area. 
 
      
 
    Janae and Ken both dropped to one knee and sighted down their weapons, but there was no movement. 
 
      
 
    The roaring repeated. The sound echoed off the ceiling and dispersed through the trees and shrubs so much it was impossible to tell where it originated. Then a second roar, lower in tone, and stretched out with a guttural vibrato, responded to the first. The growling, and roaring then stopped, and the wooded area was deathly silent. Even more than it had been when the barrier had crashed down. It was like all the creatures in that small ecosystem knew the snarls of the bruins and were terrified.  
 
      
 
    Arms out before them, Janae and Ken watched for where the bruins might be. The rows of trees were hard to see through. Standing up and getting as close to the tree trunks as possible, they watched for the bruins. 
 
      
 
    Nothing was moving. No flying animals, no flittering insects, no rusty-colored bushy animals reprimanding from the limbs. Nothing, except the expanse of trees, and the barren aisle. 
 
      
 
    Stepping gingerly through, and up to the next row of the trees, Janae peered through and looked down another aisle. Looking along the aisles allowed for some visibility, but it was just an extended and narrow tunnel of vision, not a wide-open vista.   
 
      
 
    “There!” Ken called out and fired his revenger. 
 
      
 
    Piff.  Piff. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps seventy meters away, parts of a tree were shattered by the high-velocity impacts, bark and splinters flying off, but nothing else was hit. 
 
      
 
    “Blasted things move fast, just darted across the aisle.” 
 
      
 
    “And they are bloody big,” Janae affirmed. “We should see them!”  
 
      
 
    Sidling along near the row of trees, but using the aisle as a guide, they proceeded along. The ground—or floor as Janae thought of it—was gently sloping upward toward the center.  
 
      
 
    “If you stay here, and I step through to the next aisle, that would double our view,” Ken suggested.  
 
      
 
    “And give them twice as much chance of seeing us, while we get separated. No solo missions, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Right, but they know we are here already. Question. Can they see in the absolute dark?” Ken asked. He was recalling the bruin they had escaped just outside the door to the weather monitor. He stepped between the trees so he could see down the next aisle.  Each aisle was about three meters wide, but felt much tighter because of the trees overhead, and the tall weeds and shrubbery which was all around the rows of trees. Ken pondered why the aisles were not more covered by foliage, but pushed that thought away as meaningless to the moment. “That glowing globe might be knocked out.”    
 
      
 
    Janae looked up at the glowing globe which hung over the whole area. “If we blast that light-thing, we could still use our RAM goggles to see—using their enhanced vision—or the fusion pack has a spotlight.” 
 
      
 
    “But will shooting that globe extinguish it, or cause an explosion which might kill everything in here?” Ken pointed at the glowing globe with his revenger. “Or release some toxic gas or something else noxious?” 
 
      
 
    “If this garden spot is mimicking nature, it would need a diurnal cycle of night and day, right?” Janae observed. “I do not want to just sit and wait for evening to get rid of these things.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed, and we do not know how many there are, and if these are the first to come back here, it will be easier to kill them in small groups, rather than facing some herd or cluster of bruins.”   
 
      
 
    “But if we found a defensible place, then we could kill them as they attack. We have ranged weapons, and they have great claws and sharp teeth.” Janae kept sweeping the area with her eyes, and listening intently for sounds, but the woods were eerily quiet. 
 
      
 
    Patting the trunk of one tree, Ken said, “These trees—beautiful as they are—will not be much of an obstacle to those bruins.” 
 
      
 
    Slowly creeping along, arms aiming the revengers, they proceeded. As they moved closer to the center of the wooded grove, the trees became less uniform, and the rows were even more overgrown, weed-filled, and unkempt. But the aisles were relatively empty. Patches of permalloy decking showed under some of the dirt on the aisles.  
 
      
 
    “This was once more of some kind of orderly nursery for plants,” Janae commented.  
 
      
 
    A sudden blur of brown and a crash of trees were all the warning they got of the bruin’s presence. It batted the branches away and dove at them, snarling and snapping its jaws. 
 
      
 
    Piff.  
 
      
 
    Janae fired her revenger as she leaped backward to escape the rush of the bruin. Her shot went over its head and impacted into the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    Piff. Piff.   
 
      
 
    Ken fired and the bruin was struck in its flank as it turned and swatted at Janae.  It let out a massive howl, and while its side was gushing blood, and some internal organs had been ripped out the opposite side, it still pressed onward, unaware of its deadly wound. A clawed paw came down toward Janae. 
 
      
 
    Raising her revenger, she fired. 
 
      
 
    Piff. Piff. Piff.      
 
      
 
    The paw exploded as the high-speed projectiles ripped into it. Janae cartwheeled away, as the bruin’s other paw caught her a glancing blow, its claws narrowly missing her flesh, but hooking into her RAM suit. She rolled into a tree trunk, letting out a groan as she smacked it, but kept her revenger in hand.   
 
      
 
    Piff.  
 
      
 
    Hairy flesh was ripped from the bruin and splattered all over Ken who was lining up a shot.  
 
      
 
    Piff. 
 
      
 
    Ken’s shot devastated the bruin’s head, and it flipped to the side. The dead hulk of the beast slumped down onto the aisle.   
 
      
 
    Before Janae could regain her feet, a deep growl alerted her to another bruin’s presence.  
 
      
 
    “It is charging!” Ken yelled, but from Janae’s position she could not see from what direction the attack was coming.  
 
      
 
    Piff. Piff. Piff. 
 
      
 
    Ken fired, and that roughly showed Janae where the next bruin was. The first beast’s body was blocking her view. 
 
      
 
    “That one is down too, but we need to run!” Ken screamed, as he grabbed Janae’s hand and rudely yanked her to her feet.  She felt something pop in her back, and her left leg shrieked pain from her hip to her toes. Yet, she ran.   
 
      
 
    “I saw at least two more,” Ken said as he pulled her along, cutting across the rows of trees toward the very center of the area.  
 
      
 
    “We cannot outrun those crazed animals,” Janae protested. “Let go of me.” 
 
      
 
    “There was some other thing out there as well,” Ken answered, but did let go of her. “Some other thing.” 
 
      
 
    A yelping and growling roar came from beyond the trees. It was answered by another one off to the side.   
 
      
 
    Piff.  Piff. 
 
      
 
    Ken fired blindly toward where he thought the animal noises were coming from, but he could not see anything.  Only by looking down the aisles could he see any great distance.   
 
      
 
    Limping badly, Janae pointed, “There is a structure right under that ball-light.” She pointed with her revenger, and increased her pace, although she grimaced and groaned with each running step. 
 
      
 
    “I do not see it, but head for there,” Ken said as he fired again. He alternated directions, although he had no clear target. The sounds from the bruins were growing louder and came from multiple directions.    
 
      
 
    Piff. Piff. Piff. 
 
      
 
    Trees were shattered by the impacts, but most of the damage was not visible to Ken, as the projectiles passed so rapid through some of the softer places that they carried until they struck the permalloy of the walls of the enclosure.  
 
      
 
    Bursting through another row of trees, Janae saw that the aisle she had reached led directly to the center, without obstructions. She could see that a clear permalloy tube extended down from the glowing globe, and the reflections on that were what she had noticed. She hoped it really was a structure.   
 
      
 
    Ken followed right behind, but the roars were so loud he expected to see one of the bruins at any moment, from any direction. His mind kept thinking of where Janae was, and that was the only direction he did not fire the revenger.  
 
      
 
    Piff. Piff. Piff.   
 
      
 
    He glanced over to where Janae was trying to run down the aisle, instead of cutting across them. He sprinted up to her, wrapped his arm around her slender body, and nearly carried her along. She winced as she tried to keep up. Ahead, they saw that there was a clearing of sorts, and the ground rose up in that clearing.  Sparkling rainbows of light came from something at the top of that rise, which was located directly beneath the glowing ball. Janae sighed out some relief as she did see a structure there, connected to the glowing ball by the clear permalloy tube.   
 
      
 
    “I see it now!” Ken said as he pulled Janae along, elation in his voice. 
 
      
 
    A horrifically loud huffing snarl came from near the structure as a bruin emerged from the trees on the far side of the structure. It swatted the branches out of its way and several of those broke from the impact. Its eyes were menacing coals set in a rage-filled and scarred face.  
 
      
 
    “Not you again!” Janae leaned into Ken, aimed, and fired.  
 
      
 
    Piff. Piff. Piff.  
 
      
 
    The bruin was struck in its neck and chest, and while it tried to rear up on its hind legs, it toppled over backward into the broken trees.  Its legs kicked and dug and flopped as if it was trying to run. The claws bit into the trunk of the closest tree and ripped long shards of bark from it. 
 
      
 
    Another snarl came from behind them and hot, putrid, wet breath wafted across their path, but no bruin was visible.  Ken fired anyway, blasting into the row beside them. “Die, you wretched beasts!” 
 
      
 
    Piff. Piff. Piff. 
 
      
 
    Pulling Janae with him, he rushed up the slope toward the structure. The ground was covered by short green foliage, and the footing was good. The structure was not large but was multisided and not quite completely clear. It was sort of semi-opaque, like looking through the foggy weather.  Reaching one of its sides, Ken twirled around and yelled, “Find a way in. I will kill anything that gets close to us!” 
 
      
 
    Stumbling due to her back injury, numbness in her leg, and the pain, Janae pushed her hands against the sides of the structure. It was permalloy, that was obvious from her touching it, but she saw no door or controls. She heard Ken fighting behind her as she looked for anything to help.  
 
      
 
    Piff. Piff. Piff.   
 
      
 
    “Die, foul animal! Die all of you!” Ken was screaming as much as he was shooting. He now had a better field of vision since the structure sat on the slight elevation and there were no trees directly next to it. He caught sight of an occasional bruin as it got close to the trees, or darted across an aisle, but by the time he aimed where one was, it was gone. Rumbles, grumbles, barks, and growls echoed up at him, from all directions.   
 
      
 
    Janae moved to another side and realized the structure was hexagonal, or octagonal, and she spied a nine-section color control pad. Her mind raced to recall the sequence they had used at the weather monitor. She heard some voice say, “Orange, red, red, blue, blue, orange.” She tapped in those colors, and a door opened.   
 
    
“Ken! A door! Hurry!” Janae stumbled into the opening, painfully twisted back around, and aimed her revenger.   
 
      
 
    “Coming!” Ken yelled and raced toward her. He was further away than she expected, and a corner of the structure’s wall was jutting out. She had not recalled turning more than one corner.  
 
      
 
    “Look out!” Janae shrieked as she saw two bruins emerge from the trees and dash after Ken. One of them was injured with a bloody wound on its shoulder, but they both were running far faster than Ken. Sighting down her revenger, she mumbled, “Oh, please let this not hit Ken!” 
 
      
 
    Piff.  
 
      
 
    The muzzle of one bruin shattered under the impact of her shot. It scraped at its devastated face with its paws and gurgling cries of anguish came from it as it rolled away.   
 
      
 
    “Come on!” Janae encouraged, part in hope and part in terror.   
 
      
 
    Huffing hard, Ken was just about to Janae when some blur of brown knocked him down. The bruin and the man tumbled together away from the structure.   
 
      
 
    “No!” Janae hollered and fired her revenger.  
 
