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	For Tatjana – Still the Love of My Life

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I laugh at the power of the ice. 

	I also laugh at the cold; that is nothing. 

	But at the wind I do not laugh, for that is everything. 

	No effort of will can command the wind.

	– Fridtjof Nansen

	 

	 

	 

	
Historian’s Note

	The main sequence of this story takes place in 2175 CE in the Gregorian Calendar reckoning of Earth-Ocean and tells of events that took place between the end of Chapter 16 and the beginning of the Epilogue of The Lost Trident of Poseidon. The ethnohistorical interludes in Chapters 9 and 11 of the present tale tell of events that occurred between 3,845,546,984 BCE and 266,054 BCE.

	 

	 

	


Prologue

	Coruscating sheets of electromagnetic quanta lashed her eyes, encasing her in a blinding whiteness that impaired her sight more than any darkness could have. The unrelenting radiation caused her pupils to contract in an involuntary attempt to shield her delicate retinae from suffering permanent damage.

	Agana Taitano Hofstadter winced at sharp pains stabbing the inner surfaces of her eyes and irritably snapped, “Computer, increase the opacity of my helmet’s visor to maximum and raise the blast shield immediately.” The blinding light dimmed and then resolved itself into a swirling dance of residual vermilion, lapis lazuli, and amber streaks that splayed across her vision, despite her helmet’s blast shield that now blocked all visual stimuli from the ionic front that buffeted Ardanwen. She was presently in a precarious position, to be sure. She was a trifling flyspeck crouched at the uttermost frontal curvature of the great ship as it crashed through the ionic storm’s crushing wavefronts. She was lashed to the polymer surface of the hull, right next to the repulsor array’s forward field emitter, which continuously generated an electromagnetic field protecting Ardanwen from interstellar gas, dust, and cosmic radiation that would otherwise have punched holes straight through the ship—and irradiated all the beings therein—due to the great speeds at which they were traveling. Although the space between Earth-Ocean and Ennea was commonly regarded as almost empty (unlike other areas of the Milky Way Galaxy that were denser), there was still one atom per ten centimeters cubed of hydrogen, helium, and other trace elements and one grain of molecular dust per one hundred meters cubed—not to mention stray hot plasma eddies.

	The magnetic attraction between her boots and the vessel’s artificial gravity field held her firmly in place. Taitano was still recovering from an injury to her left ankle that she had sustained on Ennea, and ripples of irksome pain radiated up into her leg and distracted her. From a distance, a spectator would have seen the diminutive young woman as a rather out-of-place protuberance desperately clinging to the surface of the front of the interstellar vessel as it careened pell-mell through the storm clouds of ionically charged particles—which were travelling thousands of kilometers per hour as they whipped indiscriminately across Ardanwen’s flight path and past the insignificantly tiny human form. The ship, which consisted of dozens of subspheres stuck together into one Promethean sphere, sliced through the waves of electromagnetic energy, which radiated off the protective repulsor field of antiprotons concentrated at Ardanwen’s prow. If not for the field, which was attuned to the radiogenic frequency of the ionic storm, the ship would have melted into a fiery molten cinder many minutes ago.

	Several minutes earlier, Taitano and others had been hard at work from inside the ship to analyze the quantum geometry of a microimbalance in the repulsor array. Due to this imbalance, intense ionization was slipping through the protective field and damaging the ship as it sliced through the nebular tempest. However, the unimaginably elevated levels of radiation were obstructing the internal sensors, thus rendering them blind to what was going on at the point where the ion storm and the repulsor field intersected. Taitano had hypothesized that she might have a better chance of conducting a proper diagnostic of the electromagnetic interactions between the storm and the field if she were outside the ship and not obstructed by the hull and its structural integrity field. Against the advice of Nereus, Ardanwen’s resident artificial intelligence, she had thrown herself into an environmental suit, resolutely slipped out of the waterlock (or “wetlock” as it was more commonly called), and quietly crawled to the prow of the great vessel where the clashing electromagnetic fields were at their highest intensity. Thence, she was in the best position to analyze the fields’ geodesic planes relative to each other and thus devise a mathematical solution to coax them into alignment.

	As Taitano’s vision began to clear, she was able to focus on the worrying reek that assaulted her olfactory senses. It smelled like a mixture of burnt plastic and hair. She spoke aloud, trying to keep the mounting trepidation from her voice, “Nereus, what is that terrible smell—or do I not want to know?”

