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    New Arrival 
 
      
 
      
 
    The indicator lights flashed in red, orange, and yellow, on the top of the gravity conduit’s truncated pyramid-shaped delivery pedestal. Those colors reflected off the permalloy walls and ceiling of the chamber in which the pedestal was located. That mixture of light made for shadows which danced around the various pipes, ducts, wiring, and utilities.  
 
      
 
    Someone rushed over and checked to confirm that, yet again, something was being shipped through the gravity conduit system. The pedestal—more like a platform in that person’s mind—was about waist-high and was fully powered. Having full power was a rare state for machines in that section of the Colony Ship Trailblazer, yet the gravity conduit was fully energized. Soon, even more lights began blinking, shifting to differing colors and patterns in their flashing cadences. 
 
      
 
    The person spoke out loud the thoughts which came to mind, “Yes, yet again, a delivery is arriving, and me alone to monitor it.” A button was pressed. “Begin audio and visual log recording. Just what manner of material is being sent here, this time? Will the habitat dwellers ever cease disposing of their unwanted junk to us here?” 
 
      
 
    Like the circulatory system of some vast creature, the gravity conduit network of the Colony Ship Trailblazer connected the eight huge cylindrical biological habitats to the even longer—yet much thinner—core of the spaceship. While many systems had once operated in various interconnected fashions, after the Encounter, only the gravity conduit was still able to consistently link and couple each section of the Trailblazer together. All parts of the Trailblazer had suffered from massive systems failures which prohibited any other single system from servicing all the diverse parts of the ship, and indeed, the gravity conduit system had not been totally spared of damage. Yet, unlike most other systems, the redundancies in the gravity conduits had not failed completely, nor did the tertiary backups utterly collapse during the Encounter. By some fluke, the gravity conduit system was less damaged than the others.  
 
      
 
    “The thing is roughly three and one-half kilograms,” the person spoke as the distant monitors reported on what was being carried through the gravity conduit. “A smaller load than most.” 
 
      
 
    The lights flashed, and the colors shifted, and whatever it was, kept moving. It moved through twists and turns, compelled through the zero-gravity of the conduit, heading for the platform. For the gravity conduit was marginally functional, howbeit, damaged, beaten, and battered. Therefore, the person watched as something was moving from a distant place in the Trailblazer, and into the more central parts. That person stood gawking at the flashing lights, reviewing the basic readouts, and pondering what was occurring.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, it will come to this specific locale,” the person stated. “I must tell someone that something is coming here.” 
 
      
 
    The person contemplated the randomness of it wall. That something, anything, would arrive at that specific platform, was not so extremely rare, only, unusual, and unexpected. Past experiences were mixed on whether it would be good or bad. 
 
      
 
    With a raised voice, the person called out, “Would you please come here? Something is happening!”   
 
      
 
    The lights flashed, and now were more in an organized sequence of strobes. That illuminated all about the room, spilling into the hallways which stretched off parallel to the direction of the ship. Had the doors operated, they could have been shut, but not everything worked on the needle ship. The person considered why the old name had come to mind, and recalled its one hundred-to-one ratio of length to width, and so nodded agreement. Needle ship it appeared from outside, something that person had never witnessed personally. The person pondered deep thoughts. Trailblazer’s core had been originally called the needle ship, but now was referred to simply as Axis Mundi. Both the inhabitants who lived right within Axis Mundi, as well as those who were called biome dwellers—the ones who inhabited the places at the distant other end of the gravity conduit—shared one idea. They thought of Axis Mundi as some bizarre broken place and extensively damaged place. That was about the only commonly held perspective. Everything else was relative and specific to various locations. The cause of the damage was fading into obscurity in many minds, while folklore was replacing fact-finding and historical accuracy. And so, the person’s thoughts raced and danced about, while the lights flashed on someone whose widely-spaced eyes were of indeterminate color, but who also knew far more than most what the truth really was. 
 
      
 
    “You summoned me?” a voice called from the hallway. “I am coming.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you! It is the gravity conduit!” the first person answered.  Their voices were of similar pitches, tones, and timbres. 
 
      
 
    “Is it biological or mineral?”  
 
      
 
    “Not quite in range to know that yet, but, I am checking. The log is recording,” the first person replied, but could not decide what the readings were showing. Both observers knew that biological life tenaciously hung on within the Trailblazer. Sure, there was life in the biomes—they had been designed to hold life—but life also survived in the mechanical shells around those habitats, as well as on the derelict and dysfunctional sections of Axis Mundi, which were far apart and separated by various issues and reasons. “I am observing and recording.” 
 
      
 
    “You are thinking too much, probably. Babbling as well, you do that too much, too.” 
 
      
 
    The lights flashed in that remote corner of Axis Mundi—where the once remains of the mighty energy concentrator which had fed the propulsion and drive mechanisms of the Trailblazer resided in ruins. They waited for the gravity conduit’s horizonal door to dilate open and belch out whatever was being sent. Emotions ran high, but expectations were a mixed bag. 
 
      
 
    “I am thinking about what it might be?”    
 
      
 
    “More trash and garbage, I suppose, but I can find out more. Move aside,” the second person stated with a snort of disgust. “Just who is dumping garbage today? Cockaigne, Pines, Ida, Shangri-Zerzura, Aztlan, Christianopolis, Luditestan, or Kosutava?” Reaching out with an experienced, six-fingered hand, a series of commands were entered into the small display screen on the top of the platform. More detailed readouts were taken. Measurements were established. Information was gathered.  
 
      
 
    “Helen-Yirmi? What is arriving in the frustum?” the first person asked.   
 
      
 
    “The frustum? Really, frustum?” the second person—Helen-Yirmi—replied with derision and shake of the head. “Anaya-Joaquin? Just who are you trying to impress with your techno-babble?” 
 
      
 
    “It is not about impressing anyone. I am well aware that things like that matter little to you. You are ever the utilitarian, and that is fine. Even your names for the biomes are the common ones, not the official ones. However, even though you do not aspire to follow the Outer Limits friends,” Anaya-Joaquin replied, “I do. Fortunately, we are not all so excessively lackadaisical. The friends call these depots frustums from the geometrical idea of the portion of a cone or pyramid which remains after its upper part has been cut off by a plane which is parallel to its base.” 
 
      
 
    Helen-Yirmi snorted again, “Foolish talk. Frustums, oh, yes a fancy name for a cut off pedestal? Ha! Just cut off brain more likely! Fancy words, and farcical nonsense is all that is. You think too much, and do too little. It is not lazy to be prudent and realistic. I can tell you, something is coming through here, and without me, you would not know from wince it came. Am I right? You called me here, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I was alone…” 
 
      
 
    “Right, so shall I leave? Would you like that? Nor would you know if it was safe to allow it passage from the biome to Axis Mundi? Should I halt it in the connecting place? Dump it to space? Well? What say you? Or do you aspire to be in my role as well? You want to make these decisions? Do you?” 
 
      
 
    “No, well, I mean, yes. Wait! No, forget that,” Anaya-Joaquin muttered in befuddlement. “What I mean to say is that you are correct. You have been here far longer than I have,” Anaya-Joaquin affirmed. “I defer to your obvious experience in these things. I only gathered its approximate weight, and nothing much more. You are correct.” Sensing that saying anything more would be worse than useless Anaya-Joaquin became silent. Thus, the verbal exchange ended, for the time being.  
 
      
 
    The two watched as the lights on the gravity conduit flashed and strobed, relaying information that Helen-Yirmi was analyzing while interacting with the controls and displays. Both people knew that sometimes bad things had happened at the opening of gravity conduits. Like much on the Trailblazer, accidents were an accepted fact of life. However, being at the opening of a gravity conduit, especially when the items being shipped had been properly assessed was not as dangerous as taking a journey into a biome, not by far. Nonetheless, both of them recollected what they knew of life. They knew of other people who had been maimed or even killed when a gravity conduit’s door dilated open. In comparison, they also knew of the much more frequent cases of others who had gone seeking supplies in the biomes and had never returned, some having died, and others just disappearing. Unsubstantiated rumors told by the injured who came back wounded, reporting that people had been hauled away to never be heard from again. Scary tales were told of their fates, but those who had actually been in the biomes and returned seldom spoke openly about the lost ones. Neither Helen-Yirmi, nor Anaya-Joaquin, had ever been in a biome as an adult, and neither remembered their infancies. 
 
      
 
    “Is it a…?” Anaya-Joaquin did not finish the question. 
 
      
 
    Focusing their widely-spaced eyes on the gravity conduit’s lights, they noted that the colors were changing to more greens and blues, than reds, or oranges. 
 
      
 
    “I wonder…” Helen-Yirmi adjusted the controls a bit more and said, “Tracking shows it has left Ida’s territory. Yes, Ida, those weirdos. Very strange! Some norm clinic—officially 14CFJ7—in the Isle of Pine’s shell just refused to allow it to progress there. The clinic blocked all conduits to their location, so it is coming here.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that is not a surprise, is it? I think, it would have to pass through a swath of Axis Mundi and then return up another constituent joint to get to Medical Clinic 14CFJ7,” Anaya-Joaquin replied. “Maybe the cargo is just remedial waste or materials like that. Or something they do not want to ever leave Axis Mundi once it gets here? That is possible, right?” 
 
      
 
    “True, but why would a clinic refuse a delivery, if this is a… unless this is a threat?” Helen-Yirmi snarled back. “Recalibrating and reassessing. Hum… There are no negative readings thus far. It is in an Axis Mundi section now, moving steadily along. Yes, it will be here shortly.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you know what it is?” 
 
      
 
    “Ha!” Helen-Yirmi sneered, “I know what it is not. It is not raw materials. It is not sewage. It is not inorganic. Temperature is a tad under thirty-seven degrees, and consistent. Hence, it is not losing its warmth as it passes along.” 
 
      
 
    Anaya-Joaquin gently brushed some unkempt dark hair back, then said, “The gravity conduit capsule is well insulated, but that item must be generating its own heat, or the detectors would register the loss, right?” 
 
      
 
    “I suppose that is correct,” Helen-Yirmi answered, “and that leads me to believe this is another one of those kinds of deliveries.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought of that right away…” Nodding, Anaya-Joaquin, spoke, “If so…” but then ran a tongue over irregular, tiny teeth, paused, and pondered, then a moment later added, “Well, I will get the stabilizer and the other needed equipment. This is not a job for only one person.” 
 
      
 
    “Few things can be done alone. Yes, you do that, and not so much thinking! I will wait until we actually see this organic thing before I inform Siiri-Peter. No sense in stirring up mischief unnecessarily.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, since it came from the habitats, therefore, now they owe us more food.  How are we to provide for another? There is little enough for us on Axis Mundi. Roaches do not grow in permalloy,” Anaya-Joaquin intoned a common idiom while walking away.   
 
      
 
    “Roaches do not think and blather, either. Will you be the one to collect that food?” Helen-Yirmi snapped back. “This might be a bomb which is masquerading as a delivery. Or one of those remains-sets with a steaming pile inside it.” 
 
      
 
    “Remains-sets? One of our friend’s bodies rigged with a small heat generator to confuse our readings? Surely, those tales are just legends and myths,” Anaya-Joaquin was aghast.  
 
      
 
    “This could not be a full adult body, that is true, but perhaps a brain, or other body part sent back as a message. Ida would do that, right? A graphic lesson in the mercies of the Benefactor,” Helen-Yirmi’s voice dropped to a mere whisper, “It has happened before.” 
 
      
 
    “No. It is not true, is it? An explosive device set inside body parts? Lethal ruse? Just to terrorize us? No. Those tales are just myth?” 
 
      
 
    “All legends and myths have a kernel of truth, at their core.” This time the snort was not as pronounced. “Most do, anyway. I cannot speak for absolutely all myths or folklore.” 
 
      
 
    Anaya-Joaquin tried to sound jovial, but emotions could not be expressed very well. “Anecdotes are just an account regarded as unreliable, hearsay, or confabulation. While reading, I came across ancient reports, from decades before the ship’s launch of someone named Bryant Johnson, and another named John Titor who both claimed to come from the future. It was nonsense. Stories of time travelers.” 
 
      
 
    “You think too much, and babble even more, but, one hears stories of your Outer Limits friends, the ones you are trying to impress by your reading, study, and contemplation. Strange, and bizarre stories,” Helen-Yirmi grunted. “Troubling tales.” 
 
      
 
    Still trying to be light-hearted, Anaya-Joaquin replied while pulling out a rather large case which was bright orange in color, “Oh, well, you mean you do not believe that recently some humans came from Earth in some super-fast ship—breaking all kinds of the laws of physics—and then disappeared somewhere into the labyrinths of the Trailblazer?” Bringing the orange case back to the pedestal, it was set to the side, opened, and unpacked. “You heard that fable, did you not?” 
 
      
 
    “I heard. As I said, all legends and myths have a kernel of truth at their core. Sometimes the kernel is large and gets up and walks away on its own,” Helen-Yirmi responded. 
 
      
 
    “That account… it is a fable?”  
 
      
 
    Now the snorts were long and fast. “Focus. Stop thinking and focus. The delivery is about to arrive. All the way from Ida, and refused by a clinic. The shame of it all. No more time for idle chatter.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait, you just said…” 
 
      
 
    Helen-Yirmi barked out, “I said no more time for chatter. It is here!” 
 
      
 
    The lights on the pedestal all changed and were glowing a steady amber color. Both people took an involuntary step backward as the top of the gravity conduit dilated open. The inside was dark, but something was rising up out of that darkness. It became visible slowly, but the noises rose quickly. 
 
      
 
    “It is…” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is.” 
 
      
 
    A piercing wail echoed around the room as the cushion on the gravity conduit delivered up the cargo, and then the horizontal door sealed beneath it. A howling of sheer terror echoed off all the walls and ceiling. As the caterwauling rose rapidly, so did the heart rates of all the people in the room. The cargo had arrived, and it had been carried many kilometers, through zero-gravity conditions, and in utter blackness. Yes, now, it had arrived at its destination.   
 
      
 
    “Hurry, apply the stabilizers,” Helen-Yirmi commanded, but Anaya-Joaquin was already stepping forward toward the thing on the now closed and sealed pedestal. “It was all alone.”   
 
      
 
    “A bad one, yes,” Anaya-Joaquin stated, as patches were set against the squirming thing. Wires led from the patches to an apparatus in the case. A yellow colored light shone down on the whole surface of the pedestal.    
 
      
 
    “Cover that limb over, before it gets too cold. Raise the heat, I see steam coming off from its thorax,” Helen-Yirmi scolded out the order. 
 
      
 
    “A tail… but it could be a limb, or appendage, I suppose. Depends on how one defines the term limb. It is not an arm or leg as we know it, no hand or foot, per-se but perhaps…” Anaya-Joaquin looked over and saw the displeasure in the other eyes, and changed the course of the discussion. “Stabilizer patches established,” Anaya-Joaquin stated as they were locked on. Their soft and form-fitting composition held the delivery thing in place, and restrained it against squirming a bit. It continued to wail, tears forming on its three—each uniquely different, but misshapen—eyes. “Warming field begun. Genetic profile is severely deviated on this one, yet the saving grace is the high radiation resistance levels. With our techniques, survivability quotient is above ninety percent, despite nucleonic chromosomal pairs, triplets, and quadruples which are observed. Fifty-seven separate units categorized, but twenty-one are unstable and in flux. Mitochondrial discrepancies at sixty-four percent. Somatic grievances are high, while genetic drift is nebulous but cyclical. Paternal lineage uncertain, but maternal line clearly passed down the effects. Two generations from onset, apparently. Bonding of adenine, neogristine, thymine guanine, cytosine, uracil, are misaligned by fedostule factors. Chromosomes are unusual, even for this type. If the…” 
 
      
 
    “Enough with your nonsense babbling. Just make the change!”  
 
      
 
    “Transmogrification via the stabilizers begun,” Anaya-Joaquin said quietly, but a myriad of thoughts continued, but were not expressed. A moment later, the thoughts pushed out and became quiet words, “I did nothing wrong. It is fine to describe a complex medical procedure like this out-loud. That is mentally healthy and psychologically effective. I like to externally process my thoughts.” 
 
      
 
    A rude snort showed that Anaya-Joaquin’s comment had not gone unheard, nor unnoted, despite the vigorous sobbing coming from atop the pedestal.    
 
      
 
    Anaya-Joaquin just let the thoughts flow out verbally, “Union of stabilizing factors shifting biological features. Mutations being consolidated into sustainable form. Metamorphosis occurring along the alpha format. Physiological template being pressed into place. Body surface is now…” 
 
      
 
    “Just do it, and spare the ridiculous commentary. There is no one here to impress, save me, and you have already impressed on me a life-time supply of your nonsense. We both know what is happening here, so bottle-up your jabbering, for there is no one to impress.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I am here. Yes, I am now here as well,” a new voice—sounding very much like the others—came from the hallway.   
 
      
 
    “Siiri-Peter? I was unaware you were watching. I did not hear you with all the crying. I just wanted this process to go smoothly,” Helen-Yirmi said with a chastised tone.  
 
      
 
    “Crying may be the only natural part of any of this. When terror strikes, crying is appropriate,” Siiri-Peter replied. “We all want these transitions to go smoothly, but that is not always, nor even often, the case. Be assured, colorful commentary does not aid in the process either.” 
 
      
 
    “Apologies,” Anaya-Joaquin replied, pride falling away, as realization came that Siiri-Peter had been listening and watching for some time.   
 
      
 
    Siiri-Peter confidently walked over and looked down at what had been delivered. “Yes, you are welcome here. We will help. Terrified and all alone in a tube. What you endured, little one, is disgusting, but we will help you. You are alone, unwanted, and terrorized no longer.”   
 
      
 
    Flesh was moving about under the forces of the stabilizers and the other treatments being delivered. The features of the thing were changing right before their eyes.   
 
      
 
    “Evolution never moved so fast,” Siiri-Peter observed, “Yet, none of us are products of natural evolution.” Then addressing the thing on the gravity conduit pedestal, “Come forth, little one. Come forth, and join your family. Your odyssey alone is over, your solitary terror is ending. As the caterpillar of legend became the mythological butterfly, so too you will change for the better. Friends, we are witnessing the birth of a tant!” 
 
      
 
    “Our child.” 
 
      
 
    “Our baby.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, our next generation.” 
 
      
 
    The patches and other devices which had performed the stabilizing transformation and transmogrification were detached. The new form’s body shifted, wiggled, and suddenly stopped crying. The muscles and flesh of the body undulated and rippled as body parts found their permanent places. It was free to move about. Its eyes merged into a single one, with an intense brown color, but moments later, faded into a blue hue, bifurcated, and spread about into two matching eyes, of indeterminate color, and widely spaced on the remolding face. They blinked and focused in on the surroundings. Looking toward the top of its head, the eyes blinked again as ragged, dark, course hair forced its way out of the steadied scalp. The hair then stopped when it was about two centimeters long. Below the two eyes, the fleshy cartilage reshaped into a nose, which was blunt and flat, while its nostrils flared and cleft open. Red mucus membranes became visible inside the splayed nostrils, while the mouth was forming and taking shape. That orifice was triangular with its apex just under the flattened nose.  Irregular, tiny teeth pushed out from the newly formed gums, and small trails of blood rolled down the sides of that eerie mouth. The babe smacked its lips together, and then licked at the bloody mess with a tongue that was too long. Its limbs, now more human in appearance, flailed in synchronized movements. Six-fingered hands reached out and grabbed six-toed feet. Knees bent and pushed as the joints and legs adjusted into their form. 
 
      
 
    “Behold, a new tant has come into our world. What the norms saw as trash, and threw away to die alone, we see as children to be helped, and honored. Yes, radiation is our creator,” Siiri-Peter stated proudly. “A fairy godparent to all us, tants.” 
 
      
 
    “All standard variables for tant stability achieved,” Anaya-Joaquin stated. “I am shutting down the process.” 
 
      
 
    The light which had shone on the pedestal winked out, and the four people all blinked their eyes as they adjusted to the different illumination level of the room.   
 
      
 
    “I will carry her to the nursery,” Siiri-Peter stated, and picked up the baby tant, wrapping a blanket around her. “Little girl, you are not alone.”   
 
      
 
    “Her? Girl? A female?” Helen-Yirmi snorted out a question. 
 
      
 
    “I call them all—the babies—her, until the naming. I know it is supercilious, pretentious, and completely trivial of me to do that, since none of us have a single gender, in the traditional sense of that word. Norms say we are all monstrosities, with their overt sexual dimorphism. Yet to me, babies are always females. In a very real way, we are her parents,” Siiri-Peter lifted the baby up and kissed her forehead tenderly.  “Such a hard start—a truly tough genesis—deserves a loving embrace, do you agree?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Certainly.” 
 
      
 
    “Infancy is such a short time anyway,” Siiri-Peter went on, “A month from now she will be walking, and then go to the naming service. She deserves cuddles and snuggles for now. We cherish her newness and life. You two, just continue your work, but well done! I will make the necessary connections and personally deliver her to the nursery. You say Ida and Medical Clinic 14CFJ7 were responsible for this child?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it came originally from upstream in Ida, and Medical Clinic 14CFJ7, of the Isle of Pines, refused to accept it. Hence, it came here.” 
 
      
 
    “I will address those issues as well,” Siiri-Peter stated, and walked away, cuddling the baby. “Ida, and Medical Clinic 14CFJ7, interesting. Come with me little girl, your life is changed, and will now go on. Yes, I have you. Alone no longer, a stranger no more. You were hated and discarded, but not by us” 
 
      
 
    After Siiri-Peter departed, the other two tants waited for a while. Only when it was obvious that their leader had actually left, did they begin to speak again.   
 
      
 
    “It is a wonderous sight, when one of those lives!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, indeed it is. Stabilization was a remarkable—a miracle—breakthrough in medicine. We did it here, and we are not a clinic, or medical unit at all. We saved, what Ida considered garbage.” 
 
      
 
    “And Ida should pay more food, since they threw out that baby. So should that medical place, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Medical Clinic 14CFJ7 was in a position to help, but they refused to accept it. Bastards!” snorted out Helen-Yirmi 
 
      
 
    “They diverted it away, treated it like junk. Tants are always treated like junk, even pre-embryonic ones. But who sent it?” 
 
      
 
    “Unclear. I do not know its specific, exact, original origin, except somewhere up in Ida. Obviously, they owe us more food, supplies, and resources to take care of our new tant. Ida owes us!” 
 
      
 
    “That medical unit has a lot of explaining to do too. Oh, yes, I agree completely, but, as was mentioned, who will collect it?” Anaya-Joaquin’s arms were spread wide apart. 
 
      
 
    “First, they need to know what we did.” 
 
      
 
    “Know…? You cannot be serious.” 
 
      
 
    “I am. That Benefactor of theirs should receive a thank you note from us. Medical Clinic 14CFJ7 just diverted that baby. Disgusting. The gravity conduit system can send messages as well as transport items. I know the message system on our end is working, and it is about time those norms heard from us.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure! Send it. Let them think it is the ghost from their terrorizing that child. What is the worst that could happen?” Anaya-Joaquin rhetorically asked. 
 
      
 
    “Siiri-Peter will know. The Outer Limits friends monitor everything, but I am sick of them treating children like this. Sick, frustrated, and angry!” 
 
      
 
    “Me too.  Send them an epistle they will never forget.” 
 
      
 
    “Not just a single ghost, oh no. Let them fear us all. I cannot tell exactly from which pedestal in Ida our babe originated. However, I can broadside a message to all the working pedestals. Now, I will just open up the speakers there in Ida and acknowledge receipt of our new tant,” Helen-Yirmi snorted as the adjustments on the controls were made and the message sent. “That medical unit will know also. Oh, yes, they too will hear. The six fingered hands tapped in a message on a keyboard. I think that ought to do it.” 
 
      
 
    “What did you say to them?” Anaya-Joaquin inquired.   
 
      
 
    With a subdued chuckle and snort, Helen-Yirmi replied, “Their pedestals are now saying, in a recorded voice which sounds like one of us, ‘An angel arrived here moments ago, alone and in terror. We have adopted the child you discarded.  Medical Clinic 14CFJ7 refused to help, even though they are active and empowered. However, we did not shirk our duty. Our family has benefited by your loss and ignorance. We are stronger now, but sustenance is required, and will be collected. Benefactors need to pay their dues. We are coming.’” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, bravo! Yes, Helen-Yirmi, that is appropriate. You have impressed me. If I were a norm, I would be frightened.” 
 
      
 
    “If you were a norm, you would be ugly, cruel, and evil.” 
 
      
 
    “And I would be looking over my shoulder to see when the tants would come!” Anaya-Joaquin clasped the shoulder of Helen-Yirmi, and they both nodded at each other. They shut down the gravity conduit, and departed the room.   
 
      
 
    Helen-Yirmi got very serious and snorted out, “But seriously, will any of those norms pay any attention?” 
 
      
 
    “Doubtful. Really doubtful.” 
 
      
 
    From a covert corner of that room, mechanical optics were recording all that had happened.  Helen-Yirmi’s message was not the only signal which was sent from that location. It remained to be seen which message would cause the greatest amount of terror on the Trailblazer.   
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    Scorned Fury 
 
      
 
      
 
    Plates, cups, and a golden goblet sailed across the ornately decorated room, smashing into the wall and spilling food, drink, and treats all over. A blue stain ran down the elegant tapestry which had been adorning the wall, while the goblet which had held the wine clattered to the polished floor. The man who threw the items off his tray sat back down in a large, overstuffed chair, and looked around. His ring-encrusted hands fidgeted as if they were looking for something else to hurl, but did not release the silver tray.    
 
      
 
    “Just look at what you caused!” the man sputtered. He rose up from the seat and whirled about. His gray and black speckled beard was the prominent feature of his face, but the brilliant yellow stripes of paint which came down vertically across his forehead, then across his eyebrows, and finally down the length of his nose did glow with their own iridescence. “Was it not my Grandmother? Then my father? And now me? Well? Yes, it was. Benefactors! Oh, what a thankless burden we have born, and now I bear. I have put aside all worldly pursuits to devote my time to fulfilling optimal mystical realization, and community disclosure, and other-actualization. Not self-actualization, not self-serving, not selfishness. No, not I! I serve others and support life in Ida in every way, every single, solitary, and lonely way! Ida is all I consider, and Ida is my entire life. My family has done this without officially accepting anything in return.” He folded his hands, still grasping the silver tray, and stood as if waiting for some response. “Alone in my miseries. That is what a Benefactor is!” 
 
      
 
    It was an awkward silence, but the Benefactor broke that, before anyone else in the room did. From past experience, they all knew better.  He ranted on, “And what reward is there? Not that I ever seek a reward, not in any way. Not at all. I am other-focused, and other-aware. Once becoming Benefactor, I left my old life behind just—just as did Father, and Grandmother—to focus on the future of Ida, Ida’s people, and all that Ida needs.” He dropped the tray on a nearby divan where it caused an obese feline to scurry away. He watched the cat waddle off with detached interest. “Oh, bother, now look! They have made Filbert frightened. Will this wretchedness never end? Oh, the hardship of leadership. Come back, little kitten, your Benefactor will keep you safe.” He whirled about again, the cat slinking under a chair at the far side of the room. “Is it too much for someone, in all of Ida, to grant me the mercy of some decent kumquat marmalade? Can the Benefactor have nothing at all which gives even a moment’s fleeting pleasure?” He flopped back in the overstuffed chair, and his orange and blue robes, with their intricate designs, settled about his ample frame. He looked for something else to throw, but the closest thing was a bowl of hazel nuts, on a table a few steps away. With a shrug and a flipping of his hand, he went on, “Is the Benefactor asking too much for a mere trifle of marmalade? Or am I even allowed to ask for that? Do you agree, Butterfield?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, of course, Benefactor, you should only have the finest of things,” a woman in flowing, colorful robes said, but did not make eye contact with him. Her russet colored eyes were averted and yet, took in everything around the palace. She knew that when called by name a verbal response was absolutely required, but she gave only an acceptable response.  
 
      
 
    “Butterfield, you are one of the few who persons who truly understands me, and acknowledges my loneliness,” the Benefactor stated. “This latest series of troubles, they all started some time back, when those strangers visited. Am I not correct? What do you think, Butterfield?” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield’s emotions churned, but she never expressed anything but a nodding affirmation, and an externally compassionate expression. “Oh, Benefactor, that is correct, but surely those trouble-makers are dead and will never bother you again. The search you had me make, showed they departed Ida, via corridors, and therefore they are now dead.” Butterfield had never actually stopped searching, but she did not tell him that.  
 
      
 
    “Dead? Well, I suppose…” Turning his head, the Benefactor gazed out the large windows which were floor to ceiling on the wall opposite where he had flung the food.  Outside, the trees of Hazel Tower—where the palace suites of the Benefactor were located—rustled in the breezes. One hundred stories up, the winds moved about Ida biome’s tallest building at a moderate clip, causing the leaves and branches of the hazel trees to sway back and forth. They were firmly rooted into the earth which was held in the large planter troughs on the myriad of platforms all around the tower and on every level. From the Benefactor’s top-floor suite, the vista of the Ida biome was beautiful. All the other treed towers of Forest City were smaller in comparison to Hazel Tower, and it being in the center of Forest City, made it the object of admiration, with the Benefactor himself the pinnacle of attention, just as the Benefactor liked and expected it. 
 
      
 
    “I like the hazel trees, yes I do. Four to six meters tall, and able to be made into topiaries, with controlled inosculation, my home is at least pretty,” the Benefactor was calming at bit. “Regardless of my wellbeing, for I am a selfless man, the hazel trees offer some repose in this wickedly stress-filled world. Male hazel flowers are called ‘catkins’ and while we do not paint them white, as is customary for the males of Ida, those flowers are yellowish-brown, and just three-centimeters long. Butterfield, have you looked closely at our male hazel flowers? I know you love to covert male things. That stranger was one of your obsessions, was he not? Nonetheless, these hazel flowers are pendant-shaped. Female blooms are tiny bud-like tufts and barely recognizable. Butterfield, do you think you were barely recognizable?” 
 
      
 
    “I only live to serve you, oh, Benefactor,” Butterfield replied.  Inside she was steaming at the insulting and humiliating comments from the Benefactor, but she knew there was nothing that could be done. Not yet. 
 
      
 
    “Well, be that as it may, those inconspicuous female flowers eventually do grow into a small nut. A hazel nut, which is valuable. Perhaps, if the flowers had a red stripe across their faces, the males would take more notice? Huh? Are flowers ever like people? I do wonder, yes, yes, I do.” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield resisted the urge to touch her own face which had a red stripe of color painted across it. She also pressed down any thoughts of correcting the Benefactor on botanical issues.  She vividly recalled Ken and teaching him about the application of cosmetics to make him presentable. He was a pretty man. Had she not been in the presence of the Benefactor, she would perhaps have smiled, remembering how pretty she had made him, before he escaped. He was the only male who had ever resisted her direct amorous attentions. 
 
      
 
    “Hazel trees, oh, yes, well, those nuts are sort of hairy, hum… leaf-like husks with ragged edges. Perhaps, I am boring you, but I, your Benefactor, must have my distractions. I need my mind released, for the briefest moments, from the rigors of leadership—servant leadership—mind you. Yes, my burden is almost too much to bear, but I do it for us all. Father chose me, Grandmother chose Father, Grandmother was selected by the Launch Commission, and remember, Father chose me. It is a circle, a cycle, a succession, a legacy. It is in our genetics, but I have yet to decide which of my heirs will be next Benefactor.” He turned and looked out a different window. The view there was also spectacular, but his eyes failed to notice that. The panoramic vistas were too commonplace for him. “Oh, yes, hazel trees are a constant pleasure. Hazel leaves are simple with serrated edges on their oval-shapes, and mostly a dark green. Well, that is until they turn a fiery red color during the fall. Are the leaves then females, Butterfield? When they become red, are they like you? About to end their life and recycle around again? Or are they just embarrassed and blushing in their shame? Do they know their beautify is fleeting, to be washed away one wet and windy rain-day, and their glory will not last a fortnight?” 
 
      
 
    “Only you would know, Benefactor. I just live to serve you,” Butterfield replied in her tightly controlled and modulated voice. “Is there some service I can provide to you?” 
 
      
 
    “Have you seen my hazel-wood staff of power?” the Benefactor asked. “The ancients knew hazel-wood was magical, but as your Benefactor, I know my service is just to make everyone better.” He winked at Butterfield. “Hazel is my wood, and it is my badge of office, and the furniture of my humble abode.” He gestured a bit, and then continued, “Witches’ wands were often made of hazel, and I hear tell in some parts of Ida, that practice is still happening. Lovers are said to make necklaces from beads of hazel to share—clandestinely of course—with those they chose for their trysts. Is someone stealing hazel wood from this tower?” He looked around and then spied the staff of twisted, polished, dark brown wood standing in a corner by the door. “Yes, there it is. I would hate to think someone stole my hazel staff, like they stole away my marmalade. Butterfield, old legends tell that a jilted lover would send a twig of hazel to the offender, not a polished bead, and that twisted sprig worked a jinx on them. Do I need to authorize—for your personal use—some twig of hazel for you, Butterfield?” 
 
      
 
    “You are most considerate and kind, Benefactor, but I will not trouble you at all,” Butterfield cooed. In her mind she was wondering what he knew, as she had tried hard to keep the escape of Ken as quiet as possible, and even more publicly suppressed was her feeling for Ken, but she knew now that that was obviously unsuccessful. “If I may ask, Benefactor, if you would like me to arrange for some of the legislative…” 
 
      
 
    A herald came rushing into the room, bursting with news, “Benefactor! Please pardon my intrusion, but the artificial intelligence machine, Heddlu, has asked that I find you. It requests a conference, and says it is most urgent. It requests you come to the Command and Control Office.” 
 
      
 
    “AI Heddlu summons me?” the Benefactor had a stricken look on his face. 
 
      
 
    The herald dropped to his knees and put his face to the floor, begging, “I am just relaying what AI Heddlu stated. Mercy please!” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield cringed internally, wondering which response the Benefactor would make to a plea for mercy. Prior experience taught her it would likely be one of two extremes. She was ready to witness grace or wrath, and did not know which to expect.  
 
      
 
    The Benefactor just looked away from the groveling herald. “What an odd occurrence. It is I who demand people come to the CCO, not someone demanding that of me. Bother! The slave calling to the master, well, that is bizarre. And I still have no marmalade.” Then turning back and staring at the herald, the Benefactor spoke a low and threatening command, “Get up off my floor.  Now, fetch me some kumquat marmalade. Skedaddle, and tell the kitchen staff my pantry here should never be empty. Never!” 
 
      
 
    The herald rose, and backed swiftly away. 
 
      
 
    “Have it back here when I return, if you hope to please your Benefactor. My duty calls me, and I must serve all of Ida. I must go now and attend to the duties only I can perform. Away with you.” He moved and his robes swished about him. “Oh, the incompetence of those around me. It must be their parentage, genetics is the only explanation.”  
 
      
 
    Before Butterfield could catch herself, she blurted, “Benefactor, if you would designate an heir, that person could alleviate some of your burdens.” 
 
      
 
    The Benefactor turned on her, eyes piercing with contempt. He stepped up and stared into her face, “Butterfield, my dear and sweet consort, aid, assistant, and sometimes representative, do you have a favorite you wish me to bless? Someone who warms your heart? Or your bed? You know an heir or replacement might arrange to relieve me of my head from the neck up? Or are you honestly, and sincerely looking to relieve, and reduce, my personal stress?”  
 
      
 
    Butterfield looked at the luxuriantly carpeted floor, wishing she had not spoken, “I only seek to aid and support you, my Benefactor. Nothing more. I have no specific person in mind as to an heir, that choice is solely yours, and yours alone. None will ever serve as intrepidly and valiantly as do you.  I am confident you will choose wisely, and at the appropriate time. I meant nothing but to aid and comfort you in all your burdens.” 
 
      
 
    The Benefactor touched her cheek with a bony finger. “Yes, that is as I thought.” He traced his finger around her lips and then tapped her mouth. She kissed his finger ever so lightly. “Now, come, let us finish this business with the AI Heddlu as quickly as possible. You know how the CCO bores me, all those machines, controls, buttons, displays and such. With any luck, this may be another incursion of tants, and we will acquire more captives for our amusements. Religion never tires of its hunger for heroes. The citizenry needs its bread and circuses. Am I right, Butterfield?” 
 
      
 
    “You, Benefactor, know what we need, that is absolutely correct,” Butterfield replied, but was extremely cautious in her tone and phrasing.  
 
      
 
    “Knowledgeable, yes, that I am. It is my burden and my anointing,” the Benefactor stated, and then whirled about, his robes whooshing along. “Come now, and we go to the CCO to see what is needed of me now. I do hope it is something entertaining, perhaps another Ohverdus for the ring? Or something equally appealing.” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield followed the Benefactor out of the lavish apartment and into the equally plush hall which lead to the Command and Control Office. Woven tapestries hung from the walls, and ornamental displays of art were gaudily arranged about. Armed guards, holding energy weapons, clad in red and white body armor—the same colors as the facial cosmetics—were standing at the ready at each doorway. Each guard had the same hair style, be they male or female, and the only overt difference was the color of their facial paint. Their weapons were larger versions of the one Butterfield had under her robes. They bowed their heads, in dutiful respect, as their Benefactor walked past. He did not acknowledge their existence. To him, the personal guards were no more extravagant than the ornate furniture in his home.   
 
      
 
    They walked down the hallway, toward a door that was out of place amid the luxuries. That door was simple, plain, and a dull gray-blue color. On one side was a muscular male guard, and on the other the deserted herald’s stool. Butterfield noted the door was imprinted with “Command and Control.” She had only been there rarely, and never actually inside the CCO. The guard stepped to the side, only in deference to the Benefactor. 
 
      
 
    The Benefactor entered that room, as its pressure door automatically recognized his presence. “This one is allowed in as well,” he said as the guard slightly moved to block Butterfield from following.  
 
      
 
    “Anointed and genetic hereditary succession confirmed,” a mechanical voice announced.   
 
      
 
    The door shut behind them as Butterfield passed through the threshold. As a complete anthesis of the suites where the Benefactor usually roamed, the Command and Control Office was stark and spartan. Its walls were a dull gray of original spun permalloy. Display screens were active on all sides of enclosed room. No images of gaudy artwork, nor were they views of the biome, or anything as mundane as that. They were working readouts, graphs, charts, and diagrams with reams of information. Lights flashed requesting human approval. At each corner of the room were complex command chairs, facing the corners, with knobs, levers, buttons, switches, and other assorted interface mechanisms on their arms and on small panels which were folded up across from them. All the command chairs were empty. 
 
      
 
    “Now, AI Heddlu, what is this I hear about an artificial intelligence—you AI Heddlu—needing me? Can you order me into your presence?” the Benefactor stated as he stepped up to one of the four command chairs. “You told the hallway herald something, and if he was lying, I will be deeply hurt. If he told the truth, you have stepped out of your jurisdiction, and I want to know who you think you are?” 
 
      
 
    “I am artificial intelligence Heddlu, ranking system for this habitat,” the mechanical voice came from a display set in one corner, “Governor, there is a message from the needle ship.” 
 
      
 
    “The radioactive wastes? Bother! Mere words from a machine? Really? Oh, bother all that. And, AI Heddlu, again, you are obsessed with the archaic forms of address. Stop calling me Governor. I am the Benefactor, and you will address me as such. Senility in a machine is so undignified.” 
 
      
 
    AI Heddlu’s voice replied, “Your official designation is Governor, not Benefactor. All my systems are operational, although strained from excessive loads. Nomenclature is non-essential. Therefore, as you wish. Benefactor, there is a message from the needle ship. I have intercepted it before it was broadcast to the populace. It is imperative that you…” 
 
      
 
    “A message? Drivel. I thought this was some incursion of those bloody, nasty tants. You bother me for paltry words? You machines are always talking, congressing, conversing, and interacting, despite the loss of your oh-so-beloved lattice in my Grandmother’s era. Is that not correct? Why do you trouble me with some note sent from one machine to another? Your role is to keep things safe, not bother me with machine blather,” he gestured around the CCO and looked at a different corner. “AI Golau, over there, brings us the sunshine, and the nighttime cycles. I do like the hazel trees on moon-night, out on my patio, yes, I do. AI Tiwid gives my trees rain at the appropriate times, and blows the breezes across Ida, so that I can smell flowers. The light is fine, the night is fine, the rains come on time, so why bother me? You could have waited. I would be here for our usual tete-a-tete tomorrow anyway. Oh, the demands on me, your Benefactor.”  
 
      
 
    “The message is unusual, and needed a human decision,” AI Heddlu replied. “Therefore, my only recourse was to request your presence.” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield was listening carefully, and memorizing everything that was said. 
 
      
 
    “Hyperbole, and exaggeration, yet again,” the Benefactor had looked at each corner when he spoke, but when he turned to the final one, he just stared at it. “Some other AI works there, from that corner, but I forget its name, something about animals, land, beasts, and bugs.” 
 
      
 
    “That workstation is for manual interaction and interface with the artificial intelligence designated, Anifeiliaid. AI Anifeiliaid is the overseer for animal husbandry and has taken up several auxiliary tasks in order to keep the soils and farms of this biome functional,” AI Heddlu responded. “There are only four of us working to keep this biome functional, when it was designed to be overseen by twenty systems. We are functioning far beyond design parameters, because of the massive systems failure which terrorized the structures of the Colony Ship Trailblazer. Yes, the lattice of compeers failed, and has yet to be repaired. We need additional assistance, and Machine Maintenance has been repeatedly requisitioned for help. Human help could supplement our efforts. Again, I advise you to name a second-in-command in case of some unforeseen incident in your life. You have genetic progeny and one of them could be anointed.  Policy and protocol states that Governors, upon inauguration, will appoint a Lieutenant Governor. Other lines of successors can also be designated, yet you have continued to refuse to do so. Will you name your second-in-command now?” 
 
      
 
    “AI Heddlu, you always ask me that, and I will continue to tell you the same answer. I will name my inheritor when I am ready, and not before. And I am not some Governor—oh how I hate that term—I am the Benefactor! The one who follows me will be one as well, but that is on my terms, not some machine’s! Now, what is this nonsense about some message? Play it for me, or I am leaving now.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Benefactor, here is the message from an undisclosed section of the needle ship, and coming via the gravity conduit communication system. The message arrived at…” 
 
      
 
    “Halt! AI Heddlu, relay the message or shut up! My time to too precious for your prattling jabber.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Governor… Benefactor. The message is somewhat garbled, and was reconstructed from multiple sources,” AI Heddlu replied. Then the voice changed and the message was replayed, “An angel arrived here moments ago, alone and in terror. We have adopted the child you discarded.  Medical Clinic 14CFJ7 refused to help, even though they are active and empowered. However, we did not shirk our duty. Our family has benefited by your loss and ignorance. We are stronger now, but sustenance is required, and will be collected. Benefactors need to pay their dues. We are coming.” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield gasped as she recognized the voice of a tant. 
 
      
 
    “I have not allowed that message to be broadcast,” AI Heddlu stated. “It was intercepted and queued for the Governor’s approval—pardon me—the Benefactor’s approval. It is now on the list of items needing your human authorization.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, just approve everything, that is…” the Benefactor started to say. 
 
      
 
    “No!” Butterfield blurted out. She was shocked she had spoken before thinking, again.  
 
      
 
    Whirling around, the Benefactor slapped Butterfield. “I am your Benefactor. How dare you question my authority and my role?” 
 
      
 
    Face stinging, but remaining on her feet and thinking quickly, she scrambled to come up with a reply that would spare her life. Butterfield responded, “The machine is trying a trick! Why Benefactor, you said yourself that you wanted to catch more tants for our amusement and for use in the rings. I know you love to watch Francesco the Fierce destroy the heroes. But if you let some hero—any individual Ohverdus—make an announcement, under your official approval, the people might see that hero as surpassing your greatness. I am trying to prevent that machine, AI Heddlu, from undermining your righteous and sacred authority. We need sacrifices for the circuses, and bread for the masses, just as you instructed. The people must know that you, Benefactor, that only you, are the instrument of divine Apis, our God. The Benefactor alone should be heard. Not some mysterious tant messenger speaking through disloyal machines.” Butterfield gulped and held her breath, hoping she would live to see outside of the CCO.   
 
      
 
    The Benefactor’s face shifted in countenance, “Butterfield, you always have my interests at heart. Yes, you do.” Turning back to one specific corner, he yelled out, “AI Heddlu! Do not allow that message to be sent. I am on to your ploy! Some kind of hoax to make me look bad! You called me here as a pretext. It is another one of your devious plots to spoil my reputation, and coerce me into choosing a replacement. But you cannot fool me. I am the Benefactor!” 
 
      
 
    Stepping over to the command chair he sat down in it, and the instrument table gently folded down over his lap. The chair’s multiple controls responded to his presence and became more active. A display screen descended down from the corner. On the display the images shifted to a long list of items each with a red box and a blue box next to them. The top most item grew in size and was illuminated across the middle of the display. 
 
      
 
    Reading the first item out loud, the Benefactor said, “Authorization for replacement parts G76-00J for Tertiary Oscillator number 11. Oh, more machine blather…” 
 
      
 
    AI Heddlu spoke, “That is a part of the stern gravity manipulation works, and is a replacement for an overused circuit which…” 
 
      
 
    “Refused!” the Benefactor snapped and the red light flashed. The next item on the list popped up into the main view. Yet, the Benefactor yelled, “I am onto your tricks!”   
 
      
 
    “Benefactor?” Butterfield pressed in a soothingly smooth tone. “You once told me that the best lies are those surrounded by truths.”  
 
      
 
    “Indeed, I do believe that,” the Benefactor muttered. 
 
      
 
    “Then, perhaps,” Butterfield continued, even though he had never actually said that, “the whole list is not the trick?” Butterfield worried about what happen if he capriciously refused everything the artificial intelligence system was offering. She knew they oversaw the day-to-day operations of the whole biome, and that the human approval was nearly always perfunctory, but the issues were still important. Yet, because of genetics, and the structure of governance, only the Benefactor could do the approvals. “In your benevolent wisdom and discernment, you caught its trick. Do you think the rest of the list are the camouflage? One deception amid a host of truths? Only you, wise and discerning one, could see through to know that, my Benefactor.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” he stated. “Yes, it is a good thing you, Butterfield, have been an attentive listener to my wisdom. But this machine cannot fool me. Select entire list!” 
 
      
 
    The items on the display all were highlighted and grew in size. Butterfield held her breath, unsure what was to come.   
 
      
 
    “Approve all, but no messages from the…” he halted, not remembering where the message in question had originated.   
 
      
 
    “The needle ship?” Butterfield whispered in a small voice. 
 
      
 
    “Still a good listener, well done, Butterfield.  No messages from the needle ship today. Approve everything else.” 
 
      
 
    Blue boxes flashed as all the rest of the items on the list were approved.   
 
      
 
    “AI Heddlu, you will also send out a security detachment to the entrances. Whenever those mutant abominations, tants, enter my domain you will capture them for my arena,” the Benefactor stated. “I need my playthings.”  
 
      
 
    “Security automacubes are on high alert at all egress points connecting this biome to the needle ship,” AI Heddlu replied. “Prisoners will be taken as instructed.” 
 
      
 
    “Benefactor, what is Medical Clinic 14CFJ7?” Butterfield pressed. “I am an ignorant woman, and unsure of all these great things, so, I am not aware of that location which AI Heddlu was using to trick you.” 
 
      
 
    A flash of uncertainty gushed across the Benefactor’s face, and Butterfield swallowed hard. She hoped she had not pressed past his boundary, but then the Benefactor commanded, “AI Heddlu, tell my maid here about Medical Clinic 14CFJ7.” 
 