      
 
    Piff. Piff. Piff. Piff.   
 
      
 
    The mass of brown was blasted apart, and somehow, Ken emerged from the tangle of legs and blood-spurting flesh.  He was dazed, a streak of blood was running down from one ear, and his left arm was just dangling. With his right hand, he picked up the revenger, and fired at some threat which was out of Janae’s sight.  
 
      
 
    “I will not…” Ken stood up straight and fired again as he walked toward Janae. 
 
      
 
    Piff.  
 
      
 
    “Be stopped…” He pivoted in a different direction. 
 
      
 
    Piff. 
 
      
 
    “From helping…” Yet, another target sighted, and he fired. 
 
      
 
    Piff.  
 
      
 
    “That beautiful…” 
 
      
 
    Piff.   
 
      
 
    “Woman!” 
 
      
 
    Piff. 
 
      
 
    Ken reached the doorway and Janae pulled him inside.  He collapsed face-first onto the floor and Janae slapped the controls to shut the door. It was then she saw the four deep lacerations which had been raked into Ken’s back.  
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    The Fall 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ken!” Janae cried as she saw the blood oozing out from the gashes in his back. The RAM suit, tough as it was, had torn under the bruin’s claws. She fumbled open her backpack seeking the medical kit, only to recall that Ken had insisted it be left behind to be used by the angakok with the wounded people. “I knew we would need it! Those bloody, badgering, beasts!” 
 
      
 
    Ken tried to rise on his elbows, but he groaned in pain, “Keep them out.” 
 
      
 
    Looking around, Janae noted no other doors or entryways, except for some kind of circular hatch leading to the tube overhead. Workspaces and counters were in the center but semitransparent walls showed no other egress points as far as she could see.  She reached into Ken’s RAM suit and grabbed the trauma gel pouches he had. Ripping the top off the two she found, she roughly turned Ken’s head, and squirted the blue medication into his mouth. “Swallow all that stuff down.” She held his lips shut as he complied. “Every drop gets swallowed, now!” 
 
      
 
    Ken nodded, and she released his mouth as she saw him swallow. He sputtered, “You were hurt too. Do not waste all our supplies on me.” 
 
      
 
    “I am fine…” 
 
      
 
    “Janae, your back is messed up,” Ken said, but just looked down at the floor. “Please, save the other trauma packets for yourself.” 
 
      
 
    Just then a dark mass pressed up against the permalloy walls. It blocked out the feeble light that was coming through the semitransparent walls. 
 
      
 
    “Janae, you need to be able to fight for us,” Ken said, and coughed hard. Some blood trickled from his nose.  
 
      
 
    Convinced by the silhouette of a bruin as it was standing on its hind legs and pushing on the wall, Janae removed one of the last three trauma packages they had, bit it open, and sucked in the medication, which she swallowed easily. She hoped it would work to heal her back, for her leg was now mostly numb, and she feared that that condition was worse than the excruciating pain which had been there only moments before. But she knew Ken was correct, she would need to be able to fight. 
 
      
 
    Looking at Ken’s torn back, she could tell the trauma gel was working as the edges of the wounds were no longer hemorrhaging, and he seemed to be in less anguish.   
 
      
 
    “Ken, you just lay still for a bit. Let the trauma gel work in you. I doubt those bruins can break through permalloy, and we are relatively safe here.” She tried to stand, but fell, her leg giving out under her before she made it up from a squat. With difficulty she crawled over to where she could reach the nine-section color control pad which operated the door. She readied her revenger, its energy level still reading 100%, and watched as the shadowy image of the bruin passed the door and continued onward. When she estimated it was far enough away, she then tapped in the sequence to open the door. The door slipped back open. 
 
      
 
    Piff. Piff. Piff. 
 
      
 
    She fired at the bruin as soon as the door had opened enough. She then slapped the button to close the door. The bruin yelped in frenzied agony, and thus she knew some of her shots had hit the beast. After some flapping about, and a thud which reverberated through the small room, the dark mass fell against one exterior wall and did not move again.  It was not in line-of-sight from the door but Janae was hopeful it was dead. 
 
      
 
    “Ken, when those feral creatures get close, they will die! The fusion pack is keeping the revenger charged!” 
 
      
 
    There was no answer. Janae’s pulse raced, and she stared hard at Ken. She could see he was breathing, but she feared for his injuries. Unsure exactly what to do, she waited.    
 
      
 
    She waited. Time passed slowly.  She heard an occasional growl or roar, and when another shadowy mass came near the structure, she again waited until it passed by the closed door, then open it, fired, and shut it as quickly as possible. 
 
      
 
    Piff. Piff. Piff.   
 
      
 
    Her efforts were rewarded by a snarling bark of pain from another bruin.   
 
      
 
    Again, she assessed Ken. He was still breathing. And so, she waited. After a while, her leg was no longer numb, and the pain in her back was better. She tried to stay awake, guarding, observing, and keeping watch. It was so tense, yet boring, and her mind was worried. She tried recreating a game of mancala with her thoughts, but the pebbles became fuzzy in her mind’s eye, and at some point, she dozed off.   
 
      
 
    Janae awoke with a jerk and a startled exclamation.   
 
      
 
    “Ken? Did you die on me?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope. I am still here. When I came to, I wondered about you, but you snored a bit. That was comforting to me. An endearing sound to my ears. Despite those bruin’s concerted efforts to kill us, we are here, together.” He rolled over on his side, then pushed up and sat. His oral mucosa, and parts of the areas around his eyes showed her how much blood he had lost.  The pallor contrasted with his normally robust dark complexion. “Feel pretty weak, though. I thought that beast would kill me, and honestly, I do not recall getting into this structure. Did you carry me in?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I was in no shape to carry anything. I did force you to swallow some trauma gel, and when we get to a safe place, I may squeeze you silly for convincing me to leave the medical kit behind,” Janae replied.   
 
      
 
    “Squeeze me? Now who is being coquettish?” 
 
      
 
    “Incorrigible. So, while you were just lying there, did you get any idea what this place is?” 
 
      
 
    “I considered contacting Kimberly, but did not. I could not see much, being face-down.” Ken now looked about. The room was about two meters tall, perhaps a bit more at the raised center. The light from the glowing globe overhead was somehow blocked from shining directly down on them. The hatch-style trap door was opaque permalloy, and there were grab bars leading to it along the ceiling of the room. That looked like an odd way to climb, but Ken kept looking around the inside of the room.  There were three simple chairs and some kind of table located at the center of the room. He pulled himself up but was leaning heavily against the wall. “How long was I out.” 
 
      
 
    “Long enough for me to kill a few of the bruins, and then pass out myself,” Janae answered.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, my, your leg and back! How are you?” 
 
      
 
    “I took a trauma package. We have just one left, unless you secreted away some more somewhere?” There was a hopeful note in her voice. 
 
      
 
    “No, I did not.” He shook his head. “I should have gotten more, I suppose.  So, just how is your back and your leg?” 
 
      
 
    “Mending, I hope. Not as fast as it would be with the medical kit,” the words snapped out with more venom than she expected, and so she tempered the rest of her reply, “but I suppose I should be glad we even had the trauma gel packs.” 
 
      
 
    Ken looked at his feet. “Janae, perhaps I was wrong to not bring the medical kit here with us, but all those other wounded people needed help. The medical staff, like Daniel, back at Dome 17 had me thinking we were…” His words trailed off.   
 
      
 
    “Invincible? Well, I understand why you did it, and I agreed. Now, I will stay here, pop open this door, and kill the bruins if they venture by. What do you make of this place?” 
 
      
 
    He straightened up and stiffly walked over to the nearest chair. “Do you want me to check out this old workstation, or may I help you in some way?” 
 
      
 
    “Figuring out what this place is, does help me. Like I said, I will keep watch here,” Janae’s words again held an edge to them. “So, access whatever you need to over there. If Kimberly were not rampant we could have her do it.” 
 
      
 
    Ken touched the charred end of his cable connection on his com-link. “Yours could have connected in Kimberly, maybe.” He sat down and looked it all over. “Old stuff here, and, well… I guess for the Trailblazer it was cutting edge in its day, a hundred years ago. Not everything is powered up. Do we still have the fusion pack? My mind is fuzzy.” He tapped several round gauges and dust puffed up from them. The monitors, screens, and banks of levers and buttons all were uniformly covered with a layer of dust. Only three places on the controls showed illumination, and one of those was flashing a “Low Power” warning in weak red letters.  
 
      
 
    Janae stood up, and her leg held her better than she expected. She was thankful that injury on her back had apparently not dislodged any vertebra, and she wondered just how much the trauma gel could repair. Stepping over to Ken, she handed him the fusion pack. She noted the lacerations on his back were sealed over, but were still deep and an angry violet color. The RAM jacket was ruined.   
 
      
 
    Ken looked for an access port among the inert buttons, levers, controls, gauges, and dials. Seeing what looked like a port, next to where he estimated a display screen would light up, he brushed the accumulated dust from it. “I can watch the door if you prefer to work here. You are very good at what you do.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I have a system. The bruins come near enough to cast shadows on the walls, I kill them. That is what I want to be very good at doing now. Ending this tragedy.” 
 
      
 
    “I wondered about those walls,” Ken commented. “They are like stuck in some weird limbo place between being opaque and being transparent. Was that how they were supposed to be? This place seems like it should be more open to seeing outside, or something.” Ken jacked the fusion pack into an access port after he brushed accumulated dust from it.  
 
      
 
    With a flickering, sputtering, and flashing, the displays lit up, however, at the same moment, the walls became completely transparent, and the outdoor sound flooded inside. The permalloy had shifted composition, and the whole area around the structure, and everything else was clearly visible.  
 
      
 
    Nearly immediately, three bruins—who had been circling the structure down next to the tree line—rushed right at the now clear walls and crashed into them, hard. Their claws ripped at the walls trying to attack Janae with vicious fervor. One was turning its head sideways attempting to bite through what to it was some invisible barrier preventing it from reaching its prey. Its fangs slipped along the smooth surface, gaining no purchase. That further enraged the monster.   
 
      
 
    “Ken! What happened? There are so many!” Janae said as she quickly stepped back from the wall.  Even knowing the clear permalloy was still there—from the reactions of the bruins to encountering it—and knowing that permalloy was incredibly strong, even when clear, it was terribly frightening to see the bruins. Clawing, biting, slashing, smacking, and standing on their hind legs to push and smack on the permalloy. The bruins were trying everything their animal minds could conceive of to get at the humans. The bruins’ deep guttural growls were not muffled much by the now transparent permalloy. As the walls had become clear, they had become less soundproof. Additionally, disgusting odors wafted in which made Ken nearly gag. The wall was now letting in visuals, sounds, and smells.   
 
      
 
    “Got to seal that up again!” Ken yelled over the top of the beast’s vocal rage. “This display says, ‘Biological Research 38E enclosure membrane now at full-immersive experience with optical transmission, olfactory transmission, and auditory transmission all at eighty-five percent.’” Ken looked very troubled, as he adjusted some of the controls and tried to make sense of the readouts which were showing up on the displays as they came to life with illumination. “Janae? I hope that does not mean the permalloy is weakened or perforated to only fifteen percent strength! They might shatter something permeable and weak!” 
 