	The artificial intelligence manifested herself inside the transceiver of Taitano’s helmet, formulated an appropriate verbal response, and responded to her desperate query, “Yes, Tai, your suit’s heat dissipaters are way past their maximum tolerance levels, as I warned you would happen before you decided to leave the ship in this foolhardy attempt to manually repair the microimbalance in the frequency of the repulsor’s emitter array. What you’re smelling is the inner polymer surface of your environmental suit melting (mixed with some burnt hair), with the resulting toxic gases entering your nose and mouth, thus triggering an olfactory response—”

	“Yeah, I get the idea, Nereus,” interrupted Taitano. “Thanks for spelling it out to me.” Her mind raced, as she hurriedly reviewed the events of the last few hours.

	Ardanwen was currently ferrying members of the exchange program of the United Nations Commission for Ennean Cross-Cultural Exchange from Ross 128b—more poetically known as “Ennea”—to Earth-Ocean. During their journey to Ennea, they had been aware of the ionic storm catapulting in the direction of their flight path, but it had been too far away to be a serious concern. However, by the time Ardanwen was on her return course back to Earth-Ocean, an arm of the storm had drifted to a position directly intersecting the path of their nearly lightspeed trajectory. All the simulations that had been run on the ionic storm by Nereus and Triton—one of their Ennean navigators—had indicated that Ardanwen’s repulsor array was sufficient to protect the ship from damage. As a detour was out of the question, with respect to both time and fuel, Captain Abdul-Noor Saddiq had taken the decision to slow their velocity to only a fraction of the speed of light and traverse the outer edge of the turbulent maelstrom. And now they were in the thick of it—with a misaligned repulsor array and ionic radiation ripping through the nanogap in the protective field and degrading the hull of the forward subsphere.

	“Any ideas would be very much appreciated, Nereus,” coughed Taitano, as her environmental suit’s filters struggled to clear the fumes from the thin layer of atmosphere cradling her body. “Have you tried to speak to Triton or Benthesikyme?”

	Nereus’s disembodied voice replied, “Yes, of course, I tried. But you know what they’re like. I’m pretty sure they’re working on it.”

	Fastcatch, one of the members of the exchange program and an engineer by training, streaked into the aquatic environment of the forward subsphere and sang to the other dolphin present, “What’s the structural stress level of the forward surface of this subsphere?”

	Minnow, the tenderfin of Ardanwen’s crew, focused on the holographic display projected in front of him by his fin-mounted computer, called an “abacus,” and read the internal sensor data in a panicked torrent of clicks and low-frequency squeals, which was translated into the helmets of the humans as: “The microimbalance in the repulsor emitter has created a one nanometer breach in the field. The ionization is flowing through and hitting the outer hull of the forward subsphere. The hull integrity at that point is down to seventy-five percent and dropping steadily.” Minnow momentarily reviewed the holographic projection of the data and then stared at Taitano through the transparent viewport of the subsphere. He then continued, “It’s also eroding your environmental suit, Dr. Taitano. It will pierce the outer layers of your suit before it does the hull. You have about two more minutes before you start to experience deleterious radiation poisoning. The forward hull will then rupture in about another two minutes after that.”

	Fastcatch hovered right above Minnow’s dorsal fin, reading the same holographic data. After a moment of thought, Fastcatch whistled to the AI, “Nereus, at what frequency are the ions of the storm vibrating?”

	Nereus immediately replied, “I can’t tell. The radiation’s overloaded the external sensors, which is exactly why Dr. Taitano is out there right now.”

	Taitano shouted, “I can do it from out here!” She refocused her attention on her wrist-mounted abacus, took the reading, and managed to exclaim, before plummeting into a fit of coughing, “Ten Gigahertz!”

	“Great frozen glaciers, that’s intense,” squawked Fastcatch. “Can we configure the repulsor emitter array to match that frequency?”

	There was silence for a moment, and then the voice of Nereus answered, “I think I see what you’ve got in mind. If we can get the natural intensity of the repulsor emitter to oscillate at the same, or nearly the same, frequency and intensity as the ionic wavefront, we might be able to trigger a resonance between the two. The repulsor field would then absorb energy from the storm more efficiently and amplify the intensity of the field, thus protecting the hull of the ship from the external radiation.”

	Taitano cut in, “Is that even possible? I’ve never heard of anyone trying that outside a lab and at this scale and speed.”

	Captain Saddiq replied over their shared communications channel from Ardanwen’s central control center, “It could theoretically work, if Nereus can crunch the numbers in time.”

	“On it,” replied Nereus. “Double-check my calculations on this, Fastcatch. You, too, Minnow.”

	The dolphins began to manually recalculate the streams of mathematical data that Nereus routed to their abacuses, devoting all their organic brainpower to the task. They meditated upon the symbols that streamed into their eyes, as if in a trance.

	Nereus interrupted them, “Okay, boys, time’s up.”

	Minnow chittered, “Looks sound, but I wish I had more time.”

	Fastcatch chattered, “Yes, looks good. And there’s no more time. We’ve only got a minute left before we need to pull Agana out of there. And a couple after that before we’re all fried.”

