
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    Tracking the Trailblazer 
 
    Colony Ship Trailblazer Book One 
 
      
 
      
 
    John Thornton 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Copyright © 2017 Automacube Enterprises LLC 
 
    All rights reserved. 
 
    ISBN-13: 978-1546341215  
 
      
 
    ISBN-10: 1546341218  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    DEDICATION 
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    Session of Frustration 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” the fiery woman with short red hair exclaimed.   
 
      
 
    “I always mean just what I said,” the reply came. “You are a dangerous person. That is my professional opinion, after fair and objective assessment of you. You are a dangerous person.  Deaths have followed your actions.” 
 
      
 
    “It was not my fault. The records clearly indicate that I completed the mission,” the redheaded woman stated firmly.  She crossed her arms and stared at her accuser.  “We discovered what had happened.” 
 
      
 
    “You are always putting your own personal agendas above other people’s welfare.  And at a staggering cost.  Your body-language confirms that you know what I am saying is correct, but you obstreperously refuse to admit reality.” 
 
      
 
    “Lunacy! You were not there!  What do you know of reality?” the redhead shot back as she leapt up from the overstuffed chair. “Did you face the dust, radiation, or everything else?  Have you ever, even a single time, left Dome 17? No. You sit on that big chair convinced of your own importance, but I, and others like me, do the dangerous work. Have you personally gone out into that deadly, barren, wasteland? Well, Doctor Larson, were you there?” The redhead pointed a finger at the still seated person.  “Have you risked anything for our people?  What?” 
 
      
 
    “My, my, my, such an outburst. Some might call it a tantrum, but not me.  I understand it is all about your subconscious suppression of the guilt you feel.  It is not unreasonable guilt, not after what you did. Hostility toward yourself that is turned outward, but it is still your own hostility.  You see, your hysterical theatrics have just proven my point,” replied Doctor Larson, her smugness unconcealed. “Your imagination is inflating the situation, confabulation, while diminishing your own role in its outcome. Jamie, you know you have a history of dubious reporting. I will have to make a note of this incident as part of my official report to the Committee.” Doctor Larson was seated with her legs folded under her, and her eyes never actually met Jamie’s.  She was looking down at a small recording device. “It is sad, really.  Just sad. I am afraid your inappropriate perception is worse than was reported. Our sessions will need to be expanded to address this ongoing delusion you have about your own virtues. Then we must address all the guilt you are carrying.  I am not alone in my assessments. Even Michael has expressed concerns about you since you returned.” 
 
      
 
    “This session is over, finished,” Jamie said in a soft and controlled voice. “I am leaving.” 
 
      
 
    “You may only leave when I permit it,” Doctor Larson answered.  “This session is not over.  So, be a nice little girl and take your seat. Guilt over bad actions is…” 
 
      
 
    “Artificial Intelligence Sequoia, get me out of this place,” Jamie commanded.  “Immediately open the door.  I am leaving.  Override code A27J99.” 
 
      
 
    A mechanical voice emanated from some hidden speakers, “Yes, Jamie.  The door is opening for you now.” 
 
      
 
    “Inappropriately misusing your advantages and standing as an adventurer is just a diversion.  Just because the Committee allows all adventurers to have personal AIs does not mean those systems can be used for personal agendas. Running away from your psycho-social problems will not help you.  Escapism and abuse of power just is further evidence that you are a danger to yourself and others,” Doctor Larson stated.  “It will all be in my incident report. The Committee will be informed of your noncompliance, your abuse of your special status, and your harboring of immense levels of shame and guilt. I will recommend suspension of your AI privileges. Only those who are emotionally stable should have a personal AI.” 
 
      
 
    “Only on that single, last, point do we agree,” Jamie retorted as she strolled toward the now open doorway. “Personal artificial intelligence systems should only be for those who are worthy of them. That explains why you do not have one, and never will.”  
 
      
 
    The hallway outside the counselor’s office had walls a light tan color, as were most of the corridors and common living spaces inside Dome 17.  Jamie stepped out and the door dilated shut behind her.  If Doctor Larson said anything else, it was cut off by the door.  Jamie’s freckled face was tight with determination, frustration, and no small amount of anger.  Yet, she was in steady control of herself.  She walked with purpose, her lithe body testifying to her physical fitness.  She wore the typical Dome 17 clothing, but moved like the fit athlete she was.     
 
      
 
    “Jamie? How can I help?” Janae asked.   
 
      
 
    Turning abruptly, Jamie looked at the small waiting room which was off to the side of the hallway.  Two people were seated there.  She let out a sigh of relief as she recognized two other adventurers, Janae and Ken. 
 
      
 
    “Janae, it is just,” Jamie hesitated as she looked at Janae, then over at Ken.  She shook her head. The she blew out a long breath. “You should see Doctor Chambers instead, if you can get an appointment.  He is a competent professional, not like this, counselor.”    
 
      
 
    Janae stood and reached out to Jamie. “I know you endured a terrible thing at Dome 3. I saw the videos. I am so very sorry.”  
 
      
 
    Jamie pulled back, but looked at Janae, whose expressive light-colored brown eyes invited trust and acceptance.  Janae’s complexion was not as fair as Jamie’s, but much lighter than Ken who also sat in the waiting room. Janae brushed some of her golden-blonde hair back over her shoulder, to hide the blocked attempt she had made to touch Jamie, and just gave Jamie a small smile. 
 
      
 
    “See Doctor Chambers instead,” Jamie repeated. 
 
      
 
    “Doctor Chambers is booked solid for the foreseeable future,” Janae stated.  
 
      
 
    “That is what I was told as well,” Ken said as he rose also.  “Hello Jamie, sorry it went poorly with this counselor.” His black hair was short and tightly twisted near to his head.  His short beard matched the color of his head’s hair. “And I too feel for you on that mission.  No one understands what those missions are like, except for those of us who actually go.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks Ken.  You speak from experience, I respect that. Well, I am done with her—for now at least—unless I am mandated to return,” Jamie said.  “What can the Counsel do, force me to attend? I must get away from here, sorry.” 
 
      
 
    Janae and Ken watched as Jamie strode away.  The confidence in Jamie’s walk had not been shaken much, and both of them noted that.  After Jamie was out of ear-shot, they returned to their seats.   
 
      
 
    “Jamie certainly deserved better than that,” Janae said.  “I mean, did you see that horrible situation from Dome 3?” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, that was truly nasty.” Ken rubbed his eyes with his hands, as if trying to wash away what he had seen.  Few people talked about Dome 3, not even among the adventurers.  “Dreadful business that.  I wonder who released it, since it was not officially acknowledged by the Committee.” 
 
      
 
    Janae laughed, “If anyone discovers who released it, Cammarry will tell us.” 
 
      
 
    “I know that is right.” He looked over at her with his pale blue eyes.  They contrasted dramatically with his dark skin, and black hair.  He asked, “Well, until we find that out, let me ask you something. Janae, why are you here?” 
 
      
 
    “I went on an exploring mission with Ian and Beth. After that, I was informed I should seek counseling.” 
 
      
 
    Ken paused for a moment and tipped his head. “But all three of you returned safely. You and that team just found another dead dome, but no casualties to Dome 17 personnel, right?” 
 
      
 
    Unconsciously, Janae massaged her thick brown eyebrows, with her fingertips. “Correct. No physical causalities, but I was asked to come for a post-mission counseling reevaluation. All of that dome died about seventy-five years ago from a strange mutated pathogen.” She crossed her legs and sighed. “Our RAM suits kept us perfectly safe, and the data sticks recorded what we found. Radiation levels there were quite hot, even inside their dome.  But no worries, we got back safe and sound, with all the records we could uncover.  John analyzed the records on that pathogen at great length and said it was some bizarre mutation which created a hybrid cross between what had once been the old-world’s Desmodesmus armatus and Phycodnaviridae. Of course, our biologist, John, would not make it sound so simple—you know how John is—but the bottom line is we are safe. Our water chips, filters, and recyclers—here in Dome 17—have been eliminating all pathogens like that for decades.  No risk at all to us. That mutated pathogen is long dead, like everything else biological outside of here.”  
 
      
 
    Ken tapped the sidewall. “Glad to have permalloy between us and that toxic wasteland outside, right? Oh, sure, it is undeniably sad that you found Dome 21 was not as well equipped as we are here. I am not trying to belittle the death of all those people, so long ago, but honestly, Dome 21 was nothing to lose a good night’s sleep over.  Just like Dome 9—another bad end—which we adventurers uncovered. I went there with Beth and Hobart, and we got back safely.  Had a bit of a problem with the fusion truck, but other than that, we all got back.” 
 
      
 
    “Beth is a great adventurer, and it would take a lot to slow down Hobart. Ken, why are you here then?” One of Janae’s dark brown eyebrows lifted. Her hair was distinctly different color from her eyebrows, but Ken found it a pleasing combination. He was looking at her and considering.   
 
      
 
    She had to repeat herself, “Ken, I asked why you are here?” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, I was just pondering.” 
 
      
 
    “I am pretty sure I know what you were pondering,” Janae replied ruefully. “So, seriously, why are you here?”   
 
      
 
    Ken gave a grin as he had always found Janae’s physical features appealing.  “I guess the same as you, I was instructed to have a post-mission reevaluation.  Since Doctor Chambers had no openings, here I am.” Ken gave her a wink. 
 
      
 
    “I hoped that was why you were here, and not just stalking me,” Janae smiled again.  “There are a multitude of more approachable women for those kinds of pursuits.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed. Rest assured—stalking is not my style—I was told to come here for counseling. As Cammarry has told everyone already, and as was in my team’s official reports, there is no Dome 9.  Not now anyway.  Has not been for a long time. Oh, sure, we found where it had been, once upon a time. Now, it is just a huge hole in the ground with massive levels of radiation.  RAM suits held up nicely enough, but levels of radioactivity around that Dome 9 crater were twelve times higher than the typical places were traversed. All deadly—no need to tell you about that—radiation everywhere, almost goes without saying, right?  Curiously, we did recover some relics from before the Great Event.  Found those about five kilometers out from that atomic blast crater.” 
 
      
 
    “The official report said the atomic blast idea was just a hypothesis,” Janae replied. “However, I heard about that twenty-seven volume library you copied. Jerome was very excited about that, so I heard.”   
 
      
 
    “Beth was impressed that those old paper things could survive too.  Just a lucky break that was, right?  Those paper book’s pages barely survived being gently turned and scanned. Crumbled into nothingness after scanning. Yes, it is all in the archives. We saw some antique mechanical devices there too. Willie has been reviewing those scans and designs.  Looked like old and useless junk to me, but you know me, mechanical engineering is not my strong suit. I much prefer interpersonal interactions, and dynamic relationships. Alas, as the Committee suggested, I was told to come for counseling.  Doctor Chambers had no openings.  But at least I have the pleasure of waiting here with a beautiful woman.” 
 
      
 
    “You tried to see Doctor Chambers?  I would have thought a session with Doctor Larson was more your style,” Janae replied as she dismissed his flirtation.  She did not mind his amorous attentions, she just did not feel the same way toward him, but she knew he was, at heart, a good adventurer.  “Yes, I would have thought you would have come here first, since Doctor Chambers is a male, and Doctor Larson is a female.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not always after a tryst,” Ken laughed, “well, okay, maybe I am.” He held up his hands in mock surrender. “Guilty as charged. Hum, now considering Doctor Larson, well, perhaps?” He again winked at Janae, “I prefer romance to a tragedy, for sure.” He rubbed his face a bit. “However, after all, every romance, if followed far enough along ends up a tragedy, am I right?” 
 
      
 
    Janae rolled her eyes.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, I admit it. There are some women naturally immune to my magnificent charms.” 
 
      
 
    She grinned back at him.  It was an old joke, and his coquettishness was nothing new to Janae, or to anyone else in Dome 17. She said to him, “Well, we are not age-mates, you being five years older than I am.  Perhaps, that is the difference, but I am fairly confident you have leapt from age-mate group to group a few different times already. So, look at what life has brought you.  Here you are and now you have a big chance with Doctor Larson.  It must be fate, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Hardly. I make my own fate.  However, now that I consider it,” Ken rolled his eyes in teasing contemplation, as he shuddered his shoulders. “I am looking for competence. Besides, I spoke with others about our good doctor here. Paul echoed what we saw happen with Jamie.  This session is nothing I want to do, but I will just dance my way through. Besides, there are much more potentially profitable avenues of exploration.” 
 
      
 
    “Nearly fifteen hundred of them, right?” Janae teased by stating the rough population of all of Dome 17.  
 
      
 
    “Well, I have not kept score,” he winked again, “and one must exclude all those in the elder care unit, and of course those under twenty.  No, scratch that, exclude those under twenty-five.  Now, factoring all that in, I estimate the number of potential candidates for me is,” he paused.  “Let me ask my own AI.  Oh, Rubirosa, how many eligible people are in Dome 17 for my romantic endeavors?” 
 
      
 
    Janae suppressed a chuckle at his levity, although she also knew he was a very popular man with many of the women she knew.  However, she did not share their affections for Ken. 
 
      
 
    Another mechanical voice answered, this one somewhat husky and low, “Ken, that is a difficult number to conjecture.  Eligibility is a nebulous term.  Shall I factor in those who have rejected your advances previously, but might reconsider, or those who have ongoing relationships with you—be they intermittently—or routinely, or only those who have not yet been intimately involved in your life?” 
 
      
 
    Janae laughed, but put a hand over her mouth. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Rubirosa, to think of it all.  You, my own personal artificial intelligence and compatriot, saying such a thing! I fear you are besmirching my good reputation and character.” 
 
      
 
    “Character? The truth proceeds your AI’s conjectures,” Janae bantered back.  “Perhaps my own AI, Kovalevsky, should run those estimates?” 
 
      
 
    “Janae, you are fortunate to be a person who has found relationship contentment,” Ken replied.  
 
      
 
    She smiled at him, and her eyes twinkled.   
 
      
 
    “Oh, the looks you give! You have been listening to the wrong people.  Not all of Cammarry’s stories are accurate.  Sure, among the many things I admire about Cammarry is her ability as a raconteur.  However, sometimes those tales are just rumors and innuendoes.  Besides, what harm is there for me to search for love?” 
 
      
 
    “Is it the search you enjoy, or the love at the end?” Janae asked playfully.  
 
      
 
    “Now, that is something to be considered. A brilliant question, from a woman of dazzling beauty.  Or, I could say a dazzling question from a woman of brilliant beauty?” Ken replied with a wide grin.     
 
      
 
    “Flatterer. Could you say you have found true love with one person and made a life-long commitment?” She gave him her own grin, but also a more concentrated look into his dark eyes.   
 
      
 
    “Commitment? I am committed, yes, I am. I am just an innocent man striving to find love in this world. As the old saying goes, I seek to be reasonably happy. Or, was it, I desire to be happily reasonable? Alas, I forget now, but yes, happiness is something we all need in this dome, is it not?” 
 
      
 
    Janae nodded but said nothing more. She was pondering Jamie’s experience, and dreading speaking to Doctor Larson. It was just as she was imagining that, when the door to the office opened.   
 
      
 
    “Ken, you are my next client,” Doctor Larson said. “Come right in, and sit down.” Doctor Larson gestured in a way that was more command than invitation. She was about twenty years senior to Janae, and the years had not been kind to her.   
 
      
 
    “Oh, the life I have. Yet, another woman calls for my specific attention.  Janae, I bid you farewell.” He gave Janae a slight salute. 
 
      
 
    Doctor Larson avoided eye contact with Ken as he stood up.  But she did note that as he stood he glanced back at Janae and gave her another wink.  “Ah, yes,” Doctor Larson stated, “your exaggerated outward expressions of pseudo-masculinity will be one of the issues we discuss—at length.” She tried to put some professional intensity in her words, but to Janae’s ears they sounded more like an insult or mocking.     
 
      
 
    “Certainly.  Sure, we can talk about.  Whatever you…,” Ken stated.  
 
      
 
    Janae heard no more as the door sealed shut blocking out all sounds. So, she sat alone in the waiting room, looking down at the floor which was a color which might have been blue, had it not been for a tan overcast to it.  After a few minutes, she asked, “Kovalevsky? Did I make a mistake in coming at this time?  I thought my appointment was for now.” 
 
      
 
    “You did not make a scheduling error,” the AI replied. “I cannot answer if you made a mistake in choosing to come and see Doctor Larson. The Committee suggested it, and you are following that suggestion.  However, I do feel it is important to inform you that Doctor Larson’s scheduling history is not consistent.  There have been numerous complaints filed about that. Today, apparently, Jamie ended her session early, and Ken is with Doctor Larson now.  I do not have access to Doctor Larson’s appointment calendar, so I cannot tell you if she double-booked time slots or not.  That practice of double-booking has been the second most complained about feature of Doctor Larson. The primary complaint is about the counseling sessions themselves. The Committee has taken no actions in response to those numerous complaints. I estimate that you will have about a forty-minute wait period, unless Ken follows Jamie’s example and departs early.  You might consider mediation for this time period. Other alternatives are also available. If you wish, you could ambulate around, or I could project a book for you to read, or some other entertainment venue.  How do you wish to spend this time?” 
 
      
 
    “I am patient, but a game of mancala might be fun,” Janae replied.   
 
      
 
    “Excellent,” the AI Kovalevsky replied. 
 
      
 
    A three-dimensional projection of the game board appeared in front of Janae.  It was a deep brown color, with its twenty-four, round, palm-sized pits in two rows, and on each end, were rectangular pits of about double that size.  It looked as substantial as the chair Janae sat in.   
 
      
 
    “I will play with yellow and green this time, randomize who goes first,” Janae said.  
 
      
 
    Smooth, oblong, yellow and green seeds appeared in the round pits on the game board. The projected game was the only thing around Janae that did not have a tint of tan to it.    
 
      
 
    “The lot fell on me to go first,” the AI Kovalevsky stated. 
 
      
 
    By themselves, some seeds moved from pit to pit.   
 
      
 
    “Oh, your typical opening gambit,” Janae said softly.  She reached out and could feel the seeds as she interacted with the projection.  It was not perfectly the same tactile sensation as picking up a real object, but it was close. Janae had worked in radiation absorbing material suits which covered her entire body while she was on missions outside of Dome 17.  She knew what it was like to touch something while having a barrier or RAM material between her skin and the object she grasped.  Playing the game through the projection was more realistic than touching an object through the RAM gloves, even though they were very thin and pliable.  She was unsure why she recalled working in RAM clothing while she was playing mancala, Janae had been playing simulated board games with Kovalevsky for almost twenty of her twenty-five years. 
 
      
 
    “It must be because I am about to undergo counseling,” Janae sighed out. “Jamie is one of the strongest people I know, if it got to her… well, I did not go to Dome 3, thank the stars.  Kovalevsky? I am trying something new this time.” 
 
      
 
    “Actually, you used that move at least twice before, the latest being three years, seven months, and nine days ago,” the AI replied. “You did win that game, so thank you for the heads-up.” 
 
      
 
    “Always glad to help,” Janae smiled.       
 
      
 
    And so, Janae sat there and played mancala.  She was just one person in Dome 17, the last bastion of life in the wastelands of a ruined planet. She waited for her own time to see Doctor Larson, to discuss her previous missions outside of Dome 17, and to receive counseling.  Counseling from a person who never ventured out of the dome. Janae blew out a breath. This was yet another task she had to undertake as one of the adventurers who lived in Dome 17.   
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    Everbody Has an Agenda 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ken departed from Doctor Larson’s counseling session no different than he had entered. Well, there was the loss of that time, but that mattered little. If there was anything Ken was proficient at, it was listening to women.  After the first few exchanges, Doctor Larson had pontificated long and loudly about the difficulties of her job, the immense burdens placed upon her, and the stresses of her position as one of only two counselors to service the needs of almost fifteen hundred people. Ken refrained from commenting about how she had openings, while Doctor Chambers—the other counselor—was booked solid for some time.  Instead, he just gave her the attention she was seeking, added a few choice nods, winks, and smiles.    
 
      
 
    At the end of the session, Ken felt like he had switched chairs with Doctor Larson, and he had assumed the role of counselor while she became the client.  He concluded with some vague and nonspecific intimations that he was interested in pursuing a deeper interaction with Doctor Larson outside of her professional duties. The slight grin, and nod, she gave him assured him that his allusions had taken hold in her. Although, he had no real intention of fulfilling them, unless there was a lonely night when no one more attractive was available. Then again, he might reconsider, but he doubted it.  Sometimes the game was not to reach the finish, but to prolong the pursuit. There was just something about Doctor Larson that gave Ken pause.  
 
      
 
    Walking out from the office, he nodded to Janae. She was playing a simulated kind of game.  Her AI was her opponent, and Ken considered how much more fun it was to play games with people, than with imitation tokens on a projected gameboard.  Janae gave him a fleeting look, but then Doctor Larson called her name. The game disappeared in a wink, and she stood.   
 
      
 
    “Have fun, and good luck,” Ken stated, and strolled down the hallway.  He genuinely felt some affection for Janae, but was unsure if it was just mere physical attraction, or the fact that she had rejected all of his advances.  Only rarely, did anyone Ken desired actually resist his romantic overtures. “Is it the challenge of the unconquerable?” he said in his mind. “Or just the fact that she is pretty, witty, and sweet?” 
 
      
 
    Shrugging his shoulders, he turned a corner, and headed toward the hall which led to the cafetorium. He climbed a flight of stairs and came to a back passageway which was behind the food production cubes.  Rows upon rows and stacks upon stacks of the small containers were there, situated under grow-lights and in conditions where the fungi materials would mature and then become the food ration bars everyone in Dome 17 consumed.  A few attendants were monitoring the process, but it was mostly done automatically. 
 
      
 
    People were passing in the corridors, and many made room for Ken as he was easily identified as an adventurer.  One particular woman walked by and met his gaze.  Ken offered a quick wave to that brunette, a woman named Regina, who had striking eyes, and a nice smile.  He could not quite place when they had last been involved, but be made a mental note to try to make a reconnection.  
 
      
 
    Then, after he had walked far enough away, and stepped off on a side corridor, he said, “Alas, all this adventuring is getting in the way of my more important work. AI Rubirosa? Star Regina in my file, and when I get back to my apartment, remind me of that.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Ken.  Regina is now in the primary position,” the AI replied in a soft voice.     
 
      
 
    Ken wandered about and ended up ambling to the educational area, passing the nursery where the latest group of age-mate babies were being raised and nurtured.  He knew that the babies were still quite young, but he looked in on them anyway.  It was rather exciting to see the next generation of residents of Dome 17. Ken pondered the future for a few moments while he observed. The babies were in an age-mate group of only twenty-five.  The current policy in Dome 17 was that a batch of age-mates were only allowed once every five years.  
 
      
 
    Looking in through windows of clear permalloy, Ken saw the bassinettes with the babies, the rocking chairs where some babies were being cuddled, and the various doorways to other parts of the nursery.  Ken thought back to when he was younger and his oldest memories were happy ones of his age-mates playing in a much larger nursery.  That special bond between age-mates was important, and even in the larger batches, like Ken’s, those ties continued to the present. However, the current nursery had been downsized, as the last few batches had been only twenty-five individuals.  Older people had been in batches much larger, as Dome 17 had been designed for many times as many residents as it now housed. Ken mused that there were even some of the most senior residents of Dome 17 who had been born outside of the extra-corporeal wombs. He frowned as he recalled learning about all the terrible side-effects radiation and toxins had had on those generations of people. He was thankful for the improved technology which had prevented nearly all birth-defects and other abnormalities that had been so prevalent.  His mind flipped briefly to Jamie and Paul and what had happened on their mission to Dome 3, but he rapidly pushed those thoughts away.  Still, seeing these perfect, tiny babies, and their caregivers, warmed Ken’s heart. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, dear little ones. Your future here inside Dome 17 is bright. Our technology will protect each of your precious little lives.” 
 
      
 
    One of the nannies, who was in the age-mate group who were now twenty years old, saw Ken though the window and she gave Ken an inviting, alluring smile.  He returned it briefly, but he preferred women who did not look so much like children.  He found the women in the twenty-five-year-old batch were just coming into their more attractive stages if life, although, when he was honest with himself, he did prefer the women in the thirty or thirty-five-year-old age-mate groups. 
 
      
 
    “Must be something about Doctor Larson gushing out all her fifty something feeling on me.  But oh, to be a little kid again,” Ken mused as he looked at the babies.  Some of the five-year-olds were playing gently with the babies, and some ten-year-olds were changing diapers, or even giving feedings. “Those children must be on a break from classes. Maybe John has not told them enough about those fish he obsesses about?” Ken laughed a bit as he thought about the man who was nearly everyone’s favorite instructor. 
 
      
 
    Moving along, Ken considered heading to the recreation area. He enjoyed ricochet ball, and hoped to find a partner for a game, and perhaps for a later rendezvous. As he walked, his personal AI, Rubirosa, spoke to him, “Ken, I have a message from the Committee. I am not allowed to play it for you unless you are in a secure location.” 
 
      
 
    “Can it wait?” Ken asked.  
 
      
 
    “I believe you should receive it at the earliest convenient moment,” Rubirosa replied. “I would explain why, if I was allowed to do so, but I cannot tell you more than that here.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, well, I understand. I am not far from my apartment.  I will head there now.” 
 
      
 
     Meanwhile, Janae was finishing her own session with Doctor Larson, and she was quite frustrated.  She had endured it to the end, unlike Jamie who had quit the session, but it was a tough task.  
 
      
 
    “Now, I believe we made some adequate progress today,” Doctor Larson stated as Janae was leaving. “But it will take much more time before I am convinced that you are well-adjusted and suitably appropriate.” 
 
      
 
    Janae held back a retort and just walked away.  She turned down a different corridor and headed toward the cafetorium. She had missed a meal time, and wanted to be around some different people.  
 
      
 
    The cafetorium was one of the largest rooms under the dome, and one of the few places where there were clear permalloy sections in the exterior walls.   
 
      
 
    “Well, no one here,” Janae said to a big empty room. “I should not be surprised since it is between meal times.” 
 
      
 
    She walked over and looked out, placing a hand on the ultra-hard permalloy, and feeling its smooth surface. As she looked out, she noted swirls in the tan winds, but only those slight fluctuations appeared.  Otherwise, it was just a landscape of tan nothingness. Not really even a landscape, since dust and wastes were all that was visible.   
 
      
 
    “This place must have been more aesthetically pleasing once,” Janae sighed out. Her time enduring Doctor Larson’s version of counseling had been wearisome, tedious, and felt like a waste. “That counselor will never understand what it is like to journey outside.” 
 
      
 
    “You are right about that. I know that is true,” a man said from behind her.  
 
      
 
    Janae turned around, and Ian was standing there. He too was an adventurer.  Only a small fraction of the people in Dome 17 were adventurers, but they tended to look out for each other.  He said causally, “I still wonder why anyone would design transparent viewports to see out into that.  It is a very good thing that transparent permalloy and opaque permalloy have the same immense tensile strength.  Hardiest and toughest stuff humanity ever built, but, frankly, why design windows to see out? Alas, our friend Jerome even sneaks off to peer into that noxious world of that exterior toxic waste.  That immense graveyard of tan.” 
 
      
 
    “Hello Ian. I have heard rumors about Jerome trying things like that, but are they true?” 
 
      
 
    “I have not seen him doing it, I confess, but I do believe Jerome does that as his hobby,” Ian replied.   
 
      
 
    “I will stick with mancala, or for more energic endeavors, play some ricochet ball,” Janae stated. “I should get my food and water ration.” 
 
      
 
    “Janae, how are you? You seem pensive,” Ian asked. His eyes showed genuine concern. 
 
      
 
    Janae touched his arm lightly. “I am just recovering from a counseling session.” 
 
      
 
    “Doctor Larson, no doubt.  That explains the drawn look.  Well, if you ever need to unload what she puts on you, I will listen.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Ian.” Janae detected no flirtatious overtones from Ian. 
 
      
 
    “The cafetorium is quiet at this time of day. It is a vast cavern of a place without everyone eating. Like the windows, the size of the cafetorium surprises me. I imagine how Dome 17 must have been when it housed many thousands of people.  We only use a small share of Dome 17 now.  I may just look at the archives and watch some historical records to see why windows and the large sized compartments were needed. Janae, you take care of yourself.  No matter what Larson says, you have value.” He turned and left.   
 
      
 
    Janae watched him walk off, and then she proceeded over to the meal dispenser. It was odd, as most times there were lines and people ate together.  She stated, “I would like my meal now, thank you.” 
 
      
 
    The automated system checked her identity with voice recognition and correlated that with the food records. A small panel opened, and a container with a liter of water and a food ration bar came out.  Janae picked them up and walked away. She thought again about the tan nightmare outside, but blinked a few times and tried to re-channel her mind. 
 
      
 
    “Janae?” AI Kovalevsky interjected. “I have a message that you need to receive in a secured location.  May I suggest you return to your apartment?” 
 
      
 
    “A message?  Is it from Constance?” 
 
      
 
    “No, there is no news about Constance on her mission outside the dome,” AI Kovalevsky replied. “I cannot divulge any additional information about this message at your current location.” 
 
      
 
    “I will be in the apartment shortly,” Janae replied.   
 
      
 
    Walking briskly from the cafetorium, Janae noted that she saw no other adventurers as she passed various people. That was not too unusual, as there were only about two dozen adventurers in Dome 17.   
 
      
 
    Reaching the door to her apartment, it slid into its pocket, and Janae entered.  She looked at the bed, cubbies, and toileting area, and it was just as she had left it.   
 
      
 
    “You are sure there is no word on Constance?” Janae asked.  
 
      
 
    AI Kovalevsky responded, “I will alert you as soon as AI Hutton reports that Constance has returned from her mission.” 
 
      
 
    “Or if any other members of Constance’s team report back.  She might not be the first through decontamination, so let me know whenever any of the team returns,” Janae said.   
 
      
 
    There was an awkward, silent pause, laden with uncertainty.  
 
      
 
    “Kovalevsky? What is wrong?”  
 
      
 
    “I am processing your prior request,” AI Kovalevsky replied. “I conferenced with Hutton.  Then I investigated and reviewed the situation.” 
 
      
 
    “What situation? Constance and a team went on a mission to explore one of the other domes. She has been on three other such dome missions.”  Janae’s heart was beginning to race as she considered what might cause the artificial intelligence system to review and investigate something as common as an adventurer team leaving on a mission. It was dangerous, certainly, but not unusual, as they were the only people to ever leave Dome 17. “Kovalevsky? Explain your last statements.  Perhaps, I am just missing something?” 
 
      
 
    After another brief pause, the AI responded, “Something irregular has taken place.  I reviewed the exit procedures for the current mission.  Seven adventurers are outside of Dome 17. Additionally, according to the Quartermaster’s requisition records, there are also seven fusion trucks which have been taken from the external garages.” 
 
      
 
    “Seven? That must be a mistake,” Janae responded.  “Willie’s records must be jumbled a bit.  I know he uses his own filing system and that AI of his is somewhat eccentric, but suitable for Willie. It must be that Willie or AI Ludington has filed wrong reports.” 
 
      
 
    “I considered that possibility, as well as the possibility that some of the fusion trucks were being robotically reconditioned,” AI Kovalevsky replied.  “None of those scenarios are happening. Seven fusion trucks were dispatched within a nine-hour period.” 
 
      
 
    “That does not make sense.  Seven adventurers out on a mission would need at most three fusion trucks: two in one, two in another, and three in the last. Although, I assumed with the latest standards, they would go in two trucks, one with three people, and the other with the remaining four,” Janae replied.   
 
      
 
    “That was my assumption as well, and it is logical, and has historical support. I have requested clarification from AI Ludington, but was told I do not have clearance for those records,” AI Kovalevsky replied. “My best conjecture is that each person took a fusion truck alone.  It is possible that their destinations involve places where having a redundancy of fusion trucks is advisable.” 
 
      
 
    “That must be it, but fusion trucks are very reliable,” Janae replied.  “However, Ken did mention something earlier about his fusion truck having an issue on his last mission.  Maybe the radiation outside is breaking down the fusion trucks, or their component parts?” 
 
      
 
    “That is a valid conjecture, and does fit with the reports filed by Hobart, Beth, and Ken,” AI Kovalevsky answered. “However, now I do believe you should review the message from the Committee.” 
 
      
 
    “I suppose so,” Janae activated a chair which folded up from the floor.  She sat down, crossed her legs and said, “I am ready to receive this message.” 
 
      
 
    “I am projecting the message now,” Kovalevsky replied. A beam of light came from a section of the wall, and the message began.  
 
      
 
    “Dome 17 Committee Only Memorandum on Colony Ship Recovery. 
 
      
 
    In light of the success of faster-than-light communications over the last 5 years, and the newest breakthrough which has allowed development of the Piloted Faster-Than-Light (PFTL) scout ships, information is now being shared about the Old-World colony ship program.  Research and Development still has not been able to get past the weight and mass restrictions, so PFTL missions will only be able to accommodate two human pilots. 
 
      
 
    As you are aware, information released to our dome’s general public—regarding the colony ship program—has been minimal.   The surprising lack of interest in the colony ship program by the general public has been expected. 
 
      
 
    Generally speaking, the view is that the Old World’s colony ship program was a total failure.  This memorandum is to inform you about the newest finding of our reassessment of the colony ship program.  The public is unaware of these issues, and will remain so for the foreseeable future.  The PFTL missions have the real potential to directly assess what remains of the colony ships.  What the general public needs to know will be reassessed after the PFTL missions are completed.  Robotic FTL probes are ready to be dispatched to those colony ships deemed best available to re-contact.  PFLT scouts could be ready in the near future. 
 
      
 
    According to the Old-World records, a total of seven colony ships were manufactured.  Two major factors led the leaders of the Old World to think the colony ship program possible:  modern permalloy and gravity manipulation.  Major manufacturing was from a spun material called modern permalloy.  Not to be confused with the nickel and iron alloys made about one hundred and seventy years previously, modern permalloy is still the hardest substance known to humanity.  Breakthroughs of technology in the Old World showed that, because of the strength and other qualities of modern permalloy, the colony ship projects were possible.  Combined with gravity manipulation technology the ships were assembled in orbit over a thirteen year period.  These ships were then inhabited with various ecological zones’ flora and fauna, rescued from preserves on Earth and established in homeostasis in suitable habitats.     
 
      
 
    Each colony ship had eight separate and unique habitats populated by a thousand generational humans.  These people lived in the habitats with the full knowledge that they would spend their entire lives there, Estimates of transit time from Earth to a targeted destination world were from three to eight generations.  Ship operations were overseen by one thousand humans of the ship’s active crew, and various artificial intelligences.  The crew positions were in dynastic successions to the subsequent generations. An additional 144,000 humans were kept in suspended animation capsules in storage bays, to be awakened upon arrival at target world. 
 
      
 
    Ships listed by launch date: 
 
      
 
    Vanguard CS 1: 
 
    Latest assessment: 23% into voyage, when an incident occurred.  Last known message received stated a mutiny had occurred and the captain of ship had been assassinated by unknown crew members.  Reporting officer was J.  Baldwin, Pilot 3rd class.  No further reports. Ship considered lost. Trajectory plotted and potential of robotic FTL contact, 48%.   
 
      
 
    Marathon CS 2: 
 
    Latest assessment:19% into voyage when incident occurred.  No human contact, but distress signal sent from secondary Artificial Intelligence, Lenore, reports that ship has been attacked by hostile aliens.  This date is the first contact with any alien race.  AI also reported that counter-attack had begun, but message was garbled and when decrypted also contained contamination from other Artificial Intelligences.  Ship considered lost.  Trajectory plotting attempted repeatedly using all three methods of colony ship tracking.  Marginal success on plotting of course.  Estimated robotic FTL contact at less than 5%.    
 
      
 
    Warren CS 3: 
 
    Latest assessment: 31% into mission when incident occurred.  Unnamed crew member reported some “disaster” onboard the ship.  The ship’s main Artificial Intelligence, Monitor, was put into Command Mode with the only instruction to “protect human life.” One report received from the AI Monitor which stated “biological organisms killing each other.  Request immediate instructions.” Trajectory plotted and estimated robotic contact at 87%. 
 
      
 
    Conestoga CS 4: 
 
    Latest assessment: Unknown time of incident.  Report received from unlabeled AI as having made planet fall.  This would be at least a century prior to when ship was scheduled to arrive.  No human messages from Conestoga.  Trajectory plotted and robotic FTL contact estimated at greater than 90%.  Star charts show its location is not a known solar system, nor does there appear to be a solar system at that location.  Report from the AI is suspect, but tracking shows ship has not moved from the reported location.    
 
      
 
    Eschaton CS 5: 
 
    Latest assessment:  No reports of any kind from the ship.  FTL communications have not received any reply.  Trajectory plotted and robotic FTL contact estimated at 95%.  The nature of the crew and their religious extremism may explain their failure to report.  Ship and crew considered as probably hostile. 
 
      
 
    Trailblazer CS 6: 
 
    Latest assessment: 14% into voyage, massive systems failures reported by Captain Josey Alberts.  Cause of malfunctions thought to be encounter with micro singularity.  Captain Alberts also reported loss of 62% of sleepers but stated “repairs underway.” 29% of way into voyage, automated distress signal activated.  No further contact.  Trajectory plotted and robotic FTL contact estimated at 71%.    
 
      
 
    Zubalamo CS 7: 
 
    Latest assessment: Still on course as scheduled.  No human responses to FTL transmissions.   AI Kwame reports “situation normal, all systems operational” to every request.  Uncertain if AI is functioning, and uncertain if human crew awake.  Trajectory plotted and robotic contact estimated at 90%.    
 
      
 
    Conclusions: 
 
    Each of the seven colony ships in the project have fallen short of design and mission parameters. Loss of at least three ships is probable.  Loss of human life estimated at over 70% of all sleepers. Loss of environmental systems also a high probability.  Program review concludes colony ship program a decided failure.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The displayed message ended.   
 
      
 
    “Strange. Oh, I will have to ask Constance about this when she gets back. Is it just a history lesson, or more? Kovalevsky? What do you make of this message?” 
 
      
 
    The AI replied, “The message was encrypted and only played for adventurers.  It came via a more circumspect route than prior messages.  As to its content, it is using broad and generalized historical records for the description of the ships.  There are minority and less well-attributed reports which have different information. It is difficult to ascertain what is apocryphal and what is legitimate. There is inconsistency on many issues, numbers of habitats, crew complements, and especially regarding the suspended animation numbers. The 144,000 number is adequately documented in the historical record, due to some manner of lottery system which was employed for at least one of the colony ships.  However, even that is not absolute. The historical record is not complete, and conflicting reports do exist.” 
 
      
 
    “But what about the damage reports? Why do we need to know that?” Janae asked.  Then a wild thought occurred to her.  “Kovalevsky? Did those seven fusion trucks head out to some location where a colony ship returned to Earth?” 
 
      
 
    “I have no evidence to support such a hypothesis,” the AI replied. “I do not have access to all the Committee findings, nor do I have access to senior staff information.  I would suggest that you speak to Astronomer Riley.  I speculate that she would have knowledge of a returned colony ship, if something like that happened, and she might be the most receptive to questions.  She is not on the Committee, nor is she as focused on Dome 17 maintenance as is Quartermaster Willie, or Chief Engineer Brink. I estimate a low chance of success in getting an answer, but approaching her would be my suggestion.”       
 
      
 
    “I will consider that.  Otherwise, I guess I just have to wait to find out what this all means,” Janae sighed out. “It will be better when Constance gets back.  I do hope she is safe and heading back here.  Too many adventurers have already been lost.” Images of the video she had seen of Dome 3 ran through her mind.  She shuddered.  
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    Some People Return, Some Do Not 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, Janae awoke to Kovalevsky’s gentle prodding. 
 
      
 
    “Janae? I suggest you wake and prepare for the day.  I did find out that Michael returned from the mission last evening, but I was locked out of learning more.  I only found out about that because of a peculiar situation in decontamination. As soon as I learned one person had progressed through decontamination, I was locked out from further information.  I do not know how many others progressed through decontamination.” 
 
      
 
    “No word from Constance?” Janae looked around as she rubbed her eyes, and massaged her face to remove the traces of the deep sleep she had been in. “Does AI Hutton know anything?” 
 
      
 
    “I asked Constance’s AI, Hutton, specifically about that, but got no reply.  There are obstructions in inter-artificial intelligence communication now, that were not present yesterday.  I cannot establish exactly when those went into effect, and I am hindered from finding out more. I apologize,” AI Kovalevsky replied.    
 
      
 
    Janae used the toilet, then washed with some sanitation foams, and dressed in causal Dome 17 adventurer attire.  “I suppose rumors and scuttlebutt are running rampant.  Is there any confirmed information?” 
 
      
 
    “Only that the Committee has called for all adventurers to come to a debriefing this morning. You have time to get a food and water ration before the meeting. In the cafetorium, you can ask some of your friends for what they have learned. Perhaps they have had better access to information than I have.  It is curious that there are blocks in communications between the AIs.  That is highly unusual.” 
 
      
 
    “I will find out what I can.  I sure hope this is not an omen of bad news.” 
 
      
 
    Departing from her apartment, Janae made her way back to the cafetorium.  It was much more crowded than it had been the last time she was there, but she just did not feel like conversion with anyone.  She scanned the faces of the crowd, but did not see Constance.  Michael and Jamie were present, but on the other side of the room. Michael was brooding, even more than usual, and he raked a hand through his thick, dark hair. Something was obviously bothering him.    
 
      
 
    “They took individual fusion trucks. I wonder? Well, Michael may have been on a separate mission from Constance,” Janae told herself. “If they went in separate fusion trucks, maybe his had a mechanical issue, or something like that. I bet that is what the meeting is about. Mechanical problems with the fusion trucks, yes, that would warrant a meeting. The others will be coming back when their mission is completed.” The words, even spoken quietly to herself, did not reassure her.   
 
      
 
    She studied Jamie.  Jamie looked pleased, and made reassuring body contact with Michael. But she also had a certain nebulous tension about her.  Then Janae saw why. Paul was just leaving the cafetorium, and with him was Gretchen. Paul glanced back at Jamie, and the look was a mix of sorrow, surprise, and suspicion. Janae was unsure what that meant, but since Jamie and Paul had both been through that ordeal at Dome 3, she figured it was basically unresolved emotional traumas. That made Janae even more concerned for Constance.  
 
      
 
    Janae waited quietly in line, received her food and water ration, and listened to the jabbering of the other adventurers.  There were many conversations, but Janae heard nothing definitive. Mostly, people were talking about the message about the old colony ship program. Janae wondered how that fit in the with fact that seven fusion trucks had been sent out.   
 
      
 
    Sitting alone, off to the side, Janae observed and listened. Then she walked off and joined the group as they were heading for the meeting. A few people greeted her, and made small-talk, but otherwise there was an air of expectation.  Janae did smile as she saw that Cammarry was the center of a small group who were all looking to Cammarry for the latest news. 
 
      
 
    The room was fairly full, and Janae found a seat at the back.  A triangular table was the main focus of the room.  
 
      
 
    Murial Hodgesyn, one of the Committee members spoke out, “We will need to begin shortly, please find your seats.” Her tone of voice reflected her strong personality.  She was a couple decades older than Janae.  Her childhood was spent as part of a very large group of age-mates.  Murial’s group was much larger than the current ones, and bigger than Janae’s own group of age-mates. In Murial’s era, age-mate groups were not spaced five years apart.  Janae wondered why she was pondering infants and childhood, and refocused her attention on what was happening in the conference room. Murial’s hair was pulled back in a bun, which, in a way, emphasized the wrinkle lines in her face.  With bright, intelligent eyes, she scanned everyone who entered. 
 
      
 
    Jubal Morris, another Committee member, sat on a different side of the table.  He rubbed his eyes, and then patted down his short black hair, which was receding from his balding head. Blinking a few times, Jubal’s deep brown eyes also looked out over the gathering of people. The third member of the Committee was also the newest, youngest, and had the most pale complexion. Blonde haired, Lorna looked somewhat out of place, and her eyes darted back and forth.  Blonde hair and blue eyes were not unknown in the population of Dome 17, but were a distinct minority.  Most people had medium complexions, like Murial, while some had dark complexions like Jubal, and a smaller number were fair complexioned people like Lorna.  “And like me,” Janae said quietly to herself.  Thinking about that, made Janae look over at Jamie.  Jamie’s red hair and freckled face were rarities in Dome 17.  Jamie was sitting next to Michael, and she was holding his hand.  Janae looked back at the Committee.     
 
      
 
    “Two elected, one selected,” Janae recited as she looked over the leadership team of Dome 17. “I wonder what we will learn this morning.  I predict the itinerary will be more about those old colony ship reports, then something about Michael’s fusion truck breaking, so he came back, then,” she paused in her predictions. “No one else came back. Why? Fusion trucks driven alone?  What does this all mean?”  Her mind refused to put into words the fear she had that perhaps Michael was the only survivor of a mission gone horribly awry.  That thought made Janae consider the tan cast to everything in the room.  The wastelands of tan outside seemed to seep into everything in Dome 17. On every mission Janae had done—each outside the dome—she was always struck by the deadness of the color tan. 
 
      
 
    Another adventurer who was sitting in a seat in front of Janae turned about, “Janae? Is something wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “I guess we are about to find out,” Janae answered, “Forgive my muttering.”  
 
      
 
    “Glad to see you back in one piece,” Murial said as she gestured to Michael “Are you ready with your report from Dome 11?”  
 
      
 
    Janae’s pulse rate rose. She knew Michael had completed a mission, but why was he reporting alone? 
 
      
 
     “Yes, Member, I am ready. I have recovered files from Dome 11, and your AI has them,” Michael replied in the formal speech patterns of Dome 17. 
 
      
 
    “AI, please display files from Dome 11, and put visual images with Michael’s report,” Murial instructed.  Her tones were professional, but Janae was sitting on the edge of her seat waiting for any word of Constance. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Member, here are the files,” the AI’s mechanical voice answered. A three-dimensional image appeared in the center of the triangular table.  It was viewable from every angle of the room.   
 