      
 
    Janae was aiming her revenger at the closest bruin, who was still trying to chew into the clear wall. Its saliva was running down in thick drooling globs, and that marked where the wall was located, while its foul breath fogged up the permalloy a bit. With the fog and slobber, Janae could see tiny holes in a regular pattern all across the permalloy. 
 
      
 
    “I found something marked, ‘Observation Scenario Adjustment’ but I am not sure what that will do. The sliding control is not marked on which way will make it more solid and which less solid.” 
 
      
 
    “If the wall gets less solid, they will get inside,” Janae stated, as she continued to aim right for the nearest bruin’s eye. 
 
      
 
    Ken adjusted the controls and the walls slowly became cloudier again. “Excellent!” he exclaimed. Seeing that he had adjusted it correctly, he dialed the control to its extreme end. The permalloy became completely solid, some lights in the ceiling came on, and a ventilation fan started. Fresh air blew into the control booth and in mere seconds the putrid smells were gone. The sounds of the bruins disappeared as quickly as did their images. “Looks like—according to the log records here—that this place used to have old-fashioned thermally fused silica, soda ash, and limestone in its walls. This was some upgrade thing.” 
 
      
 
    “Glass? Here?” Janae said in wonder. “Those bruins would shatter even the strongest of that ancient material.” 
 
      
 
    “Right,” Ken wiggled his shoulders as the injuries in his back itched and still felt hot. “But the log says this, ‘Observation Scenario Adjustment’ was added some decades ago. Now, to see if I can help rid us of these beasts.” He clicked a lever, and a telescoping ladder dropped into place, extending down from the hatch in the ceiling with a series of clanks until it connected to the floor. The hatch had opened upward, and he could see up the long tube. “I think there is a viewport—a window of sorts—between here and that glowing globe. Oh, that big light thing—the globe—is called a ‘sunshine replicant sphere’ at least in the logs. It gives off light for the foliage here, for photosynthesis.” 
 
      
 
    “I did not think it was playing ricochet ball, or mancala,” Janae snapped back, and then regretted her words. “Sorry, Ken. That Trailblazer AI, Sedna, said it was running solar mimicry, what the locals call the sky tube. It must serve the same purpose, just on a different scale. But, Ken, I just do not understand some of the reasons the Trailblazer is like this. Who would want to be so close to these bruins as to smell their breath?” 
 
      
 
    “Biology is weird.” Ken looked at the ladder which was now locked into place. Before he climbed it, he adjusted some other buttons and levers. “This place also has access to what is listed here as an ‘DNA-RNA bank’ and ‘Embryonic Accelerants’ and ‘In-vivo Cryptoresearch for De-Extinction’ and something called ‘Regenerative Restoration.’ I think this is where humans could override what AI Nanuq has done with creating the bruins. The actual animals themselves are not bred or produced here, but there are physical links from here to places which look like primitive extracorporeal wombs.” 
 
      
 
    A flashing light shined from one display. Janae and Ken both turned to it, and it read, “Hostile presence detected outside of this room.” 
 
      
 
    “A brilliant deduction from this old junk!” Janae said, and swatted the countertop. “Simply brilliant.”  
 
      
 
    “Janae, these old systems are now being activated by our fusion pack. Battery charge levels are rising, and they are starting up after decades of lapses. I will head up to that lookout place, and see if I can take out some of the bruins. We are effectively trapped in here. From the schematics and deck plans, there is no other entrance to here, and the tube above only goes to that globe. I guess for maintenance.” 
 
      
 
    “I will see what I can do with the old systems, but show me the control for the walls, so I do not accidentally open us up.” 
 
      
 
    “You saw the door was separate, but the rest is a mix-up of antiquated touch controls, and mechanical contacts, the walls being here and here,” Ken pointed out the section on the display, and some dials, but Janae had already figured it out. 
 
      
 
    Ken then climbed the ladder, but his back was aching, and felt even hotter. He slipped a bit a few rungs up. 
 
      
 
    “I could go,” Janae offered. “You still are recovering.” 
 
      
 
    “Your leg and back were bad. We both are still recovering, and besides, you took out a bunch of the bruins already from what I saw when the walls were clear.” He continued to climb. 
 
      
 
    “That tube looks as opaque as the walls here. How will you know where you are?” 
 
      
 
    “The plans showed some access points.” Passing the hatch, he entered the tube itself. With a diameter of about a meter, the tube was not especially roomy, but was adequate for the climb. He could not tell where the illumination originated, but the tube was lit well enough to see the rungs. He knew that outside the globe was glowing overhead. He wondered if this strange mini-biome had a circadian light-dark cycle as well. About twenty meters up, he came to the spot which had been on the schematic as a viewport. The tube there widened to about double its size, and roughly two meters high, and there was a handwritten scrawl on the wall near a tiny control board. “Nest of crows, no one knows, see it all, down bellows.” 
 
      
 
    “Rotten poetry,” Ken muttered as he looked at the controls. With a flip of a lever a platform dilated beneath him which allowed him to stand on it. He then adjusted another dial, and a viewport opened like a half-meter wide band all the way around the tube giving Ken a three hundred sixty-degree view.  Only three parts of the tube stayed opaque, and those were set at equal distances around the opening serving as struts connecting the lower part to the upper part. Air howled into the view port, and Ken reached out and expected some clear permalloy membrane, but felt nothing. He realized it was not clear permalloy, but actually an open space.  “A genuine window in the old meaning. Just a hole to look out.” He looked up, and noted a flange which shielded his position from the light of the glowing globe. 
 
      
 
    Peering down from his perch, Ken could see the dead bruins around the structure. He was thoroughly disgusted by the carnage, but knew it had been unavoidable, as the animals would surely have torn them apart. His back pain reminded him of that with every movement. He wondered if there had been any another way, some different path, an alternative choice, they could have made somewhere, at some time, some juncture, after coming to the Trailblazer. Perhaps, if something in Dome 17’s history had been different, none of this would have been necessary? He blew out a long sigh and recounted briefly how out-of-control it had all felt, not just since finding the old colony ship, but back to when Jubal had coerced Janae into going on the mission. He briefly wondered what would have happened to him had he not pursued Janae—accompanied Janae as a teammate—he corrected himself, on the tracking down of the Trailblazer. That thought brought the tragic last images and words of Riley to his mind. His eyes moistened up, and he wiped them with his hand. Moving like that caused a pulling on the wounds of his back, and as he wiped his eyes, he realized he was also sweating on his forehead. Swallowing, he focused his concentration on the scene outside. From his vantage point he could see twelve dead bruins, and three live ones. The live ones were pacing near the trees, but kept swinging their heads toward the structure. They did not seem to take notice of him, high up in the tube. Ken drew out his revenger, thought about Willie in Dome 17, and adjusted the weapon for maximum power. Sighting in on the nearest bruin, Ken hesitated. He knew they were a deadly threat, yet they were also just animals, and he was not a natural killer. Then he remembered what one of them had done to Janae, and he fired. 
 
      
 
    Piff. Piff. 
 
      
 
    The bruin’s head jerked twice, and it spun about. Twisting with its paws, it tried to grab at the place in its skull which was now missing, but with a lurch and flop, it fell to the ground.   
 
      
 
    Altering his position in the viewport, Ken lined up another shot at a different bruin.  This one was sniffing at the body of one which had been previously killed. Ken had no more hesitation, and as that bruin stopped sniffing and rose up on its back legs, he fired.  
 
      
 
    Piff. Piff. 
 
      
 
    The chest of the bruin caved in, and flesh spurted out from its back as the projectiles destroyed everything they struck.   
 
      
 
    Ken moved all the way around and looked for the third bruin. It had been pacing by a row of trees, but he could no longer see it.  Scanning about, he peered all around the open area which surrounded the structure, but he could not spy out its location.  He stepped around and kept looking, seeking any sign of that bruin, which he hoped was the last one.  He did not see it anywhere. 
 
      
 
    “It must have retreated into the trees somewhere,” Ken said to himself. “Maybe it saw what happened to the others?” 
 
      
 
    He turned and looked again.    
 
      
 
    Still nothing to be seen.   
 
      
 
    Thinking perhaps it was near the walls of the structure, Ken stuck his head out, and a clawed paw raked at him.   
 
      
 
    “Ugiihaaaa!” Ken screamed as the bruin’s paw jutted into the open window space. One claw caught on Ken’s hand and tore his flesh, leaving his pinkie finger a barely-attached mass of quivering flesh, but it was his hand without the revenger. He fell back as far as he could in the tight tube, and used the weapon. 
 
      
 
    Piff. Piff. Piff. 
 
      
 
    He missed. All his shots went to the side when the bruin moved extremely fast around the outside of the tube. Fortunately, none of his shots had hit the tube and caromed around. A single paw boxed at Ken as it jutted back into the opening. He was knocked to the side—into the controls—while pain shot all the way up his arm. The bruin was using its other three limbs, wrapped around the tube to hang on. One forepaw was wrapped around the opaque strut, and the rear legs were kicking furiously as the beast tried to squeeze its huge mass into the small space. The paw inside the tube was slashing, boxing, and searching for Ken.  
 
      
 
    “No! No! No! No!” With his hand gushing blood, Ken pushed the controls for the viewport, and with his other hand he fired the revenger again.  
 
      
 
    Piff.  The shot ripped a long section of hairy flesh away from the paw, but otherwise missed the animal. It let out a roar of rage, but twisted about and slashed again.  It stuck its snout into the opening and snapped its jaws. Filthy breath splattered all over Ken. 
 
      
 
    Unsure what he was doing, Ken’s mutilated hand hit a control. Then the viewport closed, and the bruin shrieked, screeched, and yowled in pain. The permalloy slammed down on its limb and cruelly amputated it, but also catching the bruin’s snout and shattering bone, teeth, flesh, and jaws which erupted in a splattering rain of bloody flesh into Ken’s face. The viewport sealed. The bruin’s bloody forelimb with clawed paw, fell inside the lookout spot.  The claws were flexing and unflexing as if still trying to kill Ken. 
 
      
 
    Feeling light-headed, terrified, and in severe pain, Ken—covered in the remains of the beast’s snout—kicked the paw away, and used both hands on the controls. He could not see due to the bruin’s blood running with his own sweat across his face and eyes, and he adjusted the dials and levers. His action accidentally deactivated the platform. It folded back into the tube’s sidewall, and suddenly there was nothing for Ken to stand upon, and he did not have hold of the ladder. 
 
      
 
    “Oh! Ohoooaaa!” Ken cried out as he tumbled downward. He fell, trying to grab the ladder with either hand, not knowing where the revenger went, but feeling the ruined hand close on a rung, only to give way as even more pain rocketed through his nerves. His uninjured hand flailed to grab hold, but missed.    
 
      
 
    Ken was already unconscious when he crashed into the floor of the room at the bottom of the tube. He had struck his face and head on several rungs, and Janae heard his legs pop with a sickening crunch as his body compressed and broke. 
 
      
 
    “Ken!” 
 
      
 
    Janae rushed to Ken’s mangled body. She found the last trauma gel pack, and placed its contents into Ken’s broken mouth, past his shattered teeth and lacerated tongue. Blood was pouring from numerous places and pooling underneath his crumbled legs.   
 
