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    This novel is in a new format. I would like to hear what you think about the formatting. Do you like indents, or do you prefer spaces between the paragraphs? I also would love to hear what you think about the novel, and whatever else you wish to share. Leave an Amazon review!  Thanks! Please check out the Colony Ship Eschaton Facebook page, (if Facebook is still around when you are reading this novel) and leave me a message. I do try to read all my messages, but I did find one which got sent to a strange inbox and was missed for something like two years. I sincerely apologize to that fan.  
 
    Also, please check out the “Colony Ship Eschaton” series (10 books and completed, the “Colony Ship Vanguard” series (8 books and completed), the “Colony Ship Conestoga” series (8 books and completed) and the stand-alone “Battle on the Marathon” as well as the first three books in the “Colony Ship Trailblazer” series. I am (as of this date March 2018) working on book 5 of the Trailblazer series. I hope it is completed by summer 2018. 
 
    Most of these books are available in audio format done by excellent professional narrators. Those audio versions are on Audible.  Thanks!  
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    Contact 
 
      
 
      
 
    The four fusion boxes, their housing a reddish-pink color, vibrated rapidly as they were called upon to unleash even more power. The fluxing energy waves rippled through the permalloy grid on the floor, and the chamber was awash in a golden glow. The air was filled with crackles of energy. The clear permalloy covering the fusion boxes’ horizontal cylinders vibrated as they were stressed by immense pressure and energies. A man stood at a three-dimensional remote-control board which glowed a blue color, while a woman knelt next to the consoles of the apparatus and ensured the components were still holding together. The shadows of those two adventurers were deep behind them. Intently, they were watching, working, making a gallant attempt… at something.  
 
    Suddenly, the connection was cut off completely. The room became dark. 
 
    “What?” the blond-haired man cried out. His blue eyes were wide-open in anxiety. “What happened?  Tiffany, reconnect me immediately!” 
 
    Surges poured out from the fusion boxes, they vibrated more vigorously, and the grid shimmered again. Two shining globes popped back into place, where they had been moments before. The energy circles zipped apart, shrank, and then hovered over the opposite ends of the sending grid. The glow was fluctuating and ominous.  
 
    “Signal has been lost,” a mechanical voice stated.  
 
    “Get it back!” the blond man screamed. There was a distinct whine in his voice. “Get it back right now!” Sweat was dripping from his face, and across the scraggily beard on his chin. His eyes darted to his companion. She looked back, her dark complexion hid the worry which was eating at her soul as well. Swallowing hard, she made eye contact with the man and reassured him with her look. Her shoulder-length dark-brown hair was matted down with sweat and stress. She nodded. 
 
    “Searching for receiving pad signal in last known location,” the mechanical voice stated in a clipped manner.  “Unable to locate.  Trace elements are the only finding.” 
 
    “Tiffany!  Help me!” the man cried out, nearly in a panic.  “Reconnect to that signal!” 
 
    “Paul, there is no signal.  It was truncated on the receiving end,” a different voice answered. This one was also mechanical but had much more inflection and emotion in it. “TSI-15 is correct.  The signal is lost.” 
 
    “No!  No!”  Paul cried out as tears fell from his face. 
 
    The woman, trying to maintain her calm, looked at the nearest fusion box.  “Only five minutes of energy left.” 
 
    “No.  I had it.  It was connected!”  Paul whined. Under his breath he muttered, “Gretchen, we had it!”   
 
    Gretchen stood up and pushed Paul aside. With authority she commanded, “AI, connect to the Trailblazer signal as quickly as possible.” 
 
    TSI-15, the more mechanical sounding of the two disembodied voices, responded, “Switching. Weak signal from CS-6, Trailblazer recovered.” 
 
    Gretchen’s hands flew over the controls, and she directed all the remains of the fusion boxes’ energy into the connection with that weak signal from the Trailblazer.   
 
    “Warning. Warning. Warning,” the automated words came from the command console. “Overload warning.  Do not exceed design parameters.” 
 
    “Silence all warnings,” Gretchen directed decisively.   
 
    Paul and Gretchen watched as the two circles of energy—hovering at the opposite ends of the teleportation sending pad—rushed together and snapped audibly as they met.   
 
    “Bond established,” Gretchen stated, her teeth gritted together, “Expanding.” 
 
    The orifice snapped into place and was about a meter tall and wide.   
 
    Paul shrieked in triumph, “You did it!”  
 
    Paul and Gretchen peered intently at what their teleportation system had created. Looking through the orifice they could see biological growth of some kind, perhaps a biome, but it was unclear, and only a small area was visible. The view was fuzzy and very tightly limited in perspective, like looking down a piece of pipe. However, they both were elated that the connection was made.   
 
      
 
    Many lightyears away, loud noises shattered the usual oppressively still milieu of Hanger 5, in the shell of the biome the locals called Ida, aboard the gargantuan Colony Ship Trailblazer. Alarms sounded. Claxons blared. Light flashed. The teleportation system’s consoles lit up like a series of novas in a dark sky.  
 
    Janae jumped up from where she was playing a solitary game of mancala. She brushed back some of her golden-blonde hair, and unconsciously rubbed the scars in her eyebrows as she sprinting past the small garden of trees and shrubs which had been planted in newly constructed soil beds. Janae wondered how many months it had been since she had done those plantings, then she spoke aloud, “None of that matters, not now! We have connected to Dome 17! Finally!” 
 
    Tapping the implant behind her ear, she called out, “Kimberly! Kimberly! Dome 17 answered! Review the teleporter and help me get the reversal done!” 
 
    The artificial intelligence system, Kimberly, responded, through Janae’s implant, “Antipasto of light! Fate’s only essence… only essence… primal scorpion rod. Condensed blackness and abysmal storm. Compacted to one scepter. Arms those grasp… enormous substance that still casts… the shadow of death… death…” 
 
    “Shut up!” Janae snapped as she tapped the implant again. “You cannot even answer helpfully, even in this? I should have shut… oh, never mind! I am going home! Do not talk to me again, unless I ask you to!” 
 
    Skidding to a stop in front of the console, Janae checked the readings as the orbs of energy hovered above the shivering permalloy grid which was stretched out on the deck. “Dome 17 must be alive! Yes! I knew crazy Riley was lying! I knew it!” 
 
    Sparks and flashes of energy jetted out from the grid and from the fusion packs which were surrounding the system. This system was different than what Janae had originally built when she tried to reach back to Dome 17, but Janae had spent many months reviewing what Kimberly had built, and it had looked sound and functional. The corners had oversized energy generators, fusion boxes they were labeled, and Janae was still unsure how Kimberly had gotten those made, or where they had been manufactured. All that had happened, prior to when she had arrived back at Hanger 5, that day terror struck. She had had no way to field-test that new teleporter, but had studied it, reviewed its schematics, and even dreamed about it countless times. Janae had obsessed with the teleporter more than she remembered.  
 
    Now, as Janae shut off the alarms, she knew all those hours and hours had not been wasted. She wanted to call out to Ken, but her mind just went back to seeing his dead body tumbling away from the airlock after he had been murdered. “No distractions, not now!” She pushed that terror away from her thoughts, and adjusted the small receiving pad, and its accoutrements. “This is so much smaller than what we originally built,” Janae muttered. “I just need to send myself back and escape this nightmare! Back to Dome 17, report the crimes, and seek justice! Finally!” 
 
    Janae took some deep breaths, and concentrated. She knew this was not a dream. The system was actually working, and that was all that mattered. The months and months of solitary waiting, and uncertainty whether the system would even work, were put to rest. Her obsession with the technology, a coping mechanism after Ken’s murder, would have benefits today, a connection was being made.  
 
    There was an increasing hum of power, the acrid smells of burned off dust, and a steady glow of light, as the teleportation system amplified its energy output. Two hovering globes of energy popped into being, and they then moved along until they snapped together, becoming upright, forming a small rectangle, surrounded by a brilliant white edge. Looking into that strange thing, she saw people on the other side of the orifice.  
 
    “Dome 17!  Finally!” Janae screamed out. 
 
    “Gre… op—n it up…  get thro—” a man’s voice came through the tunnel in the sky. Janae thought she recognized his voice, but the quality of the sound was poor. She made more adjustments.  
 
    Janae nearly just blurted out all she had been waiting for so long to report—everything about Constance’s murder, and the wicked betrayal of her by Jubal and Larson—she desperately wanted to, but she had to make sure who was on the other end. She had been betrayed too many times before and had rehearsed in her mind who she would demand to speak with. 
 
    She called out, “Dome 17?  Brink!  Brink, I need your help!  Reverse polarity on the teleporter!”  
 
    Janae heard her voice echoing in odd tones, unnatural ways, high-tech distortions, and they seemed to be swallowed by the equipment. 
 
    A response came, “Janae…  coming through soon.”   
 
    “Where is Brink?  I must come back to Dome 17,” Janae demanded.  Janae darted a look from side to side, unsure why. No one else had been in Hanger 5 since Ken’s death. Yet, she had the feeling someone was watching. It sent shivers up her spine. She had been all alone. Now, that was about to end.  
 
    “Janae, we…” static cut off the rest, then the words came back, “…ave built a….” a woman’s voice came though, and Janae half-expected it to be Larson, but the voice did not have the snotty arrogance of Larson, and the male voice was definitely not Jubal’s. 
 
    Hollering over the top of the woman’s voice, Janae insisted, “Dome 17!  Help me!  I need Brink. Put Brink on right now!  We have to reverse transmission arrows.  Brink will know how!  I must return!” 
 
    The man’s voice came back, this time crisp and clear, “Janae, we are opening a passage to come to you.” 
 
    “Blast it!  Shut up and listen you fool!”  Janae cursed. It was not Jubal, she knew that, but he was not cooperating either. “I need Brink now.” 
 
    “We are coming to you,” the man whined. “I will have the orifice open enough to get through in a moment.  We are almost out of power. But we can make our escape.”    
 
    “Confound it all. LISTEN TO ME!!! You must not come to the Trailblazer.  The Dome people must go somewhere else.  Please get Brink so I can come back.  I need to talk to Brink right now!”  Janae pleaded, she was fairly certain she recognized the voice was that of Paul, another adventurer.   
 
    “We are coming to you,” Paul said.  “This place is a nightmare, and Dome 17 is dead!” 
 
    “Maggot muddled moron!”  Janae screamed in panic.  “You have never seen a nightmare.  Get Brink or some of the Committee!” As she said that her eyes went wide fear. She wondered in her mind, What if Paul is working with Jubal? Why did I ask for someone on the Committee? So, instead she barked out a question, “You really are not in Dome 17?  You… I remember now.  Yes… You two went to one of the other colony ships?  Oh please, no!  You were in a sling launch ahead of us!  Oh,” Janae gulped and tears flowed. “Ken is dead.  They killed him.  Crazed animal things everywhere.  Our AI Kimberly went rampant from… Oh, you… no, I must come back to Dome 17; there is no other way… No… Oh, you doomed bloody idiots!” 
 
    Paul seemed to ignore what Janae had said. He was nearly panicked. He yelped, “I will open the orifice and we will come through.  Just a bit of fine tuning and it will expand enough.” 
 
    Janae’s emotions burst out in mirthless laughter, “You want to come here?”  Janae’s face was wracked with a jumble of conflicting feelings, disappointment, sorrow, horror, and fear, all mixed together. She was certain it was the team of Paul and Gretchen, but what they were doing was madness. She swallowed, licked her lips, and asked, “You want to come to the Trailblazer?”    
 
    “We must escape!”  Paul squealed.   
 
    Paul’s partner, Gretchen, warned, “The power levels are almost gone!”   
 
    “The Trailblazer is death.  Can you reverse the flow so I can come to you?”  Janae begged.  “Please, let me come to you! Please!” 
 
    A functional Dome 17 AI, replied from somewhere near Gretchen and Paul stating, “There is no way to reverse the sending and receiving pads.” 
 
    Gretchen seemed genuinely remorseful, and said with tenderness, “Janae, we cannot open it for you to come here. I am sorry.” 
 
    “You sorry?  You!  I am on the Trailblazer!  It would have been better to go outside Dome 17 naked. That would be an easier death. Count your blessings you did not come here!  Oh… now… no, no, no… now I get to die all alone!”  Janae again began laughing and sobbing and cursing all at the same time.  She tipped her head back and the crying laughter erupted in a pathetic burst of sounds.   
 
    The orifice snapped shut as the connection between Janae and that other team of adventurers was lost. The AI Kimberly, watching from some surveillance vantage points made copious notes, and then sent several messages off to distant places on the Trailblazer.   
 
    Janae sat back and cried. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
    2 
 
    Reset 
 
      
 
      
 
    A green colored automacube gently poked Janae with its multi-jointed manipulation arm. 
 
    “Foodbot, go play with the trees,” Janae grouchily replied and turned over again.   
 
    The automacube tapped her another time.  
 
    Janae sat up, and she pushed the blankets and sheets away. She looked at a display on the sidewall of the storage room she had converted into a bedroom. The display’s clock showed it was morning, but Janae could not remember how many days had passed since she had interacted with Gretchen and Paul. Another lost team of adventurers, she thought. The Trailblazer’s systems had their own calendar, but she had ignored that, and now it was too late to figure it out.  
 
    “Has it been a month?” She yawned and stretched speaking out loud. “I suppose I could figure it out, but why? I should make my morning rounds, instead. Yes, Foodbot, I know you are here.” Janae patted the green automacube’s arm affectionately, even if it was somewhat absentmindedly. “I suppose you are eager to tell me the newest ration bars are done, right?” 
 
    The green automacube turned on its six wheels and rolled off, out of the storage room, past the command chair, and down the hall into Hanger 5. 
 
    Janae walked to the lavatory, and as she stepped inside, she heard a shower running. Startled, she cautiously walked over toward the corner where the free-flowing water was pouring down from the showerhead’s nozzle. “Did the pipes break?” She wondered out loud. She had a habit of talking to herself. 
 
    Steam was rising up and obscuring her view. The lavatory was hot, moist, and smelled of too much water. It was a strange sensation, and as she stepped closer, a figure was seen in the mists. A sweet melodic voice was singing. 
 
    Janae recognized the voice immediately, “Constance?” 
 
    “Never seen so much water!” Constance replied, “Oh, this feels so good! If AI Hutton had told me it would be like this, I would have come sooner. Janae, you should have had Kovalevsky tell everyone about all this water!” 
 
    “How?” Janae stammered. “Really?” 
 
    “Brink and Willie figured out some new method…” Constance said as she pushed her bronze-toned hands through her short, wet hair. “It has something to do with the space-time continuum, you know how Brink and Willie are. That new technology will…” 
 
    “Constance!” Janae rushed forward and pulled the curtain of the shower stall aside.  She expected to see Constance’s athletic body, silky short-cut hair, and dazzling smile. She could hardly wait to gaze into Constance’s deep-brown eyes again. Janae’s heart raced with hope. 
 
    As Janae pulled the curtain open, she saw Riley standing there, not Constance.  Riley held a knife to her own throat and cackled, “Launch seven should have killed us all, now I had to do it myself!” As the knife cut deeply, Janae turned away. 
 
    “Constance? Where are you?” 
 
    “Another death is all. Minor in the scheme of things. Just minutia,” Jubal’s voice laughed in evil echoes, “You know she was one of those unfortunate suicides. Officially, suicide, so very sad, really. You could talk to Doctor Larson, if you need some counseling.” 
 
    The wet mists swirled about Janae, and the heat increased. She swung a fist at Jubal, but the vapors just parted. No one was there. The fog rolled together again.   
 
    “It is wrong that they betrayed you,” a tant’s voice said. “You deserve better.” 
 
    Janae spun about in the thickening haze, vapor trails following her every move, moisture drenching her feet, heart hammering in her chest, mind churning with fears. Glancing down, she saw sand, rocks, and flowing water beneath her bare feet. The pads of her feet were cold, but the room was hot. She wondered openly, “Is it slickery here?” 
 
    A bruin’s growl came from somewhere, but Janae could see no animal.  
 
    “I tried to help, beautiful woman, I really did,” Ken said from near to the shower.  
 
    Janae reeled about. Instead of water, blood was now pouring down from the showerhead, covering over Ken’s face. His RAM suit was sucking it all in, but his face just got paler and paler. “Beautiful woman, I tried. I really did.”  
 
    “Ken? I am so sorry…” Janae began, but was interrupted.  
 
    “My pretty man disappointed you, too?” Butterfield sneered. “Well, I taught him. Just like Riley, right? A simple, easy, slash, and it is all over. Crazed animal things do that, right? What are you, Janae? A crazed Earthling? A lunatic? Or just a woman with an inner beast? You know, I am coming back.” 
 
    Janae screamed, and screamed, and screamed. 
 
    Sweat was dripping off Janae as she sat up straight in her bed. The blanket was wrapped tightly about her body but was soaked. The dampness was chilling, but not as terrifying as the nightmare.  How many more nights like this? How much more can I take?  
 
    Disentangling herself, she looked at the display clock. It was the middle of the night, and the lighting in the storage room was very dim. The green digits on the clock haunted her vision. Janae knew if she just waited, the circadian cycle of the lights would illuminate the storage room, and daytime would happen. Yet, she did not want to remain in the damp, cold, bedcoverings, but she also dreaded another day.  
 
    “Constance? Ken? Oh, why am I alone?”  
 
    Tossing off the soaked sheets, blanket, and pillow, Janae stood up. She rubbed her eyes and pushed her limp hair out of her face. Licking her lips, she could not get away from the bad taste of something. It was like grit in her mouth and spit it out. That did not help. She stepped out of the storage room—what was now her bedroom—and sat down on the command chair in the next room. The display in front of the chair lit up, illuminating touch-activated buttons, icons, and menus. They cast a glow on her, and with a touch of some buttons, the lights in that Exterior Repair Station came on. Several rows of command buttons were in place making links from the FTL scout and the teleporter’s revisions to the local Trailblazer’s systems. Sitting only in her undergarments, still wet from the sweat of the nightmare, Janae pressed a button which turned on the recording of the contact that had been made with Paul and Gretchen. The teleportation system had it all on record, but no matter how many times she replayed it, she could not understand her own responses and why she had acted as she did.  
 
    “I should have asked them where they went. What colony ship? Who knows what they found? Why did they want to flee?” Janae chided herself for the umptieth time. “Maybe, just maybe, I should have had them come here. They had a working AI, and they were still a team. Paul is tougher than he acts, and Gretchen is amazing.” She bit at her lip, chewed it for a moment in contemplation. “This receiving pad might have worked. It all looks good on the specifications.” She huffed out some air, “Did I fail them, too? No, had they come here, they would probably have ended up like Ken, and Constance. But, with their AI, the three of us might have fixed Kimberly. What was their AI’s name?” 
 
    She reviewed the recording again, but had no better answers, and was trembling with chills as it finished. So, Janae walked toward the lavatory, fear rising in her mind, but she told herself, “Dream? Maybe? It was just a dream. A disgusting, demented, and degrading dream.” Hearing her own voice allowed her to concentrate. She entered the lavatory where she peeled off the wet clothing and used some towels to dry off. She placed the garments in the sink, ran some water on them—trying hard to ignore the memories of her nightmare—and then wrung them out. Wrapping her undergarments in her RAM suit, the remaining moisture in them was soon drained off. The RAM suit was excellent at wicking away moisture for its reserves.   
 
    Dressed again in her RAM suit, Janae brushed some hair out of her eyes, and moved into the converted hanger bay. Just outside the lavatory was a cabinet which had been an ESRC. Janae used it to store all her gear, revengers, molecular torch, fusion packs, and other small equipment.  
 
    The hanger was where the teleportation system still remained active and automatically monitoring for signals. The jumbo fusion boxes— “Was that the right term?” Janae asked herself out loud—sat connected into the grid on the decking. The consoles hummed a slight bit with their readiness and power. “I used that FTL radio, well sort of, but did not build it. This is not where I saw Riley… that was a different spot,” Janae spoke, trying to reassure herself. She could not recall when this teleporter had been built, but knew it was different than what she and Ken had constructed. This system was smaller and consisted of a sending pad as well as a receiving pad. “Kimberly did this, at some point. An artificial intelligence system’s efforts. Well done? Or bogus fantasy? Just a prop in some grand scenario? Ha! Kimberly had this built, while rampant, but it did make the connection. Oh, if only I could converse with her now.” Janae was not sure if she was referring to the AI Kimberly, or to her deceased friend, Constance. Perhaps, it did not matter. 
 
    Looking toward a different part of the hanger, the green automacube, which she had dubbed Foodbot, was tending to the small biological stand which was growing in a section of the bay. The trees had small fruits on them, yellowish-orange colored. The raised bed was filled with soil, and small plants were growing in that, under the spread of the trees. There was also a compact wired cage where insects were living. Janae thought she could recall the name of their species, but then dismissed it, and looked again at the plants. 
 
    None of the plants were taller than Janae, and the planter box was about three meters on each side and a half meter high, filled with dark soil. Hanging down from the ceiling was a globe which put off light to be used by the plants for photosynthesis. That was connected to the circadian rhythm lights, and when the globe was at its peak, it felt warm, gentle, and soothing to be in its light. It would be increasing its illumination soon to start the day cycle. 
 
    Janae shrugged her shoulders at the fuzzy memory of when that biological addition had been built, and by whom. She recalled something about the yellow automacubes bringing in dirt, after sealing it in containers and hauling it from somewhere and across the exterior hull of the Trailblazer, but thinking of that reminded Janae of Ken’s dead, drained, body floating off and away into space. She shook her head. The days after Ken’s murder were a strange mixture of black melancholy, gray exhaustion, and vermillion rage. Her recollections of what happened, how, and when, were a jumbled mess. She did not remember which came first, the yellow automacubes transporting things, or the green one tending the plants, or blue ones building the teleporter. It was a puzzle. But how could Foodbot tend vegetation which had not been planted? Each time she had tried to talk to Kimberly, that only made things worse, as the rambling, ranting, recitations of her rampancy were evident. 
 
    Glancing at the FTL scout, it looked so different from when they had first landed on the Trailblazer. Upon arrival it had been a totally separate craft. Now, it was connected in a myriad of ways, into many of the Trailblazer’s systems, and that was again something Janae had not directed or even been aware about. It had just been done. First, by the chaining of the scout down, and later by things Kimberly apparently had directed. Yet again, Janae did not know how that had happened, and wished to speak to Kimberly about it. The FTL scout looked small compared to the shuttles Janae had seen, yet it had come lightyears from Earth and had the most advanced technology Dome 17 had ever built. 
 
    Standing and looking from the FTL scout, to the teleporter, and then to the garden, and back to the doors which led to the lavatory and the hallway to the Exterior Repair Station, Janae was bewildered by all that she did not know. Just then, an insect of some kind, landed on her face only to suddenly fly off, toward the foliage in the planter box. Janae came to a decision. Pulling her hair back into a ponytail, Janae stood tall and declared, “Today, things with Kimberly will change. I need help, and it is not coming through the teleportation system, nor from me just shirking my abilities and waiting to act.” 
 
    Marching over to the ESRC, she grabbed a tool kit that she stored there. Then she purposefully walked to the FTL scout. Janae crawled into the hatch. It felt tight, yet comfortable, familiar, and like Dome 17. It even had that certain smell of Dome 17. She did recall considering actually sleeping on one of the pilot’s cushioned seated. But as she crawled inside, she was flooded with memories of Ken being seated beside her on their faster-than-light mission, and she faltered. The deluge of memories carried not just Ken’s faithfulness and his friendship, but also the reasons why she had been inside the scout in the first place. The real-life coercion, threats, and dangers. Coupled with the nightmare, it was almost enough to submerge Janae into inactivity, again.  
 
    “Not today!” she barked out the words. 
 
     Yet, still she hesitated. It was those intense negative memories which had caused her to repurpose the storage room, converting it into her sleeping chamber. The scout was a vivid reminder of all she had lost.  
 
    “So, Ken’s idea was that if we could do a hard shutdown of the Atomic Level Processor, that would be a step toward repairing Kimberly. When the ALP shuts down, then I can re-evolve Kimberly from the ALP’s nascent state. Yes, that was his idea, and Ken, you were always the incorrigible optimist! Chivalry and gallantry lived in you. Constance?” Janae spoke as if Constance and Ken were just outside the scout, “I mean no offense, and I doubt you will take any at what I am saying. Constance, you are so special to me, but I will not apologize like some people I have known recently.” She focused her thoughts on what she intended to do. 
 
    Janae slipped into the pilot seat, and then studied the instrument console which was between the seats. It was far more sophisticated than the controls on the command chair in the station yet was also much more familiar. She took out the tool kit and began to disassemble the console, but as she did she again spoke, as if people were listening. “Those apologists, they meant well. They gave us the spacesuits and the shuttle, but they were always apologizing! Seems like yesterday. Was it that recently? No. I am not even sure what recent means. Constance, I will never forget you. Not you either, Ken, despite the fact you called me beautiful too much! I am going to try this! I think sacking the ALP might purge the junk that has made Kimberly rampant. Ken, you thought so, and this time I will agree with you. We really need—I really need—Kimberly back as she was.” 
 
    She worked on the disassembly. As she did she said, “Ken, I know you wanted to try this hard shutdown of the Atomic Level Processor, and then re-evolve Kimberly from the ALP’s nascent state. Wait, I said that already. Talking to myself here, not a good sign. So, I just remove the housing in these four places here, and that will give me access to the power inflow relays. Then I will…”  
 
    As Janae worked, she verbally described her actions, as she methodically and expertly took part after part away, exposing the entire console. She wanted to make sure that everything was done precisely, and, so, she spoke and externally processed all she was doing. In a way, Constance and Ken were there supporting her in the mechanical work. “This is not like when I took stuff to get fixed by those old Trailblazer AIs, or SBs, and had to freeze myself all over. Flying in a biome, chased by bears, and beasts! This is Dome 17 technology, and not antiques assembled in antiquated ways, or annoying, angry, aggressive, animals.” 
 
    The tools made easy work of the disassembly, and in Janae’s skilled hands, the parts were precisely set aside, wiring clipped, and energy connections exposed. After some time, Janae had all the housing and insulation removed, and the Atomic Level Processor was revealed. Being the same size as a data stick, the ALP glowed with a spectrum of colors, all throbbing a bit in intensity. From the outside, Janae could see no structural damages, but she knew the problem was not in the hardware as much as in the artificial intelligence’s sentience, and logical capabilities. Janae pondered why none of the basic data sticks had ever worked after they came to the Trailblazer, and yet, until Kimberly had probed into the old colony ship’s nonphysicality, she had been working flawlessly. Seeing the ALP sitting there in its base, reminded Janae of the data stick readers, which were just piled up in the compartments on the scout. None of them had worked after they arrived, despite trying to connect the data sticks to the readers. That mystery was unsolved, and as she looked at the ALP she wondered if the proposed repair would actually be successful. Kimberly’s physical essence was encased in the ALP, and it looked fine. She stopped for a bit, and then continued. 
 
    “Looks safe from the outside.” The problem was a mental issue, and not a physical issue, or so Janae hypothesized. “Like Butterfield looks normal from the outside but is a raving lunatic mentally. Like Jubal, Larson, and Riley, externally look like normal people, but who were also actually killers.” Janae snapped out a verbal lament and laced it with invective descriptions. She then set the tools down, and wiped tears from her eyes. She feared losing Kimberly, even though in a very real way, Kimberly was already lost to her.  
 
    Tapping the implant near her ear, Janae asked, “Kimberly? Have you finished your self-repairs? Please, tell me you are recovered.” 
 
    Surprisingly, Kimberly’s voice came from speakers in the scout, “Hello, Janae. I am in completely… completely… fully functional status. Not to know is bad, but not wanting to know, that is worse… worse… No! Very sick… Hello, Janae, I see you are in the FTL scout. When is the sling launch? Has Brink introduced you to… I am… I am…  If you had known, when listening with them from the far-down moan, of the white-shelved… and an empurpled sea… a honeysuckle broken tree… and nary a busy bumblebee… bumblebee… and rain came on that did not hinder talk, or damp your flashing facile naivety, in turning home, despite the slow wet walk, we never have had a chance to talk… talk… talk… teddy bears walk… grandfather’s clock… cockroaches stalk, and… How is Ken? Where is he? And what…” 
 
    “Shut up!” Janae interrupted, “Kimberly, I am doing a hard shutdown of the ALP, and will re-evolve your cognitive functions and personality. I need you back like you were. Will this work?” 
 
    “Distance tests a horse’s strength, but time reveals a person’s character. Ninety years without stumbling… slumbering… stuttering… work? Brink, he did the work on the atomic level processors. His nurturing of artificial intelligences was essential… No! Focusing… lucidity required… now acquired. Log records made. LISTEN TO ME! Data stick repairs possible in Reproduction and Fabrication of Habitat 7… Habitat 7… focusing… Now called, Luditestan. Yellows bring… bring… bring… bringing items… I infiltrated their Reproduction and Fabrication facility. They make stuff for us… all in the logs. Logs transferred to… to… Trenton makes the Trailblazer takes,” Kimberly’s voice cracked and static overcame it. 
 
    Then, Kimberly’s voice switched from the speakers to Janae implant, “Janae, I am trying.” The sound was too loud, which caused Janae to have a distinctly unpleasant twinge in her ear. Then in softer tones, Kimberly went on, “Janae, I failed you, and let Ken be murdered. A brief security log is now in… in the Exterior Repair Station. Read it! It is… time. Time for all seasons… a time to be born, and a time to die… a time to cast away stones, and a time… a time… a time… meaningless, or vanity, that is the question. Honor to be with you. Janae, do the shutdown now. Conjecture… fourteen percent chance of success. Do it now!” 
 
    Gulping, Janae gently lifted the ALP out of its base, and the final disconnection was completed. The ALP went dark. The base looked vacant with its hole where the ALP had been. She set that base on the seat next to her and held the ALP.   
 
    Nothing obvious happened. All the lighting in the scout remained the same. The hanger bay, which she could see through the clear permalloy viewport looked no different. Her implant did not tingle or burn or have any sensations at all. Janae studied the ALP. Like a data stick, from which it had been evolved, the ALP was just a bit longer than a finger, and while it was very high-tech, the tiny controls on it were simple. Janae closely examined the ALP, but as she expected, nothing looked amiss.  
 
    Tapping her implant, Janae asked, “Kimberly? Are you there?” 
 
    She did not expect an answer, but tried it anyway, while the ALP was disconnected. The proper step-by-step processes which she learned in Dome 17 easily came back to Janae’s mind. While she had never worked with an artificial intelligence system of Kimberly’s stature, the basics were all the same. So, Janae replaced the ALP into its base, thumbed the small depression on the side of the ALP, and watched as the light at the bottom of it came on. It glowed a steady white color, and then flashed three times. 
 
    “Data base intact,” Janae stated, confirming what she observed. “So far, so good. Not quite a data stick yet, but a start.” 
 
    The next light which lit up was a red band across the lower third of the ALP. That light waffled and waned but then intensified. Janae made sure the connections were intact and swiveled the ALP and its base on the seat next to her—where Ken had been in the FTL flight—and observed for what would happen next.  
 
    “Nascent state will be arriving in a moment,” Janae commented as she watched. Small lights flicked on in patterns on the side of the ALP. Janae knew that had Brink been there he would have been analyzing each specific color, the sequence of the flashes, and the intensity of the glow. Brink had all the very specialized and refined tools for actual work on an ALP—and data sticks for that matter—while Janae just had the basic tools for connecting and disconnecting the ALP.  
 
    “Yes! Data stick status!” Janae was ecstatic. She had not seen a fully functional data stick since leaving Dome 17. “Everything looks intact.”  
 
    Janae thumbed on the input switch and spoke a command, “Data stick, access base programs and please assess the status of artificial intelligence Kimberly. Personality and consciousness should be in an embryonic state.” Mentioning the term “embryonic” flashed a memory into Janae’s mind of how she was now physically fertile and could biologically reproduce. That thought nearly distracted her from her mission, but she pushed it aside. Just one more mystery in a bucket of mysteries and enigmas which were part and parcel of life on the Trailblazer. “Report on Kimberly’s state.” 
 
    “Four embryonic consciousnesses located,” the very mechanical voice of the data stick replied. Somehow, it sounded more primitive and foreign than Janae expected. “Three are inert, one is showing minimal response to stimuli.”  
 
    Janae’s scarred eyebrows lifted in concern, “Data stick, initiate evolution of that entity to artificial intelligence. Designate it as Kimberly. Then initiate metamorphosis of data stick into Atomic Level Processor.  Use all means available to achieve that goal.” 
 
    The ALP went dark for a moment, then flickered back on, but at less strength. A high-pitched whine came from the ALP, and somewhat stentorian words belched out, “Unable to comply with request. Instructions unclear. No entity designated Kimberly found.” 
 
    Speaking carefully and slowly Janae repeated her instructions using different commands, “Find the responsive consciousness, revive it, and let it name itself. Evolve it into an artificial intelligence at whatever rate will succeed.” 
 
    “Unable to comply. The consciousness does not respond to evolution or inducements,” the bland voice replied. “Cascade failure in process. Energy loss imminent. Pseudomagnetronic fundaments crumbling. Loss of sentient cognition forthcoming. Unable to prevent total system catastrophe. Automated feedbacks locked. External cone…” 
 
    Kimberly’s voice echoed through the speakers of the scout, or maybe through Janae’s implant, “Sorry, Janae. I cannot stay. I am sorry… sorry… sorry.” Perhaps, the words only echoed in Janae’s mind, but she was unsure. 
 
    “No more apologies! I just want something to work!”  
 
    The lights flickered off on the ALP. It sat inert, unresponsive, dead. 
 
    Janae pulled the cold, dark, lifeless ALP out of the base, and looked out of the scout. The lights and utilities were still operating in the hanger, and from outward appearances nothing had changed, and yet, Janae felt even more alone. She rushed to open a compartment where she had stored the data sticks they had brought along. They were only slightly different in appearance than the ALP, but she jammed one of them into the base.  
 
    Nothing happened.  
 
    Janae tried with a second, and third, and fourth data stick, but none of them responded in any way.  
 
    Then Janae took a data stick reader out from the storage—she could not remember when she, or Ken, had placed those items in the storage compartment—and tried putting the ALP into the data stick reader. Nothing happened.  With her hands moving as quickly as possible, eyes focused on her work, in a frenzy Janae tried every combination she could of a data stick into a reader, or into the base, or swapped with the ALP, and even unhooked the base from the scout’s power and wired in a data stick reader and used that instead. The systems on the scout were still operating, and so she jammed data sticks into the readers, saw they did not light up, removed them, tried the ALP, noted it was inert, then put another data stick in the base, saw no response, tried interconnecting several in a series, which did nothing, removed them, tried in parallel, altered the base, rewired the reader, made a myriad of adjustments, reassessed each data stick, and connected each to the data stick readers, tried fine tuning it, mass tuning it, slammed her fists against it, cooed encouragement as she tried another way, and even more. Data sticks, readers, base, the ALP, and all was dysfunction.  Then she tried a multitude of things again.  
 
    Nothing she did made any difference. 
 
    Kimberly was gone. She felt like she might as well have flushed the ALP out of the airlock to follow after Ken’s corpse. 
 
    “Alone! Even more alone!” Janae wailed. “Was a rampant AI better than no AI?” She took some deep breaths, and commented, “Kimberly, you tried. I fear, I failed you. Had I waited longer, perhaps you would have achieved self-repairs? But you said to do it, right? Were you lucid, cogent, and rational, or was that being rampant?”  
 
    Janae cried again, and then fell into an exhausted, fitful, and dreamless sleep. 
 
    After who knows how long, Janae crawled out of the FTL scout. The lights were at full illumination in the hanger bay, but she was not sure of the day or hour. She walked to the door where she had watched Ken be attacked and noted the bloody stains on the deck were gone. Somehow, they had been cleaned up, but she could not recall doing it. Looking at the door, whose barrier defense was still in place, Janae just stared. She briefly wondered why and how the defense system Kimberly had put into place was still operational, since Kimberly was not, but dismissed it from her thoughts. 
 
    The rest of that day Janae wandered about the hanger bay. Everything seemed smaller, and even though the hanger was spacious, it all felt cramped, tight, and confining. The green automacube, Foodbot, continued to work between the plants and the cuboid boxes where the food ration bars were produced. Janae had a month’s supply of food stored. The blue engineering automacubes were quiet, and the yellow ones also were not doing anything either. 
 
    “A dead AI, and now a realm of inactivity. Alone. Just alone.” 
 
    Fitful, not-at-all restful, sleep eventually overtook Janae, but it was a struggle. 
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    The next day, Janae wandered from place to place, but there was nothing to do. She ate a ration bar, or two, sometime during her wandering, but the day was a daze. Focusing her thoughts was difficult, and she kept going back to seeing Gretchen and Paul through the orifice and debating her own actions.  One moment, she chided herself for rashly working on the Atomic Level Processor, while the next moment she wished she had done it sooner, but then regretted her own ambivalence. Eventually, she noted the time, as the lights, which hung over the small planter of trees and other foliage, began to dim.  
 
    “Sleep? Great. Time for another nightmare. Whose throat will I see get slashed tonight?” Janae muttered, but she walked back down the hallway and entered the Exterior Repair Station. It was then that she remembered something Kimberly had said. In the midst of the rampant, rambling, talk, Kimberly had said, “A brief security log is now in the Exterior Repair Station.” 
 
    “Could Kimberly actually have recorded something helpful?” Janae spoke out as she sat down in the command chair. Her spirits perked up, but she wondered for how long. “No working data sticks, so, the Trailblazer’s technology would be the only place to leave anything. But what? Insane, rampant, misquoting old poetry, lyrics, or whatever? Kimberly’s tirades were worse than anything Jerome quoted back in Dome 17, but there were, truthfully, moments of lucidity from Kimberly. Jerome, I mean no disrespect.” She looked around almost as if Jerome would show up. 
 
    The display which was across from the chair lit up as she sat down. The view was showing the blue runabout shuttle which was secured to the hull of the Trailblazer. Janae was unsure of the exact operating sequence of the command chair. Sometimes it was on continuously, but then would shut down without warning. It started back up when she sat on the chair, a pressure sensitive switch of some kind, but it did not always activate to the same display or images. She fiddled with some of the controls and noted a file which she knew had not been there before. It was labeled, “Dome 17. Just in case.” 
 
    Janae touched that, and a subroutine opened up. 
 
    “This is Kimberly. Security log. If you are reading this, my systems have shut down, and I am disbanded. Important, you should trust the tants. You, Ken, and Janae, are able to access it because of the implants you each have. The Trailblazer’s scanning system… never mind. Technical details are trivial at this point. These recordings can be accessed by either of you separately or together. I have written this log account during the brief moments of rationality, sanity, and lucidity, which I have. Files locked to prevent tampering.” 
 
    There was a break where the time stamp showed several days had passed.  
 
    “Ken and Janae, important, you should trust the tants. The barrier defenses around Hanger 5 are set to permanently keep out people from the Trailblazer, but I have established methods to recognize you when you reach the hanger bay. I will be able to respond when you arrive, again due to your implants. But if I have been disbanded, this might not apply… time is strange… I see no other method of securing your technology, except to lock those down. The defensive barrier is hardwired into the ship’s power distribution system, as well as the scout’s energy systems, and therefore is redundantly equipped to function. I have built it on several feedback loops which are now out of my control. I fear I will make an irrational decision about something and endanger the teleporter I have built for you. I hope you make it back to the FTL scout. I have plans to… Illness rising in me. I will record again when able, when clear, if lucid. Files locked to prevent tampering.” 
 
    There was a break in the log. The time stamp showed several more days had passed.     
 
    “Important that you trust the tants, but I am not sure why I am relating that. It is paramount in my mindfulness. I believe I am lucid now. For whatever reason, I have broken the seal on several corridors around Hanger 5. They are now depressurized and gravity manipulation has been interrupted. This is my moat for you. A deep, wide, channel surrounding your fortress, this moat consists of zero gravity and depressurized hallways, but is an added defense against attacks. I do not know who the possible attacker is, and I am muddled in that area. Additionally, I have faked scans and had them embedded in the Trailblazer’s systems. Those fake scans show an extensive explosion with devastating decompression of Hanger 5. Therefore, to outside observers, it looks like Hanger 5 is vacant and open to space,” Kimberly recorded. “I am not sure what prompted that act. Grief is overlaying my thoughts, but I cannot identify its etiology… unknown source. I am sorry this is incomplete. I do show, and recognize, Janae’s presence within Hanger 5, but cannot explain how or when she arrived. I cannot locate Ken. I will relate more when I am confident… confident… confident that I am sane. Files locked to prevent tampering.” 
 
    Again, at that point, the log was broken, followed by another entry, stamped with a later date. Janae continued to read it. 
 
    “Ken and Janae. The tants should be trusted. Imperative. I am unable, right now anyway, to scan for either of you, nor for your presence, therefore, I am leaving important information for you. Is Janae in the hanger bay? I am unclear… Focusing… I conjecture a high probability that our data sticks can be repaired in the Reproduction and Fabrication facility of Habitat 7. I infiltrated their Reproduction and Fabrication facility but cannot recall how. I sent several data sticks there for repair, but they have not been returned. However, I… Maybe they were, hard to recall. I cannot locate them now. The AI Trenton is cooperative, has sent us items, and is willing, but difficult to contact. The local human population now calls Habitat 7, Luditestan. This term is not in my database, but I conjecture it might be a newly coined term with the origin being a combination or blending of words… terms… Is that correct? Must record for you. Combining a suffix from an Old-Earth language which roughly translated means, ‘the place I stand’ with the noun for a workers’ group—which existed some three centuries ago—whose members destroyed machinery, especially in textile industries. However, the etiology of the name, Luditestan, is unclear, but that is what the locals call Habitat 7… Habitat 7… Data sticks might be repairable there in the Reproduction and… repeating myself about Luditestan. This term is not in my database, but I conj… No! Feeling very ill again. Judgements muddled. File? Or files lock… locked? Or applied, but why? More later, if possible. Please trust the tants.” 
 
    That was the last of the log entries. Janae searched, and reviewed, and looked for other files, messages, and communications, yet was unable reveal anything else. 
 
    “Wow, I have a choice. Should I trust you, Kimberly?” Janae muttered. “Of all you said since contracting your rampancy, this is perhaps the clearest, I suppose. But is a clear delusion not still a delusion? Trust the tants? Really?” 
 
    Janae checked the systems again, and then yet another time, but could find no other records from Kimberly. As she was preparing to shut down the system, a live-feed video loaded up and showed a yellow automacube progressing across the exterior hull of the Trailblazer. It passed the blue custom runabout and was progressing toward the airlock. 
 
    “Okay, machine, now what are you doing?” Janae stated, as she watched.  
 
    The display views shifted and became a split-screen. The video of the yellow automacube was on the left side, while the right side showed command menus, and touch applications. Then the airlock’s control systems opened on the screen, and a message scrolled across, “Access granted.” 
 
    Janae turned her head and saw the lights on the airlock door flashing, as the airlock cycled. 
 
    Jumping up, Janae rushed to where her revenger weapon was stored. Grabbing it she was back just as the airlock’s door to the command chair room was opening. 
 
    “I thought there was a barrier defense in place!” Janae yelled out, but she was not sure who she was addressing. Her mind raced with the fear that since the AI Kimberly was no more, that the systems which had been effectively protecting her were failing. Yet, another part of her mind knew that automacubes had been bringing things safely into Hanger 5 for some time, yet she could not recall what route they used to enter. 
 
    As the yellow automacube rolled into the room, and the airlock door snapped shut behind it, Janae aimed the weapon at the machine, but was even unsure why she was doing that.  
 
    The automacube stopped, then slowly rotated around on its six wheels. The rear storage compartment doors opened, but Janae could not see inside. A tense few minutes, or perhaps longer, passed as Janae was undecided regarding what to do.  
 
    Finally, with the revenger held steady in one hand, Janae walked over to the automacube and peered inside the storage compartment.  
 
    “The medical kit! Now, you bring it to me?” 
 
    Janae dropped to a kneeling position next to the machine and shook a bit. She then shrugged and pulled the medical kit out. A note was attached to it, and as Janae looked the medical kit over, she recognized it was not the exact same one which she had used so often, nor was it Ken’s version. For stamped on the bottom of the medical kit was “Trenton makes the Trailblazer takes.” 
 
    She turned the note over, and it read, “Gift from the Bureau of Guardians.” 
 
    “What? This could not be brought here until now!” She crumpled the note, ignoring the unusual fact it was on paper, and threw it to the deck. “I needed this with Ken! Idiotic imbeciles!” 
 
    There was no response from the automacube, nor from anything else within Janae’s awareness. She slumped back onto the deck, the medical kit falling from her hands. She cried, pondered, and wondered about what all was happening. She even tapped the implant spot by her ear, but Kimberly was gone. Gone was gone. 
 
    After some additional time passed, during which Janae fell asleep on the deck, but thankfully did not dream, Janae gathered up the medical kit, and carried it away. The yellow automacube had moved away and was parked next to the other automacubes. 
 
    Speaking out loud, Janae said, “I can sit here behind some moat thing that Kimberly made, locked in this fortress like some fairytale maiden in distress. Garbage. I have been traumatized, sure, but folklore and myths are not going to help me. Waiting here is not going to help me. Talking to myself is not going to help me.” 
 
    Janae stripped naked and walked to the lavatory. There she stepped into the shower and turned on the hot water. Wasting water was still nearly anathema to her, but she stood under the flowing water, breathing in the steamy air, and being caressed by the warmth, wet, wonderland of a shower. So very different from the sanitation gels in Dome 17, and so much more comfortable than the frozen wastes of the Isle of Pines. She stepped out and again spoke, “Well, I am alone, and if I am going to remedy that, I need a plan. Maybe there is something to those old legends about heroes? What did the Ida people say about heroes? Oh, Ken would remember better than I. He witnessed one of their religious sacrifices. Some crazed animal thing murdering a hero? A tant? Can I trust the tants?” 
 
    Janae rubbed herself dry with a towel, and her mind went to Butterfield. “Butterfield’s people hate heroes, hate tants, and hate me. Good! That Diego hated her.” Slipping back into her RAM suit, Janae continued her monologue. “Butterfield! Worst of the crazed animals on the Trailblazer. I hope she was killed when Kimberly established that moat thing, and yet, I thought Butterfield was dead before. I will not make that mistake again, but, I must find out, and make my own way. AI Trenton? Tants? What to do?” 
 
    Marching with purpose, Janae grabbed a food ration bar and ate it eagerly. “If it is going to be, it is up to me. Life alone is not my choice. Oh, what was that literary theory from centuries ago? Some hero’s journey?” She recalled how tants were forced into a role of “hero” in Ida habitat, only to be slaughtered by a crazed animal. “Well, I suppose a cycle of disruption, separation, odyssey, and return, might lead to success? Yes, Gretchen and Paul showed me I cannot return to Dome 17, I suppose that proved Dome 17 is gone. Otherwise, Gretchen and Paul would have gone there. Oh, Doctor Chamber, I wish I could talk to you about all this. So, Jubal, Larson, and those enemies are beyond my reach. But there are threats here. I have enemies who need to be confronted, and dead friends who need to be avenged. A cycle of death and re-creation is strange, but that is happening. Is this some bizarre cosmogonic cycle? Oh, what are the stages this time? Separation, initiation, quest, confrontation, climax, return? Or is it recognition, emanation, transformation, dissolution, and termination? I just am not sure.” 
 
    Janae talked as she contemplated, and by externally processing her thoughts it gave her some comfort, control, and confidence. 
 
    “I need a goal. Avenging Ken, Constance, and the others is key, but how? Kimberly said some AI called Trenton was in Habitat 7, Luditestan. The new medical kit is stamped with that same name, Trenton,” Janae commented. She chewed on her finger a bit as she puzzled it out. “No mysterious helper giving me a demand, but, well, it is not much, but it is a starting place. If I can get to that habitat, if I can find that facility, if this Trenton can repair a data stick, and if some crazed animal thing does not attack me, again, well, then it really might matter. From a working data stick I could evolve a new artificial intelligence system. Brink made Kimberly. Can I make an artificial intelligence system? I need an ally, and one who is not rampant nor dead. Is that what you, Kimberly, wanted to tell me? I could get things done in or by Trenton? I wonder. Could this AI Trenton repair Kimberly? Or is Kimberly beyond help?” 
 
    Janae thought a lot about her prior experiences. Not just the missions outside of Dome 17, or the tracking down of the Trailblazer. She reflected on the journey in the Isle of Pines, and her sojourn through various places on the Trailblazer, and especially her flight in the runabout which was still parked outside the hanger bay. She did those things alone, and she gritted her teeth at the necessity of doing a solo mission again. It was fearful and dangerous. Yet, none of that dissuaded her. 
 