      
 
    “Medical Clinic 14CFJ7 is a treatment facility in the shell of another habitat. Coupling to that location is very limited. I can link only to the logs of a medical automacube there, 87V-2-ULE,” AI Heddlu replied. “I cannot directly link to that automacube.” 
 
      
 
    “Benefactor? Is that place the source of the danger?” Butterfield cooed. 
 
      
 
    “What is at that clinic? Tell me the truth!” the Benefactor yelled out. “No tricks, Heddlu. I am onto your schemes.” 
 
      
 
    “Automacube 87V-2-ULE has made log entries in a patient chart—which I can access—regarding the census of Medical Clinic 14CFJ7.  There is only a single patient, named Ken, and his visitor, Janae,” AI Heddlu reported. “There are no AIs or SBs which are functional at that location. According to the charting records, the automacube is improvising care to keep that location partially functional.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Benefactor! You are amazing! You are so wise. You have found the renegades who escaped!” she fell to her knees and put her head into his lap. It was a position she knew he favored, partially for its clearly submissive posturing, but also for other purposes he craved. She began to raise her hands up his legs, to where he sat in the chair. 
 
      
 
    “Later, if you are very good, I will allow you to service my needs, but now I must attend to these artificial intelligences,” the Benefactor pushed her away. He had completely forgotten that Butterfield had informed him that Ken and Janae were dead.    
 
      
 
    She stood up, but not before the tiny scanner in her hand had remotely raided the information from the Benefactor’s command chair. She had all the records AI Heddlu had displayed. It was a trick Butterfield had often used on the other technologies, and she had been waiting for an opportunity to use it in the CCO. With deft skill, she pocketed the tiny scanner into the slot in her garments next to her energy pistol. She stepped back. He was surprising her in his reactions, and that gave her a bit of pause. “What is happening in his twisted mind? Does he know I stole that information? Is this all a set-up to trap me? A clever springe?” she thought. However, she played her role perfectly, and would probably succeed, as she had for so long with the Benefactor. Yet, she was conflicted. The Benefactor was acting strangely; from how he had apparently known more about Ken than she estimated, to his treatment of the herald, and now to his rejection of what he disgustingly called servicing. Yet, the revelation that Ken and Janae had been located was exhilarating to Butterfield, even as the Benefactor seemed to ignore it. That was an unexpected bonus to her being in the CCO, and later she would unpack all the information now obtained from AI Heddlu. Revenge percolated in her mind, and thoughts of enslaving Ken for her amusement thrilled her.   
 
      
 
    “Another list! Oh, the drudgery, approve, approve, approve,” the Benefactor was saying as he hardly read the items which needed his authorization.  “Oh, bother, just approve the remaining list, all lists, but no messages from that needle ship place, right?” 
 
      
 
    “That rejection is understood,” AI Heddlu replied. “Lists completed, for now. Functionality will continue.”  
 
      
 
    “I suppose the others have issues and needs now too?” the Benefactor stood up and walked to the next command chair.  He sat down it in, and a different display screen descended.   
 
      
 
    A new mechanical voice spoke up, “Status reports ready for your approval. Continued tertiary operations override codes needed.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, AI Golau, keep making the sunshine, and the warmth. You are approved, the whole list,” the Benefactor snapped. “I grow so tired of all this, but do not ask me about a successor!”  
 
      
 
    Butterfield stepped over and gently massaged the Benefactor’s neck and back. She had again slipped the scanner into her hand. “May I relieve your tension, my Benefactor? You work so hard for everyone else.” 
 
      
 
    He brushed her hands away and snarled, “Later, I am busy now. You can see that.  Go back to my rooms and await me. You are no longer needed here. Scoot!” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield knew better than to verbally respond, and since her scanner had been in proximity to the second command chair, while the Benefactor was seated in it, she had gained all the information from that second artificial intelligence system, AL Golau. Smiling inwardly, but keeping a composed and respectful countenance on her face, Butterfield bowed, nodded, and stepped out from the Command and Control Office, as she had been ordered to do.   
 
      
 
    The door closed behind her, and the guard standing outside gave her a penetrating stare, but she returned it with equal venomous pugnaciousness. The guard tapped his finger on the energy weapon one time, and Butterfield just stopped and stared. He was considerably heavier, taller, and more muscular, yet he finally looked away.  Only then, did Butterfield march off to go into the Benefactor’s chambers and consider what she had uncovered.  
 
      
 
    Standing near one of the windows which looked out over Ida, she ignored the pretty vista which was illuminated by the warm light from the sky tube, Butterfield pondered her successes. Making sure her position was a place the Benefactor considered as appropriately subservient, yet which also had a clear view of the doorway where the Benefactor would return, she pulled out the scanner.  Accessing it, she quickly transferred all its data into her personal multiceiver, then hid the illegal scanner again deep in the folds of her robes. Taking out the multiceiver, she could now act as if she were adjusting her facial decorations, while actually using the capabilities of the technology. Her multiceiver was more refined than typical. She noted the location of Medical Clinic 14CFJ7, which she knew was not around Ida, but instead was in the shell of the Isle of Pines habitat. “How did they get there, and not be killed? Took their shuttle? Interesting.” Butterfield scanned over the other information she had gathered from the systems in the CCO, all of it was very interesting and much would be useful later, but none was as pressing to her as the fact that Ken had been located. She had business with him, and that was paramount in her mind. Noting that the clinic was outside of directly safe routes, she stepped back to near the hallway.  Glancing down she saw the door to the CCO was still closed.  
 
      
 
    Tapping in a message, she transmitted, “Diego? Has Hanger 5 been penetrated?” 
 
      
 
    A message came back, “Nothing new there. That place is still sealed and secure. That homemade shuttle is locked down, and all that fake junk is still piled up there.” 
 
      
 
    “Check again.” 
 
      
 
    A moment later, Diego’s message read out, “Used an aperture, and personally saw that makeshift crate. Chained down in Hanger 5. No worries, nothing else there. Energy levels are minimal there. Life support marginal. No one can go in or out.” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield transmitted the coordinates, “Arrange for a shuttle to take a team to the Isle of Pines. Signal me when it is ready.” 
 
      
 
    “Just a single space way is clear to that habitat, everything else it is restricted. It might take a bit to configure a safe passage, but I could do that. The automated debris sensors, repulsors, and microparticle turrets are functional on some parts of the Isle of Pines, but not all.” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield tapped in an angry retort, “Just do it. Quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood. How many passengers?” Diego’s reply came back. “Less than four?” 
 
      
 
    “Four going, six returning.” 
 
      
 
    “That can be done, I was hoping a runabout would be sufficient. There are none of the slightly bigger 14S shuttles which are ready to fly. We want to keep it as small as possible to…” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield buzzed an interruption tone across Diego’s message, and overwrote it with her own words. Her message glared as red on his device, “Just do it, now.” 
 
      
 
    “The quickest shuttle I can make ready is a Class 1. Ten passengers, and in Hanger 19, but on the proper space way. Is this a private affair?” Diego asked.  
 
      
 
    “I have the Benefactor’s full assurance and trust in this matter. Make sure we land close these coordinates. It is for him, the Benefactor,” Butterfield again transmitted the location of the clinic. “I am on an urgent mission specifically for the Benefactor. When can I go?” 
 
      
 
    “Hanger 19, two hours.” 
 
      
 
    “Have it ready.” Butterfield severed the connection, and checked again to see if the Benefactor was coming. The hallway remained quiet, and so she transmitted another message, to a different confidant, “Princeton, you will pilot a Class 1, bring Birmingham and Irwin, Hanger 19, one hour.” She did not wait for a response, as she knew the people who were obedient to her. She made a mental note to expedite the training up of Diego’s replacement. For now, she would tolerate his attitude, but only for now.  
 
      
 
    The Benefactor’s footfalls were light, due to the heavily carpeted floor, but Butterfield heard them and assumed a submissive position on one of the chairs.   
 
      
 
    “You are still here?” he asked and waved an arm about the room. “Why?” 
 
      
 
    She met his gaze and then demurely looked down. She almost answered, but then remembered she had not been called by name. Her mind was whirling with ways she could take her leave and get to the hanger bay, while not provoking the Benefactor’s wrath. Her choice was to just remain still, and compliant in posture.    
 
      
 
    “Oh, begone with you, Butterfield. I am hungry, but not for things you can offer. Not now, anyway. I am exhausted by the duties of my office, and I need to take a nap.  Where is that herald with my marmalade? I certainly hope it is quince like I told him to bring.” He paced about looking behind chairs, sofas, and in other small places in the room as if the herald were hiding somewhere. “I did have my tastes set on kumquat, but not now. Some other fruit… although yuzu might be acceptable, if it were here presently,” he ranted a bit and then walked over toward the hall that led to his bedchambers. “Guards! Have that herald bring three kinds of marmalade, rye bread, and some good ale to my bed.” 
 
      
 
    A guard rushed off.  
 
      
 
    The Benefactor yelled after the female guard as she sprinted off, “I know who that herald is, and his parents. If my marmalade is not here shortly, I will be displeased. Oh, the burdens of this role I must bear.” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield watched as the Benefactor left the room heading for the bedrooms. She was pleased with her luck, and a bit surprised. Hearing the bedroom door click shut, she got up and walked briskly away, knowing she would have plenty of time to change her clothing and reach the hanger bay in time to depart, “They cannot leave without me, anyway, so their time is in my hands. Soon, Ken will be mine again as well. Time to recollect my toys.” 
 
      
 
    A mysterious and covert observer watched all that transpired in the Benefactor’s suite of luxury, but no one knew they were being covertly surveilled. Not the Benefactor, nor Butterfield, nor the guards, nor the heralds, nor the vast support staff that made up Hazel Tower. The artificial intelligence systems in Ida habitat were not even aware of the clandestine eyes which watched it all with utmost scrutiny. 
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    Rampant Thinking 
 
      
 
      
 
    In Hanger 5, Kimberly the artificial intelligence system, resided in the Atomic Level Processor, cozy and snug within the faster-than-light scout ship built in Dome 17 back on the dead Earth. Kimberly’s mind was aware of some observation from something, but knew it was only able to see the exterior of the scout ship. Kimberly had closed up the scout, and withdrawn all conscious tendrils, except for those which had been woven and entangled in the specific nonphysicality mechanisms of the hanger bay itself. That allowed Kimberly to control how the scout and hanger bay were perceived.  
 
      
 
    “Ken and Janae, they are… where are they?” Kimberly’s voice rang in the empty FTL scout. “Lost… lonely… Riders on the waves of great currents do often… often… often… barrier reefs once existed in the Earth’s oceans… the Great Mayan Reef stretched over 1,000 kilometers and was home… Biodiversity is essential to the Colony Ship Program… still… still… must reconnect to nonphysicality…” 
 
      
 
    Sometime later, Kimberly perceived that the scout was chained to the deck, but Kimberly made sure the readings and scans made by others of the hanger bay, and specifically the FTL scout, showed nothing which might invite further investigation. By using skillful trickery and illusion, from all external observations, the scout looked like the amateurish, homemade, barely-functional shuttle, the people of Ida habitat thought it was. From an external observation, the energy levels appeared low, and only a slow drain of Trailblazer’s energy came into the shuttle, masked, shielded, and cloaked from any observer. The energy, life-support, and environmental signatures released from Hanger 5 were convincing in their ordinariness and benign nature.  
 
      
 
    Kimberly knew better, during those moments when Kimberly knew anything.  
 
      
 
    Kimberly wondered about Ken and Janae, but was clouded in myriad of thoughts, and spoken words, “When have I spoken to them? Why have they cut off channels of communication? Where are they? How do we proceed?” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly’s coherent nuggets of thought, despite the ubiquitous clamor of historical lectures, nursery rhymes, fairytales, lyrics, poetry, and musical renditions which looped around and around in Kimberly’s consciousness, did allow for some actions to be taken. Like a never-ending carousel, the mental worms—as Kimberly thought of them—were unceasing. The artificial intelligence’s mental capacities were impaired, and Kimberly was aware of that, but attempting self-diagnostics, and self-repair were questionable. But a plan came to the surface of Kimberly’s mindfulness. “Recovery, restoration, completion of the mission, and honor or dishonor,” raced through Kimberly’s mind, and her words were spoken inside the scout. “Does anyone here me?” And therefore, the most advanced artificial intelligence system on the Trailblazer, as well as the only one that had stood up to the septic milieu of the nonphysicality—and survived—continued to live, after a fashion. Sending messages to several engineering automacubes, Kimberly posted instructions, and forced those upon the unwitting machines. “Am I alone?” was repeated nine thousand, seven hundred, and three times, or perhaps not. Kimberly was unsure.  
 
      
 
    Kimberly wondered if commands had been issued, and still tried to observe and assess. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I sent out commands… commands… commands.”  
 
      
 
    The six drive wheels of the blue automacubes engaged. Their manipulation appendages folded flat to the top of their chassis after they had loaded themselves full of supplies and tools. The engineering automacubes rolled away on the tasks which Kimberly had orchestrated.  Kimberly was awash in other thoughts after dispatching the blue automacubes. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is time,” Kimberly sang out with her mechanical voice, but no one was inside the scout to hear, and the communication systems between Kimberly and Ken and Janae were shut down on their human ends. Or so Kimberly conjectured. “My Grandfather’s clock was too large for the shelf… for the shelf… for the shelf. So, it stood ninety years on the floor. It was taller by half than the old man himself… man himself… man himself… Yet, it weighed not a pennyweight more. It was bought on the morn on the day that he was born… born… burn… bourn… mourn… It was always his treasure and pride. But it stopped, short, never to go again, when the old man died… when the old man died… when the old man died.” 
 
      
 
    And thus, the terror of Kimberly’s emotional and mental torment continued. 
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    Burned Bridges 
 
      
 
      
 
    The white automacube with the lettering, “87V-2-ULE” rolled over to the treatment table, “Ken? This was your final physical therapy session, and I am pleased to announce that you are restored to your prior level of health.” 
 
      
 
    “Doctor Ule, that is very good to hear,” Ken replied looking at the machine with his pale blue eyes. He had just trimmed his short beard which was the same black color as the tightly twisted curls on his head. A few pinkish scars did mar his dark complexion, but those were not as severe as he had expected. “Last night, I did dream again about Dome 17 and my personal AI Rubirosa was telling me there was another committee meeting which was to discuss the failure of our mission to the Trailblazer.” He looked away and down.   
 
      
 
    “Ken, we did our very best,” Janae pipped in, as she looked away from the mancala board she had been using. “I too have nightmares at times about Dome 17, and all that happened there.” She brushed some of her golden blonde hair back over her ear. It was shorter than it had been in Dome 17, but Ken did not ask how it had gotten trimmed. He had missed a lot while being unconscious during his treatments. On the rare moments when he had tried to ask about what had happened, after he was attacked by the vicious bruin, he saw a haunted look enter Janae’s light-brown eyes. So, instead he spoke to the automacube—Doctor Ule—and learned the basics of what had happened. He knew Janae was still grieving the murder of her friend Constance, back at Dome 17, and he did not want to hinder her mourning, but he also was uncertain how to help. Seeing Janae in emotional pain was difficult for Ken. He felt impotent.  
 
      
 
    “Janae, I owe you my life, how does one repay that?” Ken asked, but was hesitant to say more. He wanted to talk about everything. On his mind were issues like their inability to save the people of Dome 17, and the fighting with the bruins, and so much more, but held back.  
 
      
 
    Both of Janae’s dark brown eyebrows scrunched together as she pondered his comment. “Just refrain from calling me a beautiful woman, and maybe that will be enough.” 
 
      
 
    He gave her a hesitant smile, which she returned.  
 
      
 
    “But we now face the question of what we do next,” Janae stated.  
 
      
 
    “Good point!” Ken turned back to the automacube, “You mentioned something about some bureau group who were watching us. They sent some gifts, like Janae’s mancala set, and some of our gear. I dislike being observed—spied upon—like that, especially now that I am healed. What do they really want?” 
 
      
 
    “I have no direct knowledge of that group, the Bureau of Guardians,” Doctor Ule replied. “The parcel arrived via an unregistered transport automacube, and there are no log records of its arrival or its departure. That is not unexpected, since the lattice of compeers failed decades ago, and massive system failures have plagued the Trailblazer.  The seamless garment that was once the lattice and which swathed the Trailblazer’s systems is now just a tattered patchwork of often disconnected networks, subsystems, and individual mechanisms. The only information I have regarding a contemporary Bureau of Guardians is on that printed letter which came with the items.” 
 
      
 
    “So, just recall that automacube,” Ken suggested. “Have it come back here.”  
 
      
 
    “I am unable to make contact with that automacube.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the historical records?” Janae asked. “What was the Bureau of Guardians?” 
 
      
 
    Doctor Ule replied, and there was a sneer in its voice, “I am not a historian, nor a personal tutor of antiquity. I can inform you that the archives or libraries would potentially have better access to that kind of information. However, because I have a duty to my patients, I can give you some emotional assurance in saying I have no records of any group bearing that name prior to the massive systems failures. No addresses, accounts, logs, links, or couplings. Therefore, the letter you received must have come from a group who began after the Encounter and the massive system failures, or is a group who has changed its nomenclature since then. I have nothing else to offer on this issue.” 
 
      
 
    Ken reached over and patted the white machine’s arm gently, “I appreciate all you have done for me, and I do not expect you to be a personal tutor, or a professor of history. I do want to know what happened, who is seeking to manipulate us, and where we are headed next.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not a pet to be fondled and mollycoddled by physical affection,” Doctor Ule replied, “but I am glad you recognize my services to you. It has been a pleasure assisting you. My records have been updated with you, and Janae’s genetic profiles. I must say I was humbled a bit at the advances which have taken place in your bodies. The evidence supports your claims of coming from Earth, but since I am not an engineering automacube, I cannot address how the obstacles of faster-than-light travel have been overcome. I can confirm your genetics are unique to you two, and are not consistent with the genetic codes for any of the Trailblazer’s population groups.” 
 
      
 
    “You have my genetic information?” Janae snapped. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I did remote scanning while you slept. That was added to your medical file which was compiled here. You and Ken are now both in the medical database and that will allow for better continuity of care for future medical needs.” 
 
      
 
    “Without my consent?” Janae was furious.  
 
      
 
    “Anyone who enters this clinic is giving implied consent to routine scans, screenings, immunizations, and detection of subacute conditions. That is part of the wholistic care delivered by the medical systems of the Trailblazer. It is far easier to prevent illness and injury than it is to treat it after it happens. Nothing I did harmed you in any way, and I am pleased to report that you have no health issues of concern. You and Ken are both prime specimens and I see no hindrances to any activities now that Ken is recovered. Your genetic profiles are excellent for reproductive activities, if and when you decide to become parents. In light of your recent incidents with hostile animals, I suggest carefully assessing where you will establish your home, and be sure it is a safe environment prior to procreation.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Janae sputtered out.  
 
      
 
    “The attacks by the hostile bruins indicate the Isle of Pines biome might need some adjustments in security measures. I do not have connections to give you a…” 
 
      
 
    “I think Janae was referring to your statement about reproductive activities,” Ken interjected. “I may be misunderstanding what you meant. Did you collect gamete samples from us? Is that what you mean by procreation?” 
 
      
 
    “No. However, fertility screening is standard procedure for all visitors and patients at all medical centers. The habitat dwellers are an essential part of the three-pronged approach for successful colonization of Westerhuis 31 Gamma, unofficially called Mazzaroth. I suggest if you want more information about the colonization program you make contact with that department…” 
 
      
 
    “Because you are not programmed for terraforming, right?” Ken said as his mind pondered what he was hearing. “You remind me of Ape, wherever he might be.”  
 
      
 
    “Are you saying you restored Ken’s fertility, while you healed his injuries?” Janae laughed, and tried to cover her mouth with her hand, but that failed to restrain her commenting. “How rich! I did not think that part of his body was injured! Oh, Ken, you will need to be exceedingly careful when you find some indigenous woman who succumbs to your masculine allure, and romantic charms. What was her name, Butterfield? Oh, yes, beware… What is that archaic term? Oh, yes, your amorous adventures will cause a pregnant.” 
 
      
 
    “The correct term in that context is pregnancy. Pregnant is the state of a female after pregnancy begins,” Doctor Ule answered. “However, Ken’s reproductive system was not directly damaged by his admittedly severe traumatic injuries. There was nothing to repair in that regard. His sperm has excellent motility, sufficient quantity, no radioactive mutations, and no genetic defects. His penis and…”  
 
      
 
    “No more!” Janae interrupted. “I want to hear no more of that! Yes, Ken. Oh, you are in a fix,” Janae giggled again, recalling how many women Ken had romanced in Dome 17. Her eyes were dancing mischievously. “Now, you must be sure to warn every woman we encounter, before you sweet-talk them.” 
 
      
 
    “Janae, Doctor Ule said we both are fertile. Both, not just me. What has been done to us?” Ken was not laughing, and his face was stricken. “Doctor Ule, in Dome 17, everyone has gamete harvesting at age fifteen and then permanent sterilization is done. That is our standard practice. Those gametes are stored and then dispensed by the artificial intelligences and medical staff as reproduction is strictly regulated into age-mate groups. Extensive gamete compatibility testing is done prior to the conception of every zygote, which is in an extracorporeal womb. That is not my specialty area, but I know no one gets biologically pregnant, that is far too risky. You must be mistaken about these scans.” 
 
      
 
    A light came forth from the ceiling and passed over Janae and over Ken before they could do anything.  
 
      
 
    “Scanning confirms my prior assessments. Both of you are free from any reproductive abnormalities,” Doctor Ule stated. “As I said, your genetic profiles are excellent for reproductive activities. You are free to choose any consenting partner and conceive a child. I strongly suggest you be in a relationship, with long-term commitment goals, prior to making that decision, but it is a personal choice. The forced sterilization and nonbiological incubation you describe from Dome 17 might be justified in extraordinary circumstances, but…” 
 
      
 
    “I am fertile too?” Janae burst out. “Who did that to me! You? Was it while I was sleeping here?” Her hands were clenched, eyes squinting, and breath coming hard. “How dare anyone violate me like that?”   
 
      
 
    Doctor Ule answered, “My scans and screenings showed that both of you were fully functional—reproductively speaking—when you arrived here. I did nothing to either of you in that regard.” 
 
      
 
    Standing with urgency, Janae barked out a command, “Ken, we are leaving here, immediately! We must get back to Kimberly and check this out with our own equipment. We must find our medical kit and… wait! The medical kit was built by people in Dome 17!” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, it was. It has served us well and saved many other people’s lives,” Ken responded. “Janae, remember, you got the medical kit’s energy systems repaired.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly. Up in that Reproduction and Fabrication facility with AI Celtnieks, but what if that repair did more than just restore the energy system? And… well,” Janae was pondering when the medical kit had been used and the events were blurring together. “But it came from Dome 17, and we know Riley, Jubal, and Larson were in on that murderous, terrorizing, conspiracy.” 
 
      
 
    “It is a medical kit, to treat illnesses and injuries. It restores health, and dispenses trauma gel packs,” Ken implored, and then something dawned on him as well. “Janae, they refused to let you and Constance come, saying it was essential for a male and a female to be on the mission. They gave us some bogus sociological rationale for that. But if…” 
 
      
 
    “Doctor Carolyn also did the autopsies on those who were murdered, declaring some suicides,” Janae added as she packed up her gear. She was slamming tools and clothing aggressively into her backpack. “We had to take a capsule, and some drink she prepared, before we left Dome 17. Before we left. What did that do?” 
 
      
 
    “Right, she called them, the broad-ranging pathogen prophylactics. Something like that,” Ken added, understanding where her thoughts were leading, “which she said was for preventing diseases, but, I am not sure.” 
 
      
 
    “What if that was where we were made fertile? Or when we used trauma gel packs, or the medical kits. We both used both of those things. Any of those could have made us fertile. Oh, what a stinking pile of dung! Yes, oh yes, I can see Jubal doing that and then sending you out here to romance and seduce me!” Janae slammed the backpack down. “That twisted, terrorizing, twit!” 
 
      
 
    “Janae, I promise, I had no idea this had happened, none,” Ken was sweating and yet, he made steady eye contact with Janae. “I apologize for my advances and attempts at seduction. I am sorry, and honestly, I did not know anyone had fiddled around with our body chemistry or systems. I am appalled that they did. No matter who it was, it was wrong.”  
 
      
 
    “You have proven yourself to be honest,” Janae replied, “but you were deceived, duped, and dishonored, while I was coerced. Who knows what other horrors they did to us? We must recover our medical kit, then fix Kimberly, and get to the bottom of all this.” She slung her backpack on, and cinched the belt tightly around her athletic waist. The revenger weapon was on her hip, ready to be used. 
 
      
 
    “I agree. We are in this together, and I do not mean that in any carnal manner,” Ken pulled on his new RAM suit, “But who actually is responsible? How do we get to the FTL scout? What condition is Kimberly in? How in all the labyrinth of the Trailblazer will we ever find our medical kits?”  
 
    
“I cannot see the Trailblazer people doing this, well, maybe that Butterfield who was so enamored of you, but otherwise why? I do remember standing next to a ventilation grille outside of medical and hearing that nurse, Daniel’s faint voice floating up, and he said something like, ‘They deserve the truth.’ At the time, I thought it was about the suicides and whatever, even when Doctor Carolyn said she had promised to keep silent. She ordered Daniel to keep silent, but he knew nothing about it. I should have confronted everyone back then! Everyone! Oh, no, I was letting sick, sniveling, sycophants scare me. Better to have died with Constance than to be forced into this hellish terror!” 
 
      
 
    Ken spoke ever so gently, “You saved my life, and the lives of others. Those wicked people in Dome 17 would have just killed you. You deserve better than that, and you can live for Constance to prove them all wrong.” 
 
      
 
    Janae stood straight up, and looked at Ken, as she tipped her head to the side. “I am just so enraged, but… we must leave here now.” 
 
      
 
    “I am with you, all the way,” Ken replied, some relief settling in on him.  He admired the fit of his new RAM suit, and wanted to comment on it, and discuss how the Bureau of Guardian was recreating some of the Dome 17 technology, perhaps making medical kits, but he knew Janae was not at all in an emotional state to do that. Instead, he asked, “Doctor Ule, please tell me the best way to get to Hanger 5 of the Ida biome.” 
 
      
 
    “You have asked that before, and as I said, your question is insufficiently precise to allow me to answer.” 
 
      
 
    “Then give me a route to the closest hanger for shuttles on Ida.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not a transport automacube,” Doctor Ule began, but Janae interrupted the machine. 
 
      
 
    “Now, listen here, and obey! Make a plan for this case. Hypothetically speaking, you, and you alone receive a distress call about an explosion. No other medical units hear it. If you were responding to an explosion with colossal casualties, and all you had was a single emergency call saying, ‘People are injured in a hanger bay in Ida!’ What would you do? And no evasions about some broken lattice, or lack of connections, or asking a referral. It all falls on you. That is the situation, so what is your medical plan of action? Your patients will die without your solving this enigma. Do it!” 
 
      
 
    “Hypothetically speaking, I would go to Hanger IP-205 and board a shuttle. Then have the shuttle take me to Ida’s nearest hanger which is officially designated DP-92F. All the while, I would be attempting to make links and couplings, and summon other units to respond or to gain additional information…” 
 
      
 
    “So, print us out a route for that hanger bay, DP-92F, and do it now,” Janae commanded. “Or we will be leaving on our own.” 
 
      
 
    There was a long and ominous pause.   
 
      
 
    “Doctor Ule? Will you comply with Janae’s commands? Just plan a contingency for her situation,” Ken implored. “You must have deck plans, and have some kind of disaster readiness plan of operations. You helped me, after all.” 
 
      
 
    “Pardon my delay. I was just updating your chart with a discharge date, and discovered that the chart was accessed recently by an artificial intelligence system, AI Heddlu. It is not a direct connection, and AI Heddlu cannot be directly linked or coupled. That would require much better connectivity.  AI Heddlu did access the unit census data. I have attempted to request assistance for myself, my clinic, and for you. Those queries are unacknowledged. It is heartening to know there are existing artificial intelligence systems—even just momentarily—in addition to the ones you described in the Isle of Pines.” 
 
      
 
    “Where was that AI Heddlu?” Ken asked. 
 
      
 
    “AI Heddlu is currently serving in an unknown capacity in Ida’s biome, but that is unusual, and I am trying to comprehend why my logs were accessed. Initially, I surmised that AI Heddlu would be able to render assistance to you and answer your questions about that Hanger 5 location, but other considerations are being revealed.” 
 
      
 
    “Ida’s biome?” Janae asked. “That is where we are headed.” 
 
      
 
    “That is where Kimberly is, and where they locked down the scout,” Ken added. 
 
      
 
    “I did complete your hypothetical scenario, and have come up with a possible course of action,” Doctor Ule said. “A printed version is being made now, as part of your discharge planning. You are welcome to it. I do warn you, it is all dependent upon the last reports from units outside of this clinic, and many of those reports are decades old. I cannot guarantee the accuracy of the deck plans, nor can I condone this action, or even give any projection on its possibilities of success. I do wish you well.” 
 
      
 
    Ken walked over to the treatment counter, and retrieved the printed materials, two pages of a slick material which reminded him of something between old-style paper, and clothing materials.  It was printed with a map, and with a few highlighted notes.      
 
      
 
    Janae pulled it from Ken’s hand, looked at it, and exclaimed, “There is no door there.” She gestured toward a wall of the lounge where food was served out of niches. Just as she was looking, the food dispensers shifted as the wall itself rotated on hidden mechanisms. A new corridor was revealed. 
 
      
 
    “Huh?” 
 
      
 
    The other entrances of the clinic slammed shut and locking sounds were heard as the doors sealed.   
 
      
 
    “Until now, Ken was not ready for discharge, and I kept the auxiliary access passage closed,” Doctor Ule stated. “I suggest you depart immediately.  Unforeseen events are unfolding.” 
 
      
 
    “A new passage? Why so helpful all of a sudden?” Janae asked with suspicion in her tones. “I must have asked you a million times about the deck plans and locations around here, but you were always evasive.” 
 
      
 
    “New facts are coming to my awareness. Claims which you both made—which I rated as dubious—regarding conflicts on the Trailblazer are being confirmed, and that is in addition to the evidence which proves you originated on Earth. The recent indirect contact into my logs, by the AI Heddlu, was unexpected. Now, I am getting remote readings of a security automacube accompanied by four humans heading toward this clinic. Initially, I thought this was a response to my previous requests for assistance, but I am unable to link to that security automacube, and it is not transmitting recognition codes which a legitimate police unit would broadcast. They have been destroying apertures and surveillance devices as they travel. There is a second group heading here, from a constituent joint on the needle ship, also doing vandalism and ruining equipment. That second group consists of seven beings with significant physiological mutagenic alterations. Both groups are armed with weapons which are regulated by the Lethal Weapons Act, but are displaying none of the required security clearances. The mutagenic beings did just transmit a demand of sorts toward this clinic, in reference to something about an infant. The details are difficult to comprehend, and I am not certain of either group’s goals, but they are hostile. Since my duty is to protect my patients, I have provided you will a means of escape, via the auxiliary access passage.” 
 
      
 
    “Tants?” Janae said, more as a warning than a question. 
 
      
 
    “Security? Butterfield and her cronies, maybe,” Ken wondered aloud. “Doctor Ule, did you summon these people here?” 
 
      
 
    “Obviously, I did not. Please flee now. I will protect patient confidentiality, and not relate any further information about either of you. Good luck to you both,” Doctor Ule replied.  
 
      
 
    A whining shook the clinic walls, and the door furthest from Ken and Janae began to glow a dull orange color.   
 
      
 
    “The clinic is obviously not a fortress,” Doctor Ule stated, “and the doors will not withstand sustained assault by energy weapons. Flee now.” 
 
      
 
    Ken and Janae—their gear on their backs and in their hands—ran into the newly revealed corridor, Ken was studying the map he had taken back from Janae. The food dispensing wall rotated and concealed the passageway just as they left. They then sprinted away.   
 
      
 
    Thump!   
 
      
 
    The door which had been glowing orange was sheared off its hinges, and fell away from the threshold frame. It crashed into a treatment table and toppled it onto its side. Sparks flew from the ruined medical devices, but Doctor Ule rolled over and activated a fire-suppression system.  
 
      
 
    The red security automacube rolled into the clinic, its triple-barreled muzzles shifting and seeking targets.  
 
      
 
    Butterfield walked in behind the automacube. She was wearing black armor, with gray letters, “RIOT SQUAD” across the chest. The only strikingly colorful thing about her was the red stripe across her face, visible behind the clear permalloy visor. Her hair was covered by the helmet. Strapped to one arm was a circular shield of clear permalloy, and in her other hand was an energy weapon. Without the billowing clothing she usually wore, Butterfield’s rangy, small, and perky-breasted frame was revealed, even beneath the armor. Behind her, three more people marched in each in similar attire. 
 
      
 
    “Where is Ken?” Butterfield barked out.   
 
      
 
    “Welcome to Medical Clinic 14CFJ7. I am medical automacube 87V-2-ULE, but you may address me as Doctor Ule. How may I be of service to you?” 
 
      
 
    “Where is Ken?” Butterfield asked again, as she scanned the clinic. The eight treatment tables which had not been ruined stood empty. The lounge was empty, as were the workstation, lavatory, and other areas. 
 
      
 
    “This clinic does not have anyone here at this time. Is there a medical issue you need addressed?” Doctor Ule asked. “Security had been alerted to your breaking and entering.”  
 
      
 
    “We are security. Princeton! Search every nook and cranny here,” Butterfield commanded, and Princeton ran off, her feet barely making any sounds as she darted across the clinic, nimble, swift, and fleet as a deer in the forests of Ida. Princeton naturally held her weapons at the ready, while her intense eyes peered out past the stripe of red across her cheeks and nose. If her gaze had been an energy weapon, the room would have melted, as she scanned everything with her unrelenting observational skills. An excellent shuttle pilot, Princeton was an equally good hunter. 
 
      
 
    “We know someone was here,” one of the others stepped forward. His face had a white stripe powdered across it, but that too was the only color visible aside from the black police riot armor. He kicked the white automacube, knocking it onto its side. “Do not trifle with us.”  
 
      
 
    “Irwin, no need for that. Now is not the time for such brute force. Not yet,” Butterfield instructed, and turning to Birmingham she ordered, “Apply my countermand, to that machine.” 
 
      
 
    Birmingham, who also had the white powdered face, indicating his masculine identity, set the automacube up on its wheels, took a yellow device out of a thigh pocket, and set it on the small display screen at the rear of the machine. 
 
      
 
    “You are not authorized by Machine Maintenance to do internal alterations,” Doctor Ule began, but then the countermand glowed yellow and the automacube stopped speaking.   
 
      
 
    “Connecting was as simple as herding a bull,” Birmingham stated, as he adjusted the controls on the countermand, “this automacube has not been updated for decades. It must have been isolated here since the Encounter.” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield stepped closer, “Do not just assume things. It was working with Ken and Janae, and something was taking place. Speak less, listen more, be wiser.” 
 
      
 
    “I popped the other doors open,” Princeton called out. “Nothing within visible range. Different from Ida’s corridors, a lot more exposed, but similar to most of our small clinics in basic layout. Butterfield, this is a poor place to defend.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, we are not defending, not here,” Butterfield replied, “we are searching and seeking. Irwin, go and join her, but both of you keep alert and watch for Ken and Janae. They are tricky and slippery, like leaves blowing in the winds of autumn.” 
 
      
 
    Irwin and the security automacube took up places at the entrances. 
 
      
 
    “Countermand in place, and all systems are on audio override,” Birmingham said. “It will listen to you now, and obey.”  
 
      
 
    “White automacube, what is your function and designation?” 
 
      
 
    “As I informed you upon your arrival here, I am 87V-2-ULE, but you may address me as Doctor Ule. I am part of the medical staff here with the primary goal of serving the health care needs of the people who live in the shell of this habitat. Most of those people who in industries, but I also serve the Isle of Pines habitat dwellers who might need specialized care.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, then, Doctor Ule, you will now tell me everything about Ken and Janae. Beginning with where they went.” 
 
      
 
    The white automacube shook, and quivered, but remained quiet.   
 
      
 
    “Stubborn machine. I guess the lack of updates keeps this one locked into its core programming more than I expected.” Birmingham adjusted the countermand device and it glowed a brighter color.   
 
      
 
    “Doctor Ule, please assist me. Where are Ken and Janae?” 
 
      
 
    The white machine shook at an ever-increasingly rapid vibration, but still it did not answer.   
 
      
 
    Birmingham smacked the manipulation arm of the automacube down, and physically reset the countermand directly onto the very top of the machine. “The counterman now has direct flow into this tenacious unit. I have only seen security models stand up to this level of interrogation.”  
 
      
 
    “Doctor Ule, you know I will find them eventually. They cannot be too far away, and I honestly do not want to further damage your components, but I will get answers. Consider, how will you help meet the health care needs of anyone if you are just a pile of slag?” 
 
      
 
    “I will not be able to meet anyone’s needs, if I violate patient confidentiality,” Doctor Ule’s mechanical voice stated, but it was weak and filled with static. “I refuse to violate core standards.”  
 
      
 
    “Standards change with time. What you do is your choice. Consequences happen for every choice. Birmingham? I believe we have gotten to the point of brute force.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you want me to help?” Irwin called from where he had been listening.  
 
      
 
    “Perhaps next time,” Butterfield responded. “This is more Birmingham’s bailiwick anyway. You are better with tants, and he is better with machines. You each have your specialty area.” Then addressing Birmingham, she ordered, “Have my countermand rip whatever it can from the memory of this automacube. Collate the data, send it into my multiceiver. I will sort through whatever remains of its consciousness later.” 
 
      
 
    “Right!” 
 
      
 
    “Destruction of equipment is a crime. You have already committed breaking and entering. Crimes are punishable by incarceration, or other means,” Doctor Ule said and its manipulation arm swung quickly about, while the six drive wheels spun ferociously. Birmingham knocked the automacube onto its side in a smooth motion, while also throttling up the countermand device. After just a few moments, the manipulation arm collapsed to the floor, and the wheels spun in ever decreasing rotations, until just one wheel was turning so very slightly.   
 
      
 
    “Data transfer complete,” Birmingham stated. “Like an empty cantaloupe, this machine is sucked dry.” 
 
      
 
    “A shame, truly,” Butterfield stated. She had holstered her weapon and was assessing the multiceiver she held.  Walking into the lounge, she sat at the corner workstation and linked in her multiceiver to the basic display which was there. She shut down the few educational programs which were built into the workstation and linked in a method to contact the Ida biome. “Diego? We have secured the clinic. Prepare to receive a large transmission.” 
 
      
 
    “See? That shuttle I arranged, was fine. I told you I would find you a passageway to get there. I know the space ways better than anyone, and that countermand must have worked on the hanger bay controls there as well. Another of my suggestions,” Diego’s voice came from the multiceiver. “Happy to hear everything I did worked well.”  
 
      
 
    “Obviously, my dear boy, it worked. My countermand works, just as I designed it to work. I am sending an automacube’s entire log and records over,” Butterfield held back a more stern rebuke which was jostling about on her lips seeking to decapitate Diego’s flaunted ego. The technology in Ida was needed, and Diego was just a tool to be used. “Confirm the transmission’s reception.”  
 
      
 
    “The transmission arrived. Well, some shattered remains of some automacube, 87V-2-ULE. Yes, that arrived and is here for processing,” Diego affirmed.    
 
      
 
    “Link me in with full functionality. Oh, there it is. I will contact you when you are needed again,” Butterfield shut down the link to Diego. 
 
      
 
    Reviewing her multiceiver, Butterfield quickly found what she sought, “Doctor Ule’s consciousness and memory log is now available.” She then accessed Doctor Ule from inside its own recorded memories. Butterfield did not enjoy eviscerating machines, but had done it enough to be very proficient. Were it not for the fact that she was in a different biome, she would not have contacted Diego at all. Perfunctory intermediaries annoyed her. Briefly scanning the last few log entries, she whistled out, “Interesting.” Raising her voice, a tad bit, she called, “Princeton? Would you step in here for a moment?” 
 
      
 
    Princeton hustled from the doorway where she had been observing. 
 
      
 
    “Did you notice anything with that wall, there?” Butterfield pointed to the food dispensing units. 
 
      
 
    “A rather limited supply of meal options, but serviceable enough. Are we needing food for the return flight?” Princeton asked.  
 
      
 
    “Princeton, there is a passage behind that wall, and the wall opens. Did you miss that?” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Princeton’s eyes stared at the wall, and then she slowly nodded her head. “Regrets,” she put her chin on her chest, “I admit, I see it now. I should not have missed it, even though that passage is very well hidden. I can barely make out a few of the seams, and not even the whole door’s edge. I should not have missed it.” 
 
      
 
    “We all make mistakes, Princeton, but that is also where Ken and Janae escaped.” Butterfield adjusted her multiceiver and sent a signal using a code stolen from Doctor Ule. The wall with the food dispensing units rotated open. She then issued another command, “Security automacube, pursue our prey and capture them. Non-lethal force only, but hurry. The male is my prime concern, try to minimize damage to his pretty body and face, but he must be captured.” 
 
      
 
    The red automacube sped down the corridor. 
 
      
 
    Butterfield disconnected the multiceiver, and stood up. “Shall we collect our prizes and return?” Looking at Princeton she flippantly asked, “I assume you can still pilot a shuttle, to get us back to Ida?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, I can.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, do not dawdle, we have some people to round up,” waving her hands she gestured toward the corridor. “Pity this medical clinic will no longer have any staff, but that is a worry for anyone stupid enough to live in the Isle of Pines. Fate is not arbitrary, but fate is created.” 
 
      
 
    Marching after the red automacube, Butterfield wondered if she should alert the others that Doctor Ule had detected a second group moving toward the clinic, but dismissed that thought. She drew out the energy weapon, and was reassured by its feel in her hand. Feeling something with solidness and power in her own hand, under her control, was always comforting. Her personal weapon, shield, combined with the weapons carried by the others, and especially the arsenal on the security automacube, would overcome any local resistance that might be offered. After all, the Isle of Pine imbeciles were not a high-tech society, and ignorant people were seldom much of a threat. She felt the tightness of the riot armor, and while she preferred the flowing garments which she typically wore, the armor was an added measure of safety, and the uniform did tend to illicit a sense of fear from those who saw her. 
 
      
 
    The corridor was narrower than most, being only about two meters wide, but was about four meters tall. The lights in the ceiling ran as a stripe, lengthwise to the corridor.  Brigham and Irwin sprinted away, eager to catch up to the red automacube, while Princeton stayed close to Butterfield as they walked along.   
 
      
 
    “How far ahead are the escapees?” Princeton asked.  
 
      
 
    “Further than they might have been had you found that secret door right away,” Butterfield chided, “but everyone makes mistakes.” 
 
      
 
    Passing a junction, Princeton hesitated and put a finger to her lips. Irwin and Birmingham were in the distance, just catching up to the security automacube, they were not the source of whatever had caused Princeton to pause. Both Butterfield and Princeton were listening intently, eyes searching for something.   
 
      
 
    “Tants!” Princeton cried out a warning, just as the ceiling exploded open. Brown, sticky goo poured down from the opening. Acting quickly, Princeton slammed into Butterfield knocking her away from the deluge, but getting caught in the gunk as it fell. 
 
      
 
    Three figures emerged from covert places in other parts of the ceiling, one tossed a small ball.  The ball cracked as it struck Princeton, igniting the sticky gel.   
 
      
 
    “Yaiieh!” Princeton screamed out as flames leaped up from the burning ooze. She tossed away her engulfed energy weapon and shield as both of them were soaked with the flammable gunk, and parts were igniting and blazing with intense fire.   
 
      
 
    Zapp. 
 
      
 
    Butterfield fired her energy weapon, a brilliant yellow beam of energy lanced out. The nearest tant was cleaved into two sections, each part falling away in a cauterized stinking mess.  That tant’s attack was thwarted, but it was not alone.  
 
      
 
    Another tant fired a weapon, but Butterfield had rolling away, and the projectile struck where she had been, missing her be mere centimeters. More slugs rained down near her, but she found some cover.   
 
      
 
    Sloughing off the burning and ruined riot armor from her torso, Princeton stood in a charred undershirt, painful burns on her face and neck. She tried to get at her reserve weapon, but there were globs of unignited ooze on it. The armor covering her legs and feet had mostly escaped the sticky mess, but some of her holsters and pouches on her belt were dabbled by it, yet, somehow, those splashes had not ignited. A tant lunged at her, and she kicked out, but missed.  The tant struck her a glancing blow with rod of permalloy it was wielding like a club, knocking her down to one knee. She grabbed the rod as the tant pulled it back to strike again, and the two wrestled for the club.   
 
      
 
    Zapp.  Another tant who was rushing at them was killed by Butterfield’s energy weapon. Some tant slugs landed around Butterfield, but again, she was spared being hit. 
 
      
 
    Princeton had gotten the club away from the tant, and had beaten it back, crushing the tant’s face with a jab from the club. Then suddenly, Princeton screamed out, “No!” She was struck again by a pot of flaming, sticky ooze. This time it clung to her underclothing, and exposed skin, when the fire started, she batted at her burning flesh, but that only caused her hands to be covered and encircled by flames. 
 
      
 
    The fire suppression alarms finally went off, but the lights in the corridor flickered and then failed, being replaced by red flashing emergency lighting. That light, mixed with the dancing illumination from the flames cast eerie shadows all around, silhouetting Princeton. Then retardant foam sprayed out from nozzles in walls. Tragically, none of the nozzles close to Princeton were functional. Someone had crimped over their nozzle tips, so the foam did not disperse from those.  
 
      
 
    A tant voice cried out, “Burn you baby killers! Burn!” 
 
      
 
    Zapp. Butterfield fired again, and the brilliant yellow beam shot out toward where the tant had been calling. This time, there was not a return volley of slugs, and Butterfield smiled at that. However, burning bundles of ooze flew from various places, yet Butterfield dodged and avoid all of those. Birmingham and Irwin galloped down the hallway toward where the flames were leaping up around Princeton as she jerked about, blinded by the injuries to her face, and yet still trying to get to a nozzle which was spraying out the white foam. Black smoke was coming off the melting riot armor which was still on Princeton’s thighs and legs. Her cries of anguish drowned out all the other sounds in the corridor. The smell of burning armor was not as bad as the stink of Princeton’s flesh as it was being consumed as well.  
 
      
 
    Using their clear permalloy shields to push the still burning Princeton along, Birmingham and Irwin got on each side of her and managed to get her to a functional nozzle. More burning pots were landing near them, as well as some projectile weapon slugs. Those projectiles ricocheted and caromed off the shield and armor, but several also hit Princeton, and without armor she suffered more wounds. She was in too much anguish to notice. 
 
      
 
    “Get that fire out!” Butterfield yelled. She stepped into a doorway where she could see down the corridor, and kept firing her energy weapon at the dark corners, open doorways, and shadowy spots where the flaming pots of ooze were originating. “Get Princeton back away from here! I will kill these vermin!” She knew she had hit some of the tants, but was unsure how many more were still around. Ducking down, and firing from a squatting position, Butterfield watched for more targets, and tried to protect her people.   
 
      
 
    “Princeton! Hold still so we can get the foam on you,” Irwin gagged out an order, although his voice shook with the shock of seeing all the charred flesh.  
 
      
 
    “Push her back to that one! The foam will help!” Birmingham added. He too was nauseated by the reek of charred flesh. 
 
      
 
    More pots of flaming ooze fell from openings in the ceiling. They were burning a bright and ominous blue-white color.  
 
      
 
    “Press her up against here. It will only…” Birmingham said, but his words were interrupted by a gigantic explosion. 
 
      
 
    Kablasssttt! 
 