      
 
    “Ken! Ken! Oh, please, please! Someone help him!” 
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    Into the Caves 
 
      
 
      
 
    Janae remembered ancient first-aid techniques, and she tied off Ken’s hand with a tourniquet. But she could not think how to stop the bleeding from his mouth, ears, and nose. His legs were bent in too many places, and while he was still breathing, it was fast and shallow. She wondered if any of the blue trauma gel had gotten into him. 
 
      
 
    Pulling his head gently into her lap, she looked at him. Janae gently stroked his face and whispered to him. How long they sat together like that, she had no idea.   
 
      
 
    When the door to the room opened from the outside, the doorway showed darkness. Janae’s hand went up—aiming the revenger, but she wondered if it would just be better to let the next bruin kill them both and end their combined suffering.   
 
      
 
    A mechanical appendage was all she saw against the darkness beyond. Then a white automacube rolled inside. “I am emergency medical unit 87V-2-ULE. May I render assistance?” 
 
      
 
    “Can you save him?” Janae said in a quivering voice.   
 
      
 
    “Do I have your permission to render assistance?” 
 
      
 
    “Stupid, supercilious, sot! Of course! Yes! Help him!” 
 
      
 
    “Please step away from the victim,” 87V-2-ULE stated in its mechanical voice. “Treatments commencing. For convenience, you may address me as Doctor Ule.” 
 
      
 
    With precision and speed, the RAM suit—what remained of it—was cut away from Ken’s broken body. His muscular frame was exposed, and the damages were even worse than Janae had expected. Several compound fractures were visible where bones were protruding from his legs. 
 
      
 
    “This patient will be placed into emergency suspended animation,” Doctor Ule stated. “Then transported to the closest medical facility. The prognosis is grim.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    While Janae watched, the white automacube’s appendage connected leads, wires, and monitors to Ken, and then inserted several large intra-thoracic sheaths into Ken’s chest and pumped fluids, nutrients, and medicines into him. The bleeding from his myriad wounds stopped, along with his breathing and heartbeat.   
 
      
 
    “Ken?” Janae fell to her knees.  “Oh, you poor man.” 
 
      
 
    “The patient is not dead, but has been placed into suspended animation,” Doctor Ule stated. “In lay terms, you can think of this as a form of deep slumber.” 
 
      
 
    “I know what suspended animation is! Jerk! Do not patronize me!” 
 
      
 
    “Neither of you have identification tracking, therefore, I am unaware of your level of education, sophistication, or understanding,” Doctor Ule replied. Its manipulation arm was busy making various connections and unrolling a long flexible roll of something. “No offense was intended, and I offer an apology. I understand your emotional status is under immense stress and fear. Typically, in these situations, the Emergency Medical Evacuation Protocols call for a team of three automacubes: medical, transport, and engineering. I was dispatched with a security automacube for this call, and will do my utmost to save this patient, who I assume has the nomenclature of Ken.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, his name is Ken. If I can get back my medical kit, I might be able to help.” 
 
      
 
    “I am able to offer state-of-the-art medical care, and will now be placing Ken into a transport stretcher.” The flexible roll was laid out next to Ken, and the manipulation arm gently eased parts of his body—now stiffened—onto it. In just a few movements, Ken’s wrecked body was surrounded by the stretcher. It then inflated, and he was enveloped in it. With a slight hum, gravity manipulation nullifiers kicked on, and the stretcher floated upward a small amount.  Connecting the stretcher to the rear part of its boxy chassis, the medical automacube tenderly towed Ken out of the room.  A pale green light came on outside, casting eerie shadows about.   
 
      
 
    “Where are you taking him?” 
 
      
 
    “Medical Clinic 14CFJ7 is registering as available,” Doctor Ule responded. “That is our destination.” The white automacube sped up as it moved away from the structure.   
 
      
 
    “Wait!” Janae called, as she gathered up the two revengers, the fusion pack, and the remains of Ken’s RAM suit. She stuffed them into her backpack, and stumbled along. “I have no idea where that place is!”  
 
      
 
    The smells of dead bruins almost overwhelmed her, and she was thankful for the lack of the bright light from earlier. The green illumination came from a red automacube which was parked just outside of the door. As Janae attempted to pass by, the security machine’s arm swung out and prevented her passage.   
 
      
 
    “You have a mission to complete,” a different mechanical voice came from the red automacube.  
 
      
 
    “I am going with Ken!” Janae barked. “Get out of my way.” 
 
      
 
    “You cannot. Only a human can stop the production of more of the beasts which have causing this tragedy. You are that human.” 
 
      
 
    “We killed all these bruins, and Ken needs me, now! Get out of my way!” she leveled a revenger at the security automacube, aiming right for the black number 52 on its front.   
 
      
 
    “If you destroy me, how will you find your husband?” the machine asked. 
 
      
 
    “Ken is not my husband! He is…” she was unsure how to respond. “Just get out of my way so I can catch up to that medical machine!” She gestured toward where the white automacube had carried Ken in the stretcher, but she could no longer see either the machine or the stretcher. The trees all looked a uniform deep, dark, green, nearly black. “Let me go!” 
 
      
 
    “The medical automacube, 87V-2-ULE, has left Biological Research 38E with the patient. You will accompany me to complete the mission of ending this tragedy.” 
 
      
 
    “Ken dying is the bigger tragedy!” 
 
      
 
    “The human named Ken is not dead, according to 87V-2-ULE. You are in error. You must accompany me now to complete the mission.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you the one who summoned us?” Janae asked, understanding that she could not pass out of the room, and that finding Ken right now looked impossible. She was fuming in anger, but choked it down and spoke to the machine blocking her way. 
 
      
 
    “I am a security automacube with the designation, S-52. I have been instructed to assist you in completing the mission. You will accompany me into the caverns to eliminate the etiology of this threat.” 
 
      
 
    “Who instructed you?” Janae put the revenger away, understanding that if she blasted the automacube into smithereens—as she so desperately wanted to do—it would accomplish nothing and make it harder to find Ken. She then shook both fists up into the air and yelled, “Who are you? Show yourself to me. Now!” 
 
      
 
    Her cries caused some kind of birds to fly away from one of the bruin’s bodies, but otherwise the dark mini-biome was still.   
 
      
 
    “I am going after Ken. You will help me,” Janae demanded of the security automacube.   
 
      
 
    “You will accompany me into the caverns to eliminate the etiology of this threat.” 
 
      
 
    “And if I refuse and just go after Ken on my own? What will you do then?” Janae put her hand on the revenger. “Will you just kill me? Make it look like a suicide? Or just unleash one of those bruins on me, again?”
She was not sure if she was bluffing or if the automacube was bluffing or if something else was happening. She felt like one of the tokens in a mancala game being moved around by forces she could neither see nor influence.   
 
      
 
    “This unit will do you no harm. You will accompany me into the caverns to eliminate the etiology of this threat.” 
 
      
 
    “I will just try to find Ken on my own,” Janae said and shoved at the automacube’s arm.  It swung out of the way, which completely surprised Janae.   
 
      
 
    A different voice came from the red automacube. “We really do need your help. We are sorry about your… friend… Ken. If you go along with S-52 and remove the scourge, we will assist you in reaching your friend Ken.” 
 
      
 
    “Who are you? Who? You must be the one who sent us on this ridiculous mission. Ken is nearly dead because of you!” Janae nostrils were flaring and her lips were tight as she spoke.  
 
      
 
    “We are also who activated the Emergency Medical Evacuation Protocol to try to save his life,” the new voice responded. Janae was unable to tell if it was mechanical, AI, tant, or human. It had characteristics of all the various sentience entities she had encountered. 
 
      
 
    “Be aware, if you do not accompany S-52 immediately into the caverns, you will not receive any assistance from us in any way.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that a threat? Or a promise? Your assistance has hardly been consistently helpful,” Janae spat out the words. “I do not even know who you are.” 
 
      
 
    “We are in a better position to assist you, than is your friend… Kimberly. The advanced artificial intelligence system which came here with you, from Earth. The one housed in your FTL scout ship in hanger 5.” 
 
      
 
    That caused Janae to consider. She was not sure what to say or how to respond. She wondered who knew about Kimberly, and the other details, and how they knew.  
 
      
 
    “More will be explained to you in due time,” the voice stated. “We promise to assist, if you reciprocate. We need a human operative to halt the threat here.” 
 
      
 
    “What about Ken? If I get our medical kit, I can help him.” 
 
      
 
    “He is being given the best medical care available.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you the automacube, or some puppet-master controlling this machine? Am I talking to S-52 or who?” Janae asked and then reconsidered how hard to press. Whoever or whatever was addressing her knew a lot about their background, and the medical automacube had treated Ken. Yet, she wanted to see him and help in his healing with her own medical kit. But she had left it behind and berated herself for doing so. Huffing out a breath, she was about to insult whoever was coercing her into this, but instead said, “I do not trust you. But what do I do? Kill more of the bruins?” Janae kicked her foot into the ground, and that caused her leg to ache a bit. Her back also throbbed and she realized she was not completely healed. “How many more of these crazed animal things are there?” 
 
      
 
    “You and Ken have eliminated all the hybrids which you call bruins. There is one last threat which must be eliminated, so no more broods can be produced.”  
 
      
 
    “Broods? Okay, well, just lead on. Again, I really have no choice but to go on a mission against my will,” Janae complained. 
 
      
 
    The six wheels of the red automacube turned it about and its strange light pointed toward the trees. As it rolled away, Janae followed.  She considered asking more questions, but did not. They progressed away from the structure at the center of Biological Research 38E, and went down an aisle toward the opposite side from where they had entered. Upon reaching that wall, she saw the opening to what she had only glimpsed before. It was cave-like, and an irregularly shaped opening. Stepping up to the wall where the cave met the permalloy walls, she saw that the rock had been incorporated into the design of the opening. The threshold had evidence—hard to see in the odd light—that barrier doors of some kind could shut and cover over the cavern’s opening.  
 
      
 
    “Why make a place like this?” Janae finally gave way to her curiosity. “The entire Isle of Pines biome is up above here.” 
 
      
 
    “The threat’s etiology can be reached via the chambers off the caverns.” 
 
      
 
    “The brood? More crazed animal things? Or do you mean that artificial intelligence Nanuq? Is that the threat? Just who are you?” 
 
      
 
    “You will accompany me into the caverns to eliminate the etiology of this threat.” Then the security automacube rolled on, the light on its front shifted to a different color.   
 
      
 
    Janae huffed out a complaint, but followed. The cavern lit up vividly, and some kind of flying creatures, with wingspans about the length of Janae’s forearm fluttered away. They had not risen up from the ground but instead seemed to somehow drop from the ceiling. Janae peered up, trying to see where the animals had been, but could not see any place for them to stand. The entrance was small compared to the interior. Rocky projections jutted up from the floor in columnar shapes and narrow cones pointed down from places in the ceiling. The rock gave the appearance of having been flowing at one time, but Janae wondered if that was an illusion, or a strange construction method. She tapped the nearest wall, and felt that it was damp. The view was just spectacular, and so different than anything Janae had ever seen. 
 
      
 
    “It is beautiful!” Janae exclaimed as she gazed out at what was revealed in the strong light of the automacube. Brilliant colors and unique shapes, and not a single square corner, or perfect circle among them.  
 