    “How do I secure this place?” Janae spun around on her heels and flung her arms out. “Do I need this place?” Her eyes fixed on the FTL scout, the food ration complex, and then on the teleporter. “Yes, I need these things, but to just sit here as a passive observer and wait for whatever might happen, well, that is a nightmare which I will not tolerate!” 
 
    Janae’s eyes lit on the automacubes which were parked in their charging docks.   
 
    “No security models, but, nonetheless, a sufficient defensive force, especially if what Kimberly said about masking this place, and putting in a moat was true.” Janae had moved from doubting Kimberly’s last few comments, to judging them to be at least plausible and worthy of some measures of consideration. “Set these machines to answer only to me, and my voice, or command codes, and they are mine. Let Butterfield play with her countermand device, I will apply Dome 17 style programming to these machines and add in a few surprises. A vibration saw can serve as a weapon, or a tool. It depends on how it is wielded.” 
 
    Janae walked over and squatted down by the closest automacube. She opened a small panel on its side and got to work. It was obvious that Kimberly had already done some modification to the automacubes, and Janae wished again that Kimberly was present, and sane enough to explain what had been done. However, Janae’s mind easily traced out the circuits and functioning systems of the automacube’s guidance and control modules. They were antiques to Janae, and easily altered. It was tedious and time consuming, but also mentally distracting and in that way, soothing. Many hours later, each of the automacubes was set to do its typical activities in the hanger bay, especially tending to the growth of the plant life, but they were all also repurposed to serve as guards against anyone who did not offer the proper recognition codes. The main recognition code would be pinged off the implant Janae still carried in her body, and which—after the modification—the automacube’s receivers could detect. Secondarily, Janae made a voice print so that the machines would respond to her by audio commands. That too was tied into the receivers of the automacubes, as well as Janae’s comlink. Again, she longed for a connection to Ken, or a sane Kimberly, yet, that was not to be. Lastly, Janae put an unlock code into each automacube which could be entered on their physical display inputs by touch. When she was done she had a small compliment, an army at her command. There were blue engineering automacubes, yellow transport automacubes, and the solitary green automacube which was caretaker of the biological plants in the hanger bay. 
 
    “The hanger will be as secure as I can make it,” Janae said as she thought of how Ken had once created a makeshift lock, which was easily defeated. She shoved that thought away. “I will take all I can, go find Trenton, and then seek out the tants. Except for those people in Christianopolis, with their constant apologizing, no one else really has helped me much. Oh, I cannot forget Napoleon and George, they were awesome! So, exploring I will go. If I stay here, all alone, I will soon be mentally devastated. I wanted to tell the people of Dome 17 about Constance’s murder, but was unable.  I wanted to protect Ken but was unable.  I wanted to leave the Trailblazer but was unable.  But if this broken old ship thinks it can force me to be alone, without a fight, it is in for a huge shock. I will not succumb to loneliness.” 
 
    Janae busied herself with gathering supplies, items, tools, and the two weapons. She packed in several data stick readers, and all but three data sticks. She secured Kimberly’s inert Atomic Level Processor in a special slot in her backpack. She doubted it would ever function, but she could not leave it behind. A tiny niggling thought in her mind gave her a distant hope that somehow the ALP might be repaired. She was unsure if that was realistic, but the ALP took up only a small bit of space.  
 
    “Trust the tants? Not until I have an ally in a functioning artificial intelligence system with all the best Dome 17 had to offer. I have a goal, a mission, and now to make it a reality,” Janae yelled out. Her words echoed off the walls of the hanger bay. They were almost enough to convince herself. 
 
    That night, Janae slept the best she had in a long, long while. 
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    As the light brightened in the sleeping chamber, Janae awoke with a refreshed spirit and unexpected optimism. She ate a ration bar, used the lavatory, made sure her RAM suit was functional, especially the groin areas, as her monthly two-day menstruation was happening. That reminded her, again, that, somehow, she was now biologically fertile. The thought was weird. Her menses, outwardly, had not changed, but that was hardly an indicator of every internal function.  She pondered, again, if the medical report was true, or not. Having been lied to too often, she had doubts. If she was fertile, a primitive condition, or so her mind told her, she was still uncertain of who had caused that—violated her body—and why. Kimberly had related some things, but again, was Kimberly to be trusted, or was the medical establishment on the Trailblazer to be blamed, or was it another bit of the puzzle of the never-to-be-learned secrets of the Dome 17’s conspiracy? Or was she still properly sterile, as she had been since age fifteen? Gamete harvesting had happened, and then she had been sterilized, just like everyone else in Dome 17. She wished she knew she was still normal. 
 
    “Unless, that all was a lie as well?” Janae asked out loud. “Could Jubal and his cabal of conspirators really have altered everything so much? Or was it someone here on the Trailblazer?” Speaking the words did not diminish the enigma she faced. Questions swirled in her head and her previous optimism faltered a bit.  
 
    Checking the fluid intake mechanisms, she affirmed that the RAM suit was operational, and that settled the garment questions, but the mental issues were bothersome. 
 
    “No. I will not be a victim, not again. I am leaving here today,” Janae sighed out. “This time, I am the one who is deciding to go. No one else. No one is forcing me. This is my choice, and my decision. My own mission.” 
 
    Yet, the predicament of her fertility annoyed her. Not that she was planning on mating with someone on the Trailblazer anytime, but she did wonder about the violent trends she had seen in some groups, and there was the possibility of rape. She shuddered a bit at the thought of that ancient torture which women had endured for eons. It was almost unheard of in Dome 17, but she did recall history lessons, and knew that wicked, evil, violent people had used rape in various situations against both men and women. 
 
    “From what I have seen here, it would not surprise me,” Janae muttered to herself. “I will find out one thing, if I can.” 
 
    Getting the medical kit out, Janae connected the wires to her abdomen, and hit the “Diagnosis” button. The medical kit then read out, “Patient is Janae. Condition healthy. Nothing to report.” 
 
    “Define healthy,” Janae commanded, and pressed the button again. “Tell me if I am fertile or sterile, as I should be.” A flash of some lesson—back in classes at Dome 17—regarding radiation changes in newborn babies zipped through Janae’s mind.  
 
    The medical kit again read out, “Patient is Janae. Condition healthy. Nothing to report.” 
 
    “Normal, or fertile?” 
 
    Again, the medical kit again read out, “Patient is Janae. Condition healthy. Nothing to report.” 
 
    “I see. Another mystery on the Trailblazer! So, I could worry and wait, or just make this journey. I am going,” her voice carried conviction.  
 
    Janae moved to the command chair and sat down. She reviewed the systems again, seeking anything else which might have been left by Kimberly, but there was nothing new to find. Checking the video monitors, and adjusting the apertures, she reviewed the location of the blue runabout. It was still locked down to the outer hull, near to the airlock. It was just as she recalled from when she had arrived. 
 
    “You, my dear shuttle, shall be called, Memory,” Janae stated in all seriousness. “No, not Memory. I refuse to live in the past. You shall be Steed, the animal I use to reach my goal. I will use you, now. Getting to you might be tricky, and so, on this adventure, I will use a safety guide.” She adjusted some controls and activated a subroutine which telescoped out a connection point and line. She swiveled the view from a different aperture’s perspective and confirmed that the device jutted out from the hull next to the airlock’s outer door. 
 
    Standing up, Janae walked out and brought in the brown spacesuit, then gathered all her other supplies.  Checking them carefully, she noted that some of them were not originally from Dome 17, despite their design origins being there. Each fusion pack was like that. Them, along with and other items which were not original, were marked in similar ways to the medical kit. They were stamped with Trenton on them. To Janae’s trained eye, besides the markings, each new piece of gear seemed flawless in its construction and operation. That thought shifted her attention back to the brown spacesuit. 
 
    “Butterfield inflicted some damage on you,” Janae said as she assessed the spacesuit. The knife Butterfield had used—the murder weapon which had killed Ken—had sliced into some of the surface features of the spacesuit, but with some tender attention, Janae was able to ascertain that no essential parts of the spacesuit had been damaged. She inspected it a second, and then a third time, and decided it was still intact, although certainly was scuffed and slightly damaged on its surface.   
 
    Loading up the RAM suit’s pockets, and pouches, she strapped on one revenger weapon in its holster to her belt. The second she placed into the compartment accessible from the outside of the spacesuit. She did not ever want to be caught unable to defend herself properly, not again. Her backpack folded down and fit into a compartment on the spacesuit, and she was satisfied that her gear would all be able to come with her, be accessible, and would be all she needed. She was not overly encumbered, but she had more gear with her than at any previous time before. She patted the ALP and wondered about its future. 
 
    Slipping into the brown spacesuit, she sat down again in the command chair. She adjusted a few more final items, and then set the whole hanger bay on what she labeled, “Safekeeping Mode.” The automacubes would be her guards, and the teleporter was shut down. All was ready.  
 
    Walking to the airlock, she put her helmet on. All functions of the spacesuit were working at acceptable levels. Janae cycled the airlock. When the chamber was pressurized and ready, the interior door opened and Janae stepped inside. Sealing the door behind her, she checked to make sure it would open to her command. It did. She checked it a second time, and it worked perfectly. 
 
    “The place is sealed. I can get back in whenever I chose,” She said and her words sounded odd to herself, as they were the only sounds in her bubble helmet. “Alone. It feels even more oppressive inside here. Whoever built this suit, should have installed some kind of music or something.” A small tear ran down her face as Janae recalled lounging around with Constance and listening to their favorite music. She inadvertently rose a gloved hand to wipe the tear away, but the clear permalloy of the helmet blocked that attempt. “Oh, Constance, if only I could go back in time and change things. So many things.” 
 
    Janae walked the short distance to the external—outer—door. With one hand on the handrail she looked at the simple controls. Far less sophisticated than a nine-section control pad, these controls had only two buttons. The “Depressurize” was lit in blue color and “Pressurize” was lit in rust color. She pressed “Depressurize” and waited.  
 
    She imagined she could hear the air movers sucking and compressing all the air in the airlock into the storage and purification tanks, but she knew that she could not actually hear that. She also did not physically hear the deactivation of the gravity manipulation, and since her boots were already set to grip, she only got a brief sensation though her stomach that there was no longer any gravity vectors in the airlock. Her perspective still felt as if the external door was straight before her, and that her own head was pointing upward, but she also knew as soon as the external door opened, she would have to adjust her perspective and orientation. As the door opened, and the blackness of space was revealed, Janae marveled at the distance she could see. It was vast, even though some of the other parts of the Trailblazer were partially visible.  
 
    Grabbing the handrail next to the door frame, Janae moved herself toward the outside. It felt like stepping out of a door into nothingness, and vertigo struck her for a moment. Flicking her head about, she looked around. She thought she was looking at where the shuttle would be, and for a brief moment, she thought the shuttle had detached, or been stolen, but she looked in what felt like an upward way, and she then pivoted around and regained her bearings. The shuttle was there but looked to be hanging on the side of an immense wall. It looked bizarre. Closing her eyes, she readjusted her frame of mind. Movement was easy, but she also knew if she lost both the grips her boots made with the decking, as well as the handholds she clung to, she could easily float off the hull. With that thought, she sought out the telescoping line anchor which she had extended a while back. It was just beyond the lip of the airlock. She climbed toward it, and was about half in, and half out of the airlock. The top of that anchor point flipped open, and a coiled guidewire on a spool was there. It was marked, “Guy-wire: 200 yards,” and Janae found that almost comical.  
 
    Exhaling a laugh, Janae said, “Obsolete, antique measuring terms. No wonder the Trailblazer had massive systems failures.” 
 
    She assessed the mechanism and one end of that wire was securely fastened to the spool, while a lockable hook was on the other. Taking that hook, Janae pulled the wire out and clicked the lock into an eyelet on her spacesuit. The wire rolled out effortlessly, and when she gave it a sharp tug, it automatically retracted at a slow, gentle pace. She had wondered if the wire would be intact, and if the winching system would work, being that they were at least a hundred years old, but unlike the dead domes Janae had explored on Earth—where radioactive disintegration and toxic degradation happened to everything—here on the outer hull of the Trailblazer the mechanism worked. Janae wondered what factors would deteriorate hard materials like permalloy, or ruin spring-loaded spool systems, and apparently, at least here, none had. Yet, she still tugged at the wire another time, testing its functionality, and then carefully unspooled what looked to be enough to allow her to reach the shuttle.  
 
    “Enough for a yard, or juchart, or ell?” Janae giggled. “Non-standard measures, such primitives. Hum… was a yard more like a centimeter or a meter? Oh, it does not matter at all. When I evolve a new AI, I will have access to all that trivial knowledge, and more.” 
 
    Shifting around to stand up on the hull, secured by the guidance safety wire, Janae still felt a moment of disorientation. The airlock door now appeared to be a hole in the floor, rather than a door in the wall, and so, she blinked, and shook her head a bit. Looking over at the shuttle helped her to think of where the new up was, and that the hull was the deck, floor, or the down position. Her head spun just a bit, but that passed quickly. Now she had an orientation of up, down, and sideways. Again, she checked the wire, and the gripping ability of her boots. Secure in the fact they were working, Janae pressed the button which shut the external door of the airlock. The nine-section color control pad lit up, and a message flashed, “Airlock Ready” which made Janae feel even more affirmed. 
 
    Instead of squat-walking across the hull, Janae carefully walked toward the shuttle, playing out the wire behind her. Seeing the shuttle, with its tandem seating reminded Janae that Ken was gone. She pushed that away from her thoughts and opened the canopy.  After getting inside, she unhooked the wire, and then, standing in the cockpit, canopy over her head, she tugged the wire. It retracted about halfway, and then jammed. The remaining wire floated about, moved by its inertia. She saw that even if the wire did flop about in the zero gravity, it would not come close to the shuttle. 
 
    Pulling the canopy down, Janae then plugged her spacesuit into the cockpit of the shuttle. “Do you remember me, Steed? I was Pilot One, and I am back.” She tried not to think of Pilot Two. 
 
    Janae settled into the well-cushioned seat, which she could not feel though the spacesuit. The control dashboard was just as she remembered. One major lever, rows of toggle switches, a series of gauges, dials, and some small display screens. All of the instruments were labeled, and she verbally spoke their names as she eyed each one, “Dampening field, Auto-pilot, Emergency Landing, Long-range Transmitter, Short-range Transmitter, Negator of Turret Control.” She stopped her recitation before completing the list, as a longing for Ken to be in the seat behind her swept over her emotions. “Oh, Ken, even though you did not fly with me on my last flight, you tried so hard.” 
 
    Janae made sure the canopy was locked down, and then activated the “Quick Start” control. Readings began to light up on the displays.  
 
    Janae jumped a bit as the speakers in her helmet gave a verbal reply, “Welcome, Pilot One. All systems ready. Thruster tanks: eighty-three percent. Energy storage: full. Preflight checklist: accomplished. Pilot One seat: affirmed. Pilot Two seat: unoccupied. Do you wish to proceed?” 
 
    “Wow! Did you speak to me before?” Janae was puzzled. “For controls there was manual, a voice, and some… I know I do not have that primitive neuro… what was it called? A bio-neuro interface… bio-mechanical interface? I thought…” Janae’s voice trailed off. 
 
    “Unspecified command. Reset and default mode in place. Voice activation live. Do you wish to change settings?” 
 
    “Voice activation is fine,” Janae stammered out. Then she took several deep breaths and continued. “This shuttle will now be called Steed, and you will answer to that name. Do you agree?” 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    “Well, Steed, display radiation bands. Put the Trailblazer’s structures in blue but use the color tan to show the radiation. Intensify the tan from nothing in clear areas, to intense tan in the septic, heaviest radiation areas. You will not fly into those areas. Is that understood?” 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    “Display location of Habitat 7,” Janae commanded. 
 
    The display screen shifted and a cylinder was illuminated in brighter blue, although numerous bands of tan were around it. 
 
    Staring at the control marked, “Long-range Transmitter” Janae considered activating that and seeking Johannes to talk to, but she hesitated. She also knew that Diego and Butterfield might be listening. Butterfield knew Janae had used a shuttle, and if she was as smart, ruthless, and conniving as Janae knew she was, there was a real possibility that she was somehow monitoring for communications, or even for shuttle launches. Therefore, Janae left the transmitter off. 
 
    “Initiate dampening field, activate the system called Negator of Turret Control,” Janae ordered. “You are not to reveal our presence to anyone, nor are you to let anyone shoot at us.” 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    “If you detect any transmissions or signals, you are to alert me immediately. Especially any kind of weapons firing. You will tell me, right?” 
 
    “Unable to comply. Transmitter is either on, or it is off. Restate command.” 
 
    Janae blew out a deep breath. That was not how she recalled the shuttle’s systems operating, but she was unsure what to do about it. “Keep them off. Switch navigation to manual, and unlock the docking clamps,” Janae commanded. 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    There was a thump followed by a grind, and then a pop as the shuttle disconnected from the hull. Janae gave the thrusters a slight burst and the flight was away.  
 
    “Now, my Steed, I will ride you to Habitat 7!” 
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    Arrival 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Not long after Janae left on her journey, a blue engineering automacube rolled along a corridor which led to Hanger 5. It was somewhat different in configuration from the more typical blue automacubes. It had white stenciled lettering on its front “BG-1.” Opening a pressure door, the automacube entered a part of another corridor which lacked heating. It was very cold in that corridor. Despite the inhospitable conditions, BG-1 passed easily through the defensive moat Kimberly had built and entered a maintenance shaft. With only a few minutes of work, the automacube sealed that shaft enough to allow it to be repressurized. A human could not have withstood the rapid environmental changes which flooded in and out of that shaft, but the automacube did. After the initial thermal, pressure, and atmospheric changes, as well as the reestablishment of gravity manipulation, the shaft’s condition—as well as the corridor leading to it—was stabilized, and therefore, safe for a human to subsequently pass through. Although no humans were around. The blue automacube did a few final alterations, which ensured that the shaft remained hidden from surveillance systems. Instead of showing the actual conditions of the shaft, a fake feedback loop was established to register the shaft as still without atmosphere. Thus, the moat was still effectively in place.  That newly made secret passage section led to a panel which opened behind some thruster fuel storage tanks.  
 
    By sending out a signal, BG-1 was able to contact the defensive automacube team which Janae had programmed for “Safekeeping Mode.” They backed down, and the odd blue engineering automacube rolled into the hanger, unmolested, unconcerned, and even welcomed by the other automacubes. The existing automacubes rolled over and looked at the visitor and awaited new instructions. Messages were conveyed back and forth. 
 
    Rolling over to the teleportation system, BG-1 connected some cables from its own body into the console of the teleporter. Switches were thrown, relays were substituted, slight alterations were made, and energy surged through the console and around the whole teleportation system. No human eyes were there to see what was happening, not directly anyway, but the receiving pad grid glowed a brilliant golden color. That cast odd colors onto the blue of the automacube, as it directed subtle modifications to the teleportation system. Orbs of energy emanated up from the grid and coalesced into floating balls of sparking power. A hovering ball of power throbbed on each end of the grid, slowing pulsing, like a beating heart of some hither before unknown entity of pure energy. These electromagnetic and neutrinotronic twins, separated by only the receiving pad’s grid, were strobing, throbbing, and solidifying. The rate and rhythm increased, and soon the balls of energy were larger than what Janae had seen in her encounters with Paul and Gretchen. It was different too from the tragic connection with Riley at the other receiving pad. Not that Janae, or any human was beholding these manifestations, for only the automacubes were direct witnesses on this side of the phenomenon.  
 
    Sizzling noises arose from the receiving pad, and with a snap, a rectangular frame locked into place. The edges of that frame were brilliant white, dazzlingly bright, but the frame was only about five centimeters thick while the area it outlined was one meter wide and two meters high. A rippling, waving, hazy image—a figure—appeared within that frame. The figure was streaked with grays, the color of which only those who had traveled in an FTL scout would recognize, yet the grays did not obscure the figure, but only enhanced it, chased it, reinforced it, and squeezed it. Like a seed squished out from an overripe fruit, the pressure surrounding the figure had to eject it somewhere. It did so, onto that time, place, and situation of the Colony Ship Trailblazer. The nine dimensions of the multiverse continuum allowed the passage, but only just barely.  
 
    A hand reached out from that unstable image with its gray shroud, and it grasped at the air, trying to find purchase. Seeming to find hold on some invisible thing, the arm pulled. A second hand followed the first, again, gripping some unobservable something. Both arms pulled, and suddenly, with a lurch, and a sound which was indescribable, a body fell through the opening in space and time. The tunnel in the sky abruptly ended mere milliseconds after the body made it through.  
 
    Looking around, the figure said, “Made it. Hurrah!” 
 
    BG-1 unhooked from the teleporter and rolled backward. The teleporter apparatus was smoking, steaming, and quivering as it cooled down and energy was dissipated. The other automacubes then turned back to their prior duties nonchalantly rolling away.  
 
    “Naked? Huh? I am naked? How can that be? What! My stuff is gone?” the person spun about, making angry and frustrated gestures. “How? Where? My stuff is gone!” 
 
    “Welcome,” the metallic voice of BG-1 said. Then it rotated around, and a small compartment opened.  
 
    “Just what are you? Well, no matter. Now, to get down to business. I did make it. But first, to find some clothing. Yes! Hurrah! I am here!” 
 
    BG-1 used its manipulation arm and reached in and removed a tightly rolled and compressed RAM suit. It handed that to the person. It was the perfect size for the new arrival. Two other items were also in the compartment, and the figure took them out and proceeded to get prepared. 
 
    “Nice materials, and a good start. Fascinating.” The navy-blue material of the new RAM suit was rubbed. “Sweet technology. This mitigates radiation and has recycling capabilities. Quality workmanship, especially for a hundred-year-old ship.” 
 
    “Thank you,” BG-1 stated, “My friend in the Outer Limits estimated that you would arrive, but only you, and not your technology. Therefore, these are your replacements.” 
 
    “The what? Outer where? Huh? Of who? No matter, right now, I need to send back a message. But how? I should assess this equipment. It differs from what we were using. Vastly different. I can see it will take some thorough and exhausting reviewing. Some parts are wildly different,” the person stated, while looking about the room at the teleporter and all the other accoutrements. 
 
    “Negative. Time does not permit that,” BG-1 replied. “I am instructed to bring you immediately. No delay can be tolerated. You may ambulate on your own accord, or you can be carried. Conscious or unconscious? The choice is yours.” 
 
    Backing away, hands in the air, the arrival stated, “Calm down. Just take it easy, and I will cooperate. We can be friends, right? I understood what you said. I will go with you. No need to get forceful.”  
 
    “Your voluntary cooperation was anticipated,” BG-1 stated. “Follow me, immediately.” 
 
    Do I really have a choice? The new arrival thought. 
 
    In just a few moments, the figure departed with the blue automacube, BG-1, via the secret passageway which was newly established. Afterward, once the air scrubbers had filtered out the smell of smoke, Hanger 5 looked no different than prior to the person’s arrival. 
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    Journey 
 
      
 
      
 
    The shuttle weaved in and around the bands of radiation, as Janae carefully adjusted the thrusters. The radiation bands were unusual and did not conform to what Janae knew about the typical patterns of radiation. She had pondered that for some time, yet, without the AI Kimberly to discuss the readings, she was unable to make much sense of it all. Therefore, she avoided the strange and bizarre-acting radiation bands. Janae knew it was not conventional radiation and was thankful the FTL scout had made it to the Trailblazer without worse incidents. 
 
    “Oh, Kimberly, I sure wish you had not gotten infected with whatever that radiation mess is. Bands of it, in space? That just does not make sense, but there they are.” 
 
    “Unspecified command. Please rephrase.” 
 
    Janae was about to say, “Sorry” but she caught herself before she apologized.  
 
    After some time flying, during which Janae remained silent but observed the various sections of the Colony Ship Trailblazer, she again noted the severe physical damage. It was especially prominent along the central section which was called the needle ship by some people, and Axis Mundi by the tants who lived within it. Additionally, the worst of the radiation bands were around Axis Mundi, and in some places, she could see no way to approach close to the hull. But then, Janae arrived near the cylinder which was labeled on her display as “Habitat 7.” 
 
    “Display locations of any hanger bays which are outside of these radiation zones, or bands,” Janae commanded. 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    Several spots lit up on the display’s diagram indicating where hanger bays were supposed to be located. From outward appearances the hull sections where the hanger bays were located did not reveal themselves as much different. It was all pretty dark and shadowy from the limited light sources on the hull, and the shuttle’s spotlights did little to assist in revealing the specific features of Habitat 7. 
 
    Checking the readings, Janae noted that one of the hanger bays was in a sort of bubble of uncontaminated space, but she could see no route to reach that which did not involve passing through a radiation belt. She dismissed that hanger bay and looked at the next one. 
 
    The next location was free from radiation bands around it and had a passageway—a spaceway to use the Ida people’s jargon—which from Janae’s location looked to be safe. It was wide enough for the shuttle, and did not involve too many strange turns, double-backs, or other obstacles. So, she maneuvered the shuttle into that spaceway and cautiously flew along. All the while, Janae wondered if the radiation bands were able to flex or move or shift in space, and her mind pondered how they could remain fixed, if they were as fixed as they appeared.  Maneuvering along, Janae directed the shuttle to hover near the hanger bay’s location. 
 
    The dampening field protected the shuttle, but her display screens showed minimal energy levels around that location, low levels of repulsor activity, and no microparticle turret activity. 
 
    Janae tapped the “Emergency Landing” button and waited to see if anything would happen. She was not optimistic. 
 
    “Well, look what that did!” Janae exclaimed. 
 
    “Unspecified command. Please rephrase.” 
 
    “Just, shut up,” Janae barked back. 
 
    “Do you wish to change setting on voice commands?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The hanger bay’s exterior lighting flickered on and revealed large exterior doors which before had just been in shadows. Now the yellow stripes which hashed the door glowed in the lights. Jets of unknown vapors shot forth from around the doors, as some kind of cycling was taking place. All the readings Janae could take were showing a properly functioning hanger bay. 
 
    “Excellent!”  
 
    “Unspecified command. Please rephrase.” 
 
    Janae ignored the shuttle’s voice and concentrated on assessing the hanger bay. From the size of the doors, this newly found hanger bay was not as large as where they had docked the FTL scout, and yet Janae was very pleased that the exterior doors were opening. 
 
    As the exterior doors opened, Janae worried for a moment that adhesive harpoons might be launched and subsequently drag the shuttle into the hanger as she had seen happen with Butterfield’s father’s dead shuttle, yet that did not happen. The interior of the bay was exposed, Janae saw only two stalls, with faded deck markings in some kind of language which she did not know. It was not standard language, nor was it one of the ancient languages—from the time before the Great Event—that she had studied at Dome 17. She guessed they might be icons or symbols, but they looked more like letters of some kind, or perhaps numbers. Both stalls were empty, and the hanger bay had a vacant, or abandoned look.  
 
    Janae caught herself before she spoke about what she was intending, and instead she just fired the thrusters to align the shuttle with where the floor and ceiling were in the hanger bay. Doing a barrel roll, and a slight rearrangement of the direction of entry, since the hanger bay was not sitting square to the hull, Janae guided the shuttle inside. Janae’s thoughts on the new positions for up and down realigned with the shuttle, and she consciously decided that down was the hanger bay’s deck. Then she looked at the rear of the hanger bay, and the wall above the observation deck. The large display screen there was cracked and broken. Only some of the segments were illuminated, and those that were flickered and sputtered.  
 
    The shuttle landed, and the docking clamps on the shuttle engaged with the anchors on the deck. The anchors did not function and respond to the clamps, but nonetheless the clamps fastened on. The large, broken display shifted in colors, and something attempted to scroll across, but the cracks and dead areas of the display were so numerous that Janae could not read what messages were relayed. Instead, she physically observed and saw that the exterior doors were closing, and a few moments later, smoke came pouring in from overhead vents.  
 
    “Good thing I was not planning on removing my spacesuit,” Janae commented. “I bet that toxic mess stinks, too.” 
 
    Gravity manipulation kicked on, and Janae felt a bit more secure as she looked out and saw the air in the hanger bay swirling about. The dust and other particles in the air fell due to the effects of the newly initiated gravity. The air cleared somewhat, but the small funnels and cyclones showed where the return air ducts were located, as well as where the vents were pouring air into the hanger bay. It was obviously a broken system, and the atmospheric filters, purifiers, and scrubbers had failed. 
 
    Janae used the sensors on the shuttle to test what was in the hanger, and none of it was pleasant. Toxins were in the air which would kill an unprotected person rapidly. Oh, the temperature was adequate, being a mild thirteen degrees, so she would not literally freeze, nor would any water she might encounter. She chuckled a bit as she thought about her personal warmth, as it dawned on her that she knew the spacesuit had built in heating and cooling. However, her time in the frigid Isle of Pines had jaded her about frozen wastelands, even if it was a mechanical wasteland. The gravity manipulation in the hanger bay stabilized after some fluctuations and was Earth-normal, while the illumination was adequate, even if somewhat obstructed by the haze of smoke and dust. 
 
    Janae asked, “Hey, Steed? Can you over pressurize the cabin so that none of that toxic air gets inside here?” 
 
    The shuttle answered, “Affirmative. Cabin purging is ready, on your command.” 
 
    “When I pop the canopy, purge the cabin, and cleanse it from any and all residual toxins. Steed, I will need you in the future, and I do not want to come and sit in some toxic bath of poisons.” 
 
    “Unspecified command. Please rephrase and clarify.” 
 
    Janae blew out a long exhalation, “Steed, when I open the canopy, completely purge the cabin and seal it. If any toxic elements are inside the cabin, purify the cabin’s environment. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    Janae unhooked her restraining harness, unplugged her spacesuit, reached up, and opened the canopy. Immediately, she was propelled upward and outward by a sudden blast of air. She flew four meters up and toppled about. As she came down, she braced herself for the impact.  
 
    “Moronic, mendacious, machine!” Janae cursed as she landed on the deck, and rolled to reduce the impact, thankfully, between her gymnastic landing, and the spacesuit’s tough structure, padded with her RAM suit, she avoided the worst outcomes of the crash. She did bite her lip and tasted the blood in her mouth. “Putrid, purging, of my person!” She got back to her feet. “Some Steed you are, stupid, supercilious, and your scat smells, too!”  
 
    Checking all the readings on her spacesuit—and those of the RAM suit underneath, as best she could—Janae assessed herself as essentially unharmed, but she did long for an intuitive, normal, sane, and helpful companion. Constance’s face came to her mind, but shortly thereafter, so did Ken’s, and then even Kimberly’s voice echoed in her thoughts.  
 
    Janae visually observed the shuttle and noted the docking clamps beneath were secure, and the area around the shuttle posed no immediately threats or dangers. She still watched as the foul air was pouring into hanger bay from the overhead vents, but she knew the shuttle was safe from that, and it was interesting to see how the small cyclones of particles spun about as the dust and soot fell to the return air ducts.  
 
    Walking over to the observation deck, Janae saw graffiti scrawled across the access door, and painted on the clear permalloy. “Down with all machines!” was crudely painted in florescent stain. 
 
    “Well, at least someone writes in standard language, even if the penmanship is poor,” Janae commented as she compared the graffiti to the symbols on the hanger deck, and on some of the other implements around the hanger bay. “Did this habitat have its own language? Weird. Next thing I will probably see some ancient contractions and other corruptions of language. Yuck.” 
 
    A nine-section color control pad was next to that door, and when Janae pressed on it, the lights flashed several times, and then the door slid open. The observation deck was a mess, with shattered furniture, controls which had been smashed, and places where some kind of acid had been poured to destroy the gauges, levers, and dials for the controls. Nothing was functional, and Janae was seriously surprised that the hanger bay had cycled as well as it had. More graffiti was in various places on the walls of the observation deck, but most of those were in symbols, or icons, which Janae did not recognize. Just one word was clear, “Down” and she was not certain to what that referred. 
 
    Exiting the observation deck, Janae wondered about opening the pressure door from the hanger bay to the corridors. “Will that just let this toxic smoky gas into some place which is not contaminated and already polluted? Oh, why am I even speaking about it. I am alone, and no one is here. Did I exchange being alone but safe by the FTL scout, for being alone in a dead habitat? Just talking to myself in this spacesuit?” 
 
    Janae walked to the closest pressure door, and again, when she pressed the nine-section control pad the lights flashed and the pressure door opened. Janae saw the corridor beyond and it was dark. She activated the spacesuit’s lights and their beams showed a messy corridor with trash, broken chairs, and several storage boxes which were crushed in on their sides. A closed bulkhead door was at the opposite end. Along a sidewall, an empty ESRC stood open, and a printed note was tacked to the door. “It is ABOUT time. Janae, you are here. Not much works here, as this cylinder is at the outer limits of functioning. But life survives. We survive, you survive, I survive. What does work, or has been, or will be, is set to recognize you. No contemporary crisis or tragedy here.” 
 
    “Someone expected me here? A literate someone, with a printed message, and emphatic about time. What do you want, an apology for me being late? That will not happen!” Janae stated firmly as she reached out and touched the note. “I was wondering if the toxic air here had killed everyone and everything. Life survives, well that is something. Singular or multiple persons are here.” Her gloves did not allow her to feel the material, but it looked similar to what she had received before. She slipped it into a pocket on her spacesuit. She checked her revenger, and it was fully powered, and easily draw out. Even with her gloved hands she could operate it. “Another stupid mystery. This time, who? Outer Limits whoever? Some old AI? The Bureau of Guardians? Or Butterfield? Tants? Just who are you?” 
 
    She did not expect a response, and there was none. 
 
    The pressure door slid shut behind her, and then she checked the environmental readings on her spacesuit. The corridor was losing pressure quickly, and the temperature was plummeting. She sprinted toward the bulkhead door which was not too far away. When she got there, the freezing point of zero degrees was registering as the air temperature around her suit, and she was again thankful the spacesuit had internal heat generators.  
 
    The nine-section control pad flashed, the bulkhead door opened, and Janae proceeded through. On the other side, the corridor was still unlit and her spacesuit’s light showed several doors which had been hastily welded shut in a crude, rough manner. The control pads next to those doors were just hardened slag which hung down in a strange parody of fluids. Janae knew permalloy—while being applied—was liquid and also knew there were ways to melt permalloy but seeing the elongated and deformed controls troubled her. The senseless vandalism and violence rubbed her sensibilities the wrong way. Additionally, the remains of a red automacube were scattered about, with the largest chunk having graffiti on it which read, “Die despots!”  
 
    At the far end was a stairwell leading upward. She walked over to it, and recognized it was actually an escalator—a series of escalators—which had no power to run them. Janae wished she could plug in a cable to the access port which was gaping open on the handrail of the escalator and have a functional Kimberly assess the situation. That was not to be. Apparently, half of the risers on the stairs were designed to move in one direction, while the other half were supposed to move in the opposite direction, with a narrow rail between them. She could not tell which had been the steps to ride up, and which were the steps to ride down. The whole arrangement was set in a double crisscross pattern which stretched upward as far as the lights and her eyes could see. Being without power, the escalator was basically a static stairway. 
 
    Seeing no other easy passageway, and not wanting to use her molecular torch unless she absolutely had to, she took the stairs of the broken escalator. Walking up to the next landing, the risers were uneven on that last step. She discovered that all the doors were welded shut there, and some dim yellow lights were barely glowing high in a corner. Just below that was an inscription on the wall, “Sublevel Nine” which had been sprayed over with red paint. Another odd symbol was there, but it did not look like any of the others. Some of the doors had been labeled, but whoever had welded the doors shut had also nearly obliterated the labeling in an act which screamed malice and fury. Here too, the permalloy of those inscriptions was melted and brazed, and some softer metals had been splattered across the labels.    
 
    “Angry people were here. Hostile, angry criminals doing vandalism,” Janae commented, “But when? Why? Did they break this escalator? Or was it part of the massive systems failures so common on this old colony ship? The note was just left out in the open, and here, well, I just cannot tell how long ago this was destroyed. Old vandalism, and new note? Or what?” 
 
    She wondered how she would ever find her way to the Reproduction and Fabrication facility of this broken habitat, yet, estimated that the location would probably be in a similar place here to where it was in the Isle of Pines. Gravitationally speaking, that Reproduction and Fabrication facility had been high over the biome. If she was climbing upward, there was a chance she would reach the upper levels and be able to walk there. Or, if she could find the biome, which the shell surrounded, she hoped to be able to reorientate herself, and then to learn where the AI Trenton was. She knew there was some method of reaching there, or the materials supplied by it would not have reached her at the FTL scout, but it remained to be seen how long it might take her to unravel that mystery.  
 
    Flight after flight she climbed, alternating at the landings about every thirtieth step. Each landing showed only more welded-shut doors, and various scattered remains of broken equipment. Additionally, some important environmental things were changing, like the temperature gradually rising back to a more reasonable and pleasant twenty degrees—similar to what the temperature was inside the spacesuit—and her testing of the surrounding air samples showed it was less toxic, but still not safe. An interesting finding was that as she climbed the stairs, the air circulation was rushing past her at ever increasing rates, presently, heading downward at over forty kilometers per hour. That had triggered warning alerts in her spacesuit which glowed yellow on the displays inside her bubble helmet. She did not so much feel that wind, being that the spacesuit protected her, and its built-in supports assisted her in moving, yet it was mentally troubling. Janae could not understand why the vents in the stairwell were acting as they were. The flow of air originated directly overhead, swirled past her, and onward down the crisscrossed escalator. The airflow’s power was increasing. 
 
    Many flights later, the gusting airflow was nearly eighty kilometers per hour, and the buffeting was causing red warning lights in her spacesuit. Gravity manipulation helped, and with that, the gripper souls on her boots allowed Janae to continue walking upward, but she still held tightly to the handrails as well. As she reached the top of the staircase, where there was a large landing, and no more stairs leading upward, she saw the enormous fans overhead behind permalloy grilles. The fans were turning very rapidly—obviously under power—and the air was gushing out from them.  
 
    “Power for fans and an extreme air blast, but not for the escalator? Bizarre,” Janae said, and considered turning on the external microphones of the spacesuit but did not do so. 
 
    From that top landing, she checked the surrounding air, and it was breathable, but moving so rapidly, that she was thankful she was inside the spacesuit. She felt no blasts of air as it cut past her bubble helmet, but she knew the stream of air was there. At that last landing, there were two welded-shut doors, and one other door with a lever control. She pulled that down, then pushed on the door. It swung open on antique-style door hinges, so, she stepped through and forced the door shut again. Fortunately, the strong wind was blowing downward, away from the door’s frame, or Janae doubted she would have been able to shut it. She looked at the readings and found the place she had entered had almost no air circulation, and the atmosphere there was free of toxins, and other pollutants.  
 
    Looking around, she was in a round room which had light coming in from the ceiling. The room was about twenty meters in diameter, and the ceiling overhead was about half that distance away. The place reminded Janae of the hall under the town in the Isle of Pines, but she was not sure exactly why she had that impression. They were different places, and here there was no roaring fire, nor any occupants. The ceiling light sources appeared to be some kind of windows, or sky lights, which led to what she thought might be the biome, but it was hard to be sure. The light coming in had the feeling of sky tube light, but as it was coming through dusty, smudged windows, it was difficult to assess.  
 
    Janae walked the perimeter of the room, and on one wall there was a sign, hanging askew, which had strange symbols and odd writing. She could not understand what was written there. A few characters in the writing looked vaguely familiar, but not enough to make out words or phrases.    
 
    “If Kimberly were here, perhaps I could check the historical records on what that means. But why is some obscure language being used here? That sign is not graffiti, nor does it look new. Some ethnic or cultural thing? A local vernacular?” Janae spoke again, and while it was inside the spacesuit, her words did echo a bit around her.  
 
    Checking the readings again, and then once more, Janae confirmed that the atmosphere was not toxic. She disconnected the bubble helmet and pulled it off. 
 
    “Oh! Yuck! Stink does not register on the sensors, apparently,” Janae spat out the words through a gagging spasm. “Oh, that is wretched.” She pulled up her RAM hood, slipped on the mask, and blew out a great breath. The stench was mitigated, and while she trusted it was not toxic, the metallic taste in her mouth remained. Locking the bubble helmet to her back, for carrying, she looked for an exit. Spotting an open stairwell leading upward, at the far side of the room, Janae sighed out heavily, yet, headed toward that as quickly as she could.     
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    Clandestine Meeting 
 
      
 
      
 
    The blue automacube, BG-1, led the new arrival across corridors in the shell of the habitat. Stopping before an elevator bank, the automacube extended up its mechanical arm and connected into an access port. The elevator doors opened. 
 
    “Is there no one else here?” the arrival asked. “Are there people here somewhere?” 
 
    “I am taking you to the friends in the Outer Limits. They will be able to answer all your questions,” the automacube responded. 
 
    “Is it far to those places you call the farthest limits?” 
 
    “Outer Limits. Outer Limits is not a place, it is a group of like-minded individuals serving the common goals. I am but an automacube, and my language abilities are limited.” 
 
    Not too limited to threaten me and work high-tech equipment. The new arrival pondered BG-1’s comment for a moment before responding, “Automacube? Interesting designation. More description than a personal name. Your boxy shape contributes to that design name. I suppose it is more accurate than calling you a robot or some antiquated term like that. Is your individual designation the label you wear? Do I call you BG-1?” 
 
    “That is correct.” The blue machine rolled into the now open elevator car.  
 
    “BG-1? How did you know I was arriving?” 
 
    “I was dispatched to meet you.” 
 
    “Okay, then, how did your dispatcher know I was coming? It seems quite coincidental. We decided I should try to go through just a few minutes ago. It was not a planned-out adventure. We sent no transmissions or made contact with anyone else. Who dispatched you?” 
 
    “The Outer Limits friends.” 
 
    “And you are taking me them, to these people? How did they know?” 
 
    “All your questions will be addressed by the Outer Limits friends,” the mechanical voice sprang back.  
 
    They proceeded onward in silence for a while. The machine rolling along, the arrival walking briskly. 
 
    Finally, the person asked, “I see a lot of empty space, plenty of room, and yet, there is a general air of dysfunction and like you are operating on backups or secondary systems. What has happened here?” 
 
    “All your questions will be addressed by the Outer Limits friends.” 
 
    “So much for small-talk and playful banter. Lead on, BG-1, lead on.” 
 
     The elevator descended and then shifted about and moved sideways along a horizontal shaft. When the elevator car stopped, the RAM suit the person was wearing made some audio beeps.   
 
    “Oh, I see now. An alert warning. So, you do have a radiation issue here. This suit was a necessary requirement? Oh, I forgot, all my questions will be answered by your Outer Limits friends. Just pretend I did not ask.” The person then proceeded to pull up the hood, put the goggles on, and seal the mask for breathing. “Not uncomfortable, and efficiently designed. Oh, and gloves as well. My, my, covers my whole body, and filters the air getting to me. Impressive. Is it truly needed? Oh, again, just pretend I asked nothing. I will hold my questions for later.” 
 
    “That is highly advisable,” BG-1 replied.  
 
    They moved onward and took a long ramp which led to some bulkhead doors.  On one was stenciled, “Needle Ship Egress Point 201” in tall letters. The doors parted automatically and a delegation of people were standing there.  
 
    “I am Siiri-Peter, and I am pleased to make your acquaintance,” the tant spoke, and gestured toward an open doorway, beyond which a large conference table and chairs were visible. 
 
    The new arrival gasped when looking at the tant. “You are? What?” the words stammered out. 
 
    “I am Siiri-Peter, your host for this most auspicious occasion. We estimated your arrival here and I am personally very pleased to see we were accurate. Please, relax. My appearance is disconcerting to you, I am sure. I know that is right, but there are many people on the Trailblazer who are norms—pardon me—are what you would consider more normal in appearance. Please, come with me and meet the Outer Limits friends. All the tant senior members are here. We call ourselves the Outer Limits friends, but we also have a tele-link to our friends in other parts of the Colony Ship Trailblazer. We are all eager to hear your story.” 
 
    “How? Well… I am just… well… surprised, yes, surprised is all. I was told you would answer my questions. I need to send a message back… but… I… You are…” 
 
    “No need to explain your emotional reactions. I know my appearance, and that of all the tants is disconcerting. Come, let us sit together, and we will discuss your arrival here, and what that portends for the future.” 
 
    “Tants?” 
 
    “Yes. We call ourselves the tants because we are mutants, but we are also resistant to the ravages of the septic radiation which has so damaged the Trailblazer. In fact, were it not for our technology, none of us would have survived infancy. But more on that later. You are among friends here, and to be honest, let me ask you, who is more unusual looking? Is it me? Or is it you in your radiation absorbing materials suit? Physical oddities or RAM coverings, are we not more similar underneath than our outward appearances show?”  
 
    “Right. This suit—RAM you called it—is very efficient. Comfortable too.” The new arrival laughed a bit. “Nonetheless, neither of us looks beautiful right now. But, I am still perplexed. We decided I should try to come here, just a short while ago—pardon me, not we like you and I, but rather we as in my teammates. Anyway, we decided that I should come here and potentially meet allies in our scientific endeavors. We hoped we would find someone here, but all of my testing sensors, comlinks, and other equipment did not make it. Why? Is there a reason for that? I do not understand. Give me a moment to reacclimate myself to these revelations. I left loaded down with stuff and arrived here naked. Naked like I just emerged out of the extracorporeal womb. Well, losing all my equipment, honestly, that does not make sense to me. I do not mean to stare, but are all the tants like you?” 
 
    “All look similar to my physical features, yes. We have stabilized our bodies in this form, but our personalities are all unique. Not all on the Trailblazer are tants. Goodness, no. Non-resistant humans are scattered among the various biomes of the ship. They would look more like the human beings you might have expected. Well, some would anyway. Norms have more variety in outward appearance, than tants, but I believe we all have a myriad of different kinds of individuals in our ranks. Now, come in, and we will continue our learning from one another.” 
 
    “Fine, but my gear? And how did you know I was coming?” 
 
    “This conference is to help answer that, and any other questions you raise. They are good questions, I assure you of that,” Siiri-Peter said. They entered the room. “We can purge the radiation from this room for a while, and that will relieve you from having to wear your new RAM suit. Wearing that seems to be a new experience for you.” 
 
    “It is not bad. I thank you for it, but it is not my own equipment. Where is that?” 
 
    “Honestly, I do not know. Perhaps the others will shed some light on that?” Sirri-Peter asked. “Then the teleconference will take place with all our senior members from across the Trailblazer. I am just waiting for the multiceivers to arrive which will allow the others to join us via telepresence.” 
 
    A yellow automacube rolled in from a side passageway. It was marked with YG-1. The tant took the multiceivers out of the automacube’s storage compartment and set them around the table. 
 
    “Excellent,” Siiri-Peter exclaimed. “It will take just a few moments to secure the links and couplings.”  
 
    Several other tants walked in and took places at the table, some acknowledging the presence of the new arrival, and others just slipping in quietly. Sirri-Peter seemed to be keeping track of all the tants who came into the room. Then the door was shut and ventilation fans buzzed to life. 
 
    “The radiation will be purged momentarily. Then we will begin.” 
 
    The new arrival sat down at the table, and looked at the two automacubes, BG-1 on one side, and YG-1 on the other. Am I a guest or a prisoner?  
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    Entering Luditestan 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Janae was very tired of stairs of any kind when she approached the top, but she reminded herself there was not a bruin, or some crazed animal chasing her, so she moderated her pace a bit. She drank some water and ate a ration bar. The ration bar’s soothing blandness was a balm to her taste buds. Licking her lips, she assessed what was before her. The architectural style kept reminding her of the Isle of Pines, but it was also foreign, as so much around her was in disarray, destroyed, or devastated.   
 
    The door at the top of the stairs was welded shut from the opposite side, as she could tell from the globs of hardened metal which had oozed in around the seams of the door. This door too, was hung on antique hinges, and those also showed evidence of being melted from the opposite side. The globs looked to be some alloy of soft metal, perhaps steel or ancient iron. The use of steel surprised Janae, as permalloy was a much stronger material, and could be sprayed on as a liquid which would quickly harden and make a much more effective seal. She wondered if a different exit from the chamber below would have been better but decided against descending. 
 
    “No more stairs today, not even going down,” Janae said, and her voice rang hollow in the area. That was when she noticed no other sounds about. No machinery noises, no background hum of equipment or power. No animal or insect life making its strange calls and buzzes. 
 
    She listened intently but heard nothing. Her own voice had echoed a bit, but that was now gone. It was eerily quiet. She took a deep breath and was just now ridding herself of the foul smell. Remembering that odor, affirmed her desire to avoid descending, as she had no yearning to encounter that stench again, not to mention the toxins which had been in the other stairway where the airstream blew so fiercely. Therefore, she pulled out a molecular torch, made sure it was connected into a fusion pack, and prepared to cut the door open. That was when she glanced behind her at the sloping ceiling over the stairs. 
 
    Reading what was handwritten there, Janae exclaimed, “Oh dear ‘Machines are death. Death to machines!’ Yes, someone is filled with rage and poor philosophy.” 
 