	“Even if we pull this off,” offered Taitano, “it’s only a temporary fix. The resonance between the storm and the repulsor field will go out of synch again, as the repulsor array reaches saturation point and starts to vent plasma to cool the system.” Taitano thought for a moment, and then uttered softly, as if only to herself, “But maybe a temporary solution is all we need.” The moment she had uttered these words, an image formed, unbidden, in her mind’s eye. An oddly shaped wooden ship of Ancient Earth—from the Golden Age of Arctic Exploration. During their outbound journey to Ennea, she had taken to reading books to Triton, their Ennean navigator. She had not known whether the words were getting through to him, but she could sometimes experience a ghostly comprehension coming from the undulating behemoth floating serenely in his aquatic chamber. In this way, they had whiled away the hours together—with Taitano regaling her captive audience with the triumphs of her human ancestors, as they intrepidly ventured forth to every nook and cranny of their planet in a futile attempt to quench their insatiable, genetic need to search for new horizons and new challenges. This genetic imperative had eventually driven humans to brave the trackless void to the Enneans’ home.

	One of the tales of daring human exploration that she had shared with Triton was Dr. Fridtjof Nansen’s 1893 to 1896 expedition in search of the geographic North Pole. Although dolphins had already traveled to the North Pole in the year 1,756,000 BCE (by Gregorian Calendar reckoning), humans were still struggling in their fragile wooden ships to span the arctic ice to make it to the Pole in the late nineteenth century CE. And then, a visionary Norwegian came along, with a revolutionary mind to rival his legendary physical stamina. He had done his homework and studied all previous attempts to reach the North Pole: epic feats of courage and sacrifice to break through the icy barrier, all doomed to failure. He was sagacious enough not to blindly follow in the footsteps of others and was intrigued by the account of the ill-fated 1879 Jeannette expedition. After having been trapped in the ice off the coast of Siberia, the Jeannette drifted for eighteen months before she was crushed close to the New Siberian Islands. But when it was reported that wreckage of the Jeannette was discovered in 1884 in ice off the coast of southwest Greenland, Nansen had an idea: rather than trying to “conquer” Nature and break through the ice to the Pole, he decided to succumb to it. Nansen—along with Colin Archer, a distinguished naval architect of Scots descent—designed and constructed an uncannily egg-shaped ship (much like the shape of Ardanwen, in fact), whose newfangled contours allowed it to be pressed up and out of the crushing ice, rather than succumbing to it. This was the lynchpin of Nansen’s plan to deliberately freeze his vessel in the ice north of Siberia and allow his ship—the Fram—to ride the east–west ocean currents and drift right over the North Pole. When it became apparent that the currents were taking the Fram too far south to cross the Pole, Nansen left the ship and set out on skis and dogsleds with Hjalmar Johansen and a score of sled dogs to make a dash for the North Pole. They made it to eighty-six degrees and fourteen minutes North before having to turn back due to the difficulty of the terrain and their waning food reserves. Although they failed to make it to the North Pole, they had penetrated the icy wilderness farther than any other human to that date, made important scientific discoveries, and paved the way for further polar exploration in both the north and the south of their tiny globe in space.

	Taitano’s eyes had now fully recovered from the ionic assault of the storm. She instructed her abacus to set the electromagnetic filter on her visor to maximum opacity and then triggered a toggle on the control panel of her arm to raise her helmet’s blast shield. The violence of the ionic radiation striking the repulsor field just a few meters from her face startled her. But now the vicious blaze of the storm was tamped down to a visual level that did not render her helpless before its fiery rage.

	“Nereus,” she said, trying to remain as calm as possible under the rather dire circumstances, “a little while ago, I was reading to Triton about Nansen’s farthest north expedition in the late nineteenth century. Do you remember that part where—”

	Captain Saddiq interrupted her over the communications link, “Dr. Taitano, I hardly think this is the time and place for a meeting of the interstellar book club. Can we please focus on fixing the imbalance in the repulsor array before we’re all vaporized?” The captain was calm under pressure and a professional of the highest caliber, but the concern in his voice was nevertheless apparent.

	“Wait, Captain, stay with me a second on this,” she responded. “I’m going somewhere with all this, I promise. When Nansen tried to make it to the North Pole, he didn’t try to punch through it like all those who had come before him in those silly rickety wooden boats they had back then. He knew that would never work. So, instead of fighting the ice, he befriended it. Instead of going against the flow, he went with the flow. He intentionally froze the Fram in the ice and then rode the ice floes to the North Pole.”

	There was silence on the other end of the transmission.