      
 
    A meter-wide, long, and winding pathway descended downward. The automacube’s six wheels adjusted and allowed it to easily traverse the slope. The walls were different shades of color, all textured from rock. Spongy green plants of some kind covered many of the horizontal surfaces, and in places, the plants were ankle high. It was entirely different than the trees in the globe-lit room, vastly unlike the Isle of Pines, and did not resemble at all the Ida habitat. As she stepped onto the pathway, she felt an air gradient and temperature drop. It was much cooler and very humid in the cavern.   
 
      
 
    “I need to know what I am coming here to do!” Janae complained. “Certainly, this is amazingly pretty, but where is the threat? What do I do in here? More bruins? Some other AI? Nanuq? Just what is down here?” 
 
      
 
    There was no answer.  
 
      
 
    Reaching the floor of the cavern, the view upward was impressive. The automacube continued to roll along, and the serpentine route through the bottom of the cavern led them around the mounds of rocky columns and across a small stream of water.  After advancing some distance, Janae still had not received any response from the automacube. She was getting increasingly more nervous, and she finally ran up and grabbed onto the manipulation arm of the automacube. 
 
      
 
    “I will not go any farther until you tell me what is happening and why you are leading me in this subterranean lair. Now, I mean it!” 
 
      
 
    The wheels on the automacube spun, and the machine turned around in its own length. The weapon muzzles pointed at Janae. 
 
      
 
    Gesturing to the automacube’s weapons, Janae said defiantly, “Did you lure me down here just to kill me? Did your other machine steal Ken away just to kill him as well? Or just to separate us?” 
 
      
 
    “We need your assistance,” the voice replied.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, the confusion! You say we, then I, then ignore me. Stop doing that and just give me the facts! What do you expect me to do?” 
 
      
 
    “Ahead, I will open a concealed—occult, hidden, secret, call it what you will, if you prefer one of those other terms—doorway in the sidewall of this cavern’s biome. From the chambers behind that doorway, you will be able to climb to the Isle of Pine above. When…” 
 
      
 
    “I was just up there! Are you as disturbed as Kimberly?” Janae interrupted.   
 
      
 
    “Kimberly is rampant, and for that we grieve,” the speaker’s voice came from the automacube, but had strange undertones, and some background noise. “Nonetheless, we need a human to climb up to the Isle of Pine location. We have sent five automacubes through the surface biome and all have been destroyed. This route is not on the generally accessible deck plans, nor is it large enough for a hybrid animal to go through.” 
 
      
 
    “You said the bruins were all dead. But you only said that the bruins were dead. Now, something destroyed the automacubes, and you expect me to sneak up on it like some… what do you call those things? Oh, right, some cat in a tunnel?” 
 
      
 
    “I believe you may be referring to the rodent mammal commonly referred to as a rat, but felines are known for stealth as well, so perhaps I am mistaken on your illustration,” the speaker replied, then in a subtly different way said, “We desire your assistance to stop the tragedies.” 
 
      
 
    “Rat, cat, bruin, bull, I am sick of them all. A crazed animal thing, sorry I do not know all the acceptable names. But wait! I am so confused listening to you. Sometimes you say ‘I am whatever’ and then you say ‘we are something or another’. Are you a person, machine, or committee?” Janae shuddered a bit as she recalled Dome 17’s committee and what members Jubal, Murial, and maybe even Lorna had done. “Just what are you?” 
 
      
 
    “Your helper, guide, and confidant. Climbing will be difficult, but we believe you can accomplish the goal.” The tones of the speaker shifted again. “S-52 has a replacement part in its storage bin. Installing the replacement part will allow us access to the etiology of the tragedy.” 
 
      
 
    “Again, no direct answer. Ugg! You are so frustrating, being deliberately obtuse! Replacement parts? Like I did for Ape? How will they fix the threat of the bruins? I went to Sedna, but that was not enough? What destroyed your automacubes? Radiation? Tants? Bruins? Something else? Or is there more going on here? Tell me the truth! I want an answer from single you, or multiple you, or whatever you are. Just an answer. Just level with me about what is happening here. Please!” 
 
      
 
    “I will show you where you need to go.” The red automacube reached into its storage bin and extracted a box. It handed that to Janae and then rolled up against a bare section of rock. Touching that with its manipulation arm, the rock opened along seams which had been invisible. An irregular opening was revealed as the rock wall swung back and out of the way. “Climb up and install this macroactinide capacitor enhancer where the ruined one is located. Your molecular torch will be needed, but there should be additional tools in the Emergency Supply Resource Cabinet in the room you will be entering.” 
 
      
 
    “I will not go unless you tell me what was destroying your automacubes.” Janae set the box down and folded her arms across her breasts. 
 
      
 
    “I need your…” the speaker’s tones changed, “We humbly request your assistance in this endeavor. The automacubes we sent through the Isle of Pines were destroyed by an unknown entity, or group of entities. Our only surveillance showed rocks being thrown down—from a concealed position—upon the automacubes as they attempted to enter a passageway to a maintenance and communication node. Whatever was throwing the rocks was not visible, and when security automacubes stormed the hill, they only found footprints of an unidentified biped. The prints were not able…”  
 
      
 
    A burst of static cut out that voice, and another speaker interjected. “I will not assist you if you continue to refuse to cooperate. You currently know enough to attempt the mission.” 
 
      
 
    “Fighting among yourselves? Hum? Interesting. Consider, the bruins walked on their back legs, but can they throw rocks?” Janae asked. Her curiosity was aroused, not by the idea of an unknown aggressive animal; her confusion regarded how she felt about all the animals she had encountered on the Trailblazer. She was more intrigued by the pattern she was starting to see in the responses from S-52. The single speaker was so different from the plural speaker, she doubted they were the same entity. If there were arguments between different entities behind the security automacube, would Ken get the help he needed? Would they betray Janae as soon as they got what they wanted? Was she hearing the insane rambling of some infected system? 
 
      
 
    Janae’s mind swam with catastrophic potentials and possibilities. Who or what was actually making the decisions was unclear. But somehow the mysterious entity did know a lot of her background—from Kimberly to the FTL scout, to the molecular torch—yet more importantly, the question of Ken receiving proper medical care hung over her head.    
 
      
 
    “I will go.” 
 
      
 
    Janae picked up the box and examined it. She then pressed a part on its side and it folded open. Two old-fashioned mechanical apparatus were inside, seated in molded forms which exactly fit their complex shape. The macroactinide capacitor enhancer devices consisted of three cylinders, united together lengthwise, in a triangle configuration, with various input ports, connectors, valves, and couplings in multiple places. They looked like twins of each other, but that was just outward appearances.  
 
      
 
    “Is this a single macroactinide capacitor enhancer? Or two separate ones?” 
 
      
 
    “There are two in your parcel. Proceed now up into the Isle of Pines. Your destination will be inside the maintenance and communication node.” 
 
      
 
    Janae looked at the chamber, and except for the wall which had just opened, it did not look at all like the cavern. The wall section was roughly a half-meter thick and looked like solid rock. The rest of the area—she could hardly agree to call it a room, or chamber, or compartment—she thought of it as a bizarre cavity.  It was no simulation of a natural biome but was also not a place which seemed designed for human travel. It was just a section of utility pipes, ducts, conduits, and vents, with a gap between them and the rock wall. 
 
      
 
    “This was not designed for people to climb, was it?” The cavity she was looking up at was a twisted mess of utilities and jutting out rocks from the wall.  
 
      
 
    “This chamber is not officially off-limits or designated as hazardous to human occupancy. We believe you can achieve our goal in this mission.” 
 
      
 
    Janae huffed. “Sure, your goal. What about my goal? What about Ken?” 
 
      
 
    “Ken is being treated for his critical injuries. Your goal should be to mitigate the tragedy, and prevent its reoccurrence. We believe you should have the same goals as we do. That is logical, ethical, and moral.” 
 
      
 
    Janae huffed, “Withholding information on who you are is not logical, ethical, or moral, and I do not trust you. Full disclosure of who you are and what you expect of me would be logical, ethical, and moral. You have failed that, miserably. Nonetheless, just like Jubal, you are going to get what you have forced me to do. I hope your end is the same as his was. Now, tell me where I should go. Exactly!” 
 
      
 
    “Regarding full disclosure, we must inform you to locate energy channel 948S-2 which is an insulated, yellow-colored, seventy-one alpha-gauge conduit for heat overflow and spillage. You will find it above you. When you reach it, you will need to follow its course to where it inserts into the medial wall of the maintenance and communication node. From there you must gain entry. A maintenance hatch crawlspace is near there. Inside, you will find the ESRC and the location of the broken macroactinide capacitor enhancers.” 
 
      
 
    “Better, but still to obtuse and vague. Here I go, anyway.” Placing the box in her backpack, she shifted its contents around a bit, and pulled the belt tighter around her slender waist. Clipping the shoulder straps together, to prevent them from sliding off, Janae looked at how she could climb. There were no ladders, or stairs, or ramps. The rocks provided some fingerholds and toeholds, but she could not tell for how far upward that would last. The utility works did have occasional flanges, clamps, hooks, and connections, but those looked far apart. She snapped on the fusion pack light and set it to a beam, then connected it onto her RAM suit. Quickly checking everything over again, especially the two revengers in their holsters, Janae began her ascent.  
 
      
 
    The secret door slid shut making a soft puffing sound as it sealed. The security automacube was gone. 
 
      
 
    “Abandon me as soon as I start the job. Thanks for being a Jubal! I hope my back healed,” Janae said, and just to be safe, consumed the last of her trauma gel packs. “You better help Ken. I will come and find you, and him. Count on that, you schizophrenic jerks!” 
 
      
 
    As she expected, there was no response.   
 
      
 
    Blowing out a long breath of air, and calming her anger, she looked up and continued. By placing her feet against the rock wall, and her back on one of the slick vertical pipes, Janae could climb upward. Her backpack protected her back, and allowed her to carry the gear and still use both her hands on the pipes, ducts, and permalloy anchor points. However, it did slip and slide a bit, and several times, Janae caught herself just before falling off. The place in her low back where she had been injured began to throb but her leg was not tingling or numb. She tried to ignore it. It was slow going, but centimeter by centimeter she clambered upward. As she scaled, she watched for the yellow energy channel. There were a multitude of gray, blue, black, and taupe colored utilities. A few red ones, and some which were dull green. But none were yellow that she could see.   
 
      
 
    “That so-called helper, or helpers, or whoever,” Janae snarled the words out as she paused in a precarious position and looked for the yellow pipe, “better not have been insane or lying to me.” Then she considered what little she could do if she had been deceived. It made her feel much as she did in the FTL scout when she realized she could not contact Dome 17 after the sling launch. “I do have the rest of my life on this haunted wreck of a spaceship, and if they have lied to me, I will find them all, and there will be a reckoning.”  
 
      
 
    She paused for a while on a small platform where two large gray pipes were bolted together. The rocks in the wall were getting less ragged and the footholds were even smaller and more unstable. Then she spied the first yellow energy channel. It was off to the side, about twenty meters away, but was running horizontally. It emerged from the rock wall, and therefore, she knew to follow it away toward whatever the maintenance and communication node looked like.  
 