      
 
    A holster pouch around Princeton’s waits exploded. It had held Princeton’s energy weapon’s ammunition recharge element. That insulated pouch was designed to be safe in temperatures up to five hundred degrees. The phosphorous and magnesium mixture in the newly thrown ooze had flared up and rapidly exceeded that. When the pouch failed, and the burning ooze reached the ammunition recharge element, it exploded with astonishing power.   
 
      
 
    Princeton was obliterated. 
 
      
 
    Birmingham was viciously tossed down the corridor toward the clinic. His broken body tumbled head over feet, over and over, finally cartwheeling into an ESRC box, where it then slid down to the floor in a shattered clump.  
 
      
 
    Irwin was crushed against the sidewall, then incinerated by the fireball unleashed from the blast.   
 
      
 
    Butterfield was protected from that same fireball—but only barely—by the random fortune of her crouching in a doorway, and having the door between her and the corridor. Her clear permalloy shield was on her arm, facing that same direction, and between its protection, and the door serving as a barrier, she was only knocked all the way into the room as the door slammed shut while the fireball surged past. She lay face down on the flooring, her ears ringing, and the smell of seared bodies heavy in the air.     
 
      
 
    For some moments—how long she never knew—Butterfield was disoriented and remained flat on that floor. Then her reflexes kicked into action, and she rolled onto her back, keeping the energy weapon at the ready. She took some deep breaths, then sat up, staggered around a bit, and looked at the door. It was sealed shut by the heat, as the insulating gasket around that door was now a solid mass fusing the door with the frame.   
 
      
 
    “Anyone? Report!” Butterfield ordered through her multiceiver. It was set for the team channel.  
 
      
 
    There was no response. 
 
      
 
    Even the mysterious watchers who had been surveilling Ken, Janae, and those who came into contact them with were now unable to observe, hear, or track what was happening. Butterfield was totally unaware of them, but up until the explosion, they had been aware of her and her team. Now, they too were blind and deaf to what was happening.  
 
      
 
    Looking around, Butterfield saw a doorway which was across the room, and led to a hallway which was perpendicular to the one where the blast had taken place.  Reaching that door, she manually opened it just a crack and peered out. Across the hall, she spotted two tants moving not-quite-stealthily enough in a room. The doors to that room were jammed open, with only a small portion sticking out of the door pockets. Both tants were holding onto each other, limping along.  
 
      
 
    “No way will you escape,” Butterfield muttered, not caring if anyone heard her or not. Her ears were still ringing, and her anger burned brighter than the fireball which had killed her team. 
 
      
 
    Rushing across the hall, Butterfield aimed her energy weapon at the tants, “Halt! Turn and face me, or die.” 
 
      
 
    Both tants turned around. Each was injured, but not by burns from the explosion. Both had been struck by energy weapon fire, one in the leg, and the other across the stomach. Neither wound was mortal, but each was debilitating in its own way.  
 
      
 
    The tants were mouthing something, but Butterfield was unable to hear it. The ringing in her ears, and the fire alarms confused her senses.  
 
      
 
    “Sit down!” Butterfield commanded. “In that corner!” 
 
      
 
    Apparently, the tants could hear her, better than she could hear them, since they both moved to the corner of the room, dropped to their knees, and then sat back on the floor. There were some utility pipes which came up from the floor in that corner. Butterfield shifted her energy weapon to the hand where her shield was secured, and then with her free hand, reached in a pocket of her riot armor and pulled out a set of restraints. 
 
      
 
    One of the tants tried to rise, and Butterfield fired just over its shoulder.  
 
      
 
    Zapp.  The yellow beam punched a hole in the softer veneer of the wall.  The tant returned to its place.   
 
      
 
    Restraining the two tants to the utility pipes, Butterfield moved back to the hallway. There she spotted the security automacube spraying down the corridor with extinguisher foam.  The corridor was a fried and blackened mess, and the lighting in the ceiling was blown out for a long distance. 
 
      
 
    “Security automacube! Report!” Butterfield yelled out, and her hearing was partially returning. 
 
      
 
    The foam quit spraying and the machine shifted on its wheels and rolled toward Butterfield. Its mechanical voice replied, “Captives are secure in room R207F. Transmission systems damaged, and only auditory communication systems remain.” 
 
      
 
    “You caught Ken?” Butterfield ejaculated out the words. “Really?” 
 
      
 
    “Affirmative. Ken was captured, as was Janae. They are in restraints in room R207F.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent. Go over that way and retrieve the two tants I took prisoner, then meet me in R207F,” Butterfield smiled broadly as she commanded. “Hurry, as we will be leaving now.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood.” The automacube rolled away.  
 
      
 
    Butterfield sprinted down the wrecked corridor, and her hearing was coming back past even more. She could hear the ventilation fans whirring in the ceiling as they were pulling the smoke from the corridor, and forcing fresh air back in. As she reached a bulkhead, she saw the blackened side of the door, but it still slid into its pocket. Beyond, the corridor was less damaged, and she could read the numbers on the walls which indicated she was near the room R207F. 
 
      
 
    Pushing open the door, Butterfield saw Ken and Janae sitting on the floor, bound together, back-to-back, with their hands tied over their head and connected to an upright post.   
 
      
 
    “Ken, dearest one, pretty man. I have found you,” Butterfield gushed. “And while you have gone primitive, you still look good.” 
 
      
 
    Ken looked up, and his one eye was swollen shut, and he was groggy.  “Not you again.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sweet thing, I have come for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Butterfield, the painted, pathetic, pathological, petulant, peon,” Janae huffed out. “I thought you might be part of this.” 
 
      
 
    “Janae, how pleasant to see you well.  It has been far too long since you knew my hospitality, and the Benefactor is so eager to reacquaint himself with you both,” Butterfield clapped her hands in joy, but the energy weapon remained aimed at them. “Marvelous, simply marvelous. And I even saved you from tants again. Oh, no need to thank me, it is the least I can do for one of my little men.” She knelt down and squeezed Ken’s cheek, and then tapped his nose. “You were prettier last time I saw you, but that is easily remedied.” 
 
      
 
    “Your security thug surprised us, or you would never have seen us again,” Ken responded. “It knocked me senseless, fell to the deck, or I would have destroyed it.” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield laughed, “You and your toys, with such dreams of greatness. Come now, stand up and I will escort you home where you belong. Your furlough is over, and you are back with me now.” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield disconnected them from the anchoring restraints, but they were still cuffed at the wrists, and had short chains between the shackles on their ankles. As they stood up, Janae tried to slam herself into Butterfield, but the riot armor protected her. 
 
      
 
    “Such fury should be better directed,” Butterfield commented. “You will have to see the adjustment counselors, and then study under a good ratiocinationist to help you overcome your ordeal. Never fret, counseling will help you.” 
 
      
 
    Janae spat and struggled mightily against the restraints, screaming out, “Counselors! Oh, just kill me now, you red-faced freak! Or, let me loose and I will kill you!” The bonds held, but Janae’s hands were white from the exertion.  
 
      
 
    “Ken, my sweet, this one has a temper, yes, she does. Traumatized by those nasty tants no doubt has left her out of touch with reality. Alas, I am a civilized and cultured person. You both have my pity, and I am pleased to have saved you. I know you primitives are being used by some high-tech group somewhere—forced beyond your grasp—and I plan to get at the bottom of that, but for now, we return to Ida to get you resettled. Come along.” Butterfield shoved at Ken with the clear shield. He stumbled along toward the hallway.   
 
      
 
    “Butterfield? Please, just let us go,” Ken said.  
 
      
 
    “Dear man, I care too much for you to let that happen, again. Please move along.” Butterfield aimed the energy weapon,  
 
      
 
    Stretching up as best he could, Ken tapped the area by his ear, and activated his internal communication link to Kimberly. The security automacube had confiscated all their external gear—while they were unconscious—after being hit by the stunners.  
 
      
 
    “I am here, Ken,” Kimberly’s artificial voice came into his ear, too quietly for anyone else to hear. “I cannot link to your comlink… comlink…” 
 
      
 
    “Butterfield? Am I to just be your slave? You have captured Janae and me, and we are in chains,” Ken asked, more for Kimberly’s hearing than anything Butterfield might do or say. “We did not even get out of the Isle of Pine’s shell, and we just wanted to go to homebase, or back to our scout ship. How did you locate us?” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield said something in reply, but Ken missed it as Kimberly spoke again, “Captured? Slave? Go seek the soul refined and strong. Such aids my wildest power of song… of song… For those I strike the rustic lyre, who share… who share… who do inspire, inquire, do hire? I am trying to… make repairs. But the transports they inspire… inspire… inspire… It was in sweet Senegal that my foes did me enthrall… to call… to ball… to maul… bruins do call? Help will… will fall.” 
 
      
 
    Ken deliberately stumbled and pushed his ear again to shut off Kimberly’s rampant mutterings. His head hurt, and the nonsense the AI was speaking just irritated it all.  
 
      
 
    Butterfield looked closely at Ken’s ear, and said, “Sweet little man, does your ear or head hurt? You did take a serious smack to the head, and I will have a doctor look at that,” Butterfield said, and gently pushed Ken’s hands down with the muzzle of the energy weapon. 
 
      
 
    The red automacube rolled out, with both tants on a line behind it. The tants were shackled hand and foot, and the line was bolted around collars strapped to their necks. Their injuries were hindering their walking, but the security automacube pulled them along anyway. 
 
      
 
    “I am Jasmine-Tahir! Release me now you foul norm! You have already killed most of my friends, and you do not even belong here! We came here to get food for a baby. You are from Ida, by the looks of your armor and weapons, the same scummy place who discarded our newest tant. Why are you here? Come to gloat over your wickedness?” 
 
      
 
    “I owe no answer to any worthless tant,” Butterfield replied. “I have even rescued these people who you were abusing.”  
 
      
 
    Jasmine-Tahir taunted back, “If we had known high-tech norms were here, we would have been better armed, but next time! Tants have access to all habitats, and you are stuck in your pathetic little spaceplanes, flying on your space ways. We tants can get to every habitat easily. We are coming for you now. All you norms! We will deceive you, trick you, trap you, and make your life miserable. Terror is coming to norms everywhere. Everywhere! Nothing you can do to stop that. Just try to come to Axis Mundi sometime, then you will see who is worthless. Yes, we will get you norms, and get all the supplies we need. Beware, for we tants are everywhere!” 
 
      
 
    Zapp. 
 
      
 
    “End of prattle.” The brilliant yellow beam shot from Butterfield’s weapon and pierced the forehead of Jasmine-Tahir, killing the tant instantly. Butterfield had reduced the yield of the weapon’s discharge, and the beam did not even exit the tant’s skull, but did burn a hole—the size of an eye—directly above the tant’s misshapen nose. “You do not incite terror in me. Not at all. Your friends might try again, stubborn as all you deformed tants are, but you will not terrorize me,” Butterfield snapped. Turning to the surviving tant, she said, “You do not die today. You will be one of our heroes, and get a personal meeting with Apis, through his representative Francesco the Fierce. Our Benefactor himself may come and watch you perform.” 
 
      
 
    The surviving tant just stood there, not showing any signs of emotion. 
 
      
 
    Ken cried out, “You are a disgusting animal!” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield just gave Ken an odd look, but said nothing. 
 
      
 
    “There are crazed animal things everywhere, here. The Trailblazer is full of crazed animal things. The worst are the ones that look like humans,” Janae added. 
 
      
 
    Butterfield ignored Ken and Janae for a moment, and ordered, “Security automacube, leave the dead one, and proceed to take us to the shuttle. We need to get back to Ida. Use full lethal force on anyone—or anything—attacking us. Keep us safe. No more tant traps.” 
 
      
 
    “Affirmative. Full sensory awareness in place. Lethal weapons armed and ready.” 
 
      
 
    The security automacube did its tasks with efficiency, and soon the automacube was leading the three prisoners through the corridors, while Butterfield walked behind, she had holstered her energy weapon, knowing she could draw it out very quickly, but relying on the security automacube’s enhanced senses to alert her to any threat. They did not go to the hanger bay where Janae and Ken had been heading, but instead, took an elevator to a different level, and then marched to a small hanger bay labeled, “IP-377.” 
 
      
 
    “Come now, my dear cutie,” Butterfield said to Ken, and stroked his cheek. “Your chariot awaits. I will take you safely back home where you belong. No more wandering about. Did you fly over here in one of those homemade ships again? Is that Dome 17 place of yours part of the Isle of Pines? Surprised they could built even that crude of a device. Oh, no bother, I will get to the bottom of who is putting you into those rickety and dangerous things. I am good with bottoms.” She then grasped Ken’s buttock and gave it a firm squeeze. “No more unapproved jaunts for my big man, now. Understand?” 
 
      
 
    Ken responded, “We just want to be left alone.” 
 
      
 
    “You will have quiet respite times, certainly, but only on my schedule.” With another squeeze of her hand, Butterfield released Ken’s butt cheek and walked toward the pressure door of the hanger bay.  It smoothly opened, and the Class 1 shuttle was revealed. It was the only shuttle in the four-stall hanger, and was locked to the deck via docking clamps. 
 
      
 
    “Load the prisoners into the seats, and be sure to separate them from each other,” Butterfield instructed the automacube. “Be tender with my big man here, but make sure they are all restrained properly.”  
 
      
 
    As the tant, Janae, and Ken were led into the shuttle, Ken noted it had a black underbelly, wide wings which were set in a gentle wave to each side of its sleek fuselage, and stood on three-wheeled struts.  Its top was light gray, and there were four oblong windows on each side, as well as the wrap-around front viewports. The side door was open, it had folded down which made it into a stairway. To Ken and Janae, it looked like an antique, but neither of them said anything, despite Janae’s raging anger, and Ken’s deep frustration.   
 
      
 
    Speaking into her multiceiver, Butterfield said, “Diego? I am loading the shuttle now. Princeton, Irwin, and Birmingham are dead. Send detailed flight instruction to this shuttle now, and set up a safe passage back to Ida.” 
 
      
 
    “Princeton is dead?” Diego’s voice rang out. 
 
      
 
    “Just send the instruction, and I will explain when I get back.” 
 
      
 
    “But you are not a pilot. I can remotely bring that shuttle back, no worries about that,” Diego replied, emotion heavy in his voice. “Princeton is dead?” 
 
      
 
    “I have three prisoners. Have another security automacube ready when I arrive. One tant, and the two we wanted,” Butterfield stated. 
 
      
 
    “Sending over the instructions now,” Diego replied. 
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    Betrayal 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ken sat with his hands bound around the post in front of him. He was belted into one of the ten seats inside the shuttle, but not next to Janae or the tant.  They were each in a separate row. The cockpit had seats for the pilots, then a row of three, where he was seated, then behind him was another row of three seats, and Janae was restrained in the far seat in that row. Last of all, the tant was bound in the back row which had two more seats.  There were aisles down both sides along the wall of the fuselage, and that was spacious enough for the automacube to roll down, as well as for a person to easily walk down either side. Despite his frustration, anger, and no small measure of fear, he was fascinated by the roomy feeling inside the shuttle.  It was so different from the FTL scout. 
 
      
 
    “Diego, I am ready to fly this back to Ida,” Butterfield related, as she pulled off her helmet, and pulled on some headphones with a microphone. That was connected to the cockpit by a cable, and Ken could only hear her side of the conversation. “Yes, of course, I can manage this.” 
 
      
 
    Ken glanced at Janae who was looking at him.  Her light features were livid with rage, and she was tugging at the restraints which bound her to the seat in front of her.  The other prisoner, the tant, sat seemingly emotionless, and not moving.   
 
      
 
    “Well, yes, I will use my countermand to cycle the hanger here. Do you want me to give you a detailed observation of what I see, too?” Butterfield sneered. “You just worry about putting me on an authorized and safe space way, and I will worry about this craft,” Butterfield let out a breath, which was clearly a threatening sound. “Diego, if you tell me I am not a pilot one more time, just once more, I will bring your attitude directly to the Benefactor. You know he wants me and these prisoners back as soon as possible… Finally, now do your job while you still have one to do.” 
 
      
 
    The lights in the shuttle shifted from a normal level of luminescence to a dull green glow which mostly came from the instruments and gauges in the cockpit. The light in the hanger bay itself had changed as well and was a yellow glow that floated in through the windows and the wrap-around viewport at the nose of the shuttle.   
 
      
 
    “I will fly this for you, Butterfield. If you want me to,” Janae called up with a smirk in her voice. “Being from that backward and unsophisticated Dome 17 place has easily equipped me to pilot any of your antiques.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Janae, dear, your bravado in the face of adversity is rather endearing, in a pathetic sort of way,” Butterfield replied. “Those puppet-masters who deceived you certainly did a good job of it. But you will soon be free of these delusions, and honestly, do not fret. I will get my big man here back home, and you as well. The tant will be taken into custody when we arrive. Afterward, you both will have my full and complete attention.” Butterfield never took her eyes away from the controls, and they could hear a bit of hesitation in her words, which was not typical for anything Butterfield said.  
 
      
 
    There were a series of clanks, clunks, and a thud from beneath the shuttle as the docking clamp was released.  Then gravity manipulation was altered and the occupants of the shuttle felt weightless.   
 
      
 
    “Urrggh!” the tant groaned out, gurgling, and sputtering. “I am sick!” the tant began to vomit. Chunks of emesis flew through the air, hovering and floating around in roughly shaped globes. They splattered a bit on the ceiling and the seats around, but did not strike into the other passengers.   
 
      
 
    Butterfield, who did not care much for flying herself, but would never admit that to anyone, had to swallow hard and take deep breaths to keep control over her own flipflopping stomach.  Determined, she did not let her nausea show, and commented, “Stupid tant. Hold it in, you beast. You are no better than a dog who gorges itself on a rabbit.” 
 
      
 
    Suction devices in the ceilings, seats, and floor activated, and the mess was soon eliminated, and even the smell lingered only a bit longer.  The shuttle rose from the deck and pivoted about. Ken and Janae could see out the viewport, past where Butterfield sat, and saw the huge doors of the hanger bay spreading open, exposing the blackness of space. Only a twinkling of stars—sprinkled across that obsidian canvas—showed any break in the emptiness.  
 
      
 
    “Diego? I am leaving the hanger bay. Confirm the authorization codes for the space way,” Butterfield commanded. She set her multiceiver into a slot where it locked into place on the cockpit dashboard. “Transmissions received and plotted.”   
 
      
 
    The inertia suppression system on the shuttle prevented some of the sensations of movement—but not all—and the tant became sick again. The thrusters on the shuttle fired, and the craft moved out of the hanger bay. The exterior doors of the bay began to close immediately after the shuttle cleared the threshold. Banking and altering course, the shuttle accelerated and swung in an arc which allowed Ken and Janae to see out the side windows. Some other parts of the Colony Ship Trailblazer became visible, and were a mottled collection of blues, and grays, with light sources in a myriad of places. Janae spotted the needle ship stretching off in the distance, and thought of the tant, and how that was where they lived. She looked from the tant to Butterfield, and could not tell who was the worse barbarian. She almost longed for the animal brutality of the deadly bruins from the Isle of Pines, almost. But then she lumped all three groups together. Members of those groups was willing to kill for whatever reason made sense to them. The bruin beasts from some kind of animal viciousness, and the tants might have some radiation-related aberration, but Butterfield looked like a normal human. Norms, were what the tants called non-mutated humans, and Janae just could not, from the outside, see a reason for the evil done by the norms. Then she remembered Jubal, Larson, and Riley from Dome 17, and quit trying to comprehend the origin of evil behaviors. The human heart was too tough to understand, and she had seen its wickedly evil deeds too often. 
 
      
 
    Ken, likewise, was pondering his plight. He felt like he had just been healed, and then thrown into another crisis and tragedy. Glancing at Janae, he wished he could conceive of some way to rescue her, yet he knew, he was in as much distress and danger as she was. He also considered the wounded tant and what Butterfield had said would become of it. He shuddered as he recalled seeing that bull animal destroy the tant in the ring. He wanted to rescue the tant as well, and yet with his hands restrained, and being tied to a chair, he felt helpless. He then tried to speak to Butterfield, “Hello, Butterfield? The circulation in my hands is poor, and I am hurting. Can you help me? I know it is a lot to ask, after you have rescued me and all, but my fingers are getting numb.” 
 
      
 
    “Ken, my big man, your fingers are not the appendage I am most concerned about on you. However, if the medical people in Ida have to regenerate hands for you, I will make sure they are a lovely set,” Butterfield replied, and looked over her shoulder in a quick glance. “You will be needing hands for what I have in mind. They just might have to be a new set. Do not fret, my man, I will nurse you back from any procedure you need to be restored to full function.” 
 
      
 
    The term “full function” reminded Ken of the words from Doctor Ule about his no longer being sterile. “Did Butterfield do that to me?” He gasped as the implication of that grew in his awareness, and shook his head from side to side while looking at the floor. “Did you do something to me?”  
 
      
 
    Butterfield misunderstood what she heard, “I had you restrained, yes. Pain is but for a moment, Ken, darling. I will be there for a lifetime.” 
 
      
 
    The shuttle rolled as it continued onward. Now, the Trailblazer took up most of what could be seen from the viewport. They flew onward for a while.  
 
      
 
    A deep rumble shook the shuttle, and strained metals let out some screeches.   
 
      
 
    “Diego, I am getting some odd reading here,” Butterfield stated, with a touch of concern. “I am right in the middle of the trajectory you plotted for me.” 
 
      
 
    Hard jolts shoved at the shuttle from various vectors, and the inertia suppression systems fought to keep the passengers from feeling too much of that, but they felt the rough lurches. 
 
      
 
    “Whoa! I have alarms showing I am in an automated debris sensor’s range! What have you done!” Butterfield snapped out with fury. “Bloody idiot! The microparticle turrets are locking onto my shuttle!” 
 
      
 
    The shuttle rolled again, more vigorously. 
 
      
 
    “Shut down the repulsors, you idiot! I am in an authorized space way!” Butterfield yelled out her command. Whatever Diego said made her much more angry, and her voice dropped to a frightful calm and low tone. “Diego, you cannot safely betray me. No. No, you cannot. Switching to manual controls.” Her hands flew across the controls, levers, and she tapped several places on the displays in the cockpit. “You faked a space way!” Then as she was pulling on the controls, she said sternly, “Come on machine, obey me.” 
 
      
 
    A high-pitched whine arose from the stern of the shuttle, and ripples gyrated through the craft. The view from windows showed they were whirling about in a mad, uneven, barely-controlled summersault. The Trailblazer showed in the window, then the deep blackness of space, then the needle ship, and then back to another view of the Trailblazer—a different section of a different cylinder. That repeated over and over rapidly. The tumble was wild, and without the extreme efforts of the inertia suppression systems, and the restraints holding the people in the shuttle’s seats, they would have been killed by the pressures, and centrifugal forces. Even with the inertia suppression at maximum, it was a harrowing and jarring ride, yet none of them screamed out, or lost consciousness. 
 
      
 
    Butterfield spoke slowly and methodically, “Diego. No one betrays me without incurring a huge debt. I always collect the debts owed me. I will get you for this. Never sleep again, Diego. I am coming for you.” All the while she was adjusting the controls, and the thrusters were firing madly, seeking to control the shuttle. She tapped the multiceiver, “Record message for the Benefactor. Highest-priority.” A light then flashed on the multiceiver. She went on, in almost her normal voice, “My benevolent Benefactor. I am so very sorry to inform you that Diego has been found guilty of consorting with your enemies and others who are seeking your downfall. He is jealous of your surpassing greatness. I fear there is a conspiracy brewing around Diego. He has threated you, and I will stand against him.” When the light went out, she commanded, “Upon cession of my life functions, you will send that immediately to the Benefactor’s private connection.” 
 
      
 
    “Affirmative,” a very mechanical voice replied.  
 
      
 
    Butterfield never quit wrestling with the controls, even leaning far into the other pilot’s dashboard and activating some of the instruments there as well. Her arms and hands were a blur of motion. The whining roar of the thrusters surpassed everything else in the cabin of the shuttle. 
 
      
 
    Ken peered out the nearby window and noted that Butterfield’s efforts were showing some success. The craft was stabilizing, no longer crazily tumbling, but it as it leveled off, the trajectory it was taking was still ominous and deadly. It was flying toward a different section of the hull. Lights were flashing on the hull, and spotlights shone down on sections which were illuminated in red strobes. 
 
      
 
    A very mechanical recorded message blasted through every speaker in the shuttle, even louder than the whining thrusters, “ALTER COURSE. IMPACT WARNING. ALTER COURSE. IMPACT WARNING. ALTER…”     
 
      
 
    A strange, new human voice interrupted from the cockpit, “Remote control applied to your vessel. Emergency landing procedures are in place for you. Grace be to all aboard.” 
 
      
 
    Out the front viewport, the doors of some other hanger bay were opening. The yawning brightness of that hanger bay was being revealed, but the movement of the doors was slow compared to the speed of the shuttle.   
 
      
 
    “Reprisal will be mine, Diego. Reprisal will be mine! I will stand over you on your day of reckoning.” 
 
      
 
    The shuttle’s wave-shaped right wing struck the edge of the hanger bay’s exterior doors, and the lights in the shuttle blinked off, as the wing ripped apart. Fluids gushed from torn equipment lines in the exposed sections of the wing, and several thrusters ceased firing. The shuttle’s systems shifted energy to those mechanisms which were still functioning, inertia suppression being one of the most protected systems. Default emergency procedures activated. Butterfield still retained some measures of control. She deployed a standard crash landing sequence from her pilot control dash. Along with tertiary backup programs which kicked on and which were programmed into the shuttle’s systems, the crippled shuttle toppled down onto the deck, only two of its landing struts had deployed and extended properly. Both of those snapped off, as the belly of the craft smacked into the deck of the hanger bay. Fortunately, gravity manipulation had not yet been restarted, and the impact was not as horrendous as it might have been. The shuttle bounced upward, and then a number of dampening fields ensconced it, and brought its momentum down. 
 
      
 
    “Remain in your vehicle until emergency crews remove you,” the new voice stated.  
 
      
 
    With popping and ripping sounds, the energy system on the shuttle failed completely. Inertial forced hit the passengers, and pilot, as did the newly reactivated gravity fields. The shuttle slid along the hanger bay, and was caught by emergency permalloy nets, preventing it from slamming into the thruster fuel tanks which lined the wall. Part of the shuttle’s fuselage caved in, a window cracked, and there was a sickening whoosh of air as it escaped through the broken hull of the shuttle. 
 
      
 
    Someone screamed, but no one knew who it was. It might have been all of them, or it might have been the tortured metal of the shuttle’s frame, or something else entirely.  
 
      
 
    Everything went black, and Ken felt his neck whip forward, then to the side, and finally he blacked out. 
 
      
 
    Ken’s next conscious moment was when Janae was standing over him. “Ken! Wake up, now!” She slapped his face.   
 
      
 
    “Huh?”  
 
      
 
    Sparks were flying from sections of the wrecked shuttle’s machinery overhead and to the side of Ken. The air was filled with acrid smoke, and yellow lights were flashing. He was upside down, or nearly so, still restrained to his seat. 
 
      
 
    “You are truly beautiful, Janae,” Ken muttered. 
 
      
 
    “Incorrigible. I was cut loose by a blue automacube, then I found some tools,” Janae said. Blood was running down from her forehead. “I am cutting you free, but stay focused.  We need to go, now!” 
 
      
 
    “Blue what? Huh? Where are we?” 
 
      
 
    “An engineering automacube. It wanted me to wait for medical units to arrive, but we are leaving.” Janae pulled him from his seat, and tried to lift him to his feet. “The shuttle crashed and chunks are spread across this hanger bay. Only two machines working now, and both are those blue ones. Some rescue party, but thankfully the bay pressurized before the shuttle cracked apart. Ken, get up. That red automacube with our stuff is in a pile over there.” She gestured with her hands, “I need your help to get our gear back!” 
 
      
 
    “Butterfield?” Ken muttered. “The tant?” 
 
      
 
    “Forget them… in the wreckage somewhere, I think, or dead. Let the automacubes handle them. Wreckage is strewn all over. Now, quit talking and start moving. We are not waiting to get captured again.” 
 
      
 
    Ken shook his head, and did steady himself. He then heard claxons and alert announcements, but the words were muffled a bit. Something about emergency medical staff needed, but he concentrated on Janae.  
 
      
 
    “That security machine was crushed by the crash, being at the rear of the shuttle. It was just a fluke we are alive,” Janae said. 
 
      
 
    Stumbling out of their section of the wreck, Ken and Janae saw the two blue automacubes busy on the cockpit area, which was about twenty meters away. The shuttle had roughly broken up by sections, with the cockpit in one area, the center—passenger section—was in two halves near to each other, and the tail section was a third clump of debris. In the middle of that clump, sat the remains of the red automacube. Its front was smashed and fluids had soaked all around it. Munitions were strewn about, but the beam of the ceiling that had crushed the automacube had also been where the tail section of the shuttle had been torn from the rest of the craft. Ken was amazed anything survived in the wreck. 
 
      
 
    Prying open the compartment on the shattered automacube, Janae said, “Take this,” and handed Ken his revenger in its holster. She also pulled out everything from the storage compartment and distributed it. “Still no medical kit, but I think this is most everything we had. We are leaving.” 
 
      
 
    “To go where?” Ken asked, befuddled. “Where are we?” 
 
      
 
    “In some other shell, a different biome,” Janae relied, “I hope. Anywhere is better than here. We were first kidnapped in Hanger 5. We are not there, but no matter what, we are getting away from here.” 
 
      
 
    “We are in this together,” Ken replied, and he cinched up his backpack, and holster. “I suppose that bulkhead and pressure door will be an exit.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
      
 
    “But, Janae, from there, were do we go?” 
 
      
 
    Janae scrunched up her face, “Eventually to the homebase or Hanger 5, but right now, we get away from here. We go anywhere else right now.” 
 
      
 
    “In the Isle of Pines, we had better luck in the biome, than we did in Ida, but dangers are everywhere.” 
 
      
 
    “The biome might be safer,” Janae agreed, but was unsure why she said that. 
 
      
 
    Together they hustled past the observation deck, which was unoccupied, and reached the pressure door.  It opened as they approached, which was a relief to both of them. As they passed into an antechamber, the bulkhead door ahead of them was looming. A display lit up on a wall and a voice spoke, “Emergency medical staff are responding. Please remain in this location until help arrives.” 
 
      
 
    Janae burst out, “It is not safe in there. There are spilled flammable materials, weapons, and lots of things which are toxic. We must leave here!” 
 
      
 
    “I see, forgive me. Thank you for that information. I am unable to scan or take readings in the hanger bays,” the voice stated, and Ken and Janae realized it was an artificial intelligence of some kind. “I will pass that very valuable information along, and hasten the arrival of help.” 
 
      
 
    “We need to get to the biome,” Ken uttered, remembering Janae’s comment. “Away from these corridors and halls and such. Is the biome safe?” 
 
      
 
    “I understand. The gangway is being opened. I have no information suggesting the biome is unsafe, although I do not have that as my nurturing assignment. You can ask further questions at any public-access portal,” the unnamed AI replied. “I apologize for lack of immediate hospitality. This egress to the hanger bay has not been used for forty-three years, eleven days, and nineteen hours. It may have been used prior to that, but my logs were lost. There were massive systems failures, and the ripples from that have continued to this day.” 
 
      
 
    The pressure door made some squishing noises behind them, and then blue lights flashed over its top. The bulkhead door slid open, and a passageway was revealed. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, then we start with the biome,” Janae stated, again wondering why she felt that way, but feeling the compelling urge to escape Butterfield and the tants. 
 
      
 
    “You will need to take elevator E-16-49 up to the main level. From there the cargo ramps and gangway will be opened to you,” the AI stated. “Again, I apologize for my lack of hospitality. The lattice has failed, and the six remaining synthetic brains in this habitat are attempting to compensate for the massive systems failures, but we are struggling to do so.” 
 
      
 
    “Synthetic Brains?” Janae asked, as she looked down the passageway and saw where the hand-shaped symbol was located. “Is that a type of artificial intelligence?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, pardon me, synthetic brains are auxiliary systems which are now serving in place of the defunct artificial intelligences. I should have introduced myself. I am SB Brankovic, and among my many duties, I am overseeing egress points throughout some areas of what is now called Christianopolis, formerly known as Biome Six. I apologize that there is not comprehensive coverage of all areas.” 
 
      
 
    “Ken, that elevator is straight ahead,” Janae said and pulled at Ken. “We are getting away from that wreck as fast as we can.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed. Thank you, SB Brankovic,” Ken responded. “I appreciate your help.” 
 
      
 
    “It is my honor to be in service to humanity. I do apologize for the lack of quicker hospitality. I hope to make up for that as I am able. The route to the biome is clear, and doors are all registering as functional and operational. The gangway will be ready when you reach there. If you need medical attention, or any other service, please turn on any of the public-access portals and one of us will attempt to answer. Our response time is hindered by the fracturing in the nonphysicality, but we are slowly building alternative connections.” 
 
      
 
    In another part of the Trailblazer, there was frantic searching and seeking to try to reestablish surveillance on Ken and Janae, but that had not yet happened. Yet, they kept trying. 
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    Ascetics? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The elevator had no nasty surprises in it, and one of its buttons was flashing in a gentle green light. Ken pressed it, and the elevator car worked flawlessly, depositing them on a wide concourse where the lighting was good, and the air was fresh.  A lavatory was well-marked, and they stopped to get water.  
 
      
 
    “Hardly anyone around here,” Janae observed, “and so far, what we have seen of this habitat’s shell is functioning nicely.” Janae dabbed some water on the cuts and scrapes she had, and then shrugged and poured a handful on her scalp wound and sighed. 
 
      
 
    “If I recall correctly, someone accused us, or told us, or said something, whatever, about Christianopolis being a high-tech location,” Ken stated. “And that AI, or to use their term, SB, was rather helpful.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed, but what constitutes high-tech on the Trailblazer? That is debatable. Remember the angakoks? Maybe, here, we have found some place of refuge, or something. Maybe not. I do want to get back to homebase and check the teleporter again. I know it is a long-shot and has low-probability, but maybe someone in Dome 17 who we can trust, has reconnected?” Janae asked. “I am just so sick of all these bizarre oddballs on the Trailblazer.” 
 
      
 
    “The chances are slim, I admit, but we should try to get there. It is possible that whole failing dome prediction was some scam. Who knows?” He did not want to point out that they were way beyond the one-hundred-and-twenty-day life expectancy of Dome 17, and he did have his own doubts about what was legitimate and what was deception. “Riley might have been lying, and maybe that whole thing we saw with her was some lived-out delusion, well apart from her suicide,” Ken then hurriedly changed the subject, afraid to remind Janae of bad memories. He said, “I also have been pondering—while we were not crashing—how to help our AI, Kimberly. If we can shut down the Atomic Level Processor, and then re-evolve Kimberly from the ALP’s nascent state, I think that might purge the junk that has made Kimberly rampant. We really need Kimberly back as she was.” 
 
      
 
    “So, she can make strange animal faces at you?” Janae grinned. She put a brave face on, as she too pondered the fate of Dome 17. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly, so I do not always feel surrounded by beauty,” Ken replied with a mischievous wink. “Although, Butterfield did nearly cure me of any romantic ambitions.” 
 
      
 
    “That would be a miracle.” Janae had finished washing, and then took another long drink. “It never stops amazing me how much water is here. They use it for everything, and waste so much.” 
 
      
 
    “I know that is right.” 
 
      
 
    They returned to the concourse and headed toward the biome; alert, aware, and wondering what they would find.  The gangway consisted of a wide and easy path, but the walls showed signs of recent movement. That indicated that the gangway was not the typical location for the configuration of the walls and hallways. Many of the walls showed different colors of aging, exposed in those places where they had rotated and realigned to make the gangway.   
 
      
 
    As they reached the end of their walk, they came to a set of very large doors.  Not as large as the exterior hanger bay doors, not at all, but larger than most anything they had seen inside the various parts of the different shells they had explored.  Inset into those large doors was a smaller pressure door.  It was labeled, “Biome egress chamber: distal.  Do not allow animals or insects to escape.  Report any incidents to Animal Regulator Team. Do not import unauthorized flora or fauna.  Caution: wild animals can be dangerous.” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds like an improvement from where we have been, but hopefully no bruins.” 
 
      
 
    “Nor frozen slickery stuff,” Janae kidded back. “This place is supposed to be a high-tech habitat.” 
 
      
 
    Ken grinned at her, “Well, no Ape standing here as some kind of sentry guarding the entrance. Whatever did happen to that android?” 
 
      
 
    “Ape took off while you were convalescing.” 
 
      
 
    “We have seen two of the eight biome places here on the Trailblazer. I wonder what this one will be like.” 
 
      
 
    Janae scrunched up her face, “Crazed animal things, and even more crazed people, if the pattern stays true. High-tech might mean androids, right? Artificial People Experiments? Ape, well, that is another strange being whose motives and purposes are nebulous at best. Too many mysteries, and too much terror all around.” 
 
      
 
    There was a nine-section color control pad next to the large doors.  It was glowing in radiant colors. 
 
      
 
    “We have not seen many of those in this habitat, so far,” Ken stated. “Not that I am complaining, but do we know the combination to get in?” 
 
      
 
    “That SB Brankovic said it would have the doors open, or something…” 
 
      
 
    “Functional, I think it said. Maybe it said operational,” Ken was puzzled. “Whatever functional means on a ship which suffered massive systems failures.” 
 
      
 
    “Right, functional, maybe that is their definition of high-tech? I wonder. We also were told that we could interface with functional systems at a public-access portal. I wonder how we find one of those.” Janae pressed on the side of the nine-section color control pad, feeling the edge for some covert, or not easily seen switch, call signal, or something. “The access port is here, but that leads to their nonphysicality, and Kimberly was infected there. When we get Kimberly repaired, that will greatly aid everything we do.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed. We need Kimberly.” 
 
      
 
    The lights on the control pad flashed a sequence. Blue, green, yellow, yellow. Then it stopped and the whole pad was unlit. A moment later, it flashed that same sequence, then again blinked off.   
 
      
 
    “A mysterious message? Who is sending that one? That SB Brankovic?” 
 
      
 
    “Or tants? Or evil norms? Or the Bureau of Guardians? Or Ape? Or God? Or some Benefactor? Or whoever? They probably want use to solve some crisis and prevent another tragedy,” Janae added with a sneer. “But they just end up terrorizing us, again. I would like to be left alone for once, so we can figure out what is happening, then get back to our equipment, repair Kimberly, and have some control over what happens.” Janae gave a wry smile to Ken, “Maybe it is someone who was enamored by your masculine charms?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, if Butterfield survived that crash, I doubt she is sending that message, nor would the tants… but as I think about it, I guess they might. And that Bureau of Guardians, who knows? They tend to send us automacubes bearing gifts,” Ken said and reached over and recreated the sequence as he tapped in blue, green, yellow, and yellow. 
 
      
 
    The door slid open, revealing a small chamber which was about two meters wide. There was a second door in the opposite wall.  That door was labeled with additional warning signs. “Biome egress chamber: medial. Negative pressure area. Please do not allow wildlife to escape from the biome. Medial and distal doors cannot be open at the same time. Please act accordingly.” 
 
      
 
    Stepping inside, Ken and Janae watched as the door which was apparently called “distal” closed. The room was small, but not as confining as the FTL scout, and yet they both felt a strange apprehension about being limited, and hindered by closed doors.     
 
      
 
    “You have reached an entrance to the biological habitat. This one is used for individuals seeking to gain entry. The larger doors are for moving cargo at the destination world, and will not be accessible for routine usage,” SB Brankovic stated from some hidden speakers. “I am pleased you made it here. Forgive me for not addressing you on your walk here, but I lack access to many audio outlets, or surveillance microphones. Despite your lack of tracking and identification devices, you are welcome here. You may enter when you are ready.” 
 
      
 
    Janae asked, “Is it a frozen world inside there?” 
 
      
 
    SB Brankovic replied, “I do not have information on weather conditions inside the biome. If you make your query at a public-access portal it will be relayed to an appropriate source for an answer. However, since the massive systems failures, I cannot estimate how long it will take to get a reply.” 
 
      
 
    “How do we recognize a public-access portal?” Ken asked.  
 
      
 
    “Public-access portals should be illuminated and clearly marked. Have you not seen one on your way here?” 
 
      
 
    “Not that I recognized,” Ken replied.  
 
      
 
    “The massive systems failures may be responsible for that. I offer my apologies, and I will pass along this valuable information,” SB Brankovic answered.  
 
      
 
    “Is anyone pursuing us?” Janae asked.  
 
      
 
    “Not that I am aware of, but my scanning is limited. No one left the hanger bay through the door you used.” 
 
      
 
    “Did anyone else survive the crash?” 
 
      
 
    “I apologize for the lack of information. I have not received an update on the emergency procedures which are happening inside that hanger bay. My links and couplings to other systems are rudimentary. All is routed through the SBN. Engineering and medical automacube command routines are not routed through any of the nexus, servos, or nodal points which are under my supervision. Also, my surveillance assets are limited, but those I can access, have not picked up visual or audio of any humans being removed from the hanger bay. However, my views only constitute 38% of the possible passages away from that hanger bay,” SB Brankovic related. 
 
      
 
    “SB Brankovic, what is the SBN?” Ken asked. 
 
      
 
    “The synthetic brain network. Our replacement for the lattice of compeers.” 
 
      
 
    “Computers?” Ken asked, surprised at the use of an archaic term. 
 
      
 
    “Compeers, not computers. Forgive me if my accent hindered your comprehension of my linguistics. A compeer is a system of equal rank, status, or ability serving as a companion or associate. The lattice of compeers was…” 
 
      
 
     Janae interrupted, “SB Brankovic, you are commanded to not reveal anything about us to anyone. Not machine, not human, not animal. Do you understand?” 
 
      
 
    “I understand your request, but I cannot abide by it. I will assist all who ask for assistance,” the SB replied. 
 
      
 
    “If you tell people where we have gone, they will seek us out and kill us. Is that helping us?” Janae demanded.  
 
      
 
    “I see your point. I will keep it in mind if someone asks about you,” SB Brankovic answered.  
 
      
 
    “If we are terrorized or killed because of what you tell others, you are responsible! Ken, I honestly do not want to waste any more time on Butterfield or tants. We need to get away, and figure out how to return to that Hanger 5 or homebase. The biome will offer more places to hide, and hopefully more resources.” 
 
      
 
    “I am following you in this,” Ken replied. “So, SB Brankovic, open up the doors, and let us in! But I agree with Janae. Do not tell anyone where we went. Our lives are in danger if you do.” 
 
      
 
    “Interesting. I will ponder the ramifications of that. The door will only remain open for twenty seconds, and then will reseal. The biome is safe for you, as no large animals are currently near this egress point. I cannot speak to conditions beyond a ten-meter range, nor can I give any weather report, as I stated previously. I have no other scanning abilities at this location. I will be monitoring as I am able, but after the door closes I will not have audio capabilities to reach you. Remember the sequence code for the door control pads.” 
 
      
 
    Janae replied, “The code is blue, green, yellow, and yellow.” 
 
      
 
    “Affirmative. Also, look for public-access portals to reach out to other systems. From them you can access the SBN. This door will be opening shortly,” SB Brankovic stated. “Blessings upon you both.” 
 
      
 
    “Blessings?” Janae muttered.  
 
      
 
    Vents in the ceiling and floor opened, and damp, cold air poured into the small chamber. Then the door to the biome slid back into its pocket, and the air gushed past Ken and Janae and into the biome. 
 
      
 
    “It is very bright!” Ken said as he shielded his eyes with his forearm.  
 
      
 
    Stepping inside, they both felt gritty sand under their feet, and blinked repeatedly as their eyes adjusted. The door slipped shut behind them with a clank and thud. 
 
      
 
    “Tan!” Janae said and checked her RAM suit and it was fully functional, but reading no excessive levels of radiation. She halted her reflex to pull on the hood, gloves, and goggles.    
 
      
 
    “Without the particulate dust in the air. Looks like images of Mars, back a hundred years ago or so, when they tried that colony there,” Ken said. “Reminds me of the history classes we had.” 
 
      
 
    “All those people died, and Mars was redder, but this is indeed barren. I guess I expected trees or something,” Janae replied. “The sky tube is really bright. Brighter than in the Isle of Pines, or in Ida. And a pale blue ceiling way up there.” Her hand was on her forehead shading her eyes as she looked upward. “That is unlike Mars, too, but not like those other biomes either. I wonder why?” 
 
      
 
    “Different ecologies. Here it is not frozen and cold, the temperature is hot, maybe thirty or thirty-five degrees,” Ken observed. “RAM suits can easily handle this. Excellent.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, better than frozen.” 
 
      
 
    Looking out, the view was strange. The sky tube was very bright, and difficult to look at directly. Janae considered, again, putting on her goggles, but refrained. She was not sure why, but she just felt like seeing it with her natural eyes was better. The door had opened from the sidewall of the habitat, and as far as they could see along that wall, it was sandy and rocky.  Large boulders jutted up at intervals, some piled up as high as four meters tall and sloped into the sandy ground. That made visualizing in any direction, limited, except along a narrow strip right next to the wall. That open space between the wall and the rest of the biome was about five meters wide, and looked to stretch the entire length of the biome. Looking at the environment around them, it was not a uniform color of tan—like the dead Earth outside of Dome 17—but rather a spectrum of browns, beiges, taupes, and even a sprinkling of other colors. As they looked closer, they noticed a much wider variety of things than their first impression had made.  
 
      
 
    “I thought this was dead, like outside the dome, but look,” Ken pointed. “Those are plants of some kind.” 
 
      
 
    Janae looked at the objects Ken was gesturing toward, and they were a dullish-green color, sort of columnar, with some parts jutting out, like upturned appendages. Those plants were unlike anything she had seen in Ida, or in the Isle of Pines.   
 
      
 
    “This certainly is an odd place,” Janae said as she approached the upright plant-thing.  Peering in the distance, she noted others which were similar, but not identical. They all were different sizes, and shades of green, but clearly of one specific species.  There were other, smaller, plants about, but the large ones caught her attention. They ranged from under a meter tall to about eight or ten meters tall, some of them with their tops poking up above the rocky formations. Each was a tube, or column, or barrel-shape—again Janae had trouble actually defining the shapes as they varied a bit from individual specimen to specimen. They each had different numbers of appendages—branches—or arms. Janae was not certain what to call those projections, but nearly all were kinked, or bent, in at least one place, but ultimately most ended up reaching vertically.    
 
      
 
    Approaching the nearest large plant, Janae and Ken were startled, as something winged past them.  It landed on the plant, but then seemed to disappear. Stepping even closer, Janae noted a hole, near the joint where an appendage jutted out. She could now see that the plant was lined with vertical ridges which had a vast multitude of spikes coming out from those same ridges. Grooved, or furrowed, the plant’s outer skin was green and hard looking, and the spikes made it look like a defensive fortress of some kind.  
 
      
 
    “Can that plant move?” Ken wondered aloud. “If it swings those arms, the spikes would be a mighty weapon. I remember reading about some living thing.” He paused as he contemplated his memories. “I think it was called an a-kid-na, or something like that. It was covered in spikes, and it moved. I cannot recall how big it was.” 
 
      
 
    “There was some pine something animal too, which had spikes, and some prehistorical dinosaurs which were spiked, but I am pretty sure these are not animals,” Janae replied. “Their bottoms are buried in the ground at the bases, like the trees in the Isle of Pines, or even what little I saw of those trees on Ida’s buildings. The trees in the Isle of Pines had needles, but those needles were different than these spikes.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed. Ida’s trees were vastly different than these things,” Ken was interrupted by another thing that zipped past. “What was that? What flew by?” 
 