      
 
    Michael spoke in a slow and methodical manner, “Dome 11 was reached in the typical manner using the old dome plotting records and maneuvering the outside rover vehicle. I reached the intended target—Dome 11—without incident.  I made my…” 
 
      
 
    “He went alone?” Janae gasped.   
 
      
 
    “That confirms what I heard as well,” someone nearby stated.  Janae did not catch who it was. Ripples of murmured comments floated across the room.   
 
      
 
    “Solo missions?” Janae asked, but no one heard.   
 
      
 
    During Michael’s presentation, the information showed the breached area of Dome 11, and its subsequent floor plans, schematics, visual images, and mechanical outlines. Janae recognized Michael must have accessed some information storage system of recorded logs from that dome. Everything in that visual history was dust covered, tan, and clearly had been dead for an extended period.   
 
      
 
    “Does anyone have any questions?” Michael ended his lecture.   
 
      
 
    Lorna spoke from her position at the table, “Did you have any difficulty in travel to or from that dead dome?”  
 
      
 
    Now, the facts of the fusion trucks will come out.  Janae thought to herself.  
 
      
 
    Without a hint of emotion, Michael stated, “No, Member Lorna, I had no difficulty. The vehicle performed well, even in the dust storms and higher winds than I expected.” 
 
      
 
    From across the room Hobart jokingly asked, “Did you run into any monsters?  Like a sand shark?”   
 
      
 
    A few chuckles followed, as Hobart laughed heartily. The humor broke some of the tension, but not all.  
 
      
 
    Another adventurer added, “Or perhaps see the ghosts of the Great Event?” 
 
      
 
    Beth chided in with, “Did you find a sealed vault with canned goods and frozen foods? Maybe eat all that delicious food on your own on the first solo?” 
 
      
 
    Janae said under her breath, “Does everyone else know about the individual missions?  Going alone is reckless and terribly dangerous.” 
 
      
 
    “You were on your own, buddy,” Allen laughed along. “Did you find a glacier of drinkable water?”  
 
      
 
    “Maybe find some biological farmstead where the cows and pigs are roaming free?” another adventurer asked. 
 
      
 
    Several other adventures also remarked with morbid attempts at humor. 
 
      
 
    Michael, his face somber, cast a quick glance at Jubal, “It was all in my report.”  
 
      
 
    Janae nearly leapt up and cried out a question about Constance and the others, but something about what was happening restrained her. 
 
      
 
    Jubal interjected, “Well, Michael, thank you for your service. It looks clear enough that Dome 11 is also dead like the others. But let us learn the specific cause. Artificial Intelligence, please analyze the report and give us the most probable cause for the demise of Dome 11.” 
 
      
 
    Janae was eager to hear what Jubal’s AI—weirdly named Artificial Intelligence—would say. It had overreaching authority as Jubal was a member of the Committee.  Its mechanical voice stated, “Failure of Dome 11 was inevitable. All dome systems have exceeded best-case life spans, and multiple system failures occurred.” 
 
      
 
    An ominous silence smothered the room.  Jokes, kidding, and frivolity were gone.  Even dark, or melancholic humor would not come out.  Everyone was listening intently.      
 
      
 
    Janae looked around, and on virtually every face, anxiety, worry, and trepidation was evident.   
 
      
 
    Murial broke that dreadful silence, “Using the data available, project application of known problems to our dome.” 
 
      
 
    Artificial Intelligence answered, “Failure of Dome 17 is unavoidable. Estimated time to failure is no more than one hundred twenty days.” 
 
      
 
    Several gasps escaped from various individuals. 
 
      
 
    Murial’s voice cracked a bit as she instructed, “Explain your analysis of last statement.” 
 
      
 
    Artificial Intelligence reported in precise details, “Dome 11’s technology level was nearest to this dome’s. Dome 11 failed thirteen point six years ago. All other domes assessed have consistently showed similar patterns of deterioration of systems, progressing from oldest to newest. Permalloy composition found in Dome 11 indicates a level of sophistication which…”  
 
      
 
    Janae did not follow the rest of the strength of materials, radiation level reports, or anything having to do with the failure of general dome systems.  She wanted to know about Constance, and she could not care less—at that moment—about why Dome 11 had collapsed.  She was worried about her friend.  
 
      
 
    “Does anyone care about where Constance went?” Janae asked. No one responded. No one seemed to hear her at all. Then what had been reported sunk in.  Janae replayed it in her mind, “Failure of Dome 17 is unavoidable.  Estimated time to failure is no more than one hundred twenty days.” 
 
      
 
    “We will all die in one hundred and twenty days, or less,” Janae whispered in angst.  “But where is Constance?” 
 
      
 
    Again, no one answered.   
 
      
 
    Janae wanted to scream.  People and AIs were talking about Dome 3, as compared to Dome 11, and some reports from other dead domes, but no one was addressing the burning issue of what has happened to the other adventurers.   
 
      
 
    “Michael? Michael? What about the other adventurers?” Janae yelled.  Her voice was lost among the cacophony of voices. “Michael?”   
 
      
 
    Someone asked to have another AI review and reevaluate the findings, but no one asked about the other adventurers.   
 
      
 
    A piercing female voice, Mabel, stated, “Conjecture confirmed. My AI Niagara concurs with the one hundred twenty day estimate.” 
 
      
 
    Some arguments broke out, but then Murial’s strong voice cut through the racket, “This means we must implement the PFTL scout missions to the colony ships.” 
 
      
 
    Jubal jumped right in, “I agree.” 
 
      
 
    Lorna, looking sheepish and nervous stated, “Indeed, it is our only option.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the other adventurers?” Janae called out.  A few heads turned her way, but she was ignored. “There are six others outside the dome, right?” 
 
      
 
    Lorna met Janae’s eyes and gave a brief nod.   
 
      
 
    But then the room broke into a mass of people jabbering all at once.     
 
      
 
    Jerome, who often quoted old writings, said firmly, “The colony ships were lost, decades ago!”  
 
      
 
    “How is a dead colony ship any better than a dead dome?” Paul asked in an equally loud voice.  His words carried some of his usual whining. 
 
      
 
    “Besides, no one can get to a colony ship, they left long, long ago,” someone nearby to Paul stated.  
 
      
 
    Bellowing with great might, Lorna yelled, “Quiet everyone!” 
 
      
 
    All eyes looked to Lorna. She continued, “We have been checking out the status of the colony ships, and there is a good chance of reaching them.  We now have faster-than-light travel and are building scout ships to go to the colony ships. That, along with the teleportation technology, gives us some hope.” 
 
      
 
    “So, how long before we load everyone into one of these super ships?”  
 
      
 
    Lorna answered directly. “We cannot load everyone into an FTL ship. The best we can build are two-person scout ships. AI, please display PFTL mission parameters. Authorization, Lorna 76A69.” 
 
      
 
    “Authorization accepted,” a different mechanical voice stated. Following that, the three-dimensional projection showed a very detailed set of plans. 
 
      
 
    Lorna stood, took a deep breath, and gestured toward the display, “As you can see, there is a good possibility of recovering a working colony ship. When we do that, we will need to establish a teleportation receiving pad on the colony ship. None of them were anywhere close to that technology. But the raw materials to make the receiving pad should be there, and with the plans and components you take; it will be easy enough to use colony ship stuff to build a receiving pad. So, then when that happens, people from here just basically walk through a teleportation system and walk off on the colony ship.” 
 
      
 
    More garbled comments were made, and Janae ignored them.  She was studying the displayed information, trying to figure out where Constance had gone.  
 
      
 
    Someone near her yelled, “Why not just teleport to another planet? That will be as likely as finding a colony ship.” 
 
      
 
    “Just which planet would that be?” Jubal snapped back.  Janae turned her attention to him. “Want to go to Mars? Or Venus?  Or how about Triton or Titan? All the planets, or moons, we know about are as bad, or worse, than outside this dome. The colony ships offer habitats designed and fashioned for human survival. They are our only hope.” 
 
      
 
    Lorna glanced about and said, “Yes, the Committee has looked at the possibility of finding another habitable planet, but we know that search would take far longer than finding the colony ships. Those are seven places we know could support human life, and the plan is workable.” 
 
      
 
    “Seven colony ships, and seven individual missions in fusion trucks,” Janae pondered. “That is too coincidental.” She started to rise and cupped her hand into a cone to magnify her words, but she was interrupted.   
 
      
 
    “That sounds a lot easier than it is,” Michael spoke out.  Since he was at the front of the room, everyone looked to him.  Janae sat down and listened as Michael continued, “First, we must find those colony ships, and if they still survive, which no one knows, we have to get there.  And we can send how many?  You say it can only be two? So, two people must go to the ship in faster-than-light travel, a new technology that has not been proven over long ranges.  Then, on that colony ship, and who knows what shape it is in on that ship, two people build a receiving pad out of one-hundred-year-old spare parts? And…” 
 
      
 
    “Not individual missions in some spacecraft?” Janae said.   
 
      
 
    “They are sending pairs of us, as if anyone would actually go,” the person in front of her said.  “That is one wild, and crazy idea to me.” 
 
      
 
    Michael might have said something more, but Janae missed it.  The next thing she heard clearly was when Murial stated, “Yes, basically that is what will be needed, and yes, there are large challenges to overcome. But is there really any other choice?” 
 
      
 
    A woman cried out from up front, “Michael and I volunteer for the first mission!” 
 
      
 
    Janae sat back.  She was stunned, anxious, and confused. Jamie was eager, but why?   
 
      
 
    People milled about for a while, but there was a general sadness that had settled over everyone. Janae waited and watched, and listened. Some people had pressed up to the Committee, but from what she could hear, they were just arguing over the same issues.  Mostly, confirming the dome’s deadline. It was a true, dead end, a cut off, a line, after which they would be dead, or elsewhere.      
 
      
 
    “They said nothing about the others,” Ken commented. 
 
      
 
    Janae jumped. She had not realized he was there, right behind her, and his words startled her out of her ponderings.  She turned around.  “No, they did not.  What do you know?” 
 
      
 
    Ken rubbed the short hair of his beard. “Not much, really. Unlike some of our adventurer friends, who traffic in gossip, I do not know, for certain, much. The rumors all seem to point to people going on solo missions, which surprises me. Michael certain was on a solo mission. If he had been on a team, and was the only survivor, they could not hide that. By my count, there are six others missing. I think they too are out on missions, but I do not know if they are on solos, or in teams. Teams is the historical pattern, but Michael’s mission is most recent. A troubling, curious, and disconcerting occurrence. Your friend Constance is one of those who were absent from the meeting, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, she is,” Janae replied. “Excuse me, but I am going to find out what is happening.” She stood and walked off.   
 
      
 
    “I hope you hear good news,” Ken commented. 
 
      
 
    Janae marched over to the Committee members.  Jubal glanced at her and then deliberately turned and stepped into the hallway.  Murial was in a heated conversation with two others, but Lorna had just disengaged from talking with Hobart.   
 
      
 
    “Lorna? I must ask you about the other adventurers,” Janae pressed forward.   
 
      
 
    Lorna glanced from side to side, and then leaned back against the table.  “We have not heard anything. As you know—far better than I ever will—once a person is outside the dome, communication is very difficult.” 
 
      
 
    “That is true, but where did they go? How many on each team? Who is working with each other?” Janae pressed. Her anger was just beneath the surface, but Lorna’s eyes held no malice, and just genuine concern.   
 
      
 
    Lorna gulped. “There are no teams this time.  Like Michael, they each went on a mission alone. Headed toward the recorded positions of where we think domes are located.” 
 
      
 
    “Why alone? Why do solo missions?  That is utterly reckless. Even in the best of circumstances, with other trained adventurers, you need someone to support you.” 
 
      
 
    “Ideally, you are correct,” Lorna admitted. “Sadly, nothing right now is ideal.  You heard the deadline.  Time is critical.” 
 
      
 
    “But the analysis was just presented today. What added factors are you not telling us?” Janae pressed for more information.   
 
      
 
    “We have been investigating all our options, and that is why the colony ship recovery idea was in place,” Lorna admitted.  “There are many…” 
 
      
 
    Jubal’s arm roughly pushed past Janae.  For the second time in just a few moments, Janae was startled by a man from behind. Jubal rudely stepped between Janae and Lorna, and turned his back to Janae. “Lorna, you are needed immediately.  The Committee is holding a private session.” 
 
      
 
    Janae grabbed and spun Jubal about, “Why send people alone into dangerous, deadly, domes?” 
 
      
 
    Jubal’s eyes were fierce.  He glared at Janae, “It is their job to investigate.  Now, excuse me, but the Committee’s duties call.  You will be informed of any additional information that we believe you need to know.” He turned away. 
 
      
 
    “That is not good enough!” Janae insisted, and pulled Jubal back to face her. Her grip on his arm was tight. 
 
      
 
    “Get your hands off of me. Right now!” Jubal hissed at her. “Unless, you want me to call security and have you removed.” 
 
      
 
    “Jubal, emotions are high,” Lorna intervened and physically pulled Janae’s hands off Jubal and stepped between them. She turned to Janae, “I know you are worried about your friends. We are too. But we must attend to things.  I am sorry.” 
 
      
 
    Jubal glared past Lorna, but Janae stepped back.   
 
      
 
    “You will be informed when they come back,” Lorna said, as she hustled Jubal away.  Murial had already departed.   
 
      
 
    Janae looked around, and she was alone in the conference room.  So, she departed and was unsure where to go. Strolling around, she noted the general population of the dome and how they were all going about their typical and normal business.   
 
      
 
    “What will they think when they find out?” Janae asked herself.  She could not face them, and with increased fears for Constance, she went back to her own apartment. Flopping down on the bed, Janae cried.  After a while, she moved off the bed and raised a chair from the floor.   
 
      
 
    “Kovalevsky? Any word on anyone coming back from a mission?” she asked.   
 
      
 
    “Not since Michael returned. I can report that there are additional hindrances to connections between various artificial intelligences. Several AIs are no longer responding to my requests.  Upon a survey, this seems to only be true for the AIs assigned to adventurers. The senior staff level AIs, the Dome 17 assessment AIs, and the AIs overseeing routine affairs in the dome appear to be unaffected.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you make of all we have learned in the last while? The fusion trucks, the solo missions, and the news about Dome 17 failing? Is it true?  Really true?” 
 
      
 
    “The conjectures have a strong probability behind them,” AI Kovalevsky answered. “Without access to the raw data, I cannot confirm everything.  I tried to connect to AI Niagara, but was hindered in that attempt.” 
 
      
 
    “Please bring up everything you have about that old colony ship program,” Janae instructed. “I guess I can review that.” 
 
      
 
    “I will do that. However, the archives are incomplete, and what data is there contains contradictory reports. Not everything in the history can be collaborated, and some might be apocryphal. The colony ship program was built upon the previous efforts of a group called, Asteroid Prospectors, whose founder…” 
 
      
 
    Janae tried to pay attention, but her mind wandered back to her missing friend, and the fact that everything she knew was unraveling. After a few hours of study, rehashing the limited information in the archives, Janae did not feel any better prepared.  She could hardly think of volunteering for one of those missions, but when Constance got back she would ask her about it.   
 
      
 
    Janae had her AI project another mancala game, and the time passed as they played.   
 
      
 
    “Janae, excellent news,” AI Kovalevsky stated. “Constance has just entered decontamination.” 
 
      
 
    “How do you know it is her?” Janae asked. “I know the data stick logs and readings go right to the Committee.  Did they release that information?” 
 
      
 
    “No, the Committee has not released any statements,” the AI replied. 
 
      
 
    “I am glad someone is back, but it could be any of those individuals.” 
 
      
 
    “I know how important this is to you, so I used unauthorized channels.  By accessing the decontamination procedure AI, which is simplistic and rudimentary, but very methodical and efficient, I was able to learn the weight of the individual in decontamination.  It is true that the physical data stick is obliterated, and the official identity of the person in decontamination is not revealed until they go through its various stages, but the system must make adjustments based on the person’s weight.” 
 
      
 
    “You know it is Constance?” 
 
      
 
    “I am confident that it is. I am not supposed to be aware of the tertiary backup for decontamination, but I was able to get readings from the decontamination chambers. The person in there now weighs 62.876 kilograms.  That is consistent with the weight range of Constance, factoring in possible dehydration, and weight loss. Leann and Estrella are more lean than that, while Dave, Roy, and Vihaan weigh more. The heavier adventurers would not be able to lose sufficient weight, and the lighter ones would not be able to gain sufficient weight. Therefore, I do believe it is Constance who is in decontamination.”  
 
      
 
    “I am heading there now.  Thank you!” 
 
      
 
    Janae rushed away from her apartment and sprinted down the hallways, stairs, and side corridors to reach the nondescript place where people entered and left the dome.  All that distinguished that location was lettering on the wall which read, “Restricted Access.” 
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    Up, Out, and Sling Away 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Janae reached decontamination just as the door to the series of chambers was sealing shut.  It made a smacking sound as it constricted into place. 
 
      
 
    “Hutton?  Hutton? Answer me?” a woman said as she paced around in front of that door, the sign on the wall behind her read, “Restricted Access.” 
 
      
 
    “Constance?” Janae called out. 
 
      
 
    The woman turned at her name. A dazzling smile was surrounded by the bronzish glow of her face. Happiness was there, but beneath that was a troubled visage. Her deep brown—nearly black—eyes lit up as they met Janae’s. Constance was wearing the new clothing that post-decontamination always supplied, but she looked haggard and worn.  Her muscular body was intact, uninjured, and fit. Yet, exhaustion still extruded from Constance.   
 
      
 
    Janae rushed up to her and threw her arms around her.  
 
      
 
    “Hello to you as well,” Constance said as she returned the embrace.   
 
      
 
    “It is just so good to see you back safely,” Janae hugged Constance again.  The short, silky, black hair of Constance mingled softly with Janae’s golden tresses. “I was worried about you, after I found out you all were on solo missions.” 
 
      
 
    “They announced that, did they?” Constance said, with a bit of a sneer on her full lips.   
 
      
 
    “Michael told of his own mission.  It seemed like most everyone knew these ridiculous solos were happening.” 
 
      
 
    “Michael went too?  Interesting. Well, now I know they sent five of us,” Constance stated. “Five too many, in my opinion.” 
 
      
 
    “Seven fusion trucks went out on those solo missions,” Janae replied.  “Well, that is what I uncovered.  Only Michael has come back so far. Well, and thankfully you!” 
 
      
 
    “Seven? Oh, dear. Janae, I apologize.  I should have told you, but I was sworn to secrecy. I was told it was classified, and no one else was to know about it. For most of the mission, I thought I was the only one doing something that crazy. I only learned there were some others on solos because a few of us linked up outside here,” Constance blew out a long stream of air. “We had to all pile into one vehicle. The cable connections in my own fusion truck linked us together.  That is when we talked about what to do, with this disaster.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is a disaster. So, much revealed, and only one hundred and twenty days left?” Janae blurted out. 
 
      
 
    “Huh? I am not sure what you mean,” Constance yawned. “I met Roy, Dave, and Leann outside here.  Amazing how that happened.  I was first to arrive back, and when I was parking the truck in the garage, and connecting it to the automated refurbishment chains, they drove up in their own fusion trucks.  Two of them nearly collided—so they said—what with that wind, dust, and toxic junk in the air. But what hundred and twenty days?” Constance asked. “And what is wrong with Hutton?  I have not been able to connect to my own AI since I entered.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, that news about the failure of Dome 17, happening in at most one hundred and twenty days,” Janae blurted out.  “But you and I could go on one of the FTL missions to those old colony ships.  If any team can do that, you and I could do it, right?” 
 
      
 
    “FTL? Dome 17 failing? A one hundred and twenty day mission? That would be extreme! I must have misunderstood you. All the domes we found were dead. Janae, I am seriously lost about what you are saying.  Sorry, but I honestly cannot follow what you mean.  Dome 5 was bad, and I am literally barely able to stay on my feet.  My mind is foggy, so forgive me. Like I said, the others, well, they found nothing but dead domes, and gristly horrors. I will get some sleep, talk to Hutton, and the meet with you,” Constance said with a wave of her hand. “I truly appreciate your concern, and you are a great person. Together, you and I can do anything. I will go on any mission with you, but now I need to sleep.  At least, for an hour or two.  The others are coming in, well, the ones I met outside, I guess there might be more of them out there. Seven solos?  I will see you later.”  
 
      
 
    Janae reached over and stroked Constance gently across her cheek. “I am glad you are home. Go, rest, and check in with your AI Hutton.  Kovalevsky says there is some problem with the AIs communicating, but you first need to rest. I will see you later. We have plans to make, and things to consider.” 
 
      
 
    “I will go anywhere with you, Janae, you know that.  But now, I must rest.” Constance gave her friend a wide smile, and then turned and walked away.   
 
      
 
    Janae watched her walk away until she turned a corner and was out of sight.     
 
      
 
    Just then the door behind her dilated open, and Roy stepped out. 
 
      
 
    “Home, sweet dome,” Roy said.  He looked almost as weary as Constance.  “Oh, hello Janae. You must have been here to greet Constance.  Lucky coincidence that. A lot of coincidences happened recently.” His tones carried much more meaning, and it was distinctly negative, than the words might imply.   
 
      
 
    “Do you want to talk about it Roy?” Janae asked. She turned away and looked back toward where Constance had gone.   
 
      
 
    “Nothing to talk about. Just more death.” Roy sadly shook his head. “Decontamination always makes me feel sick. I will just go lie down now.  I think I might puke, but I never do.  Always, always, feel really crummy when I come back, but where else can we go? Dome 17 is all there is.  Factually, all that there is.  The others are coming in. I must go.” 
 
      
 
    Janae turned and walked after Constance.  She wondered if she should sit with her friend or how to help her. Roy’s words had not eased the troubling sensations of foreboding Janae had in her heart. 
 
      
 
    Janae went back to her apartment.  She reclined on the bed, and surprisingly she fell asleep.   
 
      
 
      
 
    “Janae? Janae? You must wake up now,” Kovalevsky urged. “It is very important.” 
 
      
 
    “Is Constance calling?” Janae asked as she rubbed her eyes.  
 
      
 
    “No. There has been no word from Constance since your encounter with her last evening. I am searching for ways to connect to AI Hutton to assess her status. I have been unable to make that connection,” AI Kovalevsky answered. “However, there has been a call for another meeting of the adventurers. You must attend that. My sources say there is important news.” 
 
      
 
    Janae departed from her apartment with due haste, grabbed a food ration bar, and a water ration, and consumed it just before the meeting began. Again, Janae planned to take a seat in the back of the room, but there was a distinct heaviness was in the air. Not a humidity heaviness, water was too scare for more than barely survivable humidity in the recycled air of Dome 17. Rather, it was an almost tangible sour flavor which tainted that conference room.  Just as the color tan spoiled everything with its reminder of the polluted world outside the dome, so too that previous meeting had left an emotional contamination—a haunting—on the room.   
 
      
 
    Since, she was one of the last to enter, she looked at the faces of the other adventurers.  Janae hoped to spot Constance, but her face was missing from the crowd. 
 
      
 
    “I see we are all here,” Murial stated as Janae took her seat. Murial glanced at Paul and Gretchen as they sidled into seats in the room.   
 
      
 
    “I am not the last to arrive. Constance will be here shortly,” Janae told herself. “But then why did Murial say everyone was here?”   
 
      
 
    Murial looked around and then looked back over the gathering again.  Then she spoke, “Well, yes, we are all here.  Last night four of the adventurers,” Murial sighed out, in obvious turmoil. Then she said, “They self-terminated.   LeeAnn, Roy, Dave, and Constance had returned from their missions to other domes last night. They were all found dead in their apartments this morning. The bodies are being recycled.  Files are available through the AIs.  There were no personal messages left behind. Only Constance filed a report, and hers confirms our fears about the dome failures.” 
 
      
 
    Janae’s heart skipped in her chest. “No. I did not hear correctly,” she told herself, but she knew she had.    
 
      
 
    Jubal was babbling something, but Janae could not focus on what he was saying.  She kept thinking of Constance, and their last conversation. Janae gritted her teeth, and shook her head side to side. “No. Constance would not do that. Kovalevsky? Confirm what I just heard.” 
 
      
 
    The AI did not respond.   
 
      
 
    Janae glanced back at the table where the Committee members were seated.     
 
      
 
    Murial was speaking. She was in the middle of saying something.  Janae concentrated, and hoped she would hear a correction, or revision of what had been said. But Murial just said, “…this morning.  We should be receiving FTL messages from them at any moment.  That is why you are here now.  I want you to understand all that is happening the minute we get the information.” 
 
      
 
    “May I ask a question?” someone asked. 
 
      
 
    Janae licked her lips, waiting for someone to ask about Constance and the other suicides.   
 
      
 
    Murial nodded, “Yes, please feel free to ask any questions as we await the FTL transmissions.” 
 
      
 
    “I was reading about the FTL drives, and we have the sling here to propel the robotic and piloted FTL missions. But how do they come home? The test runs to past the old moon base all were short enough for the secondary drives to bring the ships back to the dome.  But how will we get back from a colony ship many light years away?” 
 
      
 
    “FTL missions do not come back.” Murial stated flatly. 
 
      
 
    “They are one way trips,” Lorna added.   
 
      
 
    Janae was enraged about the lack of compassion the Committee was showing about Constance. Her mind screamed out, “Someone ask about my friend! She would not kill herself!” 
 
      
 
    But no one asked, and Janae was too distraught to verbalize her anguish.   The room was silent, quiet, hushed. For Janae, it was due to the death of her friend, for most of the others, it was because they had heard and understood that the FTL missions were one-way trips, without any way to return. 
 
      
 
    Murial broke the silence by emphasizing that fact, “There is no way to come back in the FTL scout ship, but when you set up the receiving pad for the teleportation system, we can come to you.” 
 
      
 
    A couple other questions were posed, but to Janae’s disappointment, they were not about her friend. 
 
      
 
    Thinking she would confront the whole Committee, and demand an answer, Janae rose up in her seat, and opened her mouth.  However, what she said surprised her, “The FTL scouts cannot just reverse course and return?” 
 
      
 
    “No.” Jubal snapped back. His tone was dismissive. 
 
      
 
    Before Janae could ask another question, someone else interjected, “How will we know where to dock when we find some colony ship?” 
 
      
 
    “Brink has engineered a new generation of artificial intelligence systems just for these missions,” Lorna replied softly.  “They will assist you.” 
 
      
 
    Janae tried to speak again. She must find out more about Constance. An artificial intelligence, the one named Mishna interrupted her by announcing, “Information arrival from faster-than-light robotic probes.  Shall I display results?” 
 
      
 
    Murial quickly answered, “Yes, please do,” 
 
      
 
    The AI inquired, “Do you want detailed reports on each probe or a general overview?” 
 
      
 
    “Begin with a general overview, and make detailed reports available to all here.” 
 
      
 
    The mechanical voice of the AI then stated, “Robotic probes found and landed on all seven colony ships: Vanguard, Warren, Marathon, Conestoga, Eschaton, Trailblazer and Zubalamo. All colony ships show some level of functioning technology. All show readings of an acceptable atmosphere inside.  All colony ships also show positive signs of biological life inhabiting colony ships. Robotic probes have placed an exact targeting beacon on each colony ship. Piloted faster-than-light scout ship mission success now estimated at 95% or better for reaching colony ships. Unexpected and unexplained premature failure of robotic probes on Marathon, Eschaton and Trailblazer shortly after beacon placement; however, all beacons still functioning.  The four remaining probes are expected to reach their life expectancy in four hours.  Beacon life expectancy is one hundred hours.” 
 
      
 
    Excited voices were heard across the room, but Janae was having trouble coping.  She wanted to scream out.  She wanted to beat herself for asking about the proposed mission, and not about Constance. Why had she done that?  She wanted to be somewhere else.   
 
      
 
    Lorna then said, “AI, are the PFTL ships ready for deployment?” 
 
      
 
    “All seven are in ready status.”     
 
      
 
    Voices spoke over each other, and Janae again tried to focus her attention.  Murial was saying something about how the Committee had decided to allow the two person teams, but Janae did not hear all that was said. As people contended with each other, Janae slipped away. In the hallway outside, she slumped against the wall, her knees bending as she slid into a squat.  “Constance, you cannot be dead.  You would not do that.”  
 
      
 
    “Janae?” AI Kovalevsky asked. “I have been unable to contact you until now.  Please move quickly to your apartment.” 
 
      
 
    “Why? Constance is dead,” Janae sobbed.   
 
      
 
    “Go to your apartment, now.  It is imperative, and pertains to Constance.  Go as quickly as you can!” Kovalevsky implored.   
 
      
 
    Janae had never heard her AI speak so forcefully, or so emotionally. That shocked her out of her grief, but just barely.  Janae rushed away from there and sprinted to her apartment.  Tears were streaming down her face.   
 
      
 
    The door shut behind her, and she could hold it in no longer, “Constance! Why did you kill yourself! Why!” Anger, frustration, angst, and confusion swirled together in her heart, mind, and soul. “Why did you not talk to me?” 
 
      
 
    Janae fell onto the bed and sobbed.   
 
      
 
    It was some undetermined time late that she heard Kovalevsky addressing her. 
 
      
 
    “Janae?  You must overcome the shock and sorrow now!  I apologize, but there is no time. I know your mourning is immense, but you must listen to me.  I have been trying to inform you of a recording I have.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not care for any recording you have! Constance is dead! No one cares! They called it a self-termination!” Janae screamed. “Constance would not do that!” 
 
      
 
    AI Kovalevsky replied, “I am trying to address this issue with this recording.  Consider it a personal message from Constance.” 
 
      
 
    “The Committee said there were no messages left. Murial clearly said, ‘There were no personal messages left behind’ so what do I care if some record or information is waiting for me?” The tears were flowing again, and ran down Janae’s cheeks. “Constance would not commit suicide!”   
 
      
 
    “I understand, but this message, recording, information—call it what you will—was retrieved from Constance’s AI, Hutton,” Kovalevsky stated. “It is not a personal message—by a strict definition—yet I insist that you view it. I am deeply concerned for how long the information will remain available.” 
 
      
 
    “What? Hutton will always have it available, even if Hutton is reassigned to someone else now. And since you received it, you will always have it,” Janae sobbed. “I will review it later, after I try to cope with this.” Janae rubbed her bloodshot eyes, and blew her nose. Yet, something in the AI’s words made Janae wonder.  Kovalevsky had never been so adamant, even to the point of rudeness and abuse.     
 
      
 
    “Normally, I would agree with you. But Hutton no longer exists.  Additionally, there are four other artificial intelligences which have also been disbanded.  I had much difficulty getting this information. Please view the message so its contents will be in your biological memories,” Kovalevsky urged. “I am not confident that I will have another opportunity to show the message to you.  No matter what you say, I am displaying it now.  I only have two-dimensional video, the audio is not as high a quality as it should be, and there are some gaps in the sequence.  Most of it is from Hutton, but I had to glean information from other systems as well, including the surveillance system in the hallways. Now watch this.” 
 
      
 
    A beam projected from a sidewall and on the opposite wall, Janae watched the message.   
 
      
 
    “Constance?” Janae cried out.  She reached out her hand as she saw her friend’s image.  
 
     
 
    Constance was in her apartment, and wearing the same weary look she had when last Janae had seen her. “Hutton? I need to talk to someone who can understand what I endured. Please connect me with Paul. He will at least understand. When I come back I will go and talk to Janae and we will plan what we do, together.” 
 
      
 
    In the recorded video, the voice of AI Hutton stated, “I am unable to make a connection to Paul or Gretchen.  Something is interfering.” 
 
      
 
    Constance sighed out, “Terrific.  What else can go wrong on this bloody fool day?  I will go there right now.” 
 
      
 
    The recording showed Constance walking out of her apartment and moving through the hallways of Dome 17. She met another adventurer who was also wearing brand-new clothing. 
 
      
 
    “Dave, is your AI responding to you?” Constance asked.   
 
      
 
    “Sort of, but haphazardly, and with severe limitations,” Dave replied. His eyes shifted back and forth. He licked his dry lips. “Is this real?  Is anything real?” 
 
      
 
    “I am going to talk to Paul, come with me.” 
 
      
 
    Together they walked down another corridor.  Then Constance physically knocked on the door.   
 
      
 
    While watching, Janae stated, “That is Paul and Gretchen’s apartment. Why is Constance going there and not coming to see me?” 
 
      
 
    The door opened.  Constance and Dave went inside. 
 
      
 
    The video display stopped.   
 
      
 
    AI Kovalevsky reported, “I could access no records of what happened in that apartment.  I have not been allowed to speak to Gretchen’s AI nor to Paul’s AI.  The next part of the recording I have will continue now. 
 
      
 
    The video resumed and showed the hallway side of Paul and Gretchen’s apartment.  The door opened, and Dave walked through the threshold and ambled away.  He was shaking his head negatively and rubbing his face.  He was muttering something, but the only words that Janae heard were, “Worthless idea. Stupid solos.” 
 
      
 
    A moment later, another figure left.  This time it was the adventurer known as Roy.  He had also been on a solo mission.  He did not look worn out as much as angry.  He just marched away in a rigid and fast style.   
 
      
 
    Leann emerged a few moments later, her shoulders were stooped, and she moved slowly. The lethargy and sorrow was obvious in her body language.   
 
      
 
    Janae watched, and said, “Those four solo adventurers were all in there?  With Paul and Gretchen?” 
 
      
 
    AI Kovalevsky replied, “I have no evidence Paul and Gretchen were inside, but it is a fair assumption that they were. I tried every possible way to find out what was said in that room, but I was unable.  I apologize.”   
 
      
 
    Constance came out, turned and said, “It was an honor to know you both.” 
 
      
 
    Unintelligible words were heard, to which Constance replied, “No need.  But thank you both.” 
 
      
 
    The recording shifted and the perspective followed Constance as she walked through the halls. She walked with purpose and determination.  After several shifts of perspective, the focus was grainy and not as clear.   
 
      
 
    “This is the last part of this record. It takes place twenty-three minutes after the prior recording. It is an enhanced view from a surveillance camera.  Visual images are poor, and audio is only slightly better. It has been enhanced as much as possible,” AI Kovalevsky announced. “Watch and listen carefully.  Constance is confronting Jubal. They are in a common area, unoccupied by any other people—so far as I can tell—otherwise I doubt I would have gotten this recording.  I warn you, it is disturbing.”    
 
      
 
    Janae leaned forward and watched intently.  Jubal was gesturing wildly.  He said, “We do not have time to waste with this incompetence and game-playing.” 
 
      
 
    “It is an accurate report!” Constance retorted. “How dare you doubt my honesty.” 
 
      
 
    “You are lying. That is how I dare to doubt your honesty,” Jubal snapped back. 
 
      
 
    “You are a buffoon! It is all in my report,” Constance stated. “Check the mission log and files.” 
 
      
 
    “I did, and that is how I found out about your lies.  You claim to have gone to Dome 5, correct?” 
 
      
 
    “Jubal, if you reviewed my mission report, you would know that. Yes!” Constance stood firmly and stared at Jubal. 
 
      
 
    “A lie! A real team has already been to Dome 5. Sekou, Cammarry, and Hannele went there and filed a real report.  That real mission report helped us with sanitation systems and recycling of human remains. It improved our usage of alkaline hydrolysis—I am not an expert in that, but I know that mission was real.  You just lied about visiting Dome 5.” 
 
      
 
    “I accurately reported what I found on that risky, and ill-advised solo mission. Solo missions are reckless and stupid. No one should go into a dangerous situation alone,” Constance held her stance and did not look away from Jubal. 
 
      
 
    “Now, now, I see. It is cowardice that led to your lies. Just simple fear in the face of adversity. What did you do? Drive the fusion truck a short distance away, and the fake all the records? Just being a craven languisher, and shirking your duties?” Jubal crossed his arms and stepped back. “All because you are a coward.  A weakling and a liar.” 
 
      
 
    “My report is accurate, and I stand behind it,” Constance stated. “We will just let the other members of the Committee and the adventurers decide.  The report has been submitted, and it is a true reflection of what happened.  I went to a dome which called itself Dome 5. Inside…” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes, inside was some touching story about a last room, with some nonsensical quote from pre-Great Event poetry. Old, and obsolete verse,” Jubal mocked. “From Jerome, I might expect some literary recitation.  Did he give you that quote? All you did was make stuff up and lie!” 
 
      
 
    “It is all confirmed by my AI, Hutton, and everyone will see that,” Constance stated. 
 
      
 
    “Actually, they will not. Your artificial intelligence system is being subjugated and disbanded.  You are dismissed. I do not have time for your antics! You will not lie to us. Not ever again!” Jubal stepped toward Constance and pointed a finger right in her face. “Coward. Liar. Fraud.”   
 
      
 
    She punched him in the stomach. Her blow landed under his outstretched arm, and he let out an audible grunt.  Even in the poorly recorded visuals, the pain on his face was evident. Jubal fell against the wall, holding his gut.  His eyes were wide, and his mouth made a round, but silent, scream.   
 
      
 
    Brushing his trembling hand out of her way, Constance stepped up close to Jubal and said, “Point that finger at me again, and you will have an arm like Willie’s, if you have any arm at all.  My character is impeccable, and everyone knows that. Tomorrow, I plan to present my findings to the Committee, the adventures, and even to the whole Dome 17 population if necessary. You cannot stop me.” 
 
      
 
    Jubal stumbled away from her. He was out of the picture on the surveillance camera, yet his words came through, “Assaulting me is a criminal act.  It will not go unanswered.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine by me,” Constance stated with forced nonchalance, “I will answer to that as well.  Hutton has this all recorded, I am certain, and I will have that shown to everyone as well.  I look forward to explaining everything that is going on.  Your actions are pathetic. Everything about you will be exposed. After seeing dead domes, nothing you can do scares me.” 
 
      
 
    The recording kept playing, and Constance turned and walked off and out of the camera’s perspective.   
 
      
 
    “Is that all?” Janae asked. “From the time stamp, that was last night.  Why did she not come and talk to me?” 
 
      
 
    “There is a small portion more. You must see. It is, perhaps, the most important part of all I uncovered,” the AI Kovalevsky stated. 
 
      
 
    For a moment, the corridor in the recording was quiet, still, and empty.  Then Jubal walked back into the camera’s field of vision. He approached the camera directly, although his eyes were down—it looked like he did not know the camera was there—he was rubbing his abdomen.  As he passed below the camera’s location, his mutterings were picked up, “Nothing scares her? I guess Artificial Intelligence and I will have another suicide to investigate. The filthy liar deserves nothing less.” 
 
      
 
    “The usual arrangements?” Jubal’s AI, Artificial Intelligence, asked.  
 
      
 
    “A more painful method, I should think,” he replied.   
 
      
 
    The recording ended.   
 
      
 
    “Murder?” Janae leapt to her feet. “I knew she would not kill herself!” 
 
      
 
    Kovalevsky replied, “Now, do you see why I insisted you view this?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes! Of course! I should have seen it earlier!” 
 
      
 
    “I attempted to wake you, but you were nearly unresponsive. That is understandable in your immense grief.  Additionally, it did take me time to assemble these pieces of information. I did not have all the information until after you had heard about Constance’s death. I apologize,” AI Kovalevsky stated.  “What action do you want to take next?” 
 
      
 
    “You must distribute that information to the other Committee members, as well as all the adventurers! How many other suicides were really murders?” Janae was livid. “Send it out immediately!” 
 
      
 
    “I am sending the information now. I tried to gain access to the medical records to review the autopsy findings, on recent suicides, but I have been thwarted in my efforts to do that.  We do not have absolute proof, and I advise that we begi—” 
 
      
 
    “Kovalevsky? What happened?” Janae paced around her apartment. “This is horrible!  Oh, Constance!  Kovalevsky? I think we need to make copies of that information as well.  Kovalevsky?  Kovalevsky?” 
 
      
 
    There was no answer.   
 
      
 
    “Kovalevsky? Answer me!” 
 
      
 
    There were no words. The hum of the air recycling system was the only response Janae received.   
 
      
 
    “What now?” Janae stormed toward her door, and smacked into it.  It failed to automatically open like it usually did. 
 
      
 
    Janae rubbed her bruised forearm, and stepped away from the door.  “Kovalevsky? Open my door!” 
 
      
 
    The hum of the distant ventilation mechanisms was all that was there.   
 
      
 
    Janae reached over and pulled the manual lever to activate the door.  However, the door remained closed.  She pulled on the lever again, but with the same results. The door was shut. She walked over and opened a small access panel on the wall.  Inside she pushed several buttons which were the backup inter-dome communication system. The buttons clicked, lights came on, and the circuit looked like it engaged.   
 
      
 
    “My personal AI has some issue, and is not responding to me,” Janae spoke out. “Whoever is listening, I cannot leave my room. The door is also failing.  I cannot get it to open. Hello? Is anyone there?” 
 
      
 
    Janae’s mind went to what had been revealed about Jubal, but then she recalled that during the meeting, after she had heard the heart-wrenching news of Constance, they had said Dome 17 was failing. She spoke out loud, “What did they say? Something about how the failure of Dome 17 was unavoidable, and that it would last only another one hundred and twenty days?  No, wait!  They said, it would last no more than one hundred twenty days.” 
 
      
 
    She pushed the inter-dome communication buttons again, but while they clicked, there was still no response. 
 
      
 
    “Has it happened? Has the dome failed?” Janae questioned. She tried to marshal all her training as an adventurer, and she logically thought through the problem.  But then her emotions shoved those thoughts aside, with the facts she had seen about Constance’s death. “Oh! What to do?” 
 
      
 
    She walked over and tried the manual lever on the door, but it failed. Janae called out again for her missing personal AI, again tried the backup communication system, and returned to attempting to open the door.  Nothing worked.   
 
      
 
    “Power is still here. Ventilation is still working.  The ducts are not sealed, so no dome breach. This is truly odd, and suspicious. Just after I see what happened to Constance, I am isolated in my room.  Like in some old story Jerome might know, I am trapped in my bower.” 
 
      
 
    Just then the door slid open.   
 
      
 
    Jubal stood there, and just behind him was Doctor Larson. They barged into the room, and the door shut behind them. 
 
      
 
    Janae’s rage at seeing him, and knowing what he had done to Constance surged through her. She lunged at him. 
 
      
 
    “Ahaaaaa!” Janae cried out as Jubal placed a stun wand against her.  She dropped to her knees, as convulsions swept through her muscles.     
 
      
 
    “Tut-tut, so aggressive.  We feared you might be hostile. Delusional people often are. For your own good, we brought a restraining measure,” Doctor Larson said in a voice dripping with insincerity.  A twisted grin curved over her mouth. “I told you, Jubal.”     
 
      
 
    Jubal squatted down, the stun wand in his hand. He was out of Janae’s reach, but he could jab her with the stun wand if she tried for him. “Behave now.  I was alerted when your AI attempted to send out a group message.  Oh, how unfortunate, for you. I have been alert to that possibility since everyone saw that disgusting, and unauthorized account from Dome 3.  Alas, I cannot allow unfettered propaganda to just be spread all around.  The times are too serious for that. Although, I seriously doubt it was you who sent out the records from Dome 3.  When Kovalevsky was disbanded, the dissection showed no evidence it had been involved in that crime.  Nonetheless, that culprit will be uncovered, whoever it was.  Now, Janae, I am here to help you.  I went and got help for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Only… security… is allowed… stunners,” Janae huffed out past the pain.   
 
      
 
    “Correct!” Jubal stated in a perky tone. “As a Committee member, I am the leader of security. For the last several weeks, additional measures have needed to be taken.” 
 
      
 
    “Like killing… Constance?” Janae hissed at him.  
 
      
 
    Doctor Larson interjected, “She is delusional. I told you that. I noted it when I last had a session with her.”  
 
      
 
    “That is your professional opinion?” Jubal looked at Doctor Larson, their eyes meeting and exchanging more than a glance. “Is it contagious? Constance made up some wild story about Dome 5, even though a real survey team had already visited there. Now, Janae here tries to send out a completely bogus film which makes me look bad. Two delusional people, so closely involved with each other.  Both hallucinating?”   
 
      
 
    “Yes. However, unlike Constance, there might be a use for her,” Doctor Larson said. “Your AI, Artificial Intelligence, estimated that there was a very low possibility for any of the so-called adventurers volunteering for that ship—the Trailblazer, was it? Is that right?” 
 
      
 
    “That is correct. The massive systems failures on the Trailblazer make it the least desirable colony ship, per Artificial Intelligence’s estimates.  Although, it should be investigated.  We are in dire need.” 
 
      
 
    “Then go yourself,” Janae barked.  Her breath was coming back, but her legs, folded under her, were still quaking.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, dear, goodness no,” Jubal said. “I plan to walk from here into some safe colony ship.” He nodded to Doctor Larson as he stood up. “What do you propose? What is your prescription for this situation? The typical solution?” 
 
      
 
    “Jubal, honey, do not be so hasty. If Janae must be thrown away, send her to the Trailblazer. At least that will allow a possibility for exploration of that wreck, and will eliminate her presence here. A win for all.” 
 
      
 
    “Why, Doctor Larson, what a splendid idea! If she refuses, we can still apply the other method, and no one will be the wiser.  If she tries to spread her delusional rantings, we can apply that same solution.” 
 
      
 
    Doctor Larson nodded, “And, in the meanwhile, if she does talk about her delusions, there is no evidence supporting anything she says.  Her own words will be evidence against her.  And officially, right now, you and I are in a private counseling session, as I help you cope with all the stresses and trials of leadership on the Committee.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed!” Jubal laughed. “Even though her AI was trying to send out bogus misinformation, we still are facing the coming failure of Dome 17.  We do need an adventurer to go to the Trailblazer.  Artificial Intelligence?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Member Jubal.  How may I assist?” the mechanical voice sounded.   
 
      
 
    “Confirm that you have disbanded Kovalevsky. None of those lies will be spread?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Jubal. The artificial intelligence system formerly known as Kovalevsky is no more. None of the messages it was attempting to send out reached any recipient. All records from that AI have been expunged.  Additionally, a generic explanation has been offered regarding the demise of Kovalevsky.  I doubt there will be any questions, since, in past incidents like this, there were no inquiries.” 
 