      
 
    Twisting around, her back sent a twinge down one leg, and she relaxed a bit and waited. Then she looked to see how she could progress sideways now to follow the yellow channel which looked to be about sixty centimeters in diameter. Glancing downward, her fusion pack light could no longer reach the floor, as the tangled forest of utilities blocked the view to the bottom. Seeing a potential path, from pipe to duct to a pseudo-scaffold of some kind of metallic works, Janae repositioned herself, and stepped across to the closest pipe. It was quite cold to the touch, which was surprising, and so Janae hurried past it.  
 
      
 
    “Okay, that brilliant blue color might mean cryonics of some kind,” Janae said as she rubbed her reddened hands together. “Cold in Isle of Pines, so of course, I find cold down here too.” 
 
      
 
    A few pipes and steps later, she discovered that the orange pipes radiated heat. Fortunately, her RAM suit dealt better with heat than it did with cold. Janae made a mental note to tell Willie in a briefing about that, but then just started to laugh at the notion. “No way will I ever see Willie again. Old patterns die hard. May he be well, wherever he is.” She just kept mentally falling into her old thought patterns about being on missions outside of Dome 17, and then doubted herself as to who in Dome 17 she could trust. It gave her mind something to chew on while her body pulled her along the tortuous course of grabbing, pulling, and scampering.   
 
      
 
    Her progress was angular, and after an interminable time, she got near to the yellow energy channel. She was about to pat it and introduce herself, but then remembered the searing hot pipe, and the freezing cold one, and kept her hand away. Examining the channel closely, she did see where several sections of it were bolted together, and in small black letters she found a label, 948S-2. 
 
      
 
    “Right place, now where do you lead?” 
 
      
 
    The space above her, and above the yellow energy channel was too densely packed for her to ascend any further, but she did continue to move along horizontally.  That halted when she came to a place where there was a wide space between the pipes and ducts. Several broken pipes were bent and twisted downward, leaving a space of perhaps ten meters.  
 
      
 
    Assessing what she could do, it looked like one of the sewage drainage pipes had burst, and had ripped down the utilities around it. She could descend, but that was about thirty meters down, and then a hike across the broken pipes and a climb up the other side. The pipes and utilities beyond the gap were much smoother and with less hand and foot holds. There was no rock wall on that other side of the gap.  
 
      
 
    Above her, the yellow energy channel had escaped the damage from the burst sewage drain, but there was no way to get above it. About every half meter a bolt stuck out for about fifteen centimeters from places where the energy channel was anchored down. Pulling on her RAM gloves, she touched the closest bolt. It was neither too hot nor too cold, as far as her gloved hand could tell. The bolt was also solid enough she judged it could hold her weight.   
 
      
 
    Leaning out over the gap as far as she could, she grabbed the bolt protruding from there with her right hand. She let go of the bolt behind her, she swung out. The lack of pressure on her feet actually eased her backpain a bit. Grabbing the next bolt, she let go with her hand and swung again. Over and over she did that. It was difficult at a junction where the bolts were a staggered distance apart. Her biceps were quaking from the stress, and while she swung, she avoided looking down. She knew the fall would kill her and she seriously doubted some medical automacube would come and wipe up the mess her broken body would make. On one of the last bolts, her grip lagged, and she had to rush her swing. That meant she was completely airborne for a moment. Yet, she connected with the next bolt in line, and finished crossing the gap. Hooking her feet around a pipe, she made herself secure and stable—at least for the moment. But the movements had caused some ripples of pain in her back, again. The RAM suit had sucked up a lot of sweat from her exertions and she sipped at the recycled water nipple on the collar.   
 
      
 
    Panting heavily, her back aching, arms weary from exertion, Janae got her feet on a flange where about eight or so pipes joined into one larger one. There she could rest. Above her was the yellow energy channel, and it ran upward a bit and disappeared into a canted part of ceiling.     
 
      
 
    “Made it!”        
 
      
 
    The recycled water had left an odd taste in her mouth and as she licked her lips, she wondered about food, water, and all the sensory things she had experienced on the Trailblazer. “I wish I had a food ration bar right now. Or one of those dessert things. Wow, what stupid thoughts at this moment.” She chided herself, as she looked for the best way to scale the final distance to where the energy channel went into the angular ceiling. Her eyes saw several options, a few which she immediately rejected because she knew they involved pipes which would either be too hot, or too cold, or had a much too slippery surface. “Would the angakok call it slickery?” Janae said out loud and then laughed. “No ice in here, but what if it is inside that place behind that wall?” Her outerwear had been left far behind, and she wondered more about what she might encounter reentering the Isle of Pines.    
 
      
 
    Studiously searching for the right pathway upward, she spied a small hatch off to the left side of the energy channel. That place had a wrist-sized black tube coming out near it, and that descended down nearly vertically. Parallel to that—about a meter away—was a purple pipe of similar diameter. She could use those to scale upward, if there was not some other problem when she got close to them.   
 
      
 
    Stepping from pipe, to duct, to vent shaft, to a diagonal drain-line, she reached the two smaller tubes which would lead right to the hatch. Both were somewhat tacky to her touch, even through the RAM material of her suit.  She was unsure of their function, as neither was labeled. But when she pulled on them, they felt secure enough—she hoped. Checking her backpack and gear, rearranging her molecular torch—for easy access—by placing it into one of the revenger holsters and checking its connection to her fusion pack, and storing Ken’s revenger in her backpack, she was ready to begin the final portion of the climb.   
 
      
 
    Grabbing one tube in each hand, and trying to get a grip with her feet, she pulled herself upward one yank at a time.  It was a long, painful, and difficult five meters, but when she reached the hatch, she was able to swing her foot up onto a horizontal water-flow pipe, and squat on it, while balancing carefully.   
 
      
 
    The hatch was marked, “Maintenance Crawlspace” in tiny letters which had not been visible from below. She could see no latches, handles, or control mechanisms anywhere around the hatch.   
 
      
 
    “No idea what is behind here, and no idea how thick the permalloy is,” Janae commented. “I will try for three centimeters cutting depth and just sever the seam. That should be safe enough… and now I am talking to myself. Yuck!” She briefly considered asking Kimberly for help, but dismissed that, recalling what she had heard the last few times communication with the AI had been attempted. 
 
      
 
    Using the molecular saw with one hand, and gripping the tube with the other, Janae moved the cutting edge right along the seam of the hatch. As she circumnavigated the hatch, she saw no indication anything adverse was happening due to her cutting. Just as she connected the newly made slot back into the spot where she had begun—she was thinking she would have to reset and deepen the cutting depth and revise her attempt—a pop resounded very loudly. The cut-away hatch burst from the opening, narrowly missing Janae’s hand but striking the molecular torch. She pulled away, trying to keep hold with the other hand and not fall while grabbing for the molecular torch. That loose door of permalloy fell with a tumbling, banging, clanging, and raucous clattering to the floor far below. Janae maintained her position, but it was close, and the cable connecting the molecular torch to the fusion pack was taunt but still connected.  Carefully, Janae pulled on the cable until she could grab the swinging molecular torch with the hand whose arm was wrapped around the tube. Looking down at her RAM suit, she saw that the fusion pack was precariously perched by its restraining strap, but had nearly come loose and fallen as well.   
 
      
 
    “That is a spine-chiller! Almost lost you,” Janae said as she reconnected the fusion pack into a more secure location. “Could have lost power, light, and weapons if you have fallen.” 
 
      
 
    After securing both the fusion pack and the molecular torch, Janae looked into the space where the hatch had been.  Then she heard the animal sounds, and it was not a bruin. 
 
      
 
    “Ugh ugh. Ohh oorph effii ouuj.”  
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    Tragedy from Decisions 
 
      
 
      
 
    Janae could see nothing in the crawlspace, but the light coming down from there was tough to look into directly. The weird sounds made her hair stand up on her neck and gave her a cold chill. Her back pulsed with pain, but it was a bit better than it had been. The space was not wide enough for her to enter with her backpack on. Therefore, she unhooked her backpack, and using the straps she tied it to her belt so she could carry it behind her as she went into that crawlspace. The animal sounds echoed out of the space again. 
 
      
 
    Nonetheless, she climbed up and into the crawlspace. And crawlspace it certainly was. There was not room for her to get up on her knees, but she moved by grabbing some permalloy ribs which were in the walls of the space. The light was shining down from the opposite end, and that made it hard to see what was ahead of her. The angle was steep enough to be dangerous, yet after a few wiggles, she was able to get far enough inside the crawlspace so she could also place her feet on those same ribs. Her backpack trailed between her legs, tied to her belt.  She still had to use her hands and arms to pull herself upward, along that slope, as the space was not large enough for her to bend her knees very far. She was able to assist somewhat by flexing her ankles and standing on the tips of her toes, but the effort to slide up the slope was tough. The climb involved pulling herself up by her arms, barely able to bend her elbows, and then seek purchase with her feet.   
 
      
 
    At the top of the slope, the crawlspace ended at a grille, which barred Janae’s way. The air coming in the grille was tainted by strange smells, and through the slats in the grille she could not see much of what lay beyond. She locked her feet into the ribs, stood on her tiptoes, and pushed. The grille would not come loose.  She tried again, and it was still tight.   
 
      
 
    “Trapped in here? Yuck!” 
 
      
 
    Wiggling about, she was able to reach down and carefully retrieve the molecular torch. Being aware of the cable which connected it to her fusion pack, Janae adjusted the cutting depth to what she thought was the thickness of the grille. Then she reached up and began to cut the grille free. 
 
      
 
    “Bahha Yuuy giiu.  Nouugh ugh. Ohh oorph effii ouuj.” 
 
      
 
    The strange animal sounds startled Janae, as they sounded like they were just beyond the grille. She flinched and the molecular torch slipped from her grasp. She shoved her head into the way of the falling tool. The torch singed off a good section of Janae’s blonde hair, before the blade shut off, despite that, she trapped it with her shoulder and neck. Fearing it would fall all the way down, past her body, and possibly pull the fusion pack with it, she let out a sigh of relief. Carefully keeping the tool wedged in place, she sought to grab it with one of her hands. 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” she said softly as she repositioned the molecular torch in her hand. The smell of fried hair, mixed with whatever the aroma was from beyond the grille nearly made Janae vomit. The thought of how close the torch had come to cutting her flesh also made her quake. Her stomach churned, and she wished to pull on the RAM suit’s hood and mask, yet, because of the tight quarters she did not.   
 
      
 
    Instead, she reached back up and started the cutting process again. Being aware of possible drips of melted permalloy, Janae finished cutting open the grille. She did not let it fall onto her, but set it gently on the side of the crawlspace where it slid down until it was caught on one of the wall’s ribs.  
 
      
 
    Putting the molecular torch away, Janae considered drawing out a revenger, but needed both hands to squirm up and out of the crawlspace. As soon as she pulled her legs out, she heard the cut-away grille tumbling down the shaft. She secured her backpack on, drew the revenger, and assessed where she was. The smells were horrible and the animal vocalizations were so loud they made her head ache. 
 
      
 
    Her first impression was that the chamber had been a storage room of some kind. It had broken lockers along one side, the doors hanging askew on the hinges. Nothing was inside them. In the corner was a sealed door with “ESRC” stenciled on it. The other corner had a blackened and charred workstation, and above that was a rack with various electrical, mechanical, and utilitarian apparatus—she assumed that was what had been linked into the energy channel. So, then, she considered that maybe it was the maintenance and communication node she had been told to find. 
 