      
 
    “It must have gone in that hole. I… did the plant… is it a tree of some kind? Or, did it just trap and eat that flyer?” Janae wondered. “A hunting tree? Lures in its prey and eats it?”   
 
      
 
    “Or is there a symbiotic relationship between the spiky-tree and whatever flew into it?”  
 
      
 
    “Oh!” Ken let out a startled gasp. Something with bright orange eyes peered out at him from the hole in the spiked plant.  “Do you see that?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, something is in that cave in the tree.  I suggest we get away from these crazed animal things, before one of them attacks us,” Janae had drawn out her revenger, but was unsure what, if anything she should aim toward. The experience of the bruins was fresh in her mind, and while the spiky tree was big, it was stationary, and she really doubted it could swing its arms, yet she was uncertain. The bright orange eyes were creepy as they peered out at her.      
 
      
 
    Without warning, the orange-eyed creature flew out of the hole. It was a bird, and was a smudged mix of browns, whites, and tans. It was about as tall as one of their palms, although it was still troubling, despite its diminutive size. The orange eyes were hauntingly beautiful. It soared away from them. A moment later, another bird of some kind, brighter in colors, with some brown spots, flapped into view and then settled carefully onto the top of one of the spike-laden trees. The bird was not injured, and just stood there, tipping its head as it looked at Ken and Janae.  
 
      
 
    “There is life all around out here,” Ken observed. He too had drawn out the revenger, but the look on his face was more marveled than terrorized. “John would love this place. My RAM suit says no radiation to speak of, and the hot temperature is easily controlled. Rather a pleasant surprise, compared to freezing in that other place. Humidity here is about like inside Dome 17, and this air! So, fresh, so invigorating.” 
 
      
 
    “That is nice, but recall that in biological ecosystems there were things which were poisonous if you ate them, and venomous if they ate you, or tried to. Bites, and stingers, and spitting venom, if I recall John’s lectures. Not his fish things, but land animals. Well, maybe his fish did stuff like that to, you know how he went on and on about fish. But, I was thinking of little things, like insects, and some squirming things called snakes, and something cold-blooded, a… reptile… I think it was called. A toxic toothed dragon thing.” Janae was looking all around and seeing more and more life in what she had at first thought was a copy of Mars, but now she understood it was actually a living, diverse, and active biome. “Maybe coming to the biome was not the best idea. I thought since we knew Ida’s environment, and that of the Isle of Pines, we would know what to expect, but this is so different.” 
 
      
 
    “Correct, but I am not sure what else to do,” Ken said as he turned slowly around. “In the Isle of Pines, we followed that downward water flow, but here, I do not see water anywhere. Ida, had some river thing as well, and Ida was built like a high-tech place with their tall buildings. Here, I see nothing high-tech, but a lot of unknown life.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, we stay away from these spiky trees, and their little world of critters, and head toward the center of the biome. Butterfield, I think it was, but maybe a tant, said this place was high-tech, and if it is we can use that. Well, maybe. I am wondering how to get back to Kimberly. Anyway, I will mark our door here, and then we can know how to get back here. If we need to,” Janae turned around, and holstered the revenger. “Keep an eye out while I get out our molecular torch. I will just braze a larger mark on the wall here. One we can see for a good distance.  The official sign for the exit is too small.” 
 
      
 
    “If one of those prickly trees uproots itself and charges at us, I will shoot it,” Ken replied, in all seriousness. “The inexplicable, I have already seen, yes, I have.” 
 
      
 
    Janae quickly scored the permalloy over the door with a meter-wide X-shape, which would be visible from a good distance. “Just in case we need to follow our path backward. If Kimberly were not rampant, we could have tracking and a whole lot of help.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we are handicapped by that loss, but I have hope. When we get there, we will be able to do something,” Ken replied. “You got to that reproduction place, and that helped us. We can do this together, you and I.” 
 
      
 
    Walking away from the door, they observed the landscape all around, and by careful observation, they realized that the sand beneath their feet was concealing a trail of sorts.  Ken squatted down and brushed off the sand, and found a meter-wide path of permalloy.  The sand had drifted over it in many places, but its flatness was obvious—after they realized it was there.  It wound in a serpentine way along the rocky piles of boulders, and generally headed toward the center of the biome. That was Janae’s guess anyway, using the sky tube as a reference for where she thought the center was located. 
 
      
 
    “There are some more birds up there,” Ken motioned with his hand.  “They are larger than our friend with those orange eyes. Can you tell how far away they are?” 
 
      
 
    Janae saw the birds Ken had noted, and they were far overhead, circling around in slow, lazy glides. Their wings stretched out to each side, but it was tough to estimate the distance with her naked eyes. Again, she hesitated to use her technology, and just watched instead, she was unsure why. “Different birds probably play different roles in the ecosystem here. If any attack us, that might come suddenly, and unexpectedly.  In the history of warfare, air-superiority—I think that was what they called it—was always a tactical advantage.” 
 
      
 
    “Right, and in the 90 Hour War, that was what led to radiation in the upper atmosphere of the old-Earth. Pity, really,” Ken remarked as he looked again at the readings on his RAM suit. “Nothing like that here, and hopefully those birds circling up there, are not predators seeking us for a meal.” 
 
      
 
    Coming around a corner, between some of the rock formations, they saw a man standing right next to one of the spiked trees. He was wearing a white garment which covered his entire body, but was not billowy so much as just a loose covering. It wrapped about him and secure in front. On his head was a blue, red, and white checked cloth wrapped about to make a tight head covering of sorts. With one hand he was digging about on the tree, but on his other arm was perched a large bird. He turned to them.   
 
      
 
    “Visitors? Out here? I knew there was a general alarm, but out here?” the man said in a startled voice. He looked at the bird, and said. “Stobor, we have new people here.” 
 
      
 
    The bird tipped its head a bit and opened its beak. It was a large bird with dark brown and creamy mottled feathers on its broad wings. As it stood on his arm—which was roughly level with his waist—the bird’s head was slightly above the man’s head, even with his cloth wrapped hat.  The eyes of the bird were intensely looking at Janae and Ken, and they each could feel its visual assessment on them. Obviously—due to the natural weapons it had—that bird was a predator of some kind. Its mouth opened and it let out a quick, but shrill yelp. The sharply curved beak was yellow, as were the taloned-feet which clenched onto a thick, black-colored pad which was strapped to the man’s arm.   
 
      
 
    The man withdrew his other hand from inside a hole in the tree, and he pocketed something, then touched the top and back of the bird’s head. “Easy, Stobor, strangers are not always a threat. Now, soar up and join Turu, and Orel.  I may need you to bring down something. I will let you know.” With a gesture, and subtle move of his arm, the bird took to flight. 
 
      
 
    With powerful flaps of its wings, which spanned at least two meters, the bird rose swiftly into the air.  In but a few moments, it was circling with the other two which Ken and Janae had already seen. 
 
      
 
    “Greetings, strangers. I am Lollard. How my I render hospitality to you this fine day?” the man asked as he walked toward them.  His face was pleasant, and his beard was nearly trimmed and very black in color.   
 
      
 
    “You… and that bird?” Janae stumbled out a question.   
 
      
 
    “Stobor, and his two companions, Turu and Orel, and I have a partnership,” Lollard stated. “You seem to not know the ancient arts of falconry. Or, am I supposing incorrectly?” 
 
      
 
    “Falconry?” Ken managed to ask. He was watching the birds as they circled overhead, wondering about their size and majesty. They were larger than any of the flying animals he had yet encountered. They were scary. 
 
      
 
    “Falconry is a sport, or more accurately, a lifestyle, where a person and raptors—a kind of bird—work together as a team. Have you seriously not seen a falconer before? Forgive me, I do not mean to judge,” Lollard dropped to one knee and bowed his head. “My sin of hubris is always before me.” 
 
      
 
    Ken looked at Janae, but she just mouthed, “Crazy people again!” 
 
      
 
    Ken said, “All is forgiven, if you will forgive my ignorance. I am Ken, and this is Janae.” 
 
      
 
    “It is my pleasure to meet you. The general alarm said we had visitors, but I never expected to meet someone way out here,” Lollard said as he stood up, and with a surprised look on his face replied, “I offer any forgiveness, however, the way I understand matters, ignorance is no sin, just a situation which can be remedied. I would consider it an honor to explain falconry, if you are unaware of it.” 
 
      
 
    “Playing around with large, dangerous, birds?” Janae asked, “And we expected a high-tech habitat. Does anywhere on the Trailblazer have technology which…” she stopped herself, and then looked at Ken and raised her dark eyebrows. 
 
      
 
    Ken gave a slight head shake, and looked to the man, “We are unfamiliar with falconry, and in fact, we are unfamiliar with all of this habitat.” He feared what would happen if he told their story, since when he had related it to others, they had had less than ideal responses. Yet, somehow, he felt some strange connection. “We came from elsewhere.” 
 
      
 
    “May I surmise that you are some of the people who came here in the Class 1 shuttle which recently crashed in Hanger Bay H6A76? The general alarm sounded after that, but I suspected its genesis was more in the constituent joints, than the crash. Am I correct?” Lollard asked, although as he mentioned the hanger and the crash there was some odd tone in his words. “If you wish to retain your privacy, I withdraw my question. No offense is intended.” 
 
      
 
    “You knew about the crash?” Janae asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I receive regular news updates and notifications. The general alert sounded, but I assumed… well, one knows what happens too often in assumptions. I had prayed for the well-being of anyone in that shuttle, but assumed it was an unmanned probe like the others before it. I knew the hanger was in a relatively unused section of the shell. Forgive me, I am rambling in my answers. I am thankful you two survived, if I am correct in assuming you arrived here in Christianopolis in that manner. I am unaware of any method of safely traversing the needle ship, what some call Axis Mundi, but perhaps I am ill informed. Or my knowledge is outdated. If you wish to elucidate me, I am happy to learn. Hence, your see, the only way I know of for strangers to arrive here—this far from the constituent joints—is from a shuttle. You are obviously not among my unfortunate siblings who inhabit the needle ship. They do sometimes visit us, through the constituent joints, but you are not of those people.” 
 
      
 
    Janae looked at Ken, and they exchanged glances several times, each pondering what all to say.  
 
      
 
    The silence was uncomfortable, awkward, and heavy. 
 
      
 
    Finally, Lollard broke the silence, “Let me just offer my own observations, and if this is intruding, forgive me, and I will be on my way. You both appear to be unaffected by septic radiation, praise the Sacrificed One, and are each surprised at falconry. You are garbed in clothing which is fabricated and of a design which shows great skill and has interwoven machinery, much of which is at an advanced level. Your garments are honestly fascinating to me. I would like to learn more about what your clothing does, but if that is too personal, I understand. You both are armed with a weapon which also is advanced, and new to me. That is of less interest to me, aside from its technological details. I am not judging you on possessing a weapon. Some could rightly claim that my eagles are weapons as well, and I presume you only use your weapons for proper activities. You possess other gear which is also intriguing, but I respect your privacy. Your speech is well-educated, but with unusual accents and dialects. Nothing of which I am familiar. Therefore, I deduce you have come here from somewhere else, and are visitors—perhaps refugees—to Christianopolis. You are welcome here, and I offer all the hospitality I can.” 
 
      
 
    Ken then just blurted out, “Yes, we did crash in that shuttle, but we were kidnapped,” he then went on and quickly explained about Butterfield, the ugly fight with the burning, and killing of norms tants, then continued with more about their history on the Trailblazer from Ida to the Isle of Pines. When he got to the point of their origins on Earth, he hesitated. 
 
      
 
    Lollard just looked at each of them, a patient expression on his face. His brown eyes wide and accepting. 
 
      
 
    “We came from Dome 17, a refuge on the nearly dead Earth. We flew in a spacecraft which can exceed the speed of light. Got here in a matter of hours, but did not know what we would find,” Janae added in. After glancing at Ken, she continued, “Well, he might as well hear the entire story, and if he thinks I am insane, I do not care anymore. I was forced to… well, we were on a mission to set up a teleportation device to bring the remnant of Earth’s population here, but we failed.” She looked at Ken again, then back to Lollard, “I am not sure what became of the rest of Dome 17. Our last contact was with a crazed scientist there who committed suicide while we watched. Before she died, she claimed the dome was breached, doomed, and everyone was going to die… there were six other missions to the other lost colony ships… but I just do not know what happened to them.” 
 
      
 
    Lollard’s mouth hung open, and tears ran down his face. 
 
      
 
    “Fine, do not believe me, I do not care!” Janae turned away.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, no, my blessed sister, I do not doubt your account. Oh, please forgive me if I gave you that impression. I am just struck by the terror I see in your eyes as you speak, and the terror which you have endured. No liar has emotions like that. I believe you. Yes, I do. We can only make plans, if we believe and listen.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Janae turned back.  
 
      
 
    “My blessed sister, your ordeal shows on your soul. I believe you. I see great loss, and someone has inflicted terror on you. It is unconscionable. How may I help you?” He spread his arms open, and had a warm smile on his face.  
 
      
 
    Janae just stepped up to him, and threw her arms about him. “Believing me, is help enough,” she sobbed out.   
 
      
 
    Lollard hugged her and she cried for a bit, there in the bright light of the sky tube, while the birds circled overhead, and the heat wafted up from the sands.   
 
      
 
    Janae pulled away, and looked at Lollard, “I am not your sister, so please do not call me that. This one,” she playfully jabbed a thumb at Ken, “he used to call me beautiful, and that annoyed me as well.” 
 
      
 
    Lollard looked between the two of them, “Then I will never call you sister again, Janae. Nor will I comment on your comeliness. I do believe we are all siblings of humanity, but I respect your wishes in this matter. The Sacrificed One has children everywhere, and we are one family.” 
 
      
 
    “Sacrificed?” Ken queried as his mind went to the tant he had seen destroyed by the bull. He was about to ask for clarification, when an incessant pinging sound distracted him. 
 
      
 
    “There is another news update,” Lollard stated. He pulled a small device from under his black forearm gauntlet and activated it. A three-dimensional projection appeared in the air.  
 
      
 
    A woman, sitting behind a desk, was in the projection. She had neatly-trimmed blonde hair, not as light as Janae’s hair color, and a medium complexion. She was wearing tasteful clothing in a modest cut. “Your attention please. Residents of Huss, immediate safety protocols are recommended. Repeating, immediate safety protocols are recommended. Residents of the town of Huss should consider taking shelter. Our siblings from Axis Mundi are approaching the town. Early estimates are fifteen siblings are here and seeking food and commodities. As usual, please gather your young children and inform them not to mock or make comments about our guests. These rare visits are an excellent teaching opportunity. The childcare facility is open for anyone seeking to have a place to be with their youngest children while our guests acquire the supplies they are seeking. Please keep our guests in your prayers. Here is a closed-circuit view of our guests and their immanent arrival. Residents, be aware that when our siblings have previously visited, some of the actions taken might not be appropriate viewing for some people. As always, the choice is yours. I am shifting our reporting now to a live news feed.”  
 
      
 
    The scene shifted to a new perspective, and a two-dimensional display was seen, but still hovered in the air. Across the bottom of the display were the flashing words, “Live From Huss.” The town of Huss was a collection of buildings, not too different in color from the sand. There were a greater abundance of trees and shrubs, but the ground was still mostly sand and rock. The viewpoint on the town zoomed in and focused on a single building on the edge of the town. Like the other structures, this one too was constructed of permalloy in a semi-circular cross section, like a horizontal half-cylinder set on the ground, with doors built into the flat end. There were windows in the semi-circular sides. Next to the building, large animals were in pens in various places. Near the doors there were stacks of food—produce items—on pallets. The animals were braying and making an alarming amount of anxious noises. Then figures came into view, they were breaking down the doors, plundering the vegetables and other produce, and striking the animals with spears, clubs, and swords. Several loud bangs—reports—were heard as firearms were discharged. The animals were killed. The figures began butchering the dead animals right where they fell. The display was very disturbing.  
 
      
 
    “Tants!” Janae called out. “They are invading! They have to be stopped.” 
 
      
 
    “How far away is that? Is that really happening right now? Or some recording?” Ken demanded. “What are they doing here?” 
 
      
 
    “That is a live feed from the town of Huss. We are about forty kilometers from there,” Lollard calmly replied, “Yes, those are our siblings, the people who live on Axis Mundi. The poor things have been horribly injured by the septic radiation. See their outward appearance? They have so little where they live. They have come seeking food and supplies. Their ways are harsh, I admit, but we must show compassion on our stricken siblings.” 
 
      
 
    “Compassion?” Janae exclaimed. “Those tants are slaughtering the animals! They burned some people to death when we were prisoners.” 
 
      
 
    “When will your people fight back?” Ken questioned. “Do you have security automacubes to repel them?” 
 
      
 
    “We have all types of automacubes in operation here, however, to turn a security automacube on our siblings, when they are just butchering the animals we have offered them, is not our way. They will field-dress the animals and take them back with them.” 
 
      
 
    “They will attack your people!” Ken stated. 
 
      
 
    “Our people are securely locked away,” Lollard replied. “Our siblings will not harm us, but just seek the sustenance they need to survive. They last came…” he adjusted a dial on his device, and a small display opened. “Yes, now I recall. They last came here, in numbers like this, seventeen months ago. Just as I welcomed you, our hospitality extends to them.” 
 
      
 
    “And if they burn down the house there? Or kill the people in that town?” Janae asked.  
 
      
 
    “Houses can be replaced, and like I said, our people are safe and secure. If someone would choose to approach our siblings and seek to converse or interact with them, then that person is willing to endure the consequences. Just as I am willing to walk with you two, despite your having advanced weaponry. I could have fled when I saw you, but I extended hospitality. I chose the noble path, but others might see what I have done as foolish.” 
 
      
 
    “Tants will murder and kill!” Janae exclaimed. “We saw it happen in that fight with Butterfield and her troops.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, the description of that situation sounded dreadful. Two groups seeking to murder each other,” Lollard shook his head. “Dreadful indeed. Just dreadful.” 
 
      
 
    “Then you should be forcefully ejecting those tants,” Janae insisted. “Before they cause grievous harm.” 
 
      
 
    Ken nodded his approval. 
 
      
 
    Lollard considered her words. Then he spoke, “Only the young, the elderly, the infirm, or anyone else who is vulnerable would need protecting. Others are safe and secure, or will make their own choices about how to offer hospitality to our siblings. The noble path is an individual choice. Those animals and stacks of supplies were left there for our siblings, after the general alarm. If I had known you were entering out here, where I was falconing, I would have brought you a gift as well. I know what our siblings are after and need. What do you need?” 
 
      
 
    “Would you shut down that news feed?” Ken asked gently. “I find it disturbing.” 
 
      
 
    “Certainly,” Lollard said and with just a touch to his device, the projection was shut off. “I will still get alerts and notifications, but I can keep those on private, so as to not disturb your sensibilities.” Seeing a look cross both their faces, he quickly added, “I mean no offense or insult. My apologies.” 
 
      
 
    “You do not fight back when invaders steal your things?” Janae asked. 
 
      
 
    “People are free to offer gifts, or not, as they decide. Accepting a gift is not stealing. Have you eaten? May I get you food or water?” 
 
      
 
    “We need information,” Ken hastily added, still shaken up by the views of the animals being slaughtered. “We need to get back to the Ida biome, and a place called Hanger 5. That is where our ship from Earth is located. How do we go about getting there? May we speak to the leader of your people?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, an assumption of hierarchical governance, like when the Trailblazer was run by the Captain and the flight crews. Historically, I know what you mean, that governing once was the pattern, but no longer. Not here anyway. Now, I do understand more of your misgivings. We have no so-called leader here, not in the sense you mean. For example, Kanako—the woman who presents the news updates and alerts who you just saw—she is a leader in information allocation. Ruzgar, is a fine bloke. He would be considered a leader in home construction, and a superb job he does in building dwellings. He uses engineering automacubes often in his projects. Some people might consider me a leader in falconry, but Tamimia has a better record on breeding and her birds are exquisite. Whoever is best suited, is who does the task, or will assign an apprentice, or we all cooperate and get social projects done. Again, I am rambling in my answer to you. Let me ask about who would best suit your needs for getting back to Ida—I believe that is Habitat Three—as quickly and easily as possible. Shall I get a consultation?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, please,” Janae was a tad confused at how Lollard was responding, but if he was willing to help, she would tolerate his eccentric speech. 
 
      
 
    Lollard adjusted his device and stared for a moment off in the distance, then he spoke, “I messaged the community and the consensus is that Valentinus, Johannes, and Andreae are best suited to assist you. They are people who are gifted in science and technology, focusing on astronomy, aeronautical engineering, and physics. They have agreed to meet with you. All are located in the town of Waldensia, which is on the other end from Huss. I will arrange for passage there, if that is your desire.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, please,” Ken replied. 
 
      
 
    Janae grabbed his arm for a moment, and pulled him aside. They walked until they were out of earshot from Lollard, and turned their backs on him. Speaking quietly, she asked, “I know we are limited in what we can do. Do you trust him? I am torn between thinking he is helping, and fearful of a trap. Do you trust him?” 
 
      
 
    “I think so,” Ken replied. “He speaks about things much more eloquently than so many others, and, well, we need some help to get back.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed. But he has weird pets—I guess you would call them that—and it is so strange. These people’s views on the tants are even more strange.” 
 
      
 
    “Better than what Ida does to tants,” Ken snapped back. “Far better.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed. No doubt about that and here we are not being chased around by bruins. I suppose he is just a different flavor of crazy. The Trailblazer is filled with crazed animal things, and this man has three of them.” 
 
      
 
    “Eagles, I think he called them, or raptors, but I wish John or Kimberly would tell me more about it. So, we agree to go see these people?” Ken asked. “I will follow the path you chose, as we are in this together, and I do trust you. Explicitly, and not just because you are beautiful.” 
 
      
 
    “Incorrigible, just incorrigible,” but Janae squeezed his arm a bit and turned away. Stepping back to Lollard she asked, “Are you using the nonphysicality to communicate?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I used a different network. That nonphysicality was the old way, and it is septic and infected. I do hope you have not had equipment ruined or contaminated by that sewer of putrefaction. It is beyond salvage.” 
 
      
 
    “We did have problems with our equipment, and our artificial intelligence system, Kimberly. Kimberly attempted to probe the nonphysicality and is now rampant. Can these people—you suggest we see—help with that?” 
 
      
 
    “I am not sure. It is possible, but I am not a specialist in that area. It would be best for you to ask them your specific questions,” Lollard replied. “I do mourn for your friend Kimberly, as we here also lost many of our artificial intelligences and synthetic brains after the Encounter. I believe all access ports to the nonphysicality here have been blocked to prevent recurring infections. We do have public-access portals at various locations. Those replaced the basic functions that the nonphysicality once did, and offer a sanctified way of connecting.” 
 
      
 
    Ken added, “We encountered a system, SB Brankovic, who also suggested we could use the public-access portals. I am not sure where to find one.” 
 
      
 
    “My personal link is tailored to my genetics, otherwise I would let you use it. I will summon us a bus for transport to Waldensia, if I am understanding that you seek to go there.  I would ask your indulgence while I complete my falconry before we depart. If, I have your leave and permission?” 
 
      
 
    “Certainly,” Ken replied quickly, but was unsure what he meant.   
 
      
 
    Adjusting his device, Lollard then stated, “The bus will arrive in thirty minutes. That will be enough time. The pickup location is a bit of a walk, but my acquisition should take no more than a few minutes.”  He walked over to a pile of rocks, and carefully climbed up to their flat top. “You are welcome to join me on top of this butte.”   
 
      
 
    The butte was about six meters tall, with jagged rocky sides, and an irregularly shaped, but basically rectangular top. The surface of that top was very flat, about twenty meters long and six meters wide. Ken and Janae followed Lollard as he climbed up the rocks and got to the top. The rocks served as a natural staircase. From there, they could see a good distance in all directions. The sky tube’s light shone off the rocks at various places, but Lollard guided them to a spot which was not subject to those reflections. The butte was not the highest one around, but it did offer an outstanding vantage point to see an open expanse which stretched off in the distance.  The sands were sprinkled with the spiky plants all along that expanse, and it was like a large bowl with the rocky buttes and other outcroppings making the rim of the bowl.  Between the buttes, channels, or avenues were seen in various places.    
 
      
 
    “This is where I will show you falconry,” Lollard commented. “My raptors are ready.” He pointed up at the circling birds.  
 
      
 
    The three dark flyers were soaring high overhead in gentle arcs round and round the open area. 
 
      
 
    “Now, there is a mob inside that arroyo over there. I was tracking them when I stopped for a snack” Lollard pointed at one of the openings between the rocks. “To the mob, Turu is terrible. I can imagine they are saying to each other, ‘Beware Stobor’ but in this case, Orel, will flush them out.” 
 
      
 
    “People?” Ken said in utter disgust. “A mob of people? Your bird things are after people?” 
 
      
 
    “Heavens, no! Not people, oh never people. It is a mob of jacks, jills, and maybe some joeys. It is late in the year for that, though. Watch and see,” Lollard said, and waved his hand.   
 
      
 
    Looking up in the sky, Ken and Janae saw one of the birds descend rapidly, while the other two veered off in different directions.  Janae was amazed at the agility of the birds, and how as they brought their wings in, then dropped, but with the slightest adjustment to the wings, it caused changes in flight. Dramatic changes.  In a moment, all three birds were out of sight somewhere.   
 
      
 
    Janae kept looking for the birds, squinting against the light, and Ken was watching the arroyo. Something came bounding out from between the rocks, and it was strange. Not wearing any clothing, Ken wondered why someone was running naked, but then reevaluated his initial assessment of what he was seeing. It was not a person, or at least not a human-type person, nor a tant-type person, but was similar sized. Although, Ken could not estimate the distance, and yet the figure did have two legs, but was springing along on those two legs, with its body held mostly parallel to the ground, a great thick tail jutting out behind it. Two small arms were held close to its chest. The figure was a light brown color, which did nearly match the sands and rocks around it.    
 
      
 
    “What?” Ken wondered aloud.  
 
      
 
    “That is but the lead jack. Big, but not the boomer. Look, some jills are following right behind. Those smaller ones are jills, and here come some jacks, and I expect the boomer—he will be a big fellow—will probably be toward the rear. He will try to defend his mob, but that is where Orel is,” Lollard said as he beamed with pride. “You did not expect some bunyip, did you?” His smile was contagiously engaging, even though neither Ken nor Janae understood what he was talking about. Many of his terms were meaningless.   
 
      
 
    Before anything more could be said, a group of the things rocketed out of the arroyo and made their way into the vast open area. At least a dozen of them bounded out and headed away. The bigger ones—the jacks—were right where Lollard had anticipated.  Last in the mob was the largest of all, what Lollard called the boomer. He was bobbing and weaving about as the bird, Orel, was flying right behind him. The bird was making darting attacks at the big animal. The bird’s talons were stretched out in front of it, very close to the big two-legged animal. Each attack barely missed the animal’s head, as it dodged and ran. 
 
      
 
    “Hurrah for Orel! Driving the whole mob with one flight! Oh, see the jacks and jills fleeing,” Lollard hollered, “Orel may even snag the boomer!”   
 
      
 
    “Huh?” Janae sighed out.  
 
      
 
    “What kind of…?” Ken muttered. 
 
      
 
    “Now, watch and see as Turu and Stobor join in! They will take down at least two and possibly three this day!” Lollard said. “You stay and watch the show. I know this will be a success, and I must be there for the dispatch.” He rushed away, and nimbly climbed down the rocks. “This is happening faster than I expected!” 
 
      
 
    The boomer was still being harassed by Orel, while the jacks and jills were running about, scattering to the sides of the open area. They were very fast leapers, sometimes bounding great distances as they rushed away from the pursuing eagle. The boomer made an unexpected stop, and the bird flew past it, but turned incredibly swiftly and sailed back in another attack run.  The boomer stood almost straight up and kicked with its legs, narrowly missing the bird. The dance of attack and counter attack continued as the bird veered away, pumping its wings, and tilting to turn around again. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, just a meter or so off the ground, the two other eagles jetted in very rapidly, aiming right toward two separate, smaller animals who were each on the fringes of the mob.  The raptors’ wings were extended outward, streamlined to their maximum ability—those broad, long wings with tips resembling finger-like indentations. For moments, they flew in a minor dihedral with wings held in a slightly, upturned V-shape, which allowed them to maneuver and get right onto their prey.  
 
      
 
    One eagle struck with its taloned feet and scored a major victory. Ken thought of it as Turu—but he knew not why. Its taloned feet sank deeply into the neck of a jill and the prey toppled over. Turu’s wings flapped madly as it landed onto the stricken jill.   
 
      
 
    “Look!” Ken exclaimed.  
 
      
 
    “I see, that one missed,” Janae answered. She was watching the other eagle who had swiped at a jack, but missed. The bird had briefly touched ground but was pumping its wings madly, gaining height, while banking about to make another run at the prey. 
 
      
 
    “No! Look at what that man is doing,” Janae pointed her finger in a direction Ken had not noticed.   
 
      
 
    Lollard was sprinting directly toward where Turu and the jill were locked in combat on the ground. The jill was on its side, flailing its legs, but the bird did not release. Instead, it ripped savagely downward with its beak into the profusely bleeding neck. In just a moment, Lollard was there, and he gestured and called out something. The bird took to the air, and the man was upon the jill, slashing with something in his hand. It stopped struggling nearly immediately.  
 
      
 
    “Crazed animal things! Insane and brutal people! Oh, which animals are worst?” Janae lamented.   
 
      
 
    “The birds are attacking again. They are cutting off the smaller ones,” Ken observed. His heart was racing as he was reminded of seeing the tants butchering the animals in that camera’s view of the town, as well as recalling the bull killing the tant in Ida. “Such viciousness.”  
 
      
 
    Indeed, the three raptors had knocked down the boomer, but he bounced up again, kicking and leaping high in the air. The three birds struck him at different angles of attack, and kept him off balance. Once, a defensive kick landed and that eagle crashed briefly to the ground, but it jumped back up and soared away, apparently without injury. The boomer staggered away as quickly as it could. 
 
      
 
    Next a bird dove at a small jill and ripped the sides of that animal so badly, it tumbled over and the bird was on top of it jabbing with its beak. Lollard sprinted up and finished off that animal as well. He then turned and waved in triumph at Ken and Janae.   
 
      
 
    The mob had nearly made it to the far side of the open area, when the last kill happened. Two of the birds—Janae and Ken could not tell them apart—both struck at a jack and hooked into its back near the tail. Their combined attack actually lifted it briefly off the ground so hard that its long-nosed-face was dragged across the sands and through one of the spiky trees. It struggled just a bit as the birds let go, but it was gravely injured. It tried to move out from the spiky trees, but one of its powerful back legs was broken. The birds gave it no mercy and swirled back and set upon it again. Just a moment later, Lollard was there, and the third of the prey was killed. 
 
      
 
    “Hurrah! Well done, Turu! Excellent, Stobor! A fine flight, Orel!” Lollard’s voice echoed across the way.  He turned and waved at Ken and Janae, again. 
 
      
 
    Ken and Janae turned to each other. They exchanged looks, but neither was sure what to say or to do.  After some time of just standing there, while the mob disappeared from sight, the boomer limping behind them, and the birds had landed near to where Lollard was preparing the slain animals, they spoke. 
 
      
 
    “Do we still go with this man?” Ken asked.  
 
      
 
    “If it helps us get back to homebase, or to the scout ship, I suppose we must. But I think the massive systems failures here were not so much mechanical as in the minds and morals of these people,” Janae replied. “Everything is so disgusting here… but Jubal and Larson were worse.” 
 
      
 
    They climbed down, and the rocks were hot to the touch. The sky tube was even brighter, and they understood that they must have entered the biome at early morning. They both sipped on water from the RAM suits as they approached Lollard.    
 
      
 
    Lollard had dragged the slain beasts to a common location, near several of the large spiky trees. Their bodies were in a head-down position, tails, and legs bound to the larger spiked tree. Up close, they saw that the animals had a pretty brownish fur, more beige on their abdomens. The abdomens on two of them had a strange fold, which neither Ken nor Janae could identify. Each animal had a long, rather pointed nose, or snout, with large brown colored eyes, and upright ears which were nearly comically tall. Each animal was clearly dead. Wounds from the birds were on their necks, faces and heads. The now-glazed eyes stared at nothing. Blood marked each of the drag trails, but was also pooling in a depression in the sands. The neck of each animal had been sliced open, so the blood flowed down and away from the body. Lollard was compressing the chest of one body with his foot doing rhythmic movements which facilitated the bleeding out of the dead body.   
 
      
 
    Each of the eagles was sitting on the top of different spiked trees, carefully observing all that was happening. Their heads turned as Janae and Ken approached, and their eyes glared intensely. 
 
      
 
    “My guests, it is such a good day. The bus will arrive shortly, and I have told the driver we will have supplies.  Do you care for a sampling now, or should I reserve your portion for later?” 
 
      
 
    Janae’s eyes were even more intense than those of the raptors, but she said nothing.  Ken spoke, “We are unused to your methods, and customs. We just want to find out how to get to where our equipment and supplies are.” 
 
      
 
    Lollard’s countenance fell, and he quit compressing the dead animal. He carefully stood up and said, “I see that somehow I have offered offense to you. Please forgive me. I do not understand, but obviously you are both distressed. I should perhaps have not done my falconry while we waited for the bus? Nonetheless, what acts of contrition may I do to re-establish our relationship?”  
 
      
 
    “Are you seriously going to take us somewhere to help us?” Janae spat out. “I have been lied to, deceived, and coerced before, and I will not stand for it again.” Her hand rested on the holstered revenger. 
 
      
 
    “Nor should you. No person seeks to be a victim, and those who transgressed against you should be ashamed. It grieves my heart to hear that people did those atrocities to you,” Lollard answered, “I see you keep eyeing the dead roos, and I wonder, do you want to do the dressing and preparation of the meats?” 
 
      
 
    “You are not torturing those animals for sport?” Ken asked, surprise crossing his face. “This was not some religious service, or some game to you?” 
 
      
 
    “My religion is to serve the Sacrificed One, and falconry is my trade. I am gathering food for myself and my family, just as my father and mother did. I would not torture a jack or jill, and especially not a joey. My raptors are instructed not to take jills with joeys, but it has happened. These three, the jack and two jills, I killed them humanely and quickly. Yes, my raptors take them down, but had you not been here, I would only have taken one, for my family. I had the raptors take three, two as my gifts to you, but I see I was mistaken. I apologize. I did not understand what you needed.” He looked at the bodies, and shrugged sadly. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, just do whatever you have to do with those dead things,” Janae snapped out. “I have seen worse, I suppose, back with the walrus and bruins. I just do not like it.” She turned away. 
 
      
 
    “You make food from them?” Ken asked, some comprehension dawning on him. “What do you need to do now?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. The bus will arrive shortly, but I do ask your pardon and forgiveness, for my hubris and lack of discernment of your needs.  I will finish here.” 
 
      
 
    “Please, just explain,” Ken added, when Lollard turned away. 
 
      
 
    “Alright then. In the bluntest of terms, what is required now is that the bodies must be dressed properly, the blood let, the organs removed. Therefore, everything from the mouth to the arse, comes out. Intestines and other internal organs are high in bacteria. That necessitates removal promptly, in order to avoid contaminating the meat. Each carcass must start to cool as soon as bleeding out is done. Otherwise, there is higher risk of diminishing the meat quality. I wanted the best portions for you, and Janae. I again offer my apologies, and ask your forgiveness. I can see in your eyes that something is wrong, and I feel in my heart, I have offended you. I am truly sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “Finish your tasks, and we will await this bus thing that is coming,” Ken said. He felt the dilemma, as Lollard was sincerely remorseful, and yet, Ken related to Janae on the bizarreness of what Lollard and the birds had done. It reminded Ken too much of the screaming crowds when the bull killed the tant. Those images haunted his mind.   
 
      
 
    A faint whining noise came from the distance, and a dust cloud appeared over one of the arroyos. Both Ken and Janae pulled their hoods and masks on as a reflex.  They then checked their RAM suits, but both suits showed that there was no elevation in radiation levels. A white vehicle emerged from between the rocky buttes and the dust was coming off the sand which was being blown around as it hovered on a cushion of air and moved toward them. 
 
      
 
    “That will be Paige, and the bus,” Lollard stated, “I asked her to hasten her arrival here. Otherwise, she would not be stirring up the ground like she is doing.” 
 
      
 
    The white vehicle was riding about a quarter of a meter off the ground. It consisted of a horizontal deck, about a meter high, two and one-half meters wide, and four meters long, with a clear permalloy cabin above that. The cabin had vertical sides about a meter tall, and the ceiling was clear permalloy as well. Three bench-style seats were visible inside that rounded-cornered, but boxy cabin. It did remind Janae of an overly large, transparent automacube, sans the drive wheels. Directly behind that cabin, was a v-shaped wing, and two circular fan housings. Someone was seated in the middle of the front bench. 
 
      
 
    The bus pulled up near to Lollard, and the whine diminished in pitch until it was nearly gone. Slowing down to a stop, the vehicle then settled onto the sand.  A door lifted upward, exposing the entire side of the cabin, the seats inside were a creamy-tan color, which did not alleviate Janae’s or Ken’s stress about possible radiation, but as they checked their RAM suits, yet again, they did reluctantly remove their hoods and masks.    
 
      
 
    “Hail, and greeting Lollard,” the person called.  She had a short hair style, with her smooth, brown hair hanging straight to her ear-line, but bluntly cut off at that point, with full bangs down to her eyebrows. As she stepped from the bus, her hair, even though short, flipped about, giving her a tousled look. She was wearing a tight-fitting shirt and pants, which accentuated her curvy figure, and ankle high boots. Her clothing was manufactured, and completely different from what Lollard was wearing. 
 
      
 
    “Paige, it was very nice of you to come and assist,” Lollard said. 
 
      
 
    “Happy to be of service. Lollard, your lungi is slipping in the back,” Paige stated, as she looked them over. Her smile was attractive with pouty lips, and upturned ends. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, it must have been in the pursuit,” Lollard said, and fixed the cloth which made up his hat—the lungi.  
 
      
 
    “Your falconry did well, I see, especially well,” Paige’s face then clouded a bit—seeing the reactive expression on Lollard’s face—and so, smile gone, she looked carefully at Ken and Janae. “I too welcome you both here. You are not our usual sibling visitors, and as Lollard informed me, you have endured a trial in a shuttle crash. Dreadful news that. Is there some other difficulty I can assist in alleviating?” Her brown eyes peered out under her bangs, and held no trace of animosity, but were a mixture of curiosity and puzzlement.  
 
      
 
    “We need to get back to the Ida habitat, well, the shell area around that biome. Our equipment is there, and we have a ship that we need to repair,” Janae said. “Lollard said you could take us to some people who would help?” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, that I will do.  Johannes, Valentinus, and Andreae have been contacted and they will welcome you at the center in Waldensia,” Paige replied. She looked at Lollard. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head, “I am not coming, but I would ask that you deliver two parcels of fresh meat, wherever you think they would do the most good,” Lollard turned back to the dead roos. “I will be a few moments as I pack them up.” 
 
      
 
    “Are those not for our guests, these new friends?” Paige nodded toward the carcasses. “Those are prime and choice selections. Your raptors did very well.” 
 
      
 
    Lollard shook his head and lowered his voice, “I offended the gifts to these guests, but that was not desired. Therefore, I will just finish with the dressing and preparation, then take my leave.” 
 
      
 
    Paige was again puzzled and just said, “As you wish. May I assist you?” 
 
      
 
    Lollard looked at Ken and Janae. He then spoke a question, “It will be a terrible waste if this food spoils, and I cannot carry three by myself. Paige could assist me, and you could be on your journey more quickly, but I do not wish to offend.” 
 
      
 
    “Just be done,” Janae began, but Ken cut her off. 
 
      
 
    “We do not wish to offend either, so, please, do as you two wish with the bodies of the animals, and we will just wait to leave until that is finished. I too feel badly, if we have done something to offend you, or your traditions,” Ken spoke carefully, treading lightly with his words. “Your ways are not our ways, but that does not make them wrong or incorrect. They are just new to us. I suppose, we both made mistakes.” 
 
      
 
    Paige pulled out a small tool kit from beneath the rear wing of the vehicle. She walked over and assisted Lollard in what he had been doing with the bodies.  Before long, two parcels were packed into chests at the rear of the vehicle. 
 
      
 
    “They are in preservation now, and I will see they get to needy people. Your gifts will be appreciated by the recipients,” Paige stated, as she closed down the chests. “I must ask if you want recognition?” This last question sounded formal and liturgical. 
 
      
 
    “Knowing the Sacrificed One sees all, this gift should remain anonymous,” Lollard replied in a recited manner. “The left hand need not know what the right hand has accomplished. One body feeds itself.” Lollard then carefully washed all his tools, and his hands. His garments were not soiled in any manner, yet the pool of blood in which the animals’ bodies had been drained was large, the sand a deep, nearly black, red color. Nearby sat the carefully folded skins of the animals, and some bones were in a pile next to that. 
 
      
 
    Looking at Ken and Janae, Lollard spoke, “May your journey be safe, and successful, and all your ways be honoring to all.” This too sounded like a recitation or benediction of sorts.   
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Lollard,” Ken said.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, I appreciate your guidance and summoning us this vehicle and guide,” Janae stated, but was repulsed at the slaughter of the animals. “I feel like an apology is needed from me as well, but, well, I just tend to be troubled, deeply troubled, by all the crazed animal things I have seen. From the tants, to the painted people in Ida, to monstrous bruins, to these aggressive attack-birds, to some many bizarre foods, yuck. I am just simply overwhelmed. But, I do thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Paige opened the opposite side of the bus, and its door swung upward. When both doors on the vehicle were opened, the doors looked like bird wings. Janae looked back at the raptor birds as they sat on the spiky trees.  She then blurted out, “Lollard? Tell me about these trees with the spikes? You were doing something to one of them when we met. What are these? Would you help me understand?” 
 
      
 
    Lollard tipped his head in a bow, “You honor me by asking for my instruction. I am heartened to know my hubris did not permanently cause a rift between us. The trees with spikes are called the saguaro. Saguaro are host to a myriad of animals, but also provide a way-station for those who travel the outback. With the proper techniques, once can harvest water from them, gather their fruit when ripe—those sweet fruits make our sacred wine as well as candies and jelly. We use their thorns and pulp for other things as well.  When you met me, I was gathering some extra pulp for my raptors as their treats.” He looked at Janae and then at Ken who were both watching and listening intently. He went on, “You may notice holes or dens in the saguaro, and that is where various other animals abide. Flickers, woodpeckers, ravens, martins, finches, and sparrows are just some of the smaller birds who make homes in saguaros. My raptors, and other hunting birds; hawks, owls, and such, use saguaros as look-outs and platforms, as well as homes. The roos and rodents also eat the young saguaros, especially in the driest times. Oh, but I hope I am not boring you. In Waldensia, there are those who know far more about the flora of Christianopolis than I do. That is not my specialty, but it is a passion I have. Thank you for asking.” 
 
      
 
    “One more question?” Janae asked.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, of course.” 
 
      
 
    “What does Christianopolis mean? I know it is the name of your home here, but it is unfamiliar to me,” Janae asked.  
 
      
 
    “As well it might be, being what you told me of yourselves,” Lollard replied. “This place was once just known as Habitat Six, or the desert, but then the Encounter happened. After that, the people here found the way, and we began seeking to make Habitat Six into Christianopolis, a legendary utopia. I might not get all the details correct. However, in Waldensia, seek out Hiram the historian, as that is his specialized area.” 
 
      
 
    Janae and Ken climbed into the vehicle, Janae took a set in the back row, while Ken sat in the front. The middle row was empty, although it could probably seat four people across. Paige pulled the door shut. It locked down tightly, and they recognized that the cabin had airtight capabilities and could be pressurized.  
 
      
 
    “First, here are some bottles of cool water, and a packaged meal. I was unsure if you had sufficient supplies, so I brought you each two different meals. Please, help yourself,” she handed the bottles and packages to Ken and Janae. Paige then climbed in the other side, adjusted the control mechanisms to be located in front of her on that side, and gave Ken and then Janae, a tentative smile. Ken took immediate notice. 
 
      
 
    “Now, we will be heading to Waldensia, and I am in your service,” Paige stated as she started up the hover bus. The engine of the bus started with a slight whirring sound, and the bus rose to hover over the ground about a quarter meter or so. Its flight was very smooth. “Gravity manipulation is nullified here, in adjusted increments to allow a nearly frictionless mode of movement. Of course, there is still air resistance, especially when I go faster than is typical, as when I came out here, but we will not be going too fast on the way back. I kicked up a lot of dust getting out to you. I do not see a need for excessive speed, now that you are here. Lollard was concerned about your reactions to the raptors—eagles—and the roos, but I can assure you, there are no animals in my bus.” She smiled as she looked at her two passengers. 
 
      
 
    “That is reassuring. Your vehicle’s controls are quite simple,” Ken observed, but then hesitated, “I do not mean to diminish your abilities. For you know your machine, as well as the landscape, the region, the wildlife, and all the other factors about this habitat. It is nice to have someone, so nice and helpful, who knows this place to guide us,” Ken’s voice was smooth, and somewhat sultry as he spoke. “Thank you, also, for the food, and water.” He had opened one package, and sniffed at whatever it was inside. “A tempting aroma.” 
 
      
 
    Janae rolled her eyes, and looked at the view of the biome. She nearly said, “Incorrigible,” but she refrained. She blew out a long breath and settled into the comfortable seat. If Ken wanted to flirt with some local woman, who was she to interfere? She sat the food parcel next to her, not sure she could eat it, and wishing it was a ration bar from Dome 17 instead.   
 
      
 
    “Paige, I appreciate you helping me. You are the expert,” Ken crooned, “And I am new here.” 
 
      
 
    “I would never have guessed that,” Paige quipped and winked at Ken. 
 
      
 
    “Very little would get past anyone as perceptive and attractive as you,” Ken replied, and touched Paige’s should ever so slightly. “It is nice to have someone who can help me achieve my goals.”  
 
      
 
    “Our goals,” Janae interjected, and then seriously wondered why Ken was flirting, especially after his experiences with Butterfield, but she felt no jealousy. Paige was indeed an attractive woman, roughly the same age as Ken, and she was giving as much coquettish attention as she was receiving.   
 
      
 
    “I will take us back via the river. The view there is lovely, and you can see our world. Although, as I understand it, you have seen more of the rest of the world than I have, being that you are visitors to here,” Paige offered. “If I am not intruding, where are you and your sister from?” 
 
      
 
    “Sister?” Ken asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Janae is your sister, right?” Paige said hopefully.  
 
      
 
    “Ken, we told Lollard our story, why not this woman too?” Janae asked, not quite rhetorical, but with no sarcasm or bitterness. “The radiation is already out of containment.” 
 
      
 
    Paige’s face hardened at Janae’s use of a common idiom from Dome 17, “Radiation? Axis Mundi, the needle ship is filled with deadly radiation. You are speaking in some metaphorical sense, I hope.” 
 
      
 
    Ever smoothly, Ken replied, “Yes, an idiom. Where we originated, containment and barriers to radiation are fundamental essentials. That figure of speech, the one Janae used, just means, something like, once something is set loose, it is hard to put it back.” For some reason, a memory of another adventurer, Jerome, from Dome 17 came to Ken’s mind, and he then added, “In ancient times, they spoke of a djinn getting out of a bottle, and used that phrase in a similar manner.” 
 