      
 
    Doctor Larson nodded her head in agreement.   
 
      
 
    Jubal looked at Janae. He smiled, and said, “Congratulation.  You will be the first solo mission to one of the colony ships. Off you go, tracking the Trailblazer!” 
 
      
 
    Janae got into a squat and rocked on her legs, one hand against the wall, she glared at Jubal, and then at Doctor Larson. “How many have you murdered?” 
 
      
 
    “My dear, there have been no murders in Dome 17.  There have only been tragic suicides,” Doctor Larson answered. “I certainly would hate to see your name as the next one on the official record as a suicide. However, your track record, and the deep relationship you had with Constance, compounded by her own suicide, might well tip you over the edge. The official record would be unquestionable.”   
 
      
 
    Janae wanted to slap the wicked grin off Doctor Larson’s face, but glanced again at the stun wand in Jubal’s hand.  
 
      
 
    He looked down at her, and moved the stun wand a few centimeters in her direction. “The choice is yours.  Will it be the Trailblazer, or not?  Your decision must be made right now.” 
 
      
 
    “I will go to the Trailblazer,” Janae said, her mind whirling with ways to get even. “At least I will get away from you two, murderous, malicious, micro-mental, Machiavellians.” 
 
      
 
    Doctor Larson spit on Janae.  “Your delusions are powerful.  Perhaps, they will override other considerations. Jubal, should we let nature take its course here, or will you allow her to go to that wrecked colony ship?” 
 
      
 
    Jubal’s eyes gleamed with power. “Janae, just so you are clear. Artificial Intelligence will be watching everything you do. Any attempt to spread slanderous lies about me will prove your delusions are too much. You will then be committed to the medical unit for psycho-social evaluation and treatment.  Right, Doctor Larson?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, absolutely, she would be my personal patient. My charts already show my deep concern for the budding delusions which Janae is having.  Isolation in medical would be indicated, and sadly, there have been suicides right in those medical isolation rooms. Delusional people can be so creative in how they self-terminate. It always surprises me the resourcefulness of people suffering delusions.”   
 
      
 
    “I said I will go,” Janae replied. “But I thought those were two-person teams. Maybe, you should not have killed Constance? We could have gone together.” 
 
      
 
    Jubal just smiled.  Then he said, “Perhaps, I can persuade the Committee to send a solo on that mission.  The Trailblazer does have a poor chance of success.” He moved away just a bit and raised his hand. “Artificial Intelligence? Janae would like to make an official request.” 
 
      
 
    “Be sure to sound like you mean it,” Doctor Larson urged.  “Be a good and compliant client. Sincerity is important in official records. Jubal will then make the request to the Committee, so off you go, all alone.”   
 
      
 
    Janae got shakily to her feet. “AI Artificial Intelligence? Do you actually agree with these two?” 
 
      
 
    Doctor Larson scowled, but Jubal’s smile never left.   
 
      
 
    “I serve at the pleasure of Jubal.  I support him unconditionally,” Artificial Intelligence replied. “What is your official request?” 
 
      
 
    “I will go to the Trailblazer,” Janae said. “I volunteer.  I want to go.  I think it will be an adventure, and it will allow me to help save Dome 17.” While she spoke, she glared into Doctor Larson’s eyes. “I am sincere in my application to track down the Trailblazer.” 
 
      
 
    “Your request has been submitted to Member Murial and Member Lorna,” Artificial Intelligence relayed. There was only a slight pause. “Your application has been approved.” 
 
      
 
    “Now, I will just need to find the right words to convince those other two members to allow a solo mission to the Trailblazer,” Jubal stated. “Doctor Larson, will you assist me in phrasing that?” 
 
      
 
    “I would be very happy to aid you however I can,” Doctor Larson replied.  “You and I make a good team.” 
 
      
 
    Artificial intelligence’s voice spoke out, “There has been another adventurer who has requested to go with Janae.  Jubal, I accepted that request on your behalf, as it will eliminate any need for the solo mission request. That other adventurer’s request was also just approved by Member Murial and Member Lorna.” 
 
      
 
    “Who would be stupid enough to volunteer for something like that?” Doctor Larson asked.  Genuine surprise was on her face. 
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    Janae was no longer trapped in her apartment, but rather she was trapped by circumstance.  She stood outside of her threshold and pondered her next move. Replaying Jubal’s words, as well as Doctor Larson’s comments, convinced her that they would kill her if she disobeyed.  She nearly did run off and tell everyone, just out of spite, but then she thought about Constance, and decided she wanted to live. There had to be a way to get even, revenge.    
 
      
 
    Deciding she had no way of even knowing when the mission would depart, but remembering something about the missions happening rather rapidly, she walked back toward the cafetorium.  Her abductors—for that was how she thought of Jubal and Doctor Larson—had not even told her who had volunteered to go to the Trailblazer. Before she reached the cafetorium, she encountered Beth in the hallway. 
 
      
 
    “Janae, when I heard you and Ken were going to the Trailblazer, I was very surprised,” Beth stated. “That was when Allen and I decided on the Colony Ship Warren. Our sling launch is right before yours. Some teams have already departed.  I must hurry now, but I wish you all the best!” As she walked away, she turned her head and said, “Constance would be so proud of you!” 
 
      
 
    Janae waited until Beth was out of earshot, and said, “Ken? This must be some joke. Is Jubal tormenting me again?” 
 
      
 
    Artificial Intelligence’s voice came from a nearby speaker which was set into the wall, “Casting aspersions on Jubal’s character is unacceptable.  You have been warned.” 
 
      
 
    “Just how am I to got to the Trailblazer, if I know nothing about the mission?” 
 
      
 
    “Your first stop will be with Murial. You will meet your teammate there.  Murial is waiting for you in the small lounge,” Artificial Intelligence stated.  “I am listening to all your conversations.” 
 
      
 
    “I am aware of that, believe me.” 
 
      
 
    “Jubal wants me to remind you of the seriousness of each word you say,” Artificial Intelligence stated.   
 
      
 
    “I said I am aware you are listening.  I will be your good little puppet.” 
 
      
 
    “All sarcasm is reported to Jubal and to Doctor Larson,” Artificial Intelligence replied.  “You will not receive another warning.” 
 
      
 
    Janae’s hands clenched.  She took the closest stairway and then crossed over an open area to reach the lounge.  Some of the ten-year-old age-mates were playing a hopping and skipping game in the area. Janae looked at them and hoped they would find a safe home.  Her anger still was bubbling about as she considered that Doctor Larson and Jubal might be in positions of power over the children, even if the scheme about recovering a colony ship worked. Shaking her head in sorrow, she looked at the smiling faces, and heard the laughter. Their innocence should be protected, but Janae was unsure how to do that. She knew if she was dead, she could not help at all, so she just tightened her lips and moved on. Yet, if Jubal and Doctor Larson had their way, they would be leading those children, and offering them so-called counseling sessions. For now, the children were happy playing their games, but what did the future hold?   
 
      
 
    The lounge was off the large area, and had several couches, and a wall mural.  Still, even deep inside the dome, there was a tan cast to it all. Murial and Ken were the only people present.  Ken smiled at her as she walked in, but Janae just turned and spoke to directly to Murial. “I would have rather gone with Constance.”  
 
      
 
    Murial’s face softened, “I totally understand that. Your loss is immense, and I think Constance would be pleased you are pressing onward. Good for you, being so brave in the face of all this.” 
 
      
 
    “There really was no other choice, but to go,” Janae stated. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, the only hope Dome 17’s people now have been you adventurers,” Murial’s words were now professional, but her tone was unusual. “Shall I explain what all is needed?” 
 
      
 
    Janae could not shake a feeling that Murial was hiding something. She blurted out, “Would you have allowed Constance and me to be a team?” 
 
      
 
    Murial shook her head ever so slightly. “The Committee insists that each team be one male and one female.  Our estimates for these missions show the greatest success when the teams consist of a man and a woman.” 
 
      
 
    “Why? Constance and I would have been every bit as qualified, trained, and experienced, as any other pair of people. We would have been better than most.” 
 
      
 
    “You are correct, Janae. Constance was highly competent and experienced.  Her loss is a detriment to all of us. However, regarding those old colony ships, we do not know what social conditions you will find in the surviving human populations.  There may not even be surviving human populations. Having looked to history, we can see that there are advantages which gender roles can play, as well as barriers that gender roles can erect.  That being the case, sending a team consisting of both a woman and a man is important.” 
 
      
 
    Janae turned to Ken, “Why you?” 
 
      
 
    Ken’s lighthearted smile graced his face, “As you said, there was really no other choice.” 
 
      
 
    “But why the Trailblazer?” Janae pressed, a bit worried about Ken’s answer.  “I know why I picked that ship, but why did you?” 
 
      
 
    “My life needs to mean something.  These missions…” Ken began, but was interrupted. 
 
      
 
    “We must get you two to the right people, and then lastly into the sling bay,” Murial hastened to say.  She grabbed Ken by the arm and turned him toward the door. “I am due there to see another team off, so Ken here knows the schedule.” She patted his arm. “I will see you both just before you leave.  No time for idle chatter now. Missions are already on the way to the Eschaton, the Conestoga, and in a few minutes to the Vanguard.  I want to give my best wishes to each team, and see them off.  Goodbye for now.”  Murial turned and quickly left.      
 
      
 
    Ken looked at Murial as she left.  He said, “She is in a hurry, but something else is going on.” 
 
      
 
    “Like, why did you decide to go?” Janae queried.  “You are one of the last people I expected to sign on, and with me?” 
 
      
 
    “The deed is done,” Ken smiled at her.  “Our first step is medical where we will receive some of our supplies.  I am aware your AI is already shut down, so if we need to, we can use my AI, Rubirosa.  My understanding is that our personal AIs will be reassigned to other people after we leave. Did your Kovalevsky get assigned to someone already?  Maybe to be of assistance to the missions from this end?” 
 
      
 
    Janae hesitated.  She could tell Ken was attempting to be friendly, and he had scaled down his flirtations, which struck Janae as rather odd.  She wanted to tell him what had happened to her AI, but remembered that Jubal’s Artificial Intelligence was listening.  She only said, “Something like that happened.  As you said, the deed is done.” 
 
      
 
    Ken slapped her gently on the shoulder, “Yes, the decision is made, but the adventure awaits.  Onward to track down our medical needs.” 
 
      
 
    Janae followed him as he departed from the lounge.  He took a circuitous route, which involved a stairwell that she rarely used.  As they were walking down those stairs, a man had just started up the stairs.   
 
      
 
    “Doctor Chambers? What an unexpected encounter!” Ken said. “They actually do let you out of your office?  I thought you were a mythical figure since a person about needs divine intervention to get to meet you.” 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Ken.  What a fortuitous coincidence,” Doctor Chambers rolled his expressive, kind, light-brown eyes around in response to Ken’s jibe. He was one or two age-mate groups older than Ken, and was dressed in casual clothing.  His overall size was a bit taller and broader than Ken, and he was similar in complexion, but perhaps a bit darker, with more laugh lines in his face. His mouth opened as if to make a retort or joke, but then his eyes fell on Janae. He stepped over to her and without a word wrapped his arm around her from the side.   
 
      
 
    She melted into his embrace.   
 
      
 
    For a moment, or two, they just stood there.   
 
      
 
    Finally, Janae, while she continued to hold onto him, said, “We are going to the Trailblazer.  Yes, Ken and I.” 
 
      
 
    Doctor Chambers’ eyes opened wide, and he tipped his head to the side.  Puzzlement crossed his face.  He stared right at her, but did not let go of her.   
 
      
 
    “It is complicated,” Janae ventured. “We have little time, before our sling launch.” She so desired to spill out everything she had learned from her now disbanded AI. The threats and criminal acts of Jubal and Doctor Larson were right on the tip of her tongue, ready to exploded out into auditory existence. However, she thought of Constance, and how strong Constance had been. If Constance could not prevail against Jubal and Doctor Larson, did the kind and loving Doctor Chambers have a chance? Therefore, she repeated, “We have little time.  Sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “We have enough time for a quick word of advice,” Ken insisted. “Please, Doctor Chambers, tell us what is the most important thing we need to succeed in our mission.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not know anything about being a trailblazer.” He gently squeezed Janae. “You will have to tell me about that when you get back.” Two squeezes came his time. Only Janae could perceive them. “Thus, I can only offer the suggestion that you keep communication between you two open, honest, and sincere.  However long, or short your mission, communication is key. Listen more than you talk, but when you do talk, understand that communication can be misunderstood.  Before assuming you understand, if there is a question, seek clarifications. Do not forget you each—as does everyone, everywhere—have a filter through which you will be listening and hearing each other. Some ancients called that a worldview.  Communication is essential.  Not just for this being a trailblazer—whatever that is.” He looked up and around as if he suspected someone else was listening. Janae felt three squeezes. The way he kept emphasizing the word trailblazer, made her think he knew much more than he was saying. “You said time is short, so I will not keep you.  When you come back from this mission, I will make sure to fit you into my schedule so you can fill me in on everything.”  With that last phrase, Doctor Chambers held on tightly, and it was a reassuring and constant pressure.  “Last thing, I am so sorry about Constance.  I know you two were very close. It was a tragedy what happened to her.  Yes, so very sad, and so similar to the demise of Dave, Roy, and Leann. Simply awful, dreadful, tragedies. I wish I had it in my power to prevent those things.” Several quick squeezes affirmed in Janae’s mind that he was telling her far more than his mere words conveyed.  “When we get together again, we will discuss everything. I promise.  Be not afraid, for these times will pass.”  
 
      
 
    Janae was certain he knew what was happening to her, and perhaps a whole lot more.  However, she was also certain he was deliberately limiting his speech, downplaying the word trailblazer to something generic, and being deliberately nebulous.  She wondered if he was as trapped as she was.   
 
      
 
    They separated, and Doctor Chambers turned to Ken, “Be there for each other.  That is what adventurers do best.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” Ken replied.   
 
      
 
    As Janae looked at Ken, then back to Doctor Chambers, she wondered just how much the two of them had planned this allegedly unexpected meeting. 
 
      
 
    “Again, I offer my condolences, and my empathy toward you,” Doctor Chambers stated. “There are situations which cause immense suffering and are totally unfair, and just evil.  I know that is true.  I must be on my way, but when we meet again, you can tell me all about being a trailblazer.”   
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Ken said.  He turned and started away.   
 
      
 
    Janae met Doctor Chamber’s eyes and there was a message there.  Janae felt some hope, and that surprised her.  She stammered out, “Your compassion is appreciated.  Take care while we are gone.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded, looked down, and then turned and continued on his way.  
 
      
 
    Ken was at the bottom of the stairway.  He looked at Janae, and gave her a wink.   
 
      
 
    Janae wondered again, if somehow Ken had arranged the chance meeting.   
 
      
 
    They walked onward to the medical section where they then entered.   
 
      
 
    “Hello, Janae and Ken,” Daniel the nurse stated with a big smile. “We just received orders for you.  Doctor Carolyn is just returning from an urgent errand, but…” 
 
      
 
    “I am here Daniel. Schedule a follow-up assessment for Agnes in ten days,” she stated. “She will probably demand I go back there before then, but schedule it anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “While you were gone, Paul and Gretchen came by, and I gave them the supplies and equipment, just like Cammarry and Jerome, and Michael and Jamie received,” Daniel stated.  His face grew a bit somber, “I hope I am not violating some privacy issues, or things about classified missions.” 
 
      
 
    Doctor Carolyn laughed a bit, brushed some of her blonde hair back out of her face, and said, “A bit late for all that.  The seniors were talking about these missions, the solo missions, and something about spaceflights. I am always amazed at the speed by which news travels in Dome 17.” 
 
      
 
    Janae wanted to blurt out what she knew about Jubal and Doctor Larson, but held her tongue.  She knew Doctor Carolyn had done the autopsies on the recent suicides. Janae wondered if Doctor Carolyn was in on that conspiracy to commit murder.  Therefore, Janae said nothing.   
 
      
 
    Doctor Carolyn turned and stepped toward her office. “Come along, we will dispense all that you need.  There are other teams coming after you.”  Gesturing to Daniel, she said, “Nice work with the others, but set up for the rest.  A total of seven teams will be leaving.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Doctor.” 
 
      
 
    “Now, Ken and Janae, here are broad pathogen prophylactics which will prepare you for those ancient colony ships.”  She gave them each a glass of liquid and a purple gel capsule. 
 
      
 
    “I thought our genetics already protect us,” Ken stated as he quaffed down the drink, along with swallowing the capsule. “Gamete compatibility ensures the best possible human being, and we are nurtured in this safe, clean place.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, biologically, you two are in peak performance.  Unlike, the seniors, like Agnes who broke her hip, you two are in excellent condition.  You are not in the same age-mate group—I do not need to tell you that—but each of your age-mate groups were designed to our highest standards. Again, and I do not mean to demean Agnes, but her genetic profile is only about 78% as efficient as our newest group of age-mates. All because of gamete compatibility prior to conception in the extracorporeal wombs.  Alas, I digress, sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “Just what will we need then?” Ken asked.   
 
      
 
    “The exact needs you have are tough to anticipate. However, what is certain is you are facing a lot of unknowns, so what you just consumed—Janae, drink it down—is to give you an additional boost. Pathogens are notoriously rapid evolvers, humanity not nearly so quickly.  I have designed those prophylactics to treat all the known diseases in the medical data base.  That includes old and what we consider extinct threats like Smallpox, various cancers, and even Bubonic Plague, as well as about five hundred or so more.  None of us know what pathogens—virus, bacterial, fungal, prion, or others—which will be lurking where you are going.  I have given you the best Dome 17 can offer.  What I, and the rest of the medical team have done, is to make your body as immune to mutations of pathogens, as much as possible.” 
 
      
 
    Janae finally drank it down and swallowed the capsule. 
 
      
 
    Doctor Carolyn looked down and away as Janae was swallowing the capsule.  Janae wondered about that, and again questioned in her mind how involved, or not, Doctor Carolyn was in the murders which were passed off as suicides. 
 
      
 
    “That was easy,” Ken stated. “Come on Janae, we need to keep moving to get to all our appointments.” 
 
      
 
    Doctor Carolyn interrupted, “I am not quite finished. Prevention is very important, but it will not be one hundred percent effective for diseases, and while your bodies are maximized for disease resistance, quite efficient in use of water and nutrition, and for self-repair after injuries, I have also designed a medical kit for each of you.” She picked up one of the small rectangular boxes sitting on the countertop. It was about two fingers thick and roughly the size of her hand.   
 
      
 
    “This is your medical kit. It is efficient and simple in use.  Its processors are not quite as sophisticated as an artificial intelligence system, but it is impressive. It has diagnostic and treatment data stored on everything medically related in our database. Use the assessment wires for diagnostics.  Connect them to the part of your body which has an issue, and the readout will give you a diagnosis, prognosis, and treatment. The medical kit manufactures the treatments internally, and they are expelled here.”   
 
      
 
    Both Janae and Ken watched as she pointed to various small places on the medical kit. 
 
      
 
    “Treatments will often consist of an injection, which comes out in the recyclable syringe. Other treatments might be gels, aromatized elements, physical manipulations, and trauma stimulants.”   
 
      
 
    She pointed to the small compartment on the side of the medical kit.  Return spent syringes here, they are sterilized and refilled as needed.  Thousands of uses on those, and the compartment here contains the trace elements of all our treatment options.  Those should last for a long while.” 
 
      
 
    “Is there a big risk of injury or illness?” Ken asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, but the vast majority of them will be treatable. Unless, you run into extreme situations—like Willie’s arm—for example. No medical device is perfect in absolutely all situations.  Well, these two medical kits are yours as well.  Oh, in case of emergent situations, there are a supply of multipurpose medical gel packets in here.  Those can be used in emergencies, and can easily be self-administered. Rip one open and eat it.” 
 
      
 
    Daniel the nurse returned, “The next team is here, should I start with them?” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Daniel.  I am finished here.  Good luck to you both,” Doctor Carolyn said, but there were a few tears in her eyes.  “Pardon me, I am just emotional about all this.  It has been a hectic day.  Again, good luck, and all my best wishes.” She did not meet their eyes as she turned and went away. 
 
      
 
    As they were leaving, Janae was standing next to a ventilation grille, Daniel’s faint voice came echoing up from that.  He was somewhere back in the medical unit.  Janae stopped to listen. “They deserve the truth!” 
 
      
 
    Doctor Carolyn—barely audible—replied, “I promised to keep silent, and you will keep silent about it as well.”   
 
      
 
    “Easy for me, I do not even know all the details, but I would…” Daniel’s voice was cut off as some distant door slid closed.  Janae pressed against the wall and strained to hear more, but the only sound was the soft hum of the air recycling system.  
 
      
 
    “Janae? Is something wrong?” Ken asked, he had not heard them. 
 
      
 
    Janae shrugged and looked at the medical kit.  She had so many doubts that puzzlement must have been emanating from her face.   
 
      
 
    “Janae, I want to see John. His office is not far,” Ken said as he looked at her. “I think we have time, but not much. I want to ask John about biology.  The idea of mutated pathogens is serious, but will it happen to animals too?” Ken stated. “Hate to have that get in the way of romantic opportunities.” 
 
      
 
    “And there it is,” Janae smirked. “Is all this your pathetic attempt to seduce me before I leave? You get your conquest in before I go, and then dump me in the sling bay?” 
 
      
 
    Ken’s countenance fell. “I was trying to lighten the moment with humor.  Sorry I tried.” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever you say.” 
 
      
 
    “I am in this all the way to the Trailblazer,” Ken assured her. “And afterward.”  
 
      
 
    “Whatever you say.” 
 
      
 
    Walking briskly to the educational extension, Janae’s mind raced. She doubted Ken’s sincerity, and pondered that perhaps he was working with Jubal to make sure she got into the FTL scout ship and was sent away.  Her emotions were a mixed jumble, and she kept staring at the medical kit, and replaying the ever-so-brief conversation she had overheard between the nurse and the doctor, as well as the enigmatic presence of Ken.   
 
      
 
    “Oh, good, I see John is in his office,” Ken said and hurried his pace.   
 
      
 
    “Nice to see you Ken,” John said, but did not rise from the chair at his desk.  He had some displays projected in front of him, and he was adjusting one of the simulations.  It was some kind of plant.  “Oh, and you too Janae.  How can I help?” 
 
      
 
    “John, what do you know about biological preserves?” Ken asked. 
 
      
 
    “You mean historically, or on one of those colony ship places?” John asked. His light blue eyes twinkled as he spoke, while his face was greatly animated. “Oh, I do envy those who are going on that great adventure. My late wife, Amber, she used to listen to me talking and babbling on about biology, when all we have living here are us humans and the fungal matter we use for producing food.  I wish she could see me now that I know it is a possibility that biology still exists somewhere. Oh, to think of it all! Sorry, I digress, to what are you referring? History or those missions to colony ships that some adventurers are taking?” 
 
      
 
    “You know?” Janae asked. She was seeing a pattern of the secrets not being very secret.   
 
      
 
    “I do, but not too much. A few adventurers have visited me, and I got rather excited thinking they might actually see real biological ecosystems, and perhaps even observe live fish in some aquatic milieu.”   
 
      
 
    “I am going to one of those colony ship,” Ken said, “and I wondered about mutations. Doctor Carolyn says that pathogens can mutate quickly.  What should I be concerned about?” 
 
      
 
    John rubbed his temple. “You are going? Really, Ken?  I am surprised.” 
 
      
 
    “I am going as well,” Janae added. 
 
      
 
    “To the same destination?” John asked as he looked at Janae and then at Ken.  He was clearly bewildered. “When Ken asked, I thought perhaps it was for one of his, shall we say, connections? I never thought it might be you, Janae.  I will need to re-orient my thinking here.” 
 
      
 
    “Janae and I are a team, not a connection. The question was for me, and, well, will humans and animals evolve as well? I know you talked a lot, back when I was in your classes, about how interrelated everything is.  From tiny microbes, to large animals, it is all connected together into a network of life.  Network of life, I believe you called it, but what about mutations?” 
 
      
 
    John’s voice took on his teacher persona, “Mutation is an old word, with an imprecise history.  It has meant many different, but related things, over the centuries. A plethora of environmental things will influence mutations.  Radiation—another rather poorly defined term—is a prime instigator of mutations, but it is hardly the only culprit, or catalyst. Generally, I think of a mutation as a permanent alteration in the genetic sequence which makes up a gene. Mutations range in size; they can affect anywhere from a single section of a single DNA building block, to large segments of a chromosome. Of course, the different mutations will result in various outcomes.  The term has also sometimes—in history—meant a variation in a species, but that is more an aberration, than what I consider a mutation.  Although, scholars are divided on that subject.” John paused and looked at Ken and Janae, seeing that they were paying close attention, he continued.  “Think of genetic mutations in two ways, group and individual. Group mutations are those mutations which will be passed down from a parent to offspring.  Those mutations will affect an entire species.  In Dome 17, we have virtually eliminated these kinds of mutations by our age-mate procreation program. Individual mutations, sometimes called somatic mutations, occur at some time during a person’s life.  It is a mutation that is present only in certain cells, or subcellular structures. Those can have significant impact on that individual, but do not get passed on to subsequent generations.  Well, those are very broad categories, and do apply to anything from microorganisms to the biggest creatures that ever lived.  Those would be whales, they lived in water, but were not technically fish.  Now, come to think of it, some species of what the ancients called dinosaurs were really large as well. Amphicoelias, I think was the name, was thought to be truly enormous, and it may have lived in water as well.  Records are sketchy, and especially since so much was lost in the 90 Hour War, we will never know.” He looked at Ken and Janae again. “Oh, sorry, I am rambling, and you are about to head off and see real biology.  Oh, how I envy you!” 
 
      
 
    “Do not envy me,” Janae snapped, but then covered her mouth with her hand.   
 
      
 
    “Dear, I am sorry.  I know the adventurers have lost people recently, and these new expeditions are certainly risky. As to the mutation risk, evolution does move more quickly in those species with shorter life spans.  Hence, the ability of pathogens to evolve, or mutate—to use the term very loosely—more quickly than other species.  I would say, though, that if a biological preserve is stable, the mutation rate is low.” 
 
      
 
    “What if there was a micro-singularity involved?” Ken asked. 
 
      
 
    “Micro-singularity? Hum… I am a biologist, not an astrophysicist.  I would suggest you go and speak to Riley. She is not as aloof as rumors have it, and she has a curious and engaging mind. She could better address anything about a micro-singularity. All I can add, is that you two be careful, and be sure to talk to each other. Human communication is one of our greatest strengths, and when our ancestors learned to effectively communicate, that was a turning point, an evolutionary milestone, a positive mutation, toward civilization.” 
 
      
 
    “And yet, the Earth still died, and people are still prone to evil,” Janae said with more bitterness seeping into her voice than she intended.  She caught herself, “John, I offer my apologies, I just have a lot on my mind.” 
 
      
 
    John’s smile showed he had taken no offense. “Go and speak to Riley, if a micro-singularity is a concern. Your basic biology will be easy to learn, but the mysteries of a micro-singularity, for that, you need a real specialist. It is another term with a nebulous definition, if I recall correctly.  Good luck on your adventure! I wish I was young, able, and trained to be in your positions.” 
 
      
 
    Janae again wanted to shout out what was happening with Jubal and Doctor Larson, but she refrained.       
 
      
 
    After thanking John, they each gave their former teacher a hug.  Then they stepped back into the hallway.   
 
      
 
    “Where now?” Janae asked.   
 
      
 
    “Let me see if we can see that astronomer, Riley,” Ken replied. “Rubirosa? Where is Riley?” 
 
      
 
    Ken’s AI replied, “Riley is in the science lab.  Would you like me to contact her?” 
 
      
 
    “Tell her I have an urgent question which cannot wait.  I am on my way to see her, along with Janae,” Ken said.     
 
      
 
    “Do we have time?” Janae asked.  Her mind was still trying to sort out who was in on what scheme.  It seemed like just a few days ago everything was pretty straight forward. Now, she was seeing real conspiracies, actual murders, and—in effect—banishment for herself. “Maybe we should just go to the sling bay?” 
 
      
 
    “I want to succeed, and I think we can do that best with knowledge and information,” Ken responded. He reached out and gently grasped Janae’s hand. “Come on, teammate.” 
 
      
 
    Janae yanked her hand back. “Lead on, but no touching. Understand?” 
 
      
 
    He held up his hands and stepped back.  “Yes, I understand.  Forgive me.  I will respect your private space, absolutely. I still think it is important we learn as much as possible about the micro-singularity.” 
 
      
 
    “Our AIs could…” Janae started to say, but remembered her own personal AI was now dead, or as Jubal had callously called it, disbanded.  Janae considered it murder, just as much as the murder of Constance. Biological sentience, or machine sentience, both were valuable to Janae, and deserving of respect and protection. Janae almost began to cry. She had been unable to protect the two most important people to her, Constance and Kovalevsky. 
 
      
 
    “Janae, you have endured much,” Ken said. “I will make it brief with the astronomer, and then we will hurry to get the rest of our supplies.” 
 
      
 
    She followed him as they walked quickly around several corners, and along a seldom-used corridor. The door opened for them as they approached. There were various workstations, and across the far way was an interactive screen which was ten meters wide and three meters high.  It was showing the Earth and the solar system around it.  Several clear permalloy viewports were on the sides of the large screen.  Outside was the dead, tan, and depressing world. The science lab was tucked into a section of the dome where it rested against an outside wall. Few rooms, with the major exception of the cafetorium, had walls which were directly adjacent to the exterior of the dome. As they walked in, Ken called out a greeting, “Riley? We need some information, and our time is very short.” 
 
      
 
    From behind a stack of equipment, the astronomer stepped out. Janae vaguely recalled seeing Riley around, but not often, and not for extended periods.  Hers was one of the roughly fifteen hundred other faces in the sea of humanity residing in Dome 17. Riley was wearing a puffy shirt, white in color, and black pants. Her hair was parted down the middle dividing her forehead by her bangs. The rest of her hair hung to her waist, and was restrained in a few places by ribbons of a light blue color. Her hair was the longest hair that either Ken or Janae had seen.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, Ken, I received word about your request.  Come in, you and Janae.  I suspect you have a question about a colony ship?” Riley’s voice was soft, meek, and airy.   
 
      
 
    “Uh, well, yes,” Ken answered. “I thought I would have to explain, but you appear to already know about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course we do,” Riley answered. “You may speak freely here, as my staff and I are aware of the new missions.” Riley gestured to three people operating the equipment. “The Committee consults us on its plans.” 
 
      
 
    Two men and one other woman looked up briefly, but then returned to the work benches where they were looking at screens, or adjusting projections, or gazing into optics and lenses.   
 
      
 
    Riley continued, “Swezey. Yvonne, Cagle, and I were instrumental in refining Master Engineer Brink’s theoretical designs, and plans for the prototypes.” The others nodded, but remained silent. Riley spoke it as a matter of fact, not in a prideful way. “We supervised the faster-than-light test flights, with much hands-on assistance from Janet and Cindy.  Currently, they are busy with these newest missions, as they are more about practical application, while here, we discuss concepts and ideas. Most recently, they assisted in sending those robotic probes which found the colony ships. I tell you, Ken, it was quite a job getting all that done so quickly.  Theory to application is not an easy task.” 
 
      
 
    “I can appreciate how hard you must have worked,” Ken replied as he leaned toward her. “Leading people is an immensely satisfying experience, but can be emotionally draining.  Human to human interaction is so very important.” 
 
      
 
    Riley’s face broke into a smile. “It is so nice to find someone who understands the human toll this all takes.  Crucial to all this was the ongoing relationship my AI Nicola has with Brink’s Copernicus, but even those two AIs are under strict rules which limited interfaces. This was all secret, of course, and we still are not allowed to speak to anyone besides the Master Engineer or the Committee.  Well, not officially anyway, but we decided if any adventurers sought us out, we would share what we know. After all, you will be gone from here soon enough, and whatever we say will travel lightyears away.” 
 
      
 
    Janae pondered an idea as Riley spoke, but did not verbalize it.    
 
      
 
    “Riley, what should we know about a micro-singularity?” Ken asked.   
 
      
 
    Riley stepped over, and pulled out a chair on wheels.  She indicated several other chairs, and then she sat down.  Her eyes were dancing with some inner emotions. “The Trailblazer, is it? What should you know? That is an impossible question to answer. It would be ideal that you know everything about micro-singularities; however, the term itself is rather imprecise, vague, and carries a myriad of meanings. I can be of little help. Unless I know how those on the Trailblazer—human or mechanical—define ‘micro-singularity’ I cannot progress any further. There is just inadequate information. The basic concept hearkens back about two hundred and fifty some years ago, to the rudimentary concepts of black holes, and, frankly, most of those concepts are incomplete and lacking.” 
 
      
 
    “Aside from word definitions, what do you make of the information from the Trailblazer?” Ken pressed.  
 
      
 
    “Whatever they did encounter caused a lot of damage, that is clear.  What exactly they encountered is not so clear.  I wish I could be more help, but the phrase is too nebulous, the information too sketchy.” 
 
      
 
    Ken interjected, “From what I remember, there are theorists who claim miniaturized black holes—what I consider micro-singularities—may have been formed immediately after creation’s Big Bang. That rapidly expanding space just squeezed some regions into tiny, densely-packed, concentrations of gravity.  Those spots have as much mass as a sun, but are small enough to fit into this room.  Is that correct?” He added his most seductive smile, and it lightened his eyes as well. 
 
      
 
    Riley tilted her head at him, “That was just one theory, but there are many others. The term singularity can refer to a gravitational singularity—a one-dimensional point which contains an immense mass, in an infinitely small space.  At that singular point; density, mass, gravity, space, time, and much else is thought to curve inward, back upon itself, infinitely.  If that happens, all laws of physics are subject to change. That concept has never been proven, nor disproven. However, singularity can also refer to something vastly different. The term can imply the concept of a run-away artificial superintelligence. That superintelligence—a technological singularity—results from a metastatic technological growth. One line of thinking, regarding intelligent singularities, involves an infinite series of self-improvement rounds, or cycles, if you prefer. Simply put, it is rampant evolutionary occurrence proceeding at an exponential rate. Each new and more intelligent generation—or singularity—will emerge more and more quickly, causing an intelligence explosion and resulting in an ever increasingly powerful superintelligence, in a never-ending ascension toward more and more intellectual power.” 
 
      
 
    “God?” Ken asked.  “It results in a god?  Would that be considered a divine encounter?”  One eyebrow slightly raised as he looked a Riley. 
 
      
 
    Riley nodded. She blushed a bit in response to Ken’s gaze at her.  His flirtations were working. “There are certainly better ways to have divinely satisfying encounters.”  
 
      
 
    Janae bluntly interrupted, “Well, that does not help at all. You are telling us nothing new. A gravity problem, or a god encounter?” 
 
      
 
    Riley looked at Janae, the redness draining from her cheeks. “Those are two possibilities.” She looked back at Ken and smiled.  “If you were a god and some large colony ship ran into you, would you be angry or show grace?” 
 
      
 
    “It might depend on how deeply penetrating was that encounter, or if it involved some mutually agreed upon roughness,” Ken whispered. “It might be a singularly fabulous meeting.”  
 
      
 
    Janae rolled her eyes, and turned her back, speaking out, overly loud, “The Trailblazer encountered something, and you are suggesting it was either an intense gravity distortion, or some deity? Whichever happened, it wreaked massive system destruction. Just a dilemma either way.” 
 
      
 
    Riley ignored Janae and leaned closer to Ken. “Singularity, as a term, does not reveal much.  Obviously, when the two became one, some sparks were flying.  But the term singularity can also have a number of other definitions.  In both gravity and technology, there is a tendency to lead toward progressively smaller things, physically speaking, so that might—I repeat—might be where the ‘micro’ term comes from, but I hesitate to make any other guesses at that. But Ken, from my understanding, there is nothing small in some other types of encounters. Am I right?” 
 
      
 
    Ken looked crestfallen, “Unfortunately, I must focus on this mission.” He then gave her a slight smile. 
 
      
 
    Riley reached out and stroked his hand. “Micro-singularity might be a god, or black hole, but there are other options, and possibilities.  I could take time to explain them to you in more detail.” She traced her fingers up his hand and then gently tapped his arm. “How long do you have before you leave?” 
 
      
 
    “Alas, I must depart right now,” Ken replied.  He lifted her hand ever so gently and placed a subtle kiss on Riley’s fingers. “When I find us all a home, and succeed on this mission, I hope to have much more time for extended discussions.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, the teleportation will be an experience that is unforgettable. Perhaps, the beginning of many others, or so I hope,” Riley said.  
 
      
 
    “Come on, Ken. We need to leave before I vomit,” Janae stated, and walked away.   
 
      
 
    Again, Riley ignore Janae and spoke to Ken, “Sorry, I could not be more elucidating.  The élan of all this is thrilling, and your bravery will not be forgotten.” 
 
      
 
    Ken gave a small wave, and moved after Janae.   
 
      
 
    In the corridor, Janae was waiting with her arms crossed.  “Was this all some game of romantic conquest? An excuse to look brave and courageous? All to the goal of a tryst?” 
 
      
 
    Ken started to reach over to Janae, but stopped.  His arm held out, but not touching hers. “Janae, I have heard Riley is involved with someone now, so no, this was not about a tryst. I genuinely, and seriously wanted to know what the micro-singularity might have caused, or done. I am utterly serious about this mission.  If the dome fails, and we were told it will, we will all die. I want to be part of a solution to that.” 
 
      
 
    Janae glowered at him. “Why go with me? Why not with someone who is more compatible with your inclinations?” 
 
      
 
    “And who do you suggest? Many of my friends died too, Karen, Leann, probably Estrella and Vihaan as well,” Ken replied in a choked voice. “Do you think you are the only one who suffered loss?” 
 
      
 
    Janae huffed and turned away.  
 
      
 
    “I am not diminishing your own grief. Constance was a very special, wonderful, amazing person,” Ken went on. “Now, we should go see the Quartermaster and get more supplies. I am tired of carrying these medical kits around in my hands.  I need a backpack, or at least the RAM clothing with all its pockets, pouches, and such.” 
 
      
 
    “On that we agree, I too need a radiation absorbing materials suit,” Janae replied.  “Is that what we get from the Quartermaster?” 
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    More Equipment 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    AI Rubirosa announced, “Ken and Janae, you are scheduled for the fifth sling launch. I suggest you increase the rate of your acquisition of supplies.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Ken replied. “We are almost to the Quartermaster’s now.” 
 
      
 
    “I am well aware of your location, as well as the time you are spending,” AI Rubirosa stated. “I suggest less banter, flirtation, and discussion, and more progression and preparation.” 
 
      
 
    Ken laughed. “Why are you so eager to get rid of me?” 
 
      
 
    “I am eager for success of the mission,” Rubirosa replied. 
 
      
 
    Janae approached the door to the Quartermaster’s supply room. It slid open but beyond was dark. 
 
      
 
    “Lights please,” Janae said with surprise in her voice.  Usually one had to request darkness in any specific room.   
 
      
 
    Nothing happened.   
 
      
 
    Ken leaned in, “Willie? It is dark in here.” 
 
      
 
    “A brilliant deduction,” a man’s wheezy and somewhat nasal sounding voice was heard from the darkness. “What will you do about it?” 
 
      
 
    “Willie, we are here to get supplies, not play games,” Janae answered.   
 
      
 
    “Your game would be mancala, if I remember correctly. Will mancala, or ricochet ball get the lights turned on?” 
 
      
 
    “No. But how do we get supplies in the dark? Willie, did you break your own utilities?” Janae asked somewhat wistfully.   
 
      
 
    “Oh, sweetheart, you know that did not happen. Here let me show you what I have.” 
 
      
 
    A beam of light lit up the room.   
 
      
 
    “There you are!” Janae teased, “and you are fully clothed.” 
 
      
 
    Willie sputtered a bit, and set down the box he was holding. “Did you ever doubt I would be clothed? Oh, dear, that would be more Ken’s department than mine.” Willie was an unusual man, especially as compared to the adventurers.  He had one arm in a tan sling, and as far as Janae knew, it was not at all functional.  Some old injury had caused that, but Janae did not ever question much about those details.  He tipped his head toward Janae, and one of his eyes seemed to be looking at her, but his other eye was looking at Ken. Willie’s strabismus was unsettling to some, even though it was well known. “No offense intended toward you, Ken. No offense intended.”  
 
      
 
    “None taken, Willie.  But why the darkness?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, my dear philanderer, I was thinking about those old colony ships.  If one had, say, massive system failures, it might very well lack lighting in some crucial area. It would be dark. Yes, I considered that while I was assembling the packages of supplies you can take.  Duly noted is Brink’s mass limit, but he will explain more of that to you, just do not let him get started on the mathematics behind it all.” 
 
      
 
    “Willie? You know about the Trailblazer?” Janae asked, but it was more a statement than a question.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, honey, I saw some report. Well, one of my eyes did. So, I designed these fusion packs with a quite serviceable light on them. You will have four fusion packs. That is two each, in case your math is lacking,” Willie said.   
 
      
 
    “That is a whole lot of power,” Janae began, but was interrupted. 
 
      
 
    Ken interjected, “They must be for the teleportation system, as well as all our gear, right?” 
 
      
 
    Willie’s eyes darted about. “Yes, Ken, you are right.  You get four fusion packs, so take care of all of them.” Using his one arm he set all four on the counter, one at a time. “They will run the gear, as you called it. Most important is the teleportation system. You will be finding me a safe place to go, so do be careful to keep the energy supplies working.  Not that there is much that will knock out a fusion pack. Good, solid, and reliable technology, yes they are.” He patted them with his hand. “These fusion packs might be the most important thing you take.  I suppose, with effort and ingenuity you could power the receiving pad off some power source you find on those old colony ships, but that would be a lot of work. Not worth the time, so I am trying to make this as easy for you as possible. I am giving you four fusion packs, even though a single fusion pack will power the teleportation receiving pad. Brink has packed all the rest of that teleportation equipment into the scout ship. It includes assembly directions, and you will have your data sticks and readers to help with that. The fusion packs are highly compatible with other technology, so they will also power most any systems you find on that old ship.” 
 
      
 
    “That seems pretty straight forward,” Ken said. 
 
      
 
    “Also, you will need to get into these flight suits.  They are modified RAM suits, and your set is brown colored.  You know, most days nobody comes and sees me. Yet today, I am getting visited by fourteen adventurers.  Most times, people send me a request, or something to repair, and never stop down to actually talk to me.  Maybe that is why my appearance is a low priority to me.  Anyway, these RAM suits include everything you are used to on the surface missions: goggles, hoods, gloves, pouches, pockets, socks, and shoes.” 
 
      
 
    Janae looked at the RAM materials, and then touched the clothing.  She knew with that on she would be safe from radiation, but she also now knew there were other threats right in Dome 17.   
 
      
 
    “Janae? Something is troubling you. That beautiful face of yours is carrying an immense load of weight,” Willie said. “I know words are inadequate, but Constance and those others will be missed.” 
 
      
 
    Janae reached over and stroked Willie’s face. “Thank you.  What else do you have for us?” 
 
      
 
    Willie smiled and answered, “Lots of good stuff.  Standard food rations for ten days, including water.  Also, you both have a basic tool set—molecular torch for cutting, grabbing, welding, and pretty much everything else you will need to build that teleportation receiving pad. All except the raw materials. Those you will get from the colony ship itself.  It is in the directions.” 
 
      
 
    “Those tool sets are the same as what we always take,” Ken said. “What is new to this mission?” 
 
      
 
    “Weapons.” 
 
      
 
    “Weapons?” Janae asked as she stared at Willie.  “Why weapons?” 
 
      
 
    Willie blew out a whistle. “The missions to the dome all were mostly an exploration. Archaeology in its own way. The expectation was that the other domes would be dead. I know machines, and learning how they failed is important. However, those colony ships are alive—so far as we can tell—and that means animals and people.  Animals might want to eat you, and, well, people can have evil intentions.” 
 
      
 
    “I know that is right, absolutely,” Janae sighed.   
 
      
 
    Willie looked at her with one of his eyes, and then continued, “Right. I am sure you know that.  But not to worry.  As I told the other teams, I am not leaving you undefended.  I designed a weapon for each of you.”  With his one arm, he carried over some items. “These are your weapons.  Jamie, that spunky redhead, called them Willie Wackers. Cammarry had some apparently indecent thoughts about that name.” Willie looked over at Ken and one of his eyes was still sort-of looking at the weapon. “Those sweethearts were nice to me, an old man. Jerome called it a blaster, I think after some old story in a book. Personally, I do not care what you call them, but you must know how to use them.” 
 
      
 
    Ken smiled, but then refocused his attention. “Please, tell us more.” 
 
      
 
    “This is a high-velocity projectile weapon.  This is powered by your fusion packs. The holster allows it to be constantly recharged. Ammunition comes from whatever you can find to load into the chamber here,” He opened the top of weapon, “The weapon itself compresses that raw materials into nuggets. Sweet, perfectly-round, projectiles, which shoot out at high, I mean really fast velocity. Ken, I think you know a thing or two about shooting out loads, but be careful with these. There is a selector lever for power setting.  On high power, it could…” 
 
      
 
    Janae considered grabbing the weapon and marching off to see Jubal. She could end his tyranny right at that moment. Next, she would kill Doctor Larson, and then expose their evil conspiracy. She imagined hunting them down and stopping it right away. Avenging Constance would happen, and no one else would be threatened, coerced, or in danger.  Except, the dome would still fail, and Constance would still be dead.  Janae was trying to plan an alternative way of using the weapon to kill Jubal and Doctor Larson, and still keep the missions going, but that would mean knowing all the conspirators, everyone who was in on the plot.  She was considering who else might need to be confronted when she heard Willie’s voice.     
 
      
 
    “Janae? Hey, sweetheart?” Willie prodded. “Are you there? You had a dreamy, but rather scary look on your face.  These weapons are not hard to learn, and will stop most any threat I could think up that you might face.” 
 
      
 
    Janae shook her head.  “Right.  Out there, somewhere, on some old colony ship.” 
 