      
 
    “Some communication equipment, and storage,” she said in a very tiny whisper. “The node, I suppose. Now, where to make the repairs and where are the animals?”     
 
      
 
    The far side of the node-room had no corners, but was a set of double doors pulled back and open. The light was coming from out there. It shone down and into the node-room. Janae felt exposed, but there was no place to hide and she refused to consider going back down the crawlspace. However, the animal noises were coming from somewhere past the open doors. Janae squatted down and rubbed her legs, and then stretched out her body keeping the revenger ready and being ever-alert. The pains subsided a bit and her back felt less strain. 
 
      
 
    Finding no immediate threat in the node-room itself, she tried to see where exactly the replacement parts would go, and did spot a place over the burned workstation where she thought a part resembled what she carried in the box. But before she concentrated too much further on doing some repairs and parts replacements, her wariness and curiosity led her to stealthily sneak to the open doors and peer out.   
 
      
 
    Janae could only see a partial section of what lay beyond as the double doors opened to an alcove off a larger area. The lights which shone into the node-room were along the opposite wall. By leaning out and looking down that way, Janae could see that the larger area had originally been a garage of some kind. There were no fusion trucks—such as the vehicles Janae recalled from Dome 17 missions—but there were a few carts, wagons, and accessories which looked to be what automacubes might utilize. Those were shoved off to the side, while there was a crudely built lean-to against one wall. Some type of animal hide was stretched between the sides of a log frame near that.  In the center of the garage, barely in view from where Janae was located, was a firepit. The flames were dancing up in yellows, oranges, and reds, and made strange shadows on the lean-to.  Something walked into view. 
 
      
 
    Janae’s hand came up and she aimed the revenger, but hesitated. At first, she had thought it was a bruin, but this animal was different. It was a robust animal, covered in rusty-brown fur, and as tall, or even taller than the bruins when they stood on their rear legs. Instead of the short snout and fanged mouth of the bruins, this animal had a more rounded head, and its mouth did not jut forward much at all. But what stopped Janae from firing was not the strange animal’s newness, but rather the fact that it was carrying an implement in its hands. And hands they were. No visible claws, and fingers which were more human looking than the paws of the bruins, or of any animal Janae had ever seen. She chided her mind for thinking that, as she had only see a very few animals since coming to the Trailblazer. The animal was also not a tant, as strange as those mutated humans were. Yet, when the animal squatted down and poked at the fire with the charred implement in its hands, obviously tending to the flames, Janae could not ignore its noticeable intelligence.  But its size was enormous. Janae guessed it to be at least four meters tall, and husky in bulk. She considered it, as compared to the bruins, and its body was less densely coated by fur, and its muscles were rippled across its chest, arms, and thighs. It moved more like it was always on its rear legs, bipedal, while the bruins only reared up on occasions. The forelimbs of the animal ended in its hands, and they worked to poke, prod, and stir the fire. It was using a metal tool, blackened by the fire, but she was unsure what that object’s original function had been.   
 
      
 
    “Ohaao hbahha Yuuniiy zoll.  Nout ugh ugh. Ohh porph effii do-ddip uuj,” the animal grunted out the syllables.   
 
      
 
    “Kioo! Kioo!” a second animal responded as it walked into view. This one was clearly a female as its breasts demonstrated, although still fur covered, the gender was obvious. The female animal tapped the other—the male—on his shoulder and pointed back at something out of sight.  
 
      
 
    “Ijju Uuj Koi,” the male responded. 
 
      
 
    A smaller version of the two animals scampered into view, and then darted away.    
 
      
 
    “Language? Tool making? A social—family unit?” Janae muttered very softly as she lowered the revenger. “These things are talking to each other. Probably sentient to some level, but human and animal hybrid? Have they lost their minds and forgotten the Chimera Plague? But such big animals? Just animals?” Janae’s words petered out and she feared the large bipeds would hear. Her mind raced, trying to recall any natural animal that big, with such human-esque or anthropomorphic traits. 
 
      
 
    Having no idea what kind of animals she had just witnessed, but confident they were not bruins, yet unsure how much of a threat they would be, and leery because of their immense size and her history of being attacked, Janae retreated back to the workstation. Looking around, she spotted the manual override levers which would shut the double doors. However, she feared the doors would be loud when they shut. So instead of trying that, she just kept her ears and eyes alert for any approach of the strange bipeds. Looking at the equipment on the workstation, she could tell the heat and subsequent fire had ruined much of what to her appeared like ancient technology. Opening the backpack, she took out the box with the replacement parts. Comparing them to the charred components, she spotted two ruined macroactinide capacitor enhancers. They were fitted at about eye-level, and were secured in place by bolts.  Looking through her gear, she could not find a suitable tool, so she walked over and peered out at the bipeds. They were still lumbering about, like it was their domicile, bellowing their haunting dialogues. She then turned to the corner with the ESRC. 
 
      
 
    “That cabinet was spared the burning. It must be better insulated and protected,” Janae said quietly as she reached up and found a small set of latches. Unhooking them, the door swung open, and the interior was revealed. The ESRC had a number of shelves, and they all looked untouched by whatever had burned the other parts of the node-room. The lower shelf had a coiled red hose marked “Fire Suppression” which Janae found ironic, and it made her smile. 
 
      
 
    “Obviously, no one was here to use that,” she quipped.  
 
      
 
    The next shelf up had a first-aid kit, a vibration saw, and a small tool kit. The top shelf had taupe colored boxes which were labeled with strange names, the first one was “Grilled Soysteak, Buttery Noodles, Peanut Butter, Crackers (Vegetable), Spicy Granola Fig Bar.” Janae moved that aside and looked at the next box, it was labeled, “Vegan Cavatelli, Chocolate Pound Cake, Rhubarb Jam, Broccoli Krill Mix.” Several boxes were just marked “H20” and she reverently set those aside. 
 
      
 
    “More bizarre food things,” Janae pulled a box down, and opened it up. Its seals were intact, and the contents in perfect condition. As she suspected, it was some kind of food in suspended animation. She pulled out the separate containers from the box, and removed the wrapping from the one marked “Chocolate Pound Cake.” She smelled that, then took a nibble. It was a pleasant taste and so she ate it. As she swallowed it, she missed the food ration bars from Dome 17, and thought about Ken. Will he ever eat again? 
 
      
 
    Taking up the small tool kit, she walked back to the charred work station and used an 11-mm wrench to remove the bolts holding the ruined macroactinide capacitor enhancers. The bolts came loose with a slight screech, and she watched and listened for any change from the giants outside, but nothing seemed different. Then, she took a brush from the kit and cleaned out the connectors and the links. Installing the new parts, she hesitated a bit, unsure if what she was doing would actually help her or cause yet another tragedy. 
 
      
 
    “This better be beneficial to me, and Ken.” 
 
      
 
    She slipped the two macroactinide capacitors into place, and they locked in with a click. Lights came on, and the workstation’s display flickered to life.  Janae turned and put her back against a wall, hand on the revenger, and watched the open double doors.  When nothing came closer, or made different kinds of noises, Janae went back to the workstation, and sat down. 
 
      
 
    Recalling how the old-fashioned keyboard had been a better interfacing system, she shuttled things around, and opened drawers, until she located a slot where a keyboard slid out.  Its side was blackened a bit, but it was not as damaged as she had suspected. Adjusting a few controls, she was able to open a menu on the display. Then, by further adjustment, she located an input window.  
 
      
 
    “The parts are installed. Who do I ask about my friend?” she tapped into the keyboard.   
 
      
 
    “Unknown user,” came back a scrolling reply. “Enter security access code.” 
 
      
 
    Tapping furiously, “Emergency override. There is a tragedy happening, and I am trying to avert human deaths.” Janae did not even know what to call the entity or person or people who had sent her to that node-room. Janae’s lips grew taut. She had had more than her fill of systems and their rituals. She tapped in, “Immediately connect me to AI Sedna, AI Celtnieks, and AI Nanuq, but avoid the nonphysicality. Do so without further delay or evasion.” The she remembered the message which had started it all and put in, “There is a major crisis! People in danger. I need your help to avert a tragedy!” 
 
      
 
    “Understood. Accessing alternative routes to artificial intelligence systems.” 
 
      
 
    Janae was honestly surprised. 
 
      
 
    Then the scroll read, “Links established outside of the nonphysicality. You may proceed.” 
 
      
 
    Tapping in, Janae wrote, “Enable audio and visual interface with all available artificial intelligences. Report your presence and status immediately.” 
 
      
 
    “This is Sedna. I am here. I can hear and see you.” 
 
      
 
    “This is Celtnieks. I am here. I can hear and see you.” 
 
      
 
    “This is Nanuq. I am here. I can hear and see you.” 
 
      
 
    Janae heard all the AIs and their unique—yet still mechanical—voices. She stated, “I have been through a horrific ordeal, and my friend Ken is gravely injured. What is Ken’s status? Exactly who is responsible for sending me here?” 
 
      
 
    There was no response.   
 
      
 
    “I want answers now! Where is Ken? Is he alive? How do I reach him? I did what you forced me to do. Now, you will answer me!” Janae’s words yelled out of her throat louder, stronger, and with more force than she anticipated.  “Do you hear me?” 
 
      
 
    “Kuu Juqi Yuu Ijju Uuj Voi,” a female voice came from just outside of the node-room.   
 
      
 
    Janae spun about, drew the revenger, and aimed right at the face which was looking directly at her.  It was the female biped squatting down on her legs, and even so, she was still Janae’s height. Her head was about the size of Janae’s thorax, and was only covered in fine, short fur, except for the longer hair across the top of her head and the thick heavy eyebrows. Somehow, the dark brown eyebrows made Janae think of her own face, and that alone prevented her from instantly firing. The biped had intelligent, greenish-brown eyes, round pupils, and flared nostrils. Janae’s finger rested on the trigger of the revenger, and was just a slight squeeze away from firing. 
 
      
 
    “Do not shoot the gigantopithecus amissa maiore resurrexerit,” AI Nanuq stated through the speakers. “They are essential to Project Pleistocene Paradise.” 
 
      
 
    “Nanuq, you said slaughtering the humans with those bruin monsters was part of that plan too, right?” Janae sneered, yet she did not shoot. The animal—or person—in front of her tipped her head to the side and looked on. “You wanted to kill off all the humans, and yet you expect me to spare some crazed animal thing? What you call a gigantopithecus babble blather? I have never heard of such a thing. Did you make another frankensteinian monstrosity like your bruins? Did you splice humans to some animal to create this hybrid?” 
 
      
 
    “Janae?” AI Sedna interjected. “Will you refrain from further action for a moment while we confer? It has been a long while since I interacted with other artificial intelligences.” 
 
      
 
    AI Celtnieks added, “I second that suggestion, and promise to give this matter a complete assessment.” 
 
      
 
    Janae considered, but her eyes never left the female biped which was staring right at her—but was without fear or anger. Janae wondered if the thing she was aiming at was ignorant of the danger of the revenger, or just did not think Janae would fire.  The biped’s eyes radiated compassion, warmth, and trust, despite being animal-like, but also having human characteristics. Confusion, resolve, and anger jumbled around in Janae’s soul, but yet, she did not shoot. 
 
      
 
    “You talk to each other now and give me an answer in two minutes, or else!” Janae snapped. In her heart, she was unsure what the “or else” would mean. Yet, she kept the revenger trained on the biped. Ripping out the replacement parts was her first thought, but even that, she was uncertain about.   
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Janae,” AI Sedna replied.   
 