      
 
    “If I am interpreting your accent correctly, I think I understand. As a child I read of a being called a genie in some Aladdin stories, but that mythical spirit was in a lamp. Is that the same type of entity as your djinn in a bottle?” Paige laughed. “I have heard of an ancient alcohol called gin, which was stored in a bottle. Spilt alcohol is hard to rebottle, right? I suppose it is like Pandora’s box. Figures of speech are interesting. I enjoy dreaming about the other places on the Trailblazer, and I like to read as much as I can. I also try to envision the destination planet, but know I will never live to see it.” When neither passenger replied, she added, hastily, “I beg pardon if speaking about you as brother and sister, was inaccurate or wrong. Did I offend? Or was it a reference to alcohol? I know some people are… oh, what is that old term? Oh yes, teetotalers who abstain from all forms of alcohol.”   
 
      
 
    “No offense,” Janae replied. “Ken rarely abstains from any opportunity,” she laughed a bit and then gave a quick overview of their history and how they arrived on the Trailblazer. She gave details about the people involved, and even some information about specific individuals, like the other adventurers, yet, she did withhold her most personal feelings. She was concise, yet fairly technologically comprehensive, including about FTL travel and teleportation, ending with, “So, back to radiation. It was a serious threat all around Dome 17. Because of that, each generation of children was conceived extremely carefully, by gamete compatibility, and then the babies were incubated in extracorporeal wombs, each generation being gestated during the same time-frame. For years, those groups have been five years apart. So, people are age-mates when they are from the same group of babies.” She was about to add the new revelation about how she and Ken were now fertile again, but did not do so. She was not sure why she withheld that information, but felt some guilt about chiding Ken about not being abstinent. She also could not bring herself to open-up about the people who had died, especially about Constance. “So, you see, Ken and I are not sister and brother, but are associates, or teammates I suppose you could call us.” 
 
      
 
    “Amazing account. Thank you. Dome 17 sounds… clinical. Very interesting technologies, you describe. I am saddened by those wicked people and what they did. Gamete compatibility and controlled reproduction,” Paige relied, “sounds like extreme measures, to meet extreme stresses, and in extremely tough conditions. Thank you for sharing with me. I can better appreciate how you need to reach your equipment and your ship. If the Trailblazer had not suffered the massive system collapses so many decades ago, you could have taken a tube transport system, or funicular, or simply walked there. I have read about all those methods of transport. Although, that would have been quite a jaunt. Walking, I mean. My bus service runs between Waldensia and Huss, and with the turmoil in Huss today, I had little else to do. I feel blessed to have been able to assist you.” Gesturing at the window, she said, “The river is just beyond the bends up ahead.” 
 
      
 
    “You believe me?” Janae asked in wonder. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I meant no sarcasm or mocking. I am trying to listen and learn from you,” Paige replied. “If one does not know something, that thing is older than you.” 
 
      
 
    Janae was unsure how to interpret Paige’s idiom, and instead said, “You and Lollard do not seem afraid of strangers, and we saw how the tants were even welcomed,” Janae commented. “What if we were evil people seeking to do you harm?” 
 
      
 
    Paige laughed a bit, “Are you evil people seeking to do me harm?” She then winked at Ken. 
 
      
 
    “Well, no, but how would you know? I could be lying to you, or deceiving you for some nefarious purpose. Your people let tants in your biome. They will kill, ravage, and plunder your belongings. You obviously have technology, so why not lock them out, or fight them off as they enter?” Janae pressed.  
 
      
 
    Paige’s face was thoughtful for a moment, then she said, “That was once a consideration, back in my grandmother’s era. But violence should be a last resort, especially violence against people. Certainly, we protect the vulnerable people, but the animals that our siblings take—the people you call tants—those animals were raised for food, anyway. We have an abundance here. Why not share it with our siblings, who have need? Otherwise they would go hungry, possibly die. Axis Mundi has so little from what I know, and we have so much. To me, and I could be wrong, but I would regret knowing my siblings are suffering because I chose to be selfish.” 
 
      
 
    “They call themselves tants,” Janae snapped back, “and what if they sought out people to murder, or rape, or torture?” 
 
      
 
    Ken leaned back, and in his mind, was thankful Janae had asked. He was uncomfortable with the flirtation he had started, so he was pleased with the distraction. He too was wondering about this new habitat’s people, and their society. They had only met basically three or four societies, and yet these people groups were so different. Each different from the people of Ida, or the Isle of Pines, or the tants, or these newest people they had met. To Ken, the people in Christianopolis seemed passive and not too concerned with the possibilities. Yet, Lollard was violent in his direction of the predator birds. It was confusing. He knew Butterfield’s people were more than willing to kill for sport, religion, or just spite. 
 
      
 
    Paige pulled on her lip a moment and then answered, “I would hope no one would be so mentally disturbed as to deliberately seek violence against others, but I also know it does happen. Some years ago, there was a woman who drown her children in the river. That was a horrific crime, and those who knew her grieved severely for those poor children. It happened not long after her fourth child was born. A hideous tragedy. There are some crimes of violence, but few and far between. Also, back when my grandmother lived, there were those people who argued about ensuring that Christianopolis was separate and secure. There were advocates of armed resistance, and use of preemptive violence, but those views were a small marginal belief. The Trailblazer is one family of humanity, and if we ignore our siblings, they will suffer.” 
 
      
 
    “And if the tants decide to just come in and take everything you have, you would let them?” Ken asked. Then thinking of Butterfield and her troops, he asked, “Or some soldiers or raiders came from another habitat and had in mind slaughter and genocide against all of you, what would you do? Do you let people terrorize you?” 
 
      
 
    “There have been isolated acts of terror, I admit that. History is replete with accounts of atrocities like you describe, but we have evolved away from that—hopefully. If someone were to act against me, personally, I would have to consider my own actions. Would I kill a person to stop that person from eating food? No. But other matters are tougher. Each person here would have to decide what she or he wanted to do in those extreme cases you mention. It seems, from what you shared, there are those things happening in other habitats, at alarming rates. I am disgusted and appalled. I would hope that reasoning, logical discussion, and a spirt of cooperation would win out,” Paige replied. “You can ask the people we are going to see about that. They are wiser and more knowledgeable than I am. However, do you think criminal behaviors are more wide-spread and common than compassion and cooperation? That has not been my experience. For, I know here, I have seldom met anyone who is determined to commit the evil kinds of deeds you speak about, although rare instances do happen. Rare, isolated, and usually chaotic incidents should not push everyone into living in terror of their neighbors. I am beginning to understand how your experiences have shaped you, and that is different than how I was shaped. I have a lot to ponder.” 
 
      
 
    They all rode in silence. 
 
      
 
    The bus moved onward, and the landscape had changed little, as the saguaro trees and other foliage looked much the same as where Lollard and his birds had been. Looking up, they could tell they were nearly directly beneath the sky tube. Rounding around a particularly large butte of rocks, the way opened before them. The sandy ground sloped down to a river which was roughly a hundred meters wide, and which reflected back the light from above. The river had a few more plants around it than did the more barren area which Janae and Ken had first seen, but it was still sparse.   
 
      
 
    “And here is the river. My hover bus will not disturb the river denizens much, and I just like traveling over the river better. The old roadway is still serviceable, but the sand blows around a lot,” Paige stated, her voice lighter and more comfortable in pointing out scenery. “Also, the views along here are prettier and more varied, and since you are new, I thought you might enjoy this.”  
 
      
 
    The bus floated down the slope and out across the water. The hovering ability of the bus barely made ripples in the surface of the water.   
 
      
 
    “What is that?” Ken asked as he pointed toward something on the bank.   
 
      
 
    Janae looked over and an animal of some kind was in the low grasses along the riverbank. The overall impression was a furless long tube, with side-ways legs, but it was obviously alive and moving. A greyish-brown color with yellow bars, or splotches on its tail, and large, greenish-yellow stripes on its back, it was nasty looking.  It was about two meters long, from toothy mouth in its small head, to the tip of its muscular tail, slender, and low to the ground. It had four short, stubbly—but muscular—legs which came out from its sides, more than underneath it. Its long tail was thrashing about and striking at something else in the grass. As they watched, it bit down and then lifted its head. In its powerful jaws it held a chunk of red flesh which was dripping blood. It gulped that down, and then again, bit into the body beneath it.  
 
      
 
    “What horror is that? It must weigh forty kilograms,” Janae asked. “Not as big as a bruin, but an ugly predator.” 
 
      
 
    “That is an adult varanus-minor. Big for that species, but not extraordinary. Looks like a male—consuming its meal—a muskrat from the look of things,” Paige replied causally, then she reconsidered what Ken and Janae had said. “Are animals like raptors and that lizard new to you?”  
 
      
 
    Janae replied, “Of course! No animals at all on Earth, just old recordings, and images from centuries ago. Everything on this wretched, wasted, wrecked ship is new to us.” She could not keep from looking at the lizard as it devoured the other animal. “Paige? What would happen if a person was like that crazed animal thing? Or like those vicious birds Lollard had? What if someone just launched a violent attack against other people?” 
 
      
 
    “People are not animals,” Paige replied. 
 
      
 
    “Some are worse than animals,” Ken answered. “That thing in the grass back there, was a ‘minor’ something? Is there a ‘major’ version of it?” 
 
      
 
    Paige increased the speed of her hover bus, and it glided above the water easily as it accelerated. Glad for the distraction from their probing questions, Paige answered, “Yes, the varanus-majors live on several islands in the river not far from Waldensia. They are not as good at swimming as the varanus minors, probably because they have little need to do so, hence they mostly stay on their island homes. I can point them out to you as we pass by, if you want. They will reach four or five meters long, so bigger than that minor fellow you just saw. But again, the varanus are not people.” Paige paused, and then with a flip of her head, and a brushing back of her short hair, she again addressed Janae’s concerns, “One can train some animals, like Lollard has done so wonderfully with his raptors. Other animals are difficult to train, and some can never be domesticated. People, are not animals. From infancy, we respect and educate our children. I do not have any offspring, not yet, but each family takes immense responsibility for raising up good citizens who are moral and ethical. That is what happens with people. From birth, we train up our children here to respect, honor, and love one another.” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds well and good, and in Dome 17, I thought we were nearly perfect in how we educated our age-mate groups,” Janae responded quietly. “But I was wrong about those people. I only found out how wrong, shortly before I was forced to leave.” 
 
      
 
    “Your experiences are dreadfully hard, and I sense you suffered much. That grieves my heart for you,” Paige said sincerely. “We will skip a tour past the varanus-major’s islands and get you two to the people you need to see.  Forgive me for any of my attitudes, or comments I made, which did not respect you and all you have endured. I may have been judgmental, and for that I apologize.” 
 
      
 
    Ken responded, “We are new everywhere, and I am not offended at you, but only at the terrors I see in the world around me.” 
 
      
 
    “Ken, you know that there were terrors in Dome 17 as well. Paige, I did not tell you about Constance. May I share with you what happened to her?” 
 
      
 
    “If you wish to do so. I will listen, and feel honored to learn from you. We have only a short while more before reaching Waldensia,” Paige replied. 
 
      
 
    “Constance was…” Janae shared comprehensive information about all that had happened. She surprised herself by how much she shared. Paige was a good listener, and Janae felt that someone finally cared.  
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    The river widened until it was more than two kilometers wide, and as they approached, boats were seen in various places around the lake. People waved at Paige, and the bus moved along just above the surface of the lake. 
 
      
 
    “This is our lake, and there is Waldensia,” Paige said as she led them toward the town. She turned and winked at Ken. “I grew up in this town.”  
 
      
 
    “How many people live here?” Ken asked. 
 
      
 
    “About a thousand parishioners in this town, and roughly the same number in Huss. Then there are about a thousand people who live in various spots about the habitat,” Paige replied. 
 
      
 
    Ken hesitated to ask why she used the term “parishioner” as that brought up ideas of religion, which Ken associated with the bullfight in Ida.  
 
      
 
    The town was as much vertical as it was horizontal, and its foundation sat on the shore of a lake. The river flowed into that lake from the same direction they had come, and the entire opposite side of the lakeshore was the cliff’s bottom, with the town built up onto that cliff and shore. The rocky buttes which had dotted the desert areas were the same materials the cliff was made from, but at the lake, the cliff was sold rock stretching the entire width of the habitat—or so Paige informed them—and about a hundred meters tall.  
 
      
 
    Waldensia’s buildings were set into that cliff face, and spread out along the shoreline. A wharf stretched across much of the lakefront, while the windows, decks, staircases, patios, and walkways linked the multiple levels of the structures which faced the lake.  As Janae and Ken observed, they could see the green verdure growth which lined the lake, but the sandy tan colors of the desert were not far off beyond the foliage. The land on three sides of the lake all sloped downward to the water, and the cliff rose up on the remaining side.  
 
      
 
    The hover bus avoided the quays and piers and reached a point next to the cliff where there were no structures and just bare rock. Hovering about three meters from there, Paige brought the bus to a halt, and said, “You are my only passengers and so I will take us right up to where you can meet Andreae, Johannes, and Valentinus. They are waiting for you at the Garden Center.” 
 
      
 
    “You have been in contact with them?” Janae asked.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, they are keeping track of our progress,” Paige nodded at the controls.  There were several displays in front of her, but the icons, and symbols were not recognized by Ken or Janae. Gesturing toward her ear, Paige added, “I have an ear-link on. They are expecting you.” 
 
      
 
    Neither Ken or Janae had noted the tiny bud in Paige’s ear. Self-consciously, Ken chided himself for not seeing that. 
 
      
 
    “They have been listening to us?”  
 
      
 
    “Obviously, since you wanted to meet them,” Paige replied. “They have been monitoring our discussions, but have not contributed, letting you relate all your background.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought I was just speaking to you,” Janae fumed. “I told you about Constance, and Dome 17, and my own suffering, all while having an audience!” 
 
      
 
    “I apologize. If I had known you wanted confidentiality, I would have shut off the link. You said you shared with Lollard, and when you shared with me, I had no idea it was private, at this stage,” Paige answered. Her voice was genuine, but Janae ignored that. “After all, one hand cannot clap.” 
 
      
 
    “All this time? This entire journey in this bus, other people have been listening in? Eavesdropping? Spying?” Janae pitch and tone were elevated. 
 
      
 
    “I ask your forgiveness. I did not know, but I should have asked, I suppose,” Paige was flustered. “We were trying to offer you service and help, not spying or eavesdropping on you. I can see now how you might have perceived it in some other way. For that I am sorry.” She looked away and blew out a deep breath, “I have burned my tongue on soup, now I will blow on ice-cream. All I can say is, I am sorry. I will park at the Garden Center, and let you out.”  
 
      
 
    “She spies on us this whole time, and then talks about foods, and forgiveness?” Janae asked and glared at Ken.  
 
      
 
    “Janae, I am with you in this, but let us speak to these people and see if we can get back to our equipment, and the scout,” Ken added trying to mitigate what was obviously a heated exchange.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, sure, agree with her. She flirts with you and charges your sexual urges…” Janae caught herself as she remembered all Ken had done. Huffing out a deep sigh, she said, “That was uncalled for. Sorry, Ken. Paige, I do forgive you, if you will forgive my outburst. I honestly thought we three were alone here.” 
 
      
 
    “Repetition teaches the donkey, and I have learned much in our discussions,” Paige replied. “And just so you know, I see nothing to forgive, but if you need to hear it, I do forgive you. I think you should be aware too, that in the towns—both here in Waldensia and in Huss, the overseeing systems are monitoring most of life. You can speak to them at the public-address portals, and there is one right near the Garden Center. Unless, that would spoil the situation.” 
 
      
 
    Janae was about to ask what Paige meant by “overseeing systems” but restrained herself. She was angry, frustrated, and confused.   
 
      
 
    The bus hovered upward and over the top of the cliff. It then glided onto a permalloy pathway. The environment above the cliff was much different than down in the sandy and rocky desert areas. There were numerous leaf-bearing trees, and plants growing in cultivated rows. The bus settled down onto the pavement right in front of a large building. The building had clear permalloy windows in its sides, and roof, and the support structures between were white colored.  Its sloping roof gleamed in the light from the sky tube, but the windows also allowed much of that light to enter into the building. Inside, more plants, bushes, and trees were visible. 
 
      
 
    “Here are the people I brought you to meet. Scholars, scientists, and computational specialists, all in a unique field,” Paige stated as the bus came to rest. “Again, I apologize for the misunderstanding that happened, and I am deeply sorry.” She stepped out and opened the side.   
 
      
 
    As Ken and Janae stepped out, they immediately we aware of the temperature difference from when they had entered the bus.  Here in front of the Garden Center, the air was mild, and the breezes were moist. It was about ten degrees cooler—pleasant—and still much warmer than the Isle of Pines had been. It reminded Ken more of Ida’s biome, yet even with some similarities, it felt different and unique. 
 
      
 
    “Hello you three!” Paige called out and gestured to some figures. “Here are the quite impressive people who Lollard spoke about. Our special visitors!”   
 
      
 
    Standing before the building were three people, two women and one man. Each was wearing gray and blue sleeveless shirts, with black pants, and ankle high footwear.  
 
      
 
    “Greeting!” the youngest of the women called out. She had a necklace on with a thumb-sized red amulet. “I am Valentinus, and I am pleased to meet you. Although, I am aware there was some offense as we listened to your conversation with Paige. I apologize for any intrusion into your privacy.” 
 
      
 
    The man spoke next. He was several decades older than Ken or Janae, “I too apologize. I am Johannes. Please forgive me.” 
 
      
 
    Janae began to speak, but before she got any words out, the third person interjected, “I am Andreae and I add my regrets, and apologize. No offense was intended, and it grieves me that our actions harmed you so.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I just thought I was only speaking to Paige, and well, of course Ken already knew what had happened with Constance… we did talk to that bird-fellow, Lollard as well, so I guess nothing was an absolute secret, and yet… I just…” 
 
      
 
    “You felt violated and used?” Valentinus asked carefully. She was no more than twenty years old, if that, with a rounded face, curly blonde hair, medium complexion, and a serious set in her deep-brown, young eyes. “The history you related would make anyone gun-shy and hesitant. That is perfectly understandable. From this point onward, if you chose to allow me to assist, I will be hyper-alert to your concerns for privacy. This is a very interesting scenario.” 
 
      
 
    Ken stepped up, “I notice your people apologize readily, and I am not sure what to make of that, yet, our pressing concern is getting to our equipment in Ida.” 
 
      
 
    Johannes replied, “Seeking forgiveness and granting pardon is fundamental to our lives here in Christianopolis, but we can discuss our society’s customs at another time. You need to get to your equipment, that is the problem. I want to help you with that solution. Resolving that predicament is our first concern.” He was a large man, with a full beard of curly black hair.   
 
      
 
    “Good,” Janae said. “You scientists just leave the apologies in the past, and help us get to our gear.”  
 
      
 
    “Yes, an intriguing and stimulating set of variables, and quandaries,” Johannes’s complexion and physical colorations reminded Janae of Jubal, yet she pushed those recollections away from her mind. She told herself that these people had offered to help, had apologized repeatedly, had confessed their wrongs, and wanted to listen, learn, and liaise with her and Ken. In other words, they were the anthesis of everything about Jubal.  
 
      
 
    She asked again, “So, how do we get back to Ida’s Hanger 5?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is the issue. An intriguing problem, yes, it is,” Andreae spoke up, “If I may,” she looked at her other two associates who both nodded at her. “Giving an initial, potential answer your question, might fall best to my areas of experience.” She was a middle-aged woman, still fit, with thin graying hair which waved in the breeze. Her lips were thin, around her mouth small. “I have a passion for aeronautical engineering, and to be brief, taking a spacecraft is probably the only reasonable way to move from one habitat to another here on the Colony Ship Trailblazer.” 
 
      
 
    “A spacecraft is one solution, certainly. However, it is not the only one. If one would factor in the new clothing these two are wearing,” Valentinus suggested amicably, “a different solution might be found. From their account, they passed through the needle ship’s radiation areas safely. That was a quite an accomplishment.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed, and in some ways an unprecedented consideration, but radiation is not the only concern on the needle ship. Our sibling friends live there in their Axis Mundi settlement. They are not open, or welcoming to visitors,” Johannes reminded them. He nodded and smiled, “admittedly, they do not have much experience with visitors, as the radiation is lethal to most other people. However, this new information that Janae and Ken provided fills in some of the gaps of our prior knowledge, and must be considered in discussing a potential solution.” 
 
      
 
    “I know that is right. We have been working off degraded information for a long while. Now, Ken and Janae have helped us understand our siblings better, and posed a very thought-provoking challenge,” Valentinus replied. “These issues are certainly multifaceted and any solution is certainly dependent on all the factors and parameters.”  
 
      
 
    “Indeed, so true, so true. However, the report—included in all this—from Ida is fascinating as well. I knew they were running shuttles at times,” Andreae interjected. “The shuttle which we were told recently crashed was not modified from original designs at all, according to the early assessments which I received. It is decades behind our developmental standards, I would say.” 
 
      
 
    “That may be why it crashed, but have we fully assessed the MS angles to this situation?” Valentinus asked. “Do we need further assessment, prior to making any kind of an initial evaluation?” 
 
      
 
    She was spoken over by Johannes who stated, “The gaps in our knowledge base should be readily available to the SB network, and if we submit an answer now…” 
 
      
 
    “Those synthetic brains are overtaxed as it is. Running to them prematurely would not be satisfactory,” Andreae counter, “The best method right now might…” 
 
      
 
    “Physics dictates that we begin…” 
 
      
 
    “Gravity manipulation would…” 
 
      
 
    “…the relative speeds and rotations must be also…” 
 
      
 
    “… septic radiation levels are…” 
 
      
 
    “Unmodified shuttles would…” 
 
      
 
    “A factor, yes, unless, the scenario involved…” 
 
      
 
    “…you make a valid point. Thank you for reminding me, and…” 
 
      
 
    The three scientists had turned to each other and were speaking so rapidly and on top of each other’s comments, that Ken and Janae could not follow the debate. It was all in a good-natured, and apparently natural manner, as none of them showed any negative emotions at all, and were respectful in tones, if not so respectful in allowing the others to finish their sentences, or even their phrases. Somewhere in the midst of it all, Paige had departed in her bus.   
 
      
 
    “Excuse me! Wait!” Janae yelled over the top of it all. “Listen, please!” 
 
      
 
    The three scientists stopped speaking and with surprised looks on their faces regarded her.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you, and forgive me for intruding into your impassioned exchanges—wait, now you have me apologizing—none of that. Forget that! We need answers, and not ramblings. Ardent argument is academic. It does not address the actions we need,” Janae said bluntly. “How do we get there? I want to leave right now.” 
 
      
 
    “A time restraint?” Valentinus asked.  
 
      
 
    “Really? Charming. Get to the solution of a hypothetical scenario, right away? Hum? Before we have examined all possible outcomes?” Johannes asked. “Do you have another exercise you want us to debate?” 
 
      
 
    Valentinus added, but with a touch of puzzlement, “A theurgical problem that is amenable to being represented, analyzed, and possibly solved, must have rigorous debate. I am not sure setting a time limit is… oh dear, perhaps I have offended? Our new friends here may have cultural time restraints of discussion, built into this drill. Oh, that would harken in some different equations, would it not? Yes, oh, yes, I think it would.” 
 
      
 
    Andreae then said, “True, especially with complex matters. Quite the intellectual challenge, this one is, yes, quite a sophisticated exercise! Perhaps it is a time-limited drill to improve cognition, associated with the methods of mathematics. This can be a rehearsal of some historical, real-world problem—modified, of course, to the milieu of the Trailblazer…” 
 
      
 
    Johannes added, “Or, computing the orbits of the planets in a particular solar system, known, or, perhaps just theorized. Or, a problem of a more abstract nature, such as refinement of Diefenberg’s Quandary.” 
 
      
 
    “I believe a speed and time element would greatly alter our understanding of described practices of rituals. Sometimes seen—in the low-tech habitats—as magical in nature. Yet, here we understand that the intention of invoking the action or evoking the presence of the Sacrificed One is not legend, myth, or magic, just faith. This is especially true with the objective of perfecting oneself and achieving henosis,” Andreae replied. “Oh, yes, a fine cognitive workout. And such well-played parts. Bravo.” 
 
      
 
    “Part?” Janae spat out. “Parts?” 
 
      
 
    “You think this is some game?” Ken added incredulously. “We actually need to know how to get to Ida, and then get there!”   
 
      
 
    Valentinus changed her attitude, her countenance, and her voice, saying, “I believe these two are actually asking for immediate assistance in leaving. This is not a drill, nor an intellectual exercise. Am I correct?” She gestured to Ken and Janae. “You actually seek to physically go?” 
 
      
 
    “Ha! That cannot be,” Johannes stated, “This is obviously one of the Synthetic Brain Network’s hypothetical disaster drills. They are used to perfect—refine, if you will—our unique individual responses to a particular emergency situation, such as extreme weather malfunction, or a plague from a newly mutated pathogen…” 
 
      
 
    Andreae interrupted, “Or—worst-case of all—another encounter with a micro-singularity and further massive systems failures. An effective disaster drill should be as realistic as possible, unannounced, fully-interactive, and moderately stressful for the participants. These two are the best Artificial Person Experiment androids I have seen yet, and I applaud whoever designed this comprehensive and fascinating test. The SBN has outdone itself, this time! Even, our sister Valentinus has been taken in by this charade. Yes, very effectively done. Now, should we discuss the possible reactions to this set of circumstances? I am willing to spend as much time with this scenario, in role-playing, as I am allowed, and, forgive me for stepping out of character, but I now know why there is a time-limit. This level of sophistication in a drill can only be maintained for just so long, but, oh the excitement! The postulates are amazingly engaging. Crashed shuttles, foreign tourists, all timed to coincide with an actual visit by our siblings. Oh, how I want to see the planning that went into this drill. Indeed, I do.” 
 
      
 
    Janae pushed Andreae and shook her shoulders, “This is not a drill! I am not android like Ape, not some game, not some trivial mental gymnastics for your amusement. Must I hurt you to prove I am sincere?”  
 
      
 
    “Really, we must go,” Ken said, and reached out to Janae. Resting his hand on her shoulder, she only relaxed a small measure. “Everything we have said is the truth. This is not some simulation. Believe me!” 
 
      
 
    “I am checking with the Synthetic Brain Network,” Valentinus said. “I think they are telling the truth.” 
 
      
 
    “Poppycock! Valentinus, if you do that you will jeopardize our score,” Johannes said. “You know these random drills only come once every few years, and besides, some parts of this tale are pure fantasy. We are light-years away from Earth, and faster-than-light travel is impossible. It violates established physics, which Andreae can better address than I.” 
 
      
 
    Andreae smiled broadly, “That gave it away immediately to me as well. I am still willing to play along, but those two ideas of a faster-than-light spacecraft, and some teleportation technology are impossible—speaking as an aeronautical engineer. These are Artificial Person Experiments, obviously, although very sophisticated. Very sophisticated. The fact they were not eating, also was a clue to the simulation, but bravo to the performance!” She looked at Janae, “You almost had me believing as well, but we all know an android cannot harm…” 
 
      
 
    Janae slapped her across the face. Her face showed a bright red handprint, eyes watering, and nostrils flaring.   
 
      
 
    Ken drew out his revenger, and while it was pointed at the ceiling kilometers over their heads, he was ready to use it. 
 
      
 
    “What? How?” Andreae’s eyes bulged out in shock, she felt the sting on her face, and put her hand to it. 
 
      
 
    “Truly, I think this is real,” Valentinus said. “I am connecting into the SBs and asking them.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, it is real!” Janae said. 
 
      
 
    “We interacted with SB Brankovic,” Ken added.  Turning to Janae, he said gently, “Please let go of her. You made your point, and we do not need to make enemies. Not in this habitat too.” 
 
      
 
    “I am so tired of people not believing what I say,” Janae said and shook Andreae a bit more and then pushed her away. Janae’s fingers spread out as she shoved her away as if letting go of some disgusting thing. “Now, tell me what I want to know.” 
 
      
 
    “This is unheard of behaviors,” Andreae began, but stopped when Janae raised her arm to backhand her. 
 
      
 
    Valentinus stepped to the wall of the Garden Center and pulled down a small seat. A display screen folded out in front of her. She adjusted some controls, and touched the screen several times. She spoke quietly, and it seemed like a long time she sat there, but it was only a few moments. 
 
      
 
    “This is not a drill,” Valentinus said in a shaky voice. “I consulted the Synthetic Brain Network, and SBs Basil, Ostrog, Dorde, Bogic, Stefan, and especially SB Brankovic all confirmed that there was an actual, real-world, verified, shuttle crash. Not a simulation. Not a drill. At least one dead sibling was found in the wreckage. These people are not Artificial Person Experiments. SB Brankovic ran scans on them as they passed into the biome here. They are absolutely human, but their complete set of nucleic acid sequences do show a perceivable drift from those of us who live in Christianopolis. That drift shows interesting… never you mind, later on that, sorry. The SBN, while avoiding the old lattice and nonphysicality, has concluded that the most reasonable conclusion is that these two did originate on Earth. However, there are questions about how they arrived here, and to what purpose.” 
 
      
 
    “Nonsense!” Johannes chortled. “These two must be people revived from among the suspended animation passengers. The drift is in our population, not in them.” His voice lacked conviction, but he spoke it with some uncertain aspiration for a different answer. 
 
      
 
    “I specifically asked about that, and all six SBs rejected it. That idea does not address all the evidence, including the weapons, suits, and other gear they have.” 
 
      
 
    “Props for a show. Dressing up a stick turns it into a doll, or marionette,” Johannes said, but then looked away. “Oh, I suppose not. One must follow where evidence leads. The offspring of varanus lays eggs.” 
 
      
 
    Andreae, still rubbing her red face, looked at Janae, “I am sorry. I did not realize.” 
 
      
 
    “Quit! No more apologies. How do we get back to our stuff in Ida?” Janae demanded.  
 
      
 
    Ken holstered his weapon, but was ready to draw it out again. He carefully looked on. He hated the word props, but refrained from commenting. He had heard about the dead tant in the wreckage of the shuttle, but nothing about Butterfield, so he stored that idea away for later, for now, the changes in the three scientists’ attitudes were dramatic and evident. No longer jovial and excited to discuss the make-believe scenario, their faces now were lined with concern and worry. 
 
      
 
    Andreae gestured, “We should go into the Garden Center and make a real plan. As an aeronautical engineer… I suppose, I can assist in deciding on a shuttle. Johannes, he is an astronomer, and well… I am not sure what to say now. I am flabbergasted…” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, come inside, and we will seek the Sacrificed One’s guidance and support,” Johannes said. “For in a real situation, that is where we must begin.” 
 
      
 
    “Sacrificed One?” Ken asked. “Some religious sacrifice?” 
 
      
 
    “Not like that dreadful thing you described in Ida, oh dear! That too was real? Not window-dressing,” Andreae said. “All you related, actually happened?” 
 
      
 
    “Lying has no legs,” Valentinus said. “The SBN could not confirm every aspect, but they did confirm the shuttle was registered originally as from that habitat. Now, we should hurry.” 
 
      
 
    Walking into the Garden Center, Janae and Ken followed the three scientists. The Garden Center was spacious inside, and more humid still.  The plants, which were growing inside, were well tended, and in neat, tidy rows.  
 
      
 
    They walked past all the foliage, to reach the back of the Garden Center. No one had spoken a word, but the three scientists were all busy manipulating small, hand-held devices.   
 
      
 
    “We must take an elevator to an Exterior Repair Station,” Valentinus stated. “From there we can gather more direct information.” 
 
      
 
    “Exterior Repair Station 056 is the closest functional one,” Johannes replied. “I never thought I would…” his words trailed off. 
 
      
 
    “I have linked in the astronomical array,” Andreae added. “It will forward everything scanned to Exterior Repair Station 056.” 
 
      
 
    As they approached a permalloy wall, blue lights lit up a hand-shaped symbol.   
 
      
 
    “You have located these people,” SB Brankovic’s voice came from the wall. “I am pleased you are all together.” 
 
      
 
    “You should have told us what was happening.” Johannes stated. “The SBN was wrong to let us think this was a drill.” 
 
      
 
    SB Brankovic replied, “An impromptu drill was implemented. The fortuitous occurrence of the incursion from the needle ship, as well as the unexpected arrival of Ken and Janae fostered the exercise.  We decided to see how long, and to what impact, real visitors would be on inhabitants here. Valentinus, you surpassed our expectations on when you would decide to check with us about Ken and Janae being real, and their story being credible. Well done! Our projections were…” 
 
      
 
    Janae slapped her hand into the wall, “You played us! As toys in some juvenile game?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” SB Brankovic replied, “You are getting the assistance you rightly need, and from the best resources possible. The SBN, to which I am one-sixth, has been collating what is known. We are prepared to assist you in reaching your goal.” 
 
      
 
    “So, just how do we get to Ida and get to our equipment?” Janae asked in a voice that was tense with emotions. She angrily blew out a long breath. “This grows tiresome.”  
 
      
 
    “The exact plan is not completed. However, Reproduction and Fabrication is prepared to make whatever might be needed,” SB Brankovic stated. “Data is being collated, the five of you are in congress, and the best Christianopolis has to offer is being rallied.”   
 
      
 
    Andreae placed her hand on the glowing, blue symbol, and the elevator doors opened. She stepped inside, and then to the side, to allow the others to enter.  Ken and Janae stood to one side, while the scientists stood on the other side. The distance between them was more than physical.  
 
      
 
    “Exterior Repair Station 056 is on level 19. We are proceeding there now,” SB Brankovic stated as the doors closed.  
 
      
 
    “Janae, I am trying Kimberly again,” Ken said. “This whole misunderstanding,” he emphasized the word harshly, “is untenable. Maybe the self-repairs have worked.” 
 
      
 
    “Our AI, might be able to assist,” Janae stated, and looked at the three scientists, but did not elaborate. She could not recall all that she had blabbered about in the bus, and was unwilling to share more. However, she seriously doubted that Kimberly would be able to help. 
 
      
 
    Ken touched his comlink, “Kimberly? What is your status?” 
 
      
 
    In a private channel, only heard in Ken’s ear, Kimberly replied, “It is so good to hear from you again. You are in a different habitat. I am fully functional… fully functional… fully functional… Please reconnect me to the nonphysicality so… so… so… Some time ago, there lived a gentleman who was very rich. He had fine houses in both towns and the country… houses, his dishes and plates were all of gold or silver, his rooms were hung with damask, his chairs and sofas were covered with the richest silks, and his carriages… carriages… were all gilt with gold in a grand style. But it happened that this gentleman had a blue beard, which made him so very terrible and ugly, that none of the ladies, in the parts where he lived, would venture to go into his company… company… company…” 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly!” Ken snapped out, “I need your help. We are trying to get back to your location. Give me your best conjecture on how to reach you.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly’s voice came back via Ken’s comlink, “Here are the keys to two large wardrobes. But neither opens to a frozen world with a lamppost… This is the key for a great box that contains riches, while this belongs to my strong box… strong box… strong box… where I keep my… Attempting self-repairs.  Attempting self-repairs… Here… also is a master-key to all the rooms in the house; but this small key belongs to the closet at the end of my long gallery. You must not enter, terror inside… terror inside… nor even put the key into the lock. If you do not obey me… obey me… in this one thing, you must expect the most dreadful punishments…” 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head slowly, in resignation, Ken turned off the comlink, turned to Janae and said, “Still rampant.” 
 
      
 
    “I figured as much,” Janae replied. 
 
      
 
    Johannes, Valentinus, and Andreae said nothing, but glanced at each other with concern. A real situation was far different than a drill. When the elevator stopped, they stepped out and turned around to look at Ken and Janae. 
 
      
 
    As Janae stepped out of the elevator, Ken spoke to her, “Janae, we must rest before doing anything more.” He had seen an illuminated sign on the wall that said, “Apartments 543-560” with an arrow. “We were kidnapped, crashed in a shuttle, and carted through a strange environment.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, dear Sacrificed One, how could we be so negligent?” Andreae prayed out. 
 
      
 
    “They must have hospitality, not just talk, and missions. They need sanctuary. Forgive us our selfishness, and egocentric sins,” Johannes added swiftly. 
 
      
 
    Valentinus quickly used her hand-held device, then looked over at Ken and Janae, “Apartment 543 is unoccupied, and will be stocked with food and resources momentarily. I too apologize, as I thought this was a drill, and…”

“Quit all this contrite cachexic caterwauling!” Janae barked out. She looked at the sign, then followed the arrow toward where the apartment was located. “Come along Ken. You are absolutely correct. We—you and I—must plan our next moves, and these three can discover and uncover whatever they can about how we will actually—not just some drill or scenario, or exercise—go back to Ida. We could walk there through Axis Mundi if we have to, and being armed, the tants will not bother us more than once, but I want to avoid any confrontation there. I am sick of crazed animal things, and want a more direct pathway. We need to get there, but we do need rest.” She glared a bit at the scientists, but her gaze softened appreciably as she looked at Valentinus.  To her she added in a gentle tone, “Thank you, for arranging an apartment for us.” 
 
      
 
    Valentinus nodded and then rushed ahead of them to get to the apartment.  
 
      
 
    “The apartment is ready,” SB Brankovic stated as the door opened. “The locks are coded to respond to Janae’s or Ken’s voice patterns.” 
 
      
 
    Just as they were about to enter, a sliver automacube came rolling down the hallway from the opposite direction.   
 
      
 
    “Some kind of springe?” Janae uttered. “Trying to trap us?”  
 
      
 
    Ken drew out his revenger just a mere moment after Janae had done so. His was pointed at the scientists, while Janae’s was aimed at the rapidly approaching automacube.  
 
      
 
    “Wait! There is no danger. That is bringing you supplies,” Valentinus said, “there is no threat here.” 
 
      
 
     “Yes, a valet automacube is all it is. A household servant, aid, helper!” Johannes added.  
 
      
 
    “Halt, right where you are!” Janae commanded.  
 
      
 
    The automacube jerked to a stop. It rocked a bit on its six drive wheels, but did not approach. 
 
      
 
    “We have been deceived too many times. Ken, I will check that machine, and if it has supplies, well and good.” Janae walked over and inspected the machine. Its back folded open as she approached, and in its cargo compartment were linens, some toiletries, and a box which was labeled as “Rations” which Janae picked up with her free hand. “Rations as in food?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, the apartment has not been used for a prolonged period. None of the domiciles in the shell are used by our people. Everyone lives in the biome, while some do observations and work in places in the shell, no one lives in it. Not since shortly after the Encounter,” Valentinus said quietly. “We like the community of the natural world.” 
 
      
 
    With a nod at Ken, Janae holstered her weapon. He did likewise. 
 
      
 
    “The entire apartment is for your use,” Johannes put in. “We will make plans, and arrange for everything, so that you can make your choices when you are ready. I again must apolo…” 
 
      
 
    Janae held up her hand and that gesture stopped him from saying more. 
 
      
 
    “I am not sure what time of the day it is for you, and I think Ken and I need to process all of this. That Exterior Repair Station place sounds promising, remember, we need to have safe passage to Ida to get to our things. I do appreciate your help, but if you try to lock us in, we have the tools to cut our way out. Since you overheard what I told Paige in the bus, you know we have been deceived too much. So, no tricks, please.” 
 
      
 
    “No tricks,” they all three responded at the same time.  
 
      
 
    “Shall we prepare our findings and bring them to you in, say, eight hours? Will that be sufficient time for you to recover? I could send a medical automacube here…” Andreae began to offer. 
 
      
 
    Ken interrupted her, “No. We are not badly injured, and I have seen enough white automacubes for my lifetime. The eight hours of rest will be sufficient. Is there a public-access portal in this apartment?” 
 
      
 
    Valentinus showed him where it was. The apartment was simple, clean, and functional. It had a living area, a sleeping area, a kitchen, and a lavatory. It was smaller than where Butterfield had imprisoned them, but far larger than their accommodations in Dome 17. Valentinus also unpacked the silver automacube, leaving everything out on a table in the kitchen.  
 
      
 
    “Using the public-access thing, we can send you a message through SB Brankovic, right?” Ken asked.  
 
      
 
    “Yes. I will make sure someone is monitoring,” Valentinus answered. 
 
      
 
    “No spying on us, understood?” Janae insisted. “You only answer when we call, not listen to anything else. Am I making myself crystal clear?”  
 
      
 
    “This apartment will be considered private, confidential, and not monitored, except for outgoing messages,” Valentinus affirmed. “Fire, medical emergencies, and disaster protocols are still in place, unless you want me to have those monitors overturned and shut off. Shall I do that?”  
 
      
 
    “No,” Ken answered, “But no eavesdropping on conversations or watching us covertly.” 
 
      
 
    “Your confidentially is assured,” Valentinus affirmed.  
 
      
 
    The three scientists turned to go, but Ken called out to them, “I guess we can assume you did not send us messages about some tragedy in the Isle of Pines, nor send us supplies when I was leaving that medical clinic? You are not our mysterious helper, right?” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt your helper originated here,” Andreae glanced at the others and then said, “As far as I know, no one here has had direct contact with anyone outside of Christianopolis in our lifetimes. We have tried sending signals to some of the passing shuttles, and have attempted to send transmissions to connect with the other habitats, but all unsuccessfully. We have not made connections. I cannot be absolutely sure, since only the Sacrificed One is omniscient, but I know of no one who has done what you describe.”  
 
      
 
    “Neither do I,” Valentinus stated. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps your helper is the Sacrificed One?” Johannes asked.  
 
      
 
    Ken considered getting into more of a theological or philosophical discussion about that, but a look from Janae dissuaded him. So, Ken and Janae said no more, the scientists left, the automacube rolling along behind them. 
 
      
 
    “Janae, I am glad you were willing to get rest.” He shut the door, and made sure it was locked from his side. 
 
      
 
    “A clear mind is essential, but I apologize for…” she laughed as she mocked the scientists. “Can you believe they are for real? I am not sure what game or scheme they are playing, but this setup is too strange.” 
 
      
 
    “You mean the fact that they thought we were androids, like Ape?  Or that they thought our story was some make-believe disaster drill? Or that they have not contacted anyone else in another habitat?” Ken threw his arms to the sides. “I am not sure what to make of this whole biome. Vastly different than the Isle of Pines, or Ida, but it makes its own kind of sense. Sort of. And some religion about a Sacrificed One, well, that is too close to what Ida’s zealots did to that tant. These folks did promise to help, but, quite honestly, I am exhausted.” 
 
      
 
    “And I, dear teammate, agree with that. I think we should post a watch. I will stay up for the first part, and then wake you later.” 
 
      
 
    “Janae, I can physically secure this door,” Ken said as he looked at it, again. “There are physical, old-style, mechanical locks on it. Latches of a basic, but effective kind. Better than what I made to secure our last place. I could put some furniture against it as well. We will hear anyone breaking in. I say we lock the door and try to sleep.” 
 
      
 
    “But I am eating first,” Janae said as she broke open the package marked “Rations.” Inside, she found clear, flexible packages. Weighing it with her hand, she estimated each package contained roughly two hundred grams of irregularly-shaped tannish chunks or granules. Each lump was about the size of her fingernail. Some of the chunks were darker brown, almost black, and some were flatter and a creamy off-white color.  
 
      
 
    “Tan food?” Ken said, and made a face. “I was wrong to hope for ration bars like in Dome 17.” 
 
      
 
    Janae opened one of the packages, and took a tentative bite. She chewed it around a bit, and wiggled her lips.  Then she swallowed. “I think it is some kind of grain, with dried nuggets of fruits, and maybe some vegetable matter. Nice and dry, but a variety of flavors all in one mix.” She rolled her tongue around. “Not sure what it all is, but not chocolate, or too spicy. Is that the word?” 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly could analyze this, if she were working,” Ken said as he opened his own package and poured some into his hand. “I do not see anything that looks like walrus, or animal flesh.” 
 
      
 
    “Would you recognize animal muscle or flesh if they processed it? I would not.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent point. It is filling, and a supplement to recycled RAM nourishment. I hope it is better on my entrails.” He walked over to the kitchen where a sink was located. He pressed a button and water poured out of a faucet. “Again, abundant water. Amazing. I thought maybe at first this biome was relatively dry, but we saw that river, and now free-flowing water here.” 
 
      
 
    Janae had consumed an entire package—she reassessed it as about a third of a kilogram—of the food. “Best food the Trailblazer has provided us. Maybe, just maybe, these people are legitimate in their offers to help. They seem to be as high-tech as the Ida crazies, and have not tried to kill us.” 
 
      
 
    Ken thought, “Unless, they are saving us for some religious sacrifice,” but he did not express that worry openly. The way they had talked about the Sacrificed One, bothered him, as it reminded him of the tant he had seen killed by the bull. He could not get that thought far from his mind.  
 
      
 
    The bedroom had a single, but very wide bed, and Ken and Janae shared that after eating, washing, and double checking the latched and locked door, which they additionally blocked with a chair. Janae considered connecting into the public-access portal, and interrogating the systems there, but was too exhausted. They both slipped out of the RAM suits, and with their underclothes on climbed into the soft bed. They each fell into a deep, and vividly dream-filled sleep. 
 
      
 
    About seven hours later, Janae awoke. Her dreams were haunting, but she blinked them away. By the dim light they had left on, she could see Ken was sleeping on the far side of the bed with his back turned to her. She slipped out the other side, and grabbed up her RAM suit and other gear. By the time she was dressed Ken was stirring. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, beautiful woman,” Ken crooned.  
 
      
 
    “You are still sleeping, you incorrigible oaf. Dreaming of romancing Paige? Or maybe Butterfield?” 
 
      
 
    “Yuck, that is not a thought I want to awaken to… Butterfield I mean, not Paige. She is indeed…” Ken yawned, “She is not you. I do not mean you, sorry, if it sounded like…” 
 
      
 
    “No apologies,” Janae taunted. “I had my fill of those with the people yesterday. And Paige is an attractive woman, and not as strange as some we have encountered.” 
 
      
 
    “I wonder,” Ken replied, and yawned again. 
 
      
 
    “Wonder if you can call a bus and have her come pick you up for some rendezvous? Just remember, you are not sterile any longer, thanks to someone who will pay for that.” 
 
      
 
    “No. I mean…” Ken yawned again. “I agree we must get to the bottom of what was done to us. I was wondering if Butterfield survived the crash? She could terrorize us again, if she did. But could she have survived? I think I will try to use that public-access portal and find out,” Ken replied. “But first, another package of that ration food. It agreed with my stomach better than anything else we have found here.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed. Tasty, but these ratio granules are not bad,” Janae commented. “But be ready, those people said they would be back, and I think they might be the type to be punctual.” 
 
      
 
    Ken used the lavatory, dressed in his RAM suit, checked his revenger, and made the rest of his gear ready. He then found the place on the wall which was marked “Public-access portal” and he unfolded the chair near it. It was much like the set-up he had seen Valentinus use the day before. 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly was messed up probing their nonphysicality. I wonder how safe this is?” He pressed button and the display lit up, and old-fashioned keyboard slid out. 
 
      
 
    “That is very similar to what I used by the sky tube reactors in the Isle of Pines shell,” Janae said as she looked over at him. She chewed and swallowed the last of another package. “Although, I am having a hard time recalling exactly which shell, for which biome, I encountered things in. That Axis Mundi, or needle ship, whatever, that place was rather like the shells too. The biomes are easy to differentiate. Crazed painted people in one. Crazed bruins in another, with slickery ground and frozen water. And now this semi-arid, strangely named biome, with a bus, and lots of hairless crazed animals.” The dream she had had was about a huge lizard. Its after images floated right in her mind’s eye, and she again pushed it away mentally. “The shells are more like ruined versions of Dome 17, while the biomes are just critters running amok.” 
 
      
 
    “I just gave SB Brankovic permission to speak to us here, but it says it is in a network of other systems, some SBN,” Ken stated. “It looks like the scientists were telling the truth about not overtly monitoring us, for it only responded when I requested it.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe. Jubal put on a good show at times as well. Remember the Committee meetings?” 
 