	She wondered whether they were considering her words or trying to figure out how to get her back into the ship and confine her to quarters. She persisted, “In the words of Nansen, ‘One must have gone against the stream to know what it means to go with the stream.’ Well, we’re certainly going against the stream right now, and it’s not working, right? We need to find a place in this storm that is less energetic. Ride it out.” A few beats after she had said this, a stream of coordinates and flight vectors appeared in her mind. The navigational data plotted a specific path to a location a few thousand kilometers away. Thank you, Triton. I knew you’d be monitoring all this. Taitano excitedly addressed her colleagues inside the ship, “Triton’s found a layer in the storm where I think we’ll be safe. He seems to think its ionic gradient is a fraction of the intensity of where we are now. I’m relaying the coordinates to you right now, Nereus.” Her fingers flew across her abacus. “Can you get us there in time?”

	Nereus instantly replied, “Yes, it will take a fair bit of fuel, but I don’t think we have a choice. It will take us at least five minutes to get there under the present conditions. Captain?”

	Saddiq replied, “Yes, of course. Do it. But Dr. Taitano’s suit is about to rupture … and then the hull.”

	Fastcatch interjected, “Now that Agana has given us the frequency of the storm out there, I should be able to alter the repulsor field’s natural frequency to at least temporarily match the external frequency outside the ship.” The dolphin manipulated the abacus on his flipper with his adroit rostrum, concentrating hard on the task in front of him. “Almost done …. There! Minnow, how’s it look?”

	Minnow studied the data on his abacus for a moment and then squeaked, “It’s good!”

	“Synching now,” sang Fastcatch resolutely in G-sharp major.

	The moment Fastcatch sang these words, the din of the nebular whirlwinds began to subside, and the great vessel began to vibrate less around them. Captain Saddiq reported over the internal communications system from Ardanwen’s central control center, “Okay, we’ll be at Triton’s lower intensity gradient in three minutes and five seconds. But the resonance will never hold that long unless we continue to boost its amplitude by manually matching the two fields to each other. Minnow, Fastcatch, can you do that from your position within the forward subsphere?”

	Fastcatch shot to the control panel on the forward wall of the subsphere. He could make out the blinding silhouette of Taitano who was still perched on the outside surface of the subsphere. The water inside the subsphere was beginning to reach temperatures that were uncomfortable, and the radiation leaking into the ship was obstructing the functioning of the control panel. Fastcatch remembered that an abacus was better shieled than the control interfaces inside the ship and whistled to the captain, “No, Captain. The temperature and radiation are playing havoc with the control system here. But I have another idea.” He trumpeted to Minnow, “Get out of here and seal the hatch behind you. I’m going to transfer the repulsor emitter array’s control systems to Taitano’s abacus, but there’s no need for both of us to do that. Get out now!”

	Minnow hesitated and then made a swim for it, sealing the hatch behind him by manually toggling a lever on the outside bulkhead with one of his pectoral fins. Nereus chimed in, “Tai, your suit will lose integrity in about a minute. And then the forward subsphere about a minute after that. The radiation is degrading everything faster than I initially calculated.” The AI added with simulated embarrassment, “This is, after all, my first time inside an ionic storm. I think I failed to adequately account for the cumulative effect of the shear forces caused by Ardanwen’s velocity through the stormfront. You need to reinforce the resonance between the ship’s energy fields and the ionic wavefront and then get out of there—on the double.”

	Taitano, who had started to feel queasy from the radiation leaking into her environmental suit, shouted, “Copy that, Nereus. Thanks! Fastcatch, I like your idea. I’m ready to receive the virtual control interface through my abacus.” She nodded as her abacus informed her that she now had direct control over the repulsor array’s systems. The moment she accessed its systems, she saw two things: first, the repulsor field was losing cohesion with the amplitude of the radiation of the ion storm and had to be recalibrated; second, the water inside the subsphere where Fastcatch was located had expanded due to the increased temperature and was about to rupture and vent its contents into the uncaring vacuum of space. She yelled, “Fastcatch, duck and roll!”—as she entered commands from her abacus to open the forward subsphere’s hatch to the adjacent subsphere, which was configured in terrestrial mode and thus filled with air instead of water. The water explosively drained into the adjoining subsphere, thus releasing the pressure on the forward subsphere so that it would not burst and release its contents into space. At the same moment, Taitano’s fingers whirled across the control panel of her abacus. She knew that the holographic interface would no longer work in such a boisterously charged environment; she thus manually keyed in the necessary commands to match the frequency of the repulsor field to that of the electromagnetic intensity of the storm, which had now increased to ten-point-four Gigahertz and which was continuing to punch its way through the ship’s protective field.

	Captain Saddiq reported, “Almost there …. Fifteen seconds to Triton’s gradient. Keep synching the fields, Dr. Taitano!”

	Taitano was too busy balancing the frequencies of the repulsor field to the storm’s resonance pattern to respond to the captain.