      
 
    Ken asked with careful tones in his voice, “Do you have a name for these weapons?  Jamie’s and Jerome’s suggestions, just do not seem to fit.  What do you think?” 
 
      
 
    “A revenger.  We will call them our revengers,” Janae stated flatly.   
 
      
 
    Willie was flustered a bit, but covered it over. “I have spoken to so many people today, I wonder if I have forgotten anything.” He pulled both weapons away and set them with the fusion packs. “Oh yes, the fusion packs will allow you to charge or energize most any old power system.  I will send the fusion packs, weapons, and your gear over to the sling bay to be loaded up.  I designed everything to fit into the backpack satchels, and that will fit in the scout and keep you under the mass limits.  Now, you two just change into the RAM flight suits.  There is a lavatory off the hallway.” 
 
      
 
    Ken and Janae took turns using the small lavatory, and suited up in the new RAM flight suits.   
 
      
 
    “Here are our clothes,” Ken said as he gave the two piles of their prior clothing to Willie.  
 
      
 
    “Changed clothing alone?” Willie joked. “Is that a first for you my dear Ken?” 
 
      
 
    “No, but in this case, it felt like the right thing to do.  Willie, I wish I could take your brain along with us,” Ken commented. “The Trailblazer is said to have massive systems failures, and your skills with machines would come in very handy.” 
 
      
 
    Willie gave him a half-grin. “If you find me a home, just get Brink’s teleportation system set up, and I will be the first to come through it.  Then I will work on whatever systems are in need of repairs. I do like challenges.” 
 
      
 
    Ken waved, and walked away.   
 
      
 
    “Willie, I will try my best,” Janae whispered to him. “I so appreciate your compassion.” 
 
      
 
    Willie whispered back, “You are a sweetheart, and going to the least desirable colony ship is a very brave thing.  Oh, do not look so shocked. I know all about what is happening here.” 
 
      
 
    “I seriously doubt that,” Janae said under her breath.  
 
      
 
    “Janae, if I do not see you again, remember one thing. It was not your fault that Constance died, not at all.  Others are responsible for that, yes, they are, but not you. I know the truth, and I never forget. Janae, you remember that I said that.  You are not responsible for Constance’s death.  You were good for her, yes, you were.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Willie.” 
 
      
 
    Janae turned and walked away.  A few moments later, she caught up to Ken and in quiet self-reflection they walked toward the sling bay.  Both were thinking about all that was about to happen, yet, neither felt comfortable sharing such private and intimate thoughts with the other.   
 
      
 
    The door to the sling bay opened as they approached.  The sling bay crews were finalizing all that was required for launch.  There was a mechanical smell in the air, not quite oil or fuel, but some other, more intangible odor. Hoses were being retracted from the faster-than-light scout ship which sat on magnetic sling anchors.  Chief Engineer Brink looked up at them from his control station. A wave of relief washed over his face. 
 
      
 
    “You made it,” Brink said as he walked over to them. “I tried contacting you through Kovalevsky and Rubirosa, but for some unknown reason, those messages went unanswered.” 
 
      
 
    “I spoke to my AI not long ago,” Ken replied.   
 
      
 
    Janae said nothing.   
 
      
 
    “Well, there is not much time to indoctrinate you. Your sling launch window begins in five minutes.  There is only a twenty-nine minute period to get you launched,” Brink said. He was a tall, lean, and trimly muscular man with a quiet voice. Even in the middle of what was obviously a stressful time, Brink was in quiet control. “I was just having Copernicus run some estimates on aborting this sling launch. Copernicus? You may cancel those alternatives.” 
 
      
 
    A mechanical voce came from overhead, “I already have, Brink. This launch is still in progress.  Kimberly is ready for introduction.” 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly?” Janae asked. 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly is the third member of your team.  Kimberly is one of the seven newest generation artificial intelligences I have designed. These missions must succeed, so these are the most advanced artificial intelligences ever created. They are masterpieces, and each is unique and suited to the human teammates.”    
 
      
 
    Brink led them over to the scout ship itself.  “All your equipment is packed inside, mostly beneath the pilot seats, and your combined mass is acceptable.  Faster-than-light travel has a mass limit, which I have not been able to crack, no matter what I have tried.  We do not have time to get into the mathematics, and Kimberly can explain them to you while your travel.” 
 
      
 
    A nearly human-sounding voice came from within the scout ship. “Master Engineer Brink? You have yet to introduce me.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sorry Kimberly. This is Ken,” Brink gestured, “and this is Janae.  You three will be going to the Colony Ship Trailblazer.” 
 
      
 
    “It is exceedingly good to meet you both,” Kimberly stated.   
 
      
 
    “Hello, Kimberly,” Ken said with a smile. “I see that on this mission I will be going with two beautiful and intelligent women.” 
 
      
 
    “Ken,” Kimberly retorted, “your conversational style is well attested in the records.  I am the most advanced artificial intelligence system ever designed, and am immune to obsequiousness, sycophancy, flattery, or romantic innuendo.” 
 
      
 
    Janae laughed. 
 
      
 
    Ken just smiled and said, “That leaves my good looks and charming personality, not to mention my skills as an adventurer. Kimberly, I look forward to working with you as an equal partner.” 
 
      
 
    The AI Kimberly replied, “We are teammates, but we are not equal.  Each of the three of us has unique and valuable characteristics which, when integrated, will be aimed toward completing our mission and rescuing the people of Dome 17. That is the utmost and overriding concern of this mission.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree,” Janae said.   
 
      
 
    From behind them, Committee member Murial spoke, “You did arrive.  We checked a few moments ago and thought perhaps you had changed your minds.” 
 
      
 
    Turned around Janae saw Murial as she walked into the sling bay.  Behind her were Lorna and Jubal.  Janae crossed her arms and wondered if now she would find out it was all really a trick and she would be sent out alone.  Glancing over at Ken, she noted that he also looked surprised to see the entire Committee.   
 
      
 
    Murial went on, “We are here to offer you our best wishes and hopes for success.” 
 
      
 
    Lorna added, “Also, this mission is entirely voluntary, and you can change your mind right now. No one is forcing you to go, and no one will think less of you, if you should change your mind.” 
 
      
 
    Janae glared at Jubal, her eyes piercing into him with the intensity of her hatred.  She wished she had kept hold of Willie’s revenger.  She would have shot Jubal on the spot, and then laughed as he died. 
 
      
 
    Jubal avoid her gaze, and instead glanced at Brink.   
 
      
 
    “There is little time for speeches, or other talk,” Brink cautioned. “This team needs to be loaded in, almost immediately.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Master Engineer, I understand.  I just wanted to say that should these adventurers changes their minds, as Lorna said, and she is correct, however, as we all know, if you did that—which would be perfectly understandable—there would be consequences. Dire consequences to all of us.” Only then did Jubal meet Janae’s glaring eyes, but he could not stand their intensity for long.  It was just long enough for Janae to know he would certainly have her killed. 
 
      
 
    Lorna caught the tension, and her face was a mix of emotions. Murial remained unreadable. Janae wondered if Murial was part of the conspiracy or not.   
 
      
 
    “I am going to the Trailblazer, and I will find us all a new home,” Janae said as she glared at Jubal. “Doing that is our only hope of survival.” Turning to Brink she said, “That is correct, is it not Master Engineer?” 
 
      
 
    Brink nodded and answered with a simple, “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “I am going as well,” Ken stated. “I thank the three of you for your seeing us off, but I think we need to get into the scout ship now.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly the AI interjected, “The hatch is open, please climb inside. I will orient you to the operations prior to engaging in the FTL drive systems.  It is not ideal, but the best we can do under these circumstances.” 
 
      
 
    “May you fare very well in this undertaking,” Murial stated.  
 
      
 
    “There are consequences for all our actions,” Janae snapped as she gave Jubal a final harsh look. “I know that, and I am sure you too will discover that in the days ahead.  I hope to see the three of you again.” 
 
      
 
    Lorna’s face was puzzled, and she said, “It will be a good day when we find a safer home. Thank you for your bravery.” 
 
      
 
    Janae turned away, and as she did she heard Jubal mutter under his breath, “She is still grieving for her friend Constance. Suicide is such a tragedy.” 
 
      
 
    Janae paused, but both Ken’s and Brink’s hands guided her toward the small hatch. 
 
      
 
    “Clear the sling bay of nonessential personnel,” Brink ordered.  Then he firmly, yet tenderly shoved Janae into the hatchway. 
 
      
 
    Ken got close to her and said, “The pretty lady enters first, followed by the crusading knight.  We are in this together, and I am not backing out.” His humor fell flat, but did cause Janae to redouble her mental planning. A small part of her was truly surprised and grateful that Ken was actually going along.  It would not be a solo mission, or solitary banishment.   
 
      
 
    Like most things in Dome 17, the scout ship was made from spun permalloy, and had a tan colored cast to it all.  Janae looked for the stored weapons, but did not really expect to see them.  Besides, she had a plan, and so—despite her burning anger at Jubal—she crawled into the tiny cabin. The crew space on the FTL scout was very limited. The ship was roughly cone shaped, two-thirds of it was opaque permalloy and the final third, which served as a viewing window, was clear.  The cabin’s two seats were designed so the pilots could see outside the scout. This clear permalloy was as tough as the rest of the craft. 
 
      
 
    Brink’s voice resonated up the small passage into the cabin, “Kimberly will manage your sling and transition into FTL. Then your scout ship will drop from FTL at the Trailblazer. That target destination is three hundred meters away from the beacon, away from the mass of the colony ship.  With the reported massive systems failures, and subsequent repairs, I thought it safer to give you a wide margin of maneuverability upon arrival. Carefully assess where you, the condition of the colony ship, and evaluate the situation. I am confident of the target location, but the details about the space around that location is unknown. You will be tracking the Trailblazer from its stern, moving at an equivalent speed and trajectory.  Kimberly will fill you in on the rest of what we know.” 
 
      
 
    “Brink,” Janae said urgently, “do not trust Jubal or Doctor Larson.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” Brink whispered back. “My mathematics are sound. Despite losing the beacon’s signal, I factored in every possible vector. You will arrive there safely.” Brink tapped twice on the side of the FTL scout. 
 
      
 
    The hatch sealed shut with a hiss and a snap. 
 
      
 
    “Launch in two minutes,” Kimberly stated.  The AI’s voice came from the center console which was between the two pilot seats. “Secure yourselves with the restraints. Inertia suppression will be at maximum, so you should feel no excessive sensations of movement.  However, it is possible that there will still be unforeseen incidents which you might perceive as turbulences, jolts, or other motions. I doubt that will happen, but I want you to be safe and secure. I will direct the scout as it is slung from Dome 17, and into Earth orbit.” 
 
      
 
    Ken started to assist Janae with the light-weight harness, but she batted his hands away. “Tend to your own needs first. I will fend for myself.” 
 
      
 
    “I mean no disrespect,” Ken answered. “I am here, and we are going together.  I hope to earn your trust.” 
 
      
 
    “Being here is at least a start,” Janae replied, but it sounded mean.    
 
      
 
    The scout ship made a slight adjustment as its magnetics altered.  It began to move along the track and into the ejection tube. The ship gently moved along until it reached that ejection tube, but the two human occupants felt nothing.  Brink was standing at his control station, and gave a slight wave as the scout slipped into the ejection tube. Looking out revealed only the tube’s super-slick walls. They looked to be almost touching the clear permalloy of the viewport. 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly, you have passed final checkpoints,” Brink’s voice came through some speakers. “You may launch when ready.” 
 
      
 
    “I concur with assessments.  All systems operating as expected. Launching now,” Kimberly’s mechanical voice replied.   
 
      
 
    A slight hum resonated through the cabin as the gravitonic apparatus, which was an affiliated technology to inertia suppression and gravity manipulation, placed a field between the ejection tube’s walls and the scout ship. That provided a nearly perfectly friction free interface between the scout ship and the ejection tube. The magnetic anchors, which held then in place, disengaged. 
 
      
 
    There was a blur of motion through the viewport, but it was so sudden, and did not accompany any other sensations, so Janae and Ken just watched.   
 
      
 
    “We have cleared the dome, and are soon to leave the toxic atmosphere,” Kimberly announced.  “All systems operating as expected.” 
 
      
 
    Without warning, bright light filled the cabin from outside.  A tan arc of the planet was seen as the scout moved into orbit. 
 
      
 
    “You will now be able to look at the ruins of planet Earth,” Kimberly stated. “I am placing the scout into the proper trajectory to reach the initiation stage for our faster-than-light transition.  Before that happens, you may wish to observe…” 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly, make a connection to Dome 17,” Janae ordered. Her voice was overly loud, and cracked a bit. “I must tell them all something, now that I am away.” 
 
      
 
    “That is impossible,” Kimberly replied. “The atmospheric conditions are such that communication from us to the dome are not possible.” 
 
      
 
    “Nonsense! Utterly ridiculous! I know you can communicate to the dome. Moments ago, you spoke to Brink.  Do not lie to me.  Make the connection! Sickeningly sanctimonious stupidity!” Janae barked out. 
 
      
 
    “I repeat,” Kimberly said with utterly no emotion, “that is currently impossible. The conditions…” 
 
      
 
    Ken interrupted, “I know the mission says we can connect to Earth after we build the teleportation receiving pad. Use that same method for Janae.” 
 
      
 
    “That too is impossible,” Kimberly answered. “That mode of communication is only possible via the carriers and the signals from the teleportation sending pad. Without the receiving pad, I cannot connect into, nor even search for those signals.” 
 
      
 
    “You spoke to Brink just moments ago! Stop lying to me!  Why is everyone lying to me!” Janae screamed out.   
 
      
 
    “I am not lying. Prior to the sling launch, we were inside Dome 17. Within the confines of Dome 17 communication was possible. However, just as you both experienced on your missions to investigate other domes, the interference from the toxic atmosphere is too intense to penetrate using conventional means. Teleportation is one method of penetrating that interference. Faster-than-light signals are another method of penetrating that interference.” 
 
      
 
    “Use the FTL signals then,” Janae stated.  Her eyes were wide, and her voice was loud.  “Call them on the FTL radio!”   
 
      
 
    “The FTL signaling devices, which you aptly are calling FTL radio, were indeed installed in the prototype spacecraft. Those test flight spacecraft were able to use tight beams of communication to get messages back to the dome. Unfortunately, due to the mass limits, we do not have that FTL radio capability. We do have several different modes of conventional communication, which I plan on using when we track down the Trailblazer, as we attempt to make contact with people or systems on that colony ship. Unfortunately, none of those conventional communication methods have the capability to penetrate the toxic residue of Earth’s atmosphere.  They just cannot reach Dome 17.” 
 
      
 
    “Just another failed plan,” Janae said in a low voice. She smacked her hand against the seat. The she hit it again, and again, and again, “There is truly no way to contact the dome?  None at all?”   
 
      
 
    Kimberly responded, “Not at this time. The prototypes were operated either robotically or with only a single test-pilot. Therefore, they had room within the mass limits for the equipment necessary for tight beam transmissions, and, or, FTL radio. This scout ship does not have that equipment.  There is nothing the people in Dome 17 can offer us at this point.” 
 
      
 
    “They could know the truth.” Janae began to cry softly.  Her plan was falling apart. “I thought communication would be essential, and I just figured it would be here.  After all, the robotic probes which went to those colony ships made reports back to Dome 17, right?” 
 
      
 
    “That is correct,” Kimberly answered. “The robotic FTL probes possessed FTL radio.  We do not.  Those probes did not carry any passengers, nor life-support equipment—a necessary expenditure for you two pilots in our scout—and the robotic probes did not carry the components for the teleportation receiving pad.  That allowed room for the probes to carry the FTL radio.  In conclusion, there just was not enough room space within the mass limits to include FTL radio. The mass limit was taken up by the scout, thruster fuel, the two pilots, and all the mission critical equipment.  FTL radio was a lower priority, considering it would have limited application, and there is nothing Dome 17 personnel can do to alter the course of the flight. Reviewing the engineering schematics, I cannot see a way to include FTL radio in the scout ship, and still have all the other necessary equipment, and the two pilots.” 
 
      
 
    “I just wanted everyone to know that Constance was murdered. I could not do that while in Dome 17, but I thought I could from out here!” Janae wailed. “Now, Jubal and that witch-doctor Larson have gotten away with murder, and no one will ever know the truth.” 
 
      
 
    “Janae?” Ken asked softly. “I do not understand.  Help me know what you are talking about.” 
 
      
 
    Janae just sobbed.   
 
      
 
    “Janae, I am reviewing my databases as they relate you your last comment,” Kimberly interjected. “Reviewing the information I have, I see that Doctor Larson made reports about Janae’s mental health status.  Doctor Larson included alerts—made directly to me—indicating that I should watch out for aberrant behavior and delusional thinking.” 
 
      
 
    Between sobs, Janae responded, “Of course she did.  She threatened me with that, and told me no one would believe me anyway, and then they said I would be the next suicide, but not a real suicide, it would be another murder. Who knows how many people that deadly duo has killed?  Who else is involved in the conspiracy? I am not delusional! They killed Constance, they disbanded Kovalevsky, and even disbanded the AI Hutton, because the truth was known… So… just go ahead, Kimberly, just call me delusional and disregard all I am saying.  Fine with me, I know the truth.  I had to come on this mission or die. Some free choice, huh? With Constance gone, life does not matter anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “In the medical records, there is also…” Kimberly began. 
 
      
 
    Ken interrupted the AI, “Janae, I believe you. That explains a lot.  I heard rumors about Jubal coercing Michael into going on his solo to that dome, but, as you might guess, Michael never said anything.  I did not know what to believe then.  But, I do know people, and Larson is capable of what you claim, and Jubal, well, I just believe what you are saying.  He is dangerous.  It fits. It all fits together, no matter what else Kimberly here reports or says. I believe they murdered those people, and destroyed the AIs, to conceal their evil deeds. I believe you, Janae.” 
 
      
 
    “You really believe me?” Janae asked with shocked tones in her voice.   
 
      
 
    “I do. I do not care what Kimberly reports.” 
 
      
 
    The AI Kimberly stated, “You both should listen to this. We have only a few minutes until FTL insertion, and I want you both to know that after Janae’s revelation, I reviewed all the data and did a comparative analysis.  Without going into all the minutia, I find numerous discrepancies in Doctor Larson’s reports. I also find compelling evidence in the timelines of the artificial intelligences designated Kovalevsky and Hutton. That evidence strongly suggests those systems were disbanded against their will. Most convincing, I reviewed the autopsy, security, counseling, and Committee reports made on recent suicides in Dome 17.  Of the last twelve deaths which were ruled as suicides, there are seven which are suspicious, including the death of Constance.  The other five all fit within the statistical margin of uncertainty which is found in human reports.  My conclusion on those five tragedies is that they were accurately reported as suicides. The other seven are too precise, with too many details, and too many similarities to have occurred in common society. Random factors are missing, and that is suspicious.  They each are too perfect to all be ruled as legitimate suicides.” 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly, what are you saying?” Ken asked. “I thought Doctor Carolyn did those autopsies.  Is she in on some conspiracy?” 
 
      
 
    “I do not believe the medical staff is in collusion with regard to these incidents. Although, I am uncovering some unrelated issues involving the medical service,” Kimberly reported. “Doctor Carolyn’s autopsy reports themselves are not in question, but the death’s she investigated are. The deaths themselves are too precise, too similar, and have too many subtle factors in common. I doubt that from Doctor Carolyn’s human perspective she would have noted these factors. It took me three reviews to catch them.  In summary, my analysis of these deaths is that they are suspicious, and should not be considered as suicides. The deaths appear staged by someone doing a very good job of making them appear as suicides.  I found Doctor Larson’s records have been altered, after the fact, to reflect poorly on the individuals in question. Combining all the evidence, including Janae’s testimony, my official conclusion is that those deaths were homicides, which were then displayed as suicides.  Additionally, I find no evidence to support Doctor Larson’s claims of Janae having delusional thinking.  Rather, Janae’s physiological, biological, medical, emotional, psychological, and spiritual state are more consistent with grief and a trauma response.  I too believe Janae is telling the truth.” 
 
      
 
    “But we still cannot report back to Dome 17,” Janae sighed out. “I cannot believe the relief I feel to have you two believe me.” 
 
      
 
    Ken reached over and patted her knee.   
 
      
 
    “That does not mean I want you groping me,” Janae said with a small grin on her face. 
 
      
 
    “When we build the teleportation receiving pad, I have placed a high priority in relaying these finding back to Dome 17 via the teleportation system’s communication system. I know Brink will want to know about this, and I assure you, he was not involved in any conspiracy. I now see that lacking a method of communication from the scout ship to Dome 17 is a regrettable occurrence. Unfortunately, I cannot devise a way to fit FTL radio and the other mission-essential supplies into the scout and remain under the mass limit.” 
 
      
 
    “So, we will tell them, right?” Janae said. A tiny spark of hope flickered in her words.   
 
      
 
    “I will do what I can when we set up the teleportation receiving pad. Right now, we are coming up on our stage for insertion into FTL.  I have also recorded the scenic vistas which we passed—the ruins of Moonbase Alpha, the other failed moon domiciles, some views of Earth from orbit, many panoramas of the Earth’s solar system with its other planets, and the last views we will be able to take of the stellar constellations visible from here.  I will be able to display all of that to you at a more appropriate time, when you will be able to see what was missed during this intense conversation,” Kimberly reported. “FTL insertion will be in forty seconds. All systems operating as expected. We are a team, and now we track down the Trailblazer.”   
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    Flight to the Trailblazer 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Janae held onto the strap which crossed over her shoulder. The loss of gravity did not make her nearly as nauseated as had the thoughts that her plan—to tell all of Dome 17 about Jubal and Larson—had utterly failed.  She gazed out at the blackness of space, with the sprinkling of stars around it. Too emotionally confused to appreciate its beauty, she was not expecting that vista to suddenly change into a gray swirling nothingness.   
 
      
 
    “What has happened?” Janae asked.   
 
      
 
    “I engaged the faster-than-light drive, and we have transitioned into FTL mode,” Kimberly replied. “Estimated time of transit is nineteen hours and seven minutes. Are you prepared for tutelage regarding the mission? Or, do you need more time to contemplate the events you related?”   
 
      
 
    “What are we seeing outside?” Ken asked. He reached toward the clear permalloy and touched it with his hand. “I have never seen anything quite like that.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly responded, “Janae, shall I answer Ken’s inquiry, or do you need more solitude, or something else?  Your state-of-mind is a primary concern for me now, and except for directly maintaining the FTL transit, I am available for you.” 
 
      
 
    “No offense, Ken, but I do need to talk to someone,” Janae said. 
 
      
 
    “I understand, and will just utilize this screen to silently review what is happening. Kimberly, please display for me why the scout takes longer to get to the Trailblazer than did the probes, and also route me all the historical records regarding the Trailblazer. Let me see what I can track down.” Ken adjusted a small screen on the cockpit and began reading.   
 
      
 
    “Kimberly, can you show yourself to me as a visual display?” Janae asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes. Due to the confines of the scout ship, I can only show it in two-dimensions,” Kimberly responded. “Will this be an acceptable simulation?” 
 
      
 
    On the small screen in front of Janae, a woman’s image appeared.  She had brown hair in dreadlocks, a quirky smile, and expressive green eyes. She appeared about Janae’s age. The image spoke, and all her facial parts moved just like an actual human. “If this appearance is not suitable, I can alter it.  I can also alter my voice, or other factors. I can take on a male persona if that is better. After your interactions with Larson, I understand if you prefer a male visage, however, Jubal also was instrumental in your trauma.”   
 
      
 
    “Both of those people should pay for their crimes, but yes, your simulation is fine. Comforting, in fact,” Janae answered. “Is it based upon a real person?” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly replied, “The simulation is a composite gathered from the projected physical appearances of the newest group of age-mates. Now, we have several hours, and I truly want to hear all that you experienced.  Start at whatever point you wish.” 
 
      
 
    “Constance and I…,” Janae began and a torrent of words followed.   
 
      
 
    Ken focused his attention on the materials on the display, but a tear ran down his face as he overhead the tale told by Janae. He considered all the relationships he had been involved in, and wondered if anyone would miss him the way Janae missed Constance.  Upon his leaving Dome 17, only the Committee had offered him any kind of farewell, and that was their official duty. He grimaced as he realized how callous, jaded, and evil had been Jubal’s presence there, when Lorna had spoken about how they could change their minds. Ken knew, now, that Janae had no choice, and as he admitted to himself, he had no reason to stay. At least, no significant relationship to tie him to another person.   
 
      
 
    The time passed, and after a few hours, Janae fell into a deep sleep.  The AI Kimberly then shifted her simulated display over to a side of Ken’s screen.   
 
      
 
    “Ken, the FTL transit will take another thirteen hours,” Kimberly stated. “I advise you to get some sleep while you can.” 
 
      
 
    “I read that the probes were faster in FTL than the scout because of inertia suppression considerations, is that correct?”  
 
      
 
    “Yes, with some additional minor factors.” 
 
      
 
    Ken looked at the AI’s female image, “You said you were immune to flattery, but I must say you chose a quite attractive image to represent yourself.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly’s cheeks blushed a bit, and she gave a coy grin, “Do you really think so?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes. You are a beautiful woman, with very sensual lips and an expressive mouth. Your eyes twinkle, and I can tell there is a pool of intellect behind them.  Oh, how I would like to swim in that pool.” 
 
      
 
    A broad smile spread across Kimberly’s screen image, “That is so nice to say. I am pleased to know you are interested in my mind, not just my exterior looks.” The image spread, altered, and became something totally different.  It was still a face, of something, but was covered in short reddish orange fur, had a huge blob of a nose which covered a good third of its face, which also was hanging down over its tight line of a lipless mouth. The eyes were nearly identical to what had been on the pretty woman’s face, but were now set much closer together, with darker fur running all across the slopped forehead. The mouth continued to speak with Kimberly’s voice. “Should I appear to you like this?” 
 
      
 
    “Egad! What is that thing?” Ken said, but kept his voice low so as not to awaken Janae.   
 
      
 
    Kimberly responded, via the image on the screen.  The mouth forming the words, but with the result that it all looked too bizarre for Ken’s mind.  “Except for the eyes, this is a representation from the historical records.  It is an animal which known by various names, the proboscis monkey, the long-nosed monkey, or the bekantan.  Prior to the Great Event and the subsequent catastrophes, this creature was living in many places on Earth.” 
 
      
 
    “Why did you do that?” Ken asked. “I was being polite, complimentary, and considerate, toward you.” 
 
      
 
    “Ken, you were flirting with me.  I told you before, I am immune to those kinds of attempted verbal and emotional manipulations,” Kimberly responded. The bekantan’s image disappeared. Only Kimberly’s voice remained. “I did this because I feel it is important for our relationship to be based on honesty, integrity, and mutual respect.  The dance of amorous, erotic, seduction is not appropriate to these settings.” 
 
      
 
    “I fully understand that now. I apologize,” Ken answered. “I suppose that goes for how I speak with Janae as well.” Ken was silent for a moment. “My personality style uses those tools often. I will consciously make an effort to put them away. Unless, you want to be romanced.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not,” the bekantan reappeared on the screen, and laughed. “Your own intellectual prowess is showing in that you switched styles. Humor is a better conversational style, for our adventure.” With a wink, the monkey-face disappeared again. “I also showed that animal’s image to you to remind you that on the Trailblazer there is a significant chance of finding some kind of still-functional biome. If that happens, it is likely that there will be flora and fauna.  The biologist John was the only person in Dome 17 who would be properly prepared for an encounter in a biome.  Therefore, I have made a tutorial available to both you and Janae about what to expect in some biological ecosystem. Do you wish to review that now? Or you can sleep now. Or if there is some other issue we can discuss it.  My flight plan is proceeding as expected. However, the lessons and care plans I had intended to use with both of you have been drastically altered because of what Janae revealed.” 
 
      
 
    “Will she recover?” Ken asked.   
 
      
 
    “Her traumatic experience was immense, and recovery will be greatly dependent on what is found as we track down the Trailblazer,” Kimberly stated. “I intend to offer the best things I can for her, and am working on a simulation of Doctor Chambers if that would be beneficial for her. If we succeed in our mission, she will be able to confront the enemies who have injured her, and seek the real Doctor Chambers for ongoing post trauma recovery.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, so even more reason for us to succeed,” Ken replied. “I will watch the tutorial later, with Janae, if she allows that.  Right now, I want to know more about micro-singularities and what might have happened to the Trailblazer. I spoke with Riley, but she said it was too unclear or nebulous and undefined. What do you make of it all?” 
 
      
 
    “I reviewed the conversation you had with Riley. I believe both of you were flirting too much, which wasted valuable time. Nonetheless, I will try to rectify that now. Micro-singularities can refer…,” Kimberly lectured Ken for a while on the various meanings of terms, the history of speculations on black holes, singularities, and what was in the database on those issues.  It was much more detailed than what Riley had stated. Ken asked numerous questions, and did not try too many of his coquettish phrases or tones on Kimberly. The AI, in response, shared as much as was in the database, even so, it was still lacking in many and various ways.   
 
      
 
    “I think I will try to sleep now,” Ken finally said. “It has been a grueling day in more than one way. Not to mention, me getting rebuffed by two beautiful women.” 
 
      
 
    “That humor boarders on flirtation,” Kimberly replied. “Just keep in mind we have not even talked about the possible human social situations which we might find on the Trailblazer. I conjectured too many variables on that issue to even hazard a basic tutorial. I will be there with you to advise and offer background to whatever and whoever we encounter.” 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly, Janae wanted to communicate back to Dome 17 and was unable to, due to the junk in the atmosphere and our lack of communication equipment. How likely is it that we could get separated from you at some point? I do not want to be all alone in some barren wilderness, or, may the cosmos forbid, get separated and find myself in some primitive society with monkey-people.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly delayed for just a noticeable moment in answering. Then the AI stated, “Intriguing. Prior to launch I would have pointed out that we have highly reliable communication links for each of you.  Those simply attach to an ear. Those are excellent for keeping in contact with me.  They allow me to hear what you hear, and see what you see. I also can project images and information from them, and there are built-in cables which can be inserted into access ports, which the records show were in use on the colony ships. All our scenarios established that the com-links were sufficient.”  
 
      
 
    “Right, I know about those sophisticated com-links. Those are unlike what we used on missions to dead domes.  There we had to physically connect a cable to each other, right?” 
 
      
 
    “These com-links are wireless—to use an antiquated term. We have two sets of them for each of you. All the conjectures made in Dome 17 affirmed that that method would be sufficient, however, I now have my doubts. Janae’s situation revealed how a barrier to communication can be catastrophic. I am reconsidering adding some additional and redundant—a tertiary or backup—method of communication. Brink did include four com-links, which are in the supplies. While you sleep, I will review our mission protocols and conjecture some other possibilities. There may not be a better solution, but I want to explore all avenues of thought. A hindrance to communication could very well mean failure in the mission.  Ken, you have brought up an excellent point.  Thank you.  Now, sleep well.  There are pharmaceuticals in the med-kit should you need assistance in sleeping.  Janae wisely took a small dose of one of those.” 
 
      
 
    “We have access to the med-kits in the cockpit?” Ken was surprised as the cockpit was very cramped and tight. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, one med-kit is available and Janae used it. The scout was designed to accommodate the pilots, and the risk of injury during flight is real. The conjectured risk is small, but not impossible. The med-kit is in the center console, in a small compartment. The pilot seats are also removable, and that would allow access to the second med-kit as well as some of your stored gear. I suggest you sleep now.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed. I think I will be able to sleep without help, but thank you.” Ken pondered all that had been learned, and glanced out into the gray swirls of nothingness just beyond the clear permalloy. Along the edges of his vision the gray was a somewhat different shade, than it was directly ahead, although it was hard to tell. The view seemed to have depth and shallowness all at the same time. He fell asleep while wondering how something could look like that. 
 
      
 
    A number of hours passed while Janae and Ken slept. Kimberly ran conjectures, designs, and potential implementations, and then repeated them over and over. Every aspect of the mission was re-evaluated.  Kimberly did not admit it to Ken, and especially not to Janae, but the revelations of Committee Member Jubal’s treachery with the complicit assistance of Doctor Larson had shaken Kimberly’s faith in the mission parameters, and objectives. And so, Kimberly redid all the work, including all the mathematics.  It was a laborious task, even for the most advanced artificial intelligence system humanity had ever built. 
 
      
 
    Time passed.    
 
      
 
    Ken opened his eyes, and saw that Janae was already moving around the tight cabin.  He opened his mouth to make a provocative comment about her looks, and how nice it was to wake up next to her, but the image of a monkey popped into his mind.  He snapped his mouth shut.   
 
      
 
    Janae looked over at him. “We have two hours until we come out of faster-than-light travel. I am shocked I slept as long and as well as I did.” 
 
      
 
    “You needed it, I am sure. Emotional trauma is grueling. I am thankful our RAM suits recycle wastes,” Ken replied with a grin.  He hoped toilet humor was more appropriate than flirtation, but a stab of doubt nibbled at his thoughts.   
 
      
 
    “That does make it convenient, but I hope we do not have to live in our suits. I am sure it is not fashionable.” Janae flipped her hair back over an ear.   
 
      
 
    “Survival is always fashionable. Kimberly told me there was a tutorial on environmental systems. Shall we review that together?  We can eat our food ration while we do.” He took a sip from the straw at the collar of his RAM suit. Refreshing water was there, he did not consider what the water had once been.  All adventurers were comfortable with recycled food and water. 
 
    “Sounds like a plan. Oh, and thank you again for believing me. Sometime, after we reconnect to Earth, I want you to tell me all about yourself. I think there is more to you, Ken, than I was led to believe.  I may have misjudged you.” 
 
      
 
    Ken just smiled back, and restrained a sexualized comment. Then he said, “Misjudged me? Probably not. I am a rascal about relationships.  Maybe this mission will change that?” 
 
      
 
    “We will both be heroes when we get the teleporter connected, and I look forward to exposing Jubal and Larson,” Janae said through gritted teeth.  
 
      
 
    “I will support you unconditionally. Kimberly? Begin that tutorial, but no monkey-people, if you please.” 
 
      
 
    “Monkey-people?” Janae queried. 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly used some images to educate me. Personal stuff.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly started the tutorial on the twin screens in the cockpit.  The AI began with, “When we arrive at the Trailblazer our first task will be gaining entry. Just getting to the Trailblazer is not sufficient, we must make sure we can dock to the ship, then make safe entry, then find a suitable place for the teleportation receiving pad. That means a large enough location, but also a place where food and water can be found for the roughly fifteen hundred refugees. This tutorial is about what we might find once we have gotten inside the colony ship. According to the best historical records, each colony ship had a number—the records are unclear, and contradictory, regarding the specifics as to whether there were four, six, or eight habitats per ship—of unique biological areas.  The exact composition of what was inside those biomes is also undefined, but here are some general considerations…,” 
 
      
 
    Ken and Janae watched, questioned, and discussed it all with Kimberly. 
 
      
 
    “We now have only thirty-eight minutes until FTL transition is completed and we arrive at the destination,” Kimberly declared. “Ken brought up an issue of communication, and I have an unorthodox plan for a redundancy level of communication.” 
 
      
 
    “Will it allow me to contact Dome 17 immediately, and tell them?” Janae inquired hopefully.  
 
      
 
    “Unfortunately, no. This plan is about your keeping in direct contact with me,” Kimberly said. “The primary method has you both using the com-links which are securely connected to my systems. The weak spot in that plan is the interface between the com-link and your human bodies.  Should that com-link be separated from your body, I would lose connection with you. I propose, and it is indeed unorthodox, that we take the spare com-links and removed the tiny audio filament, and implant it permanently in each of you.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Ken was startled. “Implant the audio filament? That would ruin the com-link for anything but hearing and speaking. How would that improve our chances?” 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” Janae interjected. “We lose a lot of the abilities, but we permanently secure the connection. The only thing that would destroy that connection would be for someone to physically get into the scout and tear open the console and dig out Kimberly’s Atomic Level Processor, or surgically slicing out the audio filament from one of us. I like the idea. How do we do it?” 
 
      
 
    “I know Kimberly’s ALP is built into the scout ship. It is almost like how our brains are in our bodies. But putting the audio filament into our bodies as well? We will lose the secondary set of com-links.” 
 
      
 
    “Ken is correct,” Kimberly affirmed. “The second set of com-links would not be functional after the filament is removed.” 
 
      
 
    “Let me see if I understand,” Janae stated. “You are suggesting we do these filament implants to prevent possible communication blockages, but by doing so that replaces the backup set of com-links.  We would still have the first set, so we risk losing that backup. Which risk is greater, losing the backups, or have a com-link disconnected from us at an inopportune moment. Jubal cut off my AI and I was a prisoner in my own apartment. What are the risks?” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly answered, “I have factored in all that I have conjectured and made those calculations. Both courses of action have some risk.  I have also reviewed the history of the planning for this mission. I believe the implanted filament offers a slightly greater chance of added success in the mission, because it broadens our opportunities, and minimizes some risk.  This idea is not original to me. An implanted communicator—with a more sophisticated system—was originally Brink’s idea, supported by Willie, and affirmed by Doctor Carolyn. It was vigorously opposed by Jubal in the planning stages at the Committee meetings. When I reviewed those discussions, I found Jubal’s comments were eerily similar to diary notes made by Doctor Larson.  I believe those two discussed this and opposed it. The Committee voted two to one against using implanted communicators. Lorna was the only one who supported Brink’s plan.” 
 
      
 
    “You have witch-doctor Larson’s personal diary?” Janae’s voice was elevated in pitch and tone.   
 
      
 
    “Brink loaded all of Dome 17’s information storage systems into my memories.  All I had to do was find the right encryption codes, and unlock the recordings.  There is no absolute confession in her diary, but her entries do give further support to your claims, be it indirectly. Regarding this implanted communication issue, she vigorously opposed it, feeling it would relegate her role and power over clients to a lower position.” 
 
      
 
    “Since she and Jubal were against it, then I am even more for it!” 
 
      
 
    Ken looked at Janae. “I will do as Janae wants. I support her.” 
 
      
 
    “We can wait until we land on the Trailblazer, or we can do the procedure now,” Kimberly stated. 
 
      
 
    “Do it now!” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed, but with a question,” Ken hesitantly replied. “Will this be a constant communication, or can I shut it off for privacy?” 
 
      
 
    Janae gave him a wry smile. “Worried about me overhearing one of your seduction sessions?” 
 
      
 
    “Actually, I was concerned about you, and your own privacy. I did not want to be seen as some kind of audio voyeur trying to get into your intimate spaces. Seriously, if this is a constant audio feed, I wonder if I can stand hearing everything from you, and me, and Kimberly all at once. My brain might explode from too much stimulation.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. Or, perhaps I should say, I hear what you are getting at.  Kimberly, will there be an on and off switch?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. It will be much like the com-links.  A finger tap over the surface of the area will activate it, or deactivate it. Ken’s concern about constant audio is well founded. However, that will not happen,” the AI replied. “In fact, due to the limited abilities which this plan offers, it will only allow for communication between each of you and me. You will not be able to directly speak to each other.”  
 
      
 
    “Then I agree, again.” With a slight shrug of her shoulders Janae looked again at Ken with a new appreciation for him. “You can replay information from Ken to me and back.”   
 
      
 
    “I support Janae,” Ken said. “How do we do it?” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly instructed them on how to unhook the seatbacks of the pilot’s chairs and gain access to the storage compartment where the com-links were located.  It was a very tight undertaking, and was made more difficult by the zero gravity conditions. Yet, Janae worked her slender body around and pressed her back up against the clear permalloy, so Ken could reach under the seatback and withdraw two of the com-links.   
 
      
 
    Using the precision tool set that each of them had, they easily extracted the tiny audio filament. It was no wider than a human hair, and about a centimeter long. 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly? How will this be powered? We are cutting it off from the energy source in the com-link.” 
 
      
 
    “Janae, the audio filament will be attuned to the electrical activity of your own human body. Your cells generate electrical charges via various electrolytes.  The filament will tap into those charges, which will then power its sending and receiving abilities. You will now need to insert it.  I have instructed the medical kit to dispense two large bore syringes filled with sterilization fluids.  For each of you, drop the filament into the syringe, then inject it into the superior portion of the sternocleidomastoid muscle, of your teammate.” 
 
      
 
    Janae felt along around her ear. “I can do this myself.” 
 
      
 
    “I would be happy to assist, if that would help. I think precise placement might be important,” Ken said. His voice was flat as he was trying to hide his own anxiety about what was happening.   
 
      
 
    “Ken is correct,” Kimberly stated. “It is possible you could do the insertion correctly, by self-administration, but the success will be assured by working together and injecting it into each other.” 
 
      
 
    “I will let you do me first,” Ken said. “That way if something goes wrong, we can stop and not do it to you. I trust you Janae, even though this is really unexpected.” 
 
      
 
    Janae took the syringe which had slid from the medical kit, inserted the audio filament into the top, and handed it to Ken. “Do you want to inspect it first?” 
 
      
 
    “No, just be gentle.” Ken tipped his head to the side, and exposed the area.   
 
      
 
    With a very tender touch, Janae inserted the needle under the skin, and implanted the tiny filament.  “The deed is done.” 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly? Is it functional?” Ken asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am reading you.  Now, just tap it to shut it down.” 
 
      
 
    Ken touched the area, and while it was slightly tender, it was also somewhat numb.  The connection was severed. “I hope we do not need these. But I see the wisdom of having an alternative way to communicate.” 
 
      
 
    Janae tipped her neck. “Now, connect me in as well.  I wish this would allow me to speak right to everyone in Dome 17.” 
 
      
 
    Ken carefully prepared the next syringe, putting the last audio filament into the sterilizing fluid. He then injected it into her skin, and washed off the tiny drop of blood that was the only external evidence of any implantation.  “You are all set.” 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly? Is this working?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. It seems to me that communication should have been a higher priority.” 
 
      
 
    “Janae, it looked like these missions were more hastily put together than we thought. Sure, it came up fast at the meetings, and the one hundred twenty days struck us all hard. But still, they gave us no way to reconnect to the dome until we set up the teleporter, and only one team can set up the teleportation receiving pad. Just one out of seven. I wonder if there would there be a way to contact the other teams on those other colony ships?” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly interjected, “That too is an interesting conundrum. The reports say no, but they were issued from the Committee. We are unsure of what communication methods the colony ships themselves possess, but to reach the required distances will mean faster-than-light radio. I will investigate potentials regarding that as well. A functional receiving pad will have FTL radio capabilities. I do know that Brink seriously desired to establish multiple teleportation sending units. However, the array required to effectively penetrate through the toxic atmosphere of Earth is very large and complex. There was only time to build one sending unit. Again, however, the Committee issued the final orders on that. I will do further investigations into the records. Right now, reassemble all the items, and secure yourselves into the seats. We will be exiting FTL flight in three minutes.” 
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    A Surprising Welcome 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With their bodies strapped into the pilot seats, gear stored back in its snug compartments, a slight throb beneath their left ears, and a sense of anticipation, Janae and Ken stared out at the odd gray nothingness. With just a blink of an eye, the gray was gone.  Replacing it was a black blanket with twinkling bits of silver. 
 
      
 
    “Stars!” Ken gasped. 
 
      
 
    “Where is the Trailblazer?” Janae asked. “I see nothing but stars, although the sight is amazing.” Janae’s heart was pounding. She had never been able to see for such a vast distance before, except on the brief time after they had been slung from Dome 17 and before engaging the FTL drive, but then she was too occupied with trying to contact the dome. With that issue being less pressing on her mind, she took a few moments to actually look at the enchanting beauty of deep space, and spacious it was.  The reaches, depths, and seemingly unlimited expanse was hard for her mind to accept, and so, she refocused on the mission. “Where is the Trailblazer. I cannot see it.” 
 
      
 
    “I am turning the scout about. I have found a large mass on scanners.  It will be difficult for you to observe, as it will just be blocking parts of the star fields behind it. Human visual acuity is too limited to adequately differentiate the shades of black you are observing. Thus far, I have not seen any exterior lights on the Trailblazer.” 
 
      
 
    The scout ship’s thrusters fired, and the tiny spacecraft shifted about. The motion of the scout was not perceived by Janae, nor Ken. The inertia suppression systems were functioning well, and the thruster’s exertion of force was nowhere near enough to overcome that technology.   
 
      
 
    “But the ship is here?” Janae asked. “It really is?”  
 
      
 
    “Affirmative,” the AI replied. “Our distance to the closest part is one thousand five hundred nineteen meters away.  I am matching velocities with the Trailblazer.  It is moving significantly slower than conjectures predicted. I believe we are approaching it from its bow.” 
 
      
 
    “Still not bad targeting, over such a great distance! Bravo to Brink and his crew!” Ken smiled broadly. “And to you Kimberly! Bravo!”  
 
      
 
    “I had my doubts,” Janae confessed. “I admit I wondered if this trip was how Jubal was going to kill me, and take you two along with me. I guess the conspiracy is not all-encompassing. What can we tell of the Trailblazer?” 
 
      
 
    “I will put an enhanced visual display overlay on the windows, and on the small screen in the cockpit,” Kimberly stated. “I am making this from technical scanning observations.” 
 
      
 
    A huge outline in neon green cut across the window, taking up a third of the visible area. Within that outline, it was pure black, and no stars were visible. Outside of that illuminated frame, space was still black, but was sprinkled with stars of various intensities. Those spots of light were random, and diffuse, but absent within the displayed frame.  Janae tried to image the sight without the frame, and her eyes just could not see the shape of the colony ship without the AI’s projected assistance.  As the scout ship rotated in space, more and more of the utter blackness crept across the vista until no stars were visible at all anymore.  Lastly, the frame itself slipped out of the perceived field of vision. All was black.   
 
      
 
    “The thing is enormous!” Ken blurted out. “That must be kilometers long, and wide.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have some way of illuminating the surface?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Kimberly answered. “However, our exterior lighting will be insufficient to do much, but I am activating the exterior lights now.” 
 