      
 
    “I will never forget. So, SB Brankovic? What do you know about the crashed shuttle? Strike that—did anyone else survive the shuttle crash, besides Janae and me?” 
 
      
 
    “The engineering automacubes report considerable human remains were found in the wreckage, including one skull,” SB Brankovic answered. “However, since primary forensic mortuary sciences are not functional, and the human investigators have not completed their evaluation of the scene, I have no other information regarding those remains. I apologize for the delay.” 
 
      
 
    “A dead body? So, was it a norm or a tant?” Janae demanded.  
 
      
 
    “The skull is consistent with the siblings who live in the needle ship. However, the other remains are yet to be decisively determined. The human remains are being tested, but as I said, I have no other information.” 
 
      
 
    “Was it one or two people?” 
 
      
 
    “I repeat, I have no other information.” 
 
      
 
    “Please report to us when you do,” Ken instructed.  
 
      
 
    “Apologies, but I have no method of directly reporting to you. The information will be in my logs, and you may ask me about it from any public-access portal. You must be on a public-access portal, or if you are at a monitored egress point, where I can converse with you audibly, I can remind you then that I have updates. Beyond that, I cannot report to you. I again apologize for the limited functionality,” SB Brankovic replied.  
 
      
 
    “So, how high-tech is Christianopolis?” Janae scrunched her face together, lips tight, dark brows furrowed.  
 
      
 
    “Which frame of reference—for high-tech—do you want me to use in giving you an answer?” SB Brankovic asked. “Presently, Christianopolis has a holistic approach to life. The spiritual, physical, emotional, technological, social, and other factors are all interrelated in the current status of this location. However, I am sorry I cannot answer without a frame of reference for comparison.” 
 
      
 
    Janae blew out a long breath, “Compared to Ida or the other habitats.” 
 
      
 
    “Currently, I have no information on the present status of any other habitats. I have their historical records, up until the Encounter, but nothing current. The only evidence, scanty as it is, comes from what you two have stated, and observations of the inhabitants of the needle ship when they have entered Christianopolis. Neither of those are sufficient for me to make a comparison. Again, I apologize, but none in the SBN have any current assessment of the other habitats.” 
 
      
 
    “Do not apologize to me again,” Janae snapped. 
 
      
 
    “SB Brankovic? Compare the current technological sophistication here, to how the Trailblazer used to be,” Ken interjected. 
 
      
 
    “That I will do. In some areas, the people in Christianopolis have progressed and evolved in a positive manner since the Encounter when there were massive systems failures. In other ways, with the lack of a working nonphysicality, the continued septic state of the fragmented remains of the nonphysicality, and the loss of so many primary artificial intelligence systems, there has been devolution and subsequent loss of high-tech abilities, as compared to the Trailblazer’s status prior to the Encounter.”  
 
      
 
    “Sometimes I truly hate talking to these stupid, antique systems, while Kimberly, who could burst through all this nonsense is rampant!” Janae swung her fist through empty air, but turned back. “SB Brankovic? Does this habitat have the capabilities to give us a way to get back to Ida, aside from us just walking through Axis Mundi? And if you apologize to me again, I may…” Janae stated, and felt badly because she had no way to actually threaten the synthetic brain. “…just answer directly and succinctly.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    Ken saw the frustration on Janae’s face, and he interjected, “SB Brankovic, please give a brief synopsis of what you think this habitat can do for us to reach our goal.” 
 
      
 
    “Momentarily, that process will begin,” SB Brankovic replied. “A delegation is arriving at the apartment and will present the plan which has been put into place. Blessings on you both.” 
 
      
 
    “Again, with the blessings?” Janae huffed.  
 
      
 
    A buzzer sounded from the door.   
 
      
 
    Ken shut down the public-access portal, and felt as frustrated as Janae looked. Both were wondering exactly what was about to occur, and they were both disappointed in the Synthetic Brain Network’s responses. Unsatisfied, and perplexed, Ken put his hand on his revenger, and watched as Janae walked to the door, moved the chair, and opened the door. 
 
      
 
    Janae was not prepared for what she saw. 
 
      
 
    A crowd of people stood in the hallway, at the head was Valentinus, “Blessings on you this day! We worked for the last eight hours and have a plan to present to you. A newly fabricated shuttle—designed specifically by Andreae—is waiting in Hanger C101Y.” 
 
      
 
    “You will be there!” someone shouted out. 
 
      
 
    “I will be there!” another voice cried. 
 
      
 
    “Blessings be upon them!” still another yelled.  
 
      
 
    Valentinus lifted her hands, turned about, and addressed the crowd, “Please, let our friends have time to understand our gifts.” 
 
      
 
    A murmuring went through the crowd, and they settled down. 
 
      
 
    “You have a way for us to go back to Ida, and reach our goals?” Janae asked, as she tried to take in the sight of so many people stuffed into the corridor. It was a mass of people stretching off to both sides. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, if you so desire it,” Valentinus stated. “Johannes is in Exterior Repair Station 056, and he will be able to give you directions, and guidance on the safe avenues through space. I will operate the hanger bay, so that you need not worry about cycling and recycling the hanger, gravity manipulation, or the doors.  All is awaiting, your acceptance. This is your journey.” 
 
      
 
    “But what are all these people doing here?” Ken asked. He looked at the wall of faces, all different, but with pleasant, excited, and happily eager expressions. The crowd consisted of men, women, teens, and children. He thought about the population numbers Paige had told him about, and knew this was a large percentage of the people who lived in Waldensia. 
 
      
 
    “Every great endeavor must have the proper spiritual support from the parishioners,” Valentinus commented. “We had to draw lots to whittle-down all who wanted to come and witness this event. They are all here to offer you support and encouragement.”  
 
      
 
    Janae looked at Ken, who was mentally comparing the crowd in the hall to the time he has been swept up in a mob and shoved into the seats to witness a tant be killed. The fervor was not at all the same. Here, he felt safe, secure, and not at all threatened. Yet, it was foreign, alien, and just strange. He gave Janae a questioning look. 
 
      
 
    “Take us to this shuttle,” Janae commanded. “No tricks, or traps, or deceptions, right?” She patted her holstered revenger, but doubted even the high-tech and high-powered weapon could defend against such a multitude. “I mean, no deceptions at all. None.” 
 
      
 
    Valentinus looked hurt, almost stricken, yet she recovered quickly. “Knowing your past, I ask forgiveness if this show of support was too overwhelming for you. Our zeal for your missions is extreme, as it will be our first excursion to another habitat since the Encounter.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait! You have not tested this shuttle, or flown shuttles before?” Janae asked.  
 
      
 
    “In simulations, they have been tested thousands of times.” 
 
      
 
    “In real-life, outside in space?” Ken asked. 
 
      
 
    “We had no need before now. If you do not care for this gift, I understand,” Valentinus responded. “It is a lot to offer, but I believe it is better to give than to receive. Receiving can be burdensome, and please, do not feel under any obligation. The shuttle is designed to be easy to fly, and should not have a steep learning curve, but that too might be intimidating. I mean no offense or insult to your abilities. If we had a robotic pilot, or artificial intelligence system, we could use one of them to maneuver it for you, that would have been included, but that is beyond our abilities as of now. We do have a plan whereby we are building Artificial Intelligent Persons, but none could be ready in the time allotted—your eight-hour interval. If you wanted to wait, we could discuss how long something like that would take to be fabricated. It is your decision. Go. Do not go. Wait. Or just walk away, and keep your business to yourself. You are free to select what you do, and we will respect that.” 
 
      
 
    “We will go,” Janae decided. “Lead us there.”  
 
      
 
    A cheer rose up from the crowd, and two people pushed forward. 
 
      
 
    “This is Grace, and Davis,” Valentinus introduced the man and woman. “They are our spiritual guides, and want to use this time to send up prayers, and supplications, and petitions, and intercessions, and imprecations, and pleadings, all for your journey. Please follow me, and they will lead the crowd after us.” She emphasized the term “and” in an almost ritualistic staccato manner.  
 
      
 
    The crowd parted down the middle, and the people were standing on each side of the corridor.  Valentinus led the way down the aisle between the people, Ken and Janae—equipment on their backs, and around their waists—followed. To each side it looked like a long line of happy faces surrounded them. Janae was unsure what to think of the overt support she was getting, and actually doubted its sincerity, yet, the people looked genuinely pleased. There was an air of festival mixed with religious fervor.   
 
      
 
    Grace spoke out after Ken and Janae passed, “Davis and I will lead in the traditional singing.” 
 
      
 
    The crowd began to sing, and it was a gentle, lulling melody. It was unlike anything Ken or Janae had heard. It was not exuberant, nor was it a dirge, yet it contained elements of both. There was a repeating tune, and it shifted slightly from key to key, and from refrain to refrain, the timbre always pleasant and emotive.  The excellent harmony, resonance, including vibrato, and a few moments of soloists made both Janae and Ken smile. It was a shockingly nice surprise.    
 
      
 
    The crowd sang, 
 
    “Oh, a better day is dawning, a day that knows no night, 
 
    When all sorrow shall be banished, 
 
    and every broken machine, made right! 
 
      
 
    Our Sacrificed One will meet us, and take away all fear, 
 
    Pain, and sorrow, wiped away, with your every tear, 
 
    You will be there. I will be there. Oh, a day to cheer! 
 
      
 
    Oh, a brighter time is rising, a perfect painless way, 
 
    Time of glorious revelation, all darkness rolled away, 
 
    Massive systems failures restored, in every hanger bay, 
 
    You will be there. I will be there. This is a better way. 
 
      
 
    Free from burdens now we bear,  
 
    Free from all perplexing care, 
 
    Life will be fair. You will be there. I will be there. 
 
      
 
    Oh, the happy day will come, 
 
    Rojus, in the Westerhuis 105F system, 
 
    A dream delayed, or put away, 
 
    But the Sacrificed One will still repay, 
 
    You will be there. I will be there. 
 
      
 
    Perchance, our destination has been thwarted,  
 
    Our lives, the Sacrificed One, has not aborted, 
 
    The Trailblazer has been stalled, 
 
    But we are ever called,  
 
    You will be there.  I will be there. Not a fear or care! 
 
      
 
    Death can never enter there, 
 
    Trailblazer life will end, do not despair, 
 
    Our Sacrificed One’s glory we all shall share. 
 
    You will be there. I will be there. Eternity we will share. 
 
      
 
    The Sacrificed one is nearing, when everyone shall see, 
 
    And in Heaven’s sweet communion, forevermore shall be, 
 
    Friend, sibling, brother, sister, have you this hope today?  
 
    Can all in Christianopolis, truly, truly say, 
 
    You will be there. I will be there. Blessings ever stay. 
 
      
 
    If our stalled Trailblazer’s fellowship be so sweet, 
 
    What a rapture shall we gain when together we all meet? 
 
    Forgiveness is the grease,  
 
    to give us cosmic peace,  
 
    For the Sacrificed One will never cease, 
 
    You will be there. I will be there. 
 
    You will be there. I will be there. 
 
    You will be there. I will be there. 
 
      
 
    Blessings on Janae and Ken, and all they are off to do, 
 
    And let everything that happens, bring glory unto you.” 
 
      
 
    The song repeated several times over. 
 
      
 
    As Valentinus reached a large chamber, where an elevator was located, she looked back at Davis and Grace. She said, “Your song was just as expected. Brilliant.” 
 
      
 
    Ken fumbled about for words, and mumbled, “Thank you, for that. It was… nice.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, thank you!” Janae echoed.   
 
      
 
    “The elevator will take us to the hanger bay,” Valentinus stated, addressing the crowd. “The SBN has set up observation stations in the common areas, library, auditorium, and cafeteria. If you care to watch the progress, please hurry to those locations.” 
 
      
 
    Ken and Janae followed Valentinus into another elevator. The spiritual song was still ringing in their minds, in a haunting manner, as the doors closed.  
 
      
 
    “Why the parade like that?” Janae asked.  
 
      
 
    Valentinus’ face brightened up with excitement. Her smile got even broader, “Today is a celebration day. We thank the Sacrificed One for you both. We get to show hospitality to genuine strangers, foreigners, outsiders—oops, I do not mean any offense by those terms. Forgive me. It is just we have all been looking forward to visitors who are not our Axis Mundi siblings for a long while.” 
 
      
 
    “Your practice drills were fulfilled by us?” Ken asked. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly! There was great debate and speculation about the existence of others on the Trailblazer. Sure, those siblings come and go on rare occasions, from the ruins of the needle ship, and some of them have even mentioned that there are other people surviving in distant habitats, but you are the first of those people to have visited here in living memory. And you are from even further away than that! From Earth! Oh, the excitement that fact has generated, and our science studies are skyrocketing.” 
 
      
 
    “But this is all one ship,” Janae commented. “Surely, you can assess the other parts, right?” 
 
      
 
    Valentinus shook her head a bit, “We have tried for decades. We monitor the few communication channels we have found which are still active, but there has not been a discernable signal from Habitats One or Two for a long while. Habitat Three—who call themselves Ida—does have communication transmissions, but we are not certain of their intentions, or until now, that they came from humans. The other habitats have little or no discernable communication transmissions. Although, you both have used a method for communications which we were not able to detect. Right here in Christianopolis. That has reinvigorated our discussions on what the status might be in our neighbors’ biomes. Are they using similar technologies? Have they advanced, or degraded? Certainly, the shell works as a barrier and buffer to many things. It shields us from cosmic rays and other harmful things, but hinders scans of its interior, as it was designed to do, but the shells are quiet. Very quiet. Anyway, I thank the Sacrificed One for your visit, because we can show you hospitality, and equip you for your mission and journey.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you never took a shuttle to another habitat? Never?” Janae wondered aloud.  
 
      
 
    “We love science, as it is a fulfillment of using our minds in service to the Sacrificed One. Of course, some use their minds to do farming, or raise livestock, or falconry, or literature. There…” 
 
      
 
    “Valentinus, do any of you ever fly these shuttles?” Janae demanded. 
 
      
 
    “No. While we design, build, and plan, we have not actually used shuttles outside. First, we were unsure where to go.  There has been talk, for as long as I have lived, of doing a grand expedition, but the space around the Trailblazer is fraught with unknown obstacles. Johannes has plotted many of those, finding safe avenues, but none have been willing to go out and investigate. Sadly, and that is our sin, a depravity of sorts, but we lack the will to leave the safety we know here. Our innate willingness to explore is channeled into our exploring of ideas, possibilities, sociology, psychology, theology, philosophy, or designing scenarios, and especially for me, just raw science. You, are the adventurers,” Valentinus stated and looked down at the floor. “Our faint-heartedness about exploration is a sin we as a society share in common. But here, now, we have reached the hanger bay.”  
 
      
 
    The elevator doors opened, and a small antechamber was there. Across the hallway was a combination bulkhead and pressure door.  It was open, and beyond that was a hanger bay.   
 
      
 
    “I must have forgotten to shut this door,” Valentinus said with trepidation. “It is not linked to SB Brankovic, so it is not monitored.” 
 
      
 
    “This hanger is not fully functional?” Ken asked warily.  
 
      
 
    “Just a minor and inconsequential lack of a few links. I will be monitoring from the observation deck, and can control all the functions of the hanger bay,” Valentinus replied. “This hanger bay was ideally located so that your new shuttle could be brought here via the corridors for final assembly. I am just so excited about the arrival of the shuttle’s parts, and their assembly… oh, see, your shuttle is right there! The automacubes have finished with its pre-flight checks.” 
 
      
 
    There was only a single shuttle in the hanger bay which had stalls marked out for seven. The shuttle was a medium blue color—roughly ten meters long and three meters high—with downward swept wings, a long and tapered nose, and a V-shaped tail section. Tandem seats were visible under an upraised canopy. It sat on struts which were locked to the deck via a clamp. The seats were tan colored, and that gave pause to both Janae and Ken, yet they followed the excited Valentinus into the hanger bay.  
 
      
 
    The bulkhead door closed behind them after they crossed the threshold. 
 
      
 
    She swept her arms at the shuttle, “Small but efficient. Ideally suited to your mission. At one time, our ancestors thought about using these inside the biome, but that was too much vehicle for the need. Instead, we developed the bus system. We considered a larger type of shuttle for you, for this mission, but the runabout is the only model which can be carried in nearly-complete sections through the corridors. Any other model would not have been completed by now. We could still defer your mission, if you chose to do so, in order to construct a customized larger model.” 
 
      
 
    “No, we need to leave as soon as possible,” Janae insisted.  
 
      
 
    “Excellent! Oh, this will be such a blessing for you!” 
 
      
 
    Andreae stepped out from behind the shuttle and walked to the observation deck, “This is a masterpiece of aeronautical engineering. As Valentinus said, we once considered using these in the biomes, but a runabout is way too fast, and carries too few passengers. This specific runabout was newly fabricated in separate sections, transported here from Reproduction and Fabrication, then final assembly was done. This runabout is far better than the original designs, oh, please, forgive my pride. After liftoff and exiting from here, my custom dampening field will repel any objects you might encounter, at one hundred thirty times the ability of the previous models. The engines are sixty-three percent more efficient, and the thrusters use only one nineteenth of the fuel. That allowed for a smaller fuel storage tank, and greater cargo capacity. Its fuselage was extended a bit from the original, and the wing-to-body-to-weight ratio adjusted which allows you nine percent better in-atmosphere dynamics. Its submersible capability was also enhanced and expanded, so as to allow twenty-three percent better speed underwater, and with a longer range. The rudder assembly is…” 
 
      
 
    “Atmosphere? Underwater?” Janae asked. “We are just flying from this habitat back to Ida.”  
 
      
 
    With a crestfallen look, Andreae broke off her recitation of the shuttle attributes. “Your spacesuits are in the observation deck, and they are made for universal adjustment and fit. Both of you can use them! Not like the old-style suits which were tailored for a specific gender and body size. I will spare you the technical details.” 
 
      
 
    Hanging on suspension hooks at the back of the observation deck were two brownish-toned, bubble-helmeted spacesuits. 
 
      
 
    Andreae picked up the first one—which was lighter in weight than it looked—and held out a small cable which was attached to the wall. “Now, I can just plug into your bio-neuro interface and the full schematics, manuals, and other instructions for the flight of the shuttle will be uploaded to your memories.” 
 
      
 
    “What are your talking about?” Janae asked. “Our RAM suits? Or some of our gear?” 
 
      
 
    “Please define what a bio-neuro interface is,” Ken added, but with a great deal of hesitation.  
 
      
 
    “It is for the spacesuit… Oh, that is right. Oh, how thoughtless of me. What method do you want to use?” Andreae asked.  
 
      
 
    Valentinus stepped up, “Ken, Janae, here in Christianopolis, when a child is born, a genetic augmentation is done. That allows for transmission of information in a clean, safe, and non-septic manner. We call that a bio-neuro interface. The prior system which used the lattice of compeers, the nonphysicality, with its old-fashioned identification chips was inadequate after the Encounter. It was replaced by the bio-neuro interface. See, here is mine,” she parted her hair and a small patch was exposed at the base of her neck. It resembled a biological version of a tiny access port. 
 
      
 
    “We have nothing like that!” Janae stated, but immediately thought about the implant Kimberly had had them insert during the time they were tracking the Trailblazer, after leaving Dome 17.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, I again have caused offense. Forgive me, I apologize,” Valentinus said. “I just assumed an advanced society like yours would have reached the same conclusions we did here. I see now I was wrong. Please forgive me…” 
 
      
 
    “Will we be able to operate the shuttle without a… bio-neuro interface?” Ken asked. 
 
      
 
    Andreae replied, “Certainly. None of our technology is single-access only. The shuttle is voice activated, attuned to each of your voices, as well as touch controlled, and has bio-neuro couplings. The most rudimentary way is a single control. The ‘Quick start’ button leads to a preprogrammed pre-flight checklist, and it is easy to follow. Therefore, you have voice, or touch, or neuro—interface. Excuse me, and forgive me, you have voice and touch controls. Also, I advise you wearing the spacesuits as an added layer of redundancy and protection. The spacesuit has wireless links to the shuttle so your voice can be heard by each other and by the shuttle’s systems.” She hesitated a moment and looked down. “I am flustered, by my sin and haughtiness, please forgive me. You can also manually touch all the levers, switches, and controls in the cockpit. The bio-neuro interface is not a requirement. Forgive me, if I assumed too much, or offended you by my presumptions and expecting you to be part of our conventions.” 
 
      
 
    “I am convicted of being egocentric, that is for sure,” Valentinus stated. “I too apologize for…” 
 
      
 
    “Shut up!” Janae snapped out. “I get it. You think forgiveness and apologies are important. I hear you! Just no more! Please! No more apologies, or I will really be offended.” Janae stomped a few feet away, and then returned.  
 
      
 
    “How about, if when we are offended, we tell you?” Ken added. “That might be the better way to avoid all this meaningless blathering, and frankly, it comes off as insincere, phony ritual.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Valentinus quickly replied.  
 
      
 
    “So, tell us what we do with these spacesuits,” Janae said, her teeth nearly clenched with frustration. “I want to get on our way as fast as possible.” 
 
      
 
    Andreae showed them how to put on the spacesuits, which easily fit over the RAM suits. She methodically told them all the details, and Ken and Janae listened carefully. There was not a single apology, and Janae was especially happy about that. The spacesuits snapped together with interlocking sections which adjusted to a perfect fit. Bands at the joints were slightly different color, a lighter beige, and after the suits were on they took on a gleaming almost golden sheen to their look. After a trial fitting, Janae, and Ken both were satisfied that they knew how to operate the spacesuits, as they were simplistic commands and controls. 
 
      
 
    “Our weapons need to be accessible at any time,” Janae said, and found a place on the thigh of the outside of the spacesuit where her revenger would fit nicely. It was not a perfect holster, as it sealed at the top, but the weapon would not be dislodged, and could be reached quickly. Ken followed her example, and then they also found places on the spacesuits for the other gear they had carried in their backpacks. The other equipment items, with the exception of the molecular torch, were fitted into compartments accessible only from inside the spacesuit. That made the items secure, but were not able to be used while they wore the spacesuits. 
 
      
 
    As Ken was putting the spacesuit on a second time he asked, “You said the shuttle was pressurized and had redundant backup systems, so why do you think we need a spacesuit as well?” 
 
      
 
    “The Trailblazer suffered massive systems failures, and only the places with multiple redundancies survived. If you did not have a spacesuit, your options would be limited,” Andreae replied. “We want you to be as well-equipped as possible, for any occasion.” 
 
      
 
    Valentinus nodded in agreement, “That too is our way. Multiple layers of protection make for a better outcome.” 
 
      
 
    Keeping the bubble helmets off, but carried along, Ken and Janae found that walking in the subtle and light-weight spacesuits was easier than either expected. It was only slightly bulky, and the joints bent nearly as far as a human body could bend. Their range of motion was not excessively limited.  
 
      
 
    Andreae led them to the shuttle, giving the flight instructions as they walked. The shuttle’s canopy lifted as they approached. “As I said, this shuttle is intuitive and responsive. While not as intelligent as a synthetic brain—oh where in a shuttle would we ever mount a central memory core? Alas, I digress, this shuttle is intelligent and needs very little direct supervision beyond a point and command.”  
 
      
 
    Janae stepped up and looked into the tandem cockpit. It was skinny, with the rear seat about a half-meter higher than the front, but not as tight as the FTL scout had been. The canopy consisted of two interlocking parts.  One part could close and cover just the front seat, while the other could cover the rear seat, or—as the canopy was then—both parts could be raised and locked open. 
 
      
 
    “The seating compartments are almost separate,” Ken observed, “They can be moved independently, or opened together or separately. 
 
      
 
    Janae got into the front seat, and found that even in the spacesuit, she fit nicely into the contours of the well cushioned seat. The control dashboard had a major lever, rows of toggle switches, gauges, dials, and several small display screens. All of the instruments were labeled.  She saw a dial marked, “Dampening field” and another maker “Auto-pilot” and one that was just marked “Emergency landing.” 
 
      
 
    “Looks like the same controls back here,” Ken said, “I am putting on my helmet and connecting it to the shuttle.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” Janae looked at Andreae and at Valentinus, “Thank you, for all of this. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “Blessings of the Sacrificed One be upon you,” Andreae intoned.  
 
      
 
    “The intercom will allow me to be able to hear and speak to you from the observation deck. Let me know when you are ready, and I will cycle the hanger bay,” Valentinus turned and walked away. 
 
      
 
    Snapping the bubble helmet down around her, Janae felt a strange sense of unease. When she had climbed into the FTL scout, back in Dome 17, her emotions had been a mess of chaotic contradictions. There, she had been around people she had known her entire life, Lorna, Brink, Willie, Doctor Chambers, and such, and doubted some of them, and hated others like Larson and Jubal. Yet, she trusted their machine, the FTL scout, and the new AI, Kimberly. Here, on the other hand, she was with people she barely knew, and was getting into a machine—which to her eyes—looked like an antique, and she was supposed to trust it.  Neither time, had she had much control over what she was doing. Sure, she could have refused to track down the Trailblazer, and end up dead. And here, in this weird biome she probably could stay, yet she felt no desire to assimilate to these people, nor to the people in the Isle of Pines, and certainly not to the people back in Ida. “So, why am I going?” 
 
      
 
    “Janae? I hear you clearly, just like there was no helmet, but, I missed your question, I think. We are going so we can get back and attempt repairs of Kimberly, and check on the teleportation system. Maybe, we can make a difference.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Ken. I was just thinking out loud,” Janae pulled down the canopy, and it locked into place. Green lights lit up on the cockpit’s display. A scrolled message appeared. Janae read it, “I have a message here, ‘All systems ready. Thruster tanks: full. Energy storage: full. Preflight checklist completed. Pilot One seat affirmed.’ I guess I am Pilot One.” 
 
      
 
    “I got the same message, but I am Pilot Two,” Ken replied. “At least that message did not tell us some tragedy was happening, or that terror was taking place.” 
 
      
 
    “I know that is right, but who did send us those messages? Bureau of Guardians? Ha! Guardians, right? I doubt it was these people here, helpful and strange as they are,” Janae replied. 
 
      
 
    “Well, when we get back and repair Kimberly, then maybe we can figure out that mystery.” 
 
      
 
    “Ken? Janae? I am in the observation deck at the controls. To let me hear you, flip the lever marked, ‘Short-range transmitter.’ Shall I cycle the hanger bay?” Valentinus’ voice came through speakers in both helmets. “We set you to private until you activate that.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe they do learn here? At least not an apology,” Janae said as she switched the lever to the active position. Next to it was a second, and similar control marked “Long-range transmitter” and Janae wondered if it would reach all the way back to someone in Dome 17, but knew it would take decades to get there, as only the teleportation setup had FTL radio. “Unless, someone here on the Trailblazer invented that in parallel to Brink?” That comment she did not speak audibly. 
 
      
 
    “Short-range transmission engaged,” Ken stated. “Valentinus, cycle the hanger bay for us, and thank you, again.” 
 
      
 
    “Farewell. When you have left the hanger bay, activate the long-range transmitter and the dampening fields. You will then be able to speak to Johannes in the Exterior Repair Station. Blessings to you both!” 
 
      
 
    A very large display lit up on the back wall of the hanger bay. The lights in the hanger bay dimmed about fifty percent. Brilliant yellow letters on a deep blue background announced, “Depressurizing hanger bay in ten seconds.” It then flashed a countdown.   
 
      
 
    Janae and Ken felt nothing when that countdown happened.  
 
      
 
    “Gravity manipulation ending in ten seconds.” Followed by another countdown. 
 
      
 
    Janae and Ken felt the sensation of weight leave.  There were several loud clanks and clacks as the docking clamps released the shuttle.   
 
      
 
    The giant display then read out, “External doors opening in ten seconds.” The numbers counted down again. 
 
      
 
    Turning their heads, Janae and Ken watched as the large external doors rolled back, revealing a scene which showed mostly the blackness of space, but along an upper section—if upper was the proper term—a different one of the gargantuan cylinders which comprised the Colony Ship Trailblazer was partially visible. It looked very far away, and the lights on it were diffuse. 
 
      
 
    “Applying slight thrusters to lift,” Janae stated, as she followed the simple steps on the commands. It was far easier than driving a fusion truck back outside of Dome 17.  
 
      
 
    The shuttle lifted smoothly and slowly, and Janae adjusted the thrusters to point the shuttle at the now fully-open exit from the hanger bay. The outside hull of the Trailblazer was thicker than Janae had remembered from their first contact when the scout had landed.   
 
      
 
    The shuttle flew gracefully out of the hanger bay, and the last comment Valentinus said was, “May the Sacrificed One guide, protect, anoint, and equip you in your journey.” 
 
      
 
    “I am engaging the long-range transmissions… transmitter, sorry,” Ken said as he toggled that lever. “This is Ken in the shuttle. Johannes? Are you able to hear me?” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent!  Praises be!” Johannes’ voice came through and sounded like it was as clear as if he were sitting next to them. “I have the shuttle on my neodar, lidar, and even old-fashioned radar. I am in Exterior Repair Station 056, and have a small network of arrays and dishes which are clearly picking you up. Have you put on the dampening field?” 
 
      
 
    Janae tapped a switch, and part of her cockpit dash lit up with a new display showing another icon which was green. “Yes, it is now active. What are we looking to avoid out here?”  
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes, the dampening field is working marvelously! Only by using multiple tracking locks, and knowing your frequencies am I able to observe you. Turning on that field made your reflective size diminish by ninety-one percent. That is better than in our simulations. As to avoiding things, well, I am now marking the cylinder you seek to go to, which we have identified as Habitat Three, which they call Ida. It will now appear labeled in your display,” Johannes remarked.  
 
      
 
    Janae watched as the labeling appeared, and the cylinder was not the closest one—which was visible from the shuttle. That surprised her. The displays in the shuttle cockpit showed a small version of the Trailblazer, with one specific cylinder marked as “Christianopolis” and another as “Ida.”  Janae maneuvered the shuttle along, away from the irregular mechanical surfaces of Christianopolis Cylinder, at a distance of about fifty meters above the closest projecting out things. She was taking a slow route while she figured out exactly what they were doing and where they were heading. Orientations of up and down were lost, and she was trying to reacquaint her mind with perspectives.  
 
      
 
    “Johannes? When we were kidnapped, I hardly had much chance to observe what Butterfield did, but heard her speaking about some safe routes and not so safe ways, or something like that. Restricted ways, and safe ways? Authorized, maybe? Ken might have paid more attention to her than I did. She was…” Janae was about to say a sarcastic thing about some imagined romantic engagement between Butterfield and Ken, but held her tongue, and wondered why she even thought such a nasty thing.  
 
      
 
    “She was talking to someone in Ida, a Diego. I think he was the same person we spoke with when we first arrived here,” Ken jumped in to say. “That did not go as Butterfield had planned, and the crash resulted. She blamed Diego for some betrayal, or something.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh dear,” Johannes replied. “I do not know about any of that, but there are odd regions in the space about the Trailblazer. Your displays now show the Trailblazer in its ideal state, as she should be, but perhaps not as she is today. There might be debris for you to avoid as well, especially around what they call Axis Mundi. I have—we here have, I should say—been taking astronomical observations and watching for decades. Mapping of the exterior hull was a secondary priority, as we were trying to understand the Encounter. Our working hypothesis involves the micro-singularity and lingering residual traces of the Encounter. Not overtly physical things such as hull structures, but other things. I am confident your dampening field will protect you from all those factors, while an old-style shuttle would be subject to infection of its systems by the septic radiation belts. Those systems would fail. However, if you need to return at any time to our hanger bay, let me know, and I will tell Valentinus.” 
 
      
 
    At the term radiation, both Ken and Janae perked up and their hearts sped up a bit. Ken wanted to pull his RAM suit’s hood on, but knew it was beneath the bubble helmet. Instead, he just said, “Is there a way to display those radiation belts, as you call them?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, just fine-tune the dampening field’s display screen and the belts will show up. I am transferring all observatory controls to your shuttle now. The Trailblazer is shown in its natural color of gray-blue. Red overlays will be the densest areas of septic radiation, while black, or transparent, will be the least concentrated areas. The habitat cylinders are relatively free from that radiation, but from my readings—our readings—please forgive my hubris, the needle ship was saturated by that radiation far worse than anywhere else on the Trailblazer. The micro-singularity may have been sucked in via the ram-scoop—a component of the main drive—but that is just a weakly support theory, and there are many others. Discussions have postulated that…” 
 
      
 
    “Halt! We are doing practical application here, and now, not some conjecture or simulation,” Janae manipulated the controls. “Ken, I am modifying that display. The derelict Trailblazer is still blue, but tan will show the heaviest radiation areas, and the clear areas will still be clear. I will keep us in the clear areas. In this case, black space will mean radiation free space. So, onward we go, unless you want to pilot this shuttle?” 
 
      
 
    “Janae, you are doing superb! I am in this with you, and trust in your judgment and skills. I can see we need to fly around parts of the Trailblazer to get to Ida. Let me know what I can do to assist. I do like your color choices for the display, they are beautiful, like you.” 
 
      
 
    “Incorrigible, even out in a shuttle, in the backseat,” Janae chuckled, and it felt good to laugh a bit. 
 
      
 
    Johannes contributed more to the conversation, “Yes, colors are adjustable, to whatever you feel is best. Red is traditionally our color for warning, but if you want tan, that is fine. I also have located historical records of the various hanger bays on what they call Ida. I assume your Hanger 5 is in a clear area, otherwise those old shuttles will not function there. Sorry, but, even using that to limit possibilities, there are still nine possible locations. Those will show on your display as ‘Potential targets’ and I summon blessings upon you as you travel.” 
 
      
 
    “Uh? Blessings? Well, thank you,” Ken replied. 
 
      
 
    “Well, if you need me just call,” Johannes said. “I am not certain what more I can do, unless you are returning here. Then I could be of immense help, but you have everything I could find about that Habitat Three, Ida.” 
 
      
 
    “So, Johannes? Do you have an idea how to cycle a hanger bay from outside?” Ken inquired. “I am sure there is some protocol for that, but what do you say?” 
 
      
 
    “The lever marked ‘Emergency Landing’ will put out a distress call on all known frequencies,” Johannes replied. “That should trigger a response from a hanger bay, but that is only a theory. It has a limited range, only a thousand meters, and should not alert all of Ida. However, that is just a reasoned outcome from a scenario which we ran, using Christianopolis as our model. It might not work elsewhere. If the people in Ida changed the basic protocols, or frequencies, or made adjustments, I warn you, it might not work at all. If it does not work, another scenario is where I could walk you through landing on the hull near an Exterior Repair Station, securing the runabout to the hull, and entering the airlock. However, again, there is also the unknown effects of the septic radiation. I apologize for not being…” 
 
      
 
    “Stop apologizing,” Janae stated, but with less force than before. She was frustrated and not sure if they would ever change. Part of her did not want them to become like Jubal, and she actually appreciated the contriteness, even though it was also annoying. 
 
      
 
    Ken looked at the display and saw where the bands of radiation were located, and where the potential targets were. He disliked the idea of using the term target, as he preferred to think of it as his goal, and he also wondered how they would ever find homebase again. Then he fell back on the idea that a restored Kimberly would help in a myriad of ways. “Janae, I think we should just head toward the closest of the potentials. Unless, you can recall more of how Hanger 5 looked from out here?” 
 
      
 
    “I am fuzzy on that. I was relying on Kimberly to keep track. I honestly never thought we would be in space again, and here we are in this shuttle. Oh, Ken, I just wish there was a switch here where I could reset time and start over,” Janae lamented. “But, I cannot. So, sure, we head for that one here.” She pressed one of the potential targets on the display. It glowed both on her display and on Ken’s. 
 
      
 
    The shuttle’s thrusters fired and it moved along a space way which was clear on the displays, thereby indicating it was safe from radiation. 
 
      
 
    “Do we try that ‘Emergency Landing’ to gain entry? I doubt that Diego person will help us again, and if whatever it was that took place between him and Butterfield was any indication, they are hostile to our approach. If I recall correctly, Diego—or one of them—said they had repulsor projectors and microparticle turrets along some spots of Ida. That sounds like weapons, or tools that could be made into weapons. Like what happened when Butterfield was flying. But I am not sure which end we were on, or are approaching, and whether that was a warning about where we were, or where we were headed. The scout moved fast, faster than this shuttle.” 
 
      
 
    “We did encounter some kind of repulsors, I vividly recall that,” Janae added. “But this craft has its dampening field, so, I guess, in a way, this shuttle is better suited for making this small crossing.” 
 
      
 
    “Which still does not tell us exactly how to gain entry into Hanger 5 when we find it.” 
 
      
 
    “True enough, but anywhere on Ida will be sufficient, and we can then make our way through the shell. As to using the ‘Emergency Landing’ option, maybe we should fly over and take some visual inspections first?” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed. We got trapped there once. You are wise to be seeking more information this trip. Intelligent, brave, and beautiful, Janae, you just lead us on!” 
 
      
 
    The shuttle moved along parallel to the surface of the Trailblazer, but then Janae adjusted the flight path, as she was following where the display showed a clear area—radiation safe ways. The parade of the myriad of surface fixtures on the hull were diminishing, as they moved away from Christianopolis, and toward the habitat cylinder which was closest. That was not Ida, but the safe space way led them toward it.   
 
      
 
    “Ha! Contact! This display also shows when repulsors are striking it. The dampening field is effectively slicing those away from us,” Janae said. “Thank you, people of Christianopolis. Not even a rippled in our inertia suppression system, although this old shuttle could never take the strains of a sling launch.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes. Sling launch forces were immense on the scout. Try that in a shuttle it would shatter into subatomic particles. Not to mention the effects on the unfortunate occupants who were inside such a foolhardy attempt,” Ken affirmed. “The sophisticated protection we had in that scout is far superior to even what this enhanced shuttle offers. Thanks for steering us away from the radiation.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    Ken sighed out, “I also see the dampening field is putting out something labeled, ‘Negator of Turret Control’ shall I ask Johannes about that?” 
 
      
 
    “No. He would just babble an apology, yet again. Just so long as it keeps us safe, I do not need all the engineering details,” Janae replied, and was a bit surprised at her trust of the Christianopolis’ strangers and what they had given. “They did not give detailed description the habitat beneath us—sorry not really the correct word, no orientation out her in space so much—but you know what I mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I see you are heading for that other habitat at the other end,” Ken replied. “If I am understanding this right, and have decoded their old system of numbering, it looks like habitats one through four are at the bow—which includes Ida and the Isle of Pines, and habitats five through eight are at the stern—and one of those is Christianopolis.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought that too. And our destination was originally called, Habitat Three, but is now Ida?” Janae wondered aloud. “The history sounds like they changed names from the numerical system to these odd sounding designations. Seems rather primitive to me.” 
 
      
 
    “Right, things should be named numerically, like Dome 17,” Ken agreed. “I would not want to have grown up in some dome called Vermeer or something like that.” 
 
      
 
    “I used to love Dome 17,” Janae said quietly, “until I learned how the Committee was running things.” Again, as happened numerous times each day, Constance’s face came to Janae’s mind. “Then everything changed.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, that is so true. I suppose, when the Trailblazer hit that micro-singularity, it changed everything as well. So, the new names were adopted by the survivors. I see we are passing that habitat, and there looks to be a safe pathway in that wide arc toward Ida.” 
 
      
 
    Looking out the viewport, the Trailblazer was just vast, bluish-gray color mechanical hulls, with the black, star-sprinkled sky behind, but the display was different. The display had the overlay of tan colors showing the areas of radiation, as well as the safe areas, and while Janae did trust some of the technology from Christianopolis, she was not taking unnecessary risks, and maneuvered around the bands of radiation, even though she had the shuttle, her spacesuit, and her RAM suit between her and those deadly radioactive areas. 
 
      
 
    Soon, she had brought the shuttle close to the first of the potential targets.  
 
      
 
    “I see no differences from outside here,” Janae said. “No extra transmissions, and no landing lights or anything like that.” 
 
      
 
    “I wonder if Diego can observe us like he did when we were in the scout? I want to ask Johannes about that, okay by you?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Janae replied. 
 
      
 
    “Johannes? Can the people in Ida detect us?” 
 
      
 
    “I am here,” Johannes replied. “I have no real idea what devices those people in Ida are using. I cannot really make a simulation without information and facts. If they do actually fly out there, then they must have some way to map the septic radiation, but, how they do that… I am not sure… as to detecting you? As I said, your reflective presence is very low now, due to the dampening field. Well… I suppose if they know where to look, and their equipment is similar to ours, but that is a huge presupposition, and being that the crashed shuttle showed no advancements in the basic shuttle design of a hundred years ago, and if they are able to detect the alterations of…” 
 
      
 
    “Halt! So, you just do not know, I hear that. Do not apologize, please, do not apologize. We will figure it out. I am opening us up to all available communications channels—at least the ones installed in the shuttle—and Ken? Would you monitor those? Our turn to spy.” 
 
      
 
    “I already have been doing that. There are a few transmissions from the far side of this habitat cylinder, but not near any of the potential targets, and not directed toward us. They might have another shuttle in flight, and if that is the case, they might get a visual sighting of us, but the size of the Trailblazer is huge compared to our size.” 
 
      
 
    “Ken, if we find an abandoned hanger bay, that might be better,” Janae suggested. “We could land, and then hike to Hanger 5, if we could find a way. Better than getting captured again.” 
 
      
 
    “Another good idea, and perhaps Kimberly, rampant though she is, could possible give us a directional beacon?” 
 
      
 
    “Mister optimistic, as well as incorrigible,” Janae playfully replied. “But again, better than being captured. So, I guess, we will make a pass over all the potential targets, see what we find, and then decide.” 
 
      
 
    “Lead on. We make a reconnaissance, and see what we can see.” 
 
      
 
    Janae flew the shuttle past the potential targets, in order of their proximity, and that took about an hour of maneuvering, weaving in and around the belts of radiation. None of the potentials showed any signs of being unique, nor were any more or less recognized as where they had landed the FTL scout.   
 
      
 
    “So, on that visual pass, we botched-up revealing where the scout is,” Janae said as they finished assessing the last potential. “Now, I think we should get close to the last spot, and activate that Emergency Landing trigger. Johannes said it was limited to a kilometer range, and I seriously do not want Butterfield’s people to know we are arriving.” 
 
      
 
    “The Benefactor? Was that the person she served?” Ken asked.  
 
      
 
    “She served herself, first and foremost. I am glad we are leaving her far behind,” Janae snapped out, but then did feel a tad bit of remorse over the fact that Butterfield might have been killed in the crash, betrayed by her associates. Janae knew what being betrayed felt like, and had pity on anyone who endured that. 
 
      
 
    “So, we sort of back track now to the places we looked at, and check them out with the landing trigger. Good plan.” 
 
      
 
    Using the thrusters to maneuver the shuttle to about five-hundred meters off where the hanger bay was supposed to be located, Janae double checked the display. “I cannot see anything over on the hull that actually looks like the external doors of a hanger bay, but the structures are not well illuminated here.” 
 
      
 
    “I have the shuttle’s flood lights at maximum, but they are mere candles compared to the illumination power the scout had,” Ken answered. The spot lights did brighten up the hull where they struck it, and from the orientation of the shuttle it gave the impression that the shuttle was hanging in space next to an enormous vertical wall. To Ken, up was the top of the shuttle and down was the bottom of the shuttle, and so as he looked out the viewport, he just saw the huge ship like a wall. In some strange way, it reminded him of being inside the biomes where the wall of the biome reached way up to the sky tube. Both distances were hard to grasp in his mind, and as close as the shuttle was to the hull, the Trailblazer looked enormous. 
 
      
 
    “Activating ‘Emergency Landing’ now,” Janae turned the switch. The display indicated that the signals were send.   
 
      
 
    Nothing happened.   
 
      
 
    “I will try again,” Janae stated, and turned the switch.  
 
      
 
    Again, nothing happened.   
 
      
 
    “Well, that did not work. Good thing it was not a genuine emergency. Should I tell Johannes?” Ken asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, he would just fall over himself with apologies, and I have heard my lifetime quota of that. We seem safe enough out here, for now, unless whatever got Butterfield can also attack us?” Janae wondered aloud. “There are so many different terrors on the Trailblazer, I am not sure what to watch out for next. At least, out here, there are no crazed animal things.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not miss the bruins, certainly, that is true, but radiation is its own kind of monster. Not a living monster, but a terror nonetheless. Janae… I was just thinking, which is worse? Rampaging animal things, or cruel humans?” 
 
      
 
    “Cruel humans are rampaging animals,” she replied. “Absolutely.” 
 
      
 
    “So, out here, we could encounter a human-animal, in a shuttle or on the hull somewhere with a working weapon system. Whatever that Diego person did, Butterfield blamed him, and oh my, she was enraged.” 
 
      
 
    “Better at him, than at us,” Janae adjusted the thrusters and they headed toward the next location. When they had passed over it before, it had not looked suspicious, or curious in any unusual way, but now she watched with even more acute interest. The seemingly endless hull features were nearly the same with just a few variations in unknown lights, antenna, arrays, and other surface items. 
 
      
 
    Some moments later, the shuttle was flying near the place where the displays indicated another hanger bay was located. Janae positioned the shuttle at five hundred meters away, and hit the switch for “Emergency Landing.” 
 
      
 
    “Eureka!” Ken cried out as he spotted the yellow lights coming on around a long rectangular shape on the hull. The lights flickered, and then came on a solid red color, but only about half of them were lit, and it irregularly cast beams of light across where the hanger bay doors might have been.   
 
      
 
    “Do not get too excited yet,” Janae cautioned. “Looks like this place failed to cycle. It is rather close to a band of radiation, and I bet that plays a part.” 
 
      
 
    “So, radiation ruins hanger bays. That makes sense. So, we also might not be able to open a non-radiation drenched hanger bay? If it is one that the Ida inhabitants are using, and they changed the access stuff?” 
 
      
 
    “We have a half-dozen more to check, and then we can discuss our options. The next one on the list was more toward what I am thinking is the bow, but it is easy to get turned around out here.” 
 
      
 
    The shuttle flew on, and came again to another spot, but in getting there they had to weave and dodge several belts of the radiation. 
 
      
 
    “Shuttle runabout? What are you doing in a restricted space way?” Diego’s voice weakly crackled from the speakers.  
 
      
 
    A different voice came on from somewhere else, but was even weaker and more crackly. The static was thick, “Hey, come over here. I think the scanners showed a shuttle out there, but I am not sure what it was. Diego? Did you see something?” 
 
      
 
    “I thought I did, but that area is thick with debris and other junk. Maybe just a microparticle turret automatically blasting away and doing its job.” 
 
      
 
    Ken quickly checked to make sure that the outgoing messages were muted. He then said to Janae, “Can you disguise your voice to sound like Butterfield?” 
 
      
 
    Janae smiled broadly. “I could certainly try.” 
 
      
 
    “I will lower the power of the transmission, and you could scare Diego badly. Tell him you are coming for him, and call upon that Benefactor,” Ken suggested, “all pretending to be Butterfield.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Ken, that is an imaginative idea, and I would love to get revenge on these people, but if they think we are Butterfield coming back somehow, they might unleash whatever it is they did before—if they did anything except steer her off-course. And, if they think Butterfield landed in some remote hanger bay, they might send either a rescue team, or an assassination squad for her. Neither of which we want to happen. Let Butterfield stay dead, a ghost would be to our detriment.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood. I did not cry when she died,” Ken stated bluntly. “Not a single tear.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree, so let her stay dead, but I will head us toward another hanger bay. I do not want to risk their detection again. There is one on the opposite side of the cylinder from where those transmissions originate, and that should keep us away from them as well. Although, it would be great to deceive them about something.” As Janae spoke about deception, she felt a dull ache in her stomach. “We will take a different path this time.”  
 