	Nereus offered, “You okay, Agana?”

	Taitano, whose queasiness had graduated to nausea, willed herself to focus on the task at hand. Her studies and training in cryptanalysis enabled her to match the two fields via her abacus without too much difficulty; however, doing this as her head spun and as she was fighting the urge to vomit—was admittedly a challenge. Is this what a hangover feels like? Hard to believe that people used to do this to themselves voluntarily. The equations and algorithms on the interface of her abacus were blurring in and out of focus—her ability to concentrate on the visual images was almost at an end. At the moment when she could no longer properly interpret the data and enter the correct symbolic sequences to coax the fields into alignment, Nereus exulted over the internal communications systems, “We made it! We’re in the lower intensity gradient! It worked. Radiation dropping off to levels that the repulsor array can handle now.”

	Captain Saddiq added, “Good work, Dr. Taitano. Get back in here immediately and get yourself to the clinic so they can administer radiation protocols.”

	Taitano heard their words through the speaker in her helmet but could not focus on them … or much of anything else, for that matter. She was slumped against the exterior hatch of the forward subsphere, trying to activate the control to allow her access to the interior of the ship.

	But she could not manage it in her present state.

	She was so weak that she could barely lift her arm. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Fastcatch stretching his body upwards in her direction. She then could see his grey pectoral fin straining to move a lever sideways to open the aperture of the wetlock connected to the subsphere. She managed to hold onto an access handle near the aperture to avoid being swept away by the air and water that careened from the wetlock into the vacuum of space. She then tumbled down into the empty wetlock, the aperture closed, and the repressurization sequence commenced.

	About forty-five seconds later, Taitano, still insensate and lying on the aperture of the inner subsphere below her, felt the portal dilate open; as she was pulled inside by the ship’s gravity field, she managed to twist her body to avoid landing on her head—although she did land painfully on her shoulder. She lay there, stunned, trying to get her bearings. After a full ten seconds, she rolled to her side and saw Fastcatch lying on his side next to her. She could see the rise and fall of his elevated breathing, even through the environmental suit that he had wisely donned before entering the forward subsphere to assist her. In an effort to preserve at least a smidgen of his delphine dignity, he was futilely rocking himself side to side in an attempt to roll himself onto his ventral surface. His inelegant movements dislodged a stray piece of the outer hull of the ship that had made its way into the wetlock along with Taitano; the heavy shard of glazed polymer resin tumbled onto Fastcatch’s head with a soggy thud. “Well, that’s gonna leave a mark, for sure,” uttered the bruised dolphin.

	Taitano chuckled slightly, seeing the normally magisterial dolphin ignominiously struggling in the nonaquatic environment. Fastcatch shot her a one-eyed withering glance in scolding dolphin fashion and then let out an amused squeal, which her abacus rendered as: “Do not tell Patel about this. He’d never let me live it down.”

	Taitano responded, “Deal, but please tell me all this counts as one of our workouts for the day.”

	A rush of air exploded from atop the dolphin’s head, fogging the inner surface of his environmental suit; it was followed by a series of clicks, which her helmet rendered as: “Sounds good—in fact, let’s take the rest of the day off.”

	 

	 

	


Chapter 1 – Depression

	Taitano awoke in Ardanwen’s medical clinic, under the semi-enclosed arch of a medical scanner. Other than her audacious jaunt outside the ship to repair the repulsor array, it was the first time she had been outside of her quarters in almost four weeks. She had enjoyed some transient euphoria after the arduous events upon Ennea, but it had been fleeting. The psychological trauma from her travails on Ennea; the death of her mentor, Professor Sun; and the calamitous disaster surrounding the decision of the United Nations Commission for Ennean Cross-Cultural Exchange to steal—yes, steal—Ross 128b from the Enneans and aquaterraform it for human-dolphin colonization—had all exacerbated her obsessive-compulsive disorder and related anxiety, pushing her over the edge into a pit of cloying depression. The fact that she experienced the world more intensely and deeply than others may have been a factor, as well. Her grandfather used to say that she could perceive more of the world than others, like animals who could see around the edges of the rainbow into infrared and ultraviolet wavelengths of light. She had ensconced herself in her quarters on what she thought was the clever pretense that she was convalescing, when, in fact, she was simply afraid to leave—regressing to a previous state when, as a teenager, she had been too stricken with trepidation to leave her home for weeks at a time. She spent her days—alone in her quarters upon Ardanwen—reading, studying, and trying to write up the scientific aspects of her experiences on Ennea as an academic paper to be sent back to Earth-Ocean for peer review and possible publication. She told herself that she was embodying the Japanese ideal of yutori, intentionally taking a break from the daily grind and building mental space and clarity for herself so that she could reflect on what had happened on Ennea and appreciate the fact that she and her colleagues and friends had survived—except Professor Sun, of course. But, truth be told, she had frittered her time away, watching old twentieth- and twenty-first century two-dimensional moving pictures, overindulging in food, and expending huge amounts of energy making excuses why she could not go to the gym—more energy, in fact, than if she had simply gotten off the couch and gone to the gym. But getting off the couch was physically impossible, as the weight of the past pinned her down into its soft cushions and pressed the life out of her. Her severely damaged left ankle seemed like a perfect alibi, until Fastcatch called her bluff and told her to meet him for a swim around the exterior C-ring of the ship. All out of justifications, she simply stopped answering his intra-ship calls. She needed to talk, but there was nothing to say—at least nothing to say that mattered. Intellectually, she knew that she was depressed and that she should at least go for a swim with her friends and colleagues, but depression was not rational: that was, after all, what made it depression.