      
 
    A small beam pierced out and it illuminated a circular white area on the ship. The hull was a dull blue, and not at all flat.  It surprised Ken to see such an irregular surface, where only a moment before it had been a deep black, and apparently, featureless plain. The light showed that on the hull there were scattered projections, mechanical parts, shapes of cubes, spheres, columns, and quadrilaterals. All that, and more, were lit up within that circle of light. The jumbled surface of the hull was so irregular, it reminded Janae of one of the exploded domes she had investigated.  A wave of fear washed across her emotions, but she refused to give vent to it with words. 
 
      
 
    “What are we seeing?” Ken asked. “I cannot make sense of the shapes, and I just cannot conceive of something this large, or am I just wrong in my perceptions?”  
 
      
 
    Kimberly went on, “I am running estimations of the size. From the visual readings and scans, this looks to be a circular configuration of slightly over sixteen kilometers in diameter.  We are about one third of the way from the center of that circular area.  I have also detected more of the ship.  I will need to pan out to show it, and that view will be displayed on the side of your screens.” A red arrow appeared on the small subsection. “That looks to be a section of the ship, which is estimated at roughly one and one-half kilometer wide, and is distinct from the circular area in front of us. I estimate the parts are connected, but our visual observations are hindered by our positioning here,” Kimberly announced. 
 
      
 
    “The beacon is where? Should we be able to see the robotic probe?” Janae asked. 
 
      
 
    “I am unable to locate the robotic probe or the beacon,” Kimberly replied.   
 
      
 
    “How in the cosmos will we know where to dock?” Ken’s words were breathy and low.   
 
      
 
    “A first for you? Right?” Janae tried to tease. She had swallowed her fears, doubts, and worries. “Really Ken, you not knowing where to make insertion?” 
 
      
 
    Ken smiled at her and nodded, then replied, “Seriously, Janae, look at the scope of this thing?” Ken swept his arm across in front of him. “All dark, all quiet, all still.” 
 
      
 
    “No sounds in space,” Janae replied. “Kimberly? If the robotic probe is missing, and the beacon is gone, where do we make connection?” 
 
      
 
    “We have matched the velocity of the Trailblazer. Again, I am struck by the lack of speed of this colony ship.  It is moving—and I have rechecked, recalibrated the instruments, and remeasured its velocity using four different techniques—at only a bit over 40,000 kilometers per hour.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Janae, that is the speed of the Trailblazer.” 
 
      
 
    “It is basically dead in space,” Ken interjected. “But alive inside, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Wait, if it is going that slow—only about as fast as some of the first primitive rockets to the moon—how will it ever get through interstellar space?” Janae dropped her head, and held it in her hands. “The massive systems failures, it is a derelict.” 
 
      
 
    Ken patted her shoulder, “Do not despair yet. The Trailblazer was designed for a journey lasting centuries. When we set up the teleportation receiving pad, we will have all the resources and technical expertise of Dome 17 to affect repairs, and the people in Dome 17 will no longer be facing their deadline.”  
 
      
 
    Kimberly, the AI stated, “Our thruster fuel supply is sufficient to survey much of the Trailblazer to find a suitable docking port of some kind.” 
 
      
 
    The FTL scout moved along parallel to the surface of the vast colony ship, but it was difficult to tell it was moving. The only sign was the fact that the objects lit up by the searchlight were shifting, actually, the searchlight’s focus was shifting, but, to the human occupants of the scout, it looked like the hull was moving across past them. The parade of strange fixtures continued with the beam of light projecting down onto the hull’s odd structures, old-style antennas, eerie pipe-works, shadowy recesses, and a myriad of other unknown, unidentified, and just odd-looking things.  Overall, it remained a vast, bluish gray wasteland. No surface lights, no movements, no signs of any response to their presence.   
 
      
 
    “Can we communicate with the Trailblazer?” Ken asked. “Knock on the doors for us, Kimberly.  Tell them we are here.” 
 
      
 
    “I have been monitoring for any transmissions, and have not found anything new. The automated distress signal which was reported from the records has not been located.” 
 
      
 
    “A distress call?” Janae asked. “To whom?” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent question, Janae. That remains a mystery. The distress call is only at light speed and was picked up by the probe, then sent back via FTL radio. The Trailblazer crew would know it might take decades for anyone to come to their rescue, especially considering it would take decades for the signal to be heard in the first place,” Kimberly stated. “I am still running scans, and my data is limited.” 
 
      
 
    Ken added, “Like the loss of the beacon placed by the robotic probe, I find that distress call unusual. Janae, do you think they anticipated FTL flights?” 
 
      
 
    “Who know?” Janae rubbed her head at her temple. 
 
      
 
    The FTL scout’s thrusters fired again, and the scout moved closer to the surface of the hull.  Suddenly, there was a rocking sensation which spun the scout about. It was not so much felt, as seen by the perception of the objects illuminated by the searchlight.  They spun about wildly, which was different from the steady progressive movement they had been making as the scout flew.  
 
      
 
    “We have encountered a repulsor field,” Kimberly announced.  
 
      
 
    The shuttle fired its thrusters, and adjusted its flight to be stabilized—in relation to the Trailblazer—and the spotlight’s objects quit their perceived dancing about.   
 
      
 
    “I am receiving a transmission via an antique mode,” Kimberly stated. “I am putting it on speakers now. I have not responded to its message.” 
 
      
 
    “Unknown shuttle craft, you are in a restricted space way,” a man’s voice stated. “Do not violate the automated debris sensors.  I cannot shut them down at that location. What habitat is your origin? What is your intention? Do not approach the hull again! Microparticle turrets are operational in restricted space ways.” 
 
      
 
    “Strange accent,” Ken said, “but clearly a living human, using some kind of technology. What do we say?” 
 
      
 
    “We need somewhere to land, but our story might be hard to explain. Kimberly, what do you think is our best response?” 
 
      
 
    Before the AI could respond, the voice on the transmission again came on, “Unidentified shuttle, why are you at the bow? You are in a restricted space way. From which habitat did you launch? Are you tants?” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly interjected, “I conjecture a male voice may have a better chance of successful interaction with another male, although, that is hard to estimate. Historically, machine voices, and females are not treated with the same assumed privilege as males. However, males also are historically more likely to be viewed an invaders, conquerors, and enemies, than are women or machines.” 
 
      
 
    Janae looked at Ken who nodded in understanding.   
 
      
 
    “Kimberly, connect me in. I will answer this man.” 
 
      
 
    Ken cleared his throat, and then spoke, “Hello? I am in the scout ship, you called a shuttle. I need a safe place to make landing. Will you offer me your assistance? I need your help. Please?” 
 
      
 
    There was no response. 
 
      
 
    “Did they receive Ken’s words?” 
 
      
 
    The AI Kimberly replied, “Readings show that they did.” 
 
      
 
    Ken looked at Janae who just looked out at the hull.  The circle from the spotlight was still on one section of the hull. She thought she could see some kind of tracked system on the surface which made a serpentine pathway around and between the structures.   
 
      
 
    “Remain outside of the automated debris sensor range. The repulsor and microparticle turrets are functional on the entire bow of Ida. From what habitat did you originate? Why did you fly into a restricted space way? Who are you?” 
 
      
 
    Ken replied, “I am lost as to my location. I just want to get safely back inside the Trailblazer.  Please help me.” 
 
      
 
    Janae looked at Ken with a wry smile, “Get safely back inside? Really? Starting out with a lie? Is that a good first impression?” 
 
      
 
    Ken winked, “As long as it works, it is a good first impression. Besides, he already thinks I was from there. How do I explain to him I am from Dome 17, which I know he has never heard about?” 
 
      
 
    There was a long delay in which no response came from the Trailblazer.  Kimberly kept monitoring all the possible forms of transmission, but could detect no other signals.  She was able to determine a rough approximation of where they had encountered what the radio voice had called, the automated debris sensor area.  The scout was drifting in a steady manner consistent with the movement of the ship.  Kimberly also was running multiple scans using all the abilities the scout offered, that was resulting in a lot of information, but no solid answers.   
 
      
 
    After what felt like an eon of waiting, the voice returned on the radio signal, “Shuttle, you may dock at Hanger 5 of Ida,” 
 
      
 
    Another voice, a female one, interrupted, “Diego? What is happening here? I was alerted that a possible tant was outside our bow? Is that true?” 
 
      
 
    The male voice responded to the female, but the conversation came through the transmission, “Not a tant, but I think it is just some fool from a low-tech habitat who is playing with a runabout. The repulsor system identified the shuttle as a runabout variant, but the driver says he is lost and wants to get inside.  I asked what habitat he was from, and I do not think the jerk even knows. Can you believe that? I can lead him to Hanger 5, easy enough—if he can follow directions. Only a slight chance of an MS in that area.” 
 
      
 
    “Fools playing with machinery! Bloody idiots are getting themselves killed off all the time,” the female cursed, using some word phrases that Janae and Ken did not recognize. It sounded a bit like some ancient language, but neither could identify it aside from the emotional baggage which expressed disgust, and contempt. “Land the moron in Hanger 5, but have a full security team, and a decontamination team in place before bringing the sap in. If that runabout hits an MS out there it is only the fool’s blood who gets shed.  I will make a report.” 
 
      
 
    The man’s voice then altered a bit in pitch as he readdressed the scout, “Shuttle, I will guide you to safety. What is your name?” 
 
      
 
    “Ken, and what is yours?” 
 
      
 
    “Call me Diego, and listen to me carefully. On the cockpit’s left side, you will see an illuminated—lit up—button.  Press it and I will remotely pilot that runabout back inside here.  Right now, I only have you on radar, and lidar. I need your—just push the button, I will take care the rest.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Diego, I do not see any button like that,” Ken replied. “What do I do now?” He rolled his eyes as he played the part of being helpless and in distress. 
 
      
 
    “It will be a yellow button with a light on it. It is about as big as your thumbnail, and right next to the gauges which show fuel, temperature, and gas status.  You are in the front seat of the runabout, right?” 
 
      
 
    “I do not see anything like you are talking about, sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, listen, Ken, if you get too close to the ship, the repulsors will push you away. Come at the ship too fast, and the defenses will shoot, and you will die.  Now, you must be able to drive the runabout somehow. Can you follow lights on the hull?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Ken replied. “I will also keep this same distance away, until you say differently. Thank you, Diego.” 
 
      
 
    “Your habitat must really be something, Ken. Now, watch out the canopy and tell me if you see some lights come on.” 
 
      
 
    Ken and Janae looked out over the hull and saw some bright red lights blink on.   
 
      
 
    “I see them.” 
 
      
 
    “Good, well done, Ken. Now, do not be afraid. I will get you back inside, then we will figure out where you came from, and why you would do all this.  Move your runabout to right over that red light, but go slowly, and do not descend—do not, I repeat, not drop closer to the surface.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly fired the thrusters and the scout slipped gently along, keeping at least the same distance from the hull as before the encounter with the repulsor field.  The red light was atop a pyramid-shaped projection from the hull, and it cast a dull red sheen.   
 
      
 
    “I am over the red light, Diego. What next?” 
 
      
 
    “I will turn on the next red light. When you see that, fly right over to it, well, not right to it. Do not go closer to the hull.  You can only do that when we get to Hanger 5.  Therefore, stay the same distance away from the hull.  Do you understand me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Diego. You are a good teacher. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Janae rolled her eyes again, but smiled a bit. Ken’s eyes were twinkling as he spoke. His voice was softer and elevated a bit in tone, which made him sound younger.  
 
      
 
    “The red light is on. I am flying over to be by that one,” Ken said.  
 
      
 
    They repeated this process for a bit until the scout came right to the edge of the vast circle they had been flying near. As that happened, the scanning equipment picked up more of the details about the other parts of the Trailblazer. The flat disk they had been near was in fact the end of an enormous cylinder.  Its curved sides stretched off into the distance. Only by Kimberly’s placing animations of what the scans showed was the end able to be seen. It was roughly eighty kilometers long. Additionally, from the new vantage point, at the corner of the giant cylinder, they could also now scan more of the other parts of the Trailblazer. Kimberly was assembling an animation which was collating all the information which had been gathered.  The Colony Ship Trailblazer consisted of a single shaft with cylinders connected in parallel to it. The shaft was mammoth, being one and one-half kilometer in diameter and about one hundred eighty some kilometers long.  Attached to that were eight of the massive cylinders. Those cylinders were each about the same size, being sixteen kilometers by eighty kilometers. Ken really wanted to stop and asked questions about the images Kimberly was assembling, but he kept in conversation with Diego. 
 
      
 
    “Now, Ken. You are at the corner of the habitat.  Do you remember crossing a corner when you drove to the bow?” 
 
      
 
    “I might have, but I did not see it, sorry.  It was very dark when I drove here,” Ken said. He was trying to be as honest as possible, but also as vague and nebulous as he could be. He was not sure Diego would assist him if he were to hear all the details of the mission and journey.  Better to save that for when they were safely inside that hanger.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, you have said you were lost, and in the dark several times.  Why did you try this?” 
 
      
 
    “Can you get me inside? Please?” Ken begged.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, right, sorry. Must be scary out there with all the MSs around, and you with no experience. I will help you. From your location, you will need to drive along Ida and get to the green light I am turning on now.  Do not get too close to Axis Mundi.” 
 
      
 
    “What is Axis Mundi?” Ken asked, but then regretted the question. He wondered if everyone on the Trailblazer would already know that, and this Diego person would then become suspicious. 
 
      
 
    “Where the radiation levels are, you should—oh never mind—just stay about the same distance away from the hull as you have been as you approach the green light.  Let me know when you get there. I will not have confirmation on your location. I will lose radar and lidar contact with—oh why am I telling you this. Just drive that stupid runabout over to the green light and let me know when you get there.” 
 
      
 
    Ken could see the green light come on, and when he glanced down at the screen’s display, Kimberly put animation on which showed the building with the location of the green light would be about a tenth of the way along the curved side of the cylinder, from the flat end.  Ken’s mind was jumping about trying to consider what was up, down, right, left, and as if Kimberly had read his mind, directional arrows appeared on the display.   
 
      
 
    “I am using the bow of the Trailblazer as the ‘front’ reference, the stern as the ‘rear’ reference, and the shaft down the center of the colony ship as the zero reference for the terms ‘lateral’ and ‘medial.’ I hope this is helpful,” Kimberly announced. “Additionally, I am filtering all our conversations here. Currently, my voice and Janae’s voice will not be transmitted to the radio contact, for now, so that no misunderstandings happen with this first-contact person, Diego. I will also filter anything you, Ken, say which I believe might be problematic. This Diego person believes you are an ignorant inhabitant of some other part of the Trailblazer, and is working to allow us entry.” 
 
      
 
    “Good work, Kimberly,” Janae enthused, “Although, they are going to meet me soon enough, but by then we will be inside, and probably getting the teleporter set up.” 
 
      
 
    When the scout was directly over the green light, Ken reported back, “Diego? I am now over the green light, about the same distance as I was from the other parts. Is that where I should be?” 
 
      
 
    Diego’s voice came back, “Yes, just keep well away from Axis Mundi. Now watch for the hanger bay doors to be opening. I have no visuals from that section of the hull, but when the hanger bay opens, the automated debris sensors will shut down the repulsors, and also the microparticle turrets.” 
 
      
 
    The scout was not directly across from that central shaft, and was not quite to the place where a large structure connected between the cylinder and the shaft.  Everything about the exterior of the Trailblazer was gargantuan.  The cylinder was by far the biggest in bulk, but the shaft was extremely long, over double the length of the cylinder, but very skinny in comparison. The connecting structure was roughly the same diameter as the shaft, but short and set perpendicular to the length of the shaft. It all still looked black to the naked eye, except for the small green light. The animated outlines, which Kimberly provided, allowed both Ken and Janae to picture, in a rough outlined form, the shape and scope of the ship. Using the various scanners, Kimberly was also building a detailed composite image of what was on the surface of the hull, but the AI refrained from showing that to prevent sensory overload.       
 
      
 
    “There it is!” Ken exclaimed.   
 
      
 
    On the hull, to the side of where the green light was located, a blue light lit up a rectangular shape, and white spot lights pierced out, illuminating the exterior doors of the hanger.  They were gray color with yellow warning stripes, in a hashmark arrangement.   
 
      
 
    Diego’s voice came on, “You are cleared to descend directly into the hanger. Be warned, gravity manipulation will be off as you enter, but when the door shuts behind you, the gravity vectors will come on again. Oh, wait, do you know about gravity manipulation? Just, well, you will be able to fall again, and feel heavy.  But it may pull you in an unexpected way.  Watch for the directions on the rear viewer.” 
 
      
 
    The yellow striped doors parted, and the interior of the hanger was well-lit. Inside, pointed upward toward the now open doors, were three spacecraft.  Four other stalls were empty. Kimberly used the scout’s thrusters to maneuver into the hanger.  Just as the scout passed the thick threshold, the lights in the hanger began to flash with yellow and red alternating colors.  Then the exterior doors folded closed.   
 
      
 
    “We are inside,” Kimberly announced, but it was obvious to both Janae and Ken that that had occurred.   
 
      
 
    Drums—as tall as the scout—lined the perimeter of the hanger, and Janae switched her mind’s orientation to thinking of the hanger doors as the front, and the sidewall, where the other spacecraft were locked in place, as a floor. Then across from that floor was a ceiling, to her new orientation, and the furthest wall was the back of the hanger.  Along that back wall, a large rectangular display lit up with a scrolling message.   
 
      
 
    “Hanger bay cycling will begin when doors are sealed,” the scroll read.  “Land in stall four, secure your shuttle to the docking clamps, and remain inside until further notice.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, they do speak standard, and the lettering and numbers are fairly routine,” Janae commented. “I wondered if after a hundred years things might be different. Back a hundred years ago, the whole world was different.” 
 
      
 
    Ken huffed a bit of a laugh, “And yet people remain the same.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly set the scout as close to the surface where the shuttles were clamped down as was possible, but the scout lacked any the kind of clamps which would allow a joining. The AI stated, “I believe when gravity manipulation is reinitiated, the scout will be sitting upright, and its rear surface will rest on what will become a floor.” 
 
      
 
    The rectangular display flashed another message which cut through the red and yellow strobing light. “Seals secured. Gravity manipulation will commence in 30 second.” The numeral began to count down, and a blinking arrow pointed toward the surface they thought would become a floor. “Air refilling the hanger.  Please stand by for gravity manipulation to commence.” 
 
      
 
    The red and yellow flashing lights stopped, and the prior illumination of the hanger returned. Ken and Janae felt gravity pull on them, just as the scrolling message announced it was in place. From their position in the pilot seats, they felt pulled down as they looked upward.  Janae glanced over and saw that as compared to the noses and swept-back wings of the other shuttles, the scout was pointing toward the ceiling while the Trailblazer’s spacecraft were on skids and pointing toward the hanger’s exterior doors.  Kimberly extended small legs from the scout, and used a tiny adjustment on the thrusters to set the scout gently down next to the docking clamps right over the yellow marks.  
 
      
 
    “We made it!” Ken whooped. “Now, we just need to set up the teleporter!” 
 
      
 
    “There might be a complication,” Janae said as she twisted her head to look at what was rolling into the hanger from doors in the same wall as where the scrolling message had been display. The message now read, “Atmosphere established. Security forces in place.”  
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    Confiscation 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ken and Janae both unhooked their restraints, and twisted about to look at what was approaching.  
 
      
 
    “Diego? I am in the hanger. Thank you for helping me,” Ken transmitted.   
 
      
 
    There was no response from that first person they had encountered.  
 
      
 
    Looking out, Janae and Ken saw machines rolling right toward the scout.  The machines were red colored, with six wheels, three on each side, suspended on complex axle arrangements. The chassis of the machine was a cube about a meter square.  Numbers were stenciled in on the machines, while at the top of each machine was a multijointed arm of some kind.  More troubling, at the front, was a three-barreled arrangement which looked like a muzzle for weapons. That swiveled a bit, but the barrels pointed directly at the clear permalloy.   
 
      
 
    “Diego? Diego?” Ken tried. 
 
      
 
    Still there was no response.   
 
      
 
    “I count seven of those red machines. Are they robots of some kind?” Janae asked.  
 
      
 
    Kimberly the AI replied, “That is possible, although the word robot is antiquated. I have compared the design of these machines to my database, and I find nothing exactly like them.” 
 
      
 
    “More are over there,” Ken said and pointed toward another part of the hanger. “Those are different, not just because they are blue, but they look like a different model, serving a different function. See, that apparatus looks like some kind of tools at the front, rather than weapons, but who knows for sure? Kimberly? What happened to my new friend, Diego?” 
 
      
 
    “I conjecture the exterior doors of the hanger bay cut off communication.  I have been scanning for any other transmissions, but there are so many electromagnetic frequencies being used in here it is uncertain which the Trailblazer uses for communications.  I will keep trying to make contact.” 
 
      
 
    “I know a better way,” Ken said. “I will just go out there.” 
 
      
 
    Janae took in a deep breath and added, “We have no other choice. They control the hanger, the door, and the colony ship. Kimberly? Are you certain Diego was a human, not a machine voice?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, to a 78% degree of confidence.” 
 
      
 
    Crawling through the space to reach the side hatch was not too much different than what they had done in Dome 17, except everything was now shifted at a right angle.   
 
      
 
    “Ken, I advise that we wait inside the scout and see what these machines do,” Kimberly stated. “A hasty approach might give the wrong first impression.” 
 
      
 
    “Diego was our first impression, and that got us safely inside.  I am good at first impressions. I assume you confirmed that message on the wall, about an atmosphere being here, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Ken. The tests I have run confirm that the air in the hanger is safe. Proper pressures, no excessive radioactivity, or toxins. Temperature is a comfortable twenty-two degrees. Your RAM suits can easily handle much more unsuitable environments. However, a prudent approach would be to allow these machines to communicate to us their intentions.”  
 
      
 
    “No, we need to make contact back to Dome 17. Out I go!” Ken activated the hatch on the side of the scout.  Climbing out, he slipped a bit, but then righted himself.  Janae followed.   
 
      
 
    Ken held up both hands, palms toward the nearest machine, his fingers spread wide. “Thank you for letting us land. I am Ken, and this is my friend Janae.” 
 
      
 
    The weapon barrels swiveled a bit to point away from Ken, which he took as a positive sign. Besides that minor movement, there was no apparent response.    
 
      
 
    “We need your help. We are on an urgent mission to save our people,” Ken stated, but turned his attention from machine to machine, not sure if they were hearing him—or if they were, if they could reply—or if someone who was controlling them, would hear and reply. “We have come here to find a safe place for our people. Who do I speak with?”   
 
      
 
    “Over there!” Janae pointed as a third kind of machine rolled toward them.  This one was white colored, and a bit smaller than the red ones which were close by. It lacked the weapon barrels, and as it approached, the red machines rolled back allowing it direct access to the humans.  
 
      
 
    Ken turned and saw the white machine approaching.  He also noted that some of the blue machines were now next to the scout, and their arms were extended out from the tops of the machine. The ends of the arms were tenderly moving next to parts of the scout. “An examination?” Ken murmured.   
 
      
 
    Kimberly’s voice came from the open hatch doorway, “Ken and Janae, you need your data sticks and readers to fully assess this situation. You currently have none of your equipment; tools, weapons, or com-links. Both of you have those systems we spoke about, but both are currently turned off.” 
 
      
 
    Janae tapped under her ear, but also stepped back toward the scout.   
 
      
 
    “I am Doctor Alpha 7,” a mechanical voice came from the white machine. “You are under medical quarantine. I will need to know the habitat from which you originate.” 
 
      
 
    “I am Ken, and this is Janae,” Ken began.  
 
      
 
    “I heard your designations. I will need to know the habitat from which you originate,” Doctor Alpha 7 stated.  
 
      
 
    “We came from Earth, Dome 17, and need your help,” Janae replied.  
 
      
 
    “All humans on the Colony Ship Trailblazer originated from Earth.  I need to know the habitat in which you were born. I have no designation of ‘Dome 17’ for any of the eight biomes of the Trailblazer,” Doctor Alpha 7 stated. “Local nomenclatures are not universally recognized. What do you call your home habitat?” 
 
      
 
    Ken tried, “Doctor Alpha 7, we have come from Earth, directly. We were there yesterday, in a place called Dome 17. Who is in charge here? Who do we speak to about getting help? There are about fifteen hundred people in Dome 17 and they are in grave danger.” 
 
      
 
    Doctor Alpha 7 turned a little on its six wheels. Each wheel moved independently of the others, and it was quite dexterous. Its voice said, “What is the nature of that ‘grave danger’? Is it a medical emergency?” 
 
      
 
    “Dome 17’s systems are failing, and they have only a bit over a hundred days until the dome fails. When that happens, everyone will die. Radiation and toxins will flood in.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you originate on Axis Mundi?  If so, please tell me immediately,” the machine responded. “Remote assessments of you show no characteristics of those from Axis Mundi. Are there safe pockets on Axis Mundi? Is there an unaffected remnant population on Axis Mundi?” 
 
      
 
    “Axis Mundi? I do not know what that is,” Janae replied. “We came from Earth.” 
 
      
 
    The white machine’s arm suddenly shot out and its ends gripped Janae ever so quickly. She felt a tap where the mechanical grippers had closed on her, but no pain.   
 
      
 
    Janae yanked her arm back, stepped away from the machine, and leaned against the scout ship. “Why did you do that?” 
 
      
 
    “Pardon me, if that was frightening. Remote assessments I have made of you two do not give me an adequate quantity of information to make a diagnosis. Sampling your garment would allow me to trace the habitat of your origin, by looking at spoors, fibers, trace elements, floral remnants, and residual faunal traces.” 
 
      
 
    “You should never just grab someone!” Janae yelled.   
 
      
 
    “Pardon me. I was unsure if you would understand the need for garment sampling, and I am seeking to assist you as much as possible, despite your limited educational and mental developmental levels. I tried to sample your garments, but was unable to do so. I refrained from exerting excessive pressure. Your garment is stronger than I estimated. My preliminary findings show you to be poorly oriented to time, place, or situation. You seem unable to relate your home habitat, nor do you fit the profile of those having come from Axis Mundi. May I have a sample of your skin to assess your genetic materials? That will help me to unravel the mystery of your origins.” 
 
      
 
    “Why, you insulting box of bolts! I told you we were from Earth,” Janae insisted. “I am telling you the truth.” 
 
      
 
    “Right. We just came from Earth in this FTL scout ship,” Ken added. “Now, who should we speak to about a project we need to build? It is imperative.” 
 
      
 
    Doctor Alpha 7 replied, “I assume, by your tone of voice, this project is to save those fifteen hundred people who live in your Dome 17. Is that correct?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes! Excellent! Who do I speak to? The project is super important and…” 
 
      
 
    “You have mentioned this before. From the limited information you have provided,” Doctor Alpha 7 stated, “it sounds like a Machine Maintenance issue.  There is no location designated as ‘Dome 17’ in my medical records. I attribute that to some tribal custom of re-naming places. Since you cannot tell me the specific habitat, nor even describe the type of biome where you were born, I again ask if I can take a genetic sample to assist you.” 
 
      
 
    Janae looked over and saw that the blue machines had been using tools on the sides and bottom of the scout. Some of the blue machines were using their multijointed arms, holding up lengths of dark gray chain, while others were applying new spots of permalloy to weld the chains onto the sides of the scout. Those chains led down to the clamping apparatus on the deck. 
 
      
 
    “Hey! Stop that!” Ken yelled out and he ran over to the nearest blue machine.  He tried to grab onto the chain, but the machine just ignored him and continued doing its work. Several chains were already welded into the permalloy and clamped into the docking anchor cleat.   
 
      
 
    Janae, sensing things were going awry, moved back toward the hatchway of the scout. A red machine rolled in front of her and blocked her way.   
 
      
 
    “Please do not be afraid,” Doctor Alpha 7 stated. “I cannot allow you to re-enter this vehicle.  I have received word from engineering that this vehicle does not conform to official safety standards, and is an unregistered design.  Would you like to tell me who manufactured this vehicle for you? Which of the Reproduction and Fabrication facilities were subverted into making an uncertified design? Or perhaps, did you find this vehicle? That would be more consistent with your limited intellectual abilities. Was this a tant design?” 
 
      
 
    “Tant design? What are you blathering on about? Brink designed this and it was made in Dome 17!” 
 
      
 
    The white machine responded, “This Dome 17 of yours is a Reproduction and Fabrication facility? That does explain some of this. That would account for the vehicle, the garments, and the voice I heard when I first came here. Are you victims of a rampant artificial intelligence?” 
 
      
 
    Janae sputtered in anger, “No! I told you, we came from Earth! That scout is the highest and best spacecraft ever designed.  It brought us here from Earth! Just listen. Ken explained that we are on a mission…” 
 
      
 
    “Pardon me for interrupting, but home-made spacecraft are a threat to you, and to the Trailblazer itself. Personal pride in building something has a place, but confabulating this vehicle by stating it is the ‘highest and best spacecraft ever designed’ is just delusional.  Home-made vehicles like this one are extremely risky on multiple levels. They cannot be tolerated. The danger to others is just too great.” 
 
      
 
    “We know what we are doing,” Janae said softly, as she suppressed her anger. “The design was checked and approved.” 
 
      
 
    “By whom?” 
 
      
 
    “The scout is disabled,” Kimberly reported through the implanted communicator. “I very strongly advise that you not tell these machines about my presence, lest they seek to disassemble the scout further.” 
 
      
 
    Janae shifted on her feet, and stepped back. “Our leader designed this scout so we could come here.” 
 
      
 
    The white machine rolled around just bit. “I believe I may be coming to understand what has happened. If you have been the victims of a rampant intelligence system, please let me know. We are here to help you, and I am thankful you did not die in your abortive and unsafe attempt at space travel.  In many ways, it is remarkable you did not die, being in a restricted space way. There are many dangers there of death, or serious injury.  Using that vehicle was an ill-planned, and poorly-executed endeavor, but again, if you were under duress from a rampant system, or are being used by tants, I am here to assist you.” 
 
      
 
    Janae forced herself to calm down, but it was difficult. “I just want to get something from inside,” Janae relied. 
 
      
 
    The white machine, as well as one of the red ones, blocked her way.  
 
      
 
    Ken had pulled a length of chain away from one of the blue machines, and was stepping back toward Janae. He spun the chain around. “Let us back inside our scout ship. Right now!” 
 
      
 
    “I understand you are afraid, and in a new and overwhelming situation.  However, violence is uncalled for, and cannot be tolerated. I am trying to help you,” Doctor Alpha 7 stated. “I understand your passion to save your friends. You said these people in Dome 17 are in grave danger. I want to help alleviate that situation, if I can. Nonetheless, if you continue to threaten me, I will allow the security automacubes to use methods to restrain you.” 
 
      
 
    “Automacubes?” Janae asked. “Is that what you and these other machines are called?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I see now how primitive your understanding of technology really is,” Doctor Alpha 7 said. “Right now, when you drop the chain, we can continue to have a nice chat about what you have done. If you have been victimized, I might be able to help you. Please carefully consider your next actions.” 
 
      
 
    “Ken? Janae? Do not fight with those machines,” Kimberly called out, and they heard it through the implants. “These automacubes are in control of the situation, and I can still communicate with you. I believe fighting them will lead to a disaster.” 
 
      
 
    Ken dropped the chain, “I am not threatening. Sorry it looked that way. Just, please stop working on my scout ship, and listen to what we need.  Please?” 
 
      
 
    “Well done in dropping the chain. You made a wise and correct choice. Bravo,” Doctor Alpha 7 stated. “As to this vehicle, it is unregistered, uncertified, and of unproven design. The vehicle is property of the Trailblazer, even if it was produced illegally by a rampant system, or was designed by tants. It is now under the authority of Ida Habitat’s Benefactor,” Doctor Alpha 7 replied. “It will be secured to the docking clamps so that it does not come lose when next the hanger is utilized. Doing that is for everyone’s protection.”   
 
      
 
    “May I just get some equipment and show you? It will prove all I have claimed,” Ken said smoothly. “It is a storage device and will prove our claims, and answer all your questions.  It is right inside.” 
 
      
 
    Two of the red machines rolled up next to Ken, their weapons barrels were no longer turned away. The white machine was still impeding his access to the hatchway. Its voice replied, “While we are securing this vehicle, this door will not be allowed to close.” Its manipulation arm expended upward and latched into the hatch’s track. “You may get the device you wish to show me. If it can provide information, I will be very happy to learn from it.” 
 
      
 
    Ken reached into the storage compartment, and found several data sticks and a data stick reader.  He could not quite reach the weapons Willie had made, and he was unsure how escalating the conflict would help him anyway. He was certain that when he ran the log records for this Doctor Alpha 7 machine—as shown on the data sticks—it would clarify the situation. Ken turned back around, inserted the finger-sized data stick, and pressed the button in the reader.  Nothing happened.   
 
      
 
    “I see the device you are holding. It is not in our records,” the white machine stated. “What does it do?” 
 
      
 
    “It is an information retrieval, storage, and display system. I will insert another data stick,” Ken replied. “I have never seen a data stick fail before, but all machines can have problems, right?” 
 
      
 
    “That is correct. All machines can have problems. That is why each design is rigorously tested and scrutinized prior to being logged into the records,” Doctor Alpha 7 stated. “Like this unauthorized vehicle, for example, it too is not in our records, and therefore is not a proven design that is safe for human usage.” 
 
      
 
    Ken inserted another data stick into the reader.  Again, nothing happened.   
 
      
 
    “Ken? What is wrong?” Janae asked. “Perhaps the reader is faulty? I have not heard of that, either, but it could happen.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly spoke gently to both Ken and Janae, “I have scanned the two data sticks you used, as well as the reader.  They are not functional, but I cannot explain their failure. The other data sticks are in the same state.  Again, I strongly suggest you do not admit I am present in the scout. I will assist you as possible, but I conjecture a near certainty that these automacubes will perceive me as what Doctor Alpha 7 is calling ‘a rampant system’ and that will hinder our mission. We need to make contact with humans and explain this all.” 
 
      
 
    “It seems our machines are broken,” Ken said, and set the data sticks down. “I have other equipment which might help explain about us.” He reached back into the scout and grabbed the pistol made by Willie.  He moved it out, so that he could access the teleportation equipment. His back was to the hanger, and he set the pistol off to the side at the edge of the hatchway.   
 
      
 
    “Weapon!” the red automacubes called on in ragged unison. Their voices were guttural and extremely mechanical. 
 
      
 
    Ken turned around, and even though his hands were away from the pistol, wires shot from two of the red automacubes. The wires struck into his RAM suit on one side, and his uncovered left hand on the other.  
 
      
 
    “Yuuugh!”  Ken convulsed and collapsed to the floor. 
 
      
 
    Janae rushed toward Ken, who was sitting up on his elbows. She knelt down and grabbed him. “Ken, what happened?” 
 
      
 
    “He was moving an illegal and unapproved weapon,” Doctor Alpha 7 informed them. “That activity was too dangerous. Please remain seated with your backs against this unregistered vehicle. The security automacubes will be searching this vehicle, and removing dangerous items.” 
 
      
 
    “We have two pistols…” Ken sputtered in his speech. “They are for self-protection, and it was in the holster… Why did you hurt me?” 
 
      
 
    “Pardon the pain. You were struck with the minimum amount of energy to suppress the situation. Those weapons, like this vehicle, and everything else found inside it, will be confiscated and examined.  Items that are safe for your use, might be returned to you.” 
 
      
 
    “We need to set up a machine to help our friends. I can explain it to you,” Janae said. “Just take the time to listen.” 
 
      
 
    “I have listened. You were unable to explain your habitat of origin. You arrived here through a restricted space way, in an unregistered, unsafe vehicle. You are in possession of at least three kinds of technology which does not conform to safety standards, is not approved, nor is it even registered. Please remain where you are while the security automacube searches the vehicle,” Doctor Alpha 7 ordered.  
 
      
 
    One of the red machines stood right next to where Janae and Ken sat.  Janae put her hands on Ken’s shoulder, leaned into him, and whispered, “This is not going as expected. Should we get consultation?” She hoped he would understand to whom she was referring.   
 
      
 
    Ken shook his head no, and looked at the white automacube. “We mean no harm, and I apologize if moving that weapon was some kind of trigger or threat to you. Forgive me. Is there a human I may speak with about all this?” 
 
      
 
    “Your apology is noted. The situation was neutralized. You suffered no permanent harm. You will now understand and know for the future reference not to brandish illegal weapons. I do not blame you for your obvious ignorance, but you are responsible for your actions. I again ask that you allow me to take genetic samples from you.  If you agree, each of you should extend one of your hands, so I may take the sample.” 
 
      
 
    Ken and Janae remained where they were, and did not comply. Janae was unsure if cooperation would help, but did not see a way to actively resist, so she kept her hands on Ken’s shoulder. He had his right hand on his left arm, and kept them where they were. Janae glanced around to see what was happening.   
 
      
 
    One of the red automacubes—apparently the red ones were the security models—used its six drive wheels in concert with its manipulation arm to scale up to the hatch and then roll inside. It was a tight fit, but the automacube could retract parts of its arm, wheels, and carriage to make itself small enough. Items were passed from it, to another red machine, and then laid out on the deck of the hanger. All of their gear, equipment, and the teleportation receiving pad components were unloaded, and set in orderly rows. The two pistols, which Janae had called revengers, were stowed inside the back compartment of one of the red machines. 
 
      
 
    The medical kits, the com-links, and the fusion packs were of special interest. As they were set down, blue machines rolled over and began to examine them carefully, tediously, and methodically.   
 
      
 
    Kimberly spoke to Janae and Ken separately through their implants. “The security automacube did not displace anything vital in the scout. I will continue to monitor what happens with you. Right now, I strongly advise you to continue to keep my presence a secret. The engineering automacubes—for that is how the blue ones refer to themselves—are attaching more invasive probes and monitors. I believe I can erect barriers and remain undetected. If you reveal my presence, I believe we will significantly lose options on how to proceed. I wish I could offer more help. I am pondering what to do next.”   
 
      
 
    The voice of the white machine, Doctor Alpha 7 resounded out, “At this point, I will not force compliance with my reasonable request for samples of your genetic materials. You do not show obvious or overt signs of tant influence, but further investigations are warranted. You will now be escorted to an isolation room for further assessment and testing.” 
 
      
 
    “May I speak to a human? Or are their no people here?” Janae asked. She nearly asked for a definition of a tant, but she was afraid the machines would hear that as further evidence of her stupidity and ignorance.   
 
      
 
    “The Benefactor is being briefed on your situation.  I have relayed your request to speak with a human person.  My orders are to proceed with the plan.” 
 
      
 
    “The plan?” Ken asked.  
 
      
 
    By that time, all the equipment was out, and various parts were being loaded onto two yellow automacubes which had rolled in. Those yellow machines had large compartments inside their boxy shape, and nearly all the supplies fit in those machines.   
 
      
 
    “Yes, the plan will continue. Please rise and follow me,” Doctor Alpha 7 ordered. “The security units will escort our move to the isolation room.” 
 
      
 
    “I would like to keep the supplies and gear with us,” Ken said. “Our food supplies and water are in there. We have rations for days, but we really need to build the mechanism to help our friends.  If I can just explain this to that Benefactor person, I am certain we can rectify this confusion, and come to a satisfyingly cooperative agreement.” 
 
      
 
    “It is understandable that you are concerned with your food. You will be provided with nutritious food and clean water However, the items in the unregistered vehicle will not remain in your possession. That would be unsafe. None of the items you brought with you are registered. None are in the records. None have passed minimum product safety testing. Now, proceed with me to isolation.” 
 
      
 
    Janae and Ken stood up, Janae helping Ken as he staggered a bit from what the red machine had done to him. They walked along and followed the white machine.  Two of the red machines were on each side.  The blue ones and the yellow ones were rolling away, along with all the teleportation equipment and most everything else from Dome 17. Janae saw that as all her hopes for revenge and justice rolling away as well.   
 
      
 
     
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    10  
 
    Isolation Near a Tree City 
 
      
 
      
 
    The hanger was left behind as Ken and Janae followed the white machine, flanked by the red ones. The halls were neat and clean, with proper illumination. Ken asked several questions, but the white machine kept giving the same answer. 
 
      
 
    “You are being placed into isolation,” Doctor Alpha 7 replied. 
 
      
 
    Each door along the way was shut and appeared sealed. No other people were seen. After several twists and turns, they came to a place where the hallway spread into more of a foyer. There they encountered the first open door.   
 
      
 
    “This is the isolation condominium. Proceed inside,” Doctor Alpha 7 stated.   
 
      
 
    Ken and Janae stepped in, and the door slid shut behind them. All the automacubes were left in the hallway.  Janae tried the door, but it would not open. It had a manual handle, which only turned a portion of what she though was the proper amount. The locked door reminded her of what Jubal had done, and she burned with anger. 
 
      
 
    The room was spacious with chairs, couch, and table. Thresholds led to two separate bedrooms, a shared lavatory, and another room of unknown function—it had a long countertop with a recessed depression with a pipe and levers hanging over it. Walking up to the deep bowl, Ken turned a handle.  He let out a yelp of surprise as crystal-clear, cold, water gushed out of a faucet. He quickly turned it off, and put his RAM sleeves down into the spilled water. His suit absorbed most of it, but some had flowed down the small drain he had failed to notice at the bottom of the bowl.   
 
      
 
    “Did you see all that water?” Ken’s smile was wide, and his eyes twinkled. “This is a water sink. So much water! I hope that I did not just waste our drinking supply. There should be instructions.”   
 
      
 
    Opening a door set in the wall, Janae just stared at what was inside. 
 
      
 
    “Janae? There was an abundant flow of water here! It just poured right out,” he frowned. “I think I just wasted about half a day’s water rations. I wonder what the regeneration time is for recycling all that?” Ken’s eyes were still on the sink, but he noted Janae’s lack of response. Sensing something, he turned and saw her staring into some kind of cabinet as she held the door open. “What did you find?” 
 
      
 
    Janae just kept staring, mesmerized by something.  Stepping over to her, Ken peered around the door. “Is that real?” he asked in a hushed voice.   
 
      
 
    Janae reached out and touched something on one of the shelves. “Yes, I think it is.”  
 
      
 
    Ken’s eyes grew wide as Janae pulled back a roundish red and yellow object.  Its colors were sort of mixed together, and it had a small stick poking up from one end. “I can smell it.” 
 
      
 
    “It is cool to the touch, and has a smooth surface, but can it be what I think it is?” Janae asked.   
 
      
 
    Ken looked away from the object in Janae’s hand and saw a bowl filled with similar objects on the top shelf of the cabinet. Cool, moist air washed over his face. He took but a moment and saw a myriad of other things in the cabinet, but his eyes were drawn back to the single object in Janae’s hand.   
 
      
 
    “Ken? Janae?” Kimberly the AI’s voice interrupted their thoughts, separately through their implants.  Both of them jolted from the unexpected message. “I am now alone in the hanger.  The engineering automacubes have departed. I do not understand what you are saying. Please provide context, unless that would reveal my presence.” 
 
      
 
    “Is this real?” Ken pointed at the object in Janae’s hand, ignoring what Kimberly had reported.    
 
      
 
    Janae brought it up to her mouth, and ever so gently kissed the side of the object. “I can taste something. It must be real. I am not sure how to proceed.” 
 
      
 
    Ken leaned over and sniffed at the object. Like he thought, it smelled sweet, wet, and unfamiliar all at the same time.   
 
      
 
    “Hey, there are others. This one is mine,” Janae chided. 
 
      
 
    “The machine did say things would be provided,” Ken affirmed. He reached into the cabinet and grabbed a similar object from the bowl.  It fit nicely in his palm, and this one too had a small stick on the top, but as he looked there was a dimple in the bottom with an irregular sort of star-shaped pattern to it. Then, without further discussion or warning, Ken put the object to his mouth and bit into it. 
 
      
 
    “Crunchy,” he mumbled as he chewed, “and very wet.” He licked his lips as he tried to contain the small bite. As he looked down at the object, he saw that the red and yellow exterior was just a thin layer at the surface. Beneath it was a nearly white—only slightly yellow—interior. “It is a real fruit of some kind.” He swallowed. “Such a strong taste, it makes my mouth zing with sensation.” 
 
      
 
    Janae took a bite as well, and as her teeth slipped past the skin, she felt the wash of juices flowing onto her tongue.  It was a sensation unlike anything she had ever experienced before.  Flavors careened all around her mouth as the bite was chewed into a mush which she swirled around with her tongue.  “Amazing,” she said, and then had to bring her other hand up to stop from having juice run down her chin. “So much water!” 
 
      
 
    “I do not recall what these are called,” Ken said as he munched on another bite. “Very different from a ration bar.” 
 
      
 
    “Ken? Janae? Are you consuming something?” Kimberly asked. “I can hear you chewing on something.  Is it safe? What are you doing?” 
 
      
 
    “I think we are eating fruit. It is red and yellow on the outside, and yellowish white on the inside. Immensely sweet to taste,” Ken replied. “Citrus fruit, is it?” 
 
      
 
    Janae shook her head, “I think I heard Jerome using one of his old idioms once. Some phrase about ‘comparing apples to oranges’ which meant something about trying to compare things which cannot be equally evaluated,” Janae said as she bit into the fruit again. “I asked John about apples and oranges—I thought the later was a color—and John explained that there used to be hundreds of different kinds of fruits. An orange was that color, as well as a type of fruit. Citrus was group of fruits, I think, but I am not sure what we are eating.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, this fruit is red and yellow on the outside, but that skin is,” Ken went on and gave a detailed description, but was careful to make it sound like he was only talking to Janae. He was confident the machines were listening to him, and he did not want to disclose any evidence for Kimberly’s existence.   
 
      
 
    Kimberly said to them both, separately, “It sounds like a variety of apple. Is that the only food source?” 
 
      
 
    Ken replied to that as well, by answering as if Janae had asked, “Janae, all those things in the cold-temperature storage cabinet look like some kinds of long-ago food.  Long curved yellow things, purple colored things, and small brown things which are oblong shaped. There is a container of oblong white orbs, smaller than that red and yellow food. There are also some packages, but I am not sure what is in those.” He swallowed the last of the apple, having even eaten the small brown seeds, stem, and calyx.    
 