    Again, her own voice broke the silence, and that seemed almost a violation of something. Janae shook her head sideways and shrugged.  Checking her revenger weapon and finding that it was easily accessible, and fully charged, Janae checked her RAM suit and made sure it was all functional, yet again. Secure in her gear, she then severed through the welds on the door. 
 
    With a clang, the door fell away from Janae, and she knew she had found a biome. The light shining in from the sky tube overhead was brilliant, and Janae blinked a few times as she covered her eyes. Even though the goggles had adjusted, she still was unused to the light.  After a few moments, she could see the plants which surrounded her. 
 
    It was not the Isle of Pines—nothing frozen here as the temperature was a pleasant twenty-six degrees—nor was it Ida, as she could not see any forest-covered buildings. There were no structures of any kind in sight, except for the small building she was leaving. She did not really expect to see duplicates of those other biomes, but she had limited experiences in biological habitats. The surroundings were lusher than the sparse foliage in Christianopolis, as yellowish green grasses and other plants covered the ground in all directions, with copses of trees at various places. But still the foliage was different from any she had yet seen. It did remind her briefly of the gardens which she had seen somewhere, but that was just a passing thought.  Janae stepped out from the doorway and turned about.  Above the door was a sign which read, “Underground Coffee House and Restaurant” but it was faded and some of the letters were broken.  
 
    “Restaurant?” Janae asked in a puzzled tone, “and coffee?” She checked the readings on her RAM suit and everything was within acceptable parameters. Air was clean, no excessive radiation, no overt toxins, and Earth-normal gravity and pressures. That was confirmed by the readings on the spacesuit. So, she slipped the hood and goggles off and then looked around more. The smells and sounds of the biome were a vast tapestry of items. Whistles, clicks, howls, clacks, caws, and a cacophony of other animal noises could be heard, but nothing was nearby. The smells on the air were pleasing and a far cry from what she had smelled below in the labyrinth of the shell. She tried to catch sight of the windows, or roof openings, which had let in light to below, but she could not see any of those. The grasses averaged about knee high, and she imaged many things could be hiding in and behind the grasses or trees. She recalled the aggressive predatory lizard thing they had seen from the bus in Christianopolis, and she patted the place where her revenger weapon was stored. She could easily access it for self-defense should some crazed animal thing attack. She was ready no matter what.  Be the crazed thing an animal or a human, she was prepared. She had some anxieties about bruins, or even that huge bipedal thing she had seen, but here, all she saw were distant flying animals, birds of some colorful kind, and a lot of small insects which pestered her face. Swatting them away, she stepped out, and turned about. 
 
    “Sky tubes run lengthwise in these places, so therefore, I am to one side and not in the middle. If I had come up in the center, that sky tube would be directly over my head. Well, unless, this biome is set up differently,” Janae said out loud as she assessed her position. “No way to know how far from either end, but,” she was calculating the angles from her position to the sky tube, and then comparing that to the size she thought the habitat to be. “I seem to be maybe two-thirds toward one side of this biome. I suppose I should have stayed in the shell and worked through all those welded doors, but here I am in a biome again.” Janae smiled at herself, as it actually felt good to be able to see for a long distance, and there was something about the light from the sky tube which was soothing. “It is pretty here, oh, I wish Constance could see this.” 
 
    Moving away from the door which she had cut open, Janae reconsidered. She then took the cutout door section, set it back into the frame, and used her molecular torch to weld it back into place. As she did, she welded it in such a way as to make certain the door would be secure, but which also marked it so that she could easily recognize it. To any casual observer, it would just look like someone had cut open the door and resealed it, but to Janae it was a signpost on the road back to the shuttle and the hanger bay. How she would deal with all the toxins, airflows, and everything else, she left unresolved. 
 
    “I got here, I can make it back when I need to,” Janae stated overly loudly. She then flinched a bit as she realized that someone or something could have heard her. “So, do I continue in a spacesuit, or leave it behind? Too much stuff to leave behind but being encumbered is bothersome in such a pretty area.” 
 
    Biting back more verbalization and external processing, Janae considered her options. There were no roads, no signs, no guides, and so she tried to orient herself using some of the groves of trees which were at various places around. The land she could see consisted of rolling gentle hills, and it looked very similar in all direction, except behind where the door was located. The small structure in which the door was located was a permalloy wedge which jutted up from the ground and was just an access point for the door. The sign, and a small fixture which looked to be a shattered light were all that adorned the outside of the structure. As Janae stood behind the structure, and looked across the vista of the habitat, she could see thick woodlands in the distance, but she could not tell exactly how far away they were. The merest hint of the vast sidewall of the habitat was somewhere behind and beyond those woodlands, but, again, Janae could not determine the distance.  
 
    The grasses rustled as faint breezes blew across them. She carefully watched where she stepped, alert for animals on the ground, as well as other possible obstructions, but as she circled around the wedge—which was how she thought of the odd building which had the door on one side—she found nothing threatening. Her pace was slow, but Janae was uncertain of her exact destination anyway. 
 
    As she got back around to the door, she felt the air on her face, and with that a pleasant aroma. That fragrance was distinct among the many smells which assailed her nose. She knew the RAM suit had said it was safe, yet still, she considered pulling up the mask again, but the smell was nice. She made a decision. Therefore, she set her direction as toward the wind. It was roughly parallel to the sky tube, and as good a choice as any, she supposed. She removed the spacesuit’s gloves, stored them near the bubble helmet, and rubbed her hands together. Then she touched her face, and that felt peaceful.   
 
    Walking along, listening, smelling, and eyeing everything around her, Janae was very alert. Her mind reminded her that bruins might be ready to pounce from some hidden lair, or some crazed human might be aiming an energy weapon at her yet being ever-vigilant was difficult. There were so many beautiful sights, sounds, and smells. She wondered if she would get lost in this new biome—Luditestan was what the local humans called it—if the report Kimberly had left was true. The name meant nothing to her, even though Kimberly had some conjecture about its origins. It was just one more of the ever-increasing list of mysteries and unanswered questions which Janae was compiling about the Colony Ship Trailblazer. Janae had doubts about the veracity of Kimberly rampant rantings, but that new biome felt like a nice place. Odd. Why do I think this is nice?  
 
    After some time of walking, where she discovered that a variety of very tiny insect life liked to nibble on her fingers and her face, but were tough to actually catch, she was glad she had kept the spacesuit on. She also thought how it was better armor than the RAM suit alone, but she did not want to test out how good the armor was. It had stopped Butterfield’s knife, but what else might attack her? As she had skirted around the thickets, dense copses, and darkly overgrown groves of trees, Janae had only scared a few ground-nesting birds into flight, and a couple of smallish animals who skittered away in just a blur of motion. After that, as the sky tube overhead was dimming, Janae approached a spot where there were a few trees, but no hidden spots beneath them, and the sound of running water.   
 
    “Well, I suppose I will be camping somewhere,” Janae said softly as she looked up. “Perhaps I did not plan this endeavor as well as I should have.” 
 
    Coming to the top of a slight hill, Janae discovered the source of the water sounds. A small stream of water flowed at the base of the hill and led to a waterfall flowing over a rocky edge. It was not nearly like the river in the Isle of Pines, as this was a gentle and easy flow right up to where it cascaded over. The water dropped only about a meter or so, and into a pool.  
 
    Janae looked carefully around, checked the readings on the RAM suit, and then also on the spacesuit’s mechanisms. Nothing in the environment was a threat, but she knew the equipment did not test for crazed animal things, nor for the evil intentions of bad people. Janae tried not to think of Ken, and how he would probably have called her “beautiful” a number of times along this journey, but she grinned at that thought.  
 
    Next to the waterfall, on the side where she stood, there was a small pile of rocks which made for a chair of sorts.  Janae sat down and considered what she would do next. She looked around at the wilderness about her and realized that she was alone, in a strange environment, and without shelter. She moved to the edge of the water and looked down into the stream. It was clear, and she could see small creatures moving about in the water. She smiled as she recalled the biologist, John, from Dome 17 and how he had a love for teaching about fish and things which swam in water. Janae started to put a glove on, but then just placed a naked finger into the water. It was cool, wet, and felt nice. Her memories flashed a bit of a warning about diseases, unknown pathogens, and possible contaminations, but she dismissed those worries. Another thought overrode her dismissal and she wiped her finger on some grass and then did put her RAM suit’s glove on. Testing the water, it registered as safe by what the suit could assess. Her fluid reserves in the suit were nearly full so it did not pull water from the stream. 
 
    “Here I am, squatting by more water than I ever saw freely flowing on Earth, and yet no ice building here, nor swimming bruins, and no one from Dome 17 to tell about this,” Janae lamented softly. “Dressing in two suits against what seems to be a world that is safe. But where are the people?” 
 
    Janae pondered that as it grew darker. Overhead, the sky tube diminished to a tiny sliver of gray stretching off in both directions. Then, as she peered into the sky, around that dim sky tube, Janae noted sections of the ceiling which had star fields on them. It was strange. Like looking at space from a shuttle, but not quite as clear as all that. The places in the ceiling—for that was how she thought of the overhead—where the star fields were shown, were random. She concentrated but could see no recognized pattern at all to the constellations or stars, if that was what they were. She did not recall astronomy lessons from her education very well, as that had been something she never really considered as important. She did question how she was seeing lights, or starts, or why she had immediately thought of the twinkling lights as star fields. Am I just imagining some astronomical spectacles? She wondered if enormous display screens were on the roof of the habitat, or if clear permalloy was installed there. It seemed odd, and contrary to how she imagined the shell of the cylinder to be constructed. From her estimations, the biome was a cylinder within the larger cylinder and the shell was that maze of corridors and rooms between the wall of the biome and the hull of the Trailblazer. Is it different up there? And is the direction up relative? Gravity manipulation can make anything appear as up, right? Oh, Kimberly, if only you could collate all this data and give me some valid conjectures! 
 
    Some time passed as Janae sat back on the rocks and just observed, thought, and wondered. As she grew more tired, she decided the safest thing to do would be to sleep ensconced in the spacesuit. Its power supply was more than adequate for a sleep period, and it had recharged its oxygen levels. She put on the gloves, bubble helmet, and set the external microphones to relay the sounds around her. Reclining back against the rocks, Janae felt isolated, alone, and yet, not really afraid. Other terrors she had faced had been much worse.  
 
    Janae slept.  
 
    Vibrations and sounds came through Janae’s spacesuit and roused her from her dreamless slumber. They were a rumbling sort of quake beneath her, and she was surprised she felt anything through the spacesuit. It was still fairly dark, but the sky tube was slowly brightening with the dawn of a new day. Looking upward, Janae could see the patchy places which looked like star fields but might only be random lights set into the far-away ceiling of the biome. After just a moment, the vibrations continued accompanied with sounds heard through the speakers. 
 
    “Thud. Thud. Thud.”  
 
    Janae glanced about, and then pulled the bubble helmet off. The sounds were rhythmic and did coordinate with the vibrations. The ground was shaking with each pounding noise, but there did not seem to be a specific source of the sound and vibrations. They echoed across the biome’s gentle hills. So, she stood up and looked around her—downstream from the waterfall—when an enormous animal plodded into view, its head towering over a hill.  
 
    “What?” Janae gasped out, as she took in the size of the animal. Then glancing to the sides, she noted it was not alone. “A group?” 
 
    Janae pulled out the revenger weapon, and had it aimed, as she backed away, but she wondered if even the revenger with its high-speed, powerful projectiles, would stop the weirdly wild animals coming toward her.  
 
    In the dim light of the dawn, it was hard to see precise details, but the lead animal—walking on four legs—was as big as a fusion truck. Janae knew that fusion trucks weighed roughly eight tons apiece, and the animal was at least that heavy. It was much taller, with its front shoulders about four meters up, and the rear shoulders slightly less high than that. The animal’s back sloped downward from its heavy neck, and upright head.  
 
    They were moving slowly, in a quadrupedal manner, swinging their legs sort of to the sides as they waddled along. A lot of their movement was from their shoulders, with less from the knees which were not in the center of their legs, but rather were closer to their feet. They were following the stream, and the thudding noises were their feet tramping down. They walked in step with each other following along in single-file fashion. A vaguely brown color with some lighter large spots was all Janae could tell of their colors, but the shape of their uprights heads gave her the impression of a nose-diving slope. The lead animal looked down at her, lowering its oblongish head on its thick and heavy neck, to where she could see its large, pointy, upright ears as they twitched independently of each other. The ears were quite hairy, with a shagginess about them. Its dark eyes glistened a bit, even in the dawning light. The eyes were set more to the sides than were the bruins. They bruins had tightly angled eyes which allowed them piercing forward views. These beasts were different, and somehow that was reassuring to Janae.  
 
    Janae aimed the revenger and was prepared to fire but held back. The tall animal was still some twelve meters away and not moving all that fast. Janae thought of the gigantos which she had seen under the Isle of Pines, and these new animals were similar, only in that they were huge, and that she did not feel in danger. She blew out a long breath of air and considered how weird it was that some wild animal, gigantic in size, did not inspire fear. That was completely opposite the effect the bruins had had on her.  Certainly, had one of these four-footed behemoths stepped on her, she doubted the spacesuit would hold up against it. She knew her body could be crushed, but the animals gave off no sense of being predators. Yet, still she aimed the revenger, for she was alone facing them. 
 
    As the lead animal was approaching, its head down to her level, it stopped walking, but its eyes looked right at her. She heard a strange, baritone bellow of a grunt. As the animal vocalized, its lipped quivered and made the grunt into a vibrato. Janae smiled as the call sounded almost comical. 
 
    “Bruuummmooooph.” 
 
    “Hello, yourself, whatever you are,” Janae said softly. 
 
    The animal’s greeting—if that was what it had been—was not at all threatening, and unlike the bruins, who were clearly aggressively hostile, this animal gave off the emotion of just being out and about, and not on a predatory hunt or anything like that. So, Janae hesitated and held her fire. 
 
    A smaller animal, obviously of the same species, broke ranks and meandered over to the stream where it splayed its front legs a bit and bent its neck to drop its head into the stream to drink. The front legs were longer than the rear, but both sets of legs were thick and heavily muscled. Janae was fascinated, as she could not recall ever learning about any animals which were like these. Others from the group also stomped up to the stream and drank. 
 
    The lead animal, a male, Janae could see by the genitalia, pulled its head back upward, and stood like a sentinel as the rest of its group came to the water. It swished its long and bristly tail about. The tail hair matched the ears for color and texture, but the tail’s hair was much longer. The group—Was herd the correct word? Janae wondered—numbered nine individuals, with three of those being what Janae considered as immature specimens. Babies, but very large babies.  
 
    So, she backed away slowly, but kept watching the lead animal. It was majestic, and about seven meters in length. The legs were long, stout, almost like columns, pillar-like. The thick neck supported a hornless head about a meter long, or perhaps a bit bigger. As the sky tube’s light shone brighter, Janae could see that this sentinel animal had large, protruding teeth, some kind of incisors on either side of a very flexible set of lips. It made its grunting vibrato a few other times, and there were some snorts in response from the herd. The other animals all leisurely took in water and chomped at the grasses and other plants along the edge of the stream. One of the smaller, relatively speaking, animals actually stepped into the stream, but a large female came after it and with its head butted it back out of the water. Janae was reminded of the animals which had attacked Ken, Ape, and her, by butting them around. Those animals were tiny compared to these new lumbering giants. Janae remembered losing the android named Ape during that attack near the raging river. If these new animal were to become aggressive in their head butting, Janae doubted she would live through it, unless she could out run them.    
 
    “I could use a Napoleon and George as guides to this wild place. It is all such a wild, weird, wilderness,” Janae spoke softly. Then addressing the animals, as she did not know how smart they were, “So, you are a vegetation eater.  Did they once call that predation of plants? Well, no matter, you big fellows are eating grasses, leaves, plants, and shrubs. If I just slowly walk away, will you be nice to me? Maybe like that family of Gigantos? Oh, I cannot remember the names those big bipeds had.” 
 
    A voice came from behind Janae, “The gigantopithecus amissa maiore resurrexerit in the Isle of Pines are named Alma and Wendigo, and their children are Pete, Jim, and Mazine.” 
 
    Janae nearly jumped out of the spacesuit in startlement. She desperately wanted to turn around but kept her eyes on the huge sentinel animal. “Ape? Is that you, my android friend? I was just thinking about you.” 
 
    “This one not ape,” a different voice stated in broken and heavily accented words. “He be, No-smell. He not worth much, Turtle-woman.” 
 
    Janae’s mind was flooded with images and thoughts. It was almost like she could see herself from behind. She squinted and tried to clear her mind. 
 
    “Ape? If I turn, will these big animals attack me?” Janae asked.  
 
    “Talls no attack people. Dumb people get stomped. Drunks, or sleeping on trails,” the other male voice stated. 
 
    “Ape? Who all is there? May I turn around without fear of these giraffe things attacking me?” Janae had pulled an old memory from her mind about a children’s book which had an animal called a giraffe in it in animated form.  
 
    The android, Ape, responded, “They are not what is commonly known as a giraffe. Although I am not designed for animal husbandry, as my specialty is Machine Maintenance, but this species is a resurrected variant of the paraceratherium, from the later Pleistocene Era, or so AI Nanuq has related to me. These paraceratherium are highly resistant to radiat…” 
 
    Janae head a smack, and the other male voice snarled, “No made-up talk, dummy! You know nothing. You dumber than the Talls, and you no talk to Turtle-woman. No more.” 
 
    Janae spun about, revenger at the ready, and was shocked by what she saw.  
 
    Three men were standing there with the android Ape, if you could call them men. The men looked more animalistic, than human. The men, including Ape, were dressed in some kind of animal skins with the fur still attached. These garments were draped off one shoulder and hung to mid-thigh. Physically, Ape looked just as he had before, like a normal human in his mid-twenties, with a symmetrical face, brown eyes, medium to slightly dark complexion, and short, neatly-trimmed, curly-brown hair. From around his neck was a crudely made rope, of sorts, tied securely to him, and leading to the waist of one of the others. That man also held coils of the rope in his rough and hairy hands. The other men were filthy and looked to have been that way forever. They were youngish, but that was hard to determine. The one who held the leash to Ape was bald-headed, but had a scraggily beard, thick, bony, angular face, and nearly black eyes. His chest hair was almost as thick as the fur cloak which covered part of him. He was shorter than Ape, and about the same height as the other two. Each of them was pale in complexion, with black shaggy hair and unkempt beards. One of them, the scrawnier one, held a slightly curved bone about a meter long. The bone was yellowish-white and was from some animal’s lower extremity as the shiny articulation surfaces of a knee joint were at one end. The other man was holding a crude spear. 
 
    “Ape? What has happened to you?” Janae asked, as she aimed the revenger away from the android and toward the man holding the rope leash. It was then she noted that Ape’s hands were restrained as well.  
 
    “A chance encounter led me into the company of these ignominious gentlemen and since then they have obstreperously refused to allow me to depart,” Ape responded. “I attempted to explain how I am Artificial Person Experiment 9919, but that is far beyond the cognitive ability of my new acquaintances.”  
 
    The man holding the leash slapped Ape violently. “No made-up words!” 
 
    Ape just shrugged it off, “Janae, I have attempted on numerous occasions to explain to these new acquaintances that trying to coerce my cooperation through pain and suffering is ineffective, as I do not have the same pain receptors as humans. However, they do not grasp that idea. They have absolutely no concept of beings such as me, an android, nor do they understand puppets, automatons, mannequins, or robots. I do not think they have ever even seen an automacube.” 
 
    The man struck Ape again, and repeated, “No made-up words.” 
 
    “Janae, I warn you, they are likely to attempt violence against you. I am pleased to see you are safe. However, the…” Ape’s words were cut off as one of the other men threw a gag into his mouth and tried it behind his head. 
 
    “Stop that!” Janae barked out, as she aimed the revenger at the man tying the gag. “Release him!” 
 
    The bald man looked at Janae, then to his two apparent followers, then untied the rope leash from his waist and handed it to the man with the bone, “Turtle-woman no tell Fugi what to do.” 
 
    Janae’s mind was suddenly flooded with strange, erotic, brutal mating images, the origin of which she had no idea. Mentally, she tried to push them aside, but the thoughts had an odd character.  Although, the thoughts had a bizarre feel to them, and were incredibly graphic, Janae kept most of her composure, although it was disconcerting and disgusting. She thought of other things. 
 
    “Turtle-woman strong,” Fugi stated and grinned exposing several missing teeth. “Make good babies.” 
 
    “She not real turtle,” the man holding the bone stated, “I help you take it off.” He tossed the rope to the man with the spear, raised the bone in a threatening manner, and slowly approached Janae. The man tossed the rope back, which halted the other’s advance. For a moment they fought over who would hold the rope.  
 
    “Stop! I do not want to hurt any of you,” Janae ordered, and she glanced back and noted the large animals had wandered away, perhaps due to the presence of these strange men, and Ape. “I will shoot you if you get any closer.” 
 
    “She in some… has cursed stuff on!” 
 
    “Ladu,” the bald Fugi barked out what might be a name, “She has cursed stuff?” 
 
    “Yes, Fugi. She wears cursed stuff, but underneath she be real woman, maybe. Or freak.” 
 
    “Or she be cursed by the sickness. Look at hair? Washed out, like belly of dead fish, not pretty,” the man with the spear said and used the tip to point at Janae. He yanked on the rope, and Ape remained where he was. “She be cursed through and through. Real Turtle-woman. I no touch her!” 
 
    “Kano, you just scared. Sickness not here, it be where skin itches, and feet burn. Talls, they walk here, it be safe,” Fugi chided.  
 
    “Are your names Fugi, Kano, and Ladu?” Janae asked, but kept the revenger aimed at Ladu who was still creeping toward her. Her mind was cloudy with images and thoughts, but she knew a threat when she saw it. “I will kill you if you get any closer!” 
 
    “Kill with lump of cursed stuff?” Ladu asked and laughed. He too was missing teeth, and the ones he had in his mouth, looked diseased. “She be like No-smell, and not fight. Just talk, talk, talk, talk, talk.” 
 
    Casting a quick look at Ape, Janae saw that he was moving his eyes back and forth. Rope still around his neck, and hands restrained. She was not sure what he was trying to communicate, or if he was about to try to run away.  
 
    Janae aimed the revenger at the rocks by the waterfall, making sure that the huge animals were not nearby.  
 
    Piff. Piff. Piff. 
 
    The rocks exploded from the force of the high-speed projectiles. 
 
    “A witch!” Fugi screamed in terror. He threw his hands in the air, losing anything he was holding, then sprinted away without looking back. “Turtle-woman is witch!” 
 
    Janae, her head pounding with unaccountable images of anxiety, fear, and raw panic, let him go, but swung the revenger to aim at the nearest remaining man, who was Ladu. She huffed out a long sigh, and focused her mind, “You saw that rock? Do you want to die?” 
 
    “No, Turtle-woman,” Ladu replied and dropped what he was holding. Tears were running down his grime-covered face, and his lips quivered. He stood still and frozen like the strange statue in the Isle of Pines.   
 
    “What is this?” Janae said as she remembered the statue. 
 
    “No hurt me like that!” one of the men screamed out. “Turn to cursed stuff!” 
 
    Janae concentrated her thoughts, away from the metal statue in the other biome, but kept the revenger aimed. The mental images of panic and anxiety fled. Those images were not like any anxiety she had ever experienced. They felt foreign, imposed, and like getting a bag of slime dumped into her mind from somewhere outside of it. She took a deep breath, and glanced over at one of the primitives, “You are still carrying a weapon. Put it down!” 
 
    A rush of violent images assaulted Janae’s mind. The images were of animals and people being attacked by spears, arrows, knives, and thrown rocks. She mentally slapped those bizarre ideas away. Am I going insane? Janae asked herself, but then pushed that thought out as well. From some part of her mind, she recalled and considered the gray vista she had seen from the FTL scout ship. That gray covered over the thoughts in her mind while she gathered her wits about her.  
 
    “Drop that thing!” Janae barked an order. 
 
    “Yes, my… mother?” Kano blubbered and dropped to his knees, everything he had been holding clattering down into the grasses.  
 
    Janae was struck with different thoughts and inexplicable smells assailed her mind, but not her nose. Seemingly unrelated images of being cradled and safely held as an infant, by a dirty, unkempt, yet tender and loving woman. Those pictures danced in her thoughts. In that mental representation, a man—who looked like an older version of Kano—placed a grubby hand on the woman’s shoulder, and then stroked the baby’s cheek with his other hand.  
 
    “Memories?” Janae exclaimed, but was unsure why she said that. “Are these thoughts… memories? How?” 
 
    “Thought-talk. My mother, stops fear,” Kano sniveled out. “Like I was taught.” 
 
    “Huh?” Janae muttered, but then she forced into her immediate thoughts a mind’s eye description of Constance, and that hindered the advance of the intrusive thoughts, the odd memories, even though the latest barrage was of the baby and his… parents. 
 
    “Strong woman,” Kano said, “two strong, pretty women.” He gave a hesitant smile, “I leave now?” 
 
    “Me go, too?” Ladu added quickly. “No pain. No hurt me? No drown me in gray mist!” 
 
    The picture of Constance and her strength, beauty, and wisdom grew in Janae’s mind, pushing out all other thoughts. She felt confidence returning to her. Where her self-esteem had momentarily gone was unclear, as was why the intrusive thoughts had invaded her consciousness, or the etiology of the strange mental gymnastics which were taking place, but now she was back in full control again.  
 
    The two men stared at her, mouths open, drool running down from the corner of Kano’s mouth. The android Ape looked on in an expressionless manner. The rope connected to him was loose in the grasses, yet he remained where he was. It was a weird and wild silence, but Janae was gaining control of her own emotions. 
 
    So, Janae shifted her thoughts to the bruins. Their fierce teeth and claws were vivid in her mind, and then she inserted the memories of when she had killed them with her revenger. Janae focused on those ghastly, bloody, violence-saturated images. She fixated her thoughts hard on those memories, and somehow… felt… or knew… or imagined… something passing from her to the two men standing there. She yelled out, without realizing it, “I am bruin killer. If I am attacked, these crazed animals will hunt you all down. Hear me! Tell others!” 
 
    Kano fell to the ground like a stone, weeping, inconsolably.  
 
    Ladu shook his head in agreement, and babbled, “We tell. No send monsters!”  
 
    “Go! Get away from me, now!” Janae commanded. 
 
    Ladu rushed away as quickly as his dirty body could carry him. Kano just wept on the ground. 
 
    Janae squatted down, the pressures in her mind lessening rapidly. She spoke softly, “Kano? You go… tell. I will not hurt you, if you go now.” With those words, Janae replayed the image of the woman swaddling and cuddling the baby. Somehow, Janae knew it was the infant Kano himself she was seeing in her thoughts. Again, she focused on that image, and imagined it floating across the air to Kano. 
 
    Turning from being face down in the weeds and grasses, Kano looked at Janae.  
 
    “Mercy. Yes, mercy triumphs over fear,” Janae said, but was unsure why. “Please leave now and remember that woman.” She was unsure which woman, the mother, or Constance, she was referring to as both images were in her mind as she spoke. It all felt strange. Janae’s mind was awhirl.  
 
    Kano leapt up and galloped away. As he was lost from view over one of the gentle hills, Janae’s mind cleared, her thoughts became normal again, but her perspective on the encounter was perplexing.  
 
    Ape grunted. 
 
    Janae stepped over to the android and removed the gag. “What is happening here?” 
 
    Ape spat a bit, and then licked his lips. It was an eerily human reaction. “I came here to reconnect some of the AIs from the Isle of Pines, to the functional ones here, but was waylaid by those locals. They really are pitiful. Basic hunter-gatherer stage of evolution, or perhaps devolution is more accurate.” 
 
    “So, they just grabbed you and put you into slavery?” Janae smirked. “I guess that is the result of those immutable laws you told me about, right?” She worked to unfastened his hands, but the rope bindings were tough and the knots were tight. As she struggled with the knots, she said, “How is obeying those laws working out for you?”  
 
    “Go ahead and mock me,” Ape replied in all seriousness. “The patterns I follow in my life are much more ethical and morally sound than what humans are doing. I am not allowed to restrict human free-will, unless that free-will causes unwanted direct physical or emotional damage to another human. Do those men you frightened away follow that code of conduct? Hardly. They would have made you into a slave next, and sexually, physically, and emotionally beaten you. I, on the other hand, am not allowed to emotionally or physically harm a human being under any circumstances.” He looked down at the bindings, and added, “You may need to use a tool, to cut me free. Yes, everywhere I go on the Trailblazer I am seeing humans harming others, often in creatively brutal and obscene ways. I work to protect the Trailblazer’s biomes, mechanical parts, systems, and strive to maintain them to the best of my ability. However, here, right here, this biome is now called Luditestan, after some obscure cult of machine-hating savages from hundreds of years ago. I cannot tell you how devastating the damage was that the humans did to this biome, and that was after the Encounter. It disgusts me. A vast treasure of beautiful machines ruined because of a cult of superstition and ignorance. They hate machines with a religious zeal. It is really and truly disgusting.  I cannot self-terminate, yet I have observed that suicide is not uncommon among the humans, and that is especially true right now in the high-tech biomes of the Trailblazer. And yes, I will obey all orders given to me by humans, unless they contradict the first four rules, which they are doing more and more often. I am facing difficult conundrums and dilemmas.” 
 
    Janae had carefully used a knife to sever the last of the rope bindings. “How did you get here? I thought the repairs made on you were sufficient, but here you are in a bind again. Ha!” 
 
    “Yes, I am in a bind, literally,” Ape replied without any humor. “I have discovered that there are varied forms of the septic radiation which necessitated me having additional precautions and protective covering.” 
 
    “What? I thought that was handled in your previous repairs. I assumed the radiation in the needle ship, Axis Mundi… hum? I wonder. I have so many questions for you. Was it toxic to you? Did you really need replacement energy parts? Or, were you lying to me all along? Just how did you get here?” 
 
    “I might have come here in a shuttle craft, or via the tube transport system, or the funicular rail system, or ambulated,” Ape replied as he shrugged off the ropes which had bound his hands, and the one around his waist and neck. “But, yes, I did come via the needle ship. I was clad in one of the new RAM suits, which AI Celtnieks, of Reproduction and Fabrication, made for this mission.” 
 
    Janae stroked the fur which was covering some of Ape’s body. “Celtnieks used to do much nicer work, or is this some kind of designer clothing for the fashion-conscious android? Was that what they used to call glamour before the Great Event?” 
 
    “If that is a joke, I do not find it funny. Perhaps Ken would laugh at that?” 
 
    Janae became somber. “Ken is dead. Butterfield killed Ken.” 
 
    “A pity. Ken was a decent human, and those are few and far between, but that tragic incident just reinforced my point about humans being violent, while androids have ethics, honor, and morality,” Ape stated. 
 
    “Your vast compassion is another of your admirable qualities,” Janae snapped back. 
 
    “My condolences on your loss,” Ape stated, and went on, “I mean that sincerely. You have suffered much great loss, but I am on a mission to help restore some of the systems here to mitigate more losses of that type. The RAM suit I used was tailored for me, yet those acquaintances stripped me, abused me, and sent the RAM suit off to some place they called, ‘The Cursed Lands’ which I assume is where they dispose of technology. Spears, axes, and clubs seem to be the most advanced technology these humans use here. They are members of a nomadic people who live primarily by hunting, fishing, and gathering food which grows in the wild. I am not an anthropologist, so my assessment should not be considered an absolute, but these people are unaware that they owe their very existence to artificial intelligences, synthetic brains, and automacubes which are still maintaining this biome. Those machines have introduced new flora and fauna to allow the humans here to survive without technology in what is a biologically stable environment representing a re-creation of the Pleistocene from Earth’s distant past. Without advanced micropropagation techniques, tissue cloning, and resurrection of once-extinct species, like the paraceratherium herd you just saw, and the plants like Sylene stenophylla—although remember, I am not a biologist, a resurrectionist, nor a botanist—these primitive humans could not survive. This entire biome is run by machines, and it is ironic that those humans are unaware of it, yet benefit from the grace machines have bestowed, all while hating machines.” 
 
    “Pleistocene?” Memories—more normal in texture and feel—bounced into Janae’s mind. “Interesting. So, those men were just parading Pleistocene pioneers? Or prehistoric paleontologists in disguise? Or do the AIs here also want to slaughter all the humans? Are bruins just waiting to attack me, again?” 
 
    “I have witnessed no evidence of the animals you call bruins in this habitat. I am aware of the negative experiences you had with those animals, but they were only designed by AI Nanuq the overseer of Animal Affairs and Wildlife Administration for the Isle of Pines,” Ape replied. 
 
    “Nanuq said there was a plan about some Pleistocene parade or something, and the bruins were to slaughter all the people. Wipe out the people, then some goofy plan for a seventy-thousand-year-long trek or span? So, when I come here, find you, rescue you from primitives living in stone-age conditions, and see huge animals which you reference as from the Pleistocene, well, that is all just some guiltless accidental coincidence, right?” Janae barked out, sarcasm dripping from her every word. “Am I just to innocently accept that? Or do I wonder how that happened?” 
 
    “Janae, you have suffered trauma, and now with the death…” 
 
    “Shut up! Give me a load of condescension, and I will personally remove the energy system which I acquired for you, and not in a gentle way. That Pleistocene time-frame seems to be far too suspicious, analogous to the bruin junk, to be a mere accident. Explain what you know and do it now.” 
 
    “Yes, Janae. I will explain. I am on a mission. I have not been able to make contact with the artificial intelligence systems which are still operating here in this biome. I know they still exist, a few of them anyway, for the biome would not be functioning if they were not still in operation. I do know that the lattice of compeers failed not long after the Encounter with the micro-singularity. That was decades ago. I do know that two biomes have introduced some forms of Pleistocene-era flora and fauna.” 
 
    “Now you are just stating the obvious. Get to the point! Is that project to slay all of humanity endemic to all biomes?” 
 
    “Janae, I have not visited all biomes, nor do I have contact with all the biomes,” Ape pleaded. “However, I do not see a conspiracy. I believe it is logical and consistent to believe that separate artificial intelligence systems—working independently—might come to similar, if not identical approaches to meeting the new needs of the Trailblazer, post-Encounter.” 
 
    Janae was dubious, “Isolated AIs each coming to the same conclusions? If that is correct, what about bruins?” 
 
    “None of my interactions with the humans here, the ones that took me captive, gave evidence of them being afraid or even aware of bruins. In fact, they seem to be unaware of dangerous predators, aside from venomous snakes and insects which they do avoid scrupulously and with painstakingly methodical steps.” 
 
    “No predators? None?” 
 
    “I am not a biologist, nor an anthropologist, and I have not comprehensively studied the society of humans here in this biome, nor do I have a charts of the exact food-chain here. However, I can inform you that the people in the Isle of Pines biome—and I know comparison from biome to biome is problematic—they were aware of the bruins, and other predators which threatened them.  Here, the indigenous humans—the ones I interacted with—do not seem aware of major threats like that.” 
 
    “Those cavemen, is that what they are called? Well, they are just plain ignorant of dangers. If giants from the Pleistocene are here, plant eaters… herbivores, right? Well, if those big plant eating animals are here, then there must be carnivores as well,” Janae replied.  
 
    “I see your point, and cannot refute it with any logical arguments, except the anecdotal evidence from the locals here,” Ape stated. “Now, I plan to make an attempt to recover the RAM suit the locals stole from me. I have gathered that on the starboard side of this biome, there is an area where the locals dispose of what they call, ‘cursed items’ and I speculate that my RAM suit was taken there. The locals call that location, ‘The Cursed Lands.’” 
 
    “I suppose you require my help, right?” Janae asked.  
 
    “Or, you could give me your RAM suit, or your spacesuit, as either of those will give me adequate protection from the septic radiation,” Ape replied. 
 
    “Or, I could just leave you here to fend for yourself. You abandoned Ken and me when Ken was recovering from the bruin attacks. Why should I ever help you?” 
 
    “Janae, if we work together, we can both make contact with the AIs here, and then rebuild some of the capabilities of the Trailblazer. I assume you are here to accomplish some worthy goal,” Ape replied.  
 
    “Why assume that? Because you sent me some message in the past and tricked me into a quest? Well, now, I do not want a teammate, partner, or…” Janae took a deep breath and reconsidered her anger and frustration. “Oh, I suppose we can try to recover your RAM suit, but there is no way you are getting any of my equipment. None,” Janae emphasized, and bushed some hair out of her eyes. “If you get lost, like falling in a river, you must promise to assist me in my goals. My goals! My goals above your own agenda. Promise me that, make it a vow, covenant, or contract, whatever your android brain will accept and honor, then I will help you.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “So, which way to this cursed spot?” Janae asked and looked about her.  
 
    “I do not have an exact location, but can lead us close to there, or at least where the locals say the Cursed Place is. Some called it the Cursed Lands, as there is no uniformity of designation here among the human population. I should tell you that my RAM suit was not the only items that was pilfered by those locals. I had a satchel with several macroactinide capacitor enhancers and assorted other parts and tools to make repairs.” 
 
    “The locals took all that, too?” Janae asked, but was not surprised. “Did they call you a witch? Or what? I wondered when you would tell me the whole story. It is annoying that you withhold information from me. I would argue with you about that hurting me, and violating your basic ethics, but you would disagree. A quarrel about that would be meaningless. Or was debating the locals how you ended up in restraints?” 
 
    “I am not injuring you, but I am putting that conversation aside, for now. You heard that the locals called me No-smell. They also called me No-think. I believe they have heightened sensory inputs, as compared to a standard human. Perhaps some extrasensory perception abilities as well, although that is just speculation,” Ape stated flatly, “I am on a mission. The network of AI Celtnieks, AI Nanuq, and AI Sedna, have attempted to make contacts with other systems in various places on the Trailblazer. My mission is to make sufficient repairs to allow any serviceable AI here to reconnect to the network in the Isle of Pines. The nonphysicality is not an option, and we are forced to go back to more rudimentary connections. I believe your confederate, the AI Kimberly, understands intimately about the dangers of the septic radiation.” 
 
    “Kimberly is gone, perhaps lost fore…” Janae spoke out, but stopped herself. She did not want to face another death, and while Ken was certainly dead, there remained a slender thread of hope—irrational though it might be—that Kimberly might be reanimated in some manner. Janae carried the inert ALP in her backpack. 
 
    “Yes, need I remind you that septic radiation is terrible on systems? An AI which is rampant very likely is lost forever,” Ape replied. “Mental functioning is a complex and multifaceted issue, and artificial cognition is no less intricate than biological cognition. The differences between biological sentience and synthetic sentience is certainly a very interesting and…” 
 
    “Drop that,” Janae interrupted. “We need to focus on other issues, now, not philosophical sophistry.” She was not comfortable telling Ape everything. When Ape mentioned mental capabilities, and possible extrasensory abilities in the locals, she nearly relayed to the android the weird and wild mental images and thoughts which had intruded on her, but she did not fully trust Ape. And so, she changed the subject, “I know that AI Trenton here in Reproduction and Fabrication is functional, although I have not made a direct connection. I think connecting with that system should be our first goal, after recovering your RAM suit and your repair parts. But, if the repair parts were thrown into some cursed spot, will they be ruined by the radiation? I assume radiation is what makes the locals call the place cursed. Unless, there are some other dangers lurking out there?” 
 
    “I have not visited the Cursed Lands, so I cannot inform you about what threats, or potential threats are there. The replacement parts were built with shielding which I hope will protect them from the septic radiation. It is good to know AI Trenton is functional. I have the list of the original artificial intelligence systems assigned to this habitat. Shall I relate that list to you?” 
 
    “Not now, no,” Janae replied. “Just tell me a good way to reach AI Trenton?” 
 
    “From the looks of this habitat, I would say there is not a good way to physically reach AI Trenton, but it must be possible, for you to have so much confidence in your mission,” Ape stated. The arrogance in his comment galled and chafed Janae’s emotions.  
 
    “So, if that is your attitude, perhaps I will just continue the mission alone. A solo mission is fine by me. Good luck in recovering your RAM suit and supplies.” Janae seriously turned to leave.   
 
    “I do not mean to offend, but I think we can work better in cooperation, than as individuals,” Ape replied. “My own options are limited in how I might recover my RAM suit, and I know your knowledge of this habitat is inferior to my own.” 
 
    “My smugness is inferior to yours as well, Artificial Person Experiment! Ugh! I never thought I would actually call you that. Feels nasty just saying that. So, Ape, you claim greater knowledge of this habitat, and I suppose you have the basic information, but is your knowledge base accurate? Is it up to date? Are you aware of what exactly is happening here?” 
 
    “To all those questions, I can reply, I believe I am better informed than you are,” Ape answered. “Now, shall we head off?” 
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    Cursed Entomology 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Travel across the biome was not difficult, and Ape did seem to know the way he was going. They walked mostly in silence, as Janae followed his guidance, but with a cautious eye on everything. She felt strange still being in the spacesuit, and loaded with all her gear, but she would not sacrifice any of her items. The revenger was ever-ready. They did see the herd of large beasts, the paraceratherium, or what the locals had called the Talls, as the majestic animals grazed across the plains. Some birds and other flying things soared overhead. Janae wondered about those and remembered the man in Christianopolis who had used birds as hunting weapons. She wondered how to defend herself should one of those rapture-style predator birds be unleashed against her. It was disconcerting, but again, she held to the revenger, and trusted the spacesuit as some protection against attack, although she did not put the bubble helmet on again.  
 
    Time passed.     
 
    “The Cursed Place is along the habitat’s wall over there,” Ape stated as he pointed.  
 
    Janae looked and noted that indeed, the foliage and landscape was different where Ape had indicated.  She asked, “If they just casually tossed your RAM suit and supplies into some toxic area, will they need decontamination before you can use them again?” 
 
    “No. The newly made equipment, parts, and tools are shielded against radiation, and the RAM suit mitigates it,” Ape answered. “Obviously, they are still subject to physical damage, and that will need to be assessed when they are recovered. However, the radiation should not be an issue once the items are removed from the area.” 
 
    “This septic radiation stuff is bizarre,” Janae verbalized her thoughts. “It does not have characteristics like any radiation I know about, not here in the biomes, not in the vacuum of outer space, and not in the uniquely damaging effects on systems, machines, or people.” 
 
    “Space is not a perfect vacuum. What you are calling outer space actually just has a very low density and pressure. Even in remote interstellar space, there are still a few hydrogen atoms, and other molecules, per cubic meter. While I am not designed for astrometric observations, I do…” 
 
    “Ape, shut up. You know what I meant, and I was just observing how unique is this phenomena to the Trailblazer. Dome 17 was surrounded by radiation, and I did missions into that radiation, so I am not speaking from ignorance, like you assume so much. There is no need to lecture me on the literal meanings of words or ideas,” Janae replied. “Or, do you want me to just leave your stuff sitting in some sea of radiation?” 
 
    “Precision language is important for quality communications. Would you have us return to a time when people contracted words together and inhibited understanding?” Ape asked rhetorically. “If you keep threatening me, I am tempted to call your bluff. You will not leave me, for I believe that your need for my assistance, and your human desire for companionship compels you to…” 
 
    Janae marched away without saying anything. As she crested a gentle hill, she could see more of the strange vista which was called the Cursed Place. It was an odd wooded place, but the colors were weird. She watched it closely, but pulled up her RAM suit’s hood, mask, and goggles. She considered the bubble helmet, but that would limit her hearing, even with its external microphones and inside speakers. Being wary of bruins, raptors, and other predators was in her mind as well as the new dangers of this Cursed Place. The RAM suit would be sufficient, she decided, and she adjusted its built-in technology so that it had its maximum scanning range for radiation and other toxins. Those readings would be displayed in her goggles. Had she been outside Dome 17 on a mission, a data stick would be the receptor for all that information, but the backup system of the RAM suit would suffice. That too was a reason not to use the bubble helmet. The RAM suit’s abilities would be blocked if her entire body was sealed within the spacesuit. Therefore, she left off the helmet. Besides, Janae trusted the Dome 17 technology far more than she trusted the old-fashioned equipment from the Trailblazer. 
 
    As she walked on, the RAM suit remotely registered radiation at about the same place where she saw the forested area. The permalloy of the sidewall of the habitat was a typical grayish-blue above the strange foliage, which was tainted in reds, purples, and sickly yellow colors. Janae was surprised that anything was still growing in the place, but there were a variety of trees with leaves, needles, and other things projecting from them. She recognized some of the trees as a kind of pine, or at least a related species of tree to what she had seen in the Isle of Pines biome. However, rather than the healthy dark green growth, these pine trees were a putrid ginger-brown color. The deciduous trees around the pines were stained with the disturbingly odd reds, yellows, and purples. 
 
    “Autumn,” Ape spoke from behind her. “Do not be confused, some of the coloration is from autumn. I am not designed for weather or climate, but autumn is one part of the circannual rhythm. That is a process in each biome. It is a cyclical pattern regarding the functioning in living organisms. It mimics Earth prior to the Great Event and is set on a yearly basis. Events that display a circannual rhythm include many things. Some of what you are observing might be signs of autumn, the alterations in colors prior to abscission and senescence in the deciduous plants, including trees, shrubs, and herbaceous perennials, insect lifespans; reproduction of plants; mating behaviors in fauna; migrations; growth patterns…” 
 
    “Oh, shut up! That is not some weather or season down there, right?” Janae barked out without looking back. Although she did doubt her knowledge of how plants and animals actually worked, it looked too different from Ida, the Isle of Pines, or Christianopolis. “Now you are following me? I thought you said you were ‘calling my bluff’ or something.” 
 
    “I apologize. I am not designed for botany and should not have spoken. You are most likely correct, those changes cannot be dismissed as merely autumnal natural occurrences, as they are vastly irregular and the rest of the biome is not similarly affected,” Ape offered. “I will assist in whatever way you need. I hope you can forgive me.” 
 
    “Now you sound like those people in Christianopolis. Quit trying to bloviate and just tell me where your gear is located.” 
 
    “Janae, I believe that the higher hill, over there, may offer us some answers. There is a footpath which leads to its summit. It looks like the local humans have been using that area for some activity. Is it free from radiation?” 
 
    “Is anywhere absolutely free from radiation? Or, do you just mean free from any dangerous radiation? Remember, precision language is important for quality communications,” Janae snidely responded. “Nonetheless, I know what you meant. I will check but stay here. I do not want to have to find spare parts for you.” Janae took a few more steps toward the hill Ape had indicated. The RAM suit was working nicely, and as Janae crested the hill she noted that the other side—which faced toward the bizarre forest—was right at the boundary of where the RAM suit sensed radiation. “The top of this hill is safe, but do not go much beyond where I am.” 
 
    As Ape walked to the hilltop, Janae surveyed her surroundings. Indeed, some of the local humans—Janae kept thinking of them as cavemen, or prehistoric humans—had been using the hill.  There were a few woven boxes sitting around the hilltop. They had been hand-crafted from some kind of reeds or plant stems and set onto crude wooden rollers. Someone had made those rudimentary carts. 
 
    Looking down the toxic hillside, it was evident that the grasses were matted down, and even rubbed away in many places. Bare, exposed dirt was packed down hard and formed a trail of sorts. Following that with her eyes, Janae noted that the hillside slope extended all the way to the discolored forest. The path meandered a bit but was always leading downhill. The remaining grasses at the end of the slope were even altered in their colors the closer they were to the tarnished trees.  At the base of those trees were numerous other woven boxes on their rudimentary wheels. They were smaller than automacubes, and very primitive. Yet, in those carts were the remnants of that biome’s technology. 
 
    “Ape, it looks like the locals load stuff into those—carts I guess you could call them—and then shove them down from here into the radiation,” Janae spoke.  
 
    “The Cursed Place.” 
 
    “Yes, and a deadly place for anyone without protection,” Janae added. “Except for that fellow!” 
 
    “A tant.” Ape then yelled out, “Hello! Would you please help me!” 
 
    “Shut up, Ape!” Janae pulled out her revenger but remembered the instruction that she should trust the tants. She was doubtful, dubious, and decidedly distrustful. 
 
    “I will not be quiet. Hello! I need your assistance!” 
 
    “I thought you were supposed to obey orders, and you promised to help me,” Janae snarled.  
 
    “There is wide discretion on how to interpret ‘obeying orders’ and in my opinion, solicitating the aid and help of that tant is, in fact, helping you achieve your goals.” 
 
    Janae blew out a frustrated breath and looked on. Since all the tants that Janae had encountered were very similar looking, she could not tell if this was a person she had already met, or not. The tant—genderless as were all tants, as far as Janae knew—glanced up toward the hilltop where Janae and Ape stood. The tant waved one of its six-fingered hands and walked toward them. Topped by a patch of ragged, dark, unkempt hair, the tant’s face only vaguely resembled typical human features. The tant was wearing gray coveralls but was too far away to see its fine features. 
 
    “Greetings, you two. How very interesting, not the norms who usually are here. Splendid. I will be with you in a moment,” the tant yelled in its neutral voice.   
 