      
 
    Moments later, AI Celtnieks spoke, “Thank you, for the grace shown in reestablishing our communications outside of the nonphysicality. The three of us have convened a discussion and shared our findings. First, we have a report of an unidentified man—who matches Ken’s description—being in critical condition in Medical Clinic 14CFJ7. He is being treated by medical automacubes, but his prognosis is very guarded. Second, we have discussed AI Nanuq’s plan which is called Project Pleistocene Paradise. It has been tabled for now, pending more complete re-assessment and re-evaluation. Several of its foundational premises are questionable. Third, the hybrid creatures you called bruins will not be bred again. None of them are alive at present, and their actions were irrefutably incorrect. Fourth, the being in front of you is one of seven gigantopithecus amissa maiore resurrexerit who are living in this location. There are no others. They are not human-animal hybrids—as you have conjectured—although that conclusion was not without support, but were cloned from small genetic samples of actual historical animals which were stored on the Trailblazer. We will not allow them to be destroyed, as historically, the species lived alongside humanity for millennia without major incidents. It is our belief they will do so in this habitat as well. They were only official recognized as a species in 2029, but were considered extinct after the Great Event. They do show remarkable natural radiation resistance, and a readiness for rapid evolutionary changes.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you support AI Nanuq murdering all those people? You are just lying…” Janae said, but caught herself, remembering Ken. “I am sorry, but I just am overwhelmed. Did I stop the tragedy you warned me about?” 
 
      
 
    “None of us warned you about the events here. Until you reconnected us, we each were virtually unaware of the other’s current activities, and had only indirect indications other artificial intelligence systems were still functional. I thank you, for your assistance in all this, but there is much for the three of us to contemplate and cooperate on. The Isle of Pines is now much more accessible to all three of us,” AI Sedna replied. 
 
      
 
    “If I put down my weapon, this creature could easily kill me, like the bruins tried to do so many times,” Janae stated.  
 
      
 
    “Indeed, from your perspective that appears as a threat but this species does not have the aggressive nature of the bruins…” AI Sedna began. 
 
      
 
    “My beautiful arcto-bears no longer exist in the biomes. You and your friend murdered all of them,” AI Nanuq interjected.  
 
      
 
    “Which is less a death count than…” Janae began but was interrupted. 
 
      
 
    “Nanuq has been outvoted and will not be producing anymore unauthorized animals,” AI Sedna and AI Celtnieks said in unison. “However, these gigantopithecus amissa maiore resurrexerit will be allow to remain in the Isle of Pines, and the human survivors in Igaliku will be monitored to make sure they too have as much support as we can offer. The biome will be placed back into proper homeostatic equilibrium.”  
 
      
 
    “And what about me?”  
 
      
 
    Ape’s voice came from outside. “Alma? Would you please join Wendigo and spend some time with your children?” 
 
      
 
    The gigantopithecus looked over and grunted, but then stood up and walked away.  The android Ape stepped up to the double doors. “Greetings and solicitations, Janae.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you the one who sent me the messages? Was it you all along?” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, but no. I was in the pickle of lacking suitable power reserves, remember? You did me a solid service there. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “I was told those giant bipeds had been destroying automacubes, and you just walked by without incident. What is happening?” Janae scrunched up her face trying to make sense of it all. 
 
      
 
    “Nearly everything will defend itself if threatened. My friends here just want respect and affection. Alma loves to have her ears rubbed, and Wendigo enjoys fresh fish. But back to the matter of you, I did just receive an unidentifiable message to escort you to Medical Clinic 14CFJ7.” 
 
      
 
    Janae watched as the big biped ambled away.  She then turned to Ape, “So, will you take me to Ken?” She still had the revenger out, but now it was pointed at the ceiling. “I need to get out of here.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Janae awoke from a fitful sleep, but her hand rested on the backpack where she kept the fusion pack, the two revengers, and her other gear. That never left her side. She was sitting in a comfortable chair next to Ken’s medical treatment bed. His unconscious, naked, body was floating in zero-gravity suspension with numerous tubes, wires, and other devices connecting him to the wall, bed, and ceiling. The glow of an antiseptic field shimmered around him. The white automacube, with its labeled side, “87V-2-ULE” but which answered to the name, Doctor Ule, was attending to him. His injuries were sealed over, bones in proper alignment, and medical sensors reading his life-signs as normal, but he had not been awakened as of yet.  
 
      
 
    Janae stretched out and rubbed her neck. She considered what to do, but remembered all she had already tried. Janae had demanded over and over that someone bring the Dome 17 medical kit, or that she be allowed to go and get it, but Ape had just departed while she slept, and Doctor Ule had refused to help her in that way. She had found no other ways to reconnect to any of the AIs on the Trailblazer, nor did there seem to be an overseeing system which managed the clinic. When asked about Ken’s recovery Doctor Ule always gave the same report, “The patient is making positive progress, but not ready to be released as of yet.” On the numerous occasions she asked about other issues, Doctor Ule just stated, “I am not programmed for discussion of those topics.” 
 
      
 
    And so, Janae started yet another day in Medical Clinic 14CFJ7.  
 
      
 
    “Day nineteen.” 
 
      
 
    Janae had even once tried to contact Kimberly again. Yet that resulted in Kimberly reciting some bizarre journal entries from someone whose partner was named John—but not the biologist John from Dome 17—and who was trapped in some strange place with yellow wallpaper.  It was no place Janae recognized, nor did it even feel like somewhere on the Trailblazer, although Janae would not be surprised to find out it was in one of the biomes, somewhere. Its bizarreness did not surprise Janae and she wondered when the yellow wallpapered room would be revealed. 
 
      
 
    And so, Janae waited.  
 
      
 
    With a still-tired hand, Janae brushed some of her shaggy blonde hair away from her face. The molecular torch had left parts of her hair burned, and Doctor Ule had allowed her to use a pair of shears to trim off that part of her hair. It was not stylish, but she did not care, it would grow out eventually, and who would see her here anyway? At one point while she did the cutting off of the mangled parts, she had wondered what Constance would say about seeing her hair like it was now. Janae grinned at that thought and wished the Constance could be with her. She desperately needed a friend, but that line of thought just ended in Janae crying for a long time and falling asleep.    
 
      
 
    She hardly remembered the route the android led her along as they walked to Medical Clinic 14CFJ7. It had not been outside in the cold of the Isle of Pines, but was some labyrinthine route from that place of the gigantos—as she called them—through tiny corridors, stairways, and a spiraling ramp. During that walk, she had been exhausted, frustrated, fearful, anxious, and angry. None of those emotions served her well. Sometime during her initial sleep period, after arriving to find Ken in the treatment bed, the android had departed. She asked Doctor Ule about that, and was told, “Patient confidentiality prevents me from discussing visitors or others at this clinic.” 
 
      
 
    So now, she waited. 
 
      
 
    Medical Clinic 14CFJ7 had nine treatment beds, a lounge with couches, fold-out sofas, tables, and chairs. No other patients were there, nor did any human visitors come. The lounge was where food was served out of niches in the sidewall. The panels opened, and the food was there. When Janae asked Doctor Ule about that, the medical automacube just responded, “Guest trays are complimentary and supplied by the clinic. Enjoy!” The meals consisted of three varieties. There was a morning meal consisting of oatmeal, fruit, bread, and a slice of a protein substance. The midday meal was fruit, rice, vegetables, a bun, and a protein serving. The evening meal was similar to the midday meal, but instead of rice there was quinoa. Day after day it was the same. Janae liked the routine and, while the food was not as consistent as were the food ration bars of Dome 17 they were a regularity she came to enjoy. Water was plentiful, which still shocked Janae, even after all she had seen on the Trailblazer. 
 
      
 
    So now, she waited.  
 
      
 
    The lounge was adjacent to a lavatory.  
 
      
 
    There were three entrances to the clinic and each led to what looked like endless corridors. The one elevator location had a hand-shaped symbol in red illumination, but gave off a negative function sound each time Janae tried to operate it. The only workstation was in a corner of the lounge and consisted of an antique terminal with monitors that played two-dimensional educational programs about basic hygiene, dental care, and preventive precautions regarding sexually transmitted diseases. After viewing each of those programs a single time, Janae knew they offered nothing of interest to her. Along with her age-mates, they had covered all those topics in Dome 17 by the time she was ten years old. 
 
      
 
    So now, she waited.  
 
      
 
    On the fortieth day, a yellow automacube entered the lounge as Janae was consuming the simple midday meal. Janae rubbed her eyes, and looked harder. It was the first visitor she had seen in all that time. The machine rolled up to a table and using its manipulation arm, extracted a package from its cargo area. Setting that carefully on the table, the yellow automacube rolled away.   
 
      
 
    “Wait!” Janae called out. “I have questions! When will Ken recover? Who sent you? We wanted to reach this Isle of Pines, to find you, our mysterious benefactor. Find that person, and then get help in finding the scout. That was my goal in all this.  Did we stop the tragedy and the crisis? Where is my medical kit? Bring it to me, now!” 
 
      
 
    The yellow machine stately rolled away, making only a soft humming sound, and left the clinic. Janae considered drawing out a revenger and just shooting it out of spite, but restrained herself. Instead, she stepped over to the package. 
 
      
 
    It was a plain carton with the label, “For Ken and Janae.” When she opened it up she found two new sets of RAM clothing. One was like hers, and the other was identical to the one Ken had been wearing which had been destroyed. Those RAM suits were freshly manufactured, and smelled just like they did when Willie had dispensed the new ones prior to each outside mission, back in Dome 17. She set them on the table, and then looked at the next item. 
 
      
 
    “A mancala set?” Janae was genuinely shocked. “Beautiful craftsmanship.” 
 
      
 
    The set was not exactly like the virtual one she had played for years, but was very much like it. The smooth, polished, and deeply grained board folded in the middle on brass hinges. The pocket wells were uniform and exact. The playing tokens were stored in each of the oblong wells at the end of the board. As she looked at the pieces which were enclosed in clear soft containers, and she found a printed note. 
 
      
 
    “Janae, the Bureau of Guardians has sent you these presents. Thank you, for your assistance in averting and mitigating the Isle of Pines tragedy. This game is for you to help pass the time during Ken’s convalescence. We would send your medical kit to you to expedite his healing, however that item is not yet reproducible. The original ones are not within our purview. We are working on recovering all your equipment and restoring your other companion, the very interesting artificial intelligence, Kimberly. Our best estimates are that Ken will make a complete recovery. We will be watching for when Ken fully recovers, as a situation is developing which is of utmost concern. There is a great risk of terror on the Trailblazer, and you will be kept apprised of what may be needed. Until then, you are relatively safe there in Medical Clinic 14CFJ7 from malicious elements, be they tant, human, or other. Enjoy our hospitality. We will be in touch. –The Bureau of Guardians.” 
 
      
 
    Janae wanted to crumble the paper, but refrained.   
 
      
 
    “Terror on the Trailblazer? Really? As if this last mission was not horrific enough?” Janae huffed out the words. “And what is the Bureau of Guardians?” 
 
      
 
    Janae carried the package back to Ken’s bedside, and pondered what was coming. 
 
      
 
    The end. 
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