	She had even ceased to tap, five times in quick succession, the sensitive patch of skin below her right ear in order to stimulate her vagus nerve to release dopamine, as this marginal dose of the neurotransmitter had long since been outweighed by the abnormal levels of cortisol produced by her adrenal cortex.

	In the here and now, and under the arch of the scanner in the medical clinic (which also doubled as a scientific laboratory that could be configured as a terrestrial or aquatic space), it took her some time to orient herself and figure out where she was. The ceiling, partially obstructed by the arch, was adorned with a holographic image of a cyan-tinged summer sky on Earth-Ocean. The simulation projected upon the ceiling employed the same color palate as Claude Monet’s Nymphéas, and the dappled rays of light streaked through the clouds as they wandered across the shifting depths of the atmosphere, which appeared, through a well-designed trick of light and shadow, to be many kilometers above her. She felt the tender waft of a warm breeze upon her face, and a temperate psithurism brushed past her, rising and falling in and out of the edge of her perception. She even perceived a hint of honeysuckle borne on the wind. A contented choir of munificent birds in the distance added to the sumptuous sensory serenade and soothed her nemophilist sensibilities. It took her several reluctant minutes to abandon this bucolic Arcadia and drag her sluggish apprehension into consciousness and situate herself in time and space. Recollection and understanding returned to her conscious mind. She asked, “Nereus, how long have I been asleep?”

	A reply came to her via an audio emitter somewhere nearby, “Good evening, Dr. Taitano, and welcome back to land of the living. I kept you sleep-induced with low frequency, high-amplitude delta waves in order to help your cells regenerate. We also had to run a full radiological neutralization and gene reconstruction sequence to repair the damage to much of your body.”

	“Thanks, Nereus,” she said. It was not just a pleasantry: she really meant it. “I knew you’d be here waiting for me to wake up. Tell me more. And how long have I been here?”

	“Well, since you asked …. Over the last three days, we’ve been artificially inducing a prolonged delta wave sleep, which enabled your body to reverse the radiation’s inhibitive effect upon the mitotic activity of your cells. We were also able to stimulate the replacement of the p53 gene throughout the chromosomes of your cells in order to counter the loss of apoptotic control that resulted from the ionic storm’s radiation. There could be an issue of epigenetic aging, which I can’t determine right now. It might manifest itself in your later years, but I wouldn’t be overconcerned about that. You’re statistically more likely to get hit by a hover transport than you are to die from DNA dis-methylation. Finally, there was damage to your cell membranes, as the radiation caused billions of your lipids to depolarize and essentially reverse the polarity of their hydrophilic and hydrophobic ends, thus destroying cellular cohesion. We had to let them go and allow your body to resynthesize them naturally. But those new lipids had to come from somewhere, and we didn’t want to feed you too much intravenously because then your digestive system would’ve impeded the delta wave state. We thus had to rely on your normal fat reserves to keep it all going from a metabolic perspective. But, on a positive note, you may have noticed a significant amount of weight loss.”

	Taitano’s lower jaw swung open and slapped the floor with a wet smacking sound. She shot the insolent AI a quizzically evil side-eye.

	Before Taitano could match the asperities of her fierce physiognomy with actual words, Nereus hastily emended her last comment, “Not that you needed to lose any weight, Dr. Taitano. Perish the thought—especially from one woman to another. Although …” Nereus daringly added, “I have noticed, from reviewing the food requisition records, that you’ve been hitting the pumpkin pie pretty hard over the last few weeks.”

	Schooling her roiling emotions, Taitano evenly replied, “Do you have any idea how easy it would be for me to program a recursive and self-cascading virus into one of the control-path layers of your cognitive matrix?”

	“Yes, indeed. Which is why I meant to add that you, of course, look amazing—as always, darling,” said Nereus; and then, not being able to resist, the precocious AI added, “Just as long as you can continue to squeeze yourself into your environmental suit, sweetie.”