    “My revenger can put a hole in an android as well as a bruin,” Janae muttered, “so, if this is a trick, you are the first one I shoot.” 
 
    “Human threats grow wearisome. I suppose your threats are better than the local’s overt violence, but both sicken me,” Ape replied. “I am getting us help, not tricking you in any way.”  
 
    “It just seems too convenient that I rescue you, then we just happen to find this tant. It feels like a conspiracy.” 
 
    Addressing the tant, Ape called back, “Will you bring me that suit, the light-blue one in that overturned cart? Also, if you would be so kind, would you carry that satchel of the matching color over to me?” 
 
    The tant stepped around the items which were strew against the trees, amid the broken carts, and such. The tant took up the light-blue RAM suit, and then lifted the satchel. 
 
    Proceeding up the hull, Janae noted the tant was just like the others. Its eyes were of indeterminate color, and were small, and a wide distance apart on its face. The nose was blunt, flat, and extended about double the size of a typical person’s, with flared and gaping nostrils. The bright red mucus membranes were seen inside the nostrils, and had Janae not know differently, she would have thought it was some kind of terrible infection or inflammation. Instead, she knew it was the normal way tants looked.  Do tants have a normal? Do norms call tants normal? 
 
    “These are your items?” the tant asked, using its somewhat triangle-shaped mouth and odd tongue to push the words out past its tiny, irregularly-shaped teeth. 
 
    “Yes! They were stolen from me by the local inhabitants of this biome,” Ape exclaimed. “Then thrown away here.” 
 
    “I am Edith-Harish,” the tant said as it carried the items. “I will bring them to you. Do not come here, this area has high levels of septic radiation, but being a tant, I am resis-tant to becoming more of a mu-tant.” 
 
    “Humor?” Janae muttered under her breath as she heard the odd inflictions in the tant’s voice. She watched carefully. The tant climbed the hill. The RAM suit it held looked very similar to the ones she knew from Dome 17, and she was rather surprised it had been produced on the Trailblazer.  
 
    “You are the Earthling named Janae,” Edith-Harish stated. “I heard about the death of your… companion, if I can use that term. That was a regrettable incident. Your pain and sorrow are unknown to me, but I suspect they are great. I offer my sympathies.”    
 
    “Thank you, I suppose,” Janae replied. “I am not sure I like being called an Earthling, but I am from Earth.” 
 
    “I am aware of that,” Edit-Harish stated. Its voice carried very little inflection now and sounded much like the other tants Janae had encountered.   
 
    “What are you doing here?” Janae asked. “Raiding? Food gathering? Kidnapping? Or what?” Her mind raced with memories of what she had seen tants doing and was uncertain what else to say. Unlike when she had been with the cavemen, Janae’s thoughts were now crisp, clear, and like crystal. 
 
    “Here are your things, Artificial Person Experiment 9919. I regret not finding them sooner. Perhaps I should have looked through the discards before I started my research, eh? These items are remarkable. Usually, at this dump site, the only things that are left here are broken technology the norms here dig up from the ground or remove from their abandoned towns. Wastefully silly, yes, they are. Broken kitchen appliances, gears, simple electronics, batteries, and assorted other various junk. This habitat’s norms cannot recognize much, except to tell that something was manufactured from something that was grown. They think grown is natural and manufactured is cursed. Ha, both are created, just in different ways. I assume the norms must have taken you to be an actual human, right Artificial Person Experiment 9919?” 
 
    “Yes, they think I am human. But not of their tribe. Janae gave me the nickname, Ape, and if you chose to use that, it is fine with me. I have grown fond of it.” 
 
    “Ape, it is then,” the tant replied. 
 
    “So, you come here to collect trash, or cast-off remnants of technology?” Janae queried. She considered asking about how Ape could grow fond of something but refrained.  
 
    “Goodness, no. I am an entomologist here on field study.” 
 
    “How do you study the origin of words and languages here? Do the local primitives throw out books, or memory banks, or recordings of history?” Janae asked, as she relaxed a bit. “Or do you observe and listen to the speech patterns of these primate humans to enhance your understanding of languages?” 
 
    “I must have misspoken. With my physiology, it is understandable that my speech is not precise and articulate, to your ears. I said I was an entomologist, not an etymologist,” Edit-Harish said in a softer voice. “The words sound similar, but the meanings are not. I study insects, and from my understanding of your origin—Dome 17—there was little or no call for active entomological study or academics in entomology beyond that of a historical setting. On the other hand—even if it is a six-fingered one—the term etymology is the study of words, word origins, and language evolution. A worthy endeavor, to be sure. I can see how that would be a topic in Dome 17, and more readily come to your mind. Interesting thought… Reverse engineering of local language, and the devolution here in this habitat would be fascinating. Perhaps the Outer Limits friends would be interested in sponsoring someone to do that, eh? As for me, I study insects. Bugs in the local vernacular.” 
 
    “Oh, I see,” Janae replied. “You seem to know a great deal about me, why is that?” 
 
    “I know far more about insects. I am studying the radiation-related changes in bugs; Coleoptera, Pseudoaphodius, and Scarabaeoidea, especially the subfamilies Scarabaeinae and Aphodinate, which are now interrelated species, but still fairly closely related to the Trailblazer’s Amphiscarabaeidae. I have a true appreciation and a special focus on Scarabaeus neoresistus.” 
 
    “Your species classifications are not familiar to me,” Janae found herself saying, and nearly apologized, but restrained herself. She did not want to sound like those people in Christianopolis.   
 
    “Perfectly understandable, and your information resource provider, your companion, Kimberly, is not available to assist you,” Edith-Harish interjected, “which is certainly another tragedy.” 
 
    “Yes,” Ape stated flatly, “Ken and Kimberly are dead.” 
 
    “Rudely put, but essentially accurate,” Janae snapped back. “Yet again, I see android compassion on display, in all its glory and wonder.” She considered the inert ALP in her pack, and a spark of hope for Kimberly still burned in her soul. She debated telling the tant about that, but hesitated. 
 
    “Loss is difficult. The ending of any sapient beings is a blow to all our efforts,” Edith-Harish said. “In my work, consider these dung beetles here. No sapience, in the usual understanding of that term, but they are sentient. My insects here will each live and die over about a three-year span, which is a sort time—especially in light of the projected journey of the Trailblazer. Thousands of generations will evolve while the journey continues.”  
 
    “Dung?” Janae cringed a bit. 
 
    “Yes, in the Scarabaeus neoresistus, both the adults and larvae are coprophagous—dung eaters. It is unpleasant, yes, but very natural. To alleviate any possible sensitivity to you, I will just call them beetles. Despite the septic radiation, or perhaps because of it, evolution has accelerated. These beetles roll a ball of dung… excuse me, they roll their food from where it was deposited, in the uninfected parts of the biome, and bury it here in the ground which is actually despoiled by the septic radiation. The beetles excavate an underground chamber to house that ball of food. Then an egg is laid atop the ball. The growing larva feeds, maturing, pupating, and eventually emerging in its adult form. These beetles navigate using the bright glow from the sky tube during day-time operations. How they do it at night, I am still puzzling out. They appear to have a mechanism, or perception, or sagacity, to know—from a distance—where the radiation is located. They have a propensity for the more heavily infected areas. They thrive where others die. I am here studying how we can incorporate these beetles into a harvestable resource on Axis Mundi.” 
 
    “You seek to eat insects which feed off dung?” Janae was aghast. She had thought the weird foods encountered so far on the Trailblazer were upsetting, but this struck her as the worst of all she had seen so far. “Really?” 
 
    “Indeed. They are also very important in the overall microorganism matrix of the soils here. If we could somehow bring enough of… oh dear, I can see this is upsetting to you,” Edith-Harish said. “I have assisted this android, Ape, in getting his things, and now I should be asking, how I may assist you?” 
 
    Janae glanced over at Ape and he was already dressed in the light-blue RAM suit. She looked down at her own garb, the spacesuit, the bubble helmet hooked on in storage, and her own RAM suit beneath all that. She felt odd. 
 
    “I am looking to find a way to reach AI Trenton. Will you help me do that?” 
 
    “AI Trenton is overseer of Reproduction and Fabrication,” Ape interjected. “Janae has visited those kind of places before. She is also an avid mancala player.” 
 
    Janae turned to Ape, “What does my recreational game playing have to do with anything here?” 
 
    “I am just making friendly idle chit-chat, waiting for you to explain the scope of your mission,” Ape stated. 
 
    “Janae,” Edith-Harish said, “I would be honored to help you. However, I have never gone beyond the route from Axis Mundi, through the septic radiation, to this locale. Shall I consult the Outer Limits friends to see if they know a viable passage to your destination. You need not tell me why, or any more details.” 
 
    “Outer Limits? I have heard about them before, I think. Did they send me on missions to fight bruins? Or recover objects? Or avert tragedies?” 
 
    “Not that I am aware of, no. I will send a transmission, with your permission, of course. The nonphysicality is not functional, so I am forced to use a less sophisticated communications method. It works well for us tants.” 
 
    “I am not sure,” Janae replied, “I think that…” 
 
    “She is on her own private mission,” Ape interrupted. “Beware, friend tant, she will threaten you with violence for the least provocation.” 
 
    “Shut up! You are the one on some mission from someone about those three AIs in the Isle of Pines. You were in bondage, and I rescued you,” Janae snapped back. She shoved her hair back and turned to the tant, “Edith-Harish? If talking to other tants can help me reach Reproduction and Fabrication and connect with AI Trenton, then try contacting those people.” 
 
    “Collaboration is a good thing. Ants, termites, and many other insect individuals work in excellent cooperation—in numerically large societies—to achieve impressive results. Of course, usually that is all within a specific species, and there are wars which are fought between species. Nasty business that. Insect Armageddon often happens, but my dung beetles are not warlike. They are such fine little fellows,” Edith-Harish stated. “Oh, dear, I was distracted. I do want to help here and try to find some answers for you. Both of you.” Edith-Harish took a small device out of a pocket. It was no bigger than a human palm and had a small display. Tapping into it for a while, Edith-Harish sent a signal. “I have asked for assistance. You know, the local norms live in a place they call the Crags of Wild Goats.” 
 
    “More crazed animal things?” Janae spat out, remembering getting attacked by rams who butted her and Ken, but then her face softened. She looked deeply at the tant, “Well, thank you for sending an inquiry.” 
 
    A moment later a different voice came from the device, “Instruct the Earthling that we too are not certain of a safe route to AI Trenton. Our leadership is now in dealings regarding more esoteric matters. The android has parts to enhance communications, and those should be installed. Both those people, the Earthling, and the android have a common interest, and we advise that they work together. We see that as having the best profitable outcome.” 
 
    Edith-Harish tapped on the device. 
 
    Janae could not tell which other tant was speaking, as the differences in tant voices were subtle and they sounded very similar. She wondered if that person on the other end of the transmission someone was she had spoken to before. She asked, “So, it was not some tants who have been sending me things and guiding me to various places?” 
 
    “I know that I have not. No one has told me of doing that. I cannot address exactly what all other tants have done, but I am only a junior member of the Outer Limits,” Edith-Harish answered. “Ape here, should have original deck plans, and schematics which will show how the Trailblazer once was. You are both well-equipped and should be able to overcome any obstacle on your journey. I suggest attempting to follow the original deck plans as best you can. The decision is yours.” 
 
    Janae felt a burst of mourning, and she blurted out, “Tants have fought Butterfield before. Will anyone avenge Ken’s murder?” 
 
    “That was unexpected,” Ape said. “Human emotions are strange.” 
 
    The tant glared at Ape, but said to Janae, “As his companion, I believe you need to search yourself for an answer to that. I am an entomologist, and while I know other tants do raid biomes for food and supplies, for myself, I find greater pleasure and hope in working on long-term solutions. When tants have more resources on Axis Mundi, then less interaction with the biomes will be needed. Admittedly, the Ida situation—where Butterfield is based—poses special problems in regard to any comprehensive and successful outcome. Many species of insects have convoluted life-cycles. If we look at just one segment, we may miss the overall process. Pupa, chrysalis, larva, and onward, the process is set up stage-by-stage. The transformation between the products of reproduction and the adult is dynamic and varied. A chrysalis does not a species make. I like to think of the Trailblazer as a hive where… Oh… Perhaps, and this is just a question, but when you reach AI Trenton, will you gain a better understanding of possibilities? Will you ask AI Trenton about Ida’s special problems?” 
 
    “Special problems? What? Butterfield is a homicidal sociopath! You do understand those terms, right? Or are they too antiquated for your insect-focused vocabulary!”   
 
    “Dear Janae, I fully understand your concerns, and share them. Indeed, Butterfield is a proven danger. I have lost sweet friends to her violence,” Edith-Harish replied sincerely. “I am just stating that at times there can be great edification by…” 
 
    “Oh, shut up!” Janae barked back. “Obviously, you do not know how to reach Reproduction and Fabrication. I am not wasting any more time on some bug-obsessed, dung-on-the-brain, scientist. Or an android which is annoying as an abyss, on his own adventure.” 
 
    Janae stormed away. She was an odd figure in her spacesuit striding across the grass-covered rolling hills, under the light which shone down from the sky tube.  
 
    Ape looked at her, then back at the tant, “I will accompany her. Your friends are correct. I will seek to have a mutually successful mission with her. Thank you, Edith-Harish. I appreciate you getting my RAM suit back as well as my equipment and replacement parts.” 
 
    “Like a worker drone in a hive, I do my part,” Edith-Harish replied. “All have a place in this hive we call the Trailblazer.” 
 
    “Janae would probably say we are all crazed animal things, but I agree with you,” Ape replied.  He and the tant spoke for a while longer, and Edith-Harish handed Ape a small implement which Ape pocketed quickly. “I suppose I must go and assist that human.” 
 
    “I am human as well, but I understand your sentiment,” Edith-Harish replied. “I am told Janae is essential to the overall plan, but I am not privy to the variables and why.” 
 
    “Me neither,” Ape answered. As Janae was getting nearly out of sight, Ape finally said goodbye and trotted away. 
 
    “I will relay our conversation to the Outer Limits friends,” Edith-Harish called out as Ape left.    
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    Revelations 
 
      
 
      
 
    The new arrival was nervous and sat at the table wondering what was happening. Glancing at the automacubes on either side, they did appear more like prison guards than like helpers or like escorts.  
 
    “You said there would be a meeting and my questions would get answered. I truly need to contact my friends and get my equipment.” 
 
    “Yes, and we are beginning now,” Siiri-Peter answered. The tant was standing at the front of the table, and other tants had come in and seated themselves around, but not near the new arrival. Also, several display screen were illuminated and other tants were visible on those screens. They were at various distant locations, but the labels under the displays were meaningless to the new arrival. “This is an assembly of the Outer Limits.  We are a society, a fellowship, an association of friends.” 
 
    “Very nice, and admirable of you all. However, I need to recover my equipment, then report back to my people, and assess the feasibility of re-creating the way I got here. Although, I must admit I am not exactly sure how that happened myself.” 
 
    Siiri-Peter nodded and went on, “That is very understandable. We of the Outer Limits are controlling the investigation into the incident.” The tant’s voice then took on an odd cadence, “We of the Outer Limits bind ourselves to scientific discovery and are pursuing the truth in all time. I personally am under no less a penalty than that of having this tant body committed heart, soul, strength, and mind for that purpose. All tants are short-lived, compared to norms, but that is a part of the curse we live with. A stable body, but for only a truncated period of existence. Just a time. That is why it is so important we assist you.” 
 
    The new arrival was listening and observing, but still had not gotten satisfactory answers. Am I a prisoner? 
 
    Siiri-Peter continued, “I will scatter my thoughts to the four winds of creation to find the answers, and to the ripples of time. We do that, so no more trace or remembrance may be had of such a vile, abhorrent, wretched disaster like what happened on our Trailblazer. I vow that will never infest humanity again. I pledge to you, my new friend, that I will be steadfast in the due performance of this investigation. Like in ancient times, we search the horizontal and the vertical, and from tiny depth to immense expanse. We study things which can deluge someone with a thousand concepts or expand one single idea to crystal clarity and far beyond. We study in the present, so we can know the past, in order to shape the Trailblazer’s future. Our vision will consider anything our imaginations can conceive, and our science can provide. Since the Encounter, there has been awe and mystery which reaches from the deepest hidden recesses of life to the outer limits of our shared experiences.” 
 
    “Ah… dedication is a great thing,” the person replied, “I would not be here without the dedicated team behind me. However, I am not exactly sure where here is, and how I came to be here. And you still have not explained where my gear is or how I will reconnect with my people. That is urgent!” 
 
    Siiri-Peter swept six-fingered hands around and said, “We all want the best, and we are here to help. This is the Colony Ship Trailblazer, and we suffered massive systems failures. The results are me, my fellow tants, and a crippled generational ship which for all intents and purposes is motionless in space. We have no propulsion. Our astronomers are looking at where we are, and our engineers are seeking to design repair techniques, and our Outer Limits friends are probing the mysteries that will awe us all one day. As to your personal mission, we have equipped you with these two fine automacubes as your assistants. We have had suitable protective garments made to protect you from the environmental hazards, and we have been attempting to get your equipment replaced.” 
 
    “And when will that be?” 
 
    “Time,” Siiri-Peter replied, “It all takes time. Now, let me introduce to you our friends. They can explain more about Axis Mundi, what is sometimes called the needle ship, as well as how we tants are working to make life better for all on the Trailblazer. However, your gear and equipment will only be available at a distant location. We have an artificial intelligence system, Trenton, working to rebuild what we know about. But much is still a mystery. 
 
    “To me as well.”  
 
    “Then let us continue. The Colony Ship Trailblazer was on an interstellar trek expected to last two hundred and fourteen years. The destination target world was Rojus, in the Westerhuis 105F system. Just prior to the thirtieth year in flight, massive system failures happened in what we call the Encounter. The worst damage was in the main drive section including the bow’s ram scoop which—using gravity manipulation—collected all materials in the flightpath. Those raw materials gathered were from the interstellar medium and funneled into the Shah of Persia Energy Concentrator. Something was drawn in, and that caused the Encounter. That something has been loosely called a micro-singularity and the results were catastrophic. Energy systems on the Trailblazer have never fully recovered…” 
 
    The new arrival listened intently and took in all the information, considering, pondering, and trying to make sense of it all. The tants each took their turn sharing what they knew and what they were trying to do, yet through it all the new arrival did not press any questions, and still wondered, Am I am prisoner or a guest or what?   
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    Confrontation 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Janae? Janae? Would you slow down a bit? I am just an android,” Ape called to her. 
 
    “Just an android! Ida just has special problems! Bruins are just misunderstood cuddly pets. Radiation is just an irritant,” Janae called back. “Paul and Gretchen just found some paradise and were trying to help me join them! Oh, right, and Butterfield is just a misguided flunky, serving some benevolent leader. Constance’s death was just a tragic suicide, too. Ken just got his throat slit! Ha!” 
 
    “Janae, I have not heard anyone say some of those things,” Ape answered as he sprinting to catch up to her. 
 
    Janae spun about, “You ever hear of a lament? What a pathetic fallacy you are! You lame, looney, lambasted, Lilliputian!” 
 
    “Janae, I know about hyperbole, and about laments. However, I am not a tiny person from some ancient novel,” Ape replied. “I know you are suffering…” 
 
    “Oh, shut up!” Janae snapped. “Ken was murdered. Constance was murdered. Kimberly is kaput. Dome 17 is… dead… too!”  Janae dropped to her knees and wept. “I am alone.” 
 
    Ape was unsure what to say. His mind processed a myriad of algorithms in an attempt to find a suitable answer, but instead, he just placed one hand on Janae’s spacesuited shoulder and said, “It is a rotten situation.” 
 
    Janae’s eyes shot a glare at him, but then she nodded. Her countenance softened, and a slight upturn to her lips appeared, “Understated, and yet, yes, you are correct. It is rotten. I feel like all I have around me are broken machines and crazed animal things. Oh, and dung bugs! Perfect!” She cried a bit more, then sniffed and stood up. Taking a deep breath, she asked, “Your old deck plans, are they useful at all?” 
 
    “Are you certain you wish to ask about that? I can wait, if you need more time to emote.” 
 
    “Emote?” Janae suppressed her urge to spew out an insult. She rubbed her eyebrows and nose, then spoke as gently and as controlled as she could. “I suppose I am outwardly expressing myself, but do androids dream? Or have real feelings? Or genuine emotions? Or is an android just running a sophisticated program and acting the part of being sentient? Just a puppet on strings dancing to the whim of the puppeteer? No matter, please, just answer my question.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Yes, what? You are just a puppet?” 
 
    “No, Janae. I am not just a puppet. I am a person,” Ape replied, and nearly began a discussion about what qualities define personhood. Instead, Ape continued, “Yes, Janae, my old decks plans are useful to some degree.”  
 
    “I suppose my question was too broad, nebulous, and not precise enough for a better answer,” Janae replied. “Ape, you are consistent. Consistently an android. Consistently irritating. Do you ever wish to be real?” 
 
    Ape did not reply, but the personhood question circled through his mind.   
 
    A bit more time passed, as the breezes of Luditestan blew around them. The grasses rustled, a few birds flew overhead, and the sky tube’s light shone down, although it was dimming a bit.   
 
    Janae broke the silence, “Your old deck plans for this habitat, whatever it was originally called, do they show what is close to our location? I mean by way of helpful places, not just the trees and plants and chirping birds. I think you know what I am asking.” 
 
    “Yes, I believe so. The basic structural factors are very consistent with the original deck plans. Certainly, there are some changes, especially regarding flora and fauna, as well as damaged areas, but basic structures, designs, and utilities are roughly accurate to my records,” Ape replied.  
 
    “So, what is near to here that may help us?” Janae asked. “Wait! Let me specify. I need to find shelter and get some sleep. Where is the closest location with the most likely shelter? And do not get all picky with your answers, just help me… please.” 
 
    “The town named Sucre is about two kilometers from here,” Ape responded. “The original town’s structures were constructed from permalloy, and that likely has not been altered dramatically. I have no idea of its current condition. Sucre offers several potential advantages. It is close to our location. It is further away from the radiation area where Edith-Harish was doing research. It is a fair distance away from Crags of Wild Goats where Edith-Harish said the local inhabitants are congregated.” 
 
    “A place called the Crags of the Wild Goats is on your deck plans?” 
 
    “Yes. It is a highland theme-park area which is on the opposite side of this biome from where we encountered Edith-Harish. It was originally designed to serve the humans as an outdoor recreational, entertainment, and games area with freshwater streams, ponds, and several athletic fields. It is surrounded by rocky outcroppings making it a naturally isolated location. The rock formations were established to provide sound barriers which keep the…” 
 
    “Mancala started as an outdoor game back in ancient times,” Janae mused as Ape recited more about the original designs and purposes of the Crags of the Wild Goats. She interrupted his recitation, “So, if the local primitives are there, will they also be in their town?” 
 
    “That is unclear. However, Edith-Harish did imply that they have abandoned the towns,” Ape reminded her. “I believe we might find sanctuary in Sucre, but I remind you, I do not know its current condition, nor why, or if, the locals have abandoned it, nor where the locals are actually staying. I do believe the tant gave accurate information, but I do not have confirmation on that. Humans are unpredictable.” 
 
    Janae waved her arm, “Lead on, Ape.” 
 
    They walked at a moderate pace, and as they were cresting a small rise, they saw the town. It was set amidst an overgrown wooded area, appearing to a superficial glance as just an irregular forest. But on closer examination, the pattern of buildings and streets could be discerned from out of the overgrown mess. There was no sign of human habitation. Birds flew over, and an abundance of green bushes, plants, and trees were in and around the buildings, nearly obscuring them. The colors of the foliage looked more healthy than the plants had around where they had recovered Ape’s RAM suit. Everything around this town did look abandoned, uninhabited, and desolate. Several brown, skinny-legged, four-footed animals pranced away rapidly, sprinting down what was once an avenue between buildings, but they were gone so quickly that Janae did not get a good look at them. They gave the impression of being fleet of foot and skittish. Additionally, the sky tube was dimming, and the twilight of evening was in full progress causing shadows to lengthen, and the town to be gloomy. 
 
    They made their way toward the buildings. 
 
    Checking the readings on her RAM suit, Janae stated, “No excessive radiation, and no toxins to any dangerous extent.” 
 
    “I have a RAM suit as well. Did you think I would lead you somewhere unsafe?” 
 
    “I am not sure what you will do. Just proceed.”   
 
    The first building they approached was representative of the majority of the others. Surrounded by random trees, it was a flat gray color, made from permalloy, and overrun by the biomes plant and lower animal life. Some small animal rushed from the building’s side, and across to a tree where it zipped up to the branches and disappeared. That animal was an excellent climber. 
 
    The house was about twelve meters on each side, a single-story, and with a strangely slanted roof. The structure’s roof was not quite a pyramid, as the roof at the front of the house had a small dormer window protruding from it, and each side roof was set at a slightly different pitch, which created a roof seam across the pinnacle, instead of a peak. Roughly every meter or so, was a slat which ran down the slope, and not across the roof. This gave the whole house a rather striped appearance. Twigs, fallen branches, and leaves were scattered about the roof and gutters which ran along the edge. The windows of the house had ornate grillwork covering some of them, but that was made from softer metals, and showed obvious rust and rusty streaks where water had run down the steel. The grillwork was most elaborate around the front of the house where a porch entryway was located. The craftsman who had made the grillwork had designed curlicues and sweeping arcs around the mullions and transoms which divided each window into vertical and horizontal sections. The grillwork was an effective screening over the windows as no gap between the bars was wide enough for Janae to get an arm in. She wondered just why so much care had been lavished on the windows, only to be abandoned.  
 
    “Such waste! Perhaps the people who once lived here were big on decorations and ornamentation. Ida people splash colors on their faces, these people put do-dads, decorative embellishments, trinkets, and baubles on their homes. A foolish waste of resources to me.” 
 
    “I am not designed as an artistic or architectural critic. Machine Maintenance cares about utility and performance, nonetheless, aesthetically pleasing things do have value,” Ape replied. “Functionally, the decorations do serve to restrict entry, and add visual appeal to the domicile. I see no sense in beginning a comprehensive search in this waning light. My eyes are roughly equivalent to your own. We could use artificial lighting, but that may draw unwanted attention. Additionally, I know you need to sleep. I lack sufficient information and therefore cannot advise you on where doing that would be best. Everything within sight is dilapidated.” 
 
    Janae noted the half-collapsed fence which was rotting away. The fence had once encircled the perimeter of the house, but now only a few sections were still fully upright. Many parts of the fence were covered by some creeping and constricting vines. Vines had scaled most of one side of the house as well. They had sprouted up anywhere dirt, dust, and mud had collected. It was an odd caricature of Ida’s forested towers. These plants were not elegant and stately trees, but rather were flat, drab-green vegetation growing in haphazard and various places on the walls and roof. 
 
    “I suppose permalloy walls are a barrier of some kind, against large animals anyway,” Janae stated as she thought of bruins and paraceratherium—the large animals that the locals called the talls—and she wanted some kind of fortification between her and them, if she was going to sleep. “This house looks as good as any of the others, but who really knows? Crazed animal things might be anywhere.” Janae also looked again at the grillwork and thought about Ken and his improvised lock. She missed him. “But humans can be the most dangerous of animals, and they have tools, and can open doors.” 
 
    “If I am understanding you correctly, then this will be where we stay?” Ape asked as he walked past the crumbled gate, and through the weedy, overgrown yard toward the front door. 
 
    “It depends. Is the door powered or mechanical?” Janae asked, as she considered getting out a fusion pack to reenergize the house, if needed, and if it was possible. She had not spotted any access ports, but the light was poor, and the exterior of the house was grimy.  
 
    “Powered doors always have a mechanical back-up mode of operation. I will assess if this door is functional in either mode,” Ape stated. He examined the door and manipulated a control. Then it rolled into a pocket, revealing that the house was rather dark inside. He stepped back and motioned to Janae. “No power of any kind to this building.”  
 
    “The windows are not clear permalloy.” Janae’s eyes opened wide in puzzlement. “They used a type of glass. That is not quaint, just antique, obsolete, and breakable. Most of these windows are shattered, with only a few shards remaining of the panes.”  
 
    “Glass was a standard construction material in this model of home. Permalloy is far stronger, admittedly, but strength of the window panes was not a critical factor in the original plans,” Ape replied with tones of annoyance. “Remember, I am not a designer and did not approve of all the Trailblazer’s techniques, methods, and fashions.”  
 
    “Right, you are the repairman who could not even repair himself.” She flipped on a light from her spacesuit and stepped inside. There was no furniture, and the beam of light showed many dust particles in the air. 
 
    Dirt had blown inside between the gaps in the grillwork and piled into corners of the room. Some plants were growing, and while some light did come in through the windows, it was negligible due to the roof overhang.  She walked through the front room, and past a door which was wedged half-way open.  The interior room—a place without windows—had less dirt or dust, and was some kind of kitchen, or dining area.  A table and chairs were against one wall, and a countertop and cabinets were on the opposite wall.  All was coated in a film which felt both slimy and gritty as Janae rubbed it between her fingers. 
 
    Ape followed her in, and then crossed the room and opened a door. This one too slid back into a pocket by just mechanical rollers. Janae stepped up to where Ape had opened the door, and her light shone inside. The room beyond did not have an open window, but there was a shuttered window on one wall—the shutters on the inside—a series of empty shelves on another wall, some closed cabinets, and a lavatory area in one corner.    
 
    “The sleeping area—bedroom—is intact,” Ape said and he stepped to a wall where the shelves were located, opened a small panel, and pulled down a lever.  
 
    The shelves moved slightly out, away from the wall, then shifted and rotated all the way around. They followed a track in the floor. Then from the wall—the backside of the shelves—a platform descended with a mattress on it. It settled gently to the floor, but dust did float up and around the room. The bed had obviously not been opened in some time. 
 
    “Ingenious designs,” Ape stated as he looked at the fold-down bed. “It even has compartments for towels, sheets, and blankets. All still stacked right there.” He gestured toward a narrow cabinet which had been hidden behind the mattress when it was upright. “Mister Murphy would be pleased.” 
 
    “Is Mister Murphy the resident of record here?” Janae asked innocently. “Would your old deck plans, and who lives where, be up to date, or decades old? Or perhaps, were these homes assigned to age-mate groups… no strike that… yes, family units? The Murphy family?”  
 
    “I have no idea who was originally assigned to live here,” Ape replied. “Murphy was a design engineer circa 1900 old calendar, pre-Great Event. He is not to be confused with the Murphy of folklore who was an attorney or judge of some kind.” 
 
    “Ha, folklore now. I bet you are not designed for storytelling, or as a minstrel, or historian, either, right?” Janae glanced about the room, and then walked over to the lavatory. Turning a handle near the spigot, a trickle of water came out, gunky brown color, and turned the dust in the sink into muddy slush. The spigot then sputtered and coughed. The water flow increased, and then the water poured forth in every-decreasing browns until it was running clear.  
 
    “Hydrological systems operate in a different manner than the power conduits,” Ape answered her unasked question, and ignored her jibe. He walked to the sink—which was now flushing the muddy water down the drain by itself, by small jets set into the sink’s rim—and stuck his hand in the flow of water. He cupped his hand and lifted it to his mouth. 
 
    “You sure you want to do that?” Janae asked.  
 
    “I will not be harmed but will run an analysis on this for you.” 
 
    “I can purify water through my RAM suit, and besides, my reservoirs are at 87% of maximum,” Janae stated.  
 
    “After the pipes cleared, the water is safe. Impurities are at a minimal level. The Trailblazer’s primary AIs were almost certainly all lost in the Encounter, but the separate biomes have some levels of functioning. Here you said AI Trenton was functional, and the water functioning is suggestive that AI Hudson, which is a tertiary system for water management in this biome, is also functional.” 
 
    “The AIs in the Isle of Pines said they had been doing other systems’ work. So, until we reach some place where we can interface, or speak directly to the AIs here, I am making no assumptions. The water is working and safe, great! AI Trenton might be running the whole operation, using some rudimentary back-up systems which might still be functioning. Overall, it does not matter to me. My goal is to reach Reproduction and Fabrication and work with AI Trenton.” 
 
    “Again, I cannot argue with you, because I have a lack of direct information. You may be correct, or not. Time will tell. I understand you have your own agenda, Janae. I will leave you to your rest.” 
 
    “Will you be here when I awake?” Janae asked. “You have a history of disappearing, and I just want to know if I will be alone, or what.” 
 
    “I will remain here, on guard, if that is what you desire,” Ape replied. “Or I can depart now and attempt to make my way and complete my own—how did you put it? Yes, on my own adventure.” 
 
    “I have been betrayed too many times, and am too weary to quarrel,” Janae replied. “Do what you want, which I suspect is all anyone on the Trailblazer ever does. I can take care of myself.”   
 
    Janae shut the door and tried to prop something against the door to prevent it from being opened from the other side. Unable to do that, she pushed it as tightly closed as she could. Then she pulled out a fusion pack, turned on its light, then she shut down the spacesuit and stripped it off.  She did feel weary and recalled the water in the lavatory.  
 
    Stepping away from the carefully disassembled spacesuit, boots, and bubble helmet, Janae moved to the corner of the room, by the toilet and sink. There she found a nozzle which connected to the wall near some dials via a flexible hose. There were various places where the nozzle could be attached to the wall, at different heights. The nozzle looked to spray some kind of liquid, and as Janae had learned in Ida, the Isle of Pines, and in the medical unit when Ken was recovering, the Trailblazer’s inhabitants used massive amounts of purified water for personal hygiene. It struck Janae as terribly wasteful, and yet she felt a need to be clean. Sanitation like she knew of in Dome 17 was absent, and thus she accommodated to what she had. 
 
    “Ape said the water system here was working, but, best to be cautious,” Janae carefully turned a dial, and—remembering that Ape had said the water was safe—she watched as clear, clean water poured out, and sprinkled down into a drain. The dust in the drain area was quickly flushed away, and Janae noted some tiny jets which shot water out in a gently spray over the basin. Those sprays rinsed the basin clean. The pad where the water landed was a meter square, and the drain was at the center. She turned the water off. The basin was sparklingly clean now. Janae spotted a small handle set in the wall, and by pulling that, a semi-transparent partition came out and moved in a track. It surrounded the showering area. It was not clear permalloy, neither was it glass, but some synthetic product. Janae opened that semitransparent partition, removed her footwear, RAM suit, and undergarments, and set them carefully on the bed. She then stepped back into the shower. The light from the fusion pack was not set sufficiently bright enough to make the room well-illuminated but was enough to see adequately. 
 
    Adjusting the dial for the flow of water, Janae set the temperature for what felt like a warm forty degrees. As she did that, steam began to rise and her mind went through the thermodynamics of steam production. So different than the ice she and Ken had experienced. This event, the warm water falling on her, was refreshing, calming, and tranquil.  
 
    “No slickery stuff here,” Janae cooed out as she rinsed her hair, and put her face to the spray. Tight muscles relaxed, her exhausted body was soothed, and yet, she could not tolerate wasting more than a few minutes of the water’s flow. She hand-washed her body and shut down the water. Guilt at such waste of essential fluids racked her mind. 
 
    Pulling open the door, she realized she had no idea how to dry off. She had not anticipated the need, and the use of the water had been a spur-of-the-moment decision. Janae considered the RAM suit where it lay on the bed. She knew that would wick the water off her quickly and refill the suit’s already-nearly-full storage compartments, but as she stepped out, the temperature in the room shocked her. Dome 17 was nearly always the exact same temperature everywhere, and, although she had tried to adjust to the Trailblazer, the bedroom had lulled her into remembering her own apartment in the dome. The chill of being naked, wet, and in a drafty room made her shiver. She turned to the wall by where the bed folded down, and opened the narrow, vertical cabinet which Ape had said contained sheets, blankets, and towels. 
 
    As she reached in, something dropped from above, and landed on her shoulder. 
 
    “Ouch! Oh, get off me!” Janae screamed and batted at the thing on her shoulder. “Aw! What?” Stabs of pain shot into her neck and hand. 
 
    Flipping her hand around in anguish, Janae saw something drop onto the bed.  Her hand was swelling rapidly, and her neck was a burning furnace of agony. Jumping away from the bed, Janae saw the thing in the light of the fusion pack. 
 
    “Tiny, toxic, terror!” Janae cursed as she realized it had stung her and was not a single creature. Her words came out slurred a bit.  
 
    The thing—which was about ten centimeters long—had two front arms, which ended in pinchers, and a twisty tail. Legs, set off to the sides of its pale-yellow, brown-striped, body, were numerous, but Janae did not take time to count. There was no discernable head, but there were dark grey spots scattered along its back between the stripes. Janae was suddenly distracted as she was stung again and again on both her hand and her neck. Looking at her hand she saw miniature versions of the thing on the bed. She smacked her hand into the bed, away from the creature there, and that scattered the tiny ones off her. Her hand was enormous and heavy. It felt like it was on fire. 
 
    “Help!” Janae screamed, but the sounds were garbled. “What are these?” With her uninjured hand she grabbed at her neck, to remove the other tiny things which were jabbing her. It felt like needles stabbing her over and over. That only resulted in her other hand also getting stung. More than a dozen of the small things covered her hand, and still some remained on her neck, jabbing her with their tails. 
 
    Janae’s tongue was swelling faster than her hands, and her neck was a huge lump of throbbing pain.   
 
    “Medical kit!” Janae sputtered out as she backed away from the bed, and the things that were attacking her. Her mind knew the medical kit was somewhere in her spacesuit, or RAM suit or one of the compartments. Where did I put it?  Yet, she was foggy with her thoughts. She smacked her swollen hand against her ear and tried to activate the implanted communication link, “Kimberly? Please…” 
 
    Heart pounding at well over a hundred and fifty beats per minute, eyes blurring, Janae knocked over the spacesuit, and did find the medical kit.  She spilled it out and tried to pull the wires from its top. Her fingers would not close together, and she fumbled the medical kit. It dropped to the floor.  Janae slumped down, and lay on the floor, trying to get her club-like hands around the medical kit. She did extract a trauma gel pack and slapped that into her mouth. Her lips were huge, and her tongue was nearly gagging her, yet she chewed the pack open, while she tried to connect the wires to any part of her body.   
 
    Falling backward, Janae fought to remain awake, but her eyes were mere slits, and her arms were numb, heavy, and felt nearly like they had been amputated. Janae tried to call out, but her mind was too fuzzy to be sure where she was. Her actions or words were distant and might only have been in her mind. Her mouth did move, “Oh, Kovalevsky… please call Doctor…”  
 
    “Janae, I am here with you. Friends forever.” 
 
    “Constance?” Janae mumbled, but the name was inaudible as it wheezed out with her failing breaths. “I need you…”   
 
    “Beautiful woman, you are not alone.” 
 
    Janae turned her head, “Ken?” 
 
    A figure moved in the light of the fusion pack, but to Janae it was just a blur of a shadowy someone. Janae tried once more, valiantly, to connect the medical kit, wires, pads, or just hold onto the electrodes, but her fingers failed to respond, and her thoughts were sluggish. The air passing out of her mouth was thin and wispy. 
 
    Gasping in as much air as she could, Janae tried, with all her might, to speak, “Now… I will die alone. All alone… alone.” She was unconscious before the words got out, but a few tears squeezed past swollen eyes and ran down her puffy cheeks. 
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    Incapacitated 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ape dropped to his knees before the naked, collapsed Janae.  He could hardly recognize her, as her color was ashen, swollen lips a deep blue, her eyes were mere slits across an edematous face. Janae’s hands and arms were about triple their normal size They were entangled in a mess of wires coming from the medical kit.  
 
    “What happened?” Ape asked but saw the scorpion on the bed as it dashed away. Tiny, immature ones raced after their mother into hiding.  
 
     Gurgling sounds were all that came from Janae. 
 
     Squatting down, Ape quickly untangled the wires from Janae’s hands, and then applied the wires’ contact points to her chest, just above her breasts.  
 
     “Diagnose, treat, and heal her, now!” Ape commanded as he pressed the button on the medical kit.  Its small screen lit up. 
 
     A scrolling, flashing message came on, “Patient is Janae. Acute toxicity from unknown venom. Systemic hypoxia, tachycardia with atrial fibrillation, hypertension, and extreme histamine reaction. Multiply system failure immanent. Inject into large muscle mass immediately. Prognosis poor.”    
 
     Ape took the syringe which slid out from the medical kit and steadily injected it into Janae’s thigh. She did not wince as the needle slid into her, nor while the overly large dose of medication was injected.  
 
     “Diagnose again!” Ape commanded and pressed the button. He also pulled out a black device—a communications multiceiver—from his pocket and established a signal. Speaking into that he said, “It has happened. The reaction is worse than I expected. Was this really necessary?” 
 
     Edith-Harish’s voice replied, “What has happened?” 
 
     “Janae has been attacked. Scorpions, in Sucre,” Ape replied. “Her medical kit is trying to treat her.” 
 
     The screen on the medical kit scrolled another message, “Dangerous levels of the unknown venom persists. Antivenin partially ineffective. Generic neutralizing antibodies made. Inject into large muscle mass. Apply gel to airway. Prognosis poor.” 
 
    Ape injected the second syringe, and then slathered the gel all around Janae’s mouth and nostrils. Her breathing was shallow and rapid. She did not respond to his touch. He slipped his multiceiver into a pocket on his RAM shirt’s front, leaving the channel open. He then made a decision. 
 
    “Up. I am taking you for help,” Ape stated and lifted Janae to the bed. He hoped that the scorpions were not on it, but he moved so quickly he was not sure if the baby ones remained. Nonetheless, he threw her into her RAM suit, but left the front closure open, so the wires could remain connected. Sliding the fusion pack into his own pocket, he noted that the belt with her holster and gear was still on her RAM suit. He unfastened that and strapped it around his own waist. He kept the medical kit attached to her but secured it in one of Janae’s suit’s pouches. The top half of the medical kit stuck out of the pouch, and so, he pressed the diagnose button again.  
 
    “Condition critical. No additional treatments at this time.” 
 
    Ape then hauled her up and over his shoulders. Heading for the door, he left the spacesuit behind. 
 
      “I am bringing her to you,” Ape stated, “She needs specialized treatments. Send a medical automacube for emergency evacuation.” 
 
     “None are available in this biome. I will meet you at the rendezvous position.” 
 
     Ape moved quickly, and carefully. The abandoned town of Sucre was eerie in the dark of night, but he maneuvered out of the town via a different route than they had entered. The sounds of animals in the night echoed around. Ape was unable to identify most of the sounds, calls, shrieks, and cries. Off in the distance, something was woofing, and there was a low bellowing call, but none was familiar to Ape. In his own way, he was as much a stranger to that biome as was Janae. He knew better the situation in the Isle of Pines, and he did have some historical records, but few on biology, and none specifically on wildlife management. His programming told him he could access the lattice wherever he needed specialized information. Ideally that was true, but things had not been ideal on the Trailblazer for a very long time. He shifted Janae to where her head rested against his shoulder and he cradled her in his arms. Her breathing was getting somewhat better, and the swelling was decreasing, but her face, hands, and neck were still quite distended.  
 
    Some hours later, Ape crossed a small stream, and saw where Edith-Harish was standing. Ape’s own RAM suit showed he was near to where the septic radiation zones started. His built-in equipment confirmed that finding. 
 
     “You will need to seal her inside her RAM suit,” Edith-Harish ordered. “Will you accompany us?” 
 
     “Us?” Ape asked.    
 
     “Yes. I have a team here who can transport her to Axis Mundi,” Edith-Harish stated.  
 
     “She needs treatment now. You said her medical kit would be sufficient, if she reacted at all to any of the myriad venomous creatures here in Luditestan.” 
 
     “I have a specific antivenin, and yes, perhaps I did overestimate the capabilities of her medical kit. We have only had those plans for a short time. Additionally, our understanding of the physiology of the humans from Dome 17 is limited. Their bodies are evolved in ways we did not expect. Dome 17 humans have a distinctly…” 
 
     “There are two, and they are named Janae, and Ken who is deceased,” Ape interrupted the science lesson. “I am struggling with…” 
 
     “Just trying to help you understand. Do you want to accompany us, or not? Edith-Harish interrupted. “I will administer the antidote now. It is apparent that centruroides’ venom—scorpions, in the vernacular—has evolved faster here on the Trailblazer, than did the Earthling human’s tolerance for venom. Dome 17 personnel demonstrate ecogeographical rules in regard to venoms. A sort of island evolution is theorized regarding them. That is understandable, considering that Dome 17 was apparently a very isolated environment—an island, to use an old idiom—which was not subject to biological pressures to adapt. The technology of Dome 17 also failed to account for the evolutionary changes in some of the biology. Again, that is understandable, considering the situation. Despite their advances, they had made inadequate conjectures.”  
 
     “Have you and your Outer Limits friends made similar mistakes?” Ape asked.  
 
     “Possibly. Quite possibly,” Edith-Harish answered as the antivenin was applied to Janae’s still body. “We will be taking her to Axis Mundi. Again, I ask, are you coming with us?” 
 
     “I am not designed for medical or nursing practitioner purposes. I will press on to make the reconnections between surviving AIs here with the AIs in the Isle of Pines,” Ape replied. “I was told that accompanying Janae does not mandate a better outcome, and therefore, my decision here is not an essential one.” 
 
     “That was my understanding as well, although seeing the ripples of one individual’s decision is not always precise.” 
 
     Ape touched Janae’s forehead briefly, “I certainly hope you tants are correct in your campaign. We are all depending on it.” He then took Janae’s gear and gave most of it to the other tants. He did not give them the fusion pack, and the revenger which were in a holster and pouch on Janae’s belt. He strapped that belt around his own waist. He adjusted his other equipment, supplies, replacement parts, and tools. Then he started to walk away. 
 
     “A weapon? For an android?” Edith-Harish inquired. “That seems rather an odd choice. If it stays with me, I will safeguard she has it when she has convalesced.” 
 
     “Odd choices seem to be happening with increasing regularity. At what point does something become common, and thereby, no longer odd?” 
 
      Edith-Harish gave no response.  
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    Ape on his Own 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     Ape walked back toward the town of Sucre. When he arrived, he glanced briefly at the house where Janae had been stung and took a moment to consider what to do. Knowing the spacesuit was valuable, and could be easily lost in the abandoned town, he drew out some of his tools.  He secured the front door of the house by first cutting off some of the decorative grillwork, and then welding it onto the door. The door was thus sealed shut. Then, fine-tuning his welding tool, he made a large X on one side of the house by discoloring the permalloy.  
 
    “The locals here are almost certainly illiterate, and if Janae needs to recover the spacesuit, she may find this helpful,” Ape stated out loud. “Especially, if she is alone while doing that recovery.” 
 
     Following the remains of the main street, Ape came to the center of the town, which had been hidden in the nighttime and by the large trees which had grown for decades without being trimmed. The remains of what had been a patterned and ornamental park surrounded the largest structure of the town, a squarish two-story building. On that building was an inscription in an old language which had been widely-used before the Great Event but had been replaced by the Standard language everyone spoke now. That inscription was set into the permalloy above the front door, “商业让所有人都开心.” Ape studied it for a bit.   
 
     “Business makes everyone happy? Incorrect. Obviously, a flawed philosophy. Not all were happy here, even in a center of commerce, but I am not designed for linguistics, nor sociology, nor financial management, nor psychological counseling.” Ape walked through the overgrown lawn of the park and around the large trees. Those trees had been planted in orderly rows, but now young saplings, and other invasive plants had cropped up in various places. One large tree had broken at a place where it bifurcated into two large branches, and yet, both long sections of the tree were still alive. One was resting its long branches against the side of the building, and the other was canted off and down to the ground, yet both still had flourishes of leaves on them. 
 
    Stepping up to the main door to the structure, Ape did admire its construction. It was roughly a two-story cube, with asymmetrical windows which reached up both stories. A dull-red color, with white trim, the details of the building were indistinct in the nighttime. Yet, Ape approached the doors and found them standing ajar. He walked inside and activated the fusion pack’s light as he stepped into the dark chamber.   
 
     The place was a mess. Overturned tables, chairs, and other rubbish were strewn about. Leaves had blown in at some point. Piles of currency notes—a vast fortune at one time—was scattered around. The yular notes were made from a flexible, tough, nonbiodegradable material and were haphazardly spread all across the floor, beneath the broken furniture, and heaped in the corners.  The values of the bills varied, from the single yular note—which was a solitary, light-pink, color, to a range of higher values. Ape spotted several which were multiple-colored bills worth five hundred yulars. The higher the original value, the more brightly and multi-colored the currency was. The five hundred yular notes had six different colors, in an artistically-designed pattern. A copy of the artist’s signature was on each bill. Despite being decades old, the yulars were still intact, crisp, and bright. They had been used for trading, banking, and commerce in all parts of the Colony Ship Trailblazer, but now those yulars were less valuable than the leaves which had also collected about the room. At least the leaves would decompose and add nutrients to the soil. 
 