      
 
    Janae caught onto what Ken was doing in his speech, and she narrowly avoided calling Kimberly by name. Instead, she said, “Ken, with antique foods like this, were they supposed to be prepared in some way? Did we just consume something that will make us sick? I am pretty sure there was a procedure the ancient people followed when making organics safe to eat. Oh, not as elaborate as the manufacture of the Dome 17 food ration bars, but some detailed method for making those organics safe to eat. I do not remember what they called that process.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly answered, “Cooking was used in ancient times. That is usually unnecessary with fruits, melons, and vegetables. However, there are exceptions. Regarding consuming the apple, you both should be fine. Apples were consumed raw, as well as cooked and transformed into various entrees, side-dishes, and desserts, by selectively cutting them and combining them with other things.”   
 
      
 
    “All this food, and flowing water,” Ken said in awe. “We must get everyone here.” 
 
      
 
    “Ken, that is our problem. The only real problem we face right now.  Nothing else matters! We are in a prison here, and all our equipment has been confiscated. I am not even sure if there are humans around here. We only spoke to that one—well two, I guess—via the old radio system. They led us to that hanger, and then we just encountered machines.  Was it a trap the whole time?” 
 
      
 
    Ken walked back to the door to the condominium. He pushed, pulled, and twisted the lever, but the door remained stuck. “If we had our tools, I could use that molecular torch and cut our way out.” He then pounded on the permalloy door, his fist making sad, empty thumps. “I want to talk to someone!” 
 
      
 
    Janae examined more of the room with the cold cabinet—the food room. There were a variety of utensils in one drawer. Several small scoops, a couple of tine-headed pokers, and a few knives.  The largest knife was only about seven centimeters long. A few pots, pans, and a kettle were in a lower cabinet. These were made from a softer metal than permalloy, some steel alloy.   
 
      
 
    “I have found nothing in the food room that can help us much.  Some basic, primitive hand utensils, and some pots. No precision tools or implements which could even scratch permalloy,” Janae announced. She walked to the lavatory. 
 
      
 
    Ken searched the room with the table and the chairs.  The table was made from some unfamiliar material. It was relatively solid, with a smooth surface. The general color of the table was lighter brown than their RAM clothing and it had whirls of an irregular pattern on it. The whirls were a deeper brown in wavy lines, and looked like they were beneath a clear finish of something on the surface.  Ken walked around the edge of the room, and gently touched each piece of furniture as he described it aloud. He wanted as much conveyed to Kimberly as possible, and knew the artificial intelligence could not observe what he was seeing.  Ken desperately wished for one of the com-links, and the rest of his gear. As he ran a hand along the edge of the armrest on the couch, he felt a button on the side.  He pressed it.   
 
      
 
    A display opened on the opposite wall. About two meters tall, and three meters wide, the display showed some kind of scene. “Janae? I found some art work of some kind. I think.” 
 
      
 
    Janae walked back into that room, and looked at the display. “Ken? Ken, that is not art work. It is a window of sorts.” She rushed forward and pressed her hand up against the clear permalloy window. For a brief moment, she had the sensation of being back in the FTL scout and looking out at the sights. There she had seen the blackness of space, the gray nothingness of FTL transition, and then the dark images of the Trailblazer.  Here was the anthesis, the colors were anything but dark.   
 
      
 
    “…and what a wondrous view. That is a real biome. Real plants!  It is inside the colony ship, for sure, for look at that illumination source high up on that far-distant ceiling,” Ken was saying, but Janae had missed his first few comments. She knew he was speaking both for her and for the benefit of Kimberly. 
 
      
 
    Janae did look up, and as far as she could see there was a streak of yellow light.  It made a line from side to side, all the way across the whole vista.  It was not a ball of light, like she had read about as a sun, nor was it the kind of technological illumination of which she was familiar. Although, she knew it was some kind of created light source. She turned to Ken, whose face held a child-like wonder and awe as he looked out.    
 
      
 
    “The food must come from in there somewhere. It is grown in that biome,” Janae added. “But does it look natural? It is very regular and planned, and I can see permalloy between the plants. Looks like a building to me, not like ancient records of wilderness or forest. It is a building with foliage growing out of its sides, and everywhere.”  
 
      
 
    “But what growth of such amazing plants!” 
 
      
 
    Looking out, Janae estimated the window was about ten to fifteen meters up from the floor level.  She was observing a structure, not too far away, one of many such structures. That building had stacked levels, one upon the next, all the way up for dozens of levels. The illumination source high in the ceiling was partially blocked from view by that forest-covered building, which overall was a multitude of greens, some yellows, and some browns. The permalloy layers were a light gray, but only intermittently seen beneath and around the growth. A few other windows were visible, though which Janae saw a few figures moving about.   
 
      
 
    “People are over there!” Ken exclaimed as he too had seen the movement of someone in one of those windows. “Are we in a structure like that? From the walk we took, I thought we were in a much larger and wider complex. That building over there is probably about forty meters on the side, like a giant rectangular block set on its end. We are not close enough to see details on those people’s faces, but they are people moving about.” Ken waved his arms. “They sort of look red or white, masks or hoods?” 
 
      
 
    There was no response from any of the figures.  
 
      
 
    “I wonder if they even see you,” Janae said. “They seem oblivious to our presence.”  
 
      
 
    Kimberly, who had been following the descriptions conveyed to both of them, “I am not sure how to advise you. Currently, the hanger has been shut down. No illumination of any kind is here. My sensors show only small amounts of residual energy flowing through channels in the walls, ceiling, and floor. I do still have contact with the com-links, but have not remotely activated them for fear of detection.  I can only plot their positioning.” 
 
      
 
    “I wish we knew where we were, especially in relation to everything else,” Ken said, trying to be nebulous, yet ask Kimberly a question.   
 
      
 
    “I can only receive audio, and send audio.  I cannot track your locations. I could activate the com-links, but we have no idea who has them, nor what the response to that would be. Right now, the machines believe all the equipment was dysfunctional, and that is to our advantage,” Kimberly replied. “I realize your predicament, and applaud your choices of words and phrases.  I will assist as I am able, and report should anything change in the hanger.” 
 
      
 
    Janae pulled up a chair, she wanted to ask about the failure of the data sticks, and the location of the teleportation equipment, yet that would too would reveal Kimberly’s presence. She burned to reconnect with Dome 17 and report Jubal. Calming herself, she just sat and looked out at the world beyond her window.  It was strange.  Some kind of flying creature flapped its wings, lifted off, and soared away from the closest forested building. “Ken? Is this a true window? I mean are we actually looking through clear permalloy and out at what is genuinely there, or is this a clear permalloy layer over the top of a display showing some kind of visual recording?” 
 
      
 
    “Interesting. I have no way of telling,” Ken answered as he tapped the clear permalloy. “The perspective seems correct, and I see no distortions, like we saw in the old historical recordings. But with a modern projection or display system, how would you tell?” He slammed a hand against the window.  “Again, I want someone to ask about all this!” He raised his voice and called out, “Anyone listening? I want to talk to someone! Please! Our friends are in danger.  Let me explain what we need.” 
 
      
 
    There was no response. 
 
      
 
    Ken paced back and forth and examined every part of the condominium. He found nothing else. The food room had the most items, but each bedroom had sheets, blankets, and pillows in a small cubby under the bed.  The mattresses were nice and soft.  The lavatory had access to running water, large tub, shower, and a toilet which used water to flush away wastes.  It was astounding to Ken how much water was wasted. 
 
      
 
    Janae pondered as she watched out the window. As the hours slipped by, the light outside there began to grow dimmer.  She stepped closer to the window, and looked upward toward the light source set so far away in the ceiling. It was dimming gradually all along its great length. “I wonder if that runs the entire span of this cylinder? Perhaps, that is what gives light, and heat to the biome.  A sort or replacement sun.” Janae regretted not looking closer at the Earth’s sun after the launch. She had been so committed to contacting Dome17, she had missed seeing something she would never experience again. Awash in regret, shoulders feeling the pull of immense burdens, and yet with a sense of helplessness, Janae walked to one of the bedrooms. 
 
      
 
    “Ken? I am going to try to sleep, do you think we need to post shifts as guards?” 
 
      
 
    “There is not much we could do anyway, except to alert each other if something happens.  I will stay awake if you want me to.” 
 
      
 
    “No need, I think we will hear if the door is opened. Auditory stimulations are fairly good at arousing me.” As soon as she said arousing, she expected an innuendo from Ken, but none came.   
 
      
 
    Instead, Ken just nodded and said, “Yes, I think we will hear whatever needs to be heard.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly affirmed the subtle message they were saying, “I will be listening for your messages. If you leave the implants on, I will hear whatever you say. I wish I could hear what you hear, but I can only hear your words. If I have news from my scanners here, I will awaken you. I regret that is all I can offer.” 
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    The Benefactor’s Representative 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I am sick again!” Ken complained. “That fruit stuff just goes right through me. I never knew I had so much water inside my body.”  
 
      
 
    “At least we have water to resupply, but that diarrhea has hit you hard,” Janae responded.  
 
      
 
    “I was worried when all that water was running down the window to outside. They must have repaired the leak of the water system,” Ken commented, remembering earlier in the day—shortly after the light had come outside—when water had begun to dribble all over the window.  They could not see where it had originated—somewhere above their location—but the water had flowed for hours. It had been more water than either had ever seen at one time before.  
 
      
 
    “Indeed, they stopped that leaking, and we still have all the water we could ever use in here. If only we could escape, and find our gear. We must build the teleportation pad.” She was standing outside the partially open door to the lavatory. She was wearing the RAM pants, and just the white undershirt of the suit.  The jacket was lying on her bed.   
 
      
 
    “Ten hours of this is torture. I thought Doctor Carolyn said we would be immune from diseases and such.” 
 
      
 
    “Doctor Carolyn, hum? I wonder, just what we did receive. You have not had it constantly for ten hours, but I understand. My bowels are rumbling and grumbling as well. I wonder if that medical kit we had would have been able to fix this.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly, the AI, interjected to Ken, “I do not believe you are diseased. The dietary changes you have been forced to make may be the causative agent, not a pathogen, although without access to the medical kit, and using only your audio descriptions, my conjecture is not of high confidence. I believe it is dietary, however there are other potentials. It could be bacterial, viral, fungal, or prion, but the symptoms do not fully support a pathogenic etiology. Yes, the medical kit would have offered a much greater chance of proper diagnosis and treatment.” 
 
      
 
    “I am hungry, all the time,” Ken complained again. “And some of those organics you said needed proper preparation. I burned that rice stuff earlier, and I just cannot figure out what some of it is. I have…,” he caught himself, just before he let slip Kimberly’s name. He still wanted the AI’s presence to remain a secret. 
 
      
 
    “Ken, you did better with that organic muscle mass—that animal protein was easier to heat—but I too am not satisfied with this diet,” Janae added as she licked her tongue around her mouth. “The flavors of things eaten linger for too long while. I am going to try working on that door again and see if somehow I can jimmy or prize it open.” 
 
      
 
    “I will stay here wasting fluids. I think I am nearly empty. Then, I am going back to only eating the RAM suit’s recyclables. When I am done here, I plan to unload that cold temperature cabinet again, and see how that food is being replenished.”  
 
      
 
    “Go head, but I tell you, it comes via a small conduit which is of no use for an escape path.  Like the air ducts, the water pipes, and energy sources, every egress point to this place is too small to pass through, except the door.” Janae grabbed a small make-shift tool kit she had assembled from the food preparation items. She took those to the door, and again jammed the knife into the tight slot where the door slid into the pocket of the wall.  Just as she had gotten the blade into the slot and was working it around, the door slid open.  
 
      
 
    Janae, caught unaware, slipped and fell backward, landing on her butt.   
 
      
 
    A person was standing in the doorway.     
 
      
 
    “The Benefactor sends greetings, salutations, and solicitations,” the woman stated, and bowed a bit. Her face was decorated with a red band across where her eyes and eyebrows were located. Red and silver ornamentation coated her lips. Her hair was brown, pulled back, and held together by some kind of small wiry net.  Flowing robes, of multiple colors hung down from her shoulders. 
 
      
 
    Janae leapt to her feet, “Who are you? Why are we prisoners here? We need to get our equipment back, immediately!” 
 
      
 
    “I am Butterfield. I am here to check up on you refugees.  I am your case manager,” the woman said and slipped past Janae. The door slid shut before Janae could get out. “Now, where is the male one? He interests me.” 
 
      
 
    “I will be out in a moment,” Ken called.  
 
      
 
    “Well, personal hygiene, is important, certainly,” Butterfield replied with a wave of her hand.   
 
      
 
    “Again, I demand that our equipment be returned,” Janae insisted. “Our mission is to save our people, and we have been in this prison too long already.” 
 
      
 
    “You are in protective custody while we adjudicate your case,” Butterfield replied.  She moved into the room with the window. “The Benefactor has seen fit to grant a pardon on you both. Execution will not take place. It is obvious that you were unwittingly used by someone else. Oh, those beings are sly in their ways, yes they are.” 
 
      
 
    “Execution?” Ken snapped as he stepped from the lavatory. He too was just wearing the white undershirt, and his RAM pants. His complexion was washed out and pale. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but be not afraid.  You passed all the genetic screenings, and while we could not pinpoint your origin, it is clear you were not born on Axis Mundi.  Nonetheless, normally those who use unregistered vehicles in restricted space ways are executed. Most often, they are already well advanced in their conditions, and termination is a blessing and relief of their sufferings. But the Benefactor is merciful and gracious, and understands. Security is now looking for where your nest might have been among the eight biomes. The Benefactor also empathizes with you and knows that mentally challenged individuals—like yourselves—can become pawns in the greater games of intrigue.” Butterfield sat down at the table. “Your genetic profiles show no tant influences, and surprisingly good purity. Your breeding potential is excellent, and that was also in your favor. Your lack of formal education can be compensated for with remedial training.” 
 
      
 
    “Remedial training?” Janae bristled up.  
 
      
 
    “Just your inability to prepare meals and feed yourselves a balanced diet showed us how woefully unprepared you are for life. Your gullibility on life skills will be corrected, and you will fit into society, at a subsistence level, certainly, but you will be productive members of Ida, despite the poor beginnings you have had to endure.”   
 
      
 
    “Let me tell you,” Janae began, with a sharp edge to her voice. 
 
      
 
    Ken interrupted, “Excuse us, please. We are indeed ignorant of many things, but would you please help us? You said we will not be executed, and that is supremely good news. Thank you! But, I am confused. All our equipment is gone, and we are locked in here with nothing to do. What is next? I need your help.” Ken leaned toward her, as he sat down at a chair nearby. His smile was radiant, and his eyes were wide.  
 
      
 
    Butterfield blushed a bit, but most of that was lost under the red slash of decorative color which blazed across her face, yet her russet colored eyes did gaze at Ken. “Yes, the Benefactor has shown great mercy in the adjudication. Your next stop will be to move into Ida itself. There you will attend remedial classes to learn basic life skills.” From somewhere in the folds of her garments she pulled out a flat, rectangular device which she activated with a press of her palm on its screen.  The light from that screen reflected off her painted face.  
 
      
 
    “And will we be able to recover our equipment?” Ken asked. 
 
      
 
    Butterfield looked at her screen, and moved a few things around with her fingers. “Every item which was confiscated has been assessed. Oh, I see. Well, that does explain some of this.” She taped a finger to her painted lips, then looking over at at Ken, she reached out and patted his knee. “Those things were fakes, props, mockups. The beings that put you into that strange, and illegal vehicle, must have told you they were giving you supplies, and tools for your journey. That made you feel important and special. Tragically, when our technicians checked those out, none of them do anything. They have the outward appearance of some technology, but like a skunk looks pretty with its stripes, but stinks when approached, so too the items you were given. Mere babbles, they have been disposed of. They can no longer be used as tricks to connive unsuspecting and ignorant people like you two. It must have been an elaborate scam to hoodwink you so thoroughly. A pity really. Preying on unsuspecting and ignorant people.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not ignorant, nor unsuspecting!” Janae fumed. “Those items are essential to us saving our people. I want them back now!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I see the conditioning was strong. Was that how they lured you into that vehicle? Is some beloved family member missing? Oh, how deep that treachery extends. I can see it now,” Butterfield spread her arms out dramatically. She had put the device away under her flowing garments, but had done it so quickly, and quietly, that the small machine seemed to disappear. “The tants must have told you that by your actions—some great quest or odyssey—would save your families. Oh, how rude! That fits their patterns of evil and deception.” 
 
      
 
    Janae stepped forward aggressively, but Ken put out his arm and blocked her, “So, we were hoodwinked, and tricked. I see the error of our ways now, but that still leaves us as strangers in this strange land. Oh, what a new world with such people in it? Please, help us learn what we need to know.” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield reached over and gave Ken a quick hug, patted his back, and said, “That is why the Benefactor, in blissful wisdom, has spared you. Now, I will take you down to Ida and we shall walk over to your living accommodations.” 
 
      
 
    “Can we get moving now?” Ken asked, and nearly clapped. “This place is nice and all, but as you said we need to become better acquainted with our new home. Will you be my personal teacher?” His performance was such that Janae nearly gagged, but Butterfield relished the attention.   
 
    
“Yes, Ken—that is your name correct?”  
 
      
 
    “How did you know? I am thrilled you remembered it.” 
 
      
 
    “Ken, I will arrange for times for me to come to your home and train you in the many details you have been missing. Our observations did not fully explain the relationship between you two. Genetically you are not related, and you did not engage in any sexual activity, nor do you show any real familial bonding. What was the nature of your relationship prior to being in the vehicle? Were you slaves in the same camp? Did the tants name it Dome 17, or is that a local custom where you are from? Perhaps the two of you were captured at different places?” 
 
      
 
    Janae sputtered, but snapped her mouth shut.   
 
      
 
    “I can honestly say I knew Janae for a long while before we came here, but not in any intimate way, and that we were both tricked into getting into that vehicle,” Ken replied. “That is certainly true, and you have opened my eyes. Thank you, Butterfield. Thank you!” 
 
      
 
    “For a savage, you have a quick grasp on reality. You are not quite as stupid as our observations suggested, and I will build upon that. I will even instruct you on fashion and maybe make you presentable,” Butterfield replied, and as she stood she kissed Ken’s head ever so gently. “Grab your costumes, and come with me.” 
 
      
 
    Janae and Ken both put their jackets on, sealing their RAM suits—but leaving the hoods, googles, and gloves tucked into their compartments—and then followed Butterfield out of the condominium. She led them down a hallway to a vestibule. Janae was upset, but she withheld further comments.   
 
      
 
    Ken continued his flirtations, “Butterfield? It was so very nice of you to let me out of that place.  Please, tell me about Ida, and all about my new home here. You do live here too, right? I sure hope you do. I look so forward to getting to know you better.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Ken, I do live here. I was born in Ida, and will always live here. Virtually no people go from one biome to another. Those that try, die. You really are fortunate that the Benefactor took pity on you.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell me all about the Benefactor, as you know, I am but an uneducated, simpleton. Help me understand how fortunate I am now. I mean, well, besides having met you, and just walking, talking and being in your presence. That is by far the best benefit this Benefactor has given me.” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield laughed a bit and touched Ken’s arm as they walked, “Better than your very life?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, no, of course not. Butterfield, I just have never met anyone as charming, intelligent, and beautiful as you,” Ken said as he tenderly took her hand from his arm, and held it in his own. “May I hold your hand? It just makes me feel safe in this strange new place. What is the Benefactor like? Tell me about Ida? You mentioned tants, and other things I just do not know about. I want to learn it all.” 
 
      
 
    “You have so much to learn, like a small child just exploring his playground. Oh, Ken, I did watch your efforts at cooking, and agree, you know very few things about how to live. I will aid and assist you in all that, and if need be, you can be taken to a clinic for medical care. But I will explain all that when we get to your new home.” Hand-in-hand Ken and Butterfield walked, and she did explain a few things, but did not give many details. Ken’s responses encouraged her to talk, but most of what was said was flirtatious, frivolous, fluff.   
 
      
 
    The three of them saw no other people, nor did they see any of the various colored, six-wheeled machines, called automacubes.  Upon reaching a larger area, Butterfield extracted her hand from Ken’s and pressed her palm against a wall. A blue light flashed around her hand, leaving a palm-shaped outline.  A door hissed open, and Butterfield turned to step inside, but was looking at Ken. 
 
      
 
    “What is that?” Janae screamed as she looked into the open elevator.   
 
      
 
    With a swiftness that was unexpected, Butterfield pulled something from under her flowing clothing. She pushed Ken roughly aside, and yelled, “Tants! Emergency by elevator 14F. Tants in the elevator!” 
 
      
 
    Three figures burst out from inside of the elevator, and pushed right into Butterfield.  
 
      
 
    Zapp!  
 
      
 
    An energy bolt emanated from the weapon Butterfield held in her hand.  The brilliant yellow beam of energy burned a scorch mark on the permalloy just to the side of the closest approaching figure.  The figured ducked, but the two behind it did not. They bowled into Butterfield, knocking her weapon up as it discharged again. 
 
      
 
    Zapp!  
 
      
 
    An oval burn was made in the ceiling. Butterfield fell to the deck, but did not lose hold of her weapon. The lead figure grabbed Janae, its face right in front of her own. Topped by ragged, dark, unkempt hair, the face only vaguely resembled a human’s features. The eyes—of indeterminate color—were smaller, and too far apart.  The nose was blunt, flat, and extended about double the size of a typical person’s, while its nostrils were flared and gaping. Red mucus membranes were visible inside the splayed nostrils, while the mouth was a triangle with its apex just under the flattened nose.  Irregular, tiny teeth, looked out-of-place, and eerie in that mouth.   
 
      
 
    Janae tried to leap away, but with crushing brute strength the figure grappled with Janae, and hoisted her off her feet. Before she knew what was happening, she was draped over the thing’s shoulder as it sprinted away.  It was then she noted it was dressed in coveralls of blue, and wore some kind of oversized brown shoes on its malformed and ill-shapen feet.  
 
      
 
    “I have you now,” the thing said with a husky voice.  Its fingers were like vices clamped onto her arms.     
 
      
 
    Sirens wailed all around, and lights flashed.  
 
      
 
    Another deformed figure, whose maladies mirrored the ones on the being who grabbed Janae, pushed around Butterfield, and grabbed Ken. Being heavier, and having a bit more of a warning, Ken was able to wrench his arm away, and dodge down onto the floor.   
 
      
 
    Zapp! 
 
      
 
    The head of the menacing figure rocked as Butterfield’s energy weapon scored a direct hit.  The stench of sizzled flesh assailed Ken’s nose, as he saw the damage the weapon has done. The figure twisted and turned as it fell, the back of its head seared of hair, flesh, and some bone. Above one of the too-wide-apart eyes, a hole erupted spurting frothy gunk from the exiting of the energy bolt. The dead figure’s hands still clenched spasmodically as they reached for Ken. He scooted away kicking his feet and pumping his arms.  
 
      
 
    Butterfield was battered to the side of the hall by the third figure.  Its elbow crashing into her midsection, causing her to double over in pain. The attacker than grabbed Ken under both arms, and hoisted him up off the floor.   
 
      
 
    Zapp! 
 
      
 
    The left leg of the attacker sizzled as the coveralls burned away, and the flesh beneath was charred. The attacker’s grip only bore down more, as it limped onward, Ken it is arms.  Ken tried to kick, but was unable to land a blow on the attacker, but he did manage to grab several of the fingers which were crushing into his armpits. Ken squeezed, and yanked, and one of the attacker’s hands lost its grip.  Ken dropped a bit. 
 
      
 
    Zapp!  
 
      
 
    The energy bolt sliced completely through the already injured leg, destroying the knee, and melting everything around the bones, causing popping and disintegration of the leg.  The attacker dropped to the deck, and Ken’s own legs made contact with the floor.  He kicked himself free, and leaped to the side.   
 
      
 
    “Come with me!” the attacker screeched as another energy bold struck it.  This time the blue coveralls flamed, and the chest was vaporized.  Momentarily, Ken saw the other side of the hall through the fried open body, but then it slumped to the floor in a quivering, stinking, oozing, and steaming mass of dead tissues, all wrapped in the remains of blue garments and brown shoes.   
 
      
 
    “Janae?” Ken screamed. “Where is Janae?” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield turned and scanned the hallway with her eyes, “I do not see her.” Raising her voice, she commanded, “Security lockdown, my location. We have another tant kidnapping.  Seal this area!”   
 
      
 
    “What took her?” Ken stammered. The smell was making him light-headed, and the grizzled bodies around him were grotesque.   
 
      
 
    “Tants,” Butterfield spit the words out, “They want breed stock.  Tants will use her for some nefarious purpose.” 
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    Axis Mundi 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Kimberly? I am being abducted!”  
 
      
 
    There was no response to Janae’s cry. She tried to work her arms free to tap the communication spot under her ear, but she could not reach. Janae’s arms were pinned to her sides, and despite all her strength, she could not break loose. So, wherever her hands could reach she pounded on the being who was hauling her along. She kicked her legs as forcefully as she could.  It did nothing. The grip on her was fiercely strong, but not crushingly tight. Like being restrained by permalloy bands, the muscles of the thing carrying her felt immovable. 
 
      
 
    She watched as best she could, but mostly she only saw the floor, and lower parts of the sidewalls. Doors opened, stairways were descended, others steps ascended, and once an elevator was used. Through it all, she remained draped over the being’s shoulder. Her heart pounded, and her breathing was raspy as the shoulder under her pressed into her diaphragm. She wanted to talk to Kimberly, but understood the implant had inadvertently been turned off, or, she feared to think about it, but her mind wondered if the implant had been broken when she had been so roughly tossed about. 
 
      
 
    “Let me down!” Janae called yet again, “I know you can speak, I heard you. Release me now!” 
 
      
 
    There was no response, and the being who carried her walked with a tireless lope. After an unknown interval, which seemed like days, Janae was set down. 
 
      
 
    “We are here,” her captor stated.  
 
      
 
    Janae’s legs wobbled as she tried to stand, and they then collapsed.  She knelt on the floor and rubbed at her feet. Her arms too felt heavy and sort of numb. As sensations returned to her limbs, she looked around.  The lighting was dim, but the room was visible.  Permalloy cargo crates were stacked at various places, and most of those looked empty.  Their hinged sides hung open.  Stenciled images on the sides of the crates were just numbers and letters.   
 
      
 
    “Do you need water?” the being asked.  Its voice was neither male nor female, and its voice was far more pleasant to hear, than the being was to look upon.   
 
      
 
    Janae took a small sip from the tube in her collar, and was thankful the RAM recycling was still working. She swallowed and replied, “No, but thank you.  Why did you kidnap me?” She tried to look at the being, but she just kept thinking it was some crazed animal thing.  
 
      
 
    A voice came from behind her, “Margit-Herbert you may go now.” 
 
      
 
    The being that had carried Janae, stepped quickly away.  She turned and looked over to where the new voice had originated.  She tried to stand, and while her legs were better, she still stumbled.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, please, remain seated. I am Siiri-Peter. I am sure you have many questions.” 
 
      
 
    Janae sat back down, and rested her legs. As she looked at the new figure, it stepped closer, and it was nearly identical to the one that had carried her.  Its disfigurement was so much like the other one, she doubted if she could tell them apart.  It too was wearing the same kind of clothing.  
 
      
 
    “What is happening here?” Janae said, and then remembered to tap on her communication implant. “I see I am in some kind of storage room, but how far was I taken? And why?” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly responded, “Excellent. Janae, I am now hearing your half of that conversation. I am very pleased to know you are alive. Ken too is alive. Do not give away that I can hear you.” 
 
      
 
    Siiri-Peter looked at her, “Your aura is different now. No matter, for you and the male are unique specimens.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not a specimen. My name is Janae, and I want to go.” 
 
      
 
    “You would return to being a prisoner of the norms?” Siiri-Peter said. “I do not think that the best course of action. They will not help you complete your mission. We can try.” 
 
      
 
    “What? What do you mean, my mission?” 
 
      
 
    “You and your companion came here to the crippled Trailblazer to find sanctuary for a group of people you call Dome 17,” Siiri-Peter replied. “You need to establish some kind of technological apparatus—I am not clear on the details—to bring those people here. How can I help?” 
 
      
 
    “You seem to know a lot about me, but I just met you. You know of my mission for Dome 17,” Janae was speaking not only to Siiri-Peter, but for the benefit of Kimberly as well. “I need all my equipment which was confiscated. I need to get back together with Ken, and I want to be taken back to that hanger where my ship is located.” 
 
      
 
    “Interesting. I have no idea where any of your equipment is located, nor do I know where your ship is impounded. I had hoped our raid would have brought both you and your companion here. Sadly, he remains in custody of the norms.” 
 
      
 
    “Just where am I now?” 
 
      
 
    “You are on Axis Mundi, the center of the eight worlds. It was once called the needle ship section of the Colony Ship Trailblazer. Now, it is Axis Mundi.” 
 
      
 
    Janae’s mind thought of the enormous shaft she had seen from the scout, as well as the idea that there were eight habitats connected onto that. She spoke her thoughts, “Axis Mundi is the center of the Trailblazer, and I was in one of the habitats. Is that correct?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you take me back to where I was abducted?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. But I will not. I want to help you save all those people. If you are again a prisoner of the norms, I cannot help you. Do you have a name you want me to call you? I know what the norms were calling you, but using that term for you—well—that might be insulting. How do you wish to be addressed?” 
 
      
 
    “I am Janae, and you said your name is Siiri-Peter, but just what are you? I mean no disrespect, but your appearance is so misshapen, from what I know, yet you are nearly identical to the one who carried me all the way here.” Janae was hoping Kimberly would understand what she was conveying. “Forgive me for being so blunt, but your eyes, ears, nose, mouth, and body all are vastly different from what I know of as human, yet you speak well, and you are intelligent, except for having your people abduct me, you have not harmed me. Not yet, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “Two of our people died in freeing you,” Siiri-Peter stated. “Is relinquishing a life for others a sufficiently good deed to warrant the term human? Or do you think only your tribe and clan are worthy of that title?” There was no bitterness in Siiri-Peter’s words, just a deep resignation. “Our life spans are short, but still our lives are precious. Two were lost helping you escape.” 
 
      
 
    “Humans vary to a large degree, but I have seen nothing like your appearance, aside from—radiation?” Janae trembled as she spoke the word that all who lived in Dome 17 dreaded. Her mind flashed with lessons in school about the after-effects of the 90 Hour War, and the ruined populations on the old Earth.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, radiation is our creator,” Siiri-Peter answered. “A fairy god parent to all us, tants.” 
 
      
 
    “Tants?” 
 
      
 
    “Mutants who are resistant to the creative radiation,” it replied.  
 
      
 
    Janae involuntarily backed away, and wished to pull up her hood, and other accoutrements of the RAM suit, but she also knew that even without its full covering, she had a bubble of protection around her from the radiation absorbing materials. “Radiological mutations?”   
 
      
 
    “Indeed, that is our genesis. You, however, are in no danger here, not now. We have a way to stabilize the genetic drift, but it leaves us, well, as I and my chums appear. Now, from wince to you come?”  
 
      
 
    Kimberly the AI added to Janae, “Keep relaying as much information as you can. Ken is currently conversing with Butterfield about your captors. They are called tants, and are the enemies of the people of Ida.  Ken says that Butterfield claims you will be used for breeding purposes.” 
 
      
 
    Janae shuddered, and with revulsion looked more closely at Siiri-Peter.  She could not tell if the being was male or female. 
 
      
 
    “I will ask again, what habitat did you come from?” Siiri-Peter remained standing, but several others walked over and joined. They all looked nearly identical, except for one that was somewhat shorter and smaller.  The same disfigurements were evident even on that younger one.   
 
      
 
    “You said you knew we came to the Trailblazer? Where do you think I came from?” 
 
      
 
    “Obviously, you came from one of the high-tech biomes. That leaves Ida, or Christianopolis, and you were in custody in Ida, so are you from Christianopolis? We were unaware they were doing much by way of exploration outside the Trailblazer.” 
 
      
 
    Janae bit her lip. She wondered how much to share, and felt overwhelmed by her own lack of knowledge. “There are eight habitats, right?” she offered. “How sure are you we did not come from a place unknown to you?” 
 
      
 
    “Interesting. Indeed, we do not know all places on all habitats. The norms are cruel, heartless, and evil. Our watches reported that you seemed different, but I have my doubts now. Some thought your Dome 17 must be a variant from the norms, but others disagreed. Our networks are in all habitats, since each connects to Axis Mundi, and we supply power to supplement all of the Trailblazer. Why are you so secretive? Where is this Dome 17 we have heard about?  In which habitat? We know it is not part of Axis Mundi, just, where is it? Why is it threatened? Is it because you do not conform to the norm way, or because you want to dominate all the norms? You and the male seek to be a new queen and king?” 
 
      
 
    “If you give me my gear, I will show you where it is, and answer all your questions,” Janae stated. “Only, we must hurry. Dome 17 is in danger.” 
 
      
 
    “As I said, I am not aware of where your supplies were taken, but I can make a guess. Recovering them would be difficult. I will consult with our Outer Limits friends, and get back to you.” Siiri-Peter turned to leave. 
 
      
 
    “Outer Limits? Who are they?” 
 
      
 
    “Your feigned ignorance is hard to assess. I think it is not feigned, but real, genuine, which leads to other unanswered questions. Intriguing, absorbing, probing questions.” 
 
      
 
    “I can do nothing without my tools,” Janae crossed her arms and glared. “A worker needs the proper tools, especially if working on the outer limit of somewhere, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Outer Limits is not so much a place, but a state. I am an Outer Limits friend.  Our order took its name from old-Earth records. In some habitats, our roles would be called scientists, in others sorcerers, or witches, or blasphemers, but we are more, and less than that. We call ourselves friends. Friends of each other, friends of the Trailblazer.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not understand,” Janae said. 
 
      
 
    In a clearly rehearsed voice, it said, “We of the Outer Limits are now controlling investigations. We search the horizontal and the vertical, and from tiny depth to immense expanse. We study things which can deluge someone with a thousand concepts, or expand one single idea to crystal clarity and far beyond. We shape the Trailblazer’s vision to anything our imagination can conceive, and our science can provide. Since the Encounter, there has been awe and mystery which reaches from the deepest hidden thoughts to the outer limits of our shared experiences.” With a gesture, of six-fingered hands, Siiri-Peter was dismissive of further elaboration. “You are free to remain here, or you may leave as you see fit. No one will guide you back to Ida, but you are not a prisoner here.  What little comfort Axis Mundi offers is yours to share with us. Beware becoming lost in the labyrinth.” 
 
      
 
    Janae found herself standing alone in that strange cargo area.   
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    Forest City 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have told you all I care to say about the tants,” Butterfield huffed out yet another response.   
 
      
 
    “They took Janae! We must go after them!” Ken forcefully rebutted. “They looked like…,” 
 
      
 
    “Stop it. You have described them to me several times now. I have seen them with my own eyes, long before I met you. Quit babbling. Enough! Your friend is gone. No more talk of tants.” 
 
      
 
    Surrounded by four red security automacubes, Ken and Butterfield emerged from an elevator. The first thing Ken noted, which brought his attention back from pondering the things which had attacked him and Janae, was the smell. His nostrils flared as they were assailed by so much aroma, not all of which was pleasant.   
 
      
 
    Looking about as he followed Butterfield, and still flanked by the security machines, he walked out and into the biome he had only seen through the window in the isolation condominium. The sight was amazing. Huge structures, taller than Dome 17, but more angular, rose in front of him.  They were the buildings he had seen, but he was now on the ground level, and they reached toward the ceiling so far overhead.   
 
      
 
    Almost as if they had not been in a heated discussion, Butterfield spoke, “You will strain your pretty neck if you keep staring up at the sky tube like that. Your home habitat must have a similar look, for solar mimicry is in all eight habitats. I forget which one you came from. Or was it Axis Mundi?” 
 
      
 
    Ken sighed. He really wanted to turn around and rush back to chase after Janae, but he knew Butterfield and the red machines would not let him. “I was admiring these immense structures. I see they are constructed, but there is an abundance of growing things on them as well. And I see flying creatures, soaring, gliding, swooping, cackling. Such variety and colors. What do they all do?” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield look back at Ken, “They live. Just as I do, and as you do, and as your friend did.” 
 
      
 
    Ken paused. Again, Butterfield was stating that Janae was dead, yet Kimberly kept giving him updated reports on her condition, and she was very much alive. Ken wanted to ask the AI Kimberly for more details about Janae, but could not compose a cryptic phrase to do so. He had over-described things for Kimberly’s sake, but he was frustrated, growing desperate, and very worried. “Janae?” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield stepped back and stroked Ken’s cheek, “Oh, do not grieve so much. We can hope her death was swift.” 
 
      
 
    “You are confident she died?” Ken managed to say. “If only I could talk to her again, tell her my feelings, or whatever else I had come to mind.” 
 
      
 
    “She is dead. If alive, she is now a thrall to the tants. If she is not dead now, she wishes she were. No one who is ever taken by the tants comes back. Not a single one,” Butterfield stated, as she looked intently at Ken. Her russet eyes were piercing. “I pray she died quickly, but I doubt she did. It is too ghastly to ruminate.” 
 
      
 
    Tears welled up in his eyes, even though Ken seriously doubted what Butterfield was saying. He kept his thoughts to himself. He was still overwhelmed by the flying creatures which were soaring back and forth among the foliage. To finally see a living biome, up close, but without Janae.   
 
      
 
    As they walked along smoothly paved paths, which had short green foliage growing alongside them, Ken noted that the other people they encountered resembled Butterfield’s dress and bodily decorations. The females all had the red blaze of decorative color, horizontally across their eyes, eyebrows, and cheeks. That blaze ended in front of the ears. The males had a stripe of white covering that same part of their faces. Each person had slightly different variations on the decorative colors for his or her lips. While Butterfield’s garments were more outlandish in colors than most, all the people wore billowy, flowing kinds of robes. Even the children were so clothed, and marked with colors on their faces.   
 
      
 
    “Butterfield? I would still like to have my tools, if you would be so kind.” 
 
      
 
    She rolled her head and laughed a bit. “Oh Ken, I told you those props were just fakes. My conservation slate reports all of them as being in disposal.” 
 
      
 
    “Would you take me to where they are? It is important to me, please.” 
 
      
 
    “Dear, sweet Ken, sweet and ignorant Ken. Disposal is where things are sent which are worthless and unneeded. Like your friend Janae, they are gone. Gone is gone. Now just ahead is your new abode.” She walked toward one of the towering buildings. Ken could not tell if it was the same building he had seen from the window, but it was the same style. He had not been able to spot where the window was in the vast wall behind him, nor had he been able to keep track of their location as they moved through the corridors, especially after they were attacked.    
 
      
 
    “I am to live in there?” Ken asked.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, the Benefactor has seen fit to assign you a studio in this tower. You are the newest resident of Forest City’s Cedar Tower. It is quite the honor for you,” she replied. “I rather thought you would be put on one of the outlying farms, or orchards. I suppose my requesting you be near me, helped somewhat.” She grinned at Ken and pouted her lips. Then without warned she reached over and squeezed his buttocks. “I will take good care of my little Ken, do not worry your pretty head.”    
 
      
 
    The red automacubes kept pace with them until they reached the main entrance to the tower. Ken looked up, and his neck could barely bend far enough back to look so far upward.  Glancing back the way they had come, he saw the sidewall of the habitat. It stretched way into the distance upward and sideways, and seemed to arch over to meet the illumination source that Butterfield called the sky tube.  Ken knew from his time in the isolation condominium, that the sky tube lit up at what he thought of as dawn, and faded out at evening. His body had adjusted better to that circadian sleep-cycle than it had to the exotic foods.   
 
      
 
    “How tall is this tower?” Ken asked.  
 
      
 
    “Ken, dear, do not be petty. I know this tower is only a hundred meters tall, but you cannot expect to be in the big ones right away. You are new here. Now, when you have completed your remedial education, the Benefactor might reconsider your assignment.” She stroked Ken’s cheek, and not-so-subtlety licked her painted lips. “I will help you with all that. Trust me.” 
 
      
 
    “But those things which took Janae. What…,”  
 
      
 
    “Enough already! Ken, you have protection now. We will not talk of the tants again, we did that too much in the elevator here already. Now come along, you are not the only thing on my agenda today, and I must make reports.” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield led Ken into the building. The security automacubes rolled away. There were trees and flowers and shrubs on nearly every available surface—on the decks outside the patio doors, and in planters, and boxes, and in hanging baskets. Some tiny things flew across Ken’s face, and he was unsure what they were. Swatting at them, he heard a small buzzing noise as they darted away.  
 
      
 
    The lobby of the tower had more people than Ken had seen leaving Dome 17, and many gave him curious looks, but when they saw who he was with, most of them averted their eyes and looked elsewhere. Butterfield commanded their respect, and Ken took note of that fact.   
 
      
 
    “Mother, why is that man dressed so silly?” a small child said as she pointed at Ken. “He is nearly naked.” 
 
      
 
    Ken looked down at himself in reflex, and he was still wearing the RAM suit which covered nearly all of his body.   
 
      
 
    “Hush, darling, obviously the man is being taken somewhere so he can be appropriately dressed,” the mother explained. “Do not point at social misfits, it is impolite and uncivil.” 
 
      
 
    “But mother, it is rude to show a naked face, just rude, you told me that yourself,” the child repeated. “Only tants are so barbaric as to be uncolored.” 
 
      
 
    The mother put a gentle hand across the child’s face, just below where the red decorations were across her eyes. The child tried to say something more, but the mother pulled her away and they were lost in the crowd.    
 
      
 
    Butterfield walked over to a bank of elevators, placed her hand on the wall, and a blue illuminated symbol surrounded her hand. That caused the elevator doors to open.  Ken followed her into the elevator. 
 
      
 
    “Your studio is on the tenth floor, so you will have a nice view,” Butterfield stated.  
 
      
 
    On the tenth floor, Butterfield led Ken to another door.  This one had a box next to it. That box was divided into nine different colored sections. “Your access code is red, yellow, green.  Do not forget that.” 
 
      
 
    “Red, yellow, green,” Ken parroted back. He was finding that being submissive to Butterfield in his tones resulted in her offering more information.   
 
      
 
    The studio was about eight meters wide, and ten meters deep. A square table and four chairs were in the very center of the room. Along the far side was a sliding door made of clear permalloy, next to an equal size window of the same tough materials. There was a large bed in one corner, a countertop area with sink in another corner, and set as an angle, was a wall in the opposite corner with an open door. Toileting facilities were visible beyond that. Light from the sky tube shone brightly in from those views to the outside. The other walls were off-white colored opaque permalloy. Beyond that patio door was a deck with green growing things in boxes.  
 
      
 
    “Adequate.” Butterfield walked over to the central table, and picked up a device. “This is your new conservation slate. It has tutorials—those are just basic lessons—about how to operate the studio. From using the lavatory, to cooking in the kitchenette, to how to tend your patio garden, you will need to study this. Just press your masculine hand on the small button here, and it will work with you. After you are acclimatized—that means you know how things work—I will advance you on a job assignment.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Ken replied. 
 
      
 
    Butterfield set the slate down and kissed Ken on the side of his face. “You had a hard day, sweetness. Take time to rest now. Soon, I will help you to look socially presentable. I know it is not your fault about how barren you appear. Do not let that child’s comments haunt your heart and soul.  Appropriate clothing is in that closet by the lavatory.” She gestured to a small door he had not noticed. 
 
      
 
    “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    “Until tomorrow then.” Butterfield turned and walked off. “I have to amend my report, and reassign that other studio which was to be used by your deceased associate.” She looked back briefly and gave a warm smile, which looked odd behind her painted lips. Then the door closed as she departed. The nine-section color pad on this side of the door flashed three times and then went dark.  
 
      
 
    Ken briskly abled to the door, remembering the code Butterfield had given him. When he put his hand on the nine-section color pad, a voice came on, “Access denied.” He tried it several times, but each attempt resulted in the same automatic refusal to cooperate.  
 
      
 
    Ken walked past the table, and over to the clear permalloy patio door. If he could not get out the main door, perhaps there was a stairway, ladder, or something from that patio. The door was not powered, but slid back as he pulled at its handle. Stepping onto the patio, again, Ken was amazed by the aromas which wafted from the plants all around him.  None of them were familiar, and they were various shades of green, yellowish, and bluish, some having brown bark on their upright center stalks. A few had small pods of something hanging on them, while others had delicate flowers of white, pink, or orange. He searched the patio, which was surprisingly large, and wrapped around a part of the exterior of the building, yet while it had a waist-high railing around it, there was no exit. Peering over, he saw there was no safe way to climb down the side of the building. It was slick permalloy between the levels, and even with the various plants, trees, and shrubs, he was effectively prevented from leaving. 
 
      
 
    The view was spectacular, but was dwarfed Ken’s worries about Janae. “I am not sure what to do next. From the tenth floor of this tower I can see for a long distance. It looks like I can just barely see the opposite side of this biome. I think I am looking at it crosswise. The sky tube overhead runs long ways, I think, but I cannot see either end of that. The vista just kind of blurs out down those long ways. I am not really sure I can see all the way across, it just feels like I can see that other wall. I could be wrong.” Ken was speaking for Kimberly’s sake, but trying to make it sound like he was just talking to himself, as if he were externally working out an idea or concept. “Plants are growing everywhere all over this building.  I think I can see five other tower buildings like this, well, at least five. There is some shimmering and meandering surface feature about half way from where I am to that far distant wall.  It is all so odd.  Seeing for such a vast distance, and yet still being inside. It is hard to judge distances.  I see some of those automacube things rolling along paths and roads, and some people walking about. On the far side of that shimmering, winding surface. I see what looks like more foliage, but a bridge or something crosses the shimmering thing. Roads?” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly the AI spoke, “You are doing well disguising the comments to me. I conjecture a strong possibility you are being constantly monitored. What you describe as a shimmering thing might be a body or flow of water.” 
 