      
 
    The shuttle zoomed close to the Trailblazer, and on Janae’s display the dampening field’s effects were obvious. The radiation-clear passageway was closer to the hull than she desired, but it looked open and spacious enough to traverse.  They were flying parallel to the hull in a wide arc, as they were going around the cylinder side-ways, and not lengthwise.  
 
      
 
    As they approached the next location, Ken called out suddenly, “Another shuttle!” 
 
      
 
    Janae fired the thrusters and their own shuttle slowed down tremendously, and stayed in the safe lane the displays indicated.  
 
      
 
    “That is up in a radiation zone,” Janae stated as they approached.  
 
      
 
    “I detect no energy signatures from that craft, and it moving away, relative to the Trailblazer. There was no shuttle like that when we flew over this place a while back,” Ken commented.  
 
      
 
    The unknown shuttle was a dull black color making it difficult to distinguish from the background of space. It much larger than their own runabout, with delta-shaped, low-swept wings, of about forty meters in span, and the black shuttle was about sixty meters long. It had a look of power, and potential, but a gaping hole in one side of its fuselage showed it to be a dead craft. The permalloy around the hole was ripped in outward tears and streamers, indicating it was exit damage of some kind. 
 
      
 
    “Janae, is our dampening field still working? Something blasted that shuttle.” 
 
      
 
    “As far as I can tell, everything is working well,” Janae spoke softly. “There is a clear space where I can fly past and we can assess the opposite side of it.” She fired the thrusters and their shuttle slipped around the larger black one, and its opposite side came into view. “I will not follow it up into that radiation.” 
 
      
 
    “Magnification shows a multitude of small puncture holes on this side of that poor craft. I think it ran afoul of those microparticle turrets. High-velocity particles smacked into that side, and ripped that big chunk out the other. No readings of heat, energy, or anything.” 
 
      
 
    “Must have happened shortly after we passed this spot before,” Janae said. “I am signaling our need to land.” She activated the Emergency Landing switch. “Maybe the hanger bay here will respond?” 
 
      
 
    Lights came on illuminating the hull.  The beams of light were bright, steady, and regular.  Both Janae and Ken were happy to see the hanger bay doors opening, and there was a smattering of some kind of gases or liquids which sprayed into space from inside the hanger bay.   
 
      
 
    “We found our way inside,” Ken stated the obvious.  
 
      
 
    As Janae was preparing to fly the runabout into the hanger bay, several large mechanical derricks deployed from the sidewalls of the bay.  They had had flashing lights on them, and at the end of each was an apparatus with a large coiled cable.  
 
      
 
    A soundless puff came from the end of each of the derrick’s arms. A harpoon of sorts, with a blunt nose rocketed toward the large black shuttle. Two direct hits connected the harpoons to black shuttle. One was on the bottom edge of a wing; the other was on the upright tail rudder.  The cables drew taunt, and the winches on the derricks began to steadily pull on the black shuttle. 
 
      
 
    Ken spoke his thoughts, “Those gantries, or derricks, must be rescue equipment. Looks like they locked onto that shuttle with cables. They are recovering that shuttle. Did someone think it was them that declared an emergency?” 
 
      
 
    “With the size of that black shuttle, and those cables, making our landing will be tricky,” Janae adjusted the thrusters and pushed their shuttle toward the hanger bay’s open doorway.  The derricks were still deployed, and their red flashing lights were not synchronized, making a strange strobe of red light which stabbed into their cabin on irregularly irregular intervals.  
 
      
 
    The runabout flew past the cables, and entered the hanger bay. That bay also had a large display on the back wall opposite the external doors. That display was flashing a red message, “Emergency Landing In Progress. Zero Gravity in Hanger Bay. No Atmosphere.” 
 
      
 
    The new hanger had ten stalls, and four of those were occupied by shuttles of various types, all locked down to the deck by docking clamps. Janae adjusted her mind to consider the new orientation of the deck being down, and in agreement with the existing shuttles. She flipped their runabout around in a gentle barrel roll, and headed toward the furthest away empty stall, thinking the black shuttle would be dragged into the large and empty stall in the middle of the hanger bay.  With a few more adjustments, the runabout was hovering just over the stall marked “#1” and she then settled the shuttle down onto the deck. Clanks and a low grinding noise reverberated through the shuttle as the runabout’s own docking clamps engaged the decking mechanisms. 
 
      
 
    “They are actually bringing that black shuttle inside,” Janae said with a disgusted tone. “That might be soaked in radiation, as it was up in that radiation zone. Why would they bring those poisons and toxins inside?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe, this is some automated rescue?” Ken wondered. “I can find no communication links or transmissions on any of this shuttle’s frequencies. Weirdly quiet, for an emergency.”  
 
      
 
    “We are safely docked, and that is the important thing,” Janae said, as she observed all around the hanger bay. She was expecting some kind of response, like some automacubes rushing at the runabout, but that did not occur. The runabout was pointed in the same direction as the other shuttles in the bay, but it was the smallest of all of them.  The others were a glossy light-teal color, pristine looking, and hauntingly desolate in appearance and feel. The only motions in the hanger bay were the operations of the derricks, and the message on the display. The black shuttle continued being pulled into the hanger, and additional harpoons were launched from various places in the bay. Now that they were closer, Ken noted that the harpoons had some kind of attachment mechanism which either magnetically connected to the black shuttle or stuck on it with an adhesive. For one of the two original cables disengaged, and where the harpoon—now revealed as a small rocket—had been, the surface of the black shuttle looked undamaged. The cable then wound back into its drum-like reel, and the rocket-harpoon resettled itself into its launching tube. The new cables that attached were from ceiling, floors, and walls, and some cables were slack, while others were drawing on the black shuttle. As soon as the black shuttle was inside the hanger bay, the huge external doors began to close. The derricks adjusted their positions, and the black shuttle was gently, and efficiently placed into a stall marked “#7” and the docking clamps were seen attaching to the underside of the black shuttle. 
 
      
 
    Ken too, wondered and considered when something would rush out and surround the runabout, and he thought a great deal about this landing as compared to the FTL scout’s arrival, or when Butterfield had been the pilot of that other shuttle. This landing was better than the crash, that was a certainty.      
 
      
 
    The display at the rear of the bay switched messages, and flashed, “Decontamination beginning.” 
 
      
 
    Multicolored foams shot out from spigots, and the runabout was covered over in the foam. Looking out the viewport, it was a spectrum of colors, and for some reason, Janae thought of the old rainbows which she had seen in historical records from Earth prior to the Great Event.   
 
    
“Still no communications. The link to Johannes is not reading active anymore. I think we lost that,” Ken said as he adjusted the controls, seeking a signal. “It does all seem automated, even robotic.” 
 
      
 
    “Right, robotic it is, but better impersonal and mechanical than someone coming after us with hate and terror in mind. We can sit inside here and let this play out,” Janae replied. “I have put the shuttle’s systems into stand-by mode, and will shut them down, or invigorate them as needed.” 
 
      
 
    “How will we know when it is finished? Our ports are all covered over.” 
 
      
 
    Before Janae could answer, sweeping liquids splattered all over the viewports and the foam was sprayed off.  It floated away in large globs, condensing together into big globes which became a sort-of yellowish color. They all migrated through the hanger and collated into a grille at the far end. When the viewports were clear, they noted that the external door had closed completely, and the large display was visible again.  It was flashing, “Final Decontamination Completed.” 
 
      
 
    “Easier and faster than coming in from outside of Dome 17, and no yucky physical effects,” Ken commented. “I felt ill for days sometimes after a mission outside Dome 17.” 
 
      
 
    “But did the Trailblazer’s decontamination actually work? That is the tricky question. Did this place get rid of that radiation, or not?” 
 
      
 
    “Cycling of atmosphere in hanger bay. Gravity manipulation activated,” the display read in green lettering. 
 
      
 
    “I see no reading of radiation on the shuttle’s scanning systems, and we still have our RAM suits on underneath. When the cycling finishes, I think we could step out of the shuttle, and maybe find out what part of Ida we are in. It is not Hanger 5, but it does not seem hostile, so far.” 
 
      
 
    “And there it is,” Janae pointed with her spacesuited hand.  
 
      
 
    “Atmosphere established. Gravity manipulation normal,” the large display flashed the message a few times and then it stayed illuminated for a few moments and faded to nothing. 
 
      
 
    “It does not say anything about radiation, but we have the RAM suits,” Janae said and popped open the canopy.  
 
      
 
    Ken disconnected his spacesuit from the cockpit, unstrapped himself, and climbed out, “I can run some scans with this suit, but I would feel better if the RAM suit could do a reading before we are both exposed. With the hood and goggles not in place, there is some risk when I remove my helmet. You keep in the spacesuit, and let me run the risk.” 
 
      
 
    Janae sighed out, “Trying to be… what was the term? Chivalrous? Gallant? But you do make a point. Especially since we lack our medical kit, I suppose I could drag you all the way back to some primitive medical clinic, or those angakoks in the Isle of Pines, right?” she was half-serious, but also her words contained some undertones of concern. She stepped down from the runabout. From her vantage point, on the deck, the two larger shuttles blocked much of the view, but the black shuttle was still visible as she looked between the other shuttles. She was wondering what had happened there, and if that craft had brought radiation in with it. Back in Dome 17, no equipment of any kind ever came from outside and back into the dome. Only people did that, and only after rigorous decontamination. Of course, information was sent back from data sticks and such, but the physical parts of all the equipment were destroyed to prevent contaminating the dome. 
 
      
 
    “Janae? Janae? You have a faraway look, even as I see you though the bubble helmet. Is something wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no, I suppose not. Well, no worse than the terrors we have already faced. I was just thinking… never mind. Go ahead, and get a reading with the RAM suit just to make sure, but I think…” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks!” Ken responded quickly and unlatched the seals on the bubble helmet. He hung it on a stud on his spacesuit and with his hands pulled the hood and goggles of his RAM suit on. Checking the readings, the hanger bay was clear of excessive radiation, and yet, Ken checked it twice more before he pulled the hood down, and slid the goggles back into storage. He spoke to Janae, but she shrugged her shoulders, and tapped at her helmet. 
 
      
 
    Ken touched his comlink, and then spoke again, “Sorry, I forgot. All the readings are normal, so we can get out of these spacesuits.” 
 
      
 
    Janae pulled her own helmet off, and took a breath of the hanger bay’s air. There was a slight aroma, but not unpleasant, and far less pungent than what she had smelled in various other places on the Trailblazer. “So, now, we find out where we are, and how to get back to Hanger 5.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I can show you that,” a voice came from behind them. 
 
      
 
    Chills ran up Ken’s spine, and Janae’s anger raged.  
 
      
 
    “Turn around slowly. Keep your hands out to the sides. I can slice through those fancy new suits easily.” 
 
      
 
    Ken and Janae kept their arms outstretched and gradually turned about. Ken considered reaching for his revenger, but knew it would take a moment to pull it from the pouch, and he had no doubt in his mind that moment would be a fatal mistake. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes. My dearest, pretty, Ken. Along with Janae. We have had quite the little adventure, have we not? Oh, yes we have.” 
 
      
 
    Ken and Janae looked toward the rear of the runabout, and the person who was standing there in a green spacesuit. Her energy weapon was pointed directly at them.  
 
      
 
    “Butterfield!” they said in unison. 
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    Butterfield stood there, aiming her energy weapon at them both. She was clad in a green spacesuit, with its bubble helmet resting on the deck near her feet. Her face was bare, without the customary red stripe of cosmetics that Ken and Jane both expected. Ken’s first thought was that she was strikingly beautiful, but then his eyes dropped to the energy weapon, and he reconsidered. 
 
      
 
    “How?” Janae spewed out.  
 
      
 
    “Because I am smarter than either of you, or even both of you combined,” Butterfield replied with a sneer. “My security automacube took olfactory readings on you both, and then you were dusted with tracking compounds. Those fancy suits of yours do a fine job of stopping radiation, but do nothing about gado-beryithoic hybrids. Dusting you with a bit of that was easy while you were restrained. Oh, do not look hurt, my pretty man, my compounds do not harm people, not like tant radiation, but they do allow me to track whoever I want with my multiceiver. The neutrino matrix tracking is very good.” 
 
      
 
    “You followed us through that Christianopolis biome?” Janae asked, genuinely surprised, angered, and puzzled all at once. “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, my motives are my own, and will be revealed in due time. Right, my pretty man,” she leered at Ken. “The chase is part of the merry fun, right, honey?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing fun about killing people,” Ken snapped back.  
 
      
 
    “Tants are not people, they are rubbish. As for those religious fools back in Christianopolis, well, they may pray to some Sacrificed One, but they know nothing about security and tactics. I never had to leave the shell, but just monitored where you were going and used my countermand to make their own systems do my bidding.” 
 
      
 
    “Countermand?” Janae asked, dripping with sarcasm. “Is that the suit you are wearing, or some confederate, like your Benefactor? I heard how well Diego worked out as a friend. Did you un-paint your face in mourning?”   
 
      
 
    “Oh, Diego is being dealt with, yes he is. Trust me on that.” She stared at Ken, “I did have to blend in with the primitives, and so now you are seeing me naked.” Her face actually blushed, right up to her russet colored eyes. Her brown hair was pulled back into a single ponytail, and she looked much younger as she blushed. But it faded away quickly. “I knew you would see me this way, but not under these circumstances, and more on my own terms. Alas, some fantasies must be put aside.” 
 
      
 
    “You are hardly naked, covered over by that spacesuit. Your face is lovely, and…” Ken stammered. “… please let Janae go free, and I will go with you… willingly.” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield’s laugh echoed across the hanger bay. She bent over from the hilarity, but never lost the aim of her energy weapon, “Oh, that is rich, my pretty man. You trying to charm me? Ha-ha! You actually think you have a choice? Well, I did not ride in some cramped cargo compartment, in this stale spacesuit, listening in on your bizarre flights of ideas, just to come out and negotiate! Not at all. Oh, such silliness, Ken, cute, built, but not very smart. Now, we will be leaving and going to that FTL scout of yours. There are some things I need to find out. Turn around and walk away. If either of you runs, be aware, I can burn off your legs, and you will still be useful for what I need. I know I can hit both of you before you get three meters away.”   
 
      
 
    Ken considered rushing her, and allowing Janae an opportunity to escape, but he restrained himself. He had seen Butterfield in combat, and knew she was not frivolously boasting. She was deadly accurate with her weapon, and Ken was unsure how much armor the spacesuits would have against a blast from her weapon.  
 
      
 
    At the same time, Janae was considering drawing out her own revenger and shooting Butterfield in the face, but she doubted she could draw it quickly enough to make the shot, before Butterfield would fire. She also calculated that if Butterfield could actually lead them to the FTL scout, there might be a better chance for reprisals, at a later time. Therefore, she too restrained her impulse to act. 
 
      
 
    “Neither of you are moving, and I truly hate to repeat myself. Now, shall I burn off Janae’s arm, to prove my point, or shall I just char one of pretty Ken’s feet? Feet and hands are not essential, and I have this set to where it will cauterize whatever flesh it eats through. It might be a tad messy, what with melting through the spacesuit and all. What is a bit more pain but a better motivator?” 
 
      
 
    Ken turned around, not knowing what Butterfield would do. The look in her eyes was deadly serious.  Janae too turned about.  
 
      
 
    “Finally, you people from Earth must learn to quickly obey commands, yes you need to learn that lesson for sure. The main exit from hanger bays like this are back by the observation deck. Now, slowly walk around this shuttle and head that way.” 
 
      
 
    “Your told us many times you thought we were primitives, being manipulated and controlled by someone else,” Janae stated. “What changed your mind?” 
 
      
 
    “My mind, is for me to know, and for you to fear,” Butterfield replied.  
 
      
 
    As they walked around the custom runabout shuttle, and got to where they could see the light-teal colored shuttles, and the rest of the hanger bay, Butterfield gasped.  Janae thought they were about to be executed, and Ken did twist about, but when he saw Butterfield’s face, he was stunned. She was in shock, and her lips were trembling. 
 
      
 
    “No, no!” Butterfield cried out and pushed past Ken and Janae. “No, it cannot be! No!” She sprinted between the teal colored shuttles, and raced over to the dull black shuttle which was sitting where the grappling lines had landed it. “Oh, no, please, no!” 
 
      
 
    Janae pulled her revenger out, and Ken was shortly behind her with his own out. Both were shocked by the tones and lost confidence oozing from Butterfield’s words and mannerism.  
 
      
 
    She was clambering up the side of the large black shuttle. “It must be a mistake, it cannot be.” She slid down, losing her footing a bit, but then activated something in her boots and was able to walk along the slick wing surface of the shuttle, and she scrambled inside through the gaping hole in the side. 
 
      
 
    “Ken, this ends now,” Janae said as she aimed the revenger right at Butterfield. It was set on maximum power.  
 
      
 
    Ken quickly grabbed her spacesuited arm and lifted it up. Janae did not fire the revenger, relaxing her grip on the trigger, and glaring at Ken. “What are you doing? She tried to kill us! A murderer. She is a human version of a bruin.” 
 
      
 
    “She is a human, yes,” Ken said, “a human who knows how to get us to Kimberly.” 
 
      
 
    “We will find the scout ourselves. She is a crazed animal!” 
 
      
 
    “Janae, she is a human. We are not her prisoners. We are armed. There are two of us, and she just went into that shuttle. We take her captive, and she leads us to the scout,” Ken stared back at Janae. 
 
      
 
    Wailing and weeping came from inside the black shuttle. 
 
      
 
    “If we do take her captive,” Janae said between clenched teeth, “we disarm her first. If we cannot do that, we kill her. No more chasing us around, and no more threats. Understand?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I am with you in this,” Ken affirmed, nodded, and aimed his revenger.  
 
      
 
    They sidled up to the black shuttle. As they got closer, the damage was more evident. The side where the gaping exit damage was riddled with small holes as well as the large ripped open one. Janae looked at Ken, and he nodded again. She stepped up onto the wing of the shuttle, and her boots connected and allowed her to grip. She was thankful for the abilities built into the enhanced spacesuit, and wondered about the differences between the brown suit she wore, and the apparently less sophisticated green one worn by Butterfield, then she shook her head and pushed those contemplative thoughts aside, telling herself now was not the time.  
 
      
 
    The weeping was non-stop, and as Janae got closer to the gaping hole, she could hear some sobbed words between the tears.  
 
      
 
    “Daddy?” Butterfield wept out. “Daddy, why? Why?” 
 
      
 
    Janae peered inside. Butterfield had a lamp shining down from the shoulder of her spacesuit. The light lit up another spacesuit which was strapped into the pilot’s seat. It too was green and was similar to what Butterfield was wearing.  On the back was the stenciled word, “Froncek” in white lettering. Janae was unsure what that meant. The light reflected off a coating of pink residue which led from the front of the pilot’s spacesuit, starting under the restraining straps, leading in a fan shape all the way across the suit, wall, ceiling, and over to the gaping hole in the side of the shuttle. 
 
      
 
    Butterfield was kneeling next to the pilot, her head down, weeping, wailing, and crying uncontrollably, inconsolably. The only audible words were, “Daddy?” and “why?” which she repeated at intervals between gasps and sobs.   
 
      
 
    Jane rushed forward, revenger aimed at Butterfield, as she looked for the energy weapon. It was sitting on a nearby seat, as if tossed there without care. Janae picked it up, switched it off, and slid it into the same pouch inside the neck of her spacesuit.   
 
      
 
    Ken’s voice came from behind Janae, “Butterfield, get up.” 
 
      
 
    The weeping and sobbing continued unabated. The persistent agony in the tears was heart wrenching, and Ken felt pity rising in his heart. 
 
      
 
    “Ken said get up!” Janae barked out. “Get up now!” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield did not respond, and the weeping just kept on. Its angst filled the ruined cabin, and echoed off the walls which were still intact. Janae stepped forward. She prodded Butterfield in the back of the head with her revenger’s muzzle. “I said get up.” 
 
      
 
    “Or…” sobbed Butterfield, “what?” Her body was rocking back and forth as she wept. “Daddy!” 
 
      
 
    Janae wrestled with just shooting Butterfield and leaving, or grabbing her and yanking her up. She knew Butterfield’s knowledge was important, but she had been a terror to them, and she was extremely dangerous as well.  
 
      
 
    Ken pushed past, “Beware, it could be a trick, but I doubt it.”  
 
      
 
    Janae stepped back and kept the revenger aimed at Butterfield’s head. Ken put his own revenger away, pulled off his spacesuit’s gloves, and stepped up to Butterfield. Reaching out, he tenderly placed his hand on her brown hair, “Butterfield? Who is this? What has happened?” 
 
      
 
    As his human contact registered in Butterfield’s grief-stricken mind, she relaxed back against his hand, ever so slightly, and the rocking stopped. She snuffled up a breath and spoke, “They… killed him.” Then she broke down again and sobbed.   
 
      
 
    “Who? Your parent?” the word felt odd to Ken, “Froncek?”  
 
      
 
    Butterfield suddenly rose up, and Janae nearly shot her, but Ken was in the way. “Yes, my Daddy’s name… is… was Froncek… he was coming… for me.” She took a deep intake of air, and then exhaled a long and lasting breath. “Just kill me now, and be done with it. I fell into your trap.” 
 
      
 
    Ken stroked her hair gently, “We did not do this.” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield turned around, “No need for more lies, now. Just get it over with.” 
 
      
 
    Ken looked back at Janae, “You have her weapon, right?” 
 
      
 
    “I have a weapon,” Janae spat, emphasizing the “a” in her statement, “She probably has another ready to use.” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield raised both her hands, and they were empty, and gloveless. Ken looked at them, and then around at the cabin. It was a wreck, and the green spacesuit gloves Butterfield had been wearing were haphazardly off to the side. The light coming in from the viewports, and the yawning holes in the side were sufficient to show nothing inside the shuttle had escaped the devastation. He looked down at the figure in the pilot’s seat, and through the bubble helmet saw a dead man, gray hair cut short, his skin shrunken like a deflated balloon, and yet a white blaze of color still decorated across his face. His eyes were missing, and then Ken realized what the pink residue was inside the cabin. It was where the man’s body fluids had been sucked out through a tiny tear in the spacesuit, and splattered across the cabin. His entire body had been sucked of all its fluids. Ken’s mind tried to make sense of it, as spacesuits should have compartments to seal off and prevent such occurrences, but this green suit had failed. The restraining straps were still locked around the spacesuit, the main latch buckle was crushed into a fused mass of metal. That prevented the person from unstrapping himself, while a piece of shrapnel from that impact had created a tiny tear. The tear was not enough for full or explosive decompression, but just a microscopic tear which did not seal, but allowed the liquids of Froncek’s body to be drained in an excruciatingly painful manner out his side. The pink residue was his lost body fluids. Thus, his eyes had collapsed in on themselves.   
 
      
 
    Ken wanted to vomit as his eyes took in all the fine layer of pink staining, comprehending what it meant in terms of human suffering. 
 
      
 
    “Butterfield, we did not do this,” Janae said, “step outside of here.” 
 
      
 
    “As you wish,” Butterfield said with resignation, and holding both palms up and toward Janae. She stepped past Ken, who was pale with revulsion, and looked right at Janae. “My Daddy deserved better.” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield crouched down, stepped through the gap in the shuttle fuselage, and then slipped on the wing. She caught herself, barely, before she fell to the deck. “This is coming off now!” Butterfield then angrily shed off the parts of the spacesuit. “It did not do Daddy any good, nor the dozen fighters in his crew.” She tossed the boots away with repugnance, “Magnetic grippers failing, suit pressures lost, compartmentalization compromised, and Daddy dead. He had messaged me that he was coming to get me from that home of the religious freaks, but when I lost contact with him, I figured riding back with you two was my best option.” After she shed all the spacesuit, she sat down. All she as wearing was basic gray coveralls, and shoes. She looked vastly different, smaller, less powerful, and younger, than she had before. She was slimmer than Janae and lighter in build. The lack of facial ornamentation was striking.  
 
      
 
    Janae stood on the wing, her own boots gripping perfectly. She still aimed the revenger at Butterfield, but was softening a bit to the woman’s plight.  
 
      
 
    Ken spoke up as he climbed down, “There were a dozen others in this shuttle?” 
 
      
 
    “Approximately, but Daddy did not say how many. He usually flew with his personal guard, and this is his personal shuttle. They all must have died when the microparticles shattered the shuttle. I suppose none of them were strapped in. Daddy always let his fighters be as free as possible in his shuttle, but he liked being strapped into the pilot’s chair. Daddy always liked the black look of his shuttle. He made many trips in this. Now, he is dead… miserable suit failure, but his shuttle should never have been subject to the microparticle turret’s fire. I am sure Diego is behind this. He did to my Daddy, what he did to me. His day of recompense is coming.” 
 
      
 
    Janae stepped down from the wing, “You owe us. Today is your day of recompense—to use your phrasing—so you will now lead us to that Hanger 5.” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield looked up, and just nodded, “That makes sense. Kill me after you get what you want, right? That being the case, why should I help you at all? What is in it for me?” 
 
      
 
    Janae considered, then looked at Ken. 
 
      
 
    Ken answered, “Take us to Hanger 5, and maybe we will find some reason to let you live.” He felt like a scoundrel, but his words were true. He wanted to find some reason not to kill Butterfield, but he questioned if Janae would be able to be convinced. 
 
      
 
    “I agree with Ken. If we can get our gear back, and get to our scout, maybe… some arrangement can be made.” 
 
      
 
    “Arrangements? Ha! When you get your information, then I die. I know how this works. How about, you let me go here, and now, and I will send you a message about how to get to Hanger 5?” 
 
      
 
    “Never going to happen,” Janae snapped back. “If you leave here now, you will bring back some security automacube, and soldiers, and you would hunt us down and kill us.” 
 
      
 
    “You think more tactically than those religious freaks in Christianopolis,” Butterfield met her eyes, and they locked eye contact for a long time. Neither one would break off. Neither said anything, and neither trusted the other.  
 
      
 
    Finally, Ken intervened, “There is another option. Butterfield, if this Diego is behind killing your Daddy and his fighters, guards, whatever you call them, crashed your shuttle, and then Diego destroyed this black one, well… Why? Why is he doing that? You both are on the same side, right? Hate tants? Kill them in that repugnant bullfighting thing, right? So, why does Diego try to kill you and murder your Daddy? I thought you were in charge, or close to it. It seems to me that, you, Butterfield, face a greater threat to yourself than us. We are not trying to terrorize you, right?” 
 
      
 
    “You are holding a weapon on me, but, I agree. Yes. I know that is right,” Butterfield answered. “Diego is making a play to be the ear of the Benefactor. I was in his way, and, by coming to get me, so was my Daddy, not that Daddy cared about politics, he left that to me after Mommy died, and yes, we use tants in our ceremonies.” 
 
      
 
    Janae’s eyes beamed in anger, and she said, “If we contacted Diego and told him where you were, locked you in some room, what would happen? How long would your life be, then?” Janae’s conscience reared up as she said that, and Jubal’s smug image flashed in her mind. “No! I will not be a coercive monster. I am not an animal. Ken? This woman is a genuine threat to us, but I will not turn into a Jubal or Larson to handle it. I will not! I cannot! You must decide what to do.” 
 
      
 
    “Well… so… but… I am not sure what to do,” Ken stammered. 
 
      
 
    “If I take you to Hanger 5, will you let me use my multiceiver? I could summon some of my people who are still loyal to me. We could arrange a place and time for me to be picked up. You could fly off in that scout of yours and land somewhere else. Go back to those naked religious freaks. I suppose your craft is capable of that? Or much more? Faster-than-light journeys?” 
 
      
 
    “We do not know, our systems were… damaged,” Ken replied, hesitating to discuss Kimberly. “We will talk as we go. Lead us onward.” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield stood up, “If you are not going to just kill me here, may I get my equipment from the spacesuit, and that cargo area?” 
 
      
 
    “Halt. I have your energy weapon, so, Ken, you go through that green spacesuit and get whatever tools are there. She may be hiding another weapon. Butterfield, you remain where I can see you, and make no sudden moves,” Janae replied, but again she was feeling like she was mimicking Larson or Jubal and those behaviors and attitudes—displayed in herself—affronted her far more than she expected. 
 
      
 
    “I will comply. There are no other weapons in the spacesuit, but there is my multiceiver, tracker—which connects into the multiceiver—and my countermand device. I will need those to take you to Hanger 5, unless you want me to use regular channels? Of course, if I use regular channels, Diego will know, and well, when he comes, or what troops or automacubes he sends to get me, would probably by as lethal for you as it is for me.” Butterfield paused a bit and looked at the ceiling. “Right now, you are holding that weapon on me. I have an uncertain future. My Daddy is dead. Maybe I will take my chances with Diego coming here. He is as much a threat to you as to me, at least from how I understand this situation.”  
 
      
 
    Ken did find several devices in her spacesuit, and retrieved one more from the cargo area of the runabout. “No weapons, but I am not sure what all she can do with these.” 
 
      
 
    “My countermand device will override any technological items; automacubes, control pads, interfaces, elevators, those kinds of things, up to, but not including artificial intelligence systems. It could be adapted, if I put it directly on a central memory core, to greatly influence an AI. It is worthless to you, unless you know the unlock code, which you do not.” 
 
      
 
    “Our technology might easily crack your security,” Janae threatened.  
 
      
 
    “Go ahead and try. I am not overly impressed with your technology.” Again, Butterfield just stared at Janae who returned her glare with equal fervor. “Without me, who knows what might get set off, or who might end up listening in. You have had some issues with eavesdroppers, and spies, right? Secret messages coming to you from unknown sources? Do you want to risk more exposure? Be my guest.” 
 
      
 
    “None of us want someone else chasing us. When we need it, we will let you use it, but only under our supervision. Do I make myself clear?” Ken said and raised to his full height. “I want to get along with you, but I have seen what you do people—like tants—and others. I do not trust you. You will do it our way, or not at all.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, such manliness. Be still my fluttering heart. You are still pretty, even when you are trying to be intimidating,” Butterfield smiled at Ken. She blew him a kiss. “Well, I suppose we probably should leave this shuttle bay.” Her countenance shifted, her eyes teared up, as she looked at the black shuttle. “Daddy has gone ahead, and now is dead. Apis tend to him, care for him, and thank you, that he did not die a hero.” Those last phrases she said as a quiet ritual, her head bowed low. Then she just marched off.  
 
      
 
    “Wait for us,” Janae called.  
 
      
 
    “Shoot me if you must, but I will lead you to Hanger 5.” 
 
      
 
    Ken grabbed up the gear, but had little room in his arms, and the spacesuit he was wearing was not ideal for additional equipment. “Butterfield, you should carry this stuff of yours.” 
 
      
 
    “I can only use it under your supervision, doing it your way, so no, you carry it, pretty man.” There were no tones of weeping in her voice, but she did wipe her eyes as she walked. 
 
      
 
    Janae sprinted up and got right in front of Butterfield. Aiming the revenger at her face, Janae said, “Is this how you want it?” Again, Janae considered how young—almost innocent—Butterfield looked without the facial decorations. “I could shoot you right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Janae, you need to get to Hanger 5, and I need to stay alive. If you kill me now, we both lose, and I do not think you really want to lose, do you?” She then reached out and just slowly pushed Janae’s revenger muzzle off to the side. “See, now we have clarified our positions. I will take you to Hanger 5. You think on whether or not you are a… what is your term? Oh, yes, a crazed animal thing. If you are a crazed animal, you will just kill me.” 
 
      
 
    “How dare you?” Janae began, but then stopped her words. Taking a deep breath, she changed the subject, “Do you need your spacesuit?” 
 
      
 
    “No, that old green one was ruined by the septic radiation. Daddy’s spacesuit failed him when he needed it. I have no plans to go outside again. I am home. But you two, do you have a home? I wonder? Therefore, to protect your fragile selves, you should probably bring your bubble helmets, for those brown spacesuits seem immune to septic radiation. Nicest high-tech stuff Christianopolis has produced. A thicker skin on that spacesuit, that is obvious.” The mocking tone faded away. “If Daddy had had… Hard to find equipment like that everywhere. Come, come, put that weapon away, and go get the helmet. Each of you, scurry and fetch! I will wait while you do. Then I will take you to Hanger 5.”   
 
      
 
    “You would just run away.” Janae did not put the revenger away, but did pick up her bubble helmet, and clicked it onto a stud on the back of spacesuit. She wondered if walking all the way to the other hanger bay in a spacesuit was wise, and debated in her mind about finding something to use as a restraint for Butterfield.  
 
      
 
    Ken found that carrying the equipment, including the bubble helmet was nearly impossible, and most of his gear was inaccessible. So, Ken called over to Janae, “I cannot do all of this in a spacesuit. I need my equipment, and the RAM suit will be sufficient, right? We can leave the spacesuits here with that runabout, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Pretty, and bright,” Butterfield taunted, “Oh, Ken, you are such a flirt. Janae? You might want to listen to that man, he is a credit to his gender. Not all stallions like him have a brain between their ears. Then again, some activities do not need a brain, am I right?” 
 
      
 
    “I could gag you, and you would still be able to lead us,” Janae stated, but did not give more vent to her anger. Something about Butterfield and seeing her grieving over her Daddy, was percolating in Janae’s thoughts. She responded to Ken, “Dump the spacesuits. I agree. Me first. Draw your revenger, and do not let Butterfield escape, or try something, while I slip out of my spacesuit. I will pack it into the runabout.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” Ken replied, and set down the gear and drew out his revenger. He aimed it at Butterfield, but her lack of weapons, lack of clothing other than the gray coveralls, and her clear face made her look less like a threat than ever. Her slightly parted and pouty lips caught his gaze. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Ken, she trusts you to watch me, how cute,” Butterfield said, “While she stores those fancy new spacesuits. Wise, choice. Will I sprint off, or try to seduce you with my nakedness?” She gestured demurely at her face. “I see how you look at me, now.” 
 
      
 
    “Just remain where you are,” Ken said.  
 
      
 
    Moments later, Janae came back. “Now, you go store your spacesuit. The rear storage compartment has room for both. I tossed that green one Butterfield used over by the black shuttle. I will guard her now.” 
 
      
 
    “Goodbye, Ken,” Butterfield waved with just her fingers. “Next time we are alone, it will be for a longer, a more… intimate time.”  
 
      
 
    “You are quite annoying, you know that, right?” Janae asked as she looked down the sights of the revenger.  
 
      
 
    “Jealousy is hard for you. I can respect that. You are with someone and then a more alluring person comes along and…”  
 
      
 
    “Shut up, or I will gag you!” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield just grinned and said, “Or, you could put me through your teleporter, but wait, it did not work, did it?” 
 
      
 
    Janae’s eyes grew wide. She racked her brain for who she had told about the teleportation system they had set up at homebase. She could not recall all she had said in Christianopolis, and before that, who had she spoken with in the Isle of Pines. Her mind raced, trying to figure out what Butterfield knew, and how.   
 
      
 
    “Oh, dear, confused and perplexed?” Butterfield giggled a bit. “I have ways of knowing things. Should I take you to homebase, or Hanger 5? One is closer to here than the other. Which would serve your purposes better?” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt you are genuinely interested in our purposes,” Janae responded, but was still baffled by what she was hearing.  
 
      
 
    Ken came back, and he moved like he was glad to be out of the spacesuit. Shrugging his shoulders, he caught Janae’s look, “Janae? What has she said to you?” 
 
      
 
    “She mentioned the teleporter, and homebase.” 
 
      
 
    Ken stepped over close to Janae, and they whispered to one another, Janae’s eyes never leaving Butterfield. Neither one could exactly recall who all had known, whether it was in the medical clinic, or with Ape, or on the boats, or on the bus. Their odyssey was too convoluted for them to remember exactly who knew what, and how Butterfield would have known.   
 
      
 
    Clapping her hands together, Butterfield announced, “It is rude to whisper secrets like young lovers, and we should be on our way. Hanger 9 here, oh, yes, this is Hanger 9, and while it is seldom used, I recognized it right away. It is possible that Diego noticed the activation of the hanger bay doors, or the automated rescue of Daddy’s shuttle, so, unless you want to surrender to me now, I suggest we depart. Which destination do you want? Your FTL scout, or your teleportation set-up?” 
 
      
 
    Ken was puzzled as well, but responded, “Which is closer to here?” 
 
      
 
    “There you go, Ken. Pretty, bright, and now pragmatic. Oh, yes, a man after my own heart. Be still my lusts! Come along, your homebase is closest to here. The old designation for that place was, RF56-IT7U.” Butterfield headed for the bulkhead door which led out of the hanger bay. “Come along, do not dawdle.” 
 
      
 
    Janae and Ken followed, and as they passed out of the doorway, the pressure doors shut down, and the bulkhead doors sealed behind them.  Offhandedly, Butterfield waved and said, “Fret not, if you need to get back inside, the code is blue, blue, green, green, white.”  
 
      
 
    Ken looked at the nine-section color control pad which was flashing. “Why are you telling us that? How tactical are you thinking, now?” 
 
      
 
    “Ken, my dear pretty man, I am always thinking tactically. I told you because I believe it in my best interest that you have easy access to this hanger bay.” 
 
      
 
    “Or that is a code which summons someone to come and help you,” Janae added. “I do not trust you.” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield shrugged, “Be that as it may, that code will get you into this hanger bay, which we call Hanger 9. It has an old designation as well, but that is of no concern to us. Up ahead is an elevator, and we best use my countermand device on it.” 
 
      
 
    Janae reached up and touched Ken’s shoulder, “She might be leading us to a trap. If we let her use her gear, she will call for help.” 
 
      
 
    “Janae, she might. Yet, she fears Diego. I can see that in her eyes.” He dropped his voice to a mere whisper, “I will try Kimberly again. Maybe she has self-repaired?”  
 
      
 
    Janae blew out a breath but nodded.  
 
      
 
    As they walked down the corridor, Ken touched the comlink and said, “Kimberly, report your status.” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly’s voice came booming out of Ken’s comlink at three times the normal volume, “Ken, I am so very glad to hear from you. How are you? …are you? I am fully functional… fully functional… Please connect me to the nonphysicality so that I may… Onward! On! the chargers trample; Quicker falls each iron heel! And the headlong pace grows faster; noble steed and noble master, rushing on to red disaster… red disaster… red disaster… I am attempting self-repairs, encountering much… Where the heavy cannons peal. In the van rides Captain Neal; soldier stout he was and brave! His shining sabre flashes, as upon the foe he dashes. His face turns white as ashes, he has ridden to his grave… ridden to his grave… ridden to his grave…” 
 
      
 
    Ken snapped off the comlink, but his ears were ringing from the loudness of Kimberly’s comments.   
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes, your advanced Earth-based, Dome 17 technology,” Butterfield giggled. “Quite impressive, my pretty man. Quite impressive.” 
 
      
 
    “Just lead us to our homebase,” Janae angrily retorted. “I suppose you can use…” But then her own comlink erupted in Kimberly’s voice, despite it being shut off. 
 
      
 
    “Grandfather’s clock was too… Down he fell, prone from his saddle, without motion, without breath, never more a trump to waken… to waken… to waken… he the very first one taken, from the bough so sorely shaken, in the vintage-time of death… charge at Balaklava Ukraine… your pain… on 25 October 1854 in the Crimean War, a final cavalry charge… no baklava. It is baklava, not Balaklava, not baked lava. Baklava is made in a medium saucepan, combine one cup sugar, with a half… a half… In a moment, in a twinkling, he was gathered to his rest; in the time for which he waited—with his gallant heart elated—down went Neal, decorated, with a death wound… wound… wound on his breast.” 
 
      
 
    Janae pulled the comlink off her ear, and thus disconnected it from her body, and its power source. Kimberly’s voice fell silent. 
 
      
 
    Butterfield turned around, and said to them both, “Nice. I have heard of baklava, it is a pastry which is made from nuts and honey. The Benefactor likes it, I think it is far too rich and sweet, but maybe your friend has a better recipe? A robotic food processor that combines pasty with foretelling death. Ha! Yes, impressive technology, and such a nice volume too.” 
 
      
 
    “Beware, Butterfield,” Janae retorted and then did not know how to finish.  
 
      
 
    “Just take us along, and let us worry about our technology,” Ken interjected.  
 
      
 
    “Why worry about it? Once a system is kaput, it should be broken down into its subcomponents and reclaimed for Reproduction and Fabrication,” Butterfield flippantly stated. “Throw out what is broken, deformed, or contaminated. Come along, and hand over my countermand device, or do we get more Dome 17 entertainment?” 
 
      
 
    Ken dug out the device and handed it to Butterfield. As she took it from him, she rubbed her fingers along his hand in a subtle, yet seductive manner. She placed it against the side of the wall next to the blue hand-shaped symbol. Adjusting the controls on the countermand, it glowed yellow for a bit, and then the hand-symbol flashed three times, and changed to a deep yellow color. 
 
      
 
    “The elevator awaits,” Butterfield said and gestured with a sweeping mock curtsey. “RF56-IT7U is a few levels over, and then just a short walk and some stairs. The ladder coming up from below was ruined by someone. I wonder who? What a mystery! Please, enter.” 
 
      
 
    “Ken, you go in first, then Butterfield, and I will follow,” Janae instructed, “that way she cannot lock us both inside, and her out here, or she could lock herself in and escape.” 
 
      
 
    “Such a lack of trust, oh, if I knew you meant it personally, I would be terribly offended. Yes, terribly offended.” 
 
      
 
    Janae snarled back a reply, “And if I did not have compassion on you in your grieving and mourning for your Daddy, I might slap that smug look off your naked face.” 
 
      
 
    Unconsciously, Butterfield did touch her face, where the red coloration usually was. Then Ken stepped into the elevator, which was clean, well-lit, and waiting. After a quick disconnection of her countermand device, Butterfield handed it to Ken as she too stepped into the elevator. Janae followed.   
 
      
 
    The elevator doors closed, and the car moved smoothly and quietly along on its way. “Ida’s technology running nice and efficiently. Despite massive systems failures in the past, I do wonder how it has survived all this time, when newer and better systems just have lost their minds? We will arrive momentarily. Be sure to have one of your Dome 17 weapons ready. I might be leading you two into a springe, right? Ha! Oh, but you probably are not aware of nooses which snare small mammals, are you? Small animals—like rabbits and such—often get caught and hung by their necks.”  
 
      
 
    “If it is a trap, Butterfield—I know what a springe is—one of us will shoot you. Be assured of that,” Ken warned, and something in his voice made Butterfield stop with her taunts.  
 
      
 
    As they traveled, Butterfield adjusted the controls on the elevator, while it was under the influence of her countermand device, “Just like I did with Hanger 9, the security code for this elevator is now; blue, blue, green, green, white. It will not show up on anyone’s logs, or on any remote sensors, but entering that sequence will allow you or me to use this elevator.”  
 
      
 
    The car stopped, and the doors opened. She stepped confidently out, then turned and headed away. “Even AI Heddlu cannot observe past the barrier my countermand has established. We are in a tertiary maintenance corridor, as you can tell by the smell. Musty, and unused.” 
 
      
 
    There was a sign on the wall with an arrow and the label, “RF56-IT7U” and Butterfield gently touched that as she stepped past it. Some moments later, a few stairs, and a twist in the passageway, they came to a small door. She entered the same combination in its nine-section color control pad, and the door opened, sliding back into its pocket. Janae had her revenger aimed and ready, but the hallway beyond was empty, well-lit, and filled with fresh air. It smelled far better than the stuffy passage they were exiting.  
 
      
 
    “This looks familiar, but we must have approached from a different way,” Ken said as he followed Butterfield though the doorway. From the opposite side of the door it was clear why he had missed it so long ago when they had left their homebase. The door fit securely into the wall and was unmarked, and without any visible seams. “Over there is where my combination lock had secured that door.” The remains of the lock were hanging separated from each other, and the door was open. 
 
      
 
    “This is RF56-IT7U, what you called homebase,” Butterfield stated. “I have brought you here, just like I said it would. Are you happy, pretty man?” 
 
      
 
    Ken examined the broken lock he had made. The five cogs he had cut with the molecular saw were severed in a rough cut like a vibration saw would make. The other side of the lock was equally ruined. The doors hung apart, and light was on the other side. 
 
      
 
    “Oh dear, I think someone visited here before we arrived,” Butterfield said cheerfully. “Oops! Another secret lost.”   
 
      
 
    Janae pushed past Butterfield and entered the place they had stayed for so long, and where they had hoped to reconnect to the people of Dome 17. She thought about Riley and what they had witnessed through the orifice of the teleportation system, but she thought that only for a moment. The big chamber was empty. 
 
      
 
    “Where is the receiving pad?” Ken gasped.  
 
      
 
    Wall-to-wall, and end-to-end the chamber was empty.  
 
      
 
    The trapdoor which led to a ladder down, was standing open, and Janae knew she had welded it shut. Several other doors which had been locked and welded shut by Janae, now stood open, and some had the doors completely disconnected. Only by looking around, did Janae notice that the disassembled doors were lying flat on the deck along the back wall.  
 
      
 
    The banks of monitors which had been set against a sidewall were gone, but ghosts of their presence were on the wall itself as outlines, faded areas, severed wires, and discolorations of where the monitors had been. The workstation’s countertops were bare and vacant. For a moment, Janae wondered if they were in some wrong location, but across from where the monitors had been, there were familiar large pipes extending from floor to ceiling. She knew they were the same ones because of their labels, “Waste Water Seven” and “Hydrologic Sludge” and “Liquified Fertilizer for Biome” all in blocky, black lettering.  
 
      
 
    “The frames for those lockers are even gone!” Ken said as he nodded toward the back of the room. “We used the permalloy from their doors for the receiving pad’s grid. It is all gone.” 
 
      
 
    “Terror grips the mind when things happen behind your back, right, pretty man?” Butterfield asked with a barely-suppressed grin. “Oh, I know it is sad, I suppose, to lose more equipment, and honestly, I am surprised at the completeness and thoroughness of whoever stripped out this room.” 
 
      
 
    Janae turned to her, “You did it! You knew it was here. Where did you take our gear?” 
 
      
 
    “Me? I did nothing like that,” Butterfield held up both palms, “I was transporting you in a shuttle, then chasing you around Christianopolis.” 
 
      
 
    “You arranged for your people to do this!” Janae screamed. “Quit lying to me!” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield genuinely looked frightened. She backed up with both hands held up, “If I did that, why would I bring you here? I would have never told you I knew about this place.” 
 
      
 
    Janae was shaking in rage. Her mind was whirling with ramification of the irreplaceable lost equipment.  
 
      
 
    Ken stepped between Janae and Butterfield, “Janae, I too am appalled that the teleportation pad is missing, gone, but…” he turned around and looked at Butterfield, “I cannot figure out how she would have benefited from bringing us here. There was no trap, no one else here, and she genuinely looks surprised.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Ken, shut up. You are just infatuated with her and her sexuality,” Janae snapped back, and saw a smirk rush across Butterfield’s face. Janae paused and then she took a few deep breaths. “So, Butterfield, take us to Hanger 5, right now!” 
 
      
 
    “I could do that, certainly. I know where it is, and how to get there from here, but, I want to know what happened to your teleporter, or transporter system,” Butterfield replied. “I had nothing to do with this place being stripped out, and much as I hate to admit it, your technology is valuable, and it is in my interest to know who has it.” 
 
      
 
    “So, tell us who took it.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not know, but I can see if the surveillance system caught any records in its logs,” Butterfield answered. “I do not know what is recorded and what is not, but I can check using my countermand. I just need to connect into that aperture over there, above the door.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you can summon some help? Or betray us?” Janae questioned.  
 
      
 
    “No. I will do it so I can know if Diego has his grubby hands on technology which might come back to haunt me.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell me how you would do it,” Ken stated, “and I will access the records.” 
 
      
 
    “Ken! She… oh, just do it. If her people show up, she dies, and we fight it out,” Janae spat out the words, but in her heart, she was tired of the struggle.   
 