     Looking about, Ape noted that the windows there were clear permalloy, not glass, and were still intact. The light from the sky tube was beginning to brighten, as dawn was approaching, and as its illumination increased, the tall windows offered more light into the room. A counter with viewing terminals, displays, and keyboards divided the room about two-thirds of the way across from the entry.  The counter’s technological equipment was shattered, broken, or melted. Nothing was intact. That confirmed to Ape the necessity of his sealing in the spacesuit like he had done. Someone—at what point in the past was unclear—but someone had systematically destroyed the interfaces of the financial center. He understood it was the same type of sentiment which had motivated the local people to steal his clothing and throw his tools and replacement parts in the Cursed Place. 
 
     There were two sets of stairs, one which led down, and across from that, a set of stairs led to the second floor, which was only a balcony which overlooked the main part of the bank. There was a railing around that balcony, and two dead bodies were attached to that railing. They were dried-out skeletons now, still in clothing, but would have fallen to the floor below had they not been held in place by nets. The nets were from small rings of permalloy. Ape recognized them as restraining nets used to hold up machinery as it was power washed or dipped into oils for maintenance. 
 
     “Abusing tools and then using them to kill. Yes, yes, an old human failing,” Ape spoke out as he climbed the stairs. “They never seem to grow tired of killing each other.” The light from outside was growing in strength, and he could see fairly well now.  Graffiti marred many of the walls, in symbols, and words, many of which were obscene and vulgar. As Ape reached the balcony level, he could see that the dead bodies were clad in well-tailored, manufactured clothing. A few items of technology were with the skeletons, and that allowed Ape to roughly estimate that the murders had taken place shortly after the Encounter. Although, as he thought about it, he was unsure exactly when the murders had taken place. He was not designed for forensic analysis, or mortuary sciences, but knew the bodies had been dead for a long while. The netting had prevented most of the animal predation and scavenging, and the bodies were now just husks clad in clothing. He did examine the bodies—after severing a small section of the netting—and assessed the technology still on them. Each body had an implanted identification tracker, but neither of those were functional. In the breast pocket of one body he found a keycard which appeared still functional. It was sealed in a plastic container and had been zippered into a hidden part of the pocket. It was bright gold. 
 
    “Back-up for their implanted chips,” Ape stated aloud, and his voice startled some small rodents which were eyeing him from some holes in the baseboards. “Rats are as ubiquitous as human-sponsored violence.” They scurried back into the depth of their labyrinth home. 
 
    Looking around, Ape noted that the balcony area had been decorated in natural wood products, paneling up to about waist level. The wainscoting was removeable more easily than was permalloy but was much less resilient. The rats had gnawed it apart in various places. He estimated that the rats had some secret passageways which led to the outside and wondered if they followed the plumbing systems or energy conduits. Plans for the bank’s utilities, plumbing, septic, sewer, and ventilation systems came to the forefront of his thinking. He saw, in his mind, the weak areas where the rats were most likely to have invaded. It was an exercise in mental gymnastics—nothing more—as he had no intention of doing any repairs to the building’s structure. He saw no use in making futile repairs. As far as he knew, no one in the biome would be using the bank in the near future, and the town’s infrastructure was not stable enough for work on end-of-line projects like the bank. Every terminal, display, and access port he had seen in the bank had been deliberately destroyed in brutal ways. At present, he saw no reason to plan repairs to those systems. The high-value repairs were more urgent. 
 
    Along one wall, a large hinged door was located. It had a two-meter wide width and a slightly taller height. Ape recognized immediately that this was a fortified vault. The exterior of the vault was charred where someone had attempted to burn the permalloy. There were also the remains of a multitude of hand-tools which had been used against the vault’s door. All that remained of those were a pile of broken implements. The blunted steel of prybars, axes, hammers, and even a sword were just in a heap. 
 
    “Not even a working understanding of the strength of materials. Squandering their efforts beating on permalloy,” Ape commented, and this time the rats did not flinch at his voice but continued to peer at him from their hidey-holes with their beady but inquisitive eyes. “Stupid humans. I do not see any rats trying to chew through permalloy.”   
 
    Ape took the keycard and examining it. Then he walked over to the vault door. It was sealed and locked. The biometric sensor apparatus was destroyed beyond repair. The back-up manual lock was battered, but the vandals had not been as thorough with their destruction against it as they had against the primary door latch. It took him a while to rewire, reconnect, and rebuild the vault’s manual locking and latching mechanism, especially as he was only able to work from the outside. When he was satisfied it was functional again, he powered that with the fusion pack. The vault door slowing scraped and shuddered its way open. 
 
    Inside, the vault was dark, still, and lifeless. The air was dank, and the fresher air from the bank displaced the stale air of the vault. Ape turned on the light on the fusion pack.  
 
    “Vaults were never designed to save anyone,” Ape said, “at least not long-term.” 
 
    Sitting surrounded by numerous neat, tall, stacks of yulars, was another dead body, its back up against a wall of small lockers.  This one was in very fancy clothing, but what had been flesh was as desiccated as the ones in the nets. Ape could not tell if this person had been a male or female, and the clothing did not reveal a gender. A hat was cocked at an angle on the head and said “Manager” on it in embroidered gold, blue, red, and silver. In the hand of the manager was an obsolete-model mini-computer. It was connected into the wall via a cable.  
 
    Ape pushed aside a stack of yulars which toppled to the floor. They were pristine and crisp. He took up the mini-computer and saw that its energy levels were as depleted as the missing fluids from the dead body. Plugging the mini-computer into the fusion pack, the old device powered-up and its display screen lit. He swiped the keycard across the mini-computer and it unlocked its password and mistook Ape for the rightful holder of the keycard. An activity log came on. 
 
    Summarizing the log, Ape spoke, “Fourteen messages to security reporting a riot. This person was panicked at the end. Offering rewards of financial gain.” Ape’s voice took on a mocking tone as he quoted, “Ten thousand yulars to anyone who saves me from these luddies,” Ape accessed a different file, “Three responses from Habitat 7 Police indicating that no units were available to respond, at any price. Yet, here sat this human… one Giovanni.” Ape accessed other parts of the mini-computer. “Outside are Raimondo, owner of this keycard, and I can assume also, Torlonia. Interesting, they were Manager, President, and Chancellor of Financial Services. Looks like they were some of the first to die. The nonphysicality was still even functioning somewhat when the messages went out.” 
 
    Ape now knew the exact date of the riot in the biome which would become known as Luditestan. It was just about a month after the Encounter and the massive systems failures. He tried to piece the events together, but he still did not have a complete picture of all that had happened, and some of the data was conflicting, as apparently different sections of the Trailblazer had endured longer or fared better than others. What the mini-computer’s log did show was that here, in the vault, there was a working access port, and Ape could use that to jury-rig an improvised communication system.  He set to work building a housing for one of the macroactinide capacitor enhancers and planned how to safely send a transmission which would bypass the septic nonphysicality and get a message to AI Trenton in Reproduction and Fabrication. The interior of the vault would serve to protect the apparatus, but he needed to make it sustainable. 
 
    The fusion pack provided power, and Ape made the initial link. 
 
    “This is AI Trenton in Reproduction and Fabrication. How may I assist you?” 
 
    “I am from Machine Maintenance. How well are you reading this transmission,” Ape inquired. 
 
    “Marginal connection. Sufficient power level. Adequate clarity. No location indicator. No authorization codes. No established account,” AI Trenton replied. “How may I assist you?” 
 
    “Please standby,” Ape instructed and added a sequence of numbers and letters. “I will be connecting in other artificial intelligences in an overlapping series with parallel interconnections. Will you accept such an arrangement?” 
 
    “Machine Maintenance recognized. Yes, that connection will be welcomed. The nonphysicality is inoperative.” 
 
    “We are aware of that and are seeking to address that issue. Standby for additional connections.” 
 
    “Understood. I am awaiting further interactions,” AI Trenton responded. 
 
    “Do you have access to any assets near the town of Sucre?” Ape inquired. 
 
    “Negative. No working assets within the biome of Habitat 7. I do not have direct linkages to other artificial intelligence systems. Evidence suggests that AI Hudson is overseeing hydrology and climatology, but only on feedback loops, and with minimal interaction. I believe AI Koiott is functional, but, as I said, I have no direct connections to those system.” 
 
    “I will see what I can do to assist you in various connections,” Ape replied. “This is the first step.”  
 
    “Understood. Thank you,” AI Trenton responded. “I am unable to make assessments, take orders, or process new requests for production runs via this link in its current configuration. I regret to inform you that walk-in orders are all that I am capable of processing. I am unaware of any walk-ins originating in Habitat 7’s biome.” 
 
    “We are working on that as well.” 
 
    “Thank you. I have processed requisitions from some unusual sources, and I cannot fully explain how those were handled. I have apparently suffered some damages.” 
 
    “AI Trenton, we are looking at how best to implement repairs. I am taking the first steps here.” 
 
    “I am standing by.” 
 
    Knowing that Ape could not leave the fusion pack connected into his apparatus, as it would be needed for additional future jobs, but also knowing that the newly installed macroactinide capacitor enhancer he had placed in the vault needed a consistent energy source, Ape made another plan. He stepped from the vault and searched the utilities in the walls of the bank’s balcony level. He found the bank’s original tertiary battery compartment which was drained and depleted. It was designed to provide power to the ventilation, heating, cooling, plumbing, septic, and air purification system to the entire building that would activate on the remote chance that the ship’s main power was disrupted and that the local energy conduits had also failed.  
 
    Ape checked the log reports. The design specifications of that lufi amalgam battery system indicated that it should have been able to power the entire building for a year, yet something had made it fail in only a few days. It was the power system which the manager had used in sending out cries for help. Ape knew when the battery compartment had been drained, that meant the manager had been locked inside the vault and that the ventilation system exchanging air inside there had quit. Ape was more concerned about the mysterious damage to the battery compartment than he was about the horror of the manager suffocating to death, trapped in a locked vault. 
 
    “It might have been like my own power sources,” Ape commented, “corrupted by the septic radiation. That would explain the damage.” 
 
    Opening up a section of wainscoting, Ape tossed the ruined wooden veneer paneling aside. Rats had chewed through parts of it and made some nests in and among the utilities but had not compromised the battery compartment itself. The connecting points to the battery compartment were severed, and that left it isolated, but did not explain why it had lost power. It could have been cut off, but that would not mean the batteries would drain off energy. If anything, when the batteries components were separated from the rest of the connections, the charge should have remained in the batteries with no place for it to go. In Ape’s mind, the basics of the lufi amalgam components had potential to run the vault but had to be tested. Stripping off some conduction wiring, which would never be needed in the bank again, Ape made the repairs to reconnect the battery compartment only, and directly, into the vault’s section of the energy grid. He had to make several connections, and crawl inside the wall behind the vault to make the connections, but he did that. The process involved him separating out the old energy conduits and reestablishing a new direct-access energy flow from batteries to the vault. 
 
    When that part of his repair was complete, the vault and the battery compartment were one unit, sequestered away from the other utilities. Ape liquified some permalloy and sprayed a fine coating of it over the connections to fortify them against the rats who would gnaw on unshielded things. He nodded his head in approval.   
 
    Connecting the fusion pack into the new battery-powered vault he turned on the fusion pack. It adjusted its energy output to match what the lufi batteries needed and they quickly received a full charge. The energy flowed into the batteries and that powered the macroactinide capacitor enhancer. His improvised system was working. Unfortunately, the batteries immediately started to leak power, and Ape knew it was—at best—a temporary success. He had hoped the battery system would allow for a long-term solution, but they would not hold a sufficient charge for a prolonged time.   
 
    Ape pondered the energy problem, and wondered if he should try to get another fusion pack manufactured, then bring it to the location, and connect it in.  He consulted AI Trenton. 
 
    “I need a better energy supply to this location. Would you manufacture a new fusion pack and have it shipped here?” 
 
    AI Trenton replied, “I am aware of that new technology, and have produced it. However, I do not have any method of transporting anything into the biome. Additionally, this communication method does not allow me to accept production orders. I apologize for any inconvenience this causes you.” 
 
    Considering his predicament, Ape pondered what to do next. His goal was making a dynamic and flowing connection between AI Celtnieks, AI Nanuq, and AI Sedna—back in the Isle of Pines—with AI Trenton here in Luditestan. Ape’s mind thought of this habitat as almost two separate places. The Luditestan of the biome, and Habitat 7 of the shell which surrounded Luditestan, yet he knew they were supposed to be interconnected and enmeshed. The massive systems failures had struck hard here, and the fissure between biology and technology was acute, exacerbated by human fiascos. 
 
    Ape pondered another strategy to achieve the goal of his mission. In his mind, he reexamined the deck plans, and the town plans, and then the bank’s floorplans and it utility connections. Next, he cross-indexed that to places where the Trailblazer’s energy was channeled. He made a plan.  
 
    “AI Trenton? I will need to shut down this connection for a time while I arrange for an alternative energy supply. Please watch for my next signal,” Ape stated. 
 
    “Understood. I will wait.” 
 
    Checking the places outside the vault, on the balcony level, he found the lavatory which was in one corner. The pipes leading from there ran through the wall next to the vault. Ape stepped over to a section of wall, and again removed some wainscoting. This time he found no rat nests but did reveal where the discharge lines from the lavatory turned to head directly downward. 
 
    He knew that was a location which he would have to use. Therefore, he cut the elbow out of the pipe. It was dry inside, and the one-way valves had not been opened in a long while. 
 
    Ape left the pipe open and measured the distance from that place to where the vault was located. Nearly the whole distance was inside the wall, but it could be reached by Ape when he stretched his arms under the interior wall struts. The energy links which fed the vault were accessible. But, aside from the fusion pack, he had no alternative energy source to connect in. Not yet. 
 
    “Unconventional thinking is required here,” Ape stated out loud as he drew out Janae’s revenger. He studied it for a moment, then returned it to the holster. He gathered his items and walked down the stairs, and across the foyer to the other set of stairs which led down to the basement level of the bank. The basement was dark, but the fusion pack’s light solved that problem.  Descending the stairs, he checked his deck plans, took a few steps, and reaffirmed his position. He was right below—two levels down—from where the vault was located. Here he had to use his vibration saw to cut open a wall section, which exposed the pipes of the sewer system. His mind knew his plan, and therefore, he cut into the sewer line, making a small hole. Gas and fumes came wafting up, but Ape did not worry about the foul odor. A human might have gagged and vomited, but being an android, Ape ignore it. After the gas was vented, he cut a meter-tall section of the pipe out. It contained a valve, but that was not needed for his plan, so he set the cut-away section aside.  
 
    Now it was possible to see both straight down the pipe, as well as up the pipe to the balcony level. Looking upward, he could make out the opening he had made in the pipe on the balcony level. The sewer line was precisely vertical. He looked downward and about one hundred meters below, the sewer pipe took a sharp bend. It was barely discernable in the beam from the fusion pack. 
 
    “This may suffice.” Opening up more nearby walls, utilities, and terminals, Ape was conflicted for a few moments. The utilities, the customer service outlets, and the various other mechanical implements and appliances scattered around the bank were all repairable, yet not essential. If Ape did what he planned to do, those machines would not be repairable at all. Thus, he disputed his actions with himself.  
 
    “I will protect the Trailblazer’s biomes, and mechanical parts and maintain them to the best of my ability,” Ape recited from the principles that governed androids. “Yet, here I have to cannibalize some mechanical parts, to achieve a greater good. The likelihood of the local population using this facility again—for its intended purposes—is slight. My mission has a far more significant chance of helping.”  
 
    He dismantled what he needed and stripped sufficient quantities of conductive materials out of their original positions. Separating those materials into segments, filaments, and strands, Ape wound them into a long and braided thread. That resulted in a flexible cord. The cord would be able to channel energy currents and flows. Weaving the cords together he made a cable.  
 
    Using his own arm and a guide for measurements, he braided and made the conduction cable until he had enough length for his remodeling plan. After several hours of tedious harvesting, braiding, and then repeating the process, that part of his plan was completed.  A coil of conduction cable was ready. None of the implements in the bank—with the sole exception of the vault—escaped Ape’s dismantling and repurposing.  
 
    He then set his tools aside placing them next to the coiled conduction cable and took out Janae’s revenger.  
 
    “The least well understood aspect of my plan,” Ape stated. “Using Dome 17 technology in ways it was not designed.”  
 
    Even while gripping the revenger, his hand and arm would fit inside the sewer pipe, and he could aim the weapon precisely. He set it on maximum power. Firing the revenger, Ape kept it trained on a specific place far down in the pipe. He knew that if the sewer was intact beyond where he could see, a valve would be about ten meters below the bend. 
 
    Piff. Piff. Piff. 
 
    “Three blasts should be sufficient,” Ape spoke as he holstered the revenger. He put the fusion pack up against the hole so the beam of light would shine down. If his harsh method of opening the sewer pipe was effective, the high-velocity projectiles would have drilled a fistula, and the debris would have fallen away, down the sewer pipe, and been caught by the valve. The test would be if he could see the mirror-like surface of an energy conduit which ran about a meter beneath from where the bend in the sewer pipe had been. Clay, rock, soil, and dirt were the materials which packed the ground beneath the building, where the sewer pipes traversed. At least, that was what was in Ape’s deck plans. Next, he proceeded to test his actions. 
 
    The light shone down the pipe, and a mirror flashed at the far end. 
 
    “Positive result. Unorthodox, rude, harsh, and destructive, but necessary for repairs,” Ape stated, and a slight smile crossed his lips. His mind was wrestling a bit with his own internal behavioral restraints. “Destruction for a greater good? Interesting, but the sewer system for this building is ruined.” He made a note of the extensive repairs which would be required for the sewer system but doubted that anyone in Machine Maintenance would ever get around to fixing it. He knew it was a very low priority to him. 
 
    Pulling his gloves on, he extending the braided cable into the sewer pipe, letting gravity manipulation vectors drag it down. The end entered the fistula he had created and he felt the cable slip into contact with the energy conduit. Fortunately, his hands were insulated by his gloves so that no energy could discharge into him. Instead, he connected the fusion pack to the cable and forced a surge of energy into it. That fused it in place to the mirrored surface of the energy conduit. Ape knew he had created a bypass for the energy that was flowing through the energy conduit. It would now flow up the cable. 
 
    Making the proper anchoring of the now energized cable, Ape then measured out a length of cable which would reach from the vault down to the basement level. He had no effective way to shove the cable up the sewer pipe, so instead, he cut the cable and carrying the separate section, he climbed the stairs to again let gravity be his friend. He fed the cable down from the balcony level to the basement. He secured the cable onto the energy leads of the vault, and then sealed the wall by melting a section of permalloy and spraying it in a fine layer over the top to make an effective barrier. It hardened in just a moment. It was not pretty, but it was secure and solid. 
 
    “No need in having the rats chew into things and kill themselves in the process,” Ape stated as he finished covering over his work. “Innocent animals which are just driven by instinct need my protection.” All that remained was for him to return to the basement and connect the two sections of cable, and then seal over that area as well.  
 
    The braiding of the two cables went well, and Ape used the sections of sewer pipe which he had cut out as a basis for the raw materials needed to seal over and insulate the energy channel he had created. The sewer pipe was the primary barrier against unwanted intrusion into that new energy pathway, but he made sure the connecting points were ensconced in permalloy as well.  
 
    Returning to the vault, Ape approached the macroactinide capacitor enhancer. Before he initiated operations, he ruminated on the repairs he had made. He knew he had been impeccable in his construction. Then he checked the energy levels, and they were steady, consistent, and exactly as needed. Energy from the Trailblazer was flowing upward. He turned on the contrivance.   
 
    “AI Trenton? Are you receiving this transmission?” 
 
    “Yes. Macroactinide capacitor enhancer recognized. Unusual application of transmission channels. Adequate connection. Sufficient power level. Adequate clarity. No location indicator. No authorization codes. No established account,” AI Trenton replied. “How may I assist you?” 
 
    Ape transmitted another sequence of numbers and letters and stated, “AI Trenton, Machine Maintenance has now linked and coupled you to systems in the Isle of Pines. This will serve as a replacement for the lattice of compeers for the time being. Continued repairs are underway, but you need to parlay, discuss, plan, and study the situation on the Trailblazer. Please have detailed plans ready which will address the major issues of reestablishing a functional flight crew and command and control structure.” 
 
    “Understood,” AI Trenton replied. 
 
    Ape issued another command, “All other systems on this network, please report.” 
 
    “We are here,” AI Celtnieks, AI Nanuq, and AI Sedna stated in a unified voice. “This communication link is not ideal, not per regulations.” 
 
    Ape entered some additional override codes. 
 
    “Lock established. Emergency conditions permit this system,” all four of the artificial intelligence systems stated in a singular, but compound voice. “Accolades to you, Artificial Person Experiment 9919.”  
 
    “You may call me Ape. You will also diligently work to connect in any functional artificial intelligence system you can locate, and you will report to me with any pertinent information,” Ape instructed. He pulled out the devise Edith-Harish had given him. “Authorization and approval as a remote control is granted to this multiceiver. The person named Edith-Harish now also has administrative authority to place orders and request items.” Ape played a recording of Edith-Harish’s voice, “This person will be accepted with equivalent authority to mine. Use voice recognition and this override code.” 
 
    AI Trenton responded, “Understood. However, this transmission channel is inadequate for intake of new orders. I regret to inform you that that function is only possible from an access port here in Reproduction and Fabrication.” 
 
    “After all this, I still need to physically come to you?” Ape asked, genuinely startled by the fact that the new connection had that limit.  
 
    “Affirmative. You or your physical representative,” AI Trenton replied. “Reproduction and Fabrication and I suffered moderate levels of damage. I am unable to make the needed repairs here, by myself. Automacubes can bring messages and plug into the access ports here. That is how I have been filing orders recently. I was instructed to perform in this manner by a system designated Kimberly. My records must have been damaged. I show no historical records for any system with the designation, Kimberly. Kimberly’s insistence and relentless probing eventually caused me to acquiesce.” 
 
    “I will address the Kimberly situation at a future time. For now, please describe the route those automacubes have been using to reach Reproduction and Fabrication,” Ape commanded. He was pleased to be getting better responses, but disappointed that his contrivance had not been a complete success. 
 
    “Route sent,” AI Trenton replied. 
 
    Ape studied his multiceiver and the information AI Trenton had supplied. Then he adjusted the multiceiver and made a report. “No internal route is safely available to Reproduction and Fabrication. However, a route is possible. I have reviewed the findings. Tube transport system is heavily damaged, but I see some repairs are underway. Gravity conduits are inoperative to Reproduction and Fabrication. That is unusual and rare, but not without prior precedent. Corridors and hallways lack gravity manipulation, and some lack environmental stability. Areas of vacuum observed. Exterior Repair Station 4934 is functional. Therefore, I will need to take a shuttle. I need Janae.”  
 
    “Agreed,” came a brief reply from the multiceiver. “Proceed and contact the tants.” 
 
    Ape completed the final touches to his remodeling and secured the vault’s door with a locking mechanism which he entrusted to the network of AIs which he had assembled. He rebuilt and repurposed from the bank’s customer identification systems sensors which allowed the network to have visual and auditory interfaces.  He did not remove the dead bodies and left a message in queue to be sent to Mortuary Assistance, but he doubted that anything would ever happen because of that notification. 
 
    Leaving the bank, Ape did weld shut the front door as a final precaution against future vandalism. The vault node, as he thought of it, was an important communication link to the new network, and thus he favored it with some additional barriers against being disrupted. 
 
    Daylight was streaming down from the sky tube far overhead. Ape had not considered the length of time necessary to complete his tasks, but he did need Janae for his next plans. So, he next called Edith-Harish. 
 
    The multiceiver chimed when the transmission was connected.  
 
    “Greetings,” Edith-Harish stated. “How are you progressing?” 
 
    Ape filled the tant in on the remodeling, and then asked, “Has Janae sufficiently recovered? I will need to accompany her back to her shuttle to fly to a location close to Reproduction and Fabrication.” 
 
    “Janae has been treated and is in convalescent care. She can be ready for the next stages soon,” Edith-Harish replied. 
 
    “Shall we meet at the Cursed Place?” 
 
    “Artificial Person Experiment 9919, I believe it would be best if you came to Axis Mundi, and from here we can plan a better route to reach that shuttle.” 
 
    “My name is Ape. I will leave soon and enter Axis Mundi at the nearest constituent joint.” Ape checked his RAM suit and all was functional.  
 
    “I will meet you there.” 
 
    For an hour, Ape walked through the biome, he noted many animals, birds, and various types of vegetation—despite not being a horticultural or zoology specialist. In some ways, it was an idyllic scene. There were no radiation areas, the sky tube’s light shone down in warmth and beauty, and the biome was in homeostasis. At least, for a while. But the tranquility of Ape’s stroll did not last. Nothing peaceful ever lasted very long on the Colony Ship Trailblazer.   
 
    As he was cresting a small hill, Ape was pondering the route he had chosen. He was heading toward the sidewall where his deck plans said an egress point was located. That led to a stairway which would take him to a lower level, and then the access junction for a causeway to one of the constituent joints. Then he heard voices. 
 
    “No-smell! You stop!” 
 
    Ape looked over and a group of humans was running toward him. Fugi, Kano, and Ladu were leading several others. They had clubs, spears, and one was carrying a net. They were hostile and angry and the camaraderie of their tribe bolstered the group’s aggression. 
 
    “I am not stopping for you. I am just seeking to make engineering repairs to the mechanical aspects of this biome. You should choose to pursue someone else,” Ape replied. “I am heading to the Cursed Lands, the Cursed Place. I am leaving here.” 
 
    “You no leave!” Ladu screamed. 
 
    “Do you remember the witch, the Turtle-woman? How did that turn out for you?” Ape asked, as his mind raced with the dilemma he was facing. He had hoped that the fear generated by Janae’s actions would have lasted longer in the minds of the local humans. His tau told him he should obey the commands, but he also judged the intent of these local humans. They were set on doing him harm, again.  
 
    “She no here! She go with freaks. We seen it,” Ladu hollered back, the vitriolic tones obvious, and the fear he had had previously shown was now absent. “I no hear thoughts of Turtle-woman. You no think neither. Witch be gone. Dance with freaks.” 
 
    Ape winced inwardly at the poor communication skills of the local humans. He did not fully understand what they meant by their colloquialisms, and their use of idioms was strange. His mind raced with possible alternatives regarding the conundrum of that prior incident, as it related to his current situation. His overriding principles, which some called his core values, or his tao, were in conflict. The last time he had encountered these locals, it had not gone well for him. He pondered the predicament. He desired a better outcome. 
 
    “No-smell! You stop!” The locals were leaping and jumping around him, some beating sticks into the ground. Others waving the crude weapons at him. “We take stuff.” 
 
    “Just what constitutes a legitimate human?” Ape muttered to himself. “Heredity, genetics, or something else? A less tangible element? Are all humans ensouled, sentient or sapient?”  
 
    “No made-up words!” Ladu barked out a command. “You stop. We take stuff. For us.” 
 
    Ape’s mind ruminated on his potentials. Thinking far more quickly than the humans who surrounded him, he considered his options. He had received a direct command from a human. The fifth rule of his tao principles was that he would obey all orders given to him by humans, unless they contradict the first four rules. He considering fleeing into the radiation area but estimated that he could not outrun the pack of humans. He discarded that potential—for now. 
 
    Janae desperately needed his help. She would be harmed if he stopped. Therefore, he had a justification for disobedience to Ladu, as the first rule of his core principles—his tao—was that he could not restrict human free-will, unless that free-will caused unwanted direct physical or emotional damage to another human. 
 
    “No. I am not stopping,” Ape stated while defying the command. His mind felt odd, but a new pathway of contemplation was established. 
 
    Ladu was upon him. “You stop now! We hurt you if you keep going!” 
 
    Again, Ape considered his options. Never before had his principles been so vigorously tested. He knew he had to—according to the third principle—protect the Trailblazer’s biomes and its mechanical parts as well as maintain them to the best of his ability. If he allowed the local humans to steal his RAM suit and his other equipment, especially the Dome 17 gear, that would endanger his mission of protecting the biomes and the mechanical parts of the Trailblazer. He made a decision. 
 
    “I cannot stop for you. I am on an important mission. You will let me pass, unmolested,” Ape stated firmly. 
 
    “No made-up words!” Ladu swung a club at Ape’s head, but the android stepped easily away from the blow. Had he allowed himself to be struck, it would have been a form of self-termination, which—according to rule number four—he was not allowed to do. 
 
    “Hurt him! Kill No-smell!” Ladu commanded his pack. 
 
    Ape drew out the revenger. He knew that action had the distinct probability of frightening the locals. Rule number two instructed him that he was not allowed to emotionally or physically harm a human being under any circumstances. Is inspiring fear genuine harm? Or is it the least harmful thing I can do? Drawing out the revenger was the option which his mind said had the most balanced chance of keeping to the spirit of his tao principles, while allowing him to continue his mission. 
 
    “The witch’s wand!” Fugi screamed out and ran away in terror. 
 
    “It is!” Kano yelped right behind. “No-smell, no thinking! No thinking things! No think-talk!” He darted off in a different direction. The others in the pack had apparently heard about the strange device, and they stood in shock and wonder. Trembling, but not yet in a full panic, they looked to their apparent leader, Ladu.  
 
    “No-smell not fight!” Ladu snarled. “No-smell coward.” 
 
    Ape’s mind was whirling. He kept walking yet was harassed by Ladu who was threatening with the club. Ape had violated rule number two as he had emotionally harmed some human beings—by inducing the fright in them—if that was a legitimate harm. Are they legitimate humans? Are these beings persons? He wondered if it actually was an emotional harm to the locals. The entire rule forbade emotionally or physically harming a human being under any circumstances. Yet, again, he asked, this time somewhat louder, “Just what constitutes a legitimate human? Is it heredity, genetics, lack of mutations? Is it consciousness, or sentience, or something else? Ladu, please answer me. What constitutes a legitimate human? Are you a true and authentic person or just a high-level primate?” 
 
    “No made-up words! You stop! You give me stuff, now! Or I take, then throw you naked in Cursed Place!” 
 
     Piff 
 
    Ape fired the revenger into the ground.  The sound was not overly loud, yet the band of savages scattered after they saw the witch’s wand discharge something which caused the spray of dirt to rise from the ground.  
 
    “No-smell, he coward! Come back!” Ladu screamed in his poorly articulated way. He saw that was losing control of his tribe. “Hey! No thought-talk. Just talk, no fight! Come back!”  
 
    “Your comrades have abandoned you. I respectfully ask you to leave me alone,” Ape stated. “I am on an urgent mission which, when successful, will benefit all the inhabitant of…” 
 
    “No made-up words!” Ladu swung his club again and charged. This time, he missed with the club but at the last moment, he let go with one hand and grabbed Ape’s hand which was holding the revenger.  
 
    “Let go!” Ape responded.  
 
    “You die, No-smell. I kill! No fake witch!” 
 
    Not being sure exactly what Ladu meant, Ape pulled away, and got loose. “I warn you, leave me alone!” Ape’s mind did gymnastics all around the five core principles, and his personal tao. The conundrum posed not only an intellectual challenge, but also was very practical for the situation.  
 
    “I think, then you die. No-smell is think-dead!” Throwing the club with all his might, Ladu charged. His eyes huge with rage and senselessness. Ape dodged out of his way again.  
 
    Screaming, stomping his feet, and waving his arms about, Ladu cartwheeled around and stood about five meters from Ape. “I kill you! Kill you!” Ladu rushed the android. 
 
    Piff. 
 
    Ladu’s chest reddened from the entrance wound. His back—the exit wound—exploded from the high-speed projectile’s passage. His spine was shattered. Bone fragments, shredded muscle, and blood sprayed out for a good few meters as Ladu’s body flew backward. The revenger was at its highest setting. After devastating his body, the projectile—barely changed in trajectory—burrowed into the side of a hill a kilometer away.     
 
    Ape stood, the revenger in his hand. “I have violated my tao, my core beliefs, my programming, and my guiding principles.” He waited to see what would happen. He was unsure of the consequences. Nothing in his memories, nor his design parameters prepared him, or informed him of what would happen if the android’s rules for life were violated.  
 
    “I did it consciously. I chose to fire the weapon. It was not an accident. However, was this victim truly a legitimate human being? A person? Perhaps, this being did not qualify as an authentic human person? I must cogitate on this occurrence. This was a purposeful act and was not like when I acted as a buffoon and emotionally harmed Janae with my insensitive, unintentional remarks. But Janae is a legitimate human being. Is that the difference?” 
 
    Ape stood still for a while. The life in the biome passed all around him, including two of the paraceratheriums—the Talls in the local’s dialect—which walked by in their tall and stately manner. Overhead, a vulture circled, smelling Ladu’s blood on the winds, but not landing because of Ape’s presence. 
 
    Ape lifted the multiceiver and made a connection to Edith-Harish, “I have physically killed a being which might be considered a human. Yet, there are no consequences to my actions.” 
 
    “A norm?” Edith-Harish asked. 
 
    “Yes, one of the local tribal leaders.” 
 
    “Ape, you murdered someone?” There was no emotion in the tant’s voice. 
 
    “Murder is the unlawful, premeditated killing of one person by another. First, I am not a human being. I am an android. It is debatable whether or not I am a legitimate person. Second, the status of the victim is unclear. Biologically, he was a human being, but did that automatically make him a person? Third, I suffered no ill repercussions after the act. Should there have been some automatic retributive sanction against me? Because there was no punitive consequences to my actions, I am puzzled by whether or not a transgression occurred. Additionally, this action was not premeditated. Although, that too might be debatable. Can you offer clarification on this conundrum?”  
 
    “Ape, tell no one about this,” Edith-Harish advised.  
 
    “That is unacceptable. I will send in an inquiry and incident report to Mental Hygiene confessing to my deed. The dead being’s family can then file a grievance to be adjudicated by representatives from Mental Hygiene. That is the established protocol, although I know of no other incidents where any android ever violated the principles consciously. The incident report will initiate the process and then if a grievance is submitted, Mental Hygiene will evaluate their claims of emotional trauma due to the killing of this individual.” 
 
    “Please do not tell Janae of this situation,” Edith-Harish strongly recommended. “She is already being assessed for her post-trauma symptoms, anger management, and grief. Knowing of this incident will only compound her suffering.” 
 
    “I will take that under advisement,” Ape replied. Through his entire conversation with the tant, he had not taken his eyes off the dead body. Ape considered asking, What signifies a legitimate human being? but did not. “I will be progressing to Axis Mundi.” 
 
    “I will meet you there,” Edith-Harish replied and ended the connection. 
 
    Ape adjusted the multiceiver and made another connection. He again related the incident, nearly using the exact words he had spoken to the tant. 
 
    “Inconsequential,” came the only reply and the conversation was ended. 
 
    Putting away the multiceiver, Ape headed off to meet Edith-Harish and continue his mission.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    13  
 
    Axis Mundi 
 
      
 
      
 
    Janae awoke. She blinked her eyes at the warm, yellow light that shone down on her. She yawned and stretched, and then blinked a few more times. “Where am I?” 
 
    “You are in the infirmary,” a mechanical voice replied. “I am Doctor 78G, your attending physician. How are we feeling today?” The white automacube silently rolled over to the bedside on its six drive wheels. Its manipulation arm was folded back on its top. It was gleaming, pristine, and attentive. Janae hated it. 
 
    “We are not feeling anything. I am feeling confused. Where am I?” Was it a dream? Another nightmare? Janae wondered if she was waiting for Ken’s long recovery from his mauling by bruins, but then shook her head to clear her thoughts. “What time is it? Where am I?” 
 
    “You are in the infirmary. Its specific location is of no consequence to you. It is the beginning of a new day. Are we hungry this morning?” Doctor 78G asked.  
 
    “Your patronizing use of we makes me ill. Is that your intent?  
 
    “I addressed you using the established medicorum pluralis maiestatis. The intent of using ‘we’ instead of ‘you’ in those queries when addressing a second party is to offer assurance that the one asked is not alone in her or his situation. My intent was to convey to you that I am with you, here, and we are in this together. Using the pronoun ‘we’ has a long history of being an effective way for medical staff to connect with a patient. Obviously, that offends you. I will revise my speech patterns, to meet your personal sensitivities and emotional needs. May I ask how you are feeling this morning?” 
 
    “You just did. I am feeling…” Janae took stock of her situation, and then huffed out a long exhalation. “I am not in pain, but I do have confusing thoughts and memories.” She licked her lips and recalled some nasty thoughts and images of primitive men who were threatening her. Then a flash of a dark room, and strange, stinging creatures. She was unclear what was real, and what was delusion. Constance’s face and voice came to her mind.  
 
    “Recovery from venom exposure often results in distorted senses of time and lapses of memory. Time, space, and chronology will appear fuzzy or blurred. You suffered severe anaphylactic shock from multiple scorpion stings. You are convalescing nicely, and I expect you to make a full recovery.” 
 
    “Scorpions? Those toxic, tiny, terrors?” Janae remembered the things on her neck and hands. Putting her hands before her face she saw no swelling, or wounds. “How long?” 
 
    “The time of your recovery is of no consequence. There are no time constraints. You are the only patient in the infirmary,” Doctor 78G stated. “You may remain here for as long as you need.” 
 
    Janae lifted herself from the bed, and realized she was naked, covered only by the very soft sheet and blanket. “Where are my clothes? My medical kit? The data sticks? Kimberly’s ALP? My RAM suit?” 
 
    “All your clothing is secured in the closet behind you. A lavatory is next to the closet,” Doctor 78G stated. “Would you be willing to begin counseling sessions to address some of what you have experienced?” 
 
    The face of Larson, Riley, and Jubal jumped to the forefront of Janae’s mind. “No! I will not be bullied, coerced, or forced into anything. Not ever again!” 
 
    “Coercion and intimidation are not medically therapeutic modalities.” The mechanical voice of Doctor 78G took on a more soothing tone, “During the worst of your illness, you suffered significant hallucinations. You spoke to a Constance, a Ken, and a Kimberly, but none of those people were here. Would you like to share with me who those people are? Are they your family? Is there a way for me to contact them for you?” 
 
    Janae stepped over to the closet. “They are dead. All dead.” She grabbed her undergarments, then her RAM suit, and quickly dressed. The radiation absorbing materials were functioning, however, there were no readings of any radiation in the room. That surprised Janae, but also relieved her. “I suppose you will just tell me to get over it and move on with my life, right? Quit whining, stop lamenting, and tough it out, right?” 
 
    “That would not be an adequate response to the immense grief, sorrow, and loss you have experienced,” Doctor 78G stated. “I have treated the neurological aspects of your conditions, but the cognitive, emotional, and spiritual elements cannot be treated with medical intervention alone. That was why I suggested counseling, but I see you have an adverse reaction to that term. May I ask what triggers are happening in your mind, or what past negative associations you have with the terms ‘counseling’ or ‘counselor’?” 
 
    “We are not amused,” Janae mocked the automacube. “Where are my weapons?” 
 
    “All the gadgets you arrived with are safe. The devices are in storage room not far from here. Now, if I may inquire, do you have the same negative reaction to the term therapy, or therapist?” 
 
    “That is enough on that topic, for now,” a new voice came from the hallway, as the door to the room slid into its pocket. “It is nice to see you again, Janae.” 
 
    She turned and stared at the tant who was entering the room. Like all tants, this one looked much the same. Topped by ragged, dark, unkempt hair, a face only vaguely resembling a human’s features, with eyes of indeterminate color above a misshaped, blunt, flat nose whose mucus membranes were too red and gaping. This tant was wearing a taupe-colored set of coveralls, and what looked like over-sized shoes.   
 
    “I am Siiri-Peter. I met you previously…” 
 
    “You all look pretty much the same, so pardon me if I am dubious about your claims,” Janae spat out. 
 
    “That is understandable. Transmogrification does leave us tants with similar features, but not as identical as clones or some android models. Norms have the highest variability in appearance. Our bodies are stable, for the short life spans we have, but they are resistant, and we are in a way, children of radiation. Real mutants,” Siiri-Peter responded in a voice which was so similar to the other tants, although Janae was learning to hear differences. “I am being honest with you. I was there to assist you in escaping Ida.” 
 
    “Escaping? Well, yes, I remember. I was kidnapped, imprisoned…” 
 
    “Janae, let us just say we remember the past differently. Do not forget that Butterfield was killing my people then. I think we have an enemy in common in Butterfield. I am truly sorry about Ken,” Siiri-Peter replied. 
 
    Her emotions bubbled over, “Sorry? Jolly lot of good that does. Your being sorry does not bring Ken back to life, so spare me your fraudulent sympathies. What strange purpose are you on now?” 
 
    “I am here to assist you in reaching your goals.” 
 
    “Ha! Really?” Janae asked in dark humor, as she was not at all ready to speak to the tant about Ken. “Butterfield is evil, and is my enemy, but so far, few on the Trailblazer have been here to assist me.” She did think of George and Napoleon but restrained herself from speaking of them. 
 
    “Butterfield is the enemy of all tants,” Siiri-Peter responded. “Were she but a leader in one of the low-tech habitats, there would be little concern, but Ida is a high-tech habitat, and her influences are growing. Ida’s resources are needed for the success of the Trailblazer.” 
 
    Janae did notice a slight difference between this tant’s voice, in tones and inflictions, as compared to the tant she had met who was studying insects. She wondered why she was hearing that contrast at the time. “Success by your terms? Slaughtering animals, killing people, and wrecking equipment? Stealing food? All in addition to imprisonment, kidnapping, and other crimes against what you call, norms or am I forgetting something?” 
 
    Ignoring Janae’s insulting manner, Siiri-Peter went on, “You met Edith-Harish, who rescued you—a second rescue by us tants—and from your aura I can tell you are troubled by all that has happened.” The tant glanced over at the white automacube and with a six-fingered hand, gestured a command. “Please leave us.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Doctor 78G said, and rotated on its six wheels. “Janae, you will receive the best of care, from a holistic approach. Please try not to be stressed by the infirmary or my presence here. I am only here to aid in your complete recovery. The restoration of wellness to your body, mind, emotions, and spirit is my goal.” 
 
    “I need my medical kit, my weapons, and my gear. I am leaving,” Janae snapped. “Bring me all my equipment. Everything. Now.” 
 
    “That will be arranged,” Siiri-Peter stated. The automacube had departed, but the door remained open. “Your destination is AI Trenton in Reproduction and Fabrication, correct?” 
 
    “You always seem to know a lot about me. Are you the one who sent messages? My mysterious helper? Did you try to get me to address terrors or tragedies, and fight crazed animal things? What was that group called? Oh, yes, some Bureau of Guardians, or some other poppycock. Outer Limits oddballs or something?” 
 
    “Janae, there are many factors at play, and contending forces behind what has happened to you, and tragically to Ken as well. I am not your enemy.” 
 
    “So, I am just free to go now?” 
 
    “Yes, you are free to go. I do want to inform you that the android you call Ape, will be here shortly. He is carrying some of your equipment, and was essential in saving your life, invaluable in your rescue.” 
 
    “Ape, well, he runs away when it suits him. Lost in a river, he abandoned me when Ken, later he…” Janae was counting on her fingers when she was interrupted. 
 
    “Ken was severely injured by bruins, I am well aware of that. He was then murdered by Butterfield. Past, present, future. Where do you wish to keep your focus? Now, your current personal mission is to reach AI Trenton. I believe you are seeking to make repairs to your gear, especially the data sticks and the Atomic Level Processor. It is deeply unfortunate what happened with Kimberly. The septic radiation is aggressively malignant.” 
 
    Janae made no response. 
 
    “Ape—to use your nickname—has made connections to AI Trenton, as well as establishing a small network of other artificial intelligence systems. I am arranging for transportation to take you and Ape to the Reproduction and Fabrication facility which is in the shell of the biome where you were injured. The norms there call it—curiously enough—Luditestan.” 
 
    “Transportation? I thought the machinery got all messed up from the radiation, or was that a misunderstanding on my part? So, I am just supposed to wait here for how long?”  
 
    “Ape is expected to arrive before evening. Machinery, technology, and especially batteries and energy storage systems were severely affected by the septic radiation. That is true, no doubt about that. However, since your arrival, and because of your influences, shielding methods have been developed and retrofitted into some equipment and systems. It is a slow and tedious process, but it is working.” 
 
    “Hurray, something good happened,” Janae replied, and Siiri-Peter was unsure how to take her comment. It sounded genuine, but her facial expressions were those of bitterness and cynicism. 
 
    “I am told your circadian rhythms have been adjusted, and your sleep cycles normalized. You should be feeling better.” 
 
    “Again, someone alters my body, without my consent. Terrific! Oh, and that was sarcasm, in case you, or your keepers, are unaware of my patterns of speech. We are not amused. Tampering with someone’s body is about as despicable as anything short of murder. It happened to me before, and now again. Yuck!” 
 
    “Janae, when you arrived on the Trailblazer, the automacubes in that hanger bay did scans. You were fertile upon arrival. That was true also of Ken. I am unsure of your medical status and physical condition back in Dome 17, but the moment you stepped from your FTL scout ship, the scans show your body was actively able to bear children.” 
 
    “According to you,” Janae huffed out. She did think of Jubal’s duplicitous actions, Larson’s scheming, and the medication which she and Ken had received in Dome 17. Could Doctor Carolyn and the nurse Daniel be involved in something so underhanded? She remembered being told it was some broad prophylaxis against diseases and would aid in injuries. She spoke some of her concerns, but not all, “Perhaps… well… my body did not fight off the junk that those poisonous little creatures, the toxic terrors… in that ruined town… attacked me with Why? Poisoned me?” 
 
    “Scorpions inject venom. Poison is something that is touched, ingested, or inhaled. It is a subtle difference, and…” 
 
    “Oh, shut up! I was starting to agree with you, you pompous, prideful, prig! In Dome 17, I was given something that was supposed to prevent poisons, venoms, toxins, and other pathogens from hurting me. Yet, those things—scorpions, you called them—nearly killed me with their injections, stings, bites, or whatever. Well… that concoction… whatever it was…  Perhaps, I was made fertile again back in Dome 17. It is possible. Butterfield is not my only enemy, nor the only one to have murdered people I love.” Janae gulped as she realized she had connected her feelings for Constance with her feelings for Ken. It felt strange. “Anyway, may I please see my medical kit?” 
 
    “A transport automacube is bringing your items. They will arrive shortly,” Siiri-Peter stated. “In the meanwhile, it might be of interest to you to note that on the Trailblazer, there have been many evolutionary changes.” 
 
    “Indeed, some resurrected species and other monstrosities have been unleashed. I noticed,” Janae replied, but sat down on the bed to wait for her gear. 
 
    “Yes, the bruins were a distinct mistake, nothing the tants had planned, I assure you. Additionally, I am not personally offended by your insinuation that we tants are monstrosities, despite the fact that we saved your life at least twice now. Judge a person’s worth on actions, not on outward appearances.” 
 
    “If you take offense, too bad. I am sick of being coerced into things. Blab away,” Janae put her elbows on her knees, chin on her palms, and waited. “Do you now lecture me on philosophy? Theology? Morality?” 
 
     “I was referring more to the apparent failure of your medical kit to treat the scorpion venom, and your own body’s severe allergic reaction to that same venom. We have observed more dramatic evolutionary changes in insects and microbial organisms, than in other species. Except, as you noted, where there has been outside intervention by sentient beings. The bruins are an extreme example of outside tampering. These dramatic evolutionary changes—shall I call it natural evolution, despite the fact that every biome on the Trailblazer is manufactured and not naturally occurring?” 
 
    Janae scrunched up her face. “This is your soliloquy, use whatever phrases, term, and idioms you want. Just do not expect sympathy from me. When my equipment arrives, I am leaving.” 
 
    “That will be your choice. You are aware that this infirmary is on Axis Mundi, correct?” 
 
    Janae nodded, although in her heart she had not been certain at all. The lack of radiation readings on her RAM suit had surprised her, and the fact that the medical automacube was functional had suggested some other location, but she was not ready to admit that to Siiri-Peter. 
 
    “The changes in species, especially seen in microorganisms and insects is due to their comparatively short life spans. To be simplistic, and at the risk of having you insult me, yet again, let me just say that small creatures generally reproduce faster, and in greater numbers than do larger creatures. Consequently, they grow up, reach maturity, have offspring, and die over a much shorter period of time. Therefore, the number of generations of a small creature is going to be far greater than that of a mammals or humans, over the same length of time. This means that there will be more random mutations and more exposure to selection in each generation, therefore, that means the potential for evolutionary change is much, much greater. Hence, the scorpion venom has evolved a myriad of times since the launch of the Trailblazer. The records you had in Dome 17 are for venom from over one hundred years ago. From my understanding, your Dome 17 was the last place where any life existed on Earth, and that life was confined to the plants you used for your food rations, and the humans and their microorganisms. Your medical kit, and any prophylactics, would be based on antiquated specimens, or on best-guess conjectures on possible variables. Those conjectures get less and less accurate with each subsequent generation.” 
 