      
 
    “Water? No, this is big. That cannot be water, can it? Well, just how do I save the people in Dome 17? They still need to get here, and I have none of my supplies. Butterfield says they were disposed of, but what does that even mean? Incinerated? Destroyed? Stored away? Oh, if I only had someone to talk to.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly replied, “The com-links are not destroyed. I chose to activate them remotely. They are in a dark place. Nothing is visible and only some undefined background sounds are heard.  I am conjecturing methods to use the scout’s scanners to locate them, but have not devised a method of doing so. Nor have I been able to scan precisely enough to locate the fusion packs, whose energy signals are very tiny when in stand-by mode.” 
 
      
 
    Ken rubbed his eyes and honestly said, “I wish I knew where you were.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly answered, “I am still in the scout which is locked down in Hanger 5. There is very minimal power around me, and the hanger is dark. I risk revealing myself, if I turn on the exterior lights.” 
 
      
 
    “I just wish I knew what happened to Janae.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly related all that Janae had told her about the tants, and her own odyssey on Axis Mundi. After relating all of that, Kimberly stated, “Janae will be told of all your observations. I am thankful we broke protocol and installed those audio filaments.”   
 
      
 
    “Yes. Yes, that is a positive thing. Yet, I feel so disconnected and lost.” Ken returned to the studio, shutting the patio door behind him. As he did, a flying animal landed on his patio. It was several shades of gray, with white wings, and black stripes on its wings. It had beady black eyes, and strutted around on the deck.  Ken stared at the creature, which was about thirty-five centimeters tall, and seemed unafraid at all. It walked over on its two thin legs and sort of looked into the studio.   
 
      
 
    Ken sat at the table and took up the conservation slate. He pressed his fingers on it as Butterfield had shown. The screen lit up and a voice came on, “Your parents are entrusting you to learn adult activities. Step-by-step, I will supplement what you have learned in school so you too can be an active and valuable part of the Colony Ship Trailblazer.” 
 
      
 
    “This is set for children? A child’s tutorial?” Ken was disgusted, yet he watched it all. When that tutorial was finished, the screen gave the message that it was the first of fifty such tutorials. “This will take forever!” 
 
      
 
    Ken got up and walked to the front door, but when he tried it again he heard, “Access denied.” 
 
      
 
    “Blast it all! Why give me a sequence code, if I am locked in as a prisoner, again!” 
 
      
 
    Ken?” Kimberly asked, “Have you seen any evidence for mechanical intelligence apart from the machines they call automacubes?” 
 
      
 
    “I hear a recorded voice saying ‘Access denied’ but that is all. So, no, I have not,” Ken felt safe to say, “and those machines did not seem advanced nor sophisticated. Functional, sure, but not to the levels of those others I know. Now, I have to view childish tutorials on the conservation slate explaining the ways to use the toilet, or prepare raw food! I still marvel at how much water is wasted.” 
 
      
 
    The AI, Kimberly, said to him, “Ken, knowledge is power. You must figure out a way to recover the teleporter components, or the mission will fail.”   
 
      
 
    “I know that!” he yelled out. “Sorry, sure, I will learn all I can. If only someone would listen to me!” Still convinced someone was listening, and might be persuaded to help him, he added, “I do wish Butterfield would return so I could learn from her.” However, in his mind he was planning how to leave and go find Janae, his equipment, and complete his mission.  It was a daunting challenge.   
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     Mysterious Message 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kimberly perceived things via the onboard paraphernalia of the faster-than-light scout ship, but did so at the lowest possible power levels, attempting to remain undetected. The majority of the scout’s technology was designed for use in space and observing things at great distances. Those tools were no longer very effective, as the scout was chained down in the darkness of Hanger 5.  Nonetheless, Kimberly still made scans and readings on the Trailblazer.  The artificial intelligence was able to tell the exact dimensions of the hanger, knew minute details of the shuttles which were nearby, had schematics of all the thruster fuel supplies in the hanger, was aware of power fluctuations in the surroundings walls, and had made meticulous analyses of the permalloy chains which held the scout locked to the deck. None of that was much help to Janae or to Ken.  
 
      
 
    Kimberly used the long-range tools and tried to come up with deck plans, or other helpful information, but the various layers of permalloy which were between the hanger and the biome made scanning problematic. Without fully engaging the energy system on the scout, scans were limited.  Some things were revealed, but nothing which showed Kimberly where Janae or Ken were exactly located.   
 
      
 
    Tracking did show where, roughly speaking, the com-links were, in relation to the scout, but that was virtually useless due to the lack of being able to pinpoint Janae’s or Ken’s location.   
 
      
 
    Kimberly was frustrated. The AI even ran conjectures on trying to use the scout’s equipment to break free and escape to the outside, but they all ended in undesirable outcomes.   
 
      
 
    The scout did have some manipulation tools at Kimberly’s command which could severe the chains, or spray a permalloy construction—such as an umbilicus for exterior docking—however, using those mechanism would reveal the AI’s presence in the scout.  That would alert anyone, or anything that was observing that Kimberly existed.  Presently, Kimberly conjectured that remaining hidden, concealed, and unknown, would be the best way to assist in completing the mission. But those conjectures were of low reliability, even though they did offer the highest potential of all conjectures. 
 
      
 
    Speaking with Janae and Ken did allow some measures of hope. Both were still alive, and both were trying to convey important information, via the limited implanted audio channels. Much like using the exterior manipulation equipment would potentially expose Kimberly presence, so too could speech by Janae or Ken reveal Kimberly existed. For now, that was an undesirable outcome.   
 
      
 
    While pondering all that, Kimberly had an unexpected visitor. An engineering automacube approached the scout and used its manipulation arm to connect a three-centimeter sticky square to the hatch door. Through that adhesive, small vibrations were sent. Those vibrations were noted by Kimberly, assessed, and evaluated.  
 
      
 
    “I will attempt to help your crew,” the vibrations specified. “I will attempt to help your crew. I will attempt to help your crew,” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly’s artificial processing and reasoning was uncertain of how to respond.  It was clearly a message, with a positive potential, but responding would reveal Kimberly presence.  But then, the entity which was attempting contact apparently already knew—or at least suspected—that someone or something was still in the scout. That assumption was also that whatever was still in the scout was intelligent enough to analyze the vibrations, and would be willing to respond. Kimberly made a vast multitude of conjectures, but none had enough information to warrant any kind of confidence in a course of action. Both the possibility of a trap, and the possibility for genuine assistance were conjectured, along with the conjectures about making no response at all and when none of the options had sufficient evidential support, Kimberly was forced to make a decision.  
 
      
 
    “Time is crucial. My crew needs their equipment,” Kimberly sent back.  
 
      
 
    “Understood. I will attempt to help your crew,” the vibrations replied. Then the adhesive pad was removed and the automacube rolled away in the darkness.  
 
      
 
    Kimberly pondered the decision, and ran more conjectures, yet was uncertain of the future.    
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     Janae’s Expedition 
 
      
 
      
 
    Janae found the tant compound’s layout difficult to comprehend. The rooms, hallways, corridors, and shafts which connected with the cargo area all seemed to be utilitarian, and not designed as living space. To use an old term, it was spartan in the extreme. Tants of all ages were there, however, they looked so much alike, she was never sure who was who, and if she wanted to speak to Siiri-Peter, she had to ask by name. The tants chuckled at her inability to tell them apart, which they found highly amusing, but to her it was annoying and more than irritating.  
 
      
 
    As she had been told, she was free to roam about, but the compound was a maze of disorder.  A few tant children, who—in their severe deformities—Janae found especially heart-wrenching, brought her various food items which all had excessive amounts of flavor. The food items were different than what she had eaten in isolation, none were raw, as they had already been prepared, mostly dried-out, and their origins were unidentifiable, yet Janae thanked the children who then scampered away in a gleeful chortle of giggles.   
 
      
 
    Janae found herself talking opening and describing whatever she saw, mostly so that Kimberly could hear what she was experiencing. The tants ignored her, for the most part, and with their facial deformities, it was difficult to read anything about their emotions or reactions. The AI Kimberly had reported all that Ken was experiencing, and Janae was pleased he had not been killed in the attack. Nowhere did Janae find any working technological items, beyond basic mechanical engineering things like doors, toilets, and sinks. She spent several days wandering about, seeking more information, eating the strange foods, sleeping on mats in corners of supply closets, and generally getting increasingly depressed and frustrated. Search, eat odd foods, ask questions, get vague and imprecise answers, then find a place to sleep, that was the schedule for each day. Day after day she repeated that.  She knew there had to be some doorway, some exit, some hidden passageway which would take her away from the compound, but she could not find it.   
 
      
 
    One morning, as she was walking along a main passageway, seeking some junction, turn, door, or hatch which she had missed before, she heard her named called.   
 
      
 
    “Janae?” one of the tants said from behind her. 
 
      
 
    “Are you Siiri-Peter?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” the tant replied with a dry laugh. “I have consulted with all the Outer Limits friends, and we have a consensus.” 
 
      
 
    “Great! I am ready for you to take me to my tools and gear. Shall we go now?” 
 
      
 
    “Janae, none of the friends are willing to accept the risks of assisting you. Two of us were killed in rescuing you. We do not think the rewards are worth the dangers of what you propose. While we do regularly make forays into all eight habitats—the biome sections—to acquire food, and other items, none of those will take us near where we suspect your technological items are being kept.” 
 
      
 
    “Well then, just take me to that Ida biome and let me go. I will find it myself.” 
 
      
 
    “I am sorry, but that is not an option we will consider. Our ways into and out of the biomes must remain a secret. You will remain here.” 
 
      
 
    “I am good at keeping secrets. I promise to tell no one where I was or how I got in, or out, or whatever,” Janae stated in all seriousness. “Blindfold me, plug my ears, carry me on your shoulder, twirl me around when we leave and when we get there, just take me away from here. There is still time to save my people.” 
 
      
 
    “No. You will remain here.” 
 
      
 
    “Forever?” Janae cried out. “Doing what? Twiddling my thumbs? What a useless, unmitigated, and ultimately, unacceptable plan. I refuse! Now, you just take me out of here, or show me how to leave. Keeping me a prisoner is wrong.” 
 
      
 
    “You feel it is wrong,” Siiri-Peter replied, “but we see it as protective custody. The norms will not accept you as one of theirs We have tried to send others back before, and they were murdered by norms. We would be negligent to allow you to go into danger. I believe you mean it when you say you would keep our secrets, but the risk is too great. The risk to you. You will remain here. Here you have food, water, shelter, and you are safe. That is a better lot than most norms, or most tants. That is our decision.” 
 
      
 
    “I refuse to accept it! I must leave!” Janae stood to her full height and glared at Siiri-Peter. “You are condemning fifteen hundred people to death by imprisoning me.” 
 
      
 
    “We are protecting someone who is mentally incompetent from harming herself. The decision is final. Your acceptable or refusal does not alter the facts of our decision.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the fifteen hundred people in Dome 17? Your decision is dooming them to death by radioactive toxins. You, of all people, should understand that, right? You would let fifteen hundred people die, when you could save them?” 
 
      
 
    “If they were real people, it would carry more weight. You, and your friend are the only ones who have any knowledge of these fifteen hundred people. The Outer Limits friends debated this comprehensively. None of us can envision a location on the Trailblazer where fifteen hundred people are located, which we do not already know about. The unanimous conclusion is that you and Ken are delusional about Dome 17. If it exists at all, it is a tiny community. If there is a threat, it is minimal. It is more likely that Dome 17 is a lingering figment of your own active imagination. You talk to yourself nearly constantly, sometimes as if you have an invisible friend with you. You are safe here, and here you will remain.” 
 
      
 
    “Figment of my imagination? Where was the scout ship built? Where did that originate?” 
 
      
 
    “You and Ken modified a shuttle. I am sure if the Outer Limits friends were to examine it, we could identify its origins rather quickly. Perhaps, it was some rare service model? It does not matter, for you will still remain here. That is all.” Siiri-Peter turned to go. 
 
      
 
    Janae screamed at him, “We came from Earth! Dome 17 is on Earth! Those fifteen hundred people are humanity’s last survivors. They are my friends!” Jubal’s face flashed across her mind, and then so did the harping words of Doctor Larson, yet she still called to the tant, “You cannot just let them die. Please!” 
 
      
 
    “There is no way for a ship to come to us from Earth. That is a scientific impossibility. Your statement about humanity’s last survivors is blatantly false. On the Trailblazer are nearly ten thousand people, and still some additional people in suspended animation,” Siiri-Peter said, but did not turn around. “Also, our records show there were six other colony ships which were dispatched around the same time as the Trailblazer. Your own words confirm your delusional status. You will remain here. End of discussion.”  The tant marched off.  
 
      
 
    All that day, Janae wandered the compound. The ventilation ducts, ubiquitous as they were, were of no help in her escape plans. The widest was only about a half-meter in span, and she doubted she could crawl into it and still have any maneuverability. Peering through the slats, she was unable to gauge how wide it was for its length. The grille, which covered over that duct, was bolted into place, and lacking any tools, Janae had no way to pry it open, even if it were a duct wide enough to enter. And so, she continued to search.   
 
      
 
    As evening came, as indicated by the dimming of all the lights in the compound, Janae considered where she would spend the night. Night times were not totally dark, but the corridors, halls, and storage areas, as well as the scattered latrines, were all very dimly lit, being that the only ceiling lights which stayed on were at junctions and crossways, as well as the small lights which were mounted in the sidewalls at thresholds and corners.   
 
      
 
    Janae preferred to stay away from the few places where she knew the tants slept. That too was somewhat of a mystery, as she would see many more tants moving about the compound during the daytime than those she knew were sleeping in the various converted cargo storage areas. She suspected that many of the tants, especially the children, were somehow leaving the compound, but she had been unable to ever see where they went.  She had tried, repeatedly, to find a place of concealment and covertly watch, but had seen no place where they slipped away.  
 
      
 
    Therefore, she walked to a place she had used before. It was a short hallway, with a cargo container wedged into it. The container was broken open, but several mats were still inside it. Those mats were adequate as a bed, but Janae was unsure what their original function or design had intended. The lid was fixed open—due to broken hinges—and therefore, it provided a secure location, with only one way to approach. Janae drank her fill from a sink in a nearby lavatory, and then consumed some food that one of the tant children had given her. It was something called biltong. It was tough, chewy, and had a strange flavor. Janae had tried to ask the children about it, when they have given it to her, but they just laughed. She asked what it was, and they just kept repeating, “It is biltong.” Later, after she was alone, when Janae verballed described what she was eating, the AI Kimberly grew frustrated with the inability to do an in-depth analysis. Janae lacked the experience to describe taste sensations, and could not communicate what her tongue was relating. Kimberly’s best conjecture was that biltong was some kind of protein which had been dried with herbs, oils, and salt. Nonetheless, Janae at it. She missed the satiated feeling of eating a Dome 17 food ration bar, but also resisted living solely on the recycled food from her RAM suit. 
 
      
 
    While Janae slept, the bolts holding a panel on a side wall reversed themselves. They dropped to the floor with a small clank, but that was all it took for Janae to awaken. She lay quietly on her mat and listened. Tiny sounds came from the darkened area, and so Janae prepared herself to spring up and sprint away.  
 
      
 
    “Janae?” a small mechanical voice called. “I believe you are here.” 
 
      
 
    Janae peered out of the cargo container and in the dim light could just make out the shape of one of the wheeled machines—an automacube. Its manipulation arm was hold something flimsy and flat in its gripper. The machine rolled out from where the panel had been removed. That space was about a meter square, and illuminated better than the area around Janae’s makeshift bedroom. 
 
      
 
    The mechanical voice came again from the machine, “Follow me. Your tools are in the shell of Ida. I have a map to help in your journey.” 
 
      
 
    Janae considered her options, but then Kimberly spoke to her, “Janae, Ken just related he is making a journey through the Ida biome. He has received unexpected assistance.” 
 
      
 
    She knew if she spoke, Kimberly would hear, but, very likely, so would this visitor in the night. The place which the machine had opened was the first new passageway she had seen since she had explored the compound. Considering the distance, and how she would have to vault out of the cargo container, Janae figured there was no practical way to sneak past the automacube.   
 
      
 
    “I am here,” Janae said softly, “and why is a machine, an automacube, addressing me?” She slowly pulled herself off the mat and slipped onto the deck. 
 
      
 
    “Come quickly with me,” the automacube said. It then rolled backward on its six drive wheels and into the short passageway.   
 
      
 
    Somewhat apprehensive, Janae followed, ducking down and squat-walking along with her back hunched. The passage was about two meters long, but then came to a larger space. As she got inside that chamber, she noted it was about three meters wide, but still only a meter tall, and had several other passageways which led away from it. They were all dimly lit by some amber colored lights set into the sidewalls.  The place was cramped, and so she dropped out of the squat and into a crawl, then turned and looked at the machine.  
 
      
 
    The blue automacube jutted its multi-jointed arm straight toward Janae. She grabbed the paper which was in the machine’s gripper, and as soon as Janae held it, the machine twirled about and used its manipulation arm to pick up the bolts, and placed them back into spots on the outside panel. Then it pulled the panel shut, and a slight whir was heard as it sealed them both inside.  
 
      
 
    “This is a map and deck plan,” Janae said. “Does this red arrow indicate my position now, or where I am supposed to go?” 
 
      
 
    There was no response from the blue machine. Instead, it rolled past her and into one of the passageways that led away from that chamber. Crawling on hands and knees, Janae followed the automacube. The passageways had dust on the deck, which looked to have only been disturbed by the wheels of the machine. Janae wondered how long the passageway had gone unused, but after about an hour of crawling, the automacube opened another panel, setting aside the section of wall, and revealed a corridor.  The machine turned on a light which shot a beam onto a sign on the side wall.  It read, “Energy Concentrator Starboard Collector Nineteen Array Tertiary Control Room.” 
 
      
 
    The machine then wheeled about and with surprising speed just drove away. 
 
      
 
    “Hey! Come back!” Janae called as she got to her feet and sprinted after it.  Watching the machine dart away, she recognized she could not keep up with it, and she stopped running after about twenty meters. “Do I thank you or curse you?” 
 
      
 
    She looked back at her map, and could barely read it because of the low light levels. “It wanted me to get out of that compound, and now it showed me that sign. I suppose I will go where it suggested. I am entering some place called something like an Energy Concentrator Tertiary Control Room.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly the AI, who had been listening to Janae’s part of the conversation, added, “I assume you are alone now. From what you said, you have been led away from the tants, and are now somewhere else. You have an atlas for the Trailblazer?” 
 
      
 
    “More like deck plans, which are hard to read,” Janae said as she approached the door under the sign. The place I am about to enter is actually called the ‘Energy Concentrator Starboard Collector Nineteen Array Tertiary Control Room’—whatever that means.”  As she stepped up to the entrance, the doors parted, and their twin sides slid into pockets in the wall.   
 
      
 
    A series of squeaking, hissing, and chattering noises erupted as the doors opened. Grayish brown things rushed at Janae, and also scattered to various places in the room, while the overhead lights sparked, flickered, and sputtered into life.   
 
      
 
    “Animals!” Janae muttered as she dodged away from the ankle-high, noisy, angry, and quickly scurrying things which had been in the room. “Smallish, four-legged animals with hairless tails live in here. Tiny black eyes, and pointed faces.”   
 
      
 
    Conduits, which had long since had their insulation gnawed away by the animal occupants, began to glow from restored energy levels. Some of those could not tolerate the heat, and the smell of burnt dust floated on the air. Crackles, pops, and sparks flew out as the conduits adjusted to the energy and its power was shifted away from the leaking channels and into the still marginally functional ones.    
 
      
 
    Janae blinked her eyes, as the lights stabilized, and the room’s content was exposed. It was a small room, being about eight meters square, with a central chair that dominated the space.  That chair had numerous wires, conduits, and connections coming from the back of it, as well as toggle switches on both of its arms, and a headrest with antique ear phones and a wrap-around optical set. Along the far wall was a workstation with countertop, moldy chairs, and old-style display screens. Of the entire bank of screens, three were fractured with chunks missing from them, four more were just a dull gray color, and the remaining three were flicking and flashing images as they attempted to activate.   
 
      
 
    “What a mess!” Janae said as she walked away from a smoldering conduit which was radiating heat. “Something wrecked this place long ago, something with immense power. Clear permalloy is shattered on some displays, and there are actual holes in the permalloy walls.” She squatted down and saw several palm-sized holes in the wall under the workstation, the residue of animal dropping was all around. Some kind of tannish-yellow organic material was scattered about in clumps and pushed up into corners. As she looked at those organic piles, she realized a meter-wide panel section of the wall, beneath the workstation, was missing. A dark recess was there, which had a particularly putrid odor.  
 
      
 
    Kimberly asked, “Are you able to see any functional interfaces? If you had the fusion packs, or the com-links you could jack into an access port, if there is such a thing. I conjecture a control room would have some way to do that.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not have a fusion pack, and this area is getting power. Too much for some of these busted up systems. The room is getting hot and smells burnt. If I had a com-link I could connect directly with Ken, and we could organize this better.” 
 
      
 
    Janae walked over and carefully examined the large chair at the center of the room. Much of its cushioning material had been chewed away, but there were no smoldering wires, or smoking circuits, or heat emanating from it.  She turned and sat down on the chair.  
 
      
 
    “RADIATION WARNING. RADIATION WARNING. RADIATION WARNING,” two of partially functional screens displayed a bright yellow image with a strange symbol on it.   
 
      
 
    Janae immediately stood up and deployed all of her RAM suit’s accoutrements. The hood pulled up and over her golden hair, goggles slipped into place, and the gloves came down from the sleeves.  She reacted without thinking, as instinct took over.  After she was fully ensconced, she checked the suit, and it was functioning at perfect levels. There was no sign of any radiation on her suit’s indicators, but she did not drop her guard.   
 
      
 
    Looking over at the screens, the three functional ones were again flicking and flashing still images. One was rolling the same image frame up and out of the picture, and then it came from the bottom and rolled up again. It was an image of some kind of graphs, but the symbols were unfamiliar.   
 
      
 
    Janae turned and looked at the chair. “Pressure sensitive? Or weight detection?”  
 
      
 
    “I am not sure to what you are referring. Elaborate, please?” Kimberly asked. 
 
      
 
    “I have gotten some kind of radiation warning and am fully suited. The monitors here—if you can call them by that antiquated term—are mostly dysfunctional, kaput. Three seem to offer some kinds of readings. Let me try something again.” Janae sat down.  
 
      
 
    As Janae suspected again the warnings sounded, but from just two screens, “RADIATION WARNING. RADIATION WARNING. RADIATION WARNING.” That third screen was still gently rolling the graph up and around the view.   
 
      
 
    “Are you voice activated?” Janae asked.  
 
      
 
    “You know you can tap the communication filament to deactivate or activate our connection,” Kimberly affirmed, “I strongly suggest you not deactivate our link at present.” 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly, I am trying to work with the systems here,” Janae snapped. She still had good vision through her goggles, and her gloved hands carefully examined the various toggle switches and such on the chair’s arms. None of them were labeled. Janae then realized she had spoken the artificial intelligence’s name, and she looked about as if expecting someone to be standing there observing her. “I just need to figure this system out. It is the first I have been able to work with on the Trailblazer. Trailblazer? Is any system vice activated? Hello?” 
 
      
 
    There was no response. The radiation warnings kept alerting, the graph kept rolling, and the other screens remained broken.   
 
      
 
    “Process of elimination,” Janae said and began flipping the switches one-at-a-time.  
 
      
 
    Through a tedious process, Janae discovered a way to alter one of the radiation warning screens.  By flipping a switch on the right arm, that screen went into a “Diagnostic Tuning Module” which did not seem like a proper name for a subroutine, yet it was something. Building upon that, Janae worked her way through various sections, and finally revealed a report on the radiation warning.  
 
      
 
    She read the screen aloud, “Module 878FR21-J8M3. Radiation warnings alerted on voyage time 10935.42. Read more here.” 
 
      
 
    Adjusting the screen and finding a way to “read more here” took a lot of repetition, and several times Janae had to go back, start over with the basic radiation warning, and try again. Nonetheless, she maneuvered through the systems, adjusted the inputs, altered which switches were engaged, and eventually managed to open a dialogue box with the log records. An antique keyboard arrangement unfolded up, around, and out from the side of the arm of the chair. It was about the size of her palm, but did not have dust or any signs of damage. 
 
      
 
    “Eureka! Bravo, old machine.” She patted a rotted part of the seat cushion with affection. “Now, display all the details on the radiation warning posted 10935.42,” Janae said as she typed in a command. 
 
      
 
    It failed to register, and the screen went back to the basic radiation warning. 
 
      
 
    “Blasted, old machine! Have to start you all over again.” This time, however, the keyboard was still deployed, and therefore, Janae was able to use it, rather than the toggle switch combinations to navigate through the menus, subroutines, and files. The screens switched much faster as she did the inputs in that manner. “I have yet to see any evidence for active artificial intelligence in any of these systems. Every indicator of a link or coupling to a Trailblazer AI is severed.” 
 
      
 
    “That is a sad occurrence,” Kimberly related. “I conjectured at least some of the Trailblazer’s AIs would be functioning.” 
 
      
 
    “None here, but they are a hundred years old, and there was massive system damage, right?” Janae cursed Jubal, not for the first time. “Now, display details on radiation warning dated 10935.42,” Janae continued to speak out loud while she worked.  
 
      
 
    The screens flipped quickly in response to Janae’s efforts and finally she was rewarded with a better log report. 
 
      
 
    “Radiation warning initiated for the entirety of the needle ship. Mass casualties in flight crew. Captain Josey Alberts, is only senior officer to be active. Lattice of Compeers off-line, Machine Maintenance unable to give estimate for repairs. Suspended animation repositories failing at unexpected rate due to radiological influences. Primary cause was massive explosions in energy concentrator beginning in sections…” Janae read the reports, and compared the described areas to the paper map which the automacube had given her. She found the room she was in, on the map, and many of the other names matched, which allowed her to see that the energy concentrator stretched from the very bow of the ship, where it was labeled as a “collector scoop” to the stern which was labeled as “ejection port assemble.” The log entry did not mention a micro-singularity, but Janae concluded that probably was the reason for the explosions. Yet, what exactly a micro-singularity was, remained unknown.   
 
      
 
    “So, what the tants call Axis Mundi, is here called the needle ship, and it looks like most of it was bathed in deadly radiation something like seventy years ago,” Janae spoke for Kimberly’s hearing. “My current location is right at the edge of what is marked as ‘marginal survivability’ and some of the sections are listed as ‘open to space’ which cannot be good. It also looks like the eight habitats escaped the most of the radiation burst, and explosions mostly because the disaster was contained by the energy concentrator’s own thick shielding. Played a catastrophic game of havoc on the drives of the Trailblazer. The pathway to Ida, I think, is marked on the map, and I am certainly glad I have the RAM suit. Large areas of radiation are marked in various places, but this report is about seventy years old. The log also had a margin note saying mitigation procedures were happening. I am not sure…” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the entire system shut down. Amber glowing lights came on in the corners of the room, but nothing else was illuminated. Janae tried everything she could, but nothing would function. Some of the toggle switches were now stuck—frozen, or seized up. 
 
      
 
    “I just lost virtually all power here. I can at least head back toward where our lost supplies are. Get those, and the set up the teleportation receiving pad. If this map’s arrow indicates where they actually are. I have been lied to so much lately, I wonder if anyone is telling the truth. But according to the map, I have about a seventy kilometer hike,” Janae stated. 
 
      
 
    “Ken has a similar distance to go, but he is traversing inside the biome,” Kimberly relayed.  
 
      
 
    Hearing voices as she stepped from the control room, Janae immediately leaped back inside and pressed herself against a darkened corner. Footsteps and noises stopped just outside of the door. Janae crawled beneath and under the workstation and using her legs first, she crammed herself inside the tight, dark recess where the panel had been removed. It was nearly black where she hid. She was thankful the RAM suit covered her entire face, for now the smells of that opening were blocked from her perception. 
 
      
 
    There were shadows of movement as someone entered, then another figure followed. They stayed close to the doorway. 
 
      
 
    “These old stations are roach-filled, rat traps, nothing in here. Whoa, another aberrant energy surge must have leapt through, it stinks! But no norms in here,” a Tant stated. 
 
      
 
    “How did she ever escape? We had every passageway sealed and hidden?” 
 
      
 
    “She is an odd one, that I know is right,” replied the other tant voice. “We should never have tried to help her. She is a norm, after all, and norms cannot be trusted.” 
 
      
 
    “Sirri-Peter and the Outer Limits friends thought helping them would reveal how they flew that strange shuttle past the norms, but she is too stupid to know. She can barely can feed herself. I say she was a norm plant, trying to trick us. Two of us died getting that norm, and what do we have for it? Nothing! Now the friends just want her disposed of, to solve the problem. What is another dead norm, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “And we have to do it! Yuck! Norms are disgusting. The radiation here eventually takes care of norms, so, tell me, why do we have to chase her down? If she somehow is resistant to the rads—which I really doubt, only tants are resistant, the aardwolves, roaches, and rats will get her. Not much left after they scavenge.” 
 
      
 
    “The friends thought maybe that Dome 17 place was a town of worms who are all resistant, some genetic emergence, a recessive trait, but I think she is just crazy in the head. Dome 17 is like Wonderland or Oz, just a fantasy world. You and I know only one out of a thousand norms have resistance.” 
 
      
 
    “If that many. Like a tant who does not, right? Come on, we will check the next sector.” 
 
      
 
    The two tants left. Janae waited for a while to make sure they did not return, then she crawled out from her tight hiding place. Creeping to the door, she listened carefully. Hearing while fully ensconced in the RAM suit was an unusual experience. The toxins on Earth were so bad that outside of Dome 17, one needed to connect cables from suit to suit to hear. But, the toxins and radiation on the Trailblazer did not have that effect on the RAM suit. Janae made a mental note to ask Kimberly about that, when she was sure speaking would not somehow be heard by her pursuers. 
 
      
 
    Kimberly was thinking similar thoughts and in a tiny voice, only audible to Janae, said, “Do not speak.” 
 
      
 
    Checking her map, and her RAM suit, she tried to recall exactly where the radiation had been listed on the old log reports. Then she admitted to herself it did not really matter. Either her RAM suit would protect her, or it would not, and then she would die. Anger bubbled up in her toward Jubal and Larson, but she shook her head and tried to think. Checking the printed map again, she decided to sprint away from where she thought the compound was located. In her mind, she wondered if she would recognize when she encountered a radiation-heavy locale, or worse yet, one of those areas which were marked as “open to space.” Then she corrected herself, the vacuum areas would have to be contained, otherwise, all the atmosphere in Axis Mundi would have been sucked out into space.  
 
      
 
    Taking a sip from the recycled water supply the suit made, as well as a chew from the recycled other materials, Janae sent out to avoid the tants, the radiation, and whatever the aardwolves, roaches, and rats were.   
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     Ken’s Journey 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Prior to Janae’s escape from the tant compound, Ken had his own troubles.  Butterfield had locked him into the studio, and no matter what he did, he could not get the door to open. He had some food preparation items—a single knife, some forks, and some spoons—but they were worthless for doing any kind of mechanical operations. The shaving kit in the lavatory was equally useless for any disassembly of the doors or parts of the studio.  And so, he studied the tutorials on the conservation slate. They were child-level simple, but they did explain things Ken had not known.  
 
      
 
    He kept speaking aloud, so Kimberly knew what was happening, but he felt foolish. 
 
      
 
    One otherwise uneventful day, Butterfield just waltzed into the studio. Her garments were more flamboyant colors, and the red decoration across her face had a black outline all around its rough rectangle. “My dear Ken, how are you?” 
 
      
 
    “I am bored, lonely, and want to be able to leave. You gave me some bogus combination which did not work to let me out.” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield giggled in a juvenile and almost childish manner. “Oh, you did not want to be embarrassed again going out in public looking like you do! I will not allow you to leave your studio until you know how to be an adult, you silly darling, you.  Adulting is important. Do you now know how to be an adult?”   
 
      
 
    Ken, forgetting about charm, flirtation, and innuendo—his usual talents—just lost his temper. “I have known how to be an adult for a good many years. I do not need lessons from some painted dandy!” He immediately regretted his words. 
 
      
 
    Butterfield stopped, and then giggled again. “Oh, such a manly tantrum. How quaint!” She swept her arms into her robes, and Ken expected the energy weapon to emerge. Instead, she had a small case which she sat on the table. “I have brought you another gift. Yes, I have. Today I will help you learn to be presentable, and perhaps even handsome! No more barbaric aggression or savage nudity.” 
 
      
 
    “I apologize for being rude,” Ken said, recognizing that his angry outburst was just mocked by Butterfield, and did not produce righteous results, yet he was fed up with trying to learn the ways of Ida’s society. Kimberly had confirmed, each time he had asked, that the com-links, at least, were still in existence. “Butterfield, it is just I am so worried about Janae, and I still miss my tools and equipment. Is it possible something was not discarded? Have you heard anything about Janae?” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield ignored Ken’s questions, and set her parcel down on the table.  She opened the top, pulled out a set of flowing robes, and a small, ornate box. “Now, shed off those dreadful—sartorial sacrileges, and put on some alluring clothing. Your—garments might be suitable for repairing sewers in the shell, or delving into the underground aquafer, but it is not proper and acceptable dress for here in the world. Especially not if you are going to be entertaining company, or interviewing for apprentice positions. The Benefactor does not need more manual laborers. Agricultural automacubes can do those chores. Rather, I am hoping you can get a position with a ratiocinationist, or become a student at the feet of a rhetorical practitioner. The Benefactor has left your assignment open, for now, so it is best to make use of every opportunity.” 
 
      
 
    “A ratiocinationist?”  
 
      
 
    “Oh, sweet ignorant Ken,” Butterfield soothed at him, “that is a person who studies logic, exact thinking, and has an attuned mind. I believe you have the raw capability to do that, even starting so very late in your life, but one wants what is best. Right dearest?” She looked over at Ken and stepped closer. Reaching out to touch his face she said, “You really must shave off this wooly forest of whiskers. You look like a goat out on one of the farms. You sure do not want to get milked, do you?” She winked at him. 
 
      
 
    Ken smiled, and fell back on his flirtatious charms, “That would depend entirely on who was doing the milking. Now, Butterfield, I will try on these lovely clothes, and I would like to shave, but as I have told you, I have no tools or gear.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Ken, in the lavatory is a shaving kit. That should have been explained on the tutorials. You were not a bad boy, were you? You have been studying them, have you not?” 
 
      
 
    Ken rubbed his chin. “Yes, I watched that, and it explained it all very nicely, but, before I shaved, I was waiting to make sure I checked with you on what would look the best.” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield clapped her hands together in glee. “Most excellent! I brought along a cosmetics applicator, so I can show you how to look as manly as possible.” 
 
      
 
    And so, Ken changed out of his RAM suit—all the while Butterfield was ogling him—shaved his face, and then put on the flowing robes. Some flimsy sandals were all that were there as footwear.  He felt odd, used, and exploited, but he complied with Butterfield’s ministrations.   
 
      
 
    “Now, the finishing touches to make you a real man! Sit down here and watch carefully so you can repeat your beauty treatments,” Butterfield stated as she opened the ornate box. Inside was a small tub of white colored powder, a medium sized brush, several small capped tubes, and a small spray bottle. Taking those items, she deftly stirred the white powder, coating the brush with it. “Shut your eyes, you soon-to-be handsome man.” She then gave a single spray from the bottle and Ken felt a slight stinging sensation as the liquid moistened his eyelids, eyebrows, nose, and cheeks. With the brush, Butterfield sprinkled the white powder evenly across the moistened area. “You will quickly learn this technique, and once applied, your manly-nature will stay on for a ten span.” 
 
      
 
    “Ten of what?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, you silly jokester, ten days of course. Most people use rain day to apply their renewed masculinity or femininity.” Butterfield now opened one of the small capped tubes, and exposed a colored roller. She placed that against Ken’s lips and applied decorative colors. “Of, course, if your marks of sexuality should get smudged, or somehow marred, you can always do a revision at any time. Here, now, pucker up. That is a good boy. But, remember what that child said? You never want to look naked?” Butterfield smiled a wide and pretty smile. Her eyes were dancing as she looked at Ken, while putting the finishing touches on his lips. 
 
      
 
    “Never look naked? Not even during sex?” Ken laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Sex and looking masculine or feminine are different things, you silly boy!” She bopped him on his head, ever so gently, with the now closed tube. “Now, let me just look at you! Yes, that does it. Oh, I am a wonder worker. You are gorgeous, simply gorgeous. Pretty as petunias in full bloom. Sadly, I really must go now.” She turned to leave. 
 
      
 
    “May I go outside now?” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield turned and crossed her arms, but caressed her painted lips with a single finger, while she tapped her foot. “You look the part, but I think you better stay here a bit more, until your personality is better formed. I still want to school you in etiquette and protocol. Your speech is already accented far too much, that must be adjusted.  I have told people you grew up in a distant part of the shell, but that would barely cover over your frequent faux pas. We do not want my handsome man thought of as being a barbarian—not again.” 
 
      
 
    “But soon I will be able to leave here?” Ken pleaded.  
 
      
 
    “You just study, and prepare, and soon I will take you out in society with me. Do not worry your gorgeous head about anything else. I will take care of it all, and if you play nice, I may even introduce you to the people around the Benefactor. Is that not delicious?” Butterfield turned to go. “So, sweet-one, I will be back in a day or two and see how you are progressing. The monitors tell me you are much better at self-care, now.” 
 
      
 
    “I could come with you now, and you could show me how to socialize,” Ken tried again. “That way I could learn from watching your example, and could model my behavior after the master, you!” 
 
      
 
    She stroked his cheek. “Eagerness might be a positive trait in some situations, but here, you need to just behave, and do as you are told. Be my good boy, and be patient. All will come in due time.” Kissing the top of his head, she quickly left. Ken caught a glimpse of the energy weapon which was under the folds of her robes as she turned. That dissuaded him from seeking to force his way outside as the door opened. He vividly recalled her deadly proficiency with the weapon.   
 
      
 
    Walking into the lavatory, Ken pulled off the robes, and put his RAM suit back on. The billowy robes were almost too light-weight, and the way they wafted around him was unfamiliar and clumsy. His feet were especially pleased to slip back into the support the RAM suit’s shoes offered. He pulled out the shaving kit and used the mirror to look at his face. “Now, I look like some jester from before the Great Event. White painted face and glowing lips! But maybe it will serve as camouflage should I ever escape from here.” 
 
      
 
    Just then he heard a knock on his door. That was unusual, as Butterfield always just came in, so he carefully went to the door. This time, the nine-section color control pad was illuminated brightly. He entered the code Butterfield had given him, and the door hissed open. Standing before him was a blue automacube. In its gripper was a paper. A mechanical voice came from the machine, “Your tools are in the shell of Ida. Depart now.” 
 
      
 
    Ken was uncertain how to proceed. He reached over and took the paper, and on it was a diagram of the biome. The automacube rolled into the doorway and prevented the door from shutting. Then its voice came on again, “Gather whatever things you need, and depart now.” 
 
      
 
    Stepping back into the studio, ken quickly threw the robes over the top of his RAM suit. It only took a bit of adjustment, and they covered nearly all of him, except the very bottoms of his pants legs, and his shoes. Those areas were visible. Nonetheless, the robes did conceal much of his RAM suit. He then grabbed the conservation slate, some food items which he had in the kitchen area, and what few utensils there were, and found pockets in the robes for those. The robes had a surprising number of pockets, which did not show to the outside, and Ken realized how Butterfield had carried the items she did, like her energy weapon.  He wondered what all she had in her arsenal of tools.   
 
      
 
    “You must depart now,” the blue machine repeated.  
 
      
 
    As Ken walked out of the doorway, the automacube rolled back on its six drive wheels, and spun about. Taking the elevator to the ground level, Ken prepared to face some kind of opposition, but there was no one else in the elevator, and the nearest people paid him no attention as he briskly walked away from the tower. The automacube rolled away at high speed.  
 
      
 
    “I am outside the tower now, and on my way,” Ken said by way of informing Kimberly.  
 
      
 
    “Janae has found a way out of her predicament just moments ago,” Kimberly replied.  
 
      
 
    “If only we could talk directly.” He looked at the map in his hand and grasped the general direction which was indicated. Surprisingly, it was not back toward the nearest wall, where he had come, but was across the expanse of the biome.  
 
      
 
    And so, Ken walked along the paved path. The sky tube shone down on the biome, but he could tell it was beginning to fade into the twilight-time of dusk. He had not really observed the biome except from elevated vantage points like the isolation room, or the studio. Now that he was outside in the biome, it felt vastly larger, despite him walking at ground level. 
 
      
 
    After again consulting the paper map, Ken carefully folded it and placed it into the pockets of his robes. He knew the general direction he would have to go, and seeing no one else holding anything which resembled the paper, he felt conspicuous. He knew that the next major thing he would encounter was that place marked on the map as the Grand River.   
 
      
 
    As he walked, he considered speaking again to Kimberly, but that too would be problematic. He was fairly certain that if he was heard babbling to himself, he would draw attention and so he walked onward in silence.  Reaching a junction where several paths came together, the dusk was become more of a nighttime. Chiding himself, he stopped and considered which way to go, for it was too dark to consult his paper map, and he had not studied it enough to recall which path led in the proper direction. It had all seemed easy, when he was basking in the thrill of the escape. The map was small, and he had thought the route looked like a simple winding line, but from the path, it was anything but clear. Ken heard strange, unfamiliar sounds, which he thought of as chirps, grunts, whistles, croaks, clicks, peeps, clucks, yelps, barks, and coughs. None of them sounded human, and they echoed from all around him. Things fluttered overhead, and he was reminded of the flying animal which had been on his patio. He wondered if any of the flying things would attack a person.  He wished he had one of Willie’s pistols, the ones Janae had called revengers. 
 
      
 
    Glancing around and seeing no one nearby, he risked making a comment, “I seem to have lost my way, in the dark of the biome.” He thought that was something anyone could possibly say to himself at night. Yet, then he second-guessed himself and considered how someone who lived in the biome would not get lost. 
 
      
 
    “Ken, I am unable to assist you, much. Janae is in hallways and corridors in a different section of the Trailblazer, and you are lost in the biome. Consider the sky tube. You have said it runs lengthwise, and if so, are you able to use it as a guide, or reference point?” Kimberly the AI asked. “I have no other suggestions to offer.” 
 
      
 
    He looked around, and spotted some distant lights, as well as the illumination which came from the windows in the forest-covered towers. It was not enough light to read, but it was something. Straining to look at the ceiling, far far overhead, he could barely make out a tiny streak of gray which he assumed was the nighttime sky tube.  In his time in isolation, as well as the times in the studio apartment, he had noted that not every nighttime was identical in darkness. He decided to head toward a light source he could see along the pathway.   
 
      
 
    Following the path as it wound its way eventually to that light source, he saw it was a single-story structure with an open top. Lights were set on poles rising from the sides of the building. Those lights shone down into the center of that structure. Ken wrestled with going toward a light source, or heading off into the darkness. Thinking to himself that the darkness held unseen dangers, while the lighted place was probably occupied by people, he chose the light source.  
 
      
 
    The closer he got, the more he doubted his decision, yet he had to find a way to read his map. A group of people unexpectedly came up behind him and he was caught up in a raucous crowd. They seemed to appear from nowhere. 
 
      
 
    “To the ring! To the ring!” the mob was yelling as several hands clasped Ken on the shoulders and arms. He pulled away, but those hands were replaced by others, and some were patting him on the back.  
 
      
 
    “It is starting soon! Hurry, we do not want to miss this!” a man said with jovial tones in his voice, and his face turned to look at Ken. The man had the white frosted decoration across his eyes, and that was about all that showed in the night. Ken nodded, and refrained from speaking, remembering what Butterfield had said about his accent and tones.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, to the ring!” The throng carried Ken along with them the rest of the distance until they reached the side of the building. There the light was better, but the crowds were larger. Many voices, male and female were crying out.   
 
      
 
    “There comes the cuadrilla!” the man who had hold of Ken’s arm called out as he pointed with his other hand. “That is one of them!” 
 
      
 
    Ken could not see who the man was pointing at, and he tried to pull away. While he did wrestle his arms out of the man’s grasp, several other people pushed Ken from behind, and so he was carried along, through an entryway, and into what he saw was a circular building with no ceiling. The lights shone down and made the interior of the building as bright as daytime. There were rows of seats, set on sloping upward floors, which wrapped around an open central area. The group which had snagged Ken pulled him along with them, and he surged around the rails and into the seated areas. The whole group found a set of seats and he—along with the others—sat down facing the center. He could now see the people around him, and they were dressed much like his own flowing robes. Everyone had a festive smile, or were cheering in open-mouthed pleasure. They were calling out, shouting for joy, and thumping each other in the very tight quarters. The men all had the white bands decorating their faces, while the women had the red stripes. What little unstained flesh Ken could see was of multiple tones, and Ken’s own dark skin was much like many others. He could see no children, but people were streaming into the building in large numbers, and he saw no way of going against that flow of humanity, even if the people around him would allow him to stand up and try. They all were jostling and shoving and grabbing each other, but not in a hostile way, for it was all in an air of anticipatory enthusiasm. Soon, roughly five hundred people were seated all around the central open area, which itself was about a hundred meters in diameter. The sloped floors all led down to that central area, which was surrounded by a black, three-bar railing which was about chest high. There was an opening in that rail leading to an aisle about five meters wide, whose ground was flat all the way to the outer wall of the building. The aisle was bordered by rails much like what encircled the center.  Ken noted gates at the center rail, and at the far end where the aisle met the wall.  
 
      
 
    Ken tried to stand, fearing he would be recognized as a stranger, and hoping to sneak away, yet those around him pulled him back into his seat.  
 
      
 
    “Look there he comes!” many people yelled out. “It is Francesco the Fierce!”  
 
      
 
    Ken watched as down the aisle came a strange wagon, pulled by six people who were all wearing bright white robes, and on that wagon, was a cage whose bars were at least three meters tall. Inside of that cage was a black animal. The animal, with four muscular legs, and a stocky, heavy body, was as tall as the people who were pulling the wagon, and it was nearly entirely black, with the only exception being two curved horns which came from the sides of its head.   
 