	Despite herself, Taitano surrendered and indulged herself with a good laugh at her own expense. It was simply impossible to remain cross with this irrepressible AI, and they both shared a quiet laugh together. She relaxed into an amused smile. But inwardly she cursed her busted ankle and missed the endorphin rush of a good, hard run. Her species had evolved to traverse on foot the mountains, plains, and valleys of Earth-Ocean. From an evolutionary biology standpoint, she felt a deep need to propel her body through space and time, one stride at a time. It was in her tissues and bones. The shock and pounding that running exacted on her joints caused the prefrontal and limbic regions of her brain to secrete homemade opiates, much like these areas of the brain did when a human was in the grip of new love. In a strange way, she was actually grateful for the repulsor array’s field irregularity, which had finally motivated her to jump into action and lend a hand to her colleagues for the first time in weeks.

	With these thoughts scrolling through her mind, she simply said, “Thanks, Nereus, for the laugh therapy—which I hear really works. Sounds like you’ve been busy. Three days …. I would’ve thought all that would take longer, especially the radiological neutralization and gene reconstruction sequencing. Nice work. And thank you, again.”

	“Well, you’re young and strong,” said Nereus. “This never would’ve worked on that ancient codger Saddiq.” Taitano could clearly discern Nereus’s good-natured ribbing of the captain, which was a constant and entertaining feature of the relationship between the two.

	She tried to sit up, but the stiffness in her body made it a painful endeavor. “Oh, mother of mercy,” she said with a wince. “I thought you said you’d repaired the damage.”

	“I did say that, and we did. What you’re feeling is a combination of muscle fatigue and atrophy from how long you’ve been in a prone position. It will pass. Give it time. A swim or light run would be in order, if you ask me—although, not being burdened with a corporeal form, I really can’t advise too much in this area. It must be a bother at times to have to maintain a physical body. Have you ever considered an upgrade?”

	For the billionth time, Taitano rolled her eyes at the disembodied and quirky collection of heuristic algorithms, “I like my body just the way it is, thank you very much. Now, I’m gonna make it back to my room somehow and then find something to eat. I’m famished.” She managed to gingerly swing herself off the medical bed and lay her feet onto the floor, slowly transferring her weight to her legs. She immediately felt a nagging ache in her left ankle. She had long since ceased taking painkillers for it, and the presence of pain was always with her. “I see you haven’t managed to do much about the ankle I busted on Ennea a few months ago. If you want to help me further, and if you’re really so concerned about my putting on a few kilos, you can get my ankle fixed up so I can get back to my runs. That would help.”

	“Sadly not,” replied Nereus. “Counter-intuitively, repairing nucleotide sequences and cell membranes is easier than knitting back together human and delphine connective tissue. But if you want to do a full cognitive dump of your cerebral cortices into an avatar of my polytronic matrix, I can assure you that we can screen out any residual memory engrams of your injury.” Nereus was, of course, still joking around with her, as no such procedure was anywhere near possible with their current state of cybernetics.

	Taitano tried to give Nereus a cross look, but again failed, and smiled instead. “Yeah, that would be great. When are we going to be able to do that? We’ll be able to get rid of these pesky organic bodies for good.”

	“Go ask an Ennean,” replied to the insuppressible AI.

	“Go ask an Ennean” was a common saying on Earth-Ocean that had developed in the last century; it was used to refer to a question to which there was no answer, the modern equivalent of “Who knows?”

	“Well,” Taitano uttered with a quick exhalation, “I’ll see you later, okay? I think I can make it to my subsphere alone, but I’ll call if I need help.”

	“Understood, sweetie. I’m always here for you.”

	“Thanks, Nereus.”

	Taitano slipped into some utilitarian clothes from the clinic, exited the portal of the medical subsphere, and began to amble to her room. It was on the other side of the ship, and she had to traverse several passages that wound their way through the outer superstructures of the oddly shaped vessel. If she had donned her aquatic suit, she could have taken a more direct route, which would have taken less time; but she preferred the walk and—to be honest—could not be bothered right then to muster the effort to locate, and wriggle herself into, an environmental suit to swim there more directly. As she walked through the passages, favoring her left ankle, she let her mind relax. The grey and light pallid blue strips of color on the corridors alternated in a soothing pattern, hypnotizing her into a rhythm as she meandered her way through the periphery of the great vessel. The outward facing surfaces of the subspheres were filled with dazzling arrangements of electromagnetic dances of light, some of which were visible to the limited human range of wavelengths perceivable to her. They were currently ensconced within a placid layer of one of the arms of the Hel Nebula. This relatively tranquil region of the nebula, which they were calling “Triton’s Passage,” had been excavated as the nebula passed through the energetic light and winds of neighboring stars and was insulated all around its periphery by sheets of dust and hot gases. However, the presence of the ionic storm’s intense super-heated gas, plasma, and ultraviolet radiation was more than enough to put on quite a light show for any spectators within the passage. The gossamerlike photonic filaments festooned across the nebular vista reminded her of the old-style vids she had seen of the annual firework displays that had—for centuries and quite unnecessarily—added millions of tons of carbon to Earth-Ocean’s atmosphere. The “fireworks” of the Hel Nebula were however several billion kilometers across and of a scale that was significantly larger. And we’re smack dab in the middle of it. Lucky us. We’re like the ship of the damned. Who the hell named this nebula after the Norse goddess of death anyway? Not the most confidence-inspiring name ….