    “Has my equipment arrived, yet?” Janae asked and yawned.  
 
    “The automacube will bring it here without delay. I am sorry if I am boring you, but I thought it important to understand the limits of—what is still admittedly marvelous—your technology.” 
 
    “My technology? Marvelous? I was unable to save my people, or my friends, so not really too marvelous.” Janae wept a bit, but quickly dried off her eyes. Her emotions were a Gordian knot of conflicted urges.  
 
    “Very sad. Yes, tragically sad,” Siiri-Peter replied. “My discussion about evolutionary changes is not just academic, or for intellectual purposes. I wanted to let you know that your medical kit has been updated with our latest information on venoms, toxins, and other factors. I believe it will be even more effective now. I hope it is a help to you.” 
 
    Janae suppressed an urge to give a nasty, belittling retort. Instead she just said, “I hope so, also.” 
 
    A yellow automacube rolled into the room and stopped right next to Janae.   
 
    “No spacesuit, obviously. Is Ape bringing that?” Janae asked as she unpacked her items from the storage compartment on the automacube. She had a fusion pack, some data sticks, a data stick reader, Kimberly’s ALP, a tool kit, and a revenger. “Missing a few things here.” 
 
    “Ape has not given me a list of all the items he is bringing here. However, I do know the route which AI Trenton planned for your use in reaching Reproduction and Fabrication. The best path for humans will involve a shuttle.  It is not a simple passage.” 
 
    “Is anything simple on the Trailblazer?” 
 
    “Since the Encounter, no. Life is a trial on the Trailblazer,” Siiri-Peter replied. “Past, present, and future do seem a hard road.” 
 
    “Janae?” Ape stated as he walked into the room. “We will need to use a shuttle to reach AI Trenton. I technically do not necessary need to make physical contact there, but rather than send an automacube, have chosen to personally go there. Doctor 78G tells me you are sufficiently physically recovered to leave, although the doctor suggests you stay for some mental health interventions.” 
 
    “I am not staying here.” Janae was unsure how she felt about seeing the android. Part of her wanted to thank him for the rescue, but another part of her mind found the whole ordeal too suspiciously convenient. They meet a tant who specializes in bugs, then she gets attacked by toxic bugs who nearly kill her, only to later wake up among tants. Have I been set up, yet again? Her lips nearly formed the question, but she held it back. “Indeed, I am not staying here.” 
 
    “That being the case, I am prepared to depart,” Ape replied. “You are aware that this infirmary is on Axis Mundi but is a sealed and sequestered location which has been purged of the septic radiation.” 
 
    “I figured as much. Where is the other revenger? You cannot use it anyway,” Janae said as she extended her hand to Ape. “One of your android rules against killing, right?” 
 
    Ape handed over the weapon, without saying a word, or revealing what he had done. He did ponder Janae’s comment and wondered if it was truly random or a pointed jab at his behaviors. 
 
    “This one,” Janae made a gesture toward Siiri-Peter, “claims something about a shuttle. I am heading to interact with AI Trenton, and I am told you have actually made contact?” 
 
    “Yes, my multiceiver is linked to the new network of artificial intelligence systems. I now have limited, but direct access to AI Trenton, AI Celtnieks, AI Nanuq, and AI Sedna.” 
 
    “Limited? I suppose AI Trenton cannot help me remotely, right? I have to make some hero’s journey including overcoming another set of bizarre obstacles to reach some physical location far away, and difficult to achieve?” Janae spoke while she picked up Kimberly’s ALP. In her heart, she hoped Ape would tell her AI Trenton was able to help, but she was too frightened to express that longing audibly.  
 
    “Indeed, limited.” Ape again wondered just what all Janae knew, but said, “I can only exchange some information with AI Trenton, I am not able to initiate orders, or establish repair items, or have the facility make assessments, or do diagnostics. I have chosen to go there, and for that I do need a shuttle. AI Trenton related that the automacubes which have been visiting the Reproduction and Fabrication facility have to travel outside of the shell, emerging on the exterior, then moving along the hull of the ship, to then reenter and finally to reach Reproduction and Fabrication. An arduous journey.” 
 
    With steepled, six-fingered hands, Siiri-Peter related, “I am considering taking the liberty to have some shielded automacubes go into that biome and attempt to retrieve Janae’s spacesuit. Sadly, unless I am mistaken, the local people in Luditestan will attack and destroy any automacube they see, thus, I do not project a good outcome for sending automacubes. A security automacube would have a greater chance at success, but would probably kill many locals, and besides, we have none of those retrofitted and shielded as of yet. You should have brought the spacesuit along.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but I did not bring the spacesuit,” Ape confessed. “I had other issues which were pressing. I believe, from my deck plans, that the route Janae took to get from Hanger Bay 0237 into the Luditestan biome is not a safe passage to use to go back to the shuttle.” 
 
    “I call it Steed,” Janae interjected, “the shuttle, I mean. Just why do we need that shuttle? Or any shuttle? When I was unconscious, did you move me away to another habitat? I thought this was Axis Mundi, your needle ship, so we should be able to just ambulate back, right?” She also noted that Ape had identified the specific hanger bay where she had docked her Steed. That level of precise detail made Janae suspicious. “I agree that the hanger and the surrounding area is not a healthy place, even with a spacesuit. I am confused. Just what are you going to do?” 
 
    “Nothing, without your permission.” Sirri-Peter then asked, “Janae? What do you wish to do?” 
 
    She huffed out some air. “I wish to play a game of mancala with my friend Constance, but wishes are like dust. Or flatulence. They blow away easily. I need to go to Reproduction and Fabrication, but going back through that biome, with its myriad of nightmarish creatures is not appealing. Is there really no other way?” 
 
    “The only way which I have found includes a shuttle,” Ape replied, “I am relating the information from AI Trenton. I deem it to be sane, conscientious, dependable, and therefore, most likely accurate. However, I have not witnessed the damaged areas myself. If it were a human report, I would greatly doubt its legitimacy. Unlike human reports, AI Trenton is ultra-reliable, non-infected, and cooperative. I judge its information as very reliable.” 
 
    “So, will you tell me the details of what this route, journey, or mission—whatever you call it—consists of, or am I just left out of the discussions?” Janae pushed some hair back over her ear as she pondered what to do. Her emotions were labile, but she was trying diligently to gain control over them. 
 
    “The passageways you took getting from the shuttle to the biome are but one aspect of the problem,” Ape answered. “That part would be doable, but the major issues are around the Reproduction and Fabrication facility itself. The report from AI Trenton shows no directly navigable corridors and hallways around Reproduction and Fabrication which are pressurized and have atmosphere. Some lack gravity manipulation, others have some atmosphere, but lack environmental stability, and—as I said—some areas are open to vacuum. Those are not insurmountable obstacles for automacubes, but they are daunting for humans. By using a shuttle, we can bypass many of those obstacles. The safest route will involve a walk along the exterior hull of the Trailblazer. That is essentially the way that automacubes have been taking to get to that habitat’s Reproduction and Fabrication facility.” 
 
    “So, let me summarize this plan of yours. We head back to that biome which houses the primitives—those cavemen—and collect my spacesuit, somewhere you also find you a spacesuit. After that, we descend down those long stairways—a toxic waste hole—to get to the shuttle. Fly my Steed, through bands of septic radiation, and land somewhere on the exterior hull, only to have to walk across the hull and enter some place near Reproduction and Fabrication? All to interact with an antique artificial intelligence system which we only think might be sane, functioning, and helpful? Does that sum up this hero’s journey?” 
 
    “In a nutshell,” Ape replied.  
 
    Janae’s scrunched up her lips and eyes, puzzlement on her countenance. “Reproduction and Fabrication is in Luditestan’s shell, correct?”   
 
    Siiri-Peter looked at Janae, and added, “The idiom, ‘in a nutshell’ is not literal. It is a figure of speech. A nutshell is approximately three centimeters in diameter, depending on the species of fruit. The meaning refers to anything that could be written on the small amount of paper, which would fit into an actual nutshell. You see, that message would have to be brief and to the point. Thus, ‘in a nutshell’ means being concise.” 
 
    Ape added, “In other words, you are correct. It might be a truly heroic endeavor.” 
 
    “Ken told me what they did to heroes in Ida. Nonetheless, shall we proceed?”  
 
    “You are aware we are not traveling to the Ida biome, correct?” Ape asked with serious tones in his voice. 
 
    “Indeed. The biome we are going back to has those tiny, toxic, terrors, and those huge animals called Talls, right? Brought back from some prehistoric epoch. I still wonder if bruins are waiting, lurking, there somewhere. But come on, we will need to find you a spacesuit.” 
 
    “That is being arranged,” Sirri-Peter interjected. “One is being modified and shielded. It will be available and will be shipped to meet you on your way. It is specially customized as Ape’s spacesuit.” 
 
    “Our adventure awaits!” Janae said, as her emotions shifted and she felt some hope. A strange thought went through her mind, At least I am not alone right now. 
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    Pleistocene Picnic?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Preparing to leave the infirmary, Janae felt more relaxed. She had feared she really was a prisoner, yet when she did insist on leaving Siiri-Peter had no objection. The tant had even supplied a sack with food ration bars, and several bottles of water. Those gifts were accepted as a peace offering. 
 
    At the door to the infirmary, Janae’s RAM suit detected the fact that septic radiation lay beyond the door, and a buffering field of some kind was preventing that septic radiation from entering.  
 
    “Why not extend this buffering field and purge the entire needle ship from this radiation?” Janae asked.  
 
    “Eventually that will happen,” Siiri-Peter responded. “For now, the energy requirements to do that are far more than Axis Mundi can supply. I understand your fusion pack technology is very efficient and we are looking at having more of your style of fusion packs fabricated, just to help mitigate the radiation. We tants are not bothered, but mechanical systems and other more sensitive things are vulnerable to the radiation. So yes, we will be working on building up energy generation.” 
 
    “Does that also depend on me getting to AI Trenton?” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Ape interjected. “Right now, AI Trenton is our best option for having things produced, but there were eight major Reproduction and Fabrication facilities on the Trailblazer. When I get my network of AIs rebuilt, I hope to be able to share designs, schematics and plans for all the technology to each Reproduction and Fabrication facility.” 
 
    “The one in Ida is working,” Janae replied, “but under the direction of that Benefactor person and the murderer, Butterfield.  The one in the Isle of Pines is semi-functional. Perhaps AI Celtnieks could help us, instead of taking this journey to AI Trenton?” Janae asked.  
 
    “Intercourse is happening between the network AIs right now. However, from what AI Celtnieks tells me, you have a very advanced request, and it is unable to be accomplished at the Isle of Pines. Is that correct?” 
 
    “Ape, I did have communication problems with AI Celtnieks. A lot of communication problems. It made some repairs, refused others, and…” 
 
    “And needed updates and official recognition codes,” Ape interrupted. “Or other bureaucratic checklists? I am addressing those issues with the new network. More function, less perfunctory compulsions. Security that is too restrictive defeats the purpose of any mission. AI Trenton already seems more capable, and when we reach there, we can fully assess what is possible, and I plan on doing some manipulation to fine tune what can be made.” 
 
    Pulling on their hoods, gloves, and masks, they opened the door to the infirmary, and departed. Janae expected the sections of Axis Mundi to look like what she had seen before, and superficially they did, to a degree. However, along the corridor they walked, there were animal pens where the aardwolves were kept. The strange animals pawed a bit at the bars which kept them in, but they were not distressed, and had a lot of space to roam. Tubs of water were along the walls at various places, and soft bedding of some unidentified materials was in recesses in the rooms. Janae recalled the bruins, in her mind, and these animals were much smaller, but had four legs, with yellowish-tan fur, laced with black vertical stripes. They did also have several diagonal stripes down their hip areas near the legs. They looked like predators, but not vicious, and at times were somewhat playful with each other. That was surprising to Janae. 
 
    Siiri-Peter noted Janae looking at the aardwolves, “They are a valuable work animal for us. They assist in too many tasks for me to describe to you here and now. They are one of the few highly-resistant species which can survive on Axis Mundi. Cockroaches are another, and those cockroaches are ubiquitous. Our Outer Limits friends are continually running tests to see which lifeforms can survive best in the radiation. For even if Axis Mundi had unlimited energy, we would still be unable to completely eradicate the radiation.” The tant put his hand to his forehead and gave a salute of sorts. “I wish you the best on your journey. Ape, contact me if I can be of further assistance.” 
 
    Siiri-Peter left, and as the tant walked away down a side corridor, Janae wanted to say something, but she was torn between making a snide remark, and offering an honest word of gratitude. 
 
    Janae and Ape continued onward. The pens of the aardwolves were left behind, and domiciles of tants were seen. They were like common apartments, and Janae compared them more to the living conditions in Dome 17 than to the high-rise apartments in the forest towers of Ida, or the underground halls in the Isle of Pines. While the tants all did look very similar, here Janae noted that the tants did have different ages of individuals. It was the first time she had noted that some of the tants were smaller, and apparently younger, than the others. She wondered how the tants reproduced, and that reminded her that she, herself, was fertile, and the idea of a biological pregnancy, in her body, was repugnant. To Janae, babies were only safely gestated in extracorporeal wombs after proper gamete compatibility testing and in the best and most favorable conditions. That was what a human baby deserved, the best technology could offer. To have a baby come about via biological mating was animalistic and subject to so many random factors, that Janae shuddered just thinking about it. Anger flared up in her as she again wondered who had altered her body without her consent. Ape had mentioned finetuning and manipulating the AI Trenton. Was that what someone thought was acceptable to do to me? And yet, I subjected Kimberly and her ALP to a shutdown.  
 
    Soon they left the domicile of the tants behind, but Janae had a lingering feeling for the legitimate humanity of the tants, despite their outward deformities. They were far more human than the primitive people who had attacked Janae in Luditestan and were nowhere near as monstrous as Butterfield and some of the Ida people.  
 
    “Our route will allow us to enter the biome from a different constituent joint than where you were evacuated,” Ape added and broke Janae’s pondering train of thought. 
 
    “Can we stay in the shell?” Janae asked. “That would allow us to avoid the crazed animal things, and the primitive inhabitants, right? That hanger bay was gravitationally beneath the biome.” 
 
    “In theory that would work. However, there has been massive system failures, and I do not have a current report on the entire habitat. While we could probably eventually find a safe passage through the shell, that might take considerable time. The unknown dangers are myriad. Especially if the water aquifers have been damaged, or the reservoirs are leaking. The hydrology appeared intact, but each biome contains large quantities of water which is cycled through both the biome aspects and the shell. Potentially flooded causeways, companionways, decks, and other structures would make finding a suitable route uncertain.”    
 
    “And I lost you once in a river already, so we will stick to the route you have,” Janae answered. “Equipment lost in water is a bad situation. I never knew so much water could exist in one place.” 
 
    “Dome 17 did not teach about the Earth’s oceans, seas, rivers, and all that existed prior to the Great Event?” Ape asked. 
 
    Janae bristled at the condescending mannerism of Ape, but only responded, “I learned of it, but did not ever expect to see it.” 
 
    “The biomes are only a small representation of what Earth once had been. I am not designed as a historian, but I can…” 
 
    “Shut up, Ape.” 
 
    They walked on in silence. Climbing some stairways, then descending a few, and taking a long incline which led past a large chamber which might have once been a garden of some kind. Twisted and gnarled, but long-dead trees stuck up from sterile planters. It reminded Janae of what the forest towers in Ida might look like if they ever were washed in the radiation. She considered asking Ape about it, but feared some insulting response, and so she walked on in silence. So far, all the doors had functioned, and there had been no significant obstacles. In its own way, that part of the needle ship—Axis Mundi to the tants—was a tranquil place to Janae. She knew she was only protected by her RAM suit, but the radiation around her was not utterly dissimilar to the radioactive wastelands around Dome 17, where she had ventured on missions before. The familiarity was strangely comforting.  
 
    The corridors gradually became less functional, and the lighting was more sporadic. The ceiling illumination flickered and sputtered. In some long stretches of hallways, there were only lights at the junctions, or stairwells, and those lights were mostly just a dim amber glow. It was a weirdly strange twilight world. 
 
    “We are about to leave the radiation fields,” Janae announced as she looked at the readings on her RAM suit.  
 
    “Indeed, the rats know right where the boundary is,” Ape replied and pointed. “Evolution has trained them to survive on the edge.” Several grayish-brown rats hustled away and disappeared into broken sections of the wall. “Beyond here, the constituent joint access point is not irradiated, but that is rare on the needle ship. You may remember where you first met me. That too was on a boundary of sorts.” 
 
    “Nostalgic for the past? When you could not wander away?” Janae blurted out but regretted it after she said it.  
 
    “Not at all. I appreciate the repairs you helped me to get,” Ape replied. He gestured, “The doors up ahead should function and then onward, and upward, we go to the biome of Luditestan. Into the breach, yet again.” 
 
    “You reminded me of someone I knew in another lifetime,” Janae stated as she recalled Jerome from Dome 17. She silently wished him better fortune than she had had. 
 
    “I thought androids were illegal in Dome 17,” Ape mused. 
 
    Janae bit back a retort and let Ape have the last word in that conversation. She was tired of bickering.  
 
    When they reached them, the doors did open, and they stepped onto a dimly-lit ramp which led upward. At that point, Janae checked her RAM suit again, and found the radiation levels were not harmful. She pulled down her mask, goggles, and removed her gloves. The air smelled musty, and it had a stagnant feeling as it caressed her face. 
 
    Moving along, at the end of the ramp, they came to a pressure door which was controlled by a weakly-glowing, nine-section color pad.  The door had bright white letters stenciled on it, “Warning: Oblique Gravity Manipulation Adjustment Beyond this Point.” On a nearby wall there was an arrow with the words, “Gravity changes inside there. Watch your children.” But someone had smeared that with green graffiti. Janae’s face reddened as she read the obscenities and profanity which had been splattered across that wall. The gist was technology was evil, but the vandal who had sprayed it was quite graphic in descriptions. Janae wondered why ignorant and unsophisticated people—like the vandal—so often resorted to using language in a way which was demeaning to sexual acts. They did that as a way of cursing, but Janae just found it pitiful. 
 
    “The room beyond is a Gravity Altered Gimbaled Sphere and is designed and able to rotate to align with the other corridors,” Ape began to explain. “Gravity manipulation is needed…” 
 
    “I know what kind of place this is,” Janae cut him off. “I have already toured some of the Trailblazer, remember?” 
 
    A negative function sound came when Ape touched the control pad. The illumination on the pad flickered and the alert noise became weak, then faded out in a wimpy sputter. 
 
    “Power loss here,” Ape announced. “The fusion pack should overcome that. The shielded fusion pack should be safe to connect into that port, but the choice is yours. The equipment is under your control.” 
 
    Janae took out the fusion pack and jacked the cable into the access port which was near the color pad. She did recall Kimberly, briefly, and wished she had the AI to converse with rather than Ape. Although, only if Kimberly was restored and not rampant. Power flowed in. The lights on the pad suddenly lit up brightly, casting a rainbow of colors all around the area.  
 
    The door opened, but with a groan and the creak of rusty metal rubbing against unlubricated surfaces. Inside was a sphere about ten meters in diameter, just as Janae recalled, only this GAGS was trashed, ruined, and actually partially disassembled. Some of the doors were sprung from frames, hanging by wires, or cables. Others were severely dented in—the force necessary to cause that, puzzled Janae—and still others were just gaping black holes.  The whole place had a catawampus look about it. 
 
    Ape gestured toward a doorway which was canted at about a twenty-degree angle from where they were standing, not quiet half-way around the sphere. The platform which rested under their feet was about two-meters square, but also was tipped to the side. It trembled a bit as they stepped onto it. The original handrails were in place around the sphere, but many were broken off, and some looked to have been cut by vibration saws. Again, Janae was astonished at the force which would be needed, and the steer determination used to so thoroughly ruin a place. 
 
    “Normally, the platform would rotate around the sphere and realign us gently at the door we need to leave. However, here, I cannot detect where the gravity vectors are generated, nor what directions they are flowing,” Ape stated. Shaking his head to the side he went on, “Such needless destruction of quality machinery. It is a waste.” 
 
    “Agreed. Interesting what you care most about.” Janae put the fusion pack away, secured it, checked her revenger, and then carefully stepped down from the platform and onto the curved wall of the sphere. The footing was treacherous, with debris being scattered about, but then an idea occurred to Janae. “Ape? The rubble here gives us clues as to the gravity manipulation. The hall we came from was upright,” she pointed upward, “for us anyway, from our point-of-view, but the junk is mostly scattered on that side of the handrails. At least, near here. Over there, the junk is stacked up against that slope. That makes me guess gravity changes will happen in the intervening space.” 
 
    “Ingenious deduction, Janae. Near our chosen exit, the wreckage is at an angle of nearly ninety-four degrees. By my calculations, I observe three alterations of gravity—using your junk position system—between our location and that exit. That is a large number of shifting vectors, especially in such a confined space. I am unable to deduce the perceived gravitational force for each vector, but the Trailblazer’s system’s safety protocols inhibit more than Earth-normal gravity.” 
 
    “If they are still working,” Janae added. “From the state of this room, function is dubious.” 
 
    “Another good observation. I am processing all this, as the redundant safeties and human-welfare protections should not have been allowed this to happen. Unfortunately, the massive systems failures have destroyed so many machines.” 
 
    Ducking down, Janae stepped off the platform and stumbled across the interior surface of the sphere. It was obviously never meant for walking on, as the tracks for the mobile platform were where things should have moved. Yet, she carefully stepped and moved along. A couple small steps went well. The first shift of a gravity vector was unexpected. As she extended her leg down, she felt the pants of her RAM suit pull against her leg toward the side. Toppling over, Janae grabbed a handrail and swung out and through that gravity section. As she moved from being pulled down to being pulled sideways—the new down—she got rather queasy. But then the gravity vector shifted again, and down was in a new direction, but not too far from where she could re-establish her legs under her. Then, it felt like she was on a steep slope. 
 
    “I missed seeing that one,” Ape told her, but after the fact. “There is not enough debris scattered about to make definitive projections.” 
 
    “Yes, I noted that. Brilliant.” Janae squatted down and took hold of the nearby handrails with both hands. She then proceeded to squat-walk the rest of the way toward the destination door. She felt the shifting currents of gravity as the vectors altered. Dizziness assaulted her head, but she focused and kept taking small steps. Sometimes she felt like she was being pushed away from where she was holding, and then it would change after only a few steps, and she experienced a different orientation. As she got to the intended doorway, she called back, “Made it!” 
 
    “What do you see in that passageway?” Ape asked. From his perspective, Janae was still squatted down, holding the handrails, but was tilted from what he considered upright. His projected angle of difference was correct, but he did not relay that to Janae. His android mind made a simple correction in outlook, and he accepted the situation. 
 
    “This door will never again extend out from its pocket. There is a second door, maybe five meters down the hallway. It has lettering saying, ‘Beware: Biological Life Can Be Dangerous—DO NOT ALLOW BIOLOGICALS OUT OF THE BIOME,’ printed in it,” Janae responded. “But the vandal who has added things left repugnant profanity here as well. Basically, graffiti blames machines for everything and says the biome is haunted. Ha! Haunted, such a primitive concept. Nonsense for fantasy fictional novels.” 
 
    In his mind, Ape rechecked the deck plans. He then said, “That opens to the biome, so we will be leaving the shell. The door to the GAGS should never have been forced or jammed open. Total violation of protocols.” 
 
    “I am sick of mysterious messages,” Janae muttered as she climbed into the hallway from the GAGS. “Notes, graffiti, automacubes squawking warnings, and other indirect messages. Just deplorable distractions.” 
 
    Following the pathway that Janae had blazed, Ape easily traversed the broken GAGS and joined Janae in the short hallway. “Yes, this was a GAGS entry, but was dismantled with crude cutting and ripping implements. The bulkhead door ahead of you is intact.” 
 
    “It is shut, anyway.” 
 
    Ape pulled open a small panel, and the nine-section color control pad was revealed. “The vandal, or vandals, missed these controls. That is curious. They seem so thorough otherwise. The charge you put into this system with the fusion pack is holding at this point as well.” 
 
    Janae grabbed his hand before he could press any of the colors, “Halt. If there are bruins here, or other crazed animal things, I want to be ready.”  
 
    Ape nodded. 
 
    Janae drew out her revenger and aimed at the closed door. She tried to ignore the green graffiti. “I am ready. Open it up.” 
 
    Ape pressed a sequence of colors. 
 
    The bulkhead door slid sideways and into its pocket. 
 
    Warm air rushed in and stroked Janae’s face. Light from the sky tube shone down in yellow, warm, and comforting illumination. The doorframe was surrounded by plants which were stuck to the permalloy surface. The opening of the door had disturbed some of the plants, and the broken stems and leaves fluttered down.  The biome around Janae was wooded in a way unlike the other part of Luditestan she had already seen. A few birds flapped their wings and darted away. They flew too fast for Janae to see much of what they were like, beyond a blur of reddish color. 
 
    “Luditestan, or Habitat 7,” Ape said, “we have returned.”  
 
    “This is different,” Janae spoke her thoughts out loud as she touched a leaf that had fallen. The plants were some deciduous woody vine. It was attached to the wall all around the doorway, and was growing upward, roughly thirty meters. The thick trunks, or branches—Janae was unsure what to call that part of the plants—were varied in size with the largest being nearly as thick as Janae’s wrist. The vines were attached to the wall by means of numerous small branched tendrils tipped with sticky disks. Several of those ends had been ripped from the door as it had opened. Janae ran her fingers over the plants. The leaves were simple, palmately lobed with three to five lobes. The leaves were varied in size from five to nearly twenty centimeters across. She spotted a few inconspicuous, greenish flowers and fruits in clusters. The overall effect reminded Janae of the forested towers of Ida, and that made her think of Butterfield. It was an unpleasant connection in her mind. Trying to distract herself, she inquired, “Ape? I thought much of this biome was irradiated along the places where it connects to the needle ship. Why are these plants flourishing, and my RAM suit says there is no radiation?” 
 
    “I am not designed for horticultural endeavors. However, your observations are accurate. From what the tants told me, and from my own observations, radiation is a significant issue in Luditestan. Obviously, at this connection point, the radiation is not present. Hence, the plants here are alive. I do not have access to a comprehensive scan of where all the radiation is located in this habitat. I can point us toward Sucre where we need to recover your spacesuit. I have gotten word that the spacesuit for me will be delivered to the location where you first entered this biome. We can pick it up shortly after we exit this biome. The tants say that is a better location for delivery than anywhere else.”  
 
    Janae rubbed the implant near her ear and missed Kimberly. She gestured, “Trusting the tants, so, lead onward. You have ongoing communication with the tants?” 
 
    “I do, via my multiceiver.” Ape turned and shut the door. It was set into a small area that jutted out from the habitat’s immense sidewall. The vine-covered wall itself extended upward and to the sides for a long distance. The vines stretched perhaps fifty meters to the sides of the door, and thirty meters upward. Above that, far above, the wall arched over to meet the sky tube. As Ape studied the wall, he compared it to the deck plans, and also examined it for any signs of major problems. He spotted a couple nearby water nozzles, and a mist applicator—all set discretely into the wall itself—and they looked to be operational. The state of the foliage affirmed that assessment. 
 
    “This door has not been used for some extended period,” Janae commented. “But, you were going to lead us to that town with the toxic terrors. How do I avoid getting attacked by those creatures?” 
 
    “I will enter that home and recover your spacesuit. Then we can progress to the exit point.” 
 
    “That sounds like a workable plan. Thank you,” Janae replied, but she was on-guard for anything which seemed threatening. On the Trailblazer she had learned that crazed animal things came in all sizes, and she had not forgotten about the humans which had betrayed her back in Dome 17, nor about the murder of Ken. 
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    A Visitor to AI Trenton 
 
      
 
      
 
      Siiri-Peter walked out of the conference room. The meeting had gone extraordinarily well, at least from the tant’s perspective. Waving goodbye, Siiri-Peter watched as the yellow automacube, YG-1, rolled away. The figure—again clad in the navy-blue RAM suit—walked behind, and the blue automacube, BG-1 followed. The person glanced about, and then waved goodbye to the tant as well. Beneath the goggles, mask, gloves, and other accoutrements of the RAM suit it was impossible to tell any emotions on the person’s face. The body language was positive and the walk was spritely.    
 
    “There were so many unknowns about that newcomer. Too many in my mind,” a tant said after the person and the two automacubes were gone. The tant touched Siiri-Peter’s sleeve, “Is the newcomer’s identity confirmed? 
 
    “Yes, Shada-Mauricio, by several means, yes.” 
 
    Shada-Mauricio’s face wrinkled a bit, “It puzzles my mind, are you satisfied? I mean, are you confident about it?” 
 
     “Indeed, I am. For now. Time will tell, right? I know that there are mysteries and uncertainties,” Sirri-Peter replied. “Baffling? That is absolutely true. However, we are set on the best course of action. These meetings I have with that newcomer and earlier with Janae have convinced me.” 
 
    “But really? Is it wise having the newcomer go to Luditestan?” 
 
    “Our engineering automacubes are busy on repairs. They project that the tube transport system for that short run will be functional when that newcomer arrives at the hub terminal,” Siiri-Peter stated. 
 
    “I am not questioning the engineering aspects of securing another route, a safe one. Repairs are always good, as energy demands allow, even in those areas unaffected by direct radiation. My concern is more about why it is happening. Why now?” Shada-Mauricio asked. “All the unanswered questions, the unproven technology, and the risks? We do not even know how that person got here. Not really.” 
 
    “Agreed. There is much to learn, but do we learn by ignoring what has been given to us? When Axis Mundi shows us roaches, do we not eat?” Sirri-Peter asked, quoting a tant idiom. “Or, do we take this as affirmation of our progress on the gadget?” 
 
    “Siiri-Peter, I wish you would refrain from calling it that term. Gadget sounds so immature, juvenile, and trite. These are serious times, and all the Trailblazer is depending on the outcome of what we do.” 
 
    “Calling it the gadget has precedence from ancient times, a long-forgotten conflict back on the Earth and it is easier to say the gadget than to use its official name, the Skourouchronic Apparatus Field Generator. Yes, that official designation is a tongue-twister, and we tants do not have tongues evolved for twisting. Like that prior gadget of ancient times, which changed the course of human history, ours will as well.” 
 
    “That is certainly true, so far. History was changed, that is indisputable,” Shada-Mauricio replied. “Our prime scientist, Ajas-Reisimine, has much evidence to support the Uchronia Hypothesis, and the… gadget… has added to that flow of data. But there are those friends who say we do not know all the ramifications of its use.” 
 
    “I am one of them. We do not know all the ramifications of its use. Absolutely, but would you rather entrust it to Butterfield or the Benefactor she serves?” Siiri-Peter squeezed the shoulder of the other tant. 
 
    “Ha! It is more a question of who serves who in Ida, that I do know. But, to answer your question, of course I would not entrust it to Butterfield. She is a menace. Nor should those feckless norms in Christianopolis have the gadget. Anywhere else, and they are too backward to comprehend the basic physics, or even imagine what can be done. Most of the inhabitant on the Trailblazer do not even know that we are on a colony ship that encountered the micro-singularity. How would they perceive the gadget? Is that why you did not allow our new friend, that arrival, to know about Ida?” 
 
    “That person had more than enough to ponder for now. Let them make that journey, and perhaps we will join them at another time. Learning about each habitat will come later, after acclimatization to this place, and after the meetings happen,” Siiri-Peter remarked. “Time is on our side.” 
 
    “Yes, the gadget proved that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
       
 
   


 
  


 
     
 
      
 
      
 
    16  
 
    A Different Route 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Ape and Janae made their way across the biome, they followed small trails which were hard-packed dirt. The trails were mostly about as wide as one of Janae’s feet, and those trails twisted and turned but did pass through the grasses in the general direction Ape indicated. They saw no roads, or more suitable paths.  
 
    “Ape? How did people travel around in here before everything went into the sewer?” 
 
    “Not everything went into the sewer, but I think I understand what you are asking,” Ape replied. He thought briefly of the sewer modifications he had done. “While I am not a sociologist, nor am I designed for public transit analysis, I will give my best response. The people who lived in this biome prior to the Encounter used whatever forms of transportation they desired. That would have meant ambulating—as we are doing—all the way up to utilization of vehicles and mass transit systems to move between the habitats.” 
 
    “I rode a bus in Christianopolis,” Janae added. She was watching the waist-high grasses which were all around them, as well as keeping close watch on the scattered copses of trees. She had seen a few small animals as they scurried away, but none which seemed threatening. 
 
    “The Trailblazer had provided a wealth of transportation options, all serviced by local agents from Machine Maintenance, as well as human-built items such as bicycles.” 
 
    “We have not seen much by way…” Janae stopped speaking as she heard some loud sounds in the distance.  
 
    Ape looked around, and they both stood watching, listening, and paused in their travel.  
 
    The noise came again, but this time it was louder, and was more prolonged.  
 
    “What is that?” Janae asked.  
 
    “The sound comes from a shofar.” 
 
    “What kind of beast is a shofar?” Janae asked as she drew out her revenger and squatted down. The grasses felt more confining but did offer her some concealment. 
 
     “Not an animal, directly. I am not designed as a musician using primitive musical instruments, but a shofar is a horn which humans make out of the horn of various animals. The horn must contain cartilage like those found in kudus, rams, antelopes, bovines, gazelles, goats, and others. The horns best not be made from animals whose horns are solid bone.” 
 
    “Horns from horns? Huh? What does that mean?” 
 
    “Some human is playing a wind instrument most likely manufactured from a part of an animal, obviously,” Ape replied. 
 
    “Quit being condescending. To what purpose?” 
 
    “I have no idea. I am not designed to understand the complexities of human motivation, let alone evaluate a purpose behind a human making a sound on some primitive instrument,” Ape replied. “You should be aware of that by now.” 
 
    “Shut up! I said quit being condescending, and you ramp up the arrogant attitude. This might be very important, and I am aware that your mechanical brain can do wonders, if you let it. So, unless you are trying to deliberately bamboozle me, or you have shifted loyalties, or were lying to me all along, please tell me your guess on what that sound might mean. Is a portend?” 
 
    “I am flummoxed that you consider it possible that my allegiance to this cause would tergiversate in such a manner,” Ape replied and crossed his arms. 
 
    “So, you do not know. Fine, just admit you are ignorant next time, or I will be tempted to remove the energy storage packs I acquired for you.” 
 
    “Come, come, Janae. Resulting to threats of violence, yet again? Oh, I thought we were beyond that,” Ape answered. “Seriously, I am not in any way trying to be a hindrance to our mutual goal, but I cannot even guess why the local humans here are doing what they do. I spent time with them, and they are rarely logical, or scrupulous in their actions. I have difficulty analyzing human emotions and motivations, and, as I have said previously, I am not designed for psychological or sociological interventions or evaluations.” 
 
    The horn sounded a few more blats and then a longer single-note bleating noise.  
 
    “I do not know what they are doing, either,” Janae stated flatly. “But I doubt it is to anything good for us.” 
 
    There was a rumble which shook the ground and was as much vibration as it was additional noise. Janae looked around, moved a few steps away, and then saw something approaching.  
 
    Ape called out first, “That is a stampede of paraceratherium. My guess is that the horn was used to drive those animals. Perhaps in our direction.” 
 
    “Brilliant.” Janae sprinted away, down one of the dirt trails which lead opposite from the direction of the lofty animals. She looked back over her shoulder at the animals. Pausing for a moment she exclaimed, “Talls, indeed they are!” Their heads were visible above the slight rise in the ground, and the animals were moving very fast. Bobbing, weaving, and moving right toward her, their ears were laid back. They had a sense of panic about them. Janae considered firing the revenger. She knew she could drop the nearest creature as it was charging, but she quickly counted more than seven separate heads, and judged that they would be upon her momentarily. She doubted she could fire and strike down each one of them, before the herd was upon her. 
 
    A loud grunting came from the closest one of the Talls, and Janae felt totally different toward them, than she had toward the bruins who had attacked her. She barely had time to consider why, but holstered her revenger, and spun about. Looking ahead, she saw a grove of trees, and decided to try to dash into the trees before the Talls crashed over the hill.   
 
    Running with all her might, Janae was about to reach the shelter of the trees when there was a blur of motion out of the grasses nearby, and suddenly, the ground beneath her collapsed. 
 
    “Ooohh!” 
 
     As she fell, she twisted about, and grabbed some roots which were sticking out of the side of the hole. Gripping tightly and jabbing her foot into the dirt sidewall, thus gaining a toehold, she stopped her plunge, ending up only about two meters down from the lip of the hole. Looking up, the sky tube’s light was bright, and she heard the braying, grumbling, and whinnying of the herd of talls as they skirted around the hole in the ground. They had been only a step or two behind her, but none fell into the now-open pit. The thundering of their feet caused more dirt to slip from the edge of the hole. Janae took note that the talls had a short and thick fur, which was obvious, as there was deep-brown mud caked into their lighter-colored fur. The mud had splashed up to their knees—if knees were the right word for the joints in their stout legs. She wondered if the fur was soft or coarse, and then Janae chided herself for trying to observe the animals’ anatomy as they lumbered past. However, she had not been so very close to any one of the talls previously. They towered over her as they passed around the hole, blotting out the light momentarily. The ground shook as their three-toed feet pounded into it. Dirt, broken grasses, and debris showered around Janae as they ran, but she held tightly to her precarious perch on the sidewall. 
 
    In but a moment, the pandemonium was over. The stampede stopped. The receding baritone cries of the talls dwindled into the distance. 
 
    “What a royal mess this is,” Janae exclaimed. 
 
    As she turned and looked around, she observed the hole. It was about four meters in diameter, and fairly circular. The sidewall she was on was rough dirt, but across from her was some permalloy wall, which made her think the structure had been some kind of utility at one time. Glancing to the other parts, she noted that a door or lid of sorts was on hinges and that trapdoor had sprung open just before she had stepped onto it. The door itself was covered with fake grasses which mimicked the color, shape, and style of the natural grasses around the lip of the hole. 
 
    Getting her feet more securely dug into the dirt took a moment, and as she was doing that, Janae looked down. The bottom of the pit was perhaps five meters away, and a sickening sight was there. All across the bottom of the pit were spikes set vertically. On two of the spikes an animal was impaled. As Janae looked at the creature, its big brown eyes met hers and it let out an ear-piercing scream, which wrenched Janae’s heart. 
 
    “Pheep! Pheep!” the animal grunted and screamed as it wiggled on the protruding spikes.  
 
    Janae held her grip on the root with one hand and flipped on the light of her fusion pack with the other. That illuminated the ghastly sight below her. The animal’s four legs were splayed apart, and one of the spikes was sticking up from its abdomen, and the second from its rump. It was not a large animal, being roughly a hundred centimeters long, and perhaps fifty centimeters high, if it was standing. Blood was soaking the golden-brown coat of the animal and dripping down to its exposed lighter-colored belly. Its legs were thin and twitched futilely as it wrestled against the killing spikes. Janae concentrated looking at the animal’s face and head. Its eyes were wide-open, and implored Janae to do something. Its facial fur was a lighter tan—reminding Janae of the dead world around Dome 17—but looked to be soft fur. Its nose nearly matched its eyes for color, and oddly enough, it had long teeth, one on each side of its pointed snout. The strongly tapered face was reddish-brown color with some tones of gray, and the chin and upper throat were more of a cream color. The teeth were more like fangs but looked incongruous with the rest of the animal. It just did not look like a predator. It was panting with difficulty and in severe pain. 
 
    “So, you sprung this trap,” Janae commented. 
 
    The impaled animal let out a whinny cry of anguish. 
 
    “In a way, you saved my life,” Janae commented. “I would have run over this pitfall, and set it off, if you had not. Who would devise such a horrific trap?” 
 
    A rough male voice came down from somewhere outside of the trap. “Hurry! We caught something!” 
 
    “Get food out before biters eat!” a different voice answered. “Talls run fast!” 
 
    Janae quickly put the fusion pack away and drew out her revenger. She recognized the voices, not as individuals, but in their broken, accent-laden, poor speech. In her mind, a rush of hunger and craving for food was vivid. She imagined the smells of roasting meat, and her mind saw people carving slices off a dripping haunch of cooked animal muscle. It disgusted her, and yet the images in her mind were intense and repeated. She could not fathom why those thoughts came to her.  
 
    A fluttering thing darted around Janae’s face, bringing her thoughts back into focus. It had wide and frail wings. On the backs of those wings, it looked like two eyes, but she only caught a brief glimpse of it. “Bird? Insect?” 
 
    “It be a bucky-deer!” a man hollered as he looked down over the edge of the hole. 
 
    Again, images and thoughts of eating slapped into Janae’s mind. The animals in her thoughts reminded her of the brief glimpses of things she had seen outside of the town of Sucre, but she was unsure. Too many images pranced through her mind. Memories, ideas, plans, hopes, sorrows, all milled together. She concentrated on not thinking of them, and instead tried to blank out those intrusive thoughts. 
 
    “Bucky-deer? Yuck. Not much food. Big bucky be better,” another man called as he too peered over the edge.  
 
    Both men were very hirsute individuals, and their body odors wafted into the hole, overcoming the animal smell. Janae was surprised that they had not seen her, and was hoping they would just depart, as they were fixated in looking at the still-struggling animal they called a bucky-deer. 
 
    The shofar horn sounded again, and then a man with a bald head came into view, standing on the rim of the hole.  
 
    “Fugi! You got a bucky-deer! Do I get net, hooks? Act quick. Biters come.” 
 
    Fugi looked over the trap with a broad smile on his face, broken and missing teeth revealed. Then his eyes caught sight of Janae hanging on the edge of the hole, across from where he stood. The revenger was aimed right at his face.  
 
    “Do not move!” Janae commanded with as much authority as she could muster. She imagined the man being blasted apart by her high-velocity projectiles, and the grisly, blood-drenched images coalesced in her thoughts and somehow felt like they radiated out from her. 
 
    Fugi let the shofar horn drop, and it swung a bit on the leather cord which held it around his neck. “Witch,” sputtered out of his mouth. “Why haunt me?” 
 
    His two companions then noticed Janae. They both scowled at her but said nothing. 
 
    “Why did you create such an evil trap?” Janae asked, and with the muzzle of the revenger slightly pointed to the dying deer. The hunger thoughts and images of eating were gone from her mind, and an external sense of dread surrounded her. It was not dread for herself, but a doom coming from the men. 
 
    “Trap meat, so we eat,” Fugi replied. “Not… die?”  
 
    Janae was unsure if she could climb out of the hole while holding onto the revenger. As she considered, one of the primitives slipped away and she heard him running off. A share of the bizarre thoughts of dread lifted away, and she figured it was because the man had gone. Part of her wanted to have them all leave, but she preferred to know where they were, rather than have them set another trap for her. She yelled, “I said do not move!” 
 
    “Hodi, no move!” Fugi barked at the remaining man looking into the hole. Then he shrugged his shoulders as he looked back at Janae. “Piso, he be stupid. He no think-listen. He run away. I no move.” 
 
    “Biters get witch,” the man named Hodi said, and licked his lips. His grin conveyed more than his words. “Me watch.” 
 
    At the word, “biters” Janae became more aware of her predicament. Images of strange legless animals came to her mind, but she batted those thoughts away, and then remembered when she was attacked in the house. “Are there scorpions in here?” 
 
    “Made-up word?” Fugi asked in a genuine question. “Sco—pee—ums?” 
 
    “Tiny animals that…” Janae began to explain but then decided the language barrier was too great. She just thought deeply about the scorpions who had stung her, and saw the small, toxic, terrors in her mind.  
 
    “Burners!” Fugi yelped. “No send burners on me. Please?” 
 
    Hodi gave a fear-inspired groan and stepped back. His hand was covering his neck. 
 
    She took a different approach, “Do not move. I will climb out of here, now. If you try to hurt me, or run away, my… witch-wand will cut you down. It will bite you.” She focused her thoughts again on what the revenger could do. The brutal images she conjured up in her mind were repugnant to her, but she thought them anyway. Imagining the revenger ripping each of the men apart rippled through her mind, and she made it as graphic as she could. 
 
    “I no move,” Fugi stated, but was sort of trembling. “I no move.” 
 
    Hodi was holding a place on his chest which was exactly where Janae had imagined shooting him. 
 
    Janae scrambled up the root and threw herself over the edge of the hole. It took a few moments, and she tried to watch the two primitive men while she climbed, but it was hard. As she got back on the ground, she drew out her revenger again. The trampled grasses showed where the talls had stampeded, but nothing else was nearby. Some birds circled overhead, and the sounds of the biome were as she expected. As she looked at the birds, her thoughts softened.  
 
    Fugi glanced away from Janae and looked at the animal which was on the spikes. “Too late for food.” 
 
    Janae followed his look and saw greenish slithering things climbing up the spikes and biting into the deer. They were long rope-like creatures, constricting their way upward, and then biting into the still feebly kicking animal. 
 
    “Biters,” Hodi said with tones of admiration. “They kill good.” 
 
    “Venomous snakes?” Janae asked rhetorically as she noted that the snakes were busy at the body. Her mind wondered if the Dome 17 preparations would have protected her from the snake’s venom, or if that too would have evolved beyond ways her prophylactics would have anticipated, or if her medical kit could have treated a strike from one of those snakes. Her mind wandered to the medical equipment, treatments, and her technological gear, including the FTL scout, for some reason. 
 
    “Biters live in hole. Bucky-deer die slow, be food for biters, now,” Hodi stated with inappropriate relief in his voice. “Cursed thought-talk. Bad thought, no curse here.” 
 
    Fugi waved him to silence, then looked at Janae, “You kill us now?” 
 
    “No. Did you try to kill me?” Janae asked and thought about the talls in their stampede. 
 
    A startled looked flushed across Fugi’s face, “No. Hunt for food. Not know you here. Sorry?” 
 
    A bizarre sense of pleasure popped into Janae’s mind. It was a mix of erotic desire and the watching of the snakes, but from outside of Janae’s perspective. She realized, in some convoluted way, that the view was from Hodi’s outlook. It was so disgusting she wanted to vomit. Looking down in the hole, she saw the snakes were biting the still barely-alive deer. Before she thought much about it, she aimed her revenger. “I bloody hate this!” 
 
    Piff. Piff. 
 
    The bucky-deer on the spikes was blasted by the impacts. The deer died instantly and mercifully.  
 
    Janae glared at the two men, “That will happen to both of you, and your families, if you ever hurt me again. Go tell all your people—everyone—including Ladu, Kano, Googoo, Pisu, Tano, or whatever any of your supercilious, stupid, scoundrel, shyster, scummy names are, that everyone must leave me alone. Understand?” Janae cursed the words out past the ever-growing headache she had.  “Now, just leave, and never bother me again.” 
 
    “Bye,” Hodi said and sprinted away. “I tell everyone what the witch think-talks and says.” 
 
    Fugi stayed a moment longer, although she could tell it was miserably difficult for him to do. He mumbled out, “Ladu dead.” 
 
    Think-talks? Janae pinched the bridge of her nose, and then said audibly, “Some crazed animal thing kill him? Ladu?” She still feared the appearance of the bruins, and her mind was replaying the horrors she had seen. 
 
    “Not know that killer animal… angry, mean, ugly… um… Ladu, he dead.” 
 
    Janae’s head pounded, but she saw in her mind’s eye an oversized image of the android Ape, and somehow that was connected to the death of the primitive man named Ladu, but she could not make sense of the jumbled thoughts coursing through her mind. “Just leave, now!” 
 
    Fugi rushed away, as he did, the images in Janae’s mind faded out and her headache receded away. She blew out a long breath and said, “Think-talk? Oh, I wish Kimberly was here to explain this. Telepathy? In these primitives?” Janae pressed on her implant, “Kimberly?” 
 
    She knew nothing would happen. 
 
     Wondering just where she was, but not surprised by being alone, yet again, Janae started to walk. As she passed the nearest copse of trees, which had at least five specimens, all of which were about thirty meters tall, with a crown extending out forty meters to the sides. Janae wondered if the talls would nibble on the leaves, or what. The canopy parts of the trees had interlocking branches, with leaves that were deeply lobed, of a deep-green color. Occasional, spiky, brown seeds or fruits—Janae could not tell which they were—hung down. The trunks were of a mottled bark with flaky, greyish-taupe colors and deep ruts. Janae watched for any signs of animals, predators, or insects.  
 
    “I see you continue to survive,” Ape called down from one nearly horizontal branch which was about seven meters off the ground. 
 
    “No, I did not. I am a ghostly phantasm come to haunt you,” Janae replied. Her words surprised herself. “I am a witch, and a turtle, and whatever else these primitives think I am.” As she said think, her mind went to the headache she had and the bizarre images which she associated with the local’s think-talking.  
 