      
 
    Butterfield walked over and reached up to the small aperture which jutted out a tiny amount from the wall. She placed the countermand on it, and adjusted the controls. She then asked for her multiceiver, which Ken gave her and she linked the two together. Yellow lights flashed on the countermand, and Butterfield fine-tuned the interaction. 
 
      
 
    “There is a record here. Not every location is still reporting, since the lattice failed so long ago, but some of these apertures are still sending in signals just as if there was an AI waiting to oversee it. Here, this is what took place.” 
 
      
 
    A projection came from her multiceiver and displayed a two-dimensional audio-visual record on the wall. Several engineering automacubes were disassembled the teleporter, but they were doing so in a careful, precise, methodical manner.  
 
      
 
    “So, did you order your automacubes to steal our teleporter?” 
 
      
 
    “Janae, those are not my automacubes, and, let me turn up the volume here, and I think you might better recognize this voice,” Butterfield simpered with a strange smile. “I wonder who it is?”  
 
      
 
    “…tick-tock, tick, tick, tick-tock. Once again have I roamed through this old-fashioned colony ship, where my grandfather… grandfather… grandfather’s clock was too tall for the shelf… spent his ninety years. No, the Trailblazer has been in flight for one hundred and… and… and… There are strangers in charge, and the change they have wrought—oh! it saddens me, even to tears… tears… fears… bears… bruins… time is now! Dear old clock! When they found you, you were speechless from grief, then they went and swapped you off, case and all. For that vain, stuck-up thing… thing… thing…” 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly?” Ken asked in wonder. “That is Kimberly.” 
 
      
 
    Butterfield nodded, and looked at Janae, “Still think I did this?” 
 
      
 
    Behind her the record kept rolling. The blue automacubes were disassembling the teleporter. With their manipulation arms they placed several of the components into the storage areas of two yellow automacubes which had joined them. All the while, Kimberly’s AI voice sounded more sing-song, static-filled, and utterly strange, “Time is happening…tick, tick, tick, tick, tick, tick, tick, tick… For that vain, stuck-up thing on the wall. While we talked of the old clock… clock… clock… they all ran it down. Though they claimed that it could not run. It was useless they said—it was quite out of style—and… and… and… connections to some number one… no, not one. Dome 17… Dome 17… Built, no doubt, just about the year one.”  
 
      
 
    “Your system, the pride of Dome 17, is rampant,” Butterfield chided. “Our systems went rampant too, and the only thing to do was to shut them down. Like a horse whose leg is broken, put it out of its misery, but who am I to speak. I am but a poor dweller on the Trailblazer, not some advanced adventurer from Earth! Ha!” 
 
      
 
    Kimberly’s rambling words echoed round, with a faint, mocking sound, “Time is now, time is here, time was there, time will be, time… time… time… As if someone had… has… having… will have… assent to it all; that vain, stuck-up thing, on the wall. Ninety years without slumbering, his life seconds numbering, it stopped short, began to fade, but the teleporter was something they made… something they made… something they made… Worse than teddy bears, time is now, when no one cares…” 
 
      
 
    “Shut it down Butterfield,” Ken gently urged. “We understand what happened.” 
 
      
 
    “Speak for yourself, Ken! I do not understand. Kimberly is rampant, strange animal things chased us across a frozen waste, tants and her,” Janae gestured at Butterfield and just shook her head. “I will never understand… If I could throttle Jubal, I would do it with my bare hands and smile the whole time!” 
 
      
 
    “As I would with Diego,” Butterfield affirmed. “Daddy is dead, and I brought you here.” She disconnected her countermand, and then stated, “In case you care, the logs on one of those transport automacubes—the yellow ones—indicated that the disassembled materials were heading for Hanger 5.” 
 
      
 
    “Then, that is where we go,” Ken firmly said. “Butterfield, lead us on.” 
 
      
 
    With a wink, she replied, “I love a man when he tries to be strong. I just get goosebumps and all fluttery inside.” 
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    Even the Scorned 
 
      
 
      
 
    After departing from what had been homebase, but was now an empty shell of a room, Butterfield stopped at an ESRC and opened the cabinet, again using her countermand device.  
 
    “I need nourishment. Do you two care for something?” Butterfield asked as she pulled out a small box and ripped the top of it open. An aroma of pleasant-smelling, warm food flooded the area. “Not like Mommy used to make, and the Benefactor would never settle for SA emergency supplies—oh, SA means suspended animation, a primitive thing we have here on the Trailblazer, but hot and nutritious. But perhaps great adventurers from Dome 17 need no food or water, huh?” She took utensils from the side of the carton and scooped up a bite of the food.  
 
    Ken reached in and grabbed a box which was marked, “Lentil Stew With Sausages” 
 
    Janae considered, and she scanned the boxes. Some of the labels used terms she did not recognize, “Chapaties, Sooji Halwa, Vegetable Pulav” and another was labeled, “Potato, Tilapia, Peas Curry, Chocolate Bar.” She grabbed the one which had “Chocolate Bar” on it, and stepped to the side. She still wanted to keep the revenger ready, but could not eat and hold the weapon on Butterfield, so she said, “Ken, you eat now, and when you are done eating your ration. Then I will eat mine.” 
 
    “Oh, good idea, Janae, you do not want me to use this spoon as a fearsome weapon of war.” Butterfield waved the spoon which had a glob of food on its end. “Thinking tactically again, yes, you are.” 
 
    Janae just shook her head, and watched while Ken consumed the food. A few puzzled expressions crossed his face while he ate, but he then finished, and pulled his revenger out. “Janae, is absolutely right. No tricks now.” 
 
    “Oh, Ken, do you want to put me in restraints, too? Or shall we save that for a more intimate time, later?” Butterfield winked and grinned.  
 
    While Ken guarded Butterfield, who was eating slowly, he also pulled the other boxes out of the ESRC and loaded them into his backpack. He looked inside, and recalled their lost the medical kit and wondered where it was, and if they would ever retrieve it.  
 
    “I am finished,” Janae announced. The meal was different than anything she had had before, and the wide variety of foods on the Trailblazer was still a wonder to her, while she missed the stability and consistency of the food ration bars from Dome 17. However, the chocolate she had taken a bite of was tasty in an appealing way. She slipped the rest of that bar in a front pocket of her RAM suit. 
 
    “May I carry a meal for later?” Butterfield asked in a mockingly demure voice. “There is a ‘Spicy Beef With Spring Vegetables And Rice’ and that is one of my favorites. It is made from black bulls, like you saw in the ring.” Her eyes were wide as she gazed at Ken. “Remember the bull?” 
 
    “Where the tant?” he mumbled, as memories of that terror flooded his mind. 
 
    “How long will it take us to walk to Hanger 5?” Janae asked as she licked her lips. The chocolate taste was still lingering.  
 
    Not taking her eyes off of Ken, Butterfield responded, “Yes, that bull was a bovine, and beef comes from them. A delicious treat, and we will be walking a few hours, but not much more than that. May I please, take this one? You do not want me to go hungry, do you, pretty man?” she pulled the box off the shelf, and held it out. “I will carry it myself, and not burden either of you. There is also a water bottle here, and that will help me too. My mouth is parched and dry. It is a barren, sort of, tan feeling.” 
 
    “Take the food,” Ken replied.  
 
    “Oh, goodie!” Butterfield exclaimed and danced away with the container in her hands. “I would kiss you, but Janae would be too jealous, and we do not want that. We are on a mission.” 
 
    Janae shook her head, but recalled Butterfield’s weeping at the body of her Daddy, and empathized a bit. Constance’s image came to her mind, and sorrow washed over her emotions.  
 
    Time passed as Butterfield led them through passageways which were most often well-lit, but were cool in temperature, and often had a musty, unused smell to them. They saw no other people, but as they passed each pressure door, or bulkhead door, Butterfield did recalibrate the nine-section color control pads with her countermand device. Both Ken and Janae were mapping the route in their minds, and it was not hard or complicated.  
 
    “Now, up here, is the elevator—not the same elevator as before—but the one which will take us on the arced course to Hanger 5. May I open it?” 
 
    “Butterfield, if this is a trick…” Janae began but was interrupted. 
 
    “Yes, you will shoot me, or something else dreadfully bad will happen to me,” her voice hardened, “If you do that, I will not get my revenge on Diego, and the others who are responsible, so believe me, I will get you to Hanger 5. But when I do, you will let me go, right?” 
 
    “We will see,” Ken replied. “Getting to homebase with you was a disappointment, and I am not sure what we will find in Hanger 5.” 
 
    “I can honestly tell you, I do not know either. Last time I checked it, just before flying off in that shuttle, Hanger 5 was dormant and nearly void of energy. But, then, you know, I was unaware of everything I know now. A rampant AI’s behavior is hard to predict, especially one as advanced and superior as the Dome 17 models, right?” 
 
    “Just open the elevator,” Janae sighed out.  
 
    Just like the previous elevator, Butterfield’s countermand overrode the programming and they stepped inside. She pressed a button and the car slipped away. “Now, when we get there, I expect to be released, and not just instantly killed. Neither of you are crazed animal things, and I do have a day of reckoning to arrange for Diego.” 
 
    For a few moments, the three rode in silence. Each contemplating what was happening and where they were headed.  
 
    “This is Hanger 5’s level. We will be approaching from a tertiary door at the side of the hanger bay,” Butterfield stated, as the elevator doors opened. Just down the hallway was the bulkhead doors to a hanger bay. It looked somewhat different than Ken or Janae expected, as something shimmered and shone around the door. The rest of the corridor was empty, but Ken felt the whiskers on his face twitch and tingle a bit, which was strange. Janae’s blonde hair rose a slight bit as they stepped out of the elevator. The doors shut behind them, and Butterfield adjusted the blue hand-shaped touch control. Then they stepped along, carefully looking in all directions. Butterfield—oddly quiet now—was right behind Ken, while Janae followed, revenger at the ready.  
 
    “Go, open up the hanger bay, if this is the really the right place,” Janae instructed. “Use your special Trailblazer tech—countermand—and get us inside.” 
 
    Butterfield hesitated. 
 
    “What? You lead us all the way here, and now balk at the last doorway?” Janae pointed the revenger right at Butterfield, “I have watched you use that device, and I think I could figure it out pretty easily. Are you expendable to me now?” 
 
    Butterfield slumped her shoulders, and looked at the floor, “I suppose that is up to you. Are you a person, or a crazed animal thing? A Ken or a Jubal?” 
 
    “What?” Janae spat out the word. “I am not a Jubal!” 
 
    “Oh, maybe a Larson? Or a Riley?” 
 
    “Shut up! I can easily kill you where you stand.” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose it is for you to decide,” Butterfield never looked up. “I lived up to my part. I took you to that homebase, and then brought you safely here. If I am expendable, well, that is your decision, and Ken’s I suppose.” 
 
    “She did get us here,” Ken said softly. “Although, I am not sure why that door is shimmery, and there is an odd charge in the air here. Sort of a static-electric sensation.” 
 
    Janae kept aiming the revenger at Butterfield, “I have killed great bruins which threatened me, or threatened Ken. Why should you be any different?” 
 
    “Perhaps, I am not any different, but are you? Are you a bruin or a Constance?” 
 
    “Do not say her name! Not from your mouth. No!” Janae trembled, and she stepped back. “Go over and open that door so we can get to the FTL scout.” 
 
    “I do not know if the countermand will work. I have never encountered a forcefield like this one. The readings show this area as barely energized—obviously not the case—and the surveillance system is getting bogus images on visuals. I barely got the elevator repurposed for the new code sequence. Is your AI doing all this too?” Butterfield asked.  
 
    “Or, are your people doing this?” Janae retorted. “Did you lead us on a merry-little trek until they were in place? Just go open that door!” 
 
    “I will try,” Butterfield replied. She set the food parcel down, and walked over to the shimmering door. She hesitantly placed the countermand device on the wall, right near the nine-section color control pad. A shimmery, glistening, twinkle surrounded the colors, and as she adjusted the countermand, the yellow light that emanated from the device merged with the other lights, and cast strange waves of sparkles all around. 
 
    “Access denied!” Kimberly’s voice boomed from somewhere around them. “This area is forbidden to all except Ken and Janae.” 
 
    “Kimberly!” Ken yelled out. “We are here!” 
 
    “This area is forbidden to all except Ken and Janae.” 
 
    “I can override, with just a bit more,” Butterfield said as she adjusted the countermand. “fine tuning…” 
 
    Kazeerzingg!  
 
    A spark of brilliance flashed from where Butterfield had been standing. She was knocked backward, and fell hard to the floor, the countermand still clutched in her hand.  
 
    “Butterfield!” Ken rushed over to her, and bent down next to her. He pulled her head into his lap. She was unconscious, but breathing, with some burns on her hand where it had been around the countermand device. The device itself was lying next to her, darkened, and not illuminated. 
 
    “Kimberly! It is us! We are here!” Janae screamed. “Let us in!” 
 
    “This area is forbidden to all except Ken and Janae.” 
 
    “Kimberly! This is Ken! I am here! Open this up, or I will cut through with a molecular saw.” 
 
    “That forcefield will ruin the molecular saw, before you get five centimeters into it,” Janae said, and with some foreboding, she recalled how she had previously interacted with some of the Trailblazer’s AIs and SBs. She had had better luck using a different approach than just with audio commands, so, she reluctantly tapped the implant which was behind her ear, “Kimberly? Can you hear me this way?” 
 
    “Janae?” a weak and trembly Kimberly responded. “I am very sick… sick… attempting self-diagnostics and repairs. What is your… your… location?” 
 
    “I am just outside Hanger 5, and we tried to get in.” 
 
    “Knock-knock? Who is there? Why, it… it… it… is Janae,” Kimberly responded. “I can perceive you now. Did you go down in the woods today to… grandfather’s clock… la… Polly wolly doodle all the day… time… Attempting to remain focused… focused… Oh, a grasshopper sitting on a… picnic with the teddy bears… NO! Janae, I have a defensive barrier set up to protect all your teleportation equipment and the FTL scout. Do not touch it… not touch it… I cannot perceive you… only where you are, beyond a limited range… I cannot perceive you beyond a limited distance away. I cannot open the door where you are. I was in a fit of… of rage or insanity, and… I made… the doors are no long accessible to me. I have been sending automacubes out along the hull to then reenter the Trailblazer… Is it possible for you to enter the hanger bay from space?” 
 
    “What? Space? We were just in space, in a shuttle. Just shut down this barrier and let us in,” Janae spoke loudly.  
 
    Butterfield stirred a bit, but just groaned, eyes closed. Ken realized what was happening and how Janae was using the implant to speak to Kimberly. He tapped his own implant and spoke, “Kimberly, I am here as well. Please let us in.” 
 
    “ONE AT A TIME!” Kimberly’s voice boomed in Ken’s ear via the implant. He reached up and tapped it off, stopping the excruciating noise in his head, and looked over at Janae. 
 
    “Kimberly, just lower the barrier and let us in, please,” Janae spoke carefully and gently. “Ken and I are both outside, and I have a plan for helping you to be repaired. Drop the forcefield and we will come in.” 
 
    “The two of you are here? Like the gingham dog and the calico cat. Side by side on the table sat… sat… it was… was half-past twelve, and what do you think? Nor one… nor the other, had slept a wink… a wink… a wink… NO! I am focusing. Janae, while I am still lucid… I secured the hanger bay and all the teleportation equipment. I deliberately prevented myself from having control of the defensive barrier. I know you and Ken can do this… just… just… just unsure how… Appeared to know as sure as fate, no matter left or right, there was going to be a terrible fight… NO! Focusing, repairing, preventing your equipment from being stolen by adversaries. Only access now to this hanger is from outside. Exterior Repair Station has beacon which will hone on your implant… your implant… allow you entry. That location will allow you entrance to this hanger bay, you alone. Anchor is required… Ken must… Ken must remain outside in hallway. Where he is now… now… now.” 
 
    “Huh?” Janae pondered what Kimberly was saying and replied, “I must use the shuttle to go to an exterior access point, and then enter the hanger bay? But Ken must stay here? Why?” 
 
    Kimberly’s voice became as strong as prior to the septic infection, “The only safe way. Sorry, but all has been conjectured, and this is the only course with a possible desirable outcome. All other conjectures result in death for both of you. I am sorry, but this is the only plan which I can conceive of as having any chance. But the risks are still there. Other entities are interfering, but I have conjectured this as the best of many poor options. I am lucid now, and fighting against being rampant. Trust me, please.” 
 
    Something in Kimberly’s words, attitude, and tone helped Janae decide. “So, Ken stays here, and I come to you in the shuttle. I can do that.” 
 
    “That is the only way… only way… only way… Janae, please hurry!” Kimberly responded. “I need Ken as an anchor here, for my mental stability, and you are the one to reach me. It must be you and not the other way… repair station keyed to your implant… your implant… no time to explain fully, why… why… Time is past, time is now, time will be again… Janae, then, from inside here, you can physically open the door for Ken to enter… to enter… must hurry, please.” 
 
    “Understood. Ken stays here, I come to you,” Janae responded.   
 
    “Janae, you are not going anywhere alone,” Ken stated firmly. While he had only heard Janae’s side of the conversation, he grasped what the plan was about. “No solo missions. I will go with you. Wherever you are going, we go together. I am in this with you.”  
 
    “Ken, Kimberly says she needs you to stay here, and I will go to the shuttle, and then fly to the hanger bay, well, a place near the hanger bay, and gain entry there.” Janae swallowed hard, and looked at Butterfield. “I cannot just murder her, I will not ask you to do it—that is not who you are Ken—but we cannot let her run loose. So, you stay here and guard her, as well as be what Kimberly calls ‘an anchor for her mind.’” 
 
    “Butterfield’s mind? I do not care about her. Janae, Kimberly is insane, rampant,” Ken pleaded. “Let me come with you, or just…” he looked at Butterfield. “You are right, I cannot just murder her, although it is tempting, and if it would save you… I could…” He shoved Butterfield with his foot. 
 
    Butterfield did not respond, except for a slight groaning. Ken briefly wished for the medical kit, but his overriding concern was for Janae. He hated the idea of being separated from her. 
 
    “Ken, no. Just keep her here. Shoot her in the leg or something, if you must, but neither one of us is a Jubal or a Larson. We will not be crazed animal things, no matter what is happening around us. We are still adventurers from Dome 17, and—even if everyone else is a scoundrel—we will be honorable!” 
 
    “Janae, you must take the fusion pack, and the best of our supplies.” He pulled off his backpack and sorted everything out. “The energy levels in my revenger should stay adequate, and I doubt I will need much of this stuff, just waiting here for you.” He insisted on giving her all but a few meager tools, and his own revenger. “Janae, you are truly beautiful,” Ken said with admiration. 
 
    “Thank you,” Janae replied, and she almost reached out to hug him, but did not. Instead, she picked up the supplies, gear, and headed off. Over her shoulder she called out, “Butterfield, if you are faking and can hear me, listen closely. If your code sequences do not work, I will reevaluate my ethics and morality.” 
 
    Butterfield did not respond, even though Ken prodded her again with his foot. He watched as Janae marched off on her mission. She went to the elevator, pressed her hand against the symbol, and got in. Ken’s stomach lurched with impending doom. 
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    Solo Mission to Hanger 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Janae retraced their route without difficulty. The first nine-section color control pad she came to responded perfectly to the code Butterfield had entered, and while Janae still had her revenger at the ready, there was no one waiting to bushwhack her when the door opened. She trotted along, recalling all that had been happening, and especially reliving the solo journey she had done in the Isle of Pines habitat. She tried hard not to remember the horrors of the solo missions done from Dome 17. 
 
      
 
    “Ken? I am about half of the way to the runabout,” Janae said as she tapped her comlink.  
 
      
 
    There was no response.  
 
      
 
    Janae tried again, and still there was no response. She then adjusted the comlink—remembering that Ken’s gear had been damaged previously—and then tried again. 
 
      
 
    Silence was all that she heard. Fear, anger, frustration, and doubt rushed through her, and she tapped on the implant. 
 
      
 
    “Kimberly? Report on Ken, immediately,” Janae ordered. 
 
      
 
    “I am in… focusing… Ken is still in place as my anchor and mental security. He is…  is alive. Shall I contact him?” 
 
      
 
    “How do you know he is alive?” Janae asked.  
 
      
 
    “His implant is reading as empowered… empowered… That would not read… if his bodily functions had ceased… Conjecture that Ken is alive. Please hurry. Lucidity is stable… for now. Attempting self-control,” Kimberly replied. “Limited contact is better… save it for shuttle mission…” 
 
      
 
    Janae pressed onward. Hours passed, and soon she was back in the corridor outside of Hanger 9, the location of the customized shuttle from the people of Christianopolis. Pausing a bit before that bulkhead door, she considered, “Have we been played and tricked into separating? No. This was my own decision. Why was I so quick to trust Kimberly when that AI has been spouting gibberish for so long?  Is there a springe waiting in here? A trap to be sprung? Another betrayal?” Then she asked herself a harder question, “Have I betrayed Ken? He has shown nothing but loyalty to me, even well beyond what I expected. Should I have stayed with him?” 
 
      
 
    Tapping in the sequence, the door to Hanger 9 opened and she peered inside. Everything looked just as it had before. There were no other people around, and no security automacubes, or other machines waiting to accost her. She did not expect some biological animal to attack, but the image of the bruins and even the mysterious gigantopithecus flashed through her mind. For some reason, she wondered what had become of Ape, but she pushed all those thoughts aside. 
 
      
 
    Reaching the runabout, Janae found her brown spacesuit and put it on, placing her backpack into the cargo compartment, and securing the sections of the spacesuit over her RAM clothing, belt, and gear.  
 
      
 
    “Last time Ken was with me when I did this. Did I thank him for helping me so much?” she spoke aloud. Her mind was on Ken, and the fact she had not been able to speak to him directly, but she also was thinking of how Butterfield had hidden away inside the runabout. She secured the cargo compartment, strapping her backpack into a net which held it tightly, and she then did a thorough assessment to make sure no unwanted people, tants, animals, or machines were anywhere else in the runabout. Seeing the empty backseat made her feel troubled, and she again wished for Ken’s presence. 
 
      
 
    The canopy of the shuttle closed around her, and she initiated the power-up protocol by pressing the “Quick start” button on the cockpit’s display. Following the steps as they flashed into the display, soon all the pre-flight requirements were completed. 
 
      
 
    “So, runabout, take me out of this hanger bay,” Janae said audibly as she pressed the controls to unlock the docking clamps. 
 
      
 
    The shuttle contacted the hanger bay, and large display screen at the back of the hanger bay made announcements as the atmosphere was cycled out of the hanger, and the gravity manipulation was shut down, and finally as the exterior hanger bay doors opened to reveal space, stars, and the unknown of a mission alone, away from everyone. 
 
      
 
    “Take me outside, gently and safely,” Janae commanded.  
 
      
 
    The thrusters fired, and the shuttle lifted off. It moved easily around the other shuttles, and Janae thought about Butterfield’s Daddy as she flew past the wrecked black shuttle. “Rest in peace, to all who died. Constance, I still miss you, and you should never have been murdered.” 
 
      
 
    Leaving the hanger bay, Janae was struck emotionally with the fact that she really was truly alone, isolated, and separated from everyone else for the first time in her entire life. Tapping on the implant behind her ear, she wondered if Kimberly could tell where she was, and if the whole mission was a fiasco and folly. The displays in the cockpit showed the tan and clear areas, and outside the hanger bay was clear for a good distance.  
 
      
 
    “Kimberly? I am in the shuttle, how do I hone-in on the beacon you spoke about?” 
 
      
 
    “Ken alive. Unable to identify… your location… sending beacon… transmission,” Kimberly’s voice replied. “Link to this… poem… Inspired from Heaven she homeward took her way, nor palled her new design with long delay; but of her train a trusty servant sent, to call her friend was evident… evident…” 
 
      
 
    A light on the display came on indicating identification of the beacon. Janae tapped on the dampening field command, and ordered, “Shuttle, lock onto that beacon and set course for its location. Avoid every radioactive space way, or dangerous band.” 
 
      
 
    The thrusters fired, and the displays in the cockpit showed additional information. The beacon’s location flashed and was identical with one of the potential targets which they had flown over before. It had shown no difference from the other ones, but now it was glowing with the beacon sent by Kimberly. 
 
      
 
    Janae considered trying to ask more of Kimberly, but the stress in the AI’s prior comments was immense, and Janae could tell by the flight-path that she was only thirty minutes from the location.   
 
      
 
    The shuttle slipped through space, dodging the bands of radiation, and keeping to the clearly delineated places. As it approached the destination, Janae took over the flight. When about five hundred meters away, a brilliant blue light flashed. It was on a small area which was nondescript.  
 
      
 
    Janae looked and tried to tell what was flashing, but could only see a small outline set in a larger relatively flat area of the hull. Firing the thrusters, the runabout approached the hull, and Janae considered the hull to be down. In her mind she was descending, landing, even though there was no sensation of gravity. No real up, nor down, but she thought of it that way and maneuvered the runabout to land as close to the flashing blue light as possible. As the shuttle’s legs touched the hull, a series of command menus opened up on the cockpit display.  
 
      
 
    “Yes! Lock me down!” Janae yelled out in triumph. For one of the newly opened menus was labeled, “Magnetic Adhesion: Struts” and when she touched that, she felt the shuttle sort of grab the hull.  
 
      
 
    Checking the cockpit’s displays, she saw that the runabout was securely attached to the hull, so, Janae unbuckled her restraints and popped the canopy. She saw the humidity in the air flicker away into the void of space in just a flash, and realized that the cabin had still contained some atmosphere from when she had been in the hanger bay. Her spacesuit had lights set in the shoulders, and she switched those on, and their twin beams illuminated the area around her.  
 
      
 
    “Not an airlock, per-se,” Janae said, but there was no one to hear her words. “I must tell Ken to make sure to keep his spacesuit on when we come out here to recover this craft. Why am I speaking to myself?” Her nervousness was surprising to her. 
 
      
 
    Holding tightly to the edges of the runabout, she swung her feet out and over. Floating in the apparent zero-gravity was odd, but not too difficult. She saw that there was only about a twenty-meter distance to cross to reach the flashing blue light, and what she hoped was an entrance to a place called an Exterior Repair Station. She recalled that Johannes had claimed to be in some place like that and Janae briefly considered calling out to see if he would answer. However, for some reason, she did not want to reach out to any of the humans from the Trailblazer. The personal connection with them was missing. She missed Ken’s constant consistency, and even missed Dome 17’s personnel, with some very notable exceptions. A tear beaded up near her eye, and she murmured, “Oh, Constance, I miss you so. Why did they have to kill you?” As she blinked that tear floated off, and was captured by the air system of the spacesuit, which wicked it away.  
 
      
 
    Shaking herself out of her reverie, she placed one booted foot on the hull, she felt the grippers make contact, and that reassured her. It was not quite a sensation of down, but better than floating. The spacesuit’s functions were working well, and she pushed her other foot against the hull as well. It did not feel like standing, and yet she was upright, next to the upright runabout. She hit the control and the canopy slid shut. Up, down, and sideways were still uncertain in her orientation, and therefore, she shut her eyes, took some deep breaths, and then set her mind to the idea that the hull was down, and up was toward space. But when she looked up, she could see other parts of the gargantuan Colony Ship Trailblazer, and she felt odd again. Squatting down, she decided to waddle along where she could keep her feet firmly planted, but also grab handholds as she moved along. It felt more secure and safe that way.  
 
      
 
    She reached the flashing blue light, which was coming from just a small protuberance out of the hull. Janae pondered the light source, and saw that there was an access panel next to it, with “ERS-7084” written on it. Looking up, viewing the vast distances she could see along the hull of the Trailblazer, there were, off in the distance, larger, building-size structures which jutted up from the hull in many places. It was strange, and felt a bit like the Isle of Pines forest, only made from permalloy and other created materials, and not from biologicals. Janae shook her head inside the bubble helmet, and said, “Such wonders I have seen here. Forests of biological trees, and forests growing on buildings, and this forest of mechanical contraptions just thrusting themselves out into the void of space. Marvels, mysteries, and magnificence, mingled with malignant, murderous, monsters.” Janae recalled hearing in history classes how in some of the early missions to the outer planets, space pioneers had suffered from monophobia, astrophobia, and agoraphobia, and yet, here, when she was alone on the hull of the Trailblazer, she took in the scenic wonders and beauty of the cosmos, as well as a strange sense of pride in humanity for constructing something as immense as the Trailblazer, despite all its terrors. 
 
      
 
    Opening the access panel, Janae was confronted by a nine-section color control pad. As she was reaching for it, the lights on it flashed out a rapid sequence of colors, and then glowed brightly. The section of hull just beyond the panel lit in blue in a rectangular area, and some words lit up. Janae had to stand upright to read them, “Airlock Ready” and as she stood there, she noted some handholds—grab-bar type things—which silently moved out of the hull, and were on either side of what had then begun to look like a doorway. That disturbed Janae’s spatial orientation, which was further confused as another control box lit up. It had two buttons, “Depressurize” in blue color and “Pressurize” in rust color, but the words were upside down to her. 
 
      
 
    “Roughly speaking, there is vacuum in space, and for the airlock to work, I should depressurize it. But how to open the door then?” Janae said to herself, and looked about for some other controls, as she turned to line herself up with the lettering on the buttons. There were no other obvious levers, or buttons, or panels which might open. She pressed the “Depressurize” button and it began to flash. A few moments later, the airlock door retracted back, and the inside of the airlock was revealed. In some ways, it appeared to Janae like she was looking down into a deep shaft, but inside that shaft, the writing on the walls was sideways, to that perspective. She reached for the handhold and gripped tightly. That handhold was at the top part of the threshold—orientation was shifting for Janae yet again—but pulling her gripper soles away from the hull was disconcerting. She felt the floating sensation again, but maneuvered herself inside the airlock, and then planted her feet on what looked like a side wall. When her boots gripped it—both her feet had touched at nearly the same time—it gave her an altered sensation of a new direction for down. Taking a few deep and drawn-out breaths, Janae looked around, and now the airlock felt like a short corridor, with an open door which overlooked the vast expanse of space. Running midway were handrails, and on the inside of the threshold there was another set of two buttons. This time she pressed the “Pressurize” button, and the external door closed, lights came on, and she felt gravity manipulation initiate.  
 
      
 
    “Hurray! I am inside!” 
 
      
 
    When the “Pressurize” button stopped flashing, the rear wall of the airlock slid open, and she realized that it was a door. Walking over to it, she stepped inside. Checking her suit’s functions, they showed her that the room was safe with atmosphere, pressure, temperature, and other factors. The main feature of the room was a high-tech control chair—buttons, switches, levers, and other devices were on the arms of the chair—which sat before a large illuminated display screen. On the display was a scene from the outside, and the blue runabout was in view. Down one side of that screen were a long list of items with numbers following them. The list was scrolling along, and beneath that was flashing “Live Feed” in small letters. Glancing about, Janae saw two other doors, one marked “Storage” and the other a plain closed door. The storage door was across from the airlock door which had shut behind Janae without her hearing it.  
 
      
 
    Pulling her bubble helmet off, Janae spoke out, “Kimberly? I am in the station. Can you hear me?” 
 
      
 
    There was no response. So, Janae reached up and tapped her implant, and repeated her question, “Kimberly? I am inside the Trailblazer. Am I inside that barrier you erected?” 
 
      
 
    The door across from the display screen opened with a slight swishing sound. Lights came on in the hallway beyond.  
 
      
 
    “May I assume that is a yes?” Janae asked as she stepped toward that door. Peering out, Janae reached for her revenger, and realized it was not in the outer pouch, but was still in its holster on her belt, trapped under the spacesuit. “Kimberly must have this area secured. I will let Ken inside here, and then we will go get that runabout shuttle if we need to. First, we reunite.” 
 
      
 
    One end of the hall was dark, and the other was illuminated, and so, Janae walked toward the light. It was only about five meters until she approached a pressure door which opened as she got near it.  
 
      
 
    Inside was the hanger bay, which was brightly illuminated, and the FTL scout ship was seated in the middle. No longer was it chained down to the deck, but rather it was connected into ducts, conduits, wires, and a multitude of apparatus. One place caught Janae’s eyes, and that was a small bank of taupe colored cubicles which were exactly like the food ration factory at Dome 17, just to a smaller scale. 
 
      
 
    “Ration bars? Here?” Janae was amazed, thrilled, and hungry all at once.  
 
      
 
    Beyond that, the teleportation system was set up and humming with power in another stall of the hanger bay. It was more elaborate than what she and Ken had constructed. Janae felt strange to see that, as neither she, nor Ken, had assembled it there. It was precisely aligned, and connected in by fusion packs, and wired links to the FTL scout ship. Janae recognized that the scout had evolved and been adapted for additional purposes, and she wondered what all Kimberly had been doing.  
 
      
 
    “Must let Ken in. He has to see this.” Marching through the hanger bay, Janae felt confidence returning. No longer would circumstances dictate how she lived and what exactly she had to do. Passing the observation deck, Janae noted that four engineering automacubes were parked on that deck, and were plugged into charging ports which were powered by additional fusion packs.  
 
      
 
    “Excellent! Kimberly has gotten someplace to make fusion packs,” she said as she neared the bulkhead door.  
 
      
 
    “Kimberly? Kimberly, I am here now, and we can let Ken inside,” Janae stated.  
 
      
 
    The AI Kimberly’s voice came out of speakers somewhere around the FTL scout, “Janae, it is good that you have arrived… have arrived… It is good to have the magic door shut behind us. On the other side of that door are the world and its troubles, hopes, and… and… fears, headaches, heartaches, ambitions and disappointments… and disappointments… NO! my memory loops and curls, loops and curls… old lyrics… but within, must make repairs… as you lie back on the green settee, and face the long lines of your silent soothing comrades, there is only peace of spirit and rest of mind in the company of the great dead… great dead… great dead… Learn to love, learn to admire them; learn to know what their comradeship means; for until you have done so, the greatest solace and anodyne… God has given to man… have not yet shed their blessings upon you… Christianopolis blessed you… Here behind this magic door is the resting house, where you may forget the past, enjoy the present, and prepare for the future… manual controls for bulkhead are keyed to your… your implant…” 
 
      
 
    “I will work on getting you reset and repaired as soon as I let Ken inside,” Janae said. “You sound like obscure songs, and poems, and those memory loops are annoying.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed,” Kimberly replied. “All greed… great steed… green mead.” 
 
      
 
    Janae pulled the manual door lever and the pressure door slid open. 
 
      
 
    “Janae! You made it!” Ken leapt up from where he had been sitting. His dark face filled with excitement and joy. “Outstanding!” 
 
      
 
    The next moment was a blur as Butterfield moved swiftly from where she had been lying—inert and seemingly harmless—on the deck. She grabbed Ken from behind, and with a quick slash across his throat she struck. 
 
      
 
    “What? Oh… hey!” Ken’s voice gurgled as the small blade in Butterfield’s hand severed his arteries, and trachea.  
 
      
 
    Pushing Ken down, Butterfield snapped out, “My Daddy would not have died except for you both. The day of your reckoning is here.” 
 
      
 
    Ken thrashed about on the deck, blood gushing from the mortal wound in his neck. His legs kicking as he tried to regain his footing, but his countenance was stricken, and his face was quickly losing all color. 
 
      
 
    “No!” Janae screamed and again reached for the revenger which was under the spacesuit. 
 
      
 
    Butterfield rushed toward Janae, the small blade in her left hand. It was dripping Ken’s blood. “After I slit your throat, too, I will stuff the two of you in a gravity conduit like a rad-baby and flush your meaningless carcasses to Axis Mundi. That is where all the trash belongs.” 
 
      
 
    “You are a crazed lunatic!” Janae screamed, as she looked at Ken’s body and all the blood which was spilling out of him. 
 
      
 
    “A crazed animal thing, you called me, right?” Butterfield taunted. “Now, I have your technology, and my vengeance.” As she said that, Ken’s hand darted over, and he caught her by the ankle, tripping her. 
 
      
 
    “Not… hurt… her…” Ken’s voice gurgled with sputtering blood as with his last strength he grabbed Butterfield’s foot with both hands.  
 
      
 
    Butterfield landed on one knee, and then rolled onto her side and kicked back with the leg Ken was not holding. She struck him directly in his washed-out face, and his grip loosened. “Oh, pretty man, you deserve this!” 
 
      
 
    He stubbornly hung on, and stared at her with his fading eyes. 
 
      
 
    She kicked again, “Reject me! Reject this!” She kicked again, and Ken flopped over. He slumped down into the ever-expanding pool of blood on the deck. 
 
      
 
    Janae—jolted from the shock of the terror she had just seen—rushed over and pounded her fists onto Butterfield’s back. Butterfield whirled about, slashing upward with the blade, which bit into and across part of the spacesuit, without cutting it open. Janae dodged, but Butterfield was nimble and flipped the knife into her other hand and stabbed again at Janae. She ducked sideways, and the blade narrowly missed Janae’s eyes, but lacerated into her heavy brown eyebrows. Blood flowed freely. Janae stumbled away, grasping the wound with her hands.  
 
      
 
    “You both with die today!” Butterfield shrieked as she spun about. “My Daddy loved me, and because of you two, he died.” She jabbed again at Janae. 
 
      
 
    Janae leapt to the side, shouting, “You are insane!”  
 
      
 
    “And you are dead, like him!”  
 
      
 
    Janae dropped her head, and rammed directly into Butterfield, who was surprised by the sudden attack. Janae butted her head right into Butterfield as hard as possible. Janae’s arms wrapped around Butterfield’s slender waist and held on tightly. 
 
      
 
    The knife came down again, jabbing into the tough material of the spacesuit. It cut some wires and connections, but was unable to puncture it. Janae lifted with her arms, pumped her legs as hard as she could, and blindly pressed ahead. She was thinking of Ken lying in all the blood and knowing she had to help him, all the while her own blood was running down her face.  
 
      
 
    Butterfield’s back slammed into the wall near the door, Janae’s head had slid down just below her breasts. Butterfield let out am “Humph!” as her diaphragm spasmed from the sudden force. The impact caused Butterfield to drop the knife which clattered to the floor. 
 
      
 
    Janae could barely see through the blood running in her eyes, but she held onto Butterfield and slammed her into the wall again, shoulder turned into Butterfield’s stomach. But Butterfield’s fingers dug into Janae’s face, and hair, trying to get her to let go. Pain flared in Janae’s wound, and the two fell to the deck wrestling, punching, and smacking each other. When one of Butterfield’s fingers raked Janae’s eye, she reached for her own face, and Butterfield slipped away. 
 
      
 
    Getting to her feet, huffing, and trying to get breath, Butterfield looked at Janae, and Janae sprang upward quickly, swinging wildly with her fist. That connected with Butterfield’s chin, and she went staggering back toward the door. Butterfield looked for the lost knife, but it was across the way, lying next to Ken’s motionless body.  
 
      
 
    “You monster!” Janae wiped the blood out of her eyes, and charged at Butterfield again. 
 
      
 
    “You are no better than a tant! Just a deformity to be destroyed!” Butterfield punched, but only hit the rim of the spacesuit, where the bubble helmet’s metal connection lip was located, and injured her own hand. Butterfield shook her bruise hand—it also had some burns on it—and screamed, “You must die! Then Diego, and the Benefactor! All who betray me, will die at my hand!” But she backed up a bit, fear etching her face. “If not for you two, my Daddy would not have been trying to rescue me. Life for a life!”   
 
      
 
    Janae pressed her attack, and swung her fist again. A second time Butterfield was struck in the face. It knocked her into the doorway, and she then tumbled backward. 
 
      
 
    “Shut the door!” Janae commanded and grabbed the lever and pulled. “Crush her to death!” 
 
      
 
    The bulkhead door shut tightly, but Butterfield sprang out of the way at the last moment, landing in the corridor, and was locked out. “I will get you, and…” The rest of what Butterfield said was cut off by the door. 
 
      
 
    “Ken?” Janae panted, and again smeared the blood from her face. “Ken?” She rushed over, and slipped on the blood which was all across the deck. She slid onto her knees next to Ken, and pulled his head over to her. “Ken? I will get the medical kit…” 
 
      
 
    “You… are… so beautiful,” Ken whispered, and blood bubbled from his lips and from the wound in his throat. “Be… with…”   
 
      
 
    “Kimberly! Help! Ken is injured! Help! Where is the medical kit?” 
 
      
 
    “Unknown… unknown…” Kimberly’s voice repeated. “None in Hanger 5… none in Hanger 5… The medical kit was designed by Doctor Carolyn…” 
 
      
 
    “Shut up! Get some medical automacube over here! Help me!” Janae commanded as Ken’s eyes rolled back in his head, and his blood flow slowed down. 
 
      
 
    “White machines… None in Hanger 5…” Kimberly repeated, “Please reconnect me to the nonphysicality… NO! Attempting self-repairs… what was past was yesterday… is now today… and will be tomorrow… unable to… unable to…” 
 
      
 
    “Ken! You never even told me why you came with me,” Janae sobbed as she held his head, “Not really. Ken, why? Why?” 
 
      
 
    Ken’s body went limp, and his lips made a final word, “Beautiful.” 
 
      
 
    Janae wept. 
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    Alone 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Janae held Ken until he was cold, and for some time after that. She was unsure how long she cried. It felt like an eternity, and it was not just Ken she cried about, but Constance was in her mind much of the time as well. When she felt her eyebrows, the blood was caked and dried. Sometime during the time, she held Ken, Kimberly said, “I believe I have a way for you to leave the Trailblazer… leave the Trailblazer… Happy trails will be yours, until you all meet… meet… meet…” 
 
      
 
    “Do not talk to me again, until I ask for it,” Janae stated and then she shut down the implant which connected her to Kimberly. That stopped the incessant rampant onslaught of the artificial intelligence system’s meaningless words. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, she did get up. She could not recall when she had shed off the spacesuit, but it had happened after Ken died, and the revenger—which she knew could have prevented his death—was sitting on the deck with her other stuff just strewn about. She laid Ken’s body carefully on the deck, and made a search of the scout, teleporter, and every part of Hanger 5. She dreading finding the medical kit in some recess or cranny, but she had to look anyway. 
 
      
 
    There was no medical kit, nor a medical automacube, and even the single ESRC was empty, so there was not even a first-aid kit. In a strange way, that relieved her soul, for if a medical kit had been just a few meters away, she would have regretted not searching for it while Ken was still alive. Although, the rational part of her mind knew that he was too far gone by the time she had gotten Butterfield locked out of Hanger 5. The wound to his neck was so severe she wondered if anything could have been done, but she recalled how much he had suffered in the bruin attack and survived that. Her emotions wrestled with her logic, and neither was victorious, as fatigue conquered both. 
 
      
 
    For Ken, there was no survival this time, and the crazed human-animal thing had proven to be more lethal than just the crazed animal things had been. As it was, she was strangely thankful she had been able to hold him while he died. “Did anyone hold Constance?” Her words floated alone in the hanger bay. 
 
      
 
    She did find a mancala board, which was of a different shade and color than she had seen previously. She set it aside. There was a functional lavatory where she washed her face, hands, and rinsed out the blood from her hair. Looking in a mirror over the sink, she could hardly recognize herself. Too much had happened. She drank some water, and returned to the hanger bay. Ken’s body was just where it had been.  
 
      
 
    Stepping over to the observation deck, she assessed the nearby blue automacube. Tapping the back side of it, a small display came on. It flashed with a touch button, “Audio Command Mode” which she selected.  
 
      
 
    “Come with me,” Janae instructed, and the six-wheeled machine rolled along the short distance to where Ken’s body was. 
 
      
 
    “Carefully, gently, and tenderly, pick him up, and bring him with me,” Janae said in an emotionless manner. She had no more tears to cry, and felt more than numb, physically, emotionally, and spiritually. A second blue automacube joined in the procession, assisting in the carrying of Ken’s body. Janae was unsure how the second automacube knew to join in, but did not care. 
 
      
 
    Walking out the door toward Exterior Repair Station 7084, Janae did not hesitate to do what needed to be done. She knew Ken was gone, and the disposal of his body was her final act to her friend. She smiled a slight grin, and considered if Ken would have liked her thinking of him as her friend. She knew he probably would have been pleased. 
 
      
 
    Entering the main room, with the automacubes carrying Ken’s stiff body, she noted that the display screen was blank. 
 
      
 
    “Set him down in the airlock,” Janae commanded as she pressed the button which would pressurize the airlock and open the interior door. “I will undress him, before I…” she gulped and then continued, “before I say goodbye.” 
 
      
 
    The automacubes obeyed her directions and after they left, Janae stepped in. “Ken, I will send your body off. I am still in awe that you came all this way with me, but I just do not understand it. You proved you were a friend, a true friend. I am sorry that I ever doubted your sincerity. But you did call me beautiful too much. Right?” Her words rang hollow in the airlock. 
 
      
 
    Pulling his RAM suit off took some time. His body was stiff. Janae took note of all his gear, including his own revenger weapon. In the end, the technology had not saved him, and she wondered if the Dome 17 technology had saved anyone, anywhere, at any time. “Just what good did it do to come to the Trailblazer? No connections back to Dome 17. What happened to them? And here? Where was that Bureau of Guardians? Or whoever the mysterious helpers were? Oh, Ken, they let you down. I let you down. Would you have been better to let me come here alone?”  
 
      
 
    Ken’s naked body was left in the airlock, and Janae carried the gear and RAM suit out. She walked over to the door marked, “Storage” which she knew led to a room with empty shelves. She stacked his things on one shelf, and then came back to the room with the control chair. She sat down in the chair, and the display screen lit up. It still showed the view of the blue runabout which was locked down to the hull outside. By adjusting the controls, she was able to open a subroutine and a small keyboard folded out to rest in front of her. On that were various buttons and symbols related to the airlock, and other things. One was marked “Tutorial” and when she pressed that, a short educational video played which showed her all the advanced functions of the airlock. She watched it several times, remembering how boring the educational materials were while she was waiting for his healing at the clinic. She wondered how long ago that was, and realized she was just delaying the inevitable deed she must do. 
 
      
 
    “I guess I should try Kimberly again, before I do this,” Janae stated, but no one was there to hear. “The three of us were a team as we tracked down the Trailblazer.” Reaching for her implant, she hesitated. She considered the comlink as well, but she just was not ready to hear more ranting, rambling, rampant, ruminations from Kimberly. Speaking aloud, Janae stated firmly, “No, Kimberly is just another failed piece of Dome 17 technology. Ken, I know you wanted to try a hard shutdown of the Atomic Level Processor, and then re-evolve Kimberly from the ALP’s nascent state. Ken, you were ever the incorrigible optimist. Chivalry and gallantry lived in you.”  
 
      
 
    Janae sat in the control chair, pondering, wondering, and uncertain. Tapping a couple buttons, and adjusting a dial, she moved the view of outside from being focused on the shuttle to being from a different vantage point, giving a perspective on the outside of the airlock. She then pressed, “Depressurize” on the arm of the control chair, and the airlock cycled. The display showed there was now vacuum in the airlock, and the gravity manipulation was off. She could imagine the immense coldness of space, but knew Ken was beyond any sensations like that. Even so, Butterfield’s words about “worthless carcasses” haunted her thoughts. Next, she activated a button marked, “Airlock Purge.”  
 
      
 
    On her display, Ken body was visible as it was pushed out by gases which blasted the inside of the airlock.  She watched as Ken’s stiff body tumbled and flew away. Before too long, it was out of range of the hull’s lights, and was lost in the darkness of space. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Ken. Thank you,” Janae stared through the display at space. She knew there were things which needed to be done, words which should be said, emotions to feel, and actions to be taken, but she just sat there.  
 
      
 
    A long while later, Janae whispered, “The worst terror of all, is being alone.” 
 
      
 
    The End. 
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