	As she made progress towards her room, she reflected, as she often did in her quiet moments, on what had transpired on Ennea only several months ago.

	She had been minding her own business conducting her postdoctoral work on the island of Tinian under the Clean Blue Project of the Great Restoration, slowly but steadily ridding Earth-Ocean’s seas of the last of the chemical weapons that were dumped there over two hundred years ago. But then her happy solitude was ripped from her when the Enneans specifically requested her to join the exchange program of the United Nations Commission for Ennean Cross-Cultural Exchange and travel to Ennea, around eleven light years away. Soon after their arrival, she and her scientist-explorer colleagues figured out that something was amiss. Their suspicions were confirmed when Resident Director Frank Church declared that the UN Commission had decided that Ennea was to be aquaterraformed for human-delphine colonization and the indigenous Ennean population imprisoned on an orbital platform. The members of the exchange program, assisted by two Enneans named Triton and Benthesikyme, launched a desperate gambit to shut down the devices, which they had learned were also destabilizing the tectonic plates of the planet, thus threatening to destroy the entire world. Although they succeeded in disarming the devices, it came at a tragic cost, with Taitano’s dolphin mentor, Professor Sun, sacrificing his own life to save Taitano and them all. As much as she thought and thought about it, it was still difficult for her to accept that all this had transpired. But it had. Sun was gone; and now they were on their way back, with Church in isolation at the order of the UN Commission. What a royal mess we’ve made of things. Yet again. Will humanity never learn? Never mature? Never transcend the aggressive genetic tendencies that brought us to such dominance? Go ask an Ennean.

	As she neared the subsphere that housed her quarters, she discerned a sleek, liquid shape approaching her in the aquatic passage that lay adjacent to the terrestrial one she was traversing. As the being swam closer, she recognized that it was Moon, the widow of Professor Sun. She raised her head and left hand to greet her oncoming colleague; but, as Moon drew alongside her, all Taitano received in return was an intimidating glare. She had spent enough time with dolphins during her PhD studies at Carl Sagan University on Tinian to interpret the subtle flicks of fin and pivots of the body, which bottlenose dolphins customarily used to express resentment and even lividity. Taitano arrested her forward progress down the passage and stared, nonplussed, at her elegant delphine friend and colleague. Moon stopped as well and just floated in the adjacent tunnel, staring at her pestiferously. Taitano could feel the disapproval seeping through the barrier between water and air. It made her heart race, and her stomach dropped into her duodenum. What’s this all about? She’s been avoiding me since we started our voyage home, and now I’m getting open hostility from her. Moon then broke the eye contact and darted off down the aquatic passage.

	As Taitano tried to process what had just happened, the entrance of her subsphere snuck up on her. Her absent-minded ambulation had been on autopilot, and it took her a moment to realize that she had arrived at her destination. She walked through the portal, the door automatically whooshing open to allow her ingress.

	She disrobed, carefully stepped into the shower nook, and lingered over a long, hot shower. She then slipped into a loose-fitting dress of synthetic silk, which was adorned with the multihued patterns of her native Saipan in the West Pacific Ocean. She missed home but also enjoyed the relative measure of solitude of life aboard the interstellar ship. With only a couple dozen personnel of humans, dolphins, and Enneans—not to mention their resident AI, with her proclivity for off-kilter humor and holographic antics—it was a tightly knit group of souls, although not without its share of controversy and eccentricities.

	She regarded herself in the mirror of her room, not a full-length mirror of bygone eras to serve the purposes of vanity, but rather a utilitarian medium sized reflective surface that facilitated basic grooming. When she had left Earth-Ocean—around two years ago from her perspective, but well over ten years ago to those back on Earth-Ocean—she had sported long, luxurious obsidian hair that reached to the small of her back, which she had normally worn in a tight braid. However, during her adventures—or rather misadventures—on Ennea, she had coarsely hewn it off in a fit of rage when it got in her way and even threatened to scuttle her attempts to disable the aquaterraforming devices. She found that she much preferred a shorter and more manageable coif and
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