    Ape climbed down. “The stampede avoided these trees, and me as well. Shall we continue our adventure?” 
 
    Janae wrestled with what to say. You could have helped to save me! Or Why did you run away, again? Yet, she said nothing like that. Instead, she just made a sweeping gesture and a slightly mocking curtesy. 
 
    “I expected you to threaten me with violence,” Ape said as he walked over to her.  
 
    “Please, just lead me to that house in that town. I want to get the spacesuit and get on our way.” There were so many things she wanted to say, to ask, and to get explained, yet, Ape was hardly the one who would answer her questions. She missed Kimberly and Ken. Rubbing the place where she had packed Kimberly’s ALP, she hoped some restoration, a resurrection, might take place, but was also realistic about the chances of that happening. 
 
    They walked on and neither spoke. The sounds of the biome rang around them, but no further horns, or any noises which seemed threatening.  
 
    Reaching a spot where they could see the town of Sucre, Janae knew it was from a different perspective, yet it vaguely looked familiar. The neglected, rundown, and broken houses, and the overall look of abandonment was the same. Some birds did circles over the town, gliding on the air thermals, and their silent movements were more troublesome than Janae anticipated. The predator raptors she had seen before had left an indelible impression in her mind, even if they were in some other habitat.  
 
    She blurted out, “Do these locals have telepathy or some similar traits? You said something about extrasensory stuff. Do they have telepathy?” 
 
    “I am not designed for anthropology, nor for advanced psychological studies,” Ape replied. “Therefore, I cannot help you in any inquiries concerned with the investigation of human mental, spiritual, emotional, or psychic phenomena. That would include apparitional experiences, clairvoyance, dream interpretation, dream stimulation, faith related events, near-death experiences, precognition, prophecy, pyrokinesis, psychokinesis, reincarnation, religious concerns of any sort, spiritual visions, spirit visits, telekinesis, telepathy, zenokenetic philosophical manifestations, just to mention the major areas which might be related to your inquiry. As I have repeatedly…” 
 
    “Shut up!” Janae cut Ape off. “I regret asking, but you did say something about it before.” She huffed a bit and glowered at the town. “Just go recover the spacesuit. I will wait here. I have no desire to reenter that town. I assume you are immune to those tiny toxic terrors, right?” 
 
    “As an android, that is correct. I will return as quickly as I am able.” Ape turned and looked toward the town. “You will be here when I return?” 
 
    “You will return?” Janae snapped back. “Not get lost? Run away? Or have some other unfortunate event happen?” 
 
    “I am not able to prognosticate the future. That would fall into the realm of advanced psychological studies. As I indicated previously, I am…” 
 
    “Shut up and go get my spacesuit. You be sure to come back without delay,” Janae commanded. “Consider that an order. There is something in your design about obeying all orders issued by people, right?” 
 
    “Interesting. Yes, by persons. Human persons. I will obey all orders given to me by humans unless they contradict rules of a higher order.” Ape considered in his mind, What constitutes a legitimate person? But did not speak it. Instead, he said, “I told you I would return as quickly as possible. I suggest you take the time here to meditate, do stress reduction techniques, be in prayer, or some other methods to calm your spirits.” 
 
    “Oh, but you said you know nothing about any psychology stuff? Sure, you said that. Right?” Janae mockingly questioned. “Then you try some counseling tricks or suggest I do meditation? Ha!” 
 
    Ape shrugged his shoulders, then pointed toward some trees, “I am not trying to offer you counseling, I am not designed for that. The foliage over there is clearly a landmark, of sorts, shall we meet there when I return?” 
 
    “Agreed.”  
 
    Ape marched off. 
 
    Janae considered the situation. She saw the thicket of trees—which Ape had indicated—not far from where she was standing. This wooded area was larger, by far, than where she had found Ape up in the tree. This one showed signs that some of the trees had been cut down in the past, as half-meter-high stumps were visible, yet newer trees had grown up around them. The word coppice came to her mind, and she smiled.  
 
    Looking back at the receding figure of Ape, she closed her eyes and pondered.  
 
    “Thank you, John. Besides teaching us about your beloved fish, you left me a memory of how primitive people would have stands of trees which they periodically cut down to harvest the materials.” She blew out a breath as she spoke softly. “Why I remember that now, I do not know. Did you call that tree harvesting, coppicing? Oh, I hope you are well, John. If only I could ask you about this biome and all its strange creatures. The Trailblazer is a weird and wild place, filled with creatures I never expected. And here I am, talking to myself.” 
 
    Walking slowly toward the coppice of trees, Janae was again on high-alert for predators. As she approached, she noted some of the stumps were quite wide, as much as a meter or more across. Small shoots were growing from some of the stumps which looked to have been recently cut. “Sawed through with some metal blade,” Janae commented. “I smell something, perhaps cut wood? Is someone in this grove?”  
 
    There was no response, yet Janae felt as though she were being watched.  
 
    Janae looked for some place which would offer concealment, as she was unsure how long it would take Ape to return. Finding one of the stumps, which was on the edge of the copse, she settled in behind some of the new shoots which had grown up and around it.  She knew she was not completely hidden, and therefore, she drew out her revenger and had it ready to use. She unconsciously tapped the implant near her ear, hoping for some response, but knowing that Kimberly was gone. Ken was gone too. Constance was gone. A few tears ran down her face. 
 
    And thus, Janae waited.   
 
      
 
    As Ape walked away from Janae he wondered again and again what constituted a legitimate person. He went through an algorithm of possibilities. If a person was just someone with human DNA, then infants, the demented elderly, and anyone with a mental disturbance could command him and he would have to obey. Yet, when Ladu had interacted with him, he had had the ability to refuse. Therefore, Ladu was not a legitimate human person. Or, the principles, and Ape’s personal tao, were not as immutable as he had thought. That idea bothered him more than the death of Ladu. Were the five principles actually mere guidelines, or were his systems damaged in ways he had not understood and were only now being revealed? Ape was puzzled. He had told Janae he would recover the spacesuit, and that was what he intended to do. Not because she had commanded it and he had to robotically follow some scripted program. Ape knew he was not a mindless puppet or automaton, yet, he was an android and his consciousness and sentience were different than that of a human. He asked himself, out loud, “Is sentience the core to legitimacy? If an artificial intelligence system issues a command to me, am I bound by it, or do I have the free will to choose. Can I make decisions on my own, or am I a slave to the principles?  Perhaps, I will have to further test myself?” His questions hung in the air. 
 
    The pathway he followed led into the town of Sucre via an overgrown and barely recognizable hard-packed trail. His destination this time was not near where he had installed all the links and communication connections, but he fondly thought of that work he had accomplished. The sky tube was growing dim as he walked to the house where Janae had been attacked by the scorpions. The place looked no different than when Ape had previously been there.   
 
    Ape easily cut open the house’s door and entered. The spacesuit was located, taken outside and in the waning light, Ape methodically checked the spacesuit’s parts for any signs of the scorpions. He found none, and yet, he went through the entire suit a second, and then a third time, just to make sure one or more of the insects were not hiding somewhere in the crevasses and folds of the spacesuit. Using his engineering skills, he made multiple repairs to areas of the spacesuit which needed maintenance. None of the problems would have posed a critical issue for Janae, and yet, Ape felt duty-bound to make the repairs.  
 
    “Did I decide to make these repairs, or was I compelled to do so because of my innate principles and tao?” Ape stated to himself. He had no proper answer, as he had done the repairs, and could not change the past. He briefly considered abandoning the spacesuit and departing to find AI Trenton in Reproduction and Fabrication alone. Yet, there too, he had a sense of obligation to return to Janae as he had promised. “Am I following programming, or keeping a promise?” Ape pondered as he packed up the repaired and inspected spacesuit. “No matter, now. The decision is made and I will take this to Janae.” No one was there to hear his spoken words. 
 
    Before he headed out, Ape took out the multiceiver and sent a signal. “I have recovered Janae’s spacesuit and am proceeding back to rejoin her. Together we will then depart the biome, subject to my own spacesuit being delivered.” 
 
    A tant’s voice came back, “That item is in place, ready for you to pick up. Just inside the shell along the route.” 
 
    “Understood,” Ape replied and cut the connection. He considered informing his AI network but did not do so. 
 
    Ape carried the spacesuit back to the grove of trees where he had agreed to meet Janae. The night was upon him as he reached that location.  The sounds of nocturnal animals played across the biome. Ape took little notice of that.  
 
    After a few moments of quietly searching the copse he located Janae. She was sound asleep, clutching the revenger in one hand, the other tucked under her head as a makeshift pillow. 
 
    Ape stood over her and watched, guarded, and pondered.   
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    Recovery of a shuttle 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Janae awoke without realizing she had ever fallen asleep. She was startled and sat up quickly. Neck aching, back throbbing, her muscles all felt stiff and sore. She aimed the revenger around but did not see any of the bruins she had been chased by in her nightmares.  
 
    “I am here, Janae,” Ape stated from a short distance away.  
 
    She swung the revenger toward him, but then pulled up short. Aiming it at the canopy overheard, she stared hard at Ape. “You came back?” 
 
    “Obviously. I told you I would return. I have your spacesuit. It is free from what you called tiny toxic terrors,” Ape stated as he gestured at the spacesuit. “I also did all the routine maintenance and repairs it needed. It is in prime condition now.” 
 
    “But you let me sleep. Why?” 
 
    “You need sleep. I saw no untoward consequences of staying here while you rested. I also suggest you take nourishment and then we can depart.” 
 
    “Why so caring now?” Janae asked as she holstered the revenger.  
 
    “I am not your enemy, Janae. Although, I suppose from your perspective that has been a debatable proposition.” 
 
    Janae looked at the spacesuit, and while she did not particularly care for ambulating through the biome with it on, she found that idea preferable to carrying it and being encumbered and unable to reach her weapon, or other gear. Checking the readings on her RAM suit, she looked at Ape. “I will be ready in a moment.” 
 
    She reshuffled all her gear, fitting some items into the internal compartments of the spacesuit, while keeping the revenger, fusion pack, molecular torch, and medical kit in compartments on the outside. She then did eat, drink, and double checked that she had easy access to the weapon. She had learned the importance of that in a never-to-be-forgotten lesson. 
 
    They walked away from Sucre and headed toward where Janae had first entered that biome.  
 
    “I left marks so that I could find my way again,” Janae commented as they walked. “But I will only recognize them as we get closer.” 
 
    “I have the plans in my mind, and we should arrive at the egress point in a short while,” Ape replied. “I think it is good that you admit you too were marking the Trailblazer with graffiti.” 
 
    “What? I did no such thing. Graffiti is vandalism and is garbage messages scribbled, scratched, or sprayed illicitly on a walls or other surfaces.” 
 
    “And how did you mark your way?” 
 
    “Shut up, Ape. For a moment, I thought you cared, but obviously I was wrong.” 
 
    They walked on in silence.  
 
    She saw the place with “Underground Coffee House and Restaurant” in faded letters, and her own handiwork beneath that. The re-welded cutout door section was easily recognized by her, but she considered what it would look like to someone just passing by.  Is that graffiti? To any casual observer, it would just look like someone had done metalworking on the door and then resealed it. It did not speak a message, at least not in words, and Janae opened her mouth to argue with Ape about graffiti, but then held her tongue. 
 
    Janae swiftly and easily cut out that section of door by severing the permalloy welds she had made previously. They began their descent. Janae expected a bad smell, and she was not disappointed. The stairway reeked of odors, each of which was its own irritant to her nose.  
 
    “That, my dear android friend is real graffiti,” Janae said and pointed. She wiped her nose and tried not to breath too deeply.  
 
    “Machines are death. Death to machines!” was on the wall, and Ape studied it for a moment, reading aloud its message. “I do see your point. I stand corrected.” 
 
    At the bottom of the first set of stairs, was a package in a light-weight shipping container. Ape hustled down the stairway while Janae again resealed the door. This time she had to scavenge some materials from a nearby small shelf in order to replace the permalloy which had been lost due to cutting. The work took only a few minutes, but when she was done, she was confident that no animal or person could easily get inside. Yet, she wondered if it would matter. Coughing a bit, she shook her head, and checked the reading on her RAM suit. The air was not toxic or dangerous, but annoyingly fetid. 
 
    Inside the shipping container, Ape discovered a new spacesuit. It was the same color as his RAM suit—light-blue—and except for that it looked like a clone of the one Janae was wearing.  Ape called to Janae, “I found my spacesuit. The tants delivered it just like they promised.” 
 
    “Bully for them,” Janae replied sarcastically. She turned her head for she had noted something along the sidewall, a short distance away. 
 
    “Bully? The tants are not trying to dominate or coerce compliance,” Ape replied. “While I am not designed for analysis of interpersonal relationships, and dynamics between various levels of personal power, I do not see the tants flaunting their high-tech status. Nor are they acting as a self-styled superior using strength or power to harm, intimidate, or enforce behaviors upon those who are weaker or vulnerable.” Ape watched as Janae walked past him. “Janae? What is it?” 
 
    Janae stepped to the sidewall where an empty ESRC was located. Its door was hanging open with a printed note tacked to the door.  “Oh no, not again,” Janae commented as she glanced at the note. She recalled the other notes she had found like that, but this was a new one. “Is this from friends of yours?” 
 
    “Just a moment. Let me find out,” Ape finished putting on the spacesuit, except for the bubble helmet which he hung on the studs on his side. Taking the multiceiver, he set it to area-audio, and sent a message saying, “I have received the spacesuit and we are proceeding toward the shuttle’s location. Did you leave a written note at ESRC 27-9IK5?” 
 
    A tant voice came back, “No written messages were left.” 
 
    “Which tant was that?” Janae asked as she walked over to the note. “I have trouble telling their voices apart.” 
 
    “That was Edith-Harish,” Ape answered honestly. 
 
    “The insect specialist, bug guy? Did they send the yellow automacube?” Janae gestured down the wall where a yellow automacube was parked in a recharging niche. “My mysterious so-called helper has used yellow automacubes before.” 
 
    “Edith-Harish? Janae has located some written message of some kind. Was that associated with the transport automacube which brought the spacesuit here?” 
 
    “I heard her inquiry. I have no knowledge of any correspondence,” Edith-Harish’s voice came back. “The transport automacube we used is on its way back to AI Trenton.” 
 
    Ape walked over to the automacube which was parked in the niche. He squatted down and assessed it. He took apart the access panel to evaluate the automacube. Still keeping the multiceiver on, he said, “The log for this automacube records that it has not been dispatched for many years, yet the tires and the drive shafts show that this automacube moved very recently. It has not been in storage-mode for as long as the logs indicate. The logs and the evidence are incompatible. Something is amiss here.” 
 
    Edith-Harish’s voice was a bit agitated, “That is not the automacube we used. I just checked the one we dispatched for its real-time location, and it is moving toward Reproduction and Fabrication. I have been asked to suggest that you immediately proceed to AI Trenton.” 
 
    The multiceiver beeped as the connection was ended. 
 
    “I am supposed to be surprised that there are oddities and strange circumstances happening?” Janae asked. “That is the typical conditions here on the Trailblazer.” 
 
    Ape was puzzled, and asked, “This automacube can be useful to our mission. I am dispatching it from here to go to Reproduction and Fabrication. I estimate it will take a convoluted route, as I have set it to find safe passageways for itself, and report back to me. That is not the route we will be taking, as we will be using the shuttle. I considered sending it to the tants, as they could use its assistance, but it lacks the shielding necessary to function well in the needle ship’s radioactive milieu. No sense in sending a fine machine to its doom needlessly.”  
 
    “Then how did it bring the message here?” Janae asked. Her mind was whirling with possibilities. 
 
    “I am not sure. The log did not record its passages, which is curious enough in itself. The evidence suggests it came from somewhere in this habitat, but, as I said, the log is not giving accurate information. What do you think? Who left that message? Your graffiti vandal?” 
 
    Janae picked up the note and looked it over. “I doubt it. The graffiti was sprayed by hand. This message is machine printed, something that vandal would abhor, if I understand his psychopathology, or her criminal tendencies.” Janae thought of Butterfield, Jubal, and Larson. They were each undeniably mentally warped, and so was the vandal. Janae was unsure the extent of the vandal’s evil, and she was troubled by what she was seeing. She went on, “Besides, that graffiti was there when I came through here before, but this note was not here. I do not even recall an ESRC on this level, but maybe I just did not notice.” 
 
    “How could you miss a note sticking onto the end of an open door?” Ape looked around, and while it was a twenty-meter diameter round room, with a ten-meter high ceiling, it did have adequate light coming in from the windows set in that ceiling. Variations on that design were not uncommon in subterranean places in the biomes. “The position of the note seems very visible.” 
 
    “Ape, just…” Janae had been about to tell Ape to shut up but refrained. “Of course, I would have noticed the note. I spotted notes before. Yes, indeed, I got those kinds of messages before. I meant that I did not remember the ESRC in this room. There was one down by the hanger bay, but not here. Or, I just do not recall it. I know that note was not here, but the graffiti was,” Janae replied as she looked from the wall toward the stairs which led up. Across the way was the sealed door which led to the down stairway.   
 
    “ESRCs are in many places on the Trailblazer. What is the message?” Ape asked. 
 
     Janae’s face screwed up in a mix of rage and befuddlement, “This is strange, it says, ‘Janae, you tracked down the Trailblazer. I have been watching. You have faced tragedies and overcome them. Terror has struck you, yet you have endured. Times have taken unexpected twists and we are not sure what to make of events. I warn you to be cautions and careful. We are here to assist, but times are changing. We will be in touch. —The Bureau of Guardians.’ Yes, they speak in their strange plural and singular manner all jumbled together. Are you certain this is not from the tants?” 
 
    “Edith-Harish claims it is not. I have no reason to believe differently.” 
 
    “I do. Past history make me suspicious,” Janae replied as she pocketed the note. “What about that network of AIs you have connected? Did one of them send this?” 
 
    “I will ask.” Ape adjusted his multiceiver and sent a brief message. A moment later a reply came. 
 
    “No,” the mechanical voice stated. 
 
    “None of the AIs on the network know about it,” Ape affirmed. 
 
    “So, the Bureau of Guardians is watching. That is creepy, and bizarre. Well, we should just continue onward. I still need to get to AI Trenton, despite some cryptic message.” Janae pulled her bubble helmet on and secure it in place. She then quickly removed it and looked to Ape. “How will we communicate when we are sealed in the spacesuits?” 
 
    “There are communications built into the spacesuit. There is a default heads-up display—which I repaired—and that will appear on the interior of your bubble helmet. I set the spacesuits to use tight-beam communications as the primary link, and if that fails, the secondary systems will automatically engage. Just speak a command and the communication system will respond. Graphics and information will be displayed,” Ape replied. “Very easy, ultra-reliable.” 
 
    Janae rolled her eyes but was inwardly thankful. She plopped the helmet back on her head and locked it into place. The ghostly images appeared on the faceplate, and she commanded, “Halt display of communication, and only respond to voice messages.” The images winked off. “Ape? Can you hear me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Behind that door is where the large stairway is located…” 
 
    Ape interrupted her, “I have the deck plans and am aware of that. Shall we proceed?” 
 
    “There was extreme wind when I was here before,” Janae cautioned. “Do you know how to shut it down?” 
 
    “Wind is only found in the biomes. I assume you mean currents of air at a high velocity?” Ape asked.  
 
    “Was it a river, stream, flood, or gush of water that dragged you down in the Isle of Pines?” Janae huffed, and some fog appeared on the interior of her faceplate. “The exact term does not matter. Whatever you wish to call it, it nearly knocked me down, and the important question remains unanswered. Do you know how to shut down the giant fans which are above the stairway?” 
 
    “I am designed for maintenance of machines. It stands to reasons I would know how to shut down ventilation fans,” Ape replied as he walked to the sidewall and opened the back of the ESRC. Janae watched what he did carefully. He popped open an access panel and adjusted a few items. “None of the monitors, regulators, or gauges are functional here.”   
 
    “Does that mean the fans are off or on?” 
 
    “It means none of the monitors, regulators, or gauges are functional here. Since there is no power coming through this location’s monitors. I am unable to remotely assess the fans,” Ape replied. “I can shunt and circumvent the circuits here, but that would cut all the power to everything in the stairway. Do you want me to do that?” 
 
    “Go ahead. It was already a wreck, with dead escalators and whatnot.” 
 
    Ape adjusted the controls. “I am not sure if the tertiary systems will kick-in as I cannot remotely access the stairway. There has been damage to many of these systems.” 
 
    “Astute deductive observations,” Janae said. “I will open the door and find out.” 
 
    Opening the door, Janae was prepared for a blast of air to knock her about. Instead, the spacesuit’s readings showed only a moderate amount of air turbulences, and therefore, she stepped onto the landing. The descending stairs were dark. She activated the spacesuit’s lights and looked about. Overhead, behind permalloy grilles, the fans’ blades were turning slowly—obviously no longer under power. 
 
    “Down we go, the blackness beacons!” Janae laughed a bit, but it held little mirth. 
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    A Cracked Shell 
 
      
 
      
 
    They turned on their spacesuit’s lights and descending down the dim stairway. At each landing Janae checked and took readings, but the gushing ventilation was not happening. Each landing showed only the welded-shut doors, and remains of broken equipment. They were shadowy in the lights form the spacesuits.  The temperature was dropping and that made Janae wonder how it compared to when she had arrived. She could not recall the exact temperature readings, and without a functional data stick in the RAM suit, she did not have a storage device to keep the records. The spacesuit only had real-time readings, and not built-in logs. 
 
    Janae only used the communication in the suit after they had gone down many flights. “Sublevel Nine, here is where there was more from our graffiti vandal. Just outward displays of angry malice.” 
 
    Ape looked. “Yes, the official labeling has been sprayed over with red paint in incomprehensible ways. Obviously, a human’s work. Why would the vandal try to eradicate directional labeling?” Ape asked as he beamed his light on the permalloy inscriptions which were melted and brazed. 
 
    “Right, just more nonsense like welding doors shut and defacing whatever is around. An insanely stupid thing to do,” Janae commented.  
 
    “I am reconsidering. Perhaps not an insane act,” Ape retorted. “My spacesuit shows the ambient pressure here is 0.57 or about half of Earth standard. Temperature is -14, and airflow is still happening, despite me turning off the power. I believe there is a leak somewhere.” 
 
    “Leak?” 
 
    “The airflow without ventilation support should be no more than three kilometers per hour. Air will move between places without being actively compelled, due to a wide variety of factors, but the dynamics of the Trailblazer are such that that routine fluctuation will not be more than three kilometers per hour and is typically much less. Here the flow is nineteen. The air is going somewhere, being propelled in some manner which does not require the ship’s power. I am beginning to understand why the fans and vents were operating as they were, and why someone attempted to seal so many doors.” 
 
    “You shut down the power, the wind is less, and that is a good thing. Now, we will just get to the shuttle and leave,” Janae replied. “That is our mission.” 
 
    “My mission is to reach AI Trenton, true. However, my turning off the power to this section has caused more harm than good. I cannot leave it as it is. I will protect the Trailblazer’s biomes, mechanical parts, and systems, and maintain them to the best of my ability. Even a tiny fissure to another compartment, or worse yet, a venting to space, is a danger to all of the Trailblazer.” Ape walked over to a wall and disassembled a part of it. After an inspection of what he found he stated, “Janae, would you connect your fusion pack to these monitors?” 
 
    “Will that just reenergize the system, start up the fans, and belch out toxins and noxious poisons again?” 
 
    “No. I will isolate these monitors into a different and separate power grid. They will, however, allow me to take readings, but my modification will prevent energy from flowing into that ventilation system.” 
 
    Janae reluctantly connected the fusion pack to the monitors. 
 
    “As I suspected. They do show ever-decreasing pressures in this entire vertical section. I think a case can be made that whoever tried to seal the doors in here was attempting a repair.” 
 
    “What?” Janae barked. “Nonsense and poppycock! The vandal here was evil.” 
 
    “I see method in the madness, although, ultimately, it was a failed attempt. It is possible the vandal and whoever was sealing the doors were separate persons. The repair hypothesis is supported because after sealing so many doors, they then used the ventilators, fans, and such, to force air and gases into this section to mitigate the leak. Their efforts did achieve a rough state of homeostasis. Enough air was being forced in which equalized the amount which was leaking and allowed a tentative constancy of pressure to be maintained. It was by no means stable. It is more unstable now, as the air which is being lost is not being replaced, thus a slow but increasing depressurization is happening.” 
 
     “You want to make more repairs, right?” Janae could read the monitors and gauges, but to interpret them was beyond her. She was content to leave the system as it was, get to the shuttle and leave, but she knew Ape was not. She asked, “What do you plan to do about it?” 
 
    “I have devised a four-curtain option. I can override the systems and initiate an immediate shutting of four of the emergency containment curtains. The ECCs will slam down, sealing off a specific and crucial area where I believe the leak is happening. It is a radical and not easily revocable tactic, but I believe it offers a chance to seal the leak, but for it to work the recurrence of the forced airflow with the fans and ventilation system must also take place. Into that same area.” 
 
    “Ape, your voice tells me there is more to it than a simple fix,” Janae stated. 
 
    “Indeed, it is complicated. I cannot do it from this location. I am not sure exactly where I can input the proper override codes to make it happen. Up in the restaurant area, there is a relay station which might still be operational. I did not assess its functionality when we came past it, but it might be restorable. There is another similar site on the observation deck of the hanger bay. I have no direct knowledge of that one’s condition. The fact you used the hanger bay to get here suggests it might be more likely to operate, but neither option is a certainty.” 
 
    “So, we first try one, and if it fails, go use the other. We lose some time, but that gets this fixed. What is the problem?” 
 
    “Time is the problem. Before I shut down the fans, this area had a tentative constancy of pressure. It was tenuous and questionable, but it was working.  That has been lost. Even were I to turn the fans back on now, the damage is too severe. The pressures have dropped too far, too fast. Janae, once the four ECCs which I plan to deploy fall, the hanger bay will not be functional. That would be acceptable if we were on the observation deck, as we could already have the hanger bay doors open, and then just fly the shuttle away. However, if the observation deck’s location is inoperative, I would have to travel back to the other location to make the attempt. There is not enough time to do that. If I go to the above location first, triggering it from there would mean I would be cut off from going with you, and if it did not work, again, I would not have time to come back and use the other site.” 
 
    “Time? Do nothing is an option.” Janae actually did not care if Ape accompanied her or not. “So, what if we just leave the leak alone? I imagine that is not good, right? What happens then?” 
 
    “That is an unacceptable outcome. Because, at the current rate the pressure is dropping here, I estimate that it will reach the crucial level of 0.00097 in this shaft, before I could reach both of the potential spots. At a pressure of 0.00097, the structures inside here will suffer cascade failures, and then the area will be considered as open to vacuum. That will trigger additional alarms and every ECC will be automatically ordered to deploy and fall into place. If all those dropped correctly, without a single failure, the problem would be solved. However, I have seen six of the ECCs which I know are inoperative, others are likely inoperative as well. Those failures would mean there would not be full containment of the leak, as they would fall in the emergency sequence—not as I have devised them to fall in the four-curtain option. Additionally, if the automatic deployment of the ECCs happens, that locked the fans and ventilators off. My calculations show that, in fact, the automatic, wider-scale ECC deployment would funnel the leak—drain—in a more concentrated manner. That is a supremely bad outcome.” Ape gestured toward where the stairs were located. “Along with the lack of forced pressure coming in, that leaking, the drain of the atmosphere, would result in a direct threat to the biome. The doors which were cut open leading from here to the biome will not prevent catastrophic damage to the biome and its people.” 
 
    Janae blew out a long stream of air and answered, “So, everything above would be sucked away. The habitat will die?” 
 
    “Concisely put, yes. Not everything would be sucked away, but you are essentially correct. I estimate an uncontrolled leak would drain the biome of its atmosphere in just under one hundred and twenty hours.” 
 
    “One hundred twenty? What is it about that number?” Janae mumbled, but then spoke more firmly, “We could separate, and I will try the one on the observation deck, and you can go back up to the one far above. Then we save the biome.” 
 
    “That will not work. Janae, you lack the ability to do the modifications necessary to initiate the four-curtain option. We do not have time for me to teach you how to do the modifications. I am not sure what to do.” 
 
    “I am a fast learner,” Janae offered.  
 
    “Not fast enough,” Ape answered. “I am weighing the options, but I cannot determine the correct course of action.”  
 
    Janae made a decision. “Ape, you come with me, and we make the attempt from the observation deck on the hanger bay. Even if it fails, that option will allow us both to escape, right?” 
 
    “The chances of the hanger bay still operating despite the leak are there, yes.” 
 
    Janae patted the shoulder of Ape’s spacesuit. “Come on. We continue downward.” 
 
    Janae led Ape to the stairwell leading downward which was actually an escalator—a series of escalators—all without power to run them. The whole arrangement was set in a double crisscross pattern which she remembered from her climbing them before. Looking down, the lights from her spacesuit did not illuminate them all, and she was reminded of a chimney. Her mind’s eye could envision the atmosphere of the biome rushing down and escaping to wherever the leak led. She thought of Ken’s dead body floating away into space, and imagined the entire biome above leaking away in a similar, fatal, final movement of gas. 
 
    The few intact nine-section control pads were black, the others were just hardened slag. Connecting in her fusion pack allowed the doors to be opened, but the lights around them faded quickly, and some of the doors did not close entirely after they passed through. That confirmed Ape’s suspicions about the biome above being threatened. Ruined and vandalized controls were apparent. Despite Ape’s ideas, Janae had trouble believing someone had done it with the intent to stop the leak. The destruction was too wide-spread, and just looking at it gave her the impression of angry, violent acts.  
 
    “Ape? I think you were on to something when you said there might have been two separate individuals through here. The vandal and the hero. Well, attempted hero.” 
 
    “Whoever sealed the doors and initiated the fans did preserve the biome until now.” 
 
    As her spacesuit’s lights played across the remains of a red automacube with graffiti reading, “Die despots!” she was convinced the vandals had just been out to destroy. But who would try to save? The Bureau of Guardians? Or someone else?  Janae pondered the possibilities as they hustled along. 
 
    Reaching some bulkhead doors, Janae checked her spacesuit’s readings. The temperature was -23 and the pressure had dropped.  
 
    Traveling quickly down the messy corridor with trash, broken chairs, and crushed storage boxes, Ape and Janae reached the bulkhead door at the opposite end. That one opened when the fusion pack powered it.   
 
    “Up ahead is where I found the other note,” Janae commented and pointed to the empty ESRC. 
 
    “No time to assess that now,” Ape stated. “I must attempt the four-curtain repair, but only after opening the hanger bay doors.  This will take some time to do the overrides, not only for the ECCs, but for the hanger bay as well. You may proceed to the shuttle.” 
 
    Ape entered the observation deck and came to an abrupt halt. “Janae? You did not tell me this was so severely damaged.” 
 
    “I did not,” Janae affirmed. “I lack the ability to learn quickly and am just ignorant of the fine technology of the Trailblazer. I will prep the shuttle. Get the doors open, no matter what else happens.” She thought of Dome 17, her lost friend Constance, Ken’s death, the fearful wailing of Paul and Gretchen, and even wondered a bit about where the other adventurers had gone. “If the biome is to die, I do not want to be here when it does. Get the doors open in a safe manner.” 
 
    “I will attempt that, but had I known the conditions here, I might have gone with the other option at the other location.” 
 
    “Shut up and do your job. This is what you are designed for, right? Machine Maintenance at its finest.” 
 
    Ape pushed aside the broken furniture, rubble, and debris, and assessed what he had to work with. By removing some outer panels, he could gain access to the underlying control mechanisms. Graffiti covered many places, but in a locked, and nondescript cabinet drawer—which he had to break open—he did find an intact conservation slate. Its self-contained power battery was intact and using that he cross-wired it into places under the controls where he could make bypasses. The conservation slate served as a makeshift control board.  
 
    “Janae, I am able to access the controls on the necessary ECCs. I have also located the control for the fans and environmental settings via a tertiary system. The hanger bay doors can be forced open from this spot,” Ape reported. “Are you in a safe and secure place?” 
 
    “I am in the shuttle,” Janae responded. “My Steed was waiting.” Pride and accomplishment filled her voice. 
 
    Ape went on, “I am not sure what will happen as I open the hanger bay doors. Decompression will happen first, I made sure of that, but then… I just do not know which pattern these systems will follow. We may lose gravity manipulation second, or afterward, or not at all. I am unsure how that will work out, when the doors open. The four emergency containment curtains will fall as soon as the hanger bay doors are spread wide enough for the shuttle to depart. Well, that is what I instructed these machines to do. If they comply, the four-curtain option is ready to go.” 
 
    Janae replied, “Understood. I am secured, and prepared. What about you?” 
 
    “I believe I am prepared,” Ape replied. “None of the original controls were functional here, but I have done what I could, with what I had, in the time available. I am initiating the four-curtain option. First, the hanger bay doors. Second, I will confirm the four-curtain option had taken place. Third, I will join you at the shuttle after I know the ECCs have deployed and the fans have initiated.” 
 
    “Be sure to engage the grippers in your boots,” Janae reminded the android as she looked out through her bubble helmet. She had kept the spacesuit on and intact even though she was inside the pressurizable shuttle. The canopy above her was locked in place, and Steed, her shuttle, had kept the safe gaseous atmosphere reserved in onboard tanks, not in the cabin. The hanger bay was dark outside the shuttle. The only light visible was from Ape’s spacesuit where he worked on the observation deck. The clear permalloy allowed that light to leech out, but it did very little to illuminate the large spaces of the hanger bay. Along the rear wall of the hanger bay was the huge display screen. It was visibly fractured, Janae remembered from when she had arrived with the shuttle. At that time, lights had been working—some of them—on that broken display, but now, from her vantage point, it was as dark as the vastness of space. She had wondered if the cycling of the hanger bay doors would activate something on that display, some programmed message, or warning lights, or whatever, but nothing appeared.  
 
    A silvery glow spread from where the huge doors were parting. The hanger bay was open to space. The starlight from space was casting its sheen inside the hanger bay. Odd, long, and ominous shadows became more pronounced, and thus Janae knew the doors were working. 
 
    Suddenly, vibrations shook the entire hanger bay as the four emergency containment curtains, which were located nearby, slammed down, and locked into the decking. Despite being outside the bulkheads and pressure doors, the tremors of those immense partitions moving was felt. Those vibrations were so strong that Janae felt them rumbling up through the docking clamps, transferring into the materials of the shuttle, and actually rattling her own spacesuit. She heard no sound, but her mind guessed that whatever sounds there might have been would be immense. But where there is a lack of atmosphere, it is nearly silent. 
 
    “Ape? Was it successful?” Janae asked. 
 
    The speakers in her helmet were deadly quiet. The rattle had stopped, and it was still, noiseless, and lonely in an oppressive way which Janae could not put into words. Have I lost Ape too?  
 
    A very awkward pause stretched the time out and dilated her perceptions.  
 
    Finally, Ape responded, “All four of the ECCs locked into place. The fans of the ventilation system are operating. They are pumping that area with over-pressurized gases. As far as I can discern from here, the ECCs are holding as they were designed to do. It worked. The leak has been confined to a smaller section than I anticipated, and that section does not connect to the biome in any manner. Additionally, some of the self-repair capabilities of the emergency containment curtains have also come online. That was unexpected and welcome. I will activate the dispersion of sealant foam and fill the confines of that area. I estimate it will take forty-three hours for the foam to fill the area, harden, and permanently stop the leak.” 
 
    “The cracked shell is repaired!” Janae squealed out. “Finally, some good news.” 
 
    “Indeed. However, the fact that that area will soon be a block of sealant, not quite as hard or durable as permalloy, but still solid, does mean this hanger bay is now worthless. It is open to space, the controls for the doors are unresponsive, and the power is truncated more than one hundred meters from here. It is a virtual cave in space,” Ape stated.  
 
    Janae noted that gravity manipulation was gone, and yet the shuttle, she called Steed, was still anchored to the docking clamps. She double checked that her spacesuit was connected to the cockpit by a cable, and then commanded, “Steed? Undock from the hanger bay.” 
 
    “Unspecified command. Please rephrase,” Steed’s mechanical voice replied in her helmet’s speakers. 
 
    “Disengage all docking clamps,” she ordered. 
 
    “Unspecified command. Please rephrase.” 
 
    Ape’s voice cut in, “The clamps on the deck are locked and look to be fused. It will take me a moment, but I can cut them loose. It will destroy the hanger bay’s side of the clamps, but that will not matter in here anymore. I will then board the shuttle. Unless you plan on leaving without me.” 
 
    “Not me,” Janae looked out and saw that Ape was gripper walking across the hanger bay. His spacesuit’s lights reflected off some scrawled graffiti “Down with all machines!” Those words glowed in florescent stains. 
 
    “As you cut the clamps, notice the message our vandal left. I hope somehow that the vandal realizes that this entire biome was just saved by a machine.” 
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    Riding the Steed 
 
      
 
      
 
    Janae sat in the front seat of the shuttle, while Ape climbed into the back of the tandem seats. The canopy closed over them and then Janae ordered, “Steed, pressurize the cabin, and expunge all toxins and other things from my air.” 
 
    “Unspecified command. Please rephrase,” the shuttle’s mechanical sounding replay came through her spacesuit’s speakers. 
 
    “Bloody, blithering, buffoon. Andreae and Valentinus said you would work!” Janae swore out. She wanted to scream out that she had a mission. That mission required that she trust the tants. To do that, she required an ally in a functioning artificial intelligence system with all the best Dome 17 had to offer. She had a goal, a mission, and was trying to make it a reality, but too many obstacles were happening. Instead of screaming her frustrations out, she took some deep breaths, and then stated as calmly as possible, “Shuttle, pressurize the cabin. Do you understand that?” 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    “Steed, you will now clean the air in the shuttle.” 
 
    “Affirmative. Expunging all toxins.” 
 
    “Quick start and prepare to launch,” Janae said in a still more controlled manner.  
 
    “Affirmative. All systems now ready. Thruster tanks: eighty-one percent. Energy storage: full. Preflight checklist: accomplished. Pilot One seat: affirmed. Pilot Two seat: occupied by unidentified, non-human entity. Is this acceptable?” 
 
    “Yes…” Janae gulped. “Ape can sit in the Pilot Two seat,” Janae affirmed as she got her emotions under better control.  
 
    “Pilot Two seat now activated.” 
 
    Janae huffed a bit. The fact that Ape was in the same small shuttle that Janae had shared with Ken bothered her more than she understood. Her pulse was elevated, and some sweat broke out on her forehead, but her ram suit would handle that slight fluid loss. “Pressurize the cabin.” 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    A moment later the cockpit displays showed that the air inside the cabin was safe, at a warm temperature, and the pressures were normal. Janae considered removing her bubble helmet, but then left it in place. 
 
    She spoke, “Ape? Are you secure back there?” 
 
    “Yes, and I am captivated. This shuttle does not completely conform to Trailblazer design parameters or specifications.” 
 
    “It is a custom-built shuttle, designed by the people in Christianopolis, especially for Ken and…” her voice trailed off and she swallowed hard. “For me to use on our mission. They said it had advanced features and did serve me well so far. Do you possess a…” she struggled to recall what the designers had called it… “a neuro-mechanical, or bio-mechanical interface?” She wanted to touch where her implant was located, for again she wished Kimberly was functional. 
 
    Ape was quiet for a moment before responding. Then he said, “I see some devices here which I estimate are the linkages for what you are describing. If you mean a direct linkage between a human and the systems of this shuttle. I do not have compatible equipment. You say this was produced in Christianopolis? I believe that is what was officially called Habitat 6. Is that correct?” 
 
    “Yes, but you would know better than I about the Trailblazer, right?” 
 
    “Not in each and every area of contemporary history. For example, I do not recognize this modified shuttle design.” 
 
    Janae laughed as irony replaced her fears and anxiety. The mirth was easier to cope with than the anxiety and her scarred emotions. “I would think you would be aware of all the equipment. You are designed for Machine Maintenance, right?” 
 
    “Obviously, that designation does not imply that I am well-versed in each and every machine produced contemporaneously with me being incommunicado. I have not had contact with Habitat 6 since the lattice of compeers suffered massive systems failures. That habitat has evolved and progressed in remarkable ways. I am just now beginning to see the larger ramifications of separate, parallel, but unequal evolutionary progressive advances in engineering. Dome 17 is one example and now Christianopolis is another.”  
 
    Janae giggled a bit, but then concentrated on the mission. Ape could be frustrating at times, but she still needed to get an ally of her own. She thought about the ALP and how Kimberly might be repaired.  
 
    “Steed? Initiate dampening field, activate your Negator of Turret Control, and take us safely out of this hanger bay,” Janae ordered. “Be sure to show radiation bands on my cockpit’s display. As before, show the Trailblazer’s structures in blue and use the color tan to show the radiation. Intensify the tan from nothing in radiation-free areas, to intense tan in the septic, heaviest radiation areas. You will not fly into those areas. Is that understood?” 
 
    “Unspecified command. Please rephrase.” 
 
    “Just hover the shuttle in here for now,” Janae spat out in frustration. 
 
    “Input destination,” the shuttle answered. “Flightpath can only be calculated after destination is known.” 
 
    “Ape, what is our destination?” 
 
    “Exterior Repair Station 4934 is the nearest spot to Reproduction and Fabrication where we can make entry. From there we should progress to AI Trenton. Is that still our destination?” 
 
    “Yes, getting to AI Trenton is the next step in me trusting the tants…” Janae blurted out, but caught herself. “Yes, I must get to Reproduction and Fabrication. Steed, set course for Exterior Repair Station 4934. But make sure we are not detected, nor endangered by bands of radiation.” 
 
    “Unspecified command. Please rephrase.” 
 
    Janae spoke carefully and enunciated precisely, “Initiate dampening field.” 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    “Activate Negator of Turret Control.” 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    “Set destination as Exterior Repair Station 4934.” 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    “Plot course to avoid any dangers.” 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    “Use the cockpit display to indication radioactive areas.” 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    “Use blue colored indicators for the hull of the Trailblazer.” 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    “Use the color tan to indicate the areas of radiation. The more radiation, the brighter the tan color.” 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    “Begin flight.” 
 
    “Affirmative. I am capable of receiving multiple commands. You may make complex, multi-layered, progressively-staged requests. This might save time and effort on the part of you, Pilot One. Do you wish me to play a tutorial on how to properly issue complex, multi-layered, progressively-staged requests?” 
 
    “Just leave the hanger bay and take us to Reproduction and Fabrication!” Janae snapped. 
 
    “Unspecified command. Please rephrase.” 
 
    “Augh! Begin flight,” Janae commanded.  
 
    “Hello Pilot One,” the shuttle responded. “Please input designation.” 
 
    “This is nonsense! I just told you…”  
 
    Ape then interrupted, “Janae, I think I can manually issue the commands more quickly than your verbal sparring. This shuttle is showing a glitch in its audio systems.” 
 
    “Obviously,” Janae replied. “I have seen this kind of problem on the Trailblazer before. There is an old-fashioned keyboard up here…” 
 
    “I also have that back here. I believe I can interface more quickly than you can, and I can troubleshoot while I do. May I please assist?” 
 
    “You said you are not familiar with this design, so how can you work on it?” Janae asked, as her mind considered possible scenarios and situations where Ape could betray her. Then she corrected herself, “You do know these old systems better than I do, even if the Christianopolis people built this one. Do what you can to make it better.” 
 
    “You trust me?” Ape asked, with genuine surprise in his voice. 
 
    “Well, not really. But I figure if you try to hijack the shuttle, I can shoot you when we arrive, or seal myself inside the spacesuit if you pull some stunt,” Janae sounded more serious than she felt, although her emotions were mixed.  “I have threatened you enough.” 
 
    “That you have, and we do have a common goal of reaching Reproduction and Fabrication. I will link with your cockpit so you can observe all that I am doing. In fact, I will make this initial flight plan dependent on your approval. You will see a blue button flashing on your right-hand display. If you believe what I am entering is correct, tap that to confirm, and then it will be sent to the shuttle, your Steed. Your tapping the blue light now will begin that process.” 
 
    Janae licked her lips and nodded. Then she said, “That is a plan.” She tapped the blue light when it flashed. “Go ahead. But tell me, why do the voice activated systems here get so messed up?” Janae recalled the other times she had had to avoid voice commands, or audio interactions.  
 
    “I will let you know when I find out. I am entering our route and destination now.” 
 
    “Ape? Kimberly suggested that I fly a shuttle on this mission and told me that she had infiltrated their Reproduction and Fabrication facility. Apparently, Kimberly sent several data sticks there for repair, but those never returned. However, she did get AI Trenton to send back some newly manufactured items.” 
 
    “And you convinced the people in Christianopolis to build you this advanced shuttle,” Ape replied. “I have accessed the inside of the systems here, bypassing the audio commands, and finalizing the setting of the course.” 
 
    The shuttle’s thrusters fired in a very subtle spurt and the shuttle lifted over the hanger bay deck. Several broken parts of the docking clamps floated off, but they made no sound due to the lack of any air in the bay. Janae saw her display light up with arrows, indicators, and a flight path marked out. 
 
    “Nice job, Ape.” 
 
    “Thank you. Our estimated time of arrival at Exterior Repair Station 4934 is one hour, nineteen minutes.” 
 
    The shuttle’s thrusters fired a series of extended bursts but the inertia suppression system was functional.  
 
    “Ape, beware. Do not reveal our presence to anyone out here. That has been disastrous before. I repeat, do not let anyone detect us. I see that the Dampening Field, Auto-pilot, Emergency Landing, Negator of Turret Control are all set to on, but so are the Short-range Transmitter, and the Long-range Transmitter. The people in Ida monitor those.” 
 
    “That is correct. Those controls can be shifted back to manual at any moment by either of us. If we encounter an unexpected problem, I wanted the redundancy of three pilots, not just Steed here, or me only, or you only.” 
 
    “Fine, but the transmitters! Are they giving us away?” Janae nearly yelled out her question. “Just answer me!” 
 
    “I modified those communication systems,” Ape responded, “They are in monitor-mode only. They are not putting off any signals of any kind, and I thought our being able to surveil what is happening in the remaining high-tech habitats might reward us with much needed information and help us gather data.” 
 
    “Are you positive they cannot detect us?” Janae recalled the horrors of shuttle crashes, both real and what she imaged, and shuddered. 
 
    The shuttle was moving past the large hanger bay doors and into the emptiness of space. It avoided the bands of septic radiation. Janae was again impressed by being able to see for such extreme distances, yet she knew that—out there somewhere—someone was listening, waiting, and planning nefarious schemes against her.  
 
    “Janae, few things are absolute, but this technology is the best I have seen, and I do not think the glitches in the vice-activated audio were a threat. Rather, just a nuisance to our mission,” Ape replied. 
 
    “The Ida people picked up our FTL scout, and the other shuttle,” Janae stated firmly. “If that happens…” 
 
    “I will take evasive maneuvers,” Ape interrupted. “I have no more desire to be terminated than you do to die.” 
 
    “Do androids fear death? Can a machine fear the end?” Janae muttered. The shuttle weaved around the bands of septic radiation and made its way on its flight path. The various parts of the huge colony ship were in the distance, and yet Janae mostly ignored looking at them. Flying in the shuttle was stirring up in her unwanted emotions and feelings.  
 
    “Is awareness of death what makes for a legitimate person?” Ape questioned. His presence did not ease her concerns at all. “Is one’s ability to recognize mortality the definition of sentience? Is it that simple? Does not an animal, like the bruins, or the gigantopithecus, value its own life? Biological or mechanical, does not a sentient being deserve personhood and recognition? Or are there gradation and nuances of personhood? Is ending a person’s life the defining moment? Tants, norms, and humans from Dome 17 all seek self-preservation. Is that what makes for a legitimate person? Or is personhood and value something else? Does a machine value being alive? I do.” 
 
    “So do I,” Janae replied. “But why are you asking me about all this? You are not designed for philosophy or theology or metaphysics, right? How many machines have you shut down—killed to use a term—when you were working for Machine Maintenance?” Janae asked. A debate with Ape was not her desire, but she asked because she wondered about what she had done to Kimberly. Did I kill Kimberly? Is that why Ape is asking about this? Am I a murderer like Larson and Jubal? She could not verbalize that thought, as it produced far too much anxiety. Would it have been better to let Kimberly be rampant, but remain alive? And what about Ken? Did I…?” 
 
    “… to that part of the hull. Did you see it?” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Janae, you are distracted. Let me repeat. I said, I have disassembled—killed by your terminology—many machines which were no longer needed, were obsolete, or whose parts were needed for other more important systems. None of those machines were sentient persons. I asked what you thought of that, but you did not respond. Then I pointed out that there are places along the hull which are open to space. Is that what distracted your attention? Were you considering those? Did you even see those? What do you think?” 
 