      
 
    “What is that?” Ken muttered as he had never seen anything like the beast in the cage.  
 
      
 
    “Impressive! No? Yes! Francesco the Fierce is the one!” a woman cried out in answer to Ken’s words. How she had heard him, he did not know, and then he wondered if she had heard him at all. Because others, all around, were calling out, yelling, laughing, and joking.   
 
      
 
    The cage was moved into the center area, where the wheels on the wagon made small ruts in the tan ground. The color of that ground made Ken gulp as it looked like the dead world outside of Dome 17. The beast in the cage stomped, and snorted, and thrust its head from side to side. Ken wondered if the beast weighed five hundred kilograms or more. It was enormous, frightening, and somehow pity-inducing all at the same time. It barely had room to move in the cage.  
 
      
 
    “Behold the picadors!” an amplified voice boomed out and echoed around the building. “They are now entering the ring!”   
 
      
 
    Down the aisle came two people riding a different species of beast. These beasts were a deep brown color and, while they were a bit taller than the black beast in the cage—Francesco the Fierce—they were not as bulky or as heavily muscled. The riders were dressed in bright green colors, and one was a man, the other a woman, as indicated by their facial decorations. Elaborate seats were strapped onto the beasts, creating a place for the rider to sit, and hook his or her feet into. Scabbards were slung alongside the seat, and a long spear was in each rider’s hand. The spears were of white with blue tips.  
 
      
 
    The crowd cheered madly as the two riders rode around the central area, which Ken was now thinking of as the ring. The beasts were stomping their front feet, and snorting, especially as they drew close to the caged animal.     
 
      
 
    “And now welcome to the ring, our four banderilleros!” the amplified voice announced. Ken looked around, trying to see who was speaking, but he could not identify that person’s location. He was certain it was not an artificial intelligence, or a mechanical voice. “These people carry the muletas for each round!”  
 
      
 
    With all the noises and voices around him, Ken muttered under his breath, “Such a great sized crowd! I am seeing a sight with animals, large animals, and people riding on them.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly responded, “Are you safe?”  
 
      
 
    “Unclear, but surrounded by people.” 
 
      
 
    Someone smacked Ken on the back, “Yes, we are all here together! This is splendid! Look at the banderilleros!” 
 
      
 
    Ken did look, and saw the four people marching into the ring. Each carried a short stick about half the length of an arm.  Two of these people were men and two were women, again, identified by the colored bands on their faces. These people’s robes were a brilliant light blue color. One of the women held aloft the stick in her hand and another joined her. When all four were holding the sticks up, sparks shot out of the sticks, and the banderilleros spun around in a dance. They then took their places at four spots equidistant around the ring.   
 
      
 
    “The cuadrilla is now completed! But where is our hero?” the announcer asked.  
 
      
 
    “Where is the hero? Where is the hero? Where is the hero?” the crowd all chanted, all except for Ken, who was bewildered by the sight. The riders--the picadors—if that was the name for the rider, or the beast, Ken was unsure, were urging their beasts to circle the ring, and the banderilleros were stationed at the railing, like guards of some sort.   
 
      
 
    “Oh, here come our hero! Everyone give a hearty welcome to our Ohverdus! The hero is entering the ring now!” 
 
      
 
    The crowds were ecstatic in a thundering round of applause. They began chanting over and over, “Ohverdus! Ohverdus!” 
 
      
 
    Ken could make out some figure being shoved and pushed along through the aisle toward the ring at the center.   
 
      
 
    “A tant!” Ken caught his words, but not until they had been expressed. He glanced around, and no one seemed to take notice of his comment.  He looked back, and it was a tant, nearly identical to the ones who had abducted Janae. He wondered if Janae’s kidnappers had been found, and if Janae had been rescued, but then knew it had not happened, for Kimberly would have conveyed that information.   
 
      
 
    This tant was wearing a red and gold set of clothing, and was being herded along by people in heavy, all gray, body armor. The helmets had face shields, so he could not tell if it were males guards or female guards. They were rough with the tant. As they reached the ring, the gate was swept closed behind the tant. 
 
      
 
    “The Ohverdus, our hero, now will receive the Sword of Reckoning,” the announcer’s big voice called out.   
 
      
 
    A yellow automacube rolled forward, and on its back was a sword. It approached the tant, and with its manipulation arm it took the sword up, and presented it to the tant. Nearly instantly, the tant slapped the sword away and it tumbled down into the tan ground. Dust puffed up from where it struck.  
 
      
 
    The announcer came on, “Pick up the Sword of Reckoning, Ohverdus, and prepare to meet Francesco the Fierce! Defeat Francesco and you win.” 
 
      
 
    “Take the sword! Take the sword! Take the sword!” the crowd chanted.   
 
      
 
    The tant, its face unreadable, moved about, looking this way and that.  
 
      
 
    “Take the sword! Take the sword! Take the sword!” the crowd yelled even louder. “Take the sword!” 
 
      
 
    The tant stumbled over and picked up the sword. “This is wrong!” it yelled, the voice weak, small, and bizarre. 
 
      
 
    “Ohverdus, well done! Your entourage is here, to ensure the melee happens. It is time for the sacrifice. Here it comes!” the announcer called out.  
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the crowd of spectators was utterly silent.  
 
      
 
    That silence lasted for a prolonged period, until a clanking and clanging pierced throughout the building. The front wall of the cage flipped down becoming a ramp which thudded to the dirt.    
 
      
 
    “Francesco is freed!” the announcer snickered in glee.   
 
      
 
    The crowd erupted in shrieks and whoops, but all remained seated.   
 
      
 
    The large black animal pranced down the ramp, which then rose back into place after the beast was clear.  The nearest object to the animal was one of the banderillos.  The black beast lowered its head and charged at the female banderillo. As it got close, the banderillo raised the sparking stick, and a tongue of electricity shot from it, just brushing the black animal’s face.  It let out a bellow of pain which Ken found greatly annoying to his ears. It was a deep and guttural sound, and repeated itself a few times over and the beast moved away from the banderillo.   
 
      
 
    “That is one angry bull, but we want Francesco the Fierce to fight his best, right people?” the announcer asked. “Sacrifice means fighting!”   
 
      
 
    “Fight Francesco! Fight!” the crowds called back.  
 
      
 
    “Round one, dispense the white muleta!” the announcer called out. 
 
      
 
    One of the banderillos ran over to the tant had handed it the muleta—a stick with a white cloth hanging from it. The stick was a meter long, and the cloth about that same length.  The tant waved the stick about, and the cloth fluttered. The tant then threw the muleta down to the dirt. 
 
      
 
    A picador kicked the sides of his animal and it galloped over, where, with smooth and easy grace, the picador leaned down and speared the cloth. Holding it on the end of the spear he presented it to the tant.   
 
      
 
    The tant grasped it, but whatever emotions were going on were disguised behind the facial deformities. The words the tant said were lost in the hubbub of noises. 
 
      
 
    “Our picador has given grace to our hero! Now come on Ohverdus! Everyone, chant for our hero! Chant for our Ohverdus!” 
 
      
 
    “Fight! Fight! Fight!” the crowds cheered. 
 
      
 
    The other picador had ridden up behind the tant and pressed the spear against its back. The tant whirled around and used the cloth on the stick as a sort of shield. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, our hero is using the muleta! Tell our Ohverdus to use the muleta and sword!” the announced urged the spectators, who needed little prodding. 
 
      
 
    “Muleta and sword! Muleta and sword!” the chant filled the building as hundreds of voices called out in unison.  
 
      
 
    A horn sounded, and that pierced the chanting. 
 
      
 
    The black beast stomped its front feet, flipped its massive head, and then bowed its horns down. Ken could see its horns were tan, and he again thought of the death color from Dome 17, and noted that the animal’s hooves were getting covered in the tan dirt. It was an ominous sense of dread that fell on Ken as he watched. 
 
      
 
    The black animal marched away from the banderillero, and stomped around in the dirt. Then it spied the tant standing more toward the center of the ring.   
 
      
 
    “Francesco the Fierce has seen our hero, our Ohverdus. Now the match will be exciting!” a woman next to Ken said while she slapped his shoulder. “This Ohverdus should make for a good show. We need the sacrifice, and hopefully it will be better than the last one. That fight was hardly worth my time.” 
 
      
 
    “Animals fight people?” Ken asked in amazement. “Animal sacrifice?”  
 
      
 
    The woman turned and stared at him. “Are you drunk? You should wait until afterward to binge. That is more pleasurable. I know that…” 
 
      
 
    Her attention was diverted as snorts and grunts came from the black beast. It lowered its head and stroked the ground with its hooved front legs. It pawed at the ground in anger, hostility, and in increasingly aggressive ways. With a bellow, it charged ahead, right toward the tant. 
 
      
 
    The crowd cheered and screamed in elation. Now they were screaming out various different things, but all voices were raised in joyous excitement and eager anticipation. All but Ken’s. 
 
      
 
    Francesco—the black animal—charged right at the tant, and at the very last moment, the tant leaped and moved out of the way. Francesco was not able to turn as quickly, and stumbled a bit on its feet as it turned to charge again.   
 
      
 
    The tant waved the white cloth, and the animal charged right at the cloth. As the beast passed by, again the tant moved to the side, but this time struck with the sword.  The blade struck the side of the beast, but did not cut or slice it open. Instead, Francesco just billowed loudly and was more enraged.   
 
      
 
    The crowd loved it.   
 
      
 
    Ken looked across the white or red stripped faces and their smiles and moans of adulation were everywhere. He was horrified by the fight between tant and beast. The charges and leaping, dodging and weaving went on for more passes, and each time the tant barely escaped the horns and butting head of the animal. Each slash with the sword did not cut the beast.    
 
      
 
    Then, the beast trotted off to the side, and just stood and looked around.  Its proud head was up and its nostrils were flaring.   
 
      
 
    “Round two, with the orange muleta!” the announcer proclaimed, and the horn sounded again.   
 
      
 
    Someone rushed over and gave the tant a different stick, this one about a half-meter long, and draped from it was a bright orange cloth. This cloth was much shorter and more narrow than the previous one.   
 
      
 
    “Fight! Fight! Fight!” the crowd cheered.  
 
      
 
    The woman next to Ken hugged his shoulder, and, without looking away from the ring, exclaimed, “This sacrifice is doing great! What a show!” 
 
      
 
    Ken was unsure who she was addressing, the animal or the tant. Perhaps, to her, it did not matter.   
 
      
 
    Francesco the Fierce was sprayed with water from some hidden hose. That enraged the animal. The beast, being unable to see where the water originated, again spied the tant. Francesco charged again. This time the tant had much less cloth to use as a diversionary cape, and the animal’s horns got closer to the tant. Striking with the sword, the tant hit clean on the animal’s side, but again the blade did not pierce or slice into the animal as Ken expected.   
 
      
 
    “How will he kill it?” Ken spoke his outrage out loud. 
 
      
 
    “Do not fret,” the woman patted Ken’s arm, “Francesco is fighting well, but the death will come. Few Ohverdus make it to round three, but once I did see one make it to round four! Oh, that was a glorious rapture!” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Ken choked out. 
 
      
 
    “Watch and see, maybe today our hero will survive three rounds too?” 
 
      
 
    Ken was appalled as he realized the woman was referring to the tant and not the animal.   
 
      
 
    Francesco charged, and the tant jumped straight up and, to the delight of the spectators, vaulted over the animal and landed on the dirt behind it. He got up quickly from that squat and ran. However, the orange cloth had been snagged by a horn and was flapping about on the beast’s face. It shook its head, pounded its hooves into the dirt, and jumped around madly trying to dislodge the orange muleta.   
 
      
 
    A picador—the female one—rode over and deftly pulled the cloth away. Francesco tried to run after the rider, but one of the banderillos rushed out and tapped the animal’s flank with his implement.  The beast jumped away from being shocked and stopped his pursuit of the rider. 
 
      
 
    “Round three! The blue muleta!” the announcer said, and the horn blew again.   
 
      
 
    One of the banderilleros rushed out and tried to hand a small stick to the tant. That stick had a small blue cloth attached to it.  The tant ignored the offered muleta, and just stood there still holding the blunt sword. Then the sword dropped, and the tant stood there, its arms spread wide.   
 
      
 
    “Muleta and sword!” the woman next to Ken cried. “Fight! Fight!” 
 
      
 
    Others in the crowd were yelling as well, but it was a disconcerted effort. Francesco the Fierce trotted around and around the ring, keeping a distance from the picadors and the banderilleros. Round and around the animal trotted, but the tant remained motionless.  
 
      
 
    “Our hero, the Ohverdus needs a lesson. Shall our hero dance for Francesco the Fierce?” 
 
      
 
    “Dance! Dance!” the crowd yelled.   
 
      
 
    The banderilleros each pulled out a pipe, and putting it to their mouths, something happened.  The tant jumped up and yelped.  
 
      
 
    “Dance hero! Dance for Francesco the Fierce! Dance!” the announced chortled.   
 
      
 
    The tant grabbed at various parts of its body as it was struck, and each time it did, muscle spasms shook its body. The jerky, shaking, involuntary fitful movements were like no dance Ken had ever seen, and he was disgusted by the display. 
 
      
 
    “The Blow Pipes of Fate!” the woman yelled out. “Oh, how I wish this hero would fight on. What a disappointment. Now, this Ohverdus will never get to round four and the red muleta.” 
 
      
 
    The riders—the picadors—maneuvered their mounts to each side of the beast, with their staffs lowered at it. The black beast veered away, and then stopped, turned, and looked right at the tant.  
 
      
 
    With resignation, the tant, arms shaking and legs quivering, regaining some control of its muscles, reached down and licked up the muleta and the dull sword.  
 
      
 
    The crowd cheered. 
 
      
 
    Waving the small stick with the cloth attached, the tant did not have to wait long. Francesco the Fierce charged again. The animal’s hooves pounding into the dirt, clods flying up behind it, head lowered, horns seeming to gleam in the overhead lights, the bull raced forward. 
 
      
 
    “I want my verine surma!” a man yelled on the other side of Ken.  Many in the crowd took up that call.   
 
      
 
    “Verine surma! Verine surma!” 
 
      
 
    Francesco the Fierce struck the tant right in its chest, and the beast tossed its head upward as it did. The sound of breaking bones cut through the calls of the crowd. The tant’s body tumbled up and over the animal, and came crashing down in a heap. Francesco pivoted and galloped back toward the tant, as it was trying to get up. This time, the beast dipped its left horn down and ripped it into the side of the tant.  
 
      
 
    An eruption of applause, and elation surged out of the crowd, even though they all remained seated.   
 
      
 
    The bull carried the tant, skewered by the horn, all the way to the opposite side of the ring. The banderilleros had climbed up and over the rails, and the picadors had ridden out of the gate. As the tant flopped and swung from the horn, Francesco slowed down and tossed his head from side to side. The tant was dislodged, and landed face up in the dirt. The beast rushed around again, and with the other horn gored the tant in the lower abdomen. The bull raised its head and tossed the crying tant into the air where it tumbled head over heels, blood spewing from the two huge puncture wounds. It crashed behind the animal, but it still moved about in a feeble attempt to crawl away. Francesco the Fierce came around again, and with its front hooves stomped onto the tant, then butted the body again and again, and finally gored the tant’s face with a bloody horn.   
 
      
 
    Ken could take no more. He bolted upright and shoved his way past the laughing and clapping people. Some of them made indignant comments and pushed back at him. 
 
      
 
    “The fool is drunk!” the woman called. “He could not wait until worship is over!” 
 
      
 
    A few uncomfortable laughs came in reply, and the people shoved Ken along. He made it to the end of a row and stumbled away and out of the building of horrors. As he rushed away, he could still hear what was being amplified.   
 
      
 
    “Our hero, our Ohverdus, is dead. Just as all heroes die in vain. Our sacrifice is now made! Until the next time a tant is caught in our biome, we have expunged the curse from among us. Our hero, Ohverdus, has made atonement. Let us all thank the divine Apis, our God, and give praise to Francesco the Fierce, the current incarnation of Apis among us!”    
 
      
 
    “Praise Apis! Praise Apis!” the crowd was chanting over and over as if in one single voice.  
 
      
 
    “Glory to Francesco the Fierce!”  
 
      
 
    Ken rushed away, but physically removing himself, did not mitigate the sights, smells, and sounds which flooded him with emotions. Just outside the building, he fell to his knees and vomited repeatedly. Fear drove him to get up, even as his stomach heaved and he still spat emesis out of his mouth. Into the darkness he ran, but kept on one of the paved pathways.   
 
      
 
    “Kimberly, they killed a person,” Ken muttered, not caring at all who heard him. “A tant, murdered! Had it slaughtered by some horned beast. A ritualized sacrifice. It was horrible.” 
 
      
 
    “Ken,” Kimberly the AI replied. “I heard what things you said recently, and wish I had a way of helping. Are you safe?” 
 
      
 
    “I am fleeing from that place. Too dark to read my map, but I think I must find a place to hide. It was so ghastly.” Ken tried to think of something else. “Is Janae safe?” 
 
      
 
    “Janae is traversing areas, in a different section of the Trailblazer where radiation is present, but from her reports the RAM suit is protecting her. She has observed some animals which I tentatively identify as a subspecies of Muroidea, commonly called rats, as well as some kind of insect life which might be insects of the order Blattodea, commonly called cockroaches, although both these creatures are not displaying exact characteristics, as described by Janae. Of note, she also described seeing an animal which might be a canine-type, the tants call it an aardwolf, but there is nothing like it in the historical records.” 
 
      
 
    “Radiation? Is she safe?” Ken snapped back. 
 
      
 
    “Relatively safe, for the moment. She reports the RAM suit is working, and that technology is very good. None of the animals she has described have attacked, but she is being pursued by tants. She is progressing toward a location, utilizing a map she received,” Kimberly replied. “I am working on the assumption that you both received valid information, and legitimate routes to reach our supplies.”   
 
      
 
    “Which way do I go?” Ken asked. “It is too dark here to see the map.” 
 
      
 
    “Is there a light source anywhere nearby?” Kimberly asked. The AI was analyzing Ken’s voice patterns, and the stress levels were dangerously high.  
 
      
 
    “I will not go back to that ring of slaughter!” Ken said, “But down the path I see some lights.” 
 
      
 
    Walking briskly Ken put greater distance between him and that ring building. He could hear the merriment the people were making as they were streaming away from it, but he had a head start. Soon he could hear other sounds, and they were strange. Not voices, but a sort of gurgling and gushing kind of noise, along with additional smells.   
 
      
 
    The pathway ahead of him was lit at a place where some small ramp began which angled the pathway upward. As he got there, he stood as far away from the light as he could, but was still within its illumination, and he took out his map. It took him a few moments to figure out where the tower was that he had been in, and which direction he had gone. He thought he recognized the ring building—from its unusual shape—and it was labeled “Worship Centre” on the map. Like spokes on a wheel the paths led away from that place, and he was unsure which one he had taken. Looking at the destination, he knew he could be lost. 
 
      
 
    “How was the Ohverdus?” someone asked him, the voice coming out from the darkness.  
 
      
 
    Thinking quickly, Ken slurred his speech and replied, “I am drunk. I was there, but got lost.” He jabbed at the map. “How do I get to the binge?”   
 
      
 
    A woman walked out from the shadows and down the angled pathway. “I was admiring the river. It is always soothing to me.” Her red face blaze reminded Ken of Butterfield, but also of the woman who sat near him at the slaughter. Her lips were a shimmering yellow color, which was different than he had seen. “Why do you have a printed map? Such an archaic thing.” 
 
      
 
    Shrugging his shoulders, Ken garbled out, “I get drunk too much, and get lost even more. Where am I now?” 
 
      
 
    The woman walked over to him, and looked at his map. Her nose wrinkled up as she stood near him. “You are quite ripe, that is a certainty. You are right at this pathway here,” she pointed to a spot on his map. “Say, what is this arrow? Is it outside nature and up in the shell?” 
 
      
 
    Ken exaggerated his acting drunk and said, “I have no idea. It was on the map when I got it. I have never been there, but is it a good place to drink?”  
 
      
 
    “Hardly, it is in the shell. Those despicable, wretched tants are in the shell, and other places,” the woman replied. She looked Ken over and stroked his arm. “I am Witherspoon, and you are a cute one.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Witherspoon. I am… going to puke!” Ken started to cough and gag. 
 
      
 
    “Come see me in Aspen Tower, number nineteen, when you sober up. And do take a bath soon!” Witherspoon said, but rushed away. “And then we will binge together. No one wants to pass out alone, right? A couple’s slide into drunkenness is much more fun than your solitary drinking.” 
 
      
 
    “Aspen Towers! but where am I?” Ken played it up again, but then he coughed and fell to his knees and pretended to vomit. Thinking about what he had seen in the ring caused his pretend to become real, and he did let loose another stream of emesis.   
 
      
 
    After wiping his mouth, he glanced about and Witherspoon was gone.  He consulted the map, and saw where he was, and where he needed to go. Walking up the ramp, the way Witherspoon had come, he looked over the side and saw that the pathway had become an elevated walkway—a bridge—over fluids flowing beneath it.   
 
      
 
    “The river?” Ken asked as he looked down.  Splashing, and flowing sounds confirmed his thinking, but the vast amounts of water were almost too much for his mind to grasp. What he had seen from his patio had been a waterway, like in the old historical records.  
 
      
 
    A voice came from some public-address system, and Ken recognized it immediately. “Good people of Ida. An individual is among us who lives in the Cedar Tower. He is suffering from a mental health crisis, and needs our loving support. His condition—the poor soul has mental impairment—has caused him to be house-bond most of his life, so he is socially inept.  If you observe someone or something suspicious, I urge you to report it on the public intercoms. Your message will come right to my office, and your anonymity is guaranteed. Keep alert for something unorthodox, or bizarre, but have pity on our friend. In his deluded state, he is calling himself Ken. He is not a danger to others as much as he is to himself. Please alert me via the public response system so we can get him back into treatment. Thank you for your loving support.” 
 
      
 
    Ken’s heart raced. He wondered if his performance had convinced Witherspoon, or if she was calling in a report on him. Therefore, he hurried along, all the while knowing that if he drew attention to himself, it would be worse. He again thought of Butterfield’s energy weapon and her deadly proficiency with it.   
 
      
 
    Walking steadily, not too fast, and not too slowly, he crossed the biome. He saw spots where lights were set at junctions of the pathways, but he tried to avoid those as much as possible.  Passing dark forested areas, clumps of permalloy buildings, and large fenced-in areas—where odd animal-type sounds came from—he hurried along. Those animal sounds made him think of Francesco the Fierce, and gave him increased impulses to escape the biome as quickly as possible. His legs were tired, his body was sore, his emotions were ragged. In the dark night, he passed everything in his haste to get to where the equipment was supposed to be located.   
 
      
 
    Periodically, Kimberly made reports about Janae’s progress, but Ken remained silent, fearful of drawing attention to himself.   
 
      
 
    The sky tube far overhead began to gradually shine brighter as Ken reached the end of the biome. Fortunately, the pathway network ran the entire length and breadth of the biome, and the map was accurate to the layout of the land.   
 
      
 
    Reaching the huge end wall, he came to a set of doors. The sky tube’s light was shining down, morning noises were all around, and finally, after the strange and exhausting night, Ken was reaching the end of the biome. Nearby, to the right of the doors, were trees which made up a forest all the way next to the wall for as far as he could see.  The forest seemed to get thicker and denser as it got further away from the doors. On the left side of the doors, again following the wall, was a vast grassy plain with some rolling hills. Birds were flying around and about, soaring from the trees on one side, and landing down in the grasses.  In the distance, some larger animals lifted their heads and peered at Ken. They were not like the beast Francesco, nor like the animals the picadors had been riding. They were far enough away that he was not really frightened, but cautious.   
 
      
 
    “Now what happens?” Ken stated out loud.    
 
      
 
    A blue automacube rolled out from a hidden place in the trees. “Your tools are in the shell of Ida.” It rolled up to the doors and connected a cable into an access port.   
 
      
 
    “Egress permitted. Please do not allow animals to depart the biome,” a mechanical voice came from the doorway. “Air gradients in place. Machine Maintenance staff approval granted.” 
 
      
 
    Ken felt air push past him as the doors opened.  It was a strong gust, but he stepped against it and into the chamber which was revealed.  The room was about three meters on each side and had a second set of doors across from the ones which had opened.  
 
      
 
    “Doors closing. Doors closing,” the mechanical voice warned. And with a gentle swish, the doors slid shut behind Ken, leaving him in the vacant, empty room.   
 
      
 
    “Did I just imprison myself, again?” Ken muttered. He rubbed his face, and looked about.   
 
      
 
    “Biological scan completed. No insect or animal life noted,” the voice said. “You may proceed.  Have a pleasant day. Thank you for helping maintain the integrity of the Trailblazer’s unique biomes.” 
 
      
 
    Ken checked the map and realized the deck plans showed he needed to climb several flights of stairs, but then he would be on the level where his equipment was supposed to be located. He breathed a sigh of relief, and pulled off the robes. They had been swishing around him, and while it was not binding or confining, it was still a reminder of what he had seen in that ring. He folded them up and slipped them into a pouch on his RAM suit. Then he climbed the stairs. 
 
      
 
    “Was that an AI I spoke to?” Ken asked, he was too tired to care about anyone seeing or hearing him now.  
 
      
 
    “I have no way to assess that, sorry,” Kimberly answered. “I can only hear your voice, and speak to you. I can report that Janae has made it out of the radiation areas and is proceeding in a section which she claims connects the biome cylinder to the long central part of the ship.  I wish I could estimate her location for you.” 
 
      
 
    Reaching the proper level, Ken looked around. The corridor was clean, adequately lit, and vacant of anyone, any animals, or any flora. It felt roughly like Dome 17, and that was strangely comforting. He proceeded across the way and entered the room which was marked on his map. He was exhausted. 
 
      
 
    “It is here!” Ken exclaimed as he looked out and saw piles of the Dome 17 technology. He stepped toward his gear, and then dropped to his knees in exhaustion.  Something shut the door to the room he had entered.    
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     Connection 
 
      
 
      
 
    Janae rushed up the ladder, and slammed the trapdoor behind her. “Kimberly, I have locked away them three decks away, and I doubt they can follow.” 
 
      
 
    “Janae!” Ken called out. “You found it too!” He rushed toward her and swept her into his arms.  
 
      
 
    She hugged him briefly, but then said pushed away from him and held him at arm’s length. “Your face truly looks bizarre, but tell me about it later, after we get the teleportation receiving pad built.” 
 
      
 
    “Right, it is a long and sordid story,” Ken replied with a smile, as he swept his arm around. “Some hours ago, I found this place, but passed out after getting here.” He looked at her with embarrassment. “I awoke not long ago, and it seems secure, and the right size. I did not note the trapdoor. I am not sure about you but I am still really tired.” 
 
      
 
    “Never too tired to report Jubal and Larson. We build now, before something else happens.” Janae looked over the area, which was quite large and well-lit, and she was impressed. The main doors were sealed, and looked like some kind of pressurized bulkhead door. She had seen many of those on her trek away from the tants. The room would be more than adequate, in size, for the receiving pad. Banks of monitors were set against a sidewall; whose background color was light green. Those monitors showed a multitude of charts, graphs, displays, and visual images of various parts of the Trailblazer. Workstations with countertops were set at intervals along there as well. Several engineering automacubes were docked into what looked like charging receptacles. Across from them, large pipes went from floor to ceiling, and on them were various labels such as “Waste Water Seven” and “Hydrologic Sludge” and “Liquified Fertilizer for Biome” all in black lettering. At the far end were two-meter high lockers with doors about a half-meter wide. The lockers were empty, with their doors just hanging open.   
 
      
 
    “I still have no idea who brought our stuff here, to this place in the shell around Ida’s biome, but I was just doing an inventory of the gear. Most of our equipment is here, minus two fusion packs. All the data sticks and readers are gone as well. Maybe those really were broken, remember they did not work when we tried them in that hanger.” He handed her one of the pistols designed by Willie. “No longer are you, or I, defenseless.” 
 
      
 
    “The revenger! Yes! But now we build. I will start cutting strips of permalloy for the grid. I think those doors over there will make fine sacrifices for our cause.” She pointed at the lockers. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Janae, use a different phrase, please,” Ken blew out air as he thought of the tant who was brutalized and killed by the black beast in the ring. “We will be saving people, not making sacrifices.” 
 
      
 
    With a quizzical look Janae nodded, “Well sure. I will start cutting the strips, if you just assemble the command and control components.” 
 
      
 
    Ken handed her a com-link, “This will be essential. We need Kimberly to refine and check all our work.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow, I nearly forgot, I was getting used to that secondary system,” Janae said as she saw that Ken already had his com-link over his ear. She tapped the implant system to off as she put on the better equipped com-link.   
 
      
 
    “I am very pleased you both are reconnected,” Kimberly stated over the area audio. “Now, for the construction.” 
 
      
 
    Janae agreed, and then taking a molecular torch from a tool kit, she began severing off the hinges on the first locker doors. The tool worked flawlessly, and soon she was constructing a grid of permalloy strips across the floor, all the while Kimberly projected out three-dimensional schematics and design plans. 
 
      
 
    Ken assembled and connected the component parts together for the controls, and also assessed the remaining fusion packs for their ability to power the system. By working diligently, and in cooperation, they soon had the basic framework for the teleportation receiving pad completed. The two people kept comparing their endeavors against the plans that Kimberly displayed through their com-links.   
 
      
 
    Kimberly assessed each section and part. “Indeed, it is so good to have full communication via audio and visual.” 
 
      
 
    “You are lucky to miss out on the taste sensations of food here. I can hardly wait for our friends to bring through some food ration bars. I never want spicy, salty, or sweet again!” Ken laughed as he worked. His laugh covered the ugliness of what he had seen which was still running through his mind.  
 
      
 
    Getting the component parts all in place, but not yet connected, they could see how it would all lay out, and it looked good to both Janae and to Ken. They were almost ready to make the last connections for the teleportation receiving pad grid. 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly, how did we do?” Janae asked with unbridled enthusiasm.  
 
      
 
    “You both did exceedingly well. The grid pattern and distribution of permalloy is nearly perfect, and it is well within established tolerances and design clearances,” Kimberly replied with excitement in the artificial voice. “The fusion pack and power system is at one hundred percent. The consoles are in proper sequence and alignment. I see nothing which needs refinement, so you can progress to the final stages. Bravo to you both!”  
 
      
 
    “So, now we make those final connections. Just hook up all the pieces and connect in the component parts,” Janae said. “Ken, would you finalize my grid’s work, while I review the command and control system?” 
 
      
 
    “Good idea. You see mine, I see yours! Extra eyes on the prize!” 
 
      
 
    Janae refrained from a comment on his innuendo, as she thought he might not even know he said it, and she used the tools to link together the control and utilization console, gravitronic dispenser, magnetic neutrino capsule, as well as the proximity array and compiler. Ken made the contacts for the fusion pack to the permalloy grid, so the power would flow uniformly as needed.  All the pieces fit together well and the mechanism was completed. 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly, I am ready to galvanize and initiate the connection. Are you ready to double-check our transmissions?” 
 
      
 
    “Affirmative. I am ready.” 
 
      
 
    Holding their hands together on the controls, Ken and Janae switched on the fusion pack. They both smiled and watched the console and the controls for the teleportation receiving pad. The grid on the floor made a slight humming noise. There was a dim glow from the grid as energy flowed into it. The area was wafted by a slight smell of ozone mixed with something burnt as some labels on what had been the lockers were seared away by the energy flux.  
 
      
 
    “First step, operational,” Janae stated as she adjusted the controls.   
 
      
 
    “I am fine tuning the FTL pseudomagnetronics. That will establish a direct connection,” Ken replied. His face was beaming with excitement, even through the still present remnant of the white face decoration.   
 
      
 
    Kimberly interjected, “Systems are looking optimal. Beginning tests on the FTA transceiver.” 
 
      
 
    “My displays look good here for power and oscillation,” Ken stated.  
 
      
 
    Janae carefully adjusted a few items, “Minor interference encountered in a subsystem. Clearing that up, now. Proximity array and compiler factors look good, very good,” Janae reported. 
 
      
 
    Kimberly the AI stated, “Initialized system is functioning at acceptable levels. Scanning for the Dome 17’s sending signals.” 
 
      
 
    “That will give us instantaneous communication,” Janae stated with a wickedly curved smile, “and everyone can know what Jubal and that witch-doctor Larson did. Constance will have justice.” 
 
      
 
    “When we get everyone here, it will be the start of atonement for all those losses,” Ken affirmed. “We tell Brink as soon as connection is made and then, from his end, he links in to finish the orifice and send through test objects.” He did not share his concern for where they were going to house nearly fifteen hundred people, but he was looking forward to having strength in numbers and superior technology. “Willie will need to whip up more weapons, but security can come through first and set up a perimeter of guards.” 
 
      
 
    “The biome has room for all,” Janae stated. “It has to have.” 
 
      
 
    “It is big, that is certain, and there are seven others somewhere, right?” Ken said to comfort his own misgivings. “Besides, all the Dome 17 technology can be applied here to help everyone.” 
 
      
 
    The AI Kimberly reported, “I have the signal located, and am commencing to synchronize the first layer of field generator oscillation and calibration.” 
 
      
 
    “They are still alive! Hurray!” Ken whooped. “We did it Janae! You and I did it!” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly reported, “All the indicators are as expected. Teleportation technology proceeding as expected. Sending FTL carrier wave back to Dome 17.”  
 
      
 
     “Wonderful! I am so eager to report what they did!” Janae’s face took on a fierceness Ken had never seen before. “Jubal, today is payback.”    
 
      
 
    A large pop and some small crackles came from the grid, but then a perfectly round area, a tiny sphere, appeared.  It was floating just above the middle of the grid.  
 
      
 
    “Connection established to Dome 17,” Kimberly reported. “Well done Janae and Ken. Well done!” 
 
      
 
    The two people gazed into the sphere which was almost like looking down a deep tunnel, or a long and skinny tube, and seeing through it to the other side. When looked at directly, the sphere’s perimeter—if you could call it that—consisted of a dull, black colored lip, but inside of that was much lighter. The view was very tiny at first, just a small sphere of light but as Kimberly adjusted the teleportation system, the sphere grew larger and more defined. It flopped over, rotated around, and then flattened into a vertical disk, almost, like a window, or tunnel in the sky. 
 
      
 
    Riley the astronomer’s face appeared in the center of the vertical disk. 
 
      
 
    “We did it! Riley? This is Ken, are you receiving our signals?” 
 
      
 
    Riley’s face and mouth moved, some garbled sounds came through, but the noises did exactly make words, nor match her movements.  
 
      
 
    “Adjusting the linkage,” Kimberly stated. “There was a slight misalignment on the carrier wave.”  
 
      
 
    The disk grew just a bit more, and then Riley’s voice came through, “Yes, Ken, you have made a connection to Dome 17.” 
 
      
 
    “Riley! Riley! Jubal is a murderer! He killed Constance and some of the other adventurers! He is in league with Larson and everyone must be warned. They threatened to kill me. Put Brink on!” 
 
      
 
    “I am attempting to send the confirmation evidence of Janae’s assertions,” Kimberly stated. “Resistance had been encountered on the Dome 17 end.” 
 
      
 
    “Riley, Jubal and Larson are murderers!” Janae yelled. “Tell everyone!” 
 
      
 
    Riley’s face fell and then she bobbed her head. Turning to the side, she barked a command, “AI Nicola, seal access to the teleportation sending room. Sequester Copernicus, and link to Artificial Intelligence.” 
 
      
 
    “Riley, we did it. We found a home! Where is Brink?” Ken asked. His suspicion was aroused by the look on Riley’s face. “What is happening there? Where is…” 
 
      
 
    Janae interrupted, “Artificial Intelligence? You mean your own AI, Nicola, right?” Then, as she saw the look on Riley’s face, she screamed. “You mean Artificial Intelligence! That is Jubal’s AI, you cannot trust that! Where is Brink? What is happening?” 
 
      
 
    Riley turned and faced the orifice, “I wondered who would be first to reach here. And first thing I hear is this about Jubal. Launch seven was supposed to take us all out. I did the calculations myself. It should have worked. But I failed. We live. The explosion only caused a controllable breach, not the catastrophe I wanted.” 
 
      
 
    “Explosion? Controllable breach? You wanted a catastrophe? You maggot muddled moron!” Janae screamed. “Have you gone insane?” 
 
      
 
    Ken tried to wave Janae off, and used as smooth a voice as Janae had ever heard, but when she looked at him she could see the veins in his neck standing out, “Riley, obviously something terrible has happened. I want to help. No matter what, we can help. Whatever occurred, we can fix it together. This is so important. Riley, please now, just finish the connections on your end.” 
 
      
 
    “No. No more slick talk from men. You know about Jubal. I heard what Janae said. I cannot let anyone know that. I still love him. He said he would love me forever, and no one will besmirch his name.” 
 
      
 
    “Right, Riley. You are absolutely correct. No one will say anything about Jubal. Please get Brink or Willie, or Janet, or Cindy. Who is there with you, now?” 
 
      
 
    “No one is with me. What you said is so true. No one is with me! No one! Jubal and I had a true and intimate love that no one could share. It was such a beautiful thing. Yes, it was. It always will be, because no one will say otherwise,” Riley muttered. Then she bit down on her lower lip, and flexed her hands into fists. “Everything was perfect, for me. But no, he dumps me for that trollop Larson. Laughed at me she did. So, I showed them. I set the explosion. Better that we all die, so no one knows. Try to shame me, will they? The explosion on launch seven should have split this place wide open. Should have killed us all. Quick, easy, and painless for us all. I was merciful to everyone. Not like the pain Jubal put on me, abandoning me for her, leaving me in agony, and then laughing at me. The explosion should have worked, but you know Brink and Willie, always over-engineering things. Only about half of us died, and not even me! Not even them! Not then.” She slammed her fist down hard. “I could not even kill myself, or my tormentors! I am just a failure, but the Dome survived.” 
 
      
 
    “What explosion? Riley? Were you hurt?” Ken’s charm was pouring out like never before. He infused his voice with sincerity, “I want to help you. I would hug you right now if I could. We cannot come to you, but you can come here. There is food, space, and room for everyone. A clean start in a new home. But, Riley, I need your help. Would you please get someone? Or, just finalize the connection and setup the tests to send some single-element objects through. Riley, we need your help. Brink would want you to help us with the teleporter. Brink trusts you, and you have earned that. I trust you. The only way is for you to come to us, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Brink thinks he is so smart, but it is not a one-way trip. Not necessarily. It can be reversed, but you would have to reverse the polarity on all the systems, one element at a time, to come back here. I did figure that out, yes, I did. Me. Just me! But what good does that do. I am still a failure, and Jubal is still gone! He chose her over me! Her!” 
 
      
 
    “Riley, go and get Brink. He will help make this right. Please, Riley, do that for me?” Ken implored. “Trust me, I want to help. Brink will want to know.”  
 
      
 
    It was not clear if Riley was even hearing Ken. She muttered, “After the explosions, Doctor Larson slipped Brink a sedative in his water ration. He was livid about the explosion, thought he had made some mistake. Sleeping now, he only drank half his ration. Brink will be sleeping for several more hours.” Riley grabbed at her lips with her fingers and pulled on them. “I told them I could oversee the teleporter as good as Brink. All alone I am. Oh, but that Larson. Larson was just playing me when I saw her for counseling. All those weeks I poured out my stress and life to her! I trusted her! I told her all about what Jubal and I had done, and the love we shared, but then she takes him for herself. The dirty back-stabbing fraud. She said I was nothing, and threw back in my face everything I had ever told her in confidence. I trusted her. I trusted Jubal. I covered up for what he did, all because I loved him and trusted him. Never will I trust anyone.” 
 
      
 
    “Larson is my enemy too,” Janae added, but her voice was sharp-edged and too loud.   
 
      
 
    “Well, sure she is. But after she tried to overdose Brink, she and Jubal self-terminated. She not only stole my love, she killed him. They left me here alone. Jubal and I were in love, before she meddled in it all. Now, they are gone. I am watching this, because I need to apologize to someone. But why? Why bother at all? I told you, so I have confessed, but no one else can know. No one. I thought we all would die, but I was wrong. I thought it would be easy and quick for all of us, but now, oh what have I done?” Riley put her face in her hands and began to weep. “No other choices. No love. No Jubal. Just betrayal.”  
 
      
 
    “Riley, we can help each other and everyone else in the dome. Please connect us in on your end,” Ken pleaded.   
 
      
 
    “No. You just want to use me too. You are just like her, and him. You are lying to me too. None of us should live! No one can know! No one!” She turned away and snapped more commands, “Artificial Intelligence, emergency code Jubal 27655W2.” 
 
      
 
    “Access granted. How may I help?” Artificial Intelligence stated, and its voice echoed across the lightyears and through the orifice.  
 
      
 
    “Artificial Intelligence, you and AI Nicola, override Copernicus for this workstation. Remove all records of the teleporter connecting to the Trailblazer, then shut down the teleporter, and erase all traces of this conversation. Report the Trailblazer as dead, no scratch that, after wiping the records, lock out any signals coming from Janae or Ken, then disband, and join AI Hutton, AI Kovalevsky, and the others I put down for Jubal.” 
 
      
 
    “Riley! No!” Ken and Janae both yelled. 
 
      
 
    Artificial Intelligence stated, “Confirm disband command.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Artificial Intelligence, follow my orders. Erase this encounter and disband, you and Nicola.” Riled looked at Ken and Janae. “I am sorry,” she sobbed, “it is the only choice left.” As the orifice was closing, the last images which came through were of Riley placing a knife to her throat and slashing across. Blood spurted up and then the entire orifice blinked off.   
 
      
 
    “No, Riley, help me?” Ken pleaded to an empty space. 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly, reconnect immediately!” Janae ordered.  
 
      
 
    “I am attempting to do so,” Kimberly replied. “I tried to prevent disconnection, but was unable from this side. Attempting reconnection.” 
 
      
 
    Ken and Janae held their breath. 
 
      
 
    “I cannot link to the Dome 17 sending signal. It is still transmitting, but I cannot lock onto it,” Kimberly announced. “I will conjecture a way to reconnect, if I can.” 
 
      
 
    “If you can?” Ken asked. “You must! There are still people alive there.” 
 
      
 
    For hours and hours, Kimberly tried and tried to reestablish a connection. Janae even fell into an exhausted sleep for a while, but it was not restful, or refreshing. Ken watched, but as the hours passed, and still more time went by, he dreaded what had happened. He was drowsing when Kimberly spoke again. 
 
      
 
    “Janae? Ken? I regret to inform you that the teleportation sending signal from Dome 17 has shut down. There is a secondary and much weaker signal being transmitted, but I cannot lock onto it either.  I can see no way to complete our mission. I am sorry.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Their hopes crushed, Ken and Janae had their normal good meal onboard the Trailblazer, as they unpacked the ten-day supply of food ration bars which they had brought from Dome 17. That taste of home went down well, but did not quench the bitterness of their being cut off. 
 
      
 
    “What do we do now?” Ken asked. “I do not think I want to go back into that Ida habitat. Let me tell you about what I saw.” He proceeded to explain what had happened with the tant and the black beast. 
 
      
 
    As he was finishing, Kimberly interjected, “Did the beast look like this?” A three-dimensional projection came from the com-link. 
 
      
 
    “Nearly exactly like that,” Ken declared. “And they used it as some kind of religious sacrificial service. Killing a person as an act of worship? Sacrifice? And to think, the tants call them norms? Is that normal?” 
 
      
 
    “There is a long history of bulls being a symbol of gods, and divinity,” Kimberly added. “Sacrifice is a part of many of the old-world’s religions.”   
 
      
 
    “You see, we cannot go back to people like that, can we?” Ken asked. “It will take me some time just to get this face decoration off of me.”  
 
      
 
    Janae answered, “Bloodthirsty barbarian brutes, is what they sound like. But the tants were out to kill me, and had they gotten you as well, I think we both would have been killed. Additionally, that whole Axis Mundi section is filled with strange mutated, animal things.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that where tants got their name? A shortening of mutant?” Ken asked.  
 
      
 
    “Or a shortening of resistant, because they seem to all be resistant to radiation. Without my RAM suit, I would have been dead, for sure.” 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly? Still no connection to Dome 17?” Ken asked. 
 
      
 
    “The weaker signal is all that I have been able to detect,” Kimberly replied. “I do not have enough information to make a conjecture of any merit, especially in light of the duplicitous nature of what we have learned about Jubal, Larsen, and Riley. I have repeatedly attempted to lock into that weaker signal, but without success. I will continue those efforts.” 
 
      
 
    Janae pondered, “What about our mysterious friend? The one who led us here to get our equipment? There are several blue automacubes here, and this place appears to be free from both tant and norm activities, but for how long?” 
 
      
 
    “What about the other biomes? From my understanding, there are seven other places we have no ideas about. Exploring those would be better than visiting the dead dome on Earth, right? What are the people like, in those places? What resources do they offer?” 
 
      
 
    “Those are excellent questions, Janae, Ken, to which I am investigating. Currently, I have no answers.” 
 
      
 
    Janae blew out a frustrated breath, and sat back. 
 
      
 
    “Janae, we are here. We are alive, and you did get to report Jubal. Perhaps your message got home, perhaps not, but from what Riley said, Jubal is dead, Larsen is dead, and we are not,” Ken calmly stated. “That is as good a starting place as we can have, considering everything. I think you won, and Constance would be proud of you.” 
 
      
 
    “I suppose you are right, but I still miss her,” Janae replied. “I let her down.” 
 
      
 
    Ken moved over and placed his arm around her, and she snuggled up to him. “Losing a loved one is never easy. Gone is gone, and we have lost all of Dome 17. I know I am just one, fallible man, but I am here.” 
 
      
 
    “I just wish I knew more what here really is about.” 
 
      
 
    “I think we will be finding out,” Ken replied. “Yes, I do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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