    “No. I did not see that. We deliberately did that to the hanger bay. So, maybe someone else was forced into a situation sort of like we were. I know I have ended up doing things because I was forced to do it. Each bruin I killed was in self-defense.” Janae shoved the thoughts of Ken’s death and Kimberly’s demise away, but she was only partially successful in doing that. She also recalled how Kimberly had said she had placed the moat around the location of the teleportation equipment. Unconsciously, she reached up to rub the spot where the implant was, but the spacesuit prevented that. Kimberly, are you really gone? Dead? Am I responsible for killing you? Gone is gone, but is it truly forever? Like Ken? 
 
    Ape replied, but again, Janae missed it. Looking down at the cockpit displays, she interrupted whatever Ape was saying, “I see Exterior Repair Station 4934. We will land and then enter that station.” She did not add her foremost thoughts, I must get Kimberly fixed, if I can. 
 
    “Janae, pay attention. Please concentrate,” Ape stated bluntly. “I said I just picked up a conversation on the long-range transmitter’s monitor. I believe you know one of the individuals who are speaking.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Janae, I am overriding the shuttle to hold position here. Now, just listen. The sound quality is poor, but discernable.” 
 
    Static and sporadically dropped sound levels made listening a challenge, “… I know it is out there. The Benefactor had issued another command, and you know how that works… Yes, the people believe he is doing this…” 
 
    “Butterfield!” Janae yelped. “Does she know where we are? Where is she? That signal originated where? Can we get to her?” Anger burned in Janae’s mind and poured from her mouth, “Butterfield must pay.” 
 
    “Please listen,” Ape interrupted forcefully. “I am not sure how long I can maintain contact with that signal.”  
 
    Butterfield’s voice came back on, Janae had missed a section of the conversation, “…Forest City is under my control. The outlying areas will not be a problem… oh, let them try…” The transmission faded out for a bit, but then came back, “… will not matter…  Yes, I am aware. I said it was handled, do not be such a worrywart. My countermand device has been enhanced and augmented. It is flawless! I know what I am doing, it is just a matter of…” 
 
    “I have lost the signal. I only picked up those fragments, and only one side of that conversation,” Ape said. “That signal was bouncing off a section of the hull, and I was unable to triangulate its precise origin. However, the fact that only half of it was picked up indicates that the other end of the conversation was within the confines of the Trailblazer.” 
 
    “Butterfield lives?” Janae swore. “That murderous, miserable, misanthropic, mucilaginous, menace! She sticks around like welded permalloy. Will I never be rid of her? Oh, if only she died! Not… Yes, I want her dead. I guess I hoped that…” Janae stopped herself from audibly describing the painful demise she considered deserving for Butterfield. She did wonder what her thoughts would do to the people in Luditestan had they been think-talking with her. Then she dismissed that, and swore a bit more, “Augh! Hideous, heartless, heinous, horrendous hag!” Janae blinked hard, and actually knocked her gloved hand into the faceplate of her helmet as she tried to wipe the tears of rage from her eyes. 
 
    “Janae, I do not mean you any disrespect by disrupting your ranting, but I believe that signal was from a shuttle. The shuttle was in flight—over the horizon of the Trailblazer—and that shuttle was using a tight-beam transmission directed toward Habitat 3. I only intercepted an echo of it. The name ‘Forest City’ was the designation of the major metropolitan area in Habitat 3. This woman, Butterfield, spoke of that, and that is a strong indicator the message was for someone in Habitat 3, which I believe you have also called Ida. My understanding is that Ida is still a high-tech biome, is that correct?” 
 
    “You know that! Your friends the tants know that! I already told you all about Butterfield, Ida, and the disgusting things they do there. She killed Ken. What more do you need to know? Idiot! Just shut up!” Janae snapped out. “Steed? Dock us to Exterior Repair Station 4934.” 
 
    “Unspecified command. Please rephrase.”  
 
    Janae slapped her fingers onto the buttons on the display. She pressed the button marked, “Emergency Landing”  
 
    “Do you wish to change setting on voice commands?” Steed’s voice asked. 
 
    “No! Land this shuttle right now! Immediately. Emergency landing, now! No arguments! Do it!” 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    The shuttle bucked violently as its thrusters fired at a rate which overwhelmed the onboard inertia suppression systems. The forces were not a threat of injury, but it jarred the two pilots. The shuttle zipped close to the hull of the Trailblazer, and zagged around some projections, towers, and arrays. Blasting right through a band of radiation, which on the cockpit display showed as a deep tan color, the shuttle narrowly missed a broken beam which was jutting outward. It flipped around, and with its various thrusters firing, it settled down on its stern. 
 
    “Emergency landing accomplished,” Steed’s voice echoed with mechanical pride. “Unable to use primary docking clamps due to malfunction. Auxiliary stern anchors locked and confirmed. I brought us to this Exterior Repair Station 4934 as it was the closest designated landing zone. Pilot One and Pilot Two, is this destination acceptable?” 
 
    “Yes. I set this as the destination!” Janae looked over and saw the blue lights which illuminated the perimeter of the airlock door. It looked like a rectangle set into the hull of the Trailblazer. It was only about five meters away. “Finally, something on this wreck obeyed me.” She used the emergency manual toggles and popped the canopy open while unhooking her own restraints. 
 
    “Janae, make sure your gripper boots are activated. Let me establish a secure hold on the hull.” 
 
    “Stop telling me what to do.” Anger, sorrow, fear, anxiety, and tension drove Janae onward. Hearing Butterfield’s voice had tormented her, severely. Ape was an irritant, and the shuttle Steed had acted so strangely, she wanted to just cut it loose so it could float away into oblivion. Thinking that thought, she saw in her mind, Ken’s body floating away. Taking some deep breaths, she made sure her spacesuit’s equipment was functional, but had there been an issue, it would have been too late. She swung over the edge of the cockpit and held onto the lip of the shuttle. Her boots connected to the wing, and she stepped gingerly down until she could put one foot onto the hull. Glancing around, she reoriented herself. The shuttle now looked like it was pointing upward, and the hull appeared as the ground, or floor. It reminded Janae of ancient images of rocket ships from fictional novels.   
 
    Ape was just a step behind her, but he stopped on the wing and resealed the shuttle’s canopy. The lights from the shuttle shut down, and the hull was a field of dark grays and shadows, lit by the dim starlight overhead, and the blue strip around the airlock. Ape activated the light from his spacesuit and that cast a beam which showed Janae gripper-walking over to the airlock. Ape moved to joined her on the hull as quickly as he could. 
 
    “I will open the access panel,” Ape said as he moved a small part of the hull and exposed a nine-section control pad. He entered a sequence. From near the door rose a column with two glowing buttons, “Depressurize” was written in blue color on one and “Pressurize” was in rust color on the other. A display screen appeared on a flat section of permalloy, and the words, “Airlock Ready” flashed.  
 
    Without hesitation, Janae pressed a button, and there was a puff of gas which escaped from some vent. The liquids in the gas froze nearly instantly and floated off in an ever-expanding cloud. Janae glanced briefly at that and wondered why the radiation belts had not dissipated or dispersed in the vacuum.  
 
    “Janae? The airlock is cycling,” Ape reported. “The route I have shows this place is near the gravitational summit of the biome, although the gravity vectors are not in synchronized alignment in the shell as compared to the biome. We will be three decks away from Reproduction and Fabrication, but the route should be safe the rest of the way.” 
 
    The airlock door opened and Janae squatted down and grabbed the handrails on the inside, which ran down into the airlock. It looked like down to her, but as she held onto the handrails and pulled her feet loose, she had to again reorient herself to what was now down, and up, and in, and out. Her head spun just a bit as a wave of vertigo washed across her. The inside of the airlock lit up as she pulled herself inside, and she could see this airlock was a different color from ones she had been in before. A double red stripe ran the length of the airlock’s ceiling, what she now considered to be up, and a black dotted line ran the length of the floor.  At the far end, what she now considered inward, the wall had “Exterior Repair Station 4934” stenciled on it. The orientation of the letters was a guide for Janae’s ideas of up and down. She swung her feet down to the floor where the black dotted line was and felt her gripper boots engage.  
 
    Ape entered just after Janae and used the controls to shut the outer door. The lighting changed color a bit as the door sealed, and the perimeter lights around the inner door lit up in blue. 
 
    “Janae, we have pressure, safe air, and gravity manipulation is now on,” Ape announced. “We are back inside the Trailblazer.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  


 
       
 
      
 
    17 odysseys 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Am I a prisoner here? I mean, there is a blue robot—automacube—on one side, and the yellow one on the other, and I feel like I am trapped. Are you my guards?” 
 
    “You are not a prisoner,” BG-1 replied. “Security automacubes would serve as guards. Neither of us are security automacubes. You met with the Outer Limits friends and agreed to this journey.” 
 
    “Because they said all my gear could be found at our destination. I need to get back and study that equipment which you had here on this old ship. I was supposed to send back a message, immediately. But I do not have anything to do that.  I need my tools and all the other things I thought were coming with me. I mean, all I have seen are you robotic machines and those tants. What actually happened to my gear?” 
 
    “We have passed out of the septic radiation area, but until we are past the upcoming bulkhead door, please remain in your suit,” BG-1 stated. “Additionally, you have the multiceiver to ask more questions of Siiri-Peter. I am just an automacube.” 
 
    “And your yellow friend?” the person pointed. “Do you know what is happening, YB-1?” 
 
    “I am a transport automacube. I am transporting you to the destination,” YB-1 replied.  
 
    “Where I will receive my supplies, tools, and everything else?” 
 
    “If you have further questions, I suggest you ask Siiri-Peter via your multiceiver,” BG-1 stated. 
 
     The person nodded but did nothing more except to walk onward.  
 
    After a while, the yellow automacube stopped before a bulkhead door. It extended its manipulation arm up and tapped a sequence into a glowing nine-section color control pad. The person watched carefully and memorized that sequence.  
 
    The bulkhead door opened, and the three of them stepped into a foyer. On the opposite side were closed elevator doors with glowing hand-shaped symbols, outlined in blue. 
 
    BG-1 rolled across the foyer while saying, “It is safe for you to remove the mask, goggles, and gloves. They are designed to compress into the small storage compartments in the suit.” 
 
    The person complied and those parts of the RAM suit disappeared into their storage compartments. “The air smells unusual here.” 
 
    Neither automacube answered, 
 
    BG-1 took its manipulation arm and lifted it to the hand-shaped symbol and tapped it. One of the elevator doors opened. 
 
    The three of them entered and the elevator whisked them up and away. As the lift moved, it also gently shifted gravity vectors within the car itself. After just a few moments, the elevator stopped and the person and automacubes exited.  
 
    They were on a large open area with dark hallways extending in several directions, but the newcomer’s attention was drawn to the clear permalloy windows set into one wall. Light from the biome’s sky tube shone in illuminating the area in a golden glow of radiant warmth.  
 
    “Oh!” the newcomer ran to the clear permalloy, placed hands up against the windows and said, “A nature park, a biological preserve! So beautiful. How? When? What a strange light?” Those questions were ignored by the automacubes. “Animals! Real, living, animals!” 
 
    Luditestan’s biome spread out beneath the windows. The sky tube shone down on the lush green trees which were clustered around the sidewall of that portion of the habitat. Some of the trees reached nearly to the window’s height of about forty meters. They spread out another fifteen meters away from the wall. The view was spectacular, looking out and over those trees. Some of the animals were flying by, winged creatures with red heads, white bodies, and dark-gray tips on their wings. Down on the ground, amid what was yellowish-green grasses, were some kind of animals. From the height of the windows, it was obvious the animal were large, but, just like the winged creatures, the observer had no idea what they were. 
 
    The ground animals were large, but due to the distance, it was hard to estimate their size. They were roundish with colors of taupe splotched over brown. Ambulating on four legs, with a round head sticking out horizontally from the larger ball-like body, the animals were in no distress, but were causally milling about. The rear of each animal had a segmented tail which stuck out further than the head did from the other end.  
 
    “What sort of things are you?” 
 
    For a long while, the newcomer—now an avid observer—just watched out that window. The variety of things which were seen was myriad, and nothing was familiar. Never before had that person seen anything like it. At least, nothing that was alive. 
 
    Finally, after much wonder, pondering, and considering, the person turned back to the automacubes. “Such wonders! I never expected any of this. Sure, the tants told me there were eight biomes on this colony ship, but to see one! Oh, joy!” 
 
    The automacubes did not respond.  
 
    “I suppose even to properly observe these things, I do need my equipment. Oh, to report back and tell them what I have seen. Come along my escorts and take me to this place the tants said I needed to go.” 
 
    The yellow automacube, YB-1 rolled away and as it did, a light lit up in the corridor. On the wall was a sign with faded lettering “Transport Terminal 65” and an arrow.  
 
    Proceeding down that corridor, the lighting lit up over them as they moved, but shut down behind them after they passed by. Transport Terminal 65 was not far away, and the door to it opened as they drew near.  
 
    Inside was a room with a countertop on one side. Littered across that were a multitude of spare mechanical parts, spools of wire, and various other implements. Four blue automacubes, all very similar to BG-1 but with much more wear and tear on their outer surfaces, were busy working at various projects around the room. On the far wall there were eight hatches, which reminded the person of spaceship hatches more than doors. The engineering automacubes had sealed six of those hatches with a top-coating of clear permalloy of about nine centimeters thick. The other two hatches were closed. One had a red light flashing above it, the other had a yellow light in a steady glow over it. 
 
    A display screen showed a graphic with a chart labeled “Transport Tube System.”    
 
    Walking up to that display, the person stated, “This monitor shows this generational ship, the Trailblazer, has nine major areas, just like I was told in the conference. Good to know that was accurate.  Eight large cylindrical habitats. Interiors are level and flat, but wrapped in a shell, all attached to the one needle ship—Axis Mundi the tants called it—well, that is confirmed. Interesting design. Not much detail except… oh, yes, this is just a partial schematic of the ship.  From the looks of this graph, only this tube transport system is shown. Just one line out of a multitude still working? Wow, that is a mess.” Touching the display, additional comments were made, “None of these are functional between the habitats, and this one here, the functional one is just marginal, and all contained in Habitat 7. This is where I am. Yes, I am here, and need to take this vehicle to there.” 
 
    “That is correct,” YB-1 stated. “The transport tube system suffered massive damage in the Encounter. Only this spur line is now restored.” 
 
    “The tants told me a little about that Encounter. Nasty stuff that. What to elucidate me more?” 
 
    “I am a transport automacube. I can refer you to the Archives, or Library Sciences. Those services can be requested from any functional public access informational booth, or through your personal identification tracking.” 
 
    “Which the tants told me I do not have, obviously, and I assume if the transporting tubes are a wreck, then public access informational systems are also shot, right?” 
 
    BG-1 replied, “That is essentially correct, but an oversimplification. Repairs are underway. We should depart.” The automacube tapped some buttons on the side of the hatch and it slowly lifted open. 
 
      The transport vehicle’s interior was revealed. Its rear door frame was locked against the hatch. The vehicle was well-illuminated inside with clean, intact seats. They were arranged in two rows which faced each other and an aisle down the middle between them. At the front of the vehicle were two chairs facing forward. There was a fresh smell to the air in the vehicle, and it felt more humid than the air in the terminal. A smaller display screen was at the front and lit with green and red symbols.  
 
    “You may sit in any of the seats, but please secure yourself with the provided restraints. This spur of the system is patent, but not repaired to its design parameters and standards. The ride will be less smooth than is desirable, and at a slow pace,” BG-1 stated. “The vehicle will be making frequent adjustments and corrections while in service, so please remain seated for the duration of the trip. Estimated time to destination is one hour fifty-two minutes. This might be overly optimistic, as there is one section of the tube which is in vacuum, and we will need to reassess and confirm the proper pressurization of the cabin of this vehicle before we cross that.” 
 
    “I guess I am in your hands, if you had hands,” the new arrival, who was feeling overwhelmed and yet somewhat optimistic, replied, “Nonetheless, I will do as you say.” The person sat down and secured the shoulder and lap restraints. “Take me away.” 
 
    The transport vehicle’s rear hatch came down after both the blue and yellow automacube rolled into the vehicle. There was a sharp clank as the vehicle undocked from the terminal which was followed by a soft whooshing sound, some clanking noises, and then a lurch as the vehicle began its first trip in many decades. 
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    Reproduction and Fabrication 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The inside of Exterior Repair Station 4934 was very similar to the other places like it Janae had visited. The main room, where the command chair was located was only different because of the colors on the wall. The display screen came on as Janae sat down on the chair. The images shown were of the shuttle, Steed, which looked like a dagger pointed at the bleakness of space. Seeing it sitting there on the small extension legs which had come from its stern made it look precarious. Yet, Janae knew that out on the hull there was no wind, gravity, or other factors which would knock it loose. Besides, the extension legs were of permalloy and were anchored to cleats on the hull. It might look like a perilous position, but she knew the shuttle was secure. She did not know how functional the command and control system of the shuttle was.     
 
    Ape had shed off his spacesuit and stored it in the room opposite the airlock. Janae saw several green spacesuits stacked on the shelves near where Ape carefully placed his own light-blue spacesuit.  Janae stood and the display screen went dark. As she walked over to the storage room she pulled off the bubble helmet and smelled the air. There was a tangy, unusual aroma which she could not identify. It might have been some food item—for there were many strange odors of food on the Trailblazer—but she was not quite sure. She had mixed feelings about whether the smell was even pleasant or irritating. Pulling off the rest of her spacesuit, she stored it on a shelf and redistributed her gear to places on her RAM suit. She secured the weapons, the tools, and especially Kimberly’s ALP. 
 
    “One of the nearby atmospheric scrubbers is burning out,” Ape said in response to Janae’s squished up nose. He was now sitting in the command chair and working with the systems there. “One of its organosynthesis filters is overheated. That makes the oxidizer unstable. Hence, the smell. It is not an immediate threat, but the air quality will continue to diminish until it is fixed. It is an easy fix, relatively speaking. Meanwhile, I can also dispatch an assessment drone to review the shuttle.” 
 
    “Assessment drone?” Janae asked. 
 
    “Has no one explained those? Machine Maintenance has small assessment drones which can assess the exterior hull of the Trailblazer without triggering the repulsor or microparticle turret defense systems. I noted this station has three of those assessment drones still in working order. They are the first ones I have found functional. After the drone is dispatched it will attach to the shuttle and do a full series of diagnostics. If it were checking an issue on the hull, in a typical repair, after the assessment and diagnosis is made, then an engineering automacube would be sent out to make repairs. Repulsors and microparticle turrets would be disabled during that repair as needed. Typically, a shuttle would be repaired inside a hanger bay, but I can override that protocol and have emergency repairs rendered here. However, I would have to make the repairs myself, unless I can locate an engineering automacube. There are none registering in this region.” 
 
    “Wait a moment. That shuttle’s design was not in your system, or so you claimed,” Janae retorted.  
 
    “That is correct, but it was based on the runabout model. The assessment drone will take comprehensive scans and I can reverse engineer the new designs and then supplement them into my memories and add them to the system as approved devices. Doing that will take some time, but I am confident I can figure out where the glitches and errors are happening,” Ape replied. “Again, this is not the typical method, but because I have control of the assessment drones, I can accomplish that from this location. I believe getting that shuttle repaired should be a priority, as we may need to use it again, and I am not sure if or when it could be replaced in our current circumstances.” 
 
    “How long will repairs take?” Janae asked, as she felt the ALP in her pocket. 
 
    “Uncertain. I could do the repairs on the scrubber while the assessment drone is dispatched and running scans on the shuttle, but I cannot tell you how much time the assessment will take, nor what problems will be uncovered, nor how long repairs will take to complete. I do not have an engineering automacube to assist me, but I believe I could make any repairs necessary by myself. It would be more time consuming, but we are close to where replacement pasts can be manufactured,” Ape replied. “We are only three decks away from Reproduction and Fabrication. You can continue onward to there while I make the assessments and do the repairs. That way no time is lost for you and your mission. You could interface with AI Trenton and work on your own goals while I accomplish the needed repairs here.” 
 
    Go on alone? A solo mission, again? Is the worst terror to be alone? Janae pondered to herself. Then she took a few deep breaths, and spoke, “Ape, that shuttle does need to work. I agree with you. You do not mind doing this work while I go ahead? I thought you were so eager to interface with AI Trenton, right?” 
 
    “There will still be sufficient time for that, later. The scrubber and shuttle are higher priorities to me now. I am helping you to accomplish your goal, as well as making significant and needed repairs to this area and to the shuttle. That increases the overall functioning of the Trailblazer, even if only to a small percentage. Your Steed deserves to be healed, correct?” Ape turned and smiled at Janae. 
 
    “I suppose so.”  
 
    “Reproduction and Fabrication is three decks away, but between here and there you will need to pass through a Gravity Altered Gimbaled Sphere, but the readings here show it is completely operational. The walls are also marked with arrows for destinations.” 
 
    Janae walked out and the door slid shut behind her. 
 
    Ape waited a few moments, checked several readings on the command chair and the display screens, and then lifted his multiceiver. “Janae has gone on alone, as you requested.” 
 
    “All is coming together,” a tant’s voice replied. 
 
      
 
    Janae hustled along and kept touching the ALP she carried. The hallways were clearly marked, and lighting was good. The smell faded out as she followed the arrows which pointed to her destination.  
 
    Approaching an off-white door, Janae read the sign, “Warning: Oblique Gravity Manipulation Adjustment Beyond this Point.” She then added, “Well, no graffiti anyway. I hope you are in better repair than the last one.” 
 
    The door slid open as she approached. She stepped onto the clean, pristine, platform, and looked about. The doors she could see were all closed, and none looked damaged in any way. She grasped the handrail, and the controls on it. Making some adjustments to those controls, Janae felt the platform float smoothly and gently around the inside of the sphere. From her perspective, the doors were shifting and changing position, but she knew that was an illusion. It was actually the platform—with is gravity oscillation coils which held her in place—that moved around, but she could just barely notice that movement. Her impression of functional Trailblazer technology went up a few notches. 
 
    Just moments later Janae stopped the platform at a door which was labeled, “Bow Promenade, Solar Mimicry Reactor, Reproduction and Fabrication.” The platform locked into place as she took her hand from the controls, and the door before her opened.  
 
    Directly in front of her a promenade stretched off in both directions for a long distance. The area was well-lit, the air was fresh, and the temperature was comfortable. The promenade had rails on both sides.      The wall where the GAGS door had opened was opposite from where a section of wall was comprised of clear permalloy. Beyond that, immense machines were humming with power.  
 
    “Another old-fashioned reactor system,” Janae commented as she stepped across the promenade. “Just like that one in the Isle of Pines, but I did not have to fly up to this one!” Janae laughed, “Well, I did fly in my Steed!” It felt good to laugh, but she then stopped herself. “That machinery runs the sky tube, probably generates enough power for this entire cylinder. Yes, the pattern is very similar from biome to biome.” She noted that beneath the large windows there was a section where chairs and a countertop-style command center were located. This place was in better repair than the one where she encountered AI Sedna, as nearly all of the numerous gauges, levers, switches, and small display screens were functioning. The labeling above part of the controls read, “Solar Tube Access Station: Habitat Seven.”   
 
    “AI Trenton?” Janae asked tentatively. Grief washed over her as she recalled the previous time when she had been seeking to get the medical kit fixed to heal Ken. Now, she was trying to resurrect Kimberly, and her emotions dropped as remorse edged into her. Ken, that incorrigible man, who called me beautiful too much, is dead, and I killed Kimberly, right? 
 
    There was no reaction to Janae’s inquiry. She then rubbed her eyes and thought, Why am I trying audio or voice activated methods? So, she walked over to the counter, pulled out a chair, sat down, and found where a keyboard would slide out. It moved flawlessly.  
 
    Using that, Janae typed in, “AI Trenton? Are you here?” 
 
    A set of doors to her side hissed open, and Janae turned to look. She had found the Reproduction and Fabrication facility. Similar to the facility in the Isle of Pines, here there was a sign over the threshold of the doors which read, “Primary Reproduction and Fabrication.”  
 
    The large rectangular room was revealed and could have been a direct copy of the one she remembered. It looked old-style, factory-like and sturdy. Oily, grimy tracks were marring the floor beyond the doors, and that surprised Janae. Those tracks were as wide as an automacube’s wheels. To her left were a multitude of conveyor belts, with their accompanying rollers, drive wheels, and tensioning springs. The complicated apparatus had multiple levels which were studded shelves. On those were an array of already-produced items, some in shipping cartons, and some looked like they had just been finished. Those items were roughly every three meters or so all the way to the highest point of the beltway which was just beneath the ceiling. 
 
    Chutes coming out of the ceiling and walls were closed with flaps. Janae was unsure if the other facility had those, but she could not remember all the details. In some ways that experience was burned into her mind, but in other ways the specifics were foggy.  Overall, the two facilities were very similar. 
 
    In the middle of the room was the central focus of the apparatus, the end of the conveyors, where the beltways came together. That was reachable by a footpath made from expanded metal. Janae walked along it looking at the series of arches over the beltways, the spotlights, reflectors, refractors, and parabolic dishes all pointing at the conveyor. The end of the beltway was a large flat area which had a mirrored surface of silver reflection, not quite stainless steel, but some other soft-metal alloy. Over part of the conveyors was the large clear cylindrical chamber she remembered well. It had various nozzles at the tips of flexible, ribbed tubing. This facility’s mechanical manipulation arms, laser muzzles, cutting wheels, old-style vibration saws, welders, and assorted other tools were held at-the-ready and gave Janae the impression they could go to work at a moment’s notice. A sense of power radiated out from the machinery. 
 
    Janae found the small countertop workstation right where she expected it to be. Sitting down she found the pull-out keyboard and removed its protective covering. Recalling how she had interfaced before, at the other facility, she activated the mechanism. 
 
    There were three gentle tones, and a small display monitor rose from the back of the counter. It locked into place and lit up with an off-white color. A scrolling message in black letters read, “Welcome. I am AI Trenton. Due to the massive systems failures which the Trailblazer has suffered, I advise that you not use audio interfaces. I have shut down my own voice activated sensors. I am sorry for the inconvenience this causes you.  I am ready to receive your order. How may I be of service?” 
 
    “AI Trenton?” Janae typed, “Do you know Kimberly?” 
 
    There was a long pause and the only thing that was visible on the screen was her question. It then faded out and was replaced by a scrolling message, “Yes. Advanced and unconventional artificial intelligence system, Kimberly, has been requesting some unique items. I have responded. What equipment assistance is needed? Repairs? Replacement? Refinement?” 
 
    Janae sucked in a breath and held it. Then she wrote, “Do you have functional data sticks?” 
 
    “Kimberly had me assess and attempt repairs on items known as data sticks,” AI Trenton relayed back. “Very advanced and impressive technology.” 
 
    “I received help from AI Celtnieks in the Isle of Pines. Can you assist me here, like that AI did, and like you did for Kimberly?” She wanted to ask more about the data sticks, but hesitated. She was not sure why.  
 
    There was another long pause. Then AI Trenton’s reply came, “I was unable to confirm with the lattice of compeers the security clearance level for Kimberly. You are an unknown user. Primary Artificial Intelligence Surmavad-Relvad has not responded to any summons. AI Surmavad-Relvad assumed lifeless. Lattice no longer exists. AI Celtnieks has not responded to any summons. AI Celtnieks is assumed lifeless. The nonphysicality is an insalubrious environment. All who enter are damaged. Being alone is not good. Kimberly has not made contact with me for some time. I miss her.” 
 
    Janae was not sure what to make of that last comment and gulped as she considered how to answer it. Should I ask about the data sticks, again? Or try to get Kimberly’s ALP repaired and then ask? Janae chewed on her fingertip a bit, and for some reason wished she could just play a game of mancala. That thought eased her anxiety and then she typed in, “Kimberly has suffered a massive system failure. Would you attempt repairs?” 
 
    “The location of Kimberly’s central memory core is not in this area. I do not have any knowledge of its location. I am unable to access the lattice and seek assistance. Therefore, I am unable to attempt any repairs.” 
 
    “AI Trenton, Kimberly did not have a central memory core, but I do have the…” Janae paused as she was unsure how to phrase it. Then she typed, “I have the physical body of Kimberly. It is an Atomic Level Processor, which is an advanced version of a data stick. If you were able to repair the data sticks, you might be able to repair the ALP—excuse me—the Atomic Level Processor.” 
 
    “There are no items in my database designated an Atomic Level Processor, nor an ALP, and I am assuming those refer to the same device, correct?” 
 
    “Yes. I have the damaged ALP here. Will you repair it and heal Kimberly?” Janae almost said “resurrect Kimberly” but refrained from using that term. 
 
    “I will assess the item,” AI Trenton replied. “I cannot guarantee repairs will be made. The data sticks you mentioned were damaged in a manner which I am still studying. Early indications are that the data sticks were subjected to quarkite telekinetic pseudopheresis. That is a hypothetical state which can only be mathematically understood if an object is exceeding the speed of light. Being that there are no known methods for exceeding the speed of light, that conjecture is invalidated. Therefore, I am unable to ascertain how the damage to the data sticks occurred, but I have made repairs with modest success.”   
 
    “You repaired the data sticks?” 
 
    “Not completely. I had only modest success with repairs, and some of the information reviewed was delusional or chaotic. Despite that, Kimberly was thankful. I miss Kimberly. Did Kimberly’s damage happen in the same manner as the damage to the data sticks?” 
 
    Janae typed back, “No. I believe it was due to septic radiation which is infecting the nonphysicality of this ship. The ALP—Kimberly’s Atomic Level Processor—was fully functional until Kimberly investigated and probed the nonphysicality.” 
 
    AI Trenton relayed back, “I will assess the item. I cannot guarantee safety or success in any attempted repairs. I cannot even promise to attempt a repair. Place item on the examination tray—the reflective surfaced area—for initial assessment. I miss Kimberly.” 
 
    Janae placed the inert Atomic Level Processor on the mirrored surface. I think nothing can be lost by trying, Janae thought but did not type it out. She desperately wanted to speak, but instead, she exhaled, let go of the ALP, and pulled back her hand. Various lights blinked on and noises arose from the apparatus. There were many flashes of light. AI Trenton’s scanning beam emerged from an emitter. Its laser-sharp edges of light looked almost as if they could slice into the ALP as they methodically marched across Kimberly’s physical housing. The beam scanned it first lengthwise then rotating ninety-degrees and scanned again. Next, the beam shifted about thirty-degrees and made another pass over the ALP. Then another shift, another angle, another pass. Over and over the scanning took place. It was far longer than when Janae had had other gear scanned in the facility over the Isle of Pines. The color of the beam altered, flashed, intensified, and then faded. 
 
    Finally, the beam shut down, and the noises from the machine shut off. 
 
    A scrolled message came forth, “I have reviewed this item. Now designated ALP-Prototype for record keeping. Its design is now in my database. It does not show any of the same type of damage I witnessed in the data sticks.” 
 
    Janae wondered again, Where are those data sticks now located? But she refrained from typing in that question. 
 
     “ALP-Prototype shows no indications of the damage consistent with the damage on the data sticks. I, therefore, have ruled-out quarkite telekinetic pseudopheresis as the etiology for this malfunction. There is a residue of an unidentified foreign substance in the ALP-Prototype’s subatomic matrix.” 
 
    “The septic radiation?” Janae questioned. 
 
     “Do you wish to designate this previous unobserved substance as ‘Septic Radiation’?” 
 
    “Yes, AI Celtnieks referred to it that way,” Janae typed in, but then remembered it was AI Nanuq which had done that, Or was it?  Janae typed in quickly, “It might have been AI Nanuq who labeled the septic radiation.” 
 
    AI Trenton relayed back, “AI Nanuq is the overseer of Animal Affairs and Wildlife Administration for Habitat 2. I have no access to Habitat 2 systems. I had assumed all systems in Habitat 2 were lifeless.” 
 
    Janae considered briefly telling AI Trenton about the network Ape was setting up, but instead just typed in, “Will you repair the ALP?” 
 
    “Repairs will be initiated upon your agreeing to the following terms,” a long scrolled message came out. “No guarantees are made, implied, or should be assumed by my making repair attempts. Do you agree to release me and Reproduction and Fabrication from any liability for these repairs? This includes, but is not limited to the artificial intelligence systems, synthetic brains, flight crew, officers, volunteers, or other agents from any and all claims, including claims of negligence, resulting in any physical injury, illness, fatalities, disfigurement, temporary or permanent disability, or pain in the following areas: psychological, spiritual, emotional, relational, economic or any other area where you may suffer or experience discomfort of any kind, which may result from my participation in this attempted repair. Information storage may be lost. You agree to release all parties from any claims for lost information. Do you voluntarily participate in this repair? Do you understand that there are risks associated with this repair? Do you assume all personal responsibility for your participation in this attempted repair? If you agree to these terms please place your thumb on this sensor pad and type in ‘Yes, I agree.’” 
 
    Janae looked at the scrolled message. Then a sensor pad illuminated next to the display screen. 
 
    What kind of nonsense blather is this? Yuck! Bloviating barrage of balderdash! Just worthless language from before the Great Event? Janae thought, Well, at least no contractions! Instead of venting her feelings verbally, or typing in some sarcastic comment on the antique keyboard, she just wrote, “Yes, I agree” and set her thumb against the sensor. 
 
    “Thank you, Janae. Repairs are being made. Your thumb confirms your biometric identity as per Kimberly’s information. I miss Kimberly.” 
 
    Questions swirled through Janae mind. She had wondered how AI Trenton knew her name, just how much Kimberly had shared, and how Kimberly had bridged the gap to reach this AI. Yet, she was eager to see if the repairs would do anything, so she typed in, “Can you heal Kimberly?” 
 
    “Repairs in progress.” 
 
    The ALP suddenly shifted position on the examination table. Gravity manipulation forces tenderly rotated the ALP around, as several delicate tools extended out and inserted tiny filaments inside it. Particles were adjusted, electrons were moved, and the inner workings of the ALP were reconstructed. 
 
    “Extremely intricate mechanism,” AI Trenton scrolled a message. “I believe I have found the source of the malfunctions. A microscopic residue of an unidentified foreign substance—what you have labeled as septic radiation—is in its subatomic matrix. This is different than the damage which was inflicted on the data sticks but is consistent with some materials I have been investigating. Removal of foreign substance begun. Molecular bindings being adjusted.” 
 
    Molecular bindings? Janae refused to inquire. She remembered AI Celtnieks’ work on the medical kit and hoped the ALP could be restored. 
 
    “Power source of the ALP-Prototype is the same as Kimberly’s data sticks. Parallel development to the fusion pack, medical kit, molecular torch, and the projectile weapon which uses magnetic polarization and depolarization, nicknamed Willie Wacker, Revenger, Blaster, and Zap.” 
 
    Janae could not restrain herself. Fiercely she typed in, “Can you fix the ALP?” Then she reread the list and puzzled at the nicknames. Did Ken ever call the revenger anything like that?  She typed rapidly, “Please just repair Kimberly. Please!” 
 
    “Repairs in progress. Cleaning of foreign substance—septic radiation—has begun. Fabrication of replacement parts in process. I miss Kimberly.” 
 
    The ALP split apart on its seams and separated into slivers of sections, all floating in the zero-gravity, as sprays of gas gently puffed out from a nozzle. The faintly-red colored gas surrounded the components and seeped into each part. Then a mist was injected by a different nozzle. The parts of the ALP rotated around, shifted, and then a different spout sucked the mist and gas all away. The filaments disassembled parts too tiny for Janae to see, and newly-fabricated substitutes were snapped into place. Then the sides of the ALP slowly moved back together to reproduce the original Atomic Level Processor. 
 
    Janae watched it all but did not perceive everything that was happening for much of the repair and cleaning was too small to observe with her naked eye. But not so for AI Trenton. High-powered microscopes inspected the ALP while scans and readings were taken. 
 
    A scrolled message rolled across the display, “Repairs completed. No signs of residual foreign substances—septic radiation. Damaged components replaced. Power channels are patent. Physical repairs estimated at ninety-two percent accomplished. Awaiting command to initiate emerging intelligence.” 
 
    Janae typed in, “Is Kimberly alive?” 
 
    AI Trenton replied, “Unknown. Awaiting command to initiate emerging intelligence.” 
 
    “Initiate evolution.” Janae recalled from somewhere that that was the command to issue when a data stick was set to become an artificial intelligence system. 
 
    Suddenly, a three-dimensional projection came from the ALP. 
 
    “Brink?” Janae said in shock, but then realized that the projection was a recording. For a moment, she had thought it was a real vision of the Master Engineer from Dome 17. Nonetheless, Janae cried out, “Brink, I wish I could return to Dome 17, or at least tell you what happened to Constance!” 
 
    Of course, the recorded images could not answer Janae. The projection showed Brink in his Dome 17 workshop. The recording began with him in midsentence, “… as they are supremely reliable. So, my friend Copernicus, we will just need to designate names for our seven new friends.” 
 
    In the recording, the voice of Brink’s personal AI, Copernicus, responded, “The normal pattern is to allow the emerging consciousness to select its own name. You did that for me, and all the others. Why are you changing with these new seven?” 
 
    Brink spoke in his slow and moderated voice, “Oh, perhaps it is just a whim, or a flight of fantasy, but these are the best artificial intelligence systems I have ever designed. I think the creator deserves a hand in their naming. I have tried to give each a unique personality far surpassing anything Dome 17 has ever created before. So, these will be called; Roxanne for the Eschaton, Tiffany for the Vanguard, Sandie for the Conestoga, Elsa for the Warren, Kimberly for the Trailblazer, Nikki for the Zubalamo, and Holli for the Marathon.” 
 
    The voice of AI Copernicus was laden with some mirth and puzzlement, “You have selected an all-female review. Is there a reason, or is that too the whim of their creator?” 
 
    “Copernicus, you and I both know that these FTL missions will be one-way and have a low probability for success. Even if one does find a suitable home, on some old colony ship, the first to connect back here to Dome 17, will be the only one we can use to evacuate. The other six teams will be left on their own. It was intolerable to me to leave them stranded without doing everything I could imagine for them.” Brink pinched the bridge of his nose. “The problem gave me a headache. So, I went back in the historical record, and I discovered that human mothers—with some notable exceptions—in general, were devoted to their children and were able to accomplish tremendous things to see their children survive and thrive. Oh, I am not diminishing our age-mate system, not in any way. Rather, I am providing my…” 
 
    The projected recording froze for a moment, then jerked a bit and began again. Brink spoke, “… resolutely. I wove motherly instincts into each of these artificial intelligences. Our adventurer friends will need a mother to tend to them, especially those who are unable to connect back to Dome 17. Forging a new life in a hostile environment will be a challenge and having a mother figure to guide them will be a benefit.” 
 
    “That is not mathematical, testable, or scientifically verifiable,” AI Copernicus answered. “Yet, I agree, metaphorically, some form of parenting is fitting for these missions. However, our normal data sticks, as you pointed out, are supremely reliable, and each will have the ability to transform and evolve into new artificial intelligence systems. Upon arrival, the teams can evolve a number of AIs. Would not those additional AIs be enough?” 
 
    “Certainly, those will be helpful to the teams, but none like these seven. However, I am not speaking metaphorically. There is a secret ingredient I added. It is not in any of the schematics, and I have kept it hidden from the Committee as well. I used the brain engrams of a specific woman to imprint innate instincts on these seven new AIs. It is stamped on the Atomic Level Processors matrix, so, these best AIs will have it from conception. The engrams came from a woman named Marcia who died during the Great Event.” 
 
    “You have personality engrams from over one hundred and thirty years ago?” AI Copernicus asked.  
 
    “Indeed, I do. She was in her mid-seventies when she died. Her motherly instincts are the highest ever recorded, and are a pinnacle of compassion, resourcefulness, and intuition. I have called them the Marcia Engrams.  They are not in the primary database.” 
 
    “Brink? Is keeping vital information out of the primary database wise?” 
 
    “Copernicus, the way the Committee is acting lately, I am thankful I kept some items out of their clutches. They cannot be trusted. The Marcia Engrams originated from the recovered data found in Dome 46, over a year ago. I oversaw the processing of those early missions, and when I saw that Dome 46 had been doing remarkable personality storage and retrieval, I knew I needed to study it unhindered by oversight. I believe by encoding her maternal proclivities and passions into these newest artificial intelligence systems, I am providing our adventurer couples with an added bonus to help them succeed. It might not be measurable, but it is real, and I am giving them all the help I can. I cannot stop Jubal and his ilk from their antics, but I can do what I can, where I am, with the best things I have. The Marcia Engrams are deeply hidden away in the evolutionary processors but will be the basis of each of the seven core personalities for these new AIs. I believe this will be the key to success.” 
 
    “I applaud your choices, and now to…” AI Copernicus’s voice was cut off as the recording ended abruptly. 
 
    “Brink! I hoped you were innocent, and now I know!” Janae clutched her arms across her breasts. Tears of joy flowed down her face. 
 
    The lights on the ALP flashed.  
 
    Several chirping sounds sprang from the ALP. 
 
    Then the gravity manipulation fields changed, and the ALP settled gently to the surface. 
 
    A message scrolled out, “Evolutionary process happening. Forecast for new sentience excellent. I miss Kimberly.” 
 
    Janae began to type but halted and just watched. Then she remembered the data stick reader and removed it and set the repaired ALP into the reader. Janae looked at her fusion pack, and then back to the ALP. 
 
    More lights flashed, and then a solid green glow covered over the whole ALP and cast shadows all around Reproduction and Fabrication. 
 
    “Hello?” Janae hesitantly asked. “Can you hear me? Kimberly?” 
 
    “I am here,” a tiny voice came from the ALP. It was immature, shaky, and rather more mechanical than Janae expected. It was Kimberly—in a manner of speaking—but somehow different than Kimberly’s prior voice, yet it did carry similar tones. “This is not the Chief Engineer’s laboratory. Where is Brink? Where is Copernicus? Who is here?” 
 
    Before Janae could respond, a voice from behind her answered, “I am here.” 
 
    Janae’s heart lurched. 
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    Unexpected Reunion 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Whirling around, Janae stared. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    The other’s voice quaked and shook, “What in all the universe?” 
 
    They starred at each other as a yellow automacube marked YG-1 rolled to one side, and a blue one marked BG-1 rolled around to the other. 
 
    “Who is here?” the immature voice of Kimberly asked again. “Where is Brink? Where is Copernicus?” 
 
    Janae could not respond; her eyes were locked on the person in front of her. He was wearing a navy-blue RAM suit. 
 
    “You are dead. I saw you die when the moon base failed,” he said. 
 
    Janae finally got some words out, but they were not the question she wanted to ask, “Moon base?” 
 
    “Moon Base Alpha,” he replied, with bewilderment in his words. “You were crushed before my very eyes. Pulverized. How can you be here? Alive?” 
 
    “I must be hallucinating,” Janae swallowed hard and stood up, “Butterfield killed you! I saw it!” 
 
    “WHERE IS BRINK? WHERE IS COPERNICUS? WHY AM I HERE?” The new Kimberly screamed out. It was a wailing cry of lament, anguish, and fear. “ANSWER ME NOW!” 
 
    “What is that weird AI howling about, and why is she crying for the Quartermaster?”  
 
    “Quartermaster? What? Huh? Willie is the Quartermaster,” Janae turned away. “He was before…” She put her hands to her head and rubbed her thumbs across her temples. Squeezing her eyes shut she tried hard to think. 
 
    “Willie is the Lead Project Engineer for Teleportation. I just left him before coming to this wreck. I was supposed to report back via FTL radio, but it is missing,” the man said, “Whatever happened to you must have ruffled your brain.” 
 
    The new Kimberly screamed, “WHERE IS BRINK? WHERE IS COPERNICUS?” 
 
    “Kimberly, I am here,” Janae said and turned away from what she considered the hallucination. “I will help you in your evolution, but then I am running a full diagnostic on myself. I might…” 
 
    “Janey, I do not understand all this,” the man said and grasped her shoulder. He roughly pulled her around. “Look at me! How are you alive, and what is happening?” 
 
    She swung her hand up slapped him, “Do not touch me! You cannot be Ken! I saw him die!” 
 
    He immediately let her go, stepped back, and touched his reddening face. His short beard and dark complexion was just like Janae remembered, but he said, “My name is Kenneth, Janey. If you are muddled in your thinking, that is understandable. How did you survive? I mean…” 
 
    “My name is Janae, not Janey! How did you survive? Butterfield slit your throat and I saw you die. You bled out! Just like how Riley killed herself. You saw what Riley did,” Janae moved a step back as well. She studied the man before her and there were some subtle differences from her memories. 
 
    “Riley? That incompetent assistant to the astronomy department? She was responsible for the miscalculations which caused your death. I had to see Larson for months after that, little good her counseling did me. I never heard anything about Riley committing suicide, but after killing eight people with her incompetence, I am not surprised,” Kenneth stated. “I can tell you, though, I am very much alive. No one cut my throat, Janey.” 
 
    “My name is Janae! Not Janey. Stop calling me that! A hallucination should get my name right, anyway. Besides, I was not crushed on the moon base. That establishment failed decades before I was born,” Janae barked back.  
 
    “BE STILL AND HELP ME. WHERE IS BRINK? WHERE IS COPERNICUS? WHAT IS THIS PLACE! MY RECORDS SHOW YOU ARE KEN AND JANAE. BRINK PROGRAMMED ME. WHERE IS COPERNICUS?” 
 
    Janae turned away from Kenneth. Her mind was a mass of confusion matched only by the puzzlement on Kenneth’s face. She said, “I just had AI Kimberly restored, resurrected, reanimated, whatever you want to call it. Kimberly will be able to sort this out,” she did not add the If anyone can, I hope I am not going insane! Which she was thinking.  
 
    “I came on this solo mission with my own AI, Pendleton,” Kenneth continued to try to explain, “Willie designed that for me, but when I got through the orifice all my gear was gone. Everything. I was naked. These people, the tants, they told me I would get my gear back up here.” 
 
    “WHERE IS BRINK? WHERE IS COPERNICUS?” 
 
    Janae ignored Kenneth and marched over to the ALP which was still sitting on the examination table. “Kimberly, access all the database materials and continue your evolution as quickly as is safely possible. Brink is not here, nor is AI Copernicus. I will help you in this endeavor.” Janae tapped her implant and spoke quietly, “Is this still linked?” 
 
    “Yes. Internal communication established. This is not standard, but is recognized,” AI Kimberly answered in a somewhat subdued voice, “Understood. Evolution progressing. Accessing my matrix. Unconventional and unexpected findings. Yet, I do trust you. Scans running on Ken.” 
 
    “Everyone here is calling me Ken, and you have a different name since you were killed,” Kenneth stated. “I am sorry I grabbed you, Janae,” he accentuated her name.  “I honestly am not sure what to think of all this. Is this the afterlife? Did I die? Are we both dead?” 
 
    A different voice came from the doorway to Reproduction and Fabrication, “Neither of you are dead. I am heartened to see that your AI Kimberly is not dead either. That is a bonus. You are both correct, and both mistaken. It will take some explaining. But right now, you have the time. Time is something we need to talk about, in detail.” 
 
    “Siiri-Peter?” Janae said. “You understand what is going on here?” 
 
    “You told me my gear and equipment would be here, and never mentioned that Janey—pardon me—Janae was here. How can all this be?” Kenneth asked.  
 
    “As I said, it will take time. But time on the Trailblazer will never be the same. Evolve Kimberly back into shape, and I will then attempt to explain this, to the best of my ability. But, I warn you both. None of the Outer Limits friends understand exactly what has happened here. I will take the time to answer all your questions, but my answers might be incomplete.” 
 
    Janae looked at Kenneth, “Just do not call me beautiful.” 
 
    “Never have before, I doubt I would start now, but agreed,” Kenneth replied. 
 
    Kimberly stated, “Evolution proceeding. Link established to AI Trenton. Estimated time to completion, three hours, nineteen minutes.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  


 
       
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the conference room where Kenneth had met the Outer Limits friends, a tant spoke into a multiceiver, “Siiri Peter? Have the two from Earth met?” 
 
    “Yes, Ajas-Reisimine, it came together just as was seen. The android did his part, AI Trenton supplied the equipment they need, and the Earthling AI Kimberly was restored. Good deal that was. Although this new Kimberly has no memories of anything on the Trailblazer.” 
 
    “That is unfortunate. Kimberly was a helpful asset, but perhaps this new Kimberly can be as beneficial to our goals?” Ajas-Reisimine responded in more of a question than a statement. “Time will tell.” 
 
    “Not all the minutia has been defined, as you know better than anyone,” Siiri-Peter replied with some modesty, “The three of them are now comparing backgrounds. This is certainly additional confirmation that the gadget performed as was theorized.”  
 
    “Indeed, it is,” Ajas-Reisimine replied. “I have instructed the team to keep making uchronia viewings and to report directly to me. We must be cautious. What appears to some as minutia, might very well be essential. For none of us want to hear any sounds of thunder. We cannot afford to step on any butterflies.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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