Her careless tantrum had put a hole the inner dome and she was lucky the village hadn’t killed her outright. She had been in the village’s only little jail cell, just a room in Sil Mar’s woodhouse really, for a week now. She was not locked up because anybody worried about escape so much as what she might do to the dome in anger at her impending punishment if left untended. It was rumored the blowout at the one dome settlement of Yedar had been because of something like that and nobody in town wanted to take any chances until the inner dome was patched. Everybody slept with one hand on their emergency air tanks, anyway.
The days were nothing remarkable. Sil Mar delivered some simple food, bread mostly, morning and night, Elders Nah Rem and Ian Pah would come in and argue what to do in front of her, just in case she had anything to add in her own defense. The bright spot was a visit from the scout. His hair was a natural black, unlike anybody in the village, and he didn’t really carry himself, pacing in a slight hunch while talking to her. He had been interested in her story, the scouts were always interested in everything there was to know about a village.

She’d told him the short version, about the fight with her master, the blacksmith. How she’d stormed out still holding the heated hook, swung it around and eventually managed to send it through the glass wall with a mighty disgusted toss. She’d realized it was a terribly childish display from the moment she finally threw the rod away, but the nightmare hadn’t registered for a few seconds until it was clear she had a lot more force behind her throws for having worked a blacksmith’s hammer for so long. The shattering glass was a nightmarish sound, and anybody still awake in the early evening twilight rushed out to see what it was. It had become an unruly mob charged with adrenaline, but Sil Mar was considered the local law for a reason, and put the death threats to rest really quickly.

The scout for the most part seemed to understand why such an accident was unforgivable, but he couldn’t help but have a slight disgust at the corners of his mouth. She didn’t really feel like sharing any of the better times after getting worked up about the fight again, but he finally had a seat on a half finished wood pile, playing with one of his short blades and asking her about the life before the little jail cell. Her taciturn refusal lasted all of five minutes, there wasn’t much else to do.

Her parents had come with three other families in a caravan from the Pirwa dome city, but died on the way. She didn’t remember what from, it happened was when she was very young. Mother Yin Mal and Father Pak Sie had taken her in for a few years while she grew up enough to work. It would have been uncivilized for nobody to look after her, afterall. They didn’t really develop a familial bond though, and at the first opportunity they set her up as the apprentice of notoriously gruff old Tak Say. He was a good blacksmith, and never broke a law or abused her, but he didn’t really have a lot of patience either. Her work was always too average for him, and there was no time for anything else. She learned about shaping and materials and proper keeping of the workshop, it was true. Lately she had taken to remembering she was a young woman, and developed an idea shocking to the old bachelor, that she would liked to have something of an active village life. Their arguments had turned destructive to the shop, and once nearly to each other. She was back on the fight that got her locked up again far too quickly.
The scout shook his head, decided he’d heard whatever he’d come for, and wished her the best of luck before going off to barter with the elders again.

Old mother Ren Soo finally delivered her punishment a week in, slowly shaking her head and trying to explain the terms of banishment. It was pretty obvious then that she was not expected to survive any more than if the village had lynched her, but without the trouble of anybody having bloody hands for having to do it. Sil Mar promised he’d see to it she got five proper compressed oxygen tanks and a good mask, there was a chance she could get to central if she figured out some way to carry them efficiently.
And then all too suddenly, she was standing under the grey outer dome, staring at the airlock, with only the bare supplies they’d promised her out of some misguided idea it might keep her alive. Sil Mar and, god she had never even learned the other man’s name, stood outside to make sure she walked away without further incident, carrying the compressed air tanks in a side satchel, and some food and water in a backpack.

And then it was quiet. The dome had always had, if nothing else, the sound of the bellows over the oxygen well. Outside, with the farmers having the midweek day of rest, there was literally nothing except the sound of her own breath, and a faint and foreign rush of air from no source she could determine. They had given her a vauge notion of which direction survival might lie in, but with no navigational aids, she decided that trying to make it to central might as well have been chasing a myth.
She spent almost a third of her first tank simply planning, taking stock of what tools she had been given and how she might survive without the aid of others. The first priority was to keep breathing, and to do that she’d have to locate an oxygen well.  Chasing that might has well have been trying to make her way to central. They weren’t as rare, but the odds of finding one on the tanks she had left AND having enough time to erect some manner of capture over it were low.

At least she had gotten a bellow from Tak Say. It wasn’t so much a parting gift or apology, just something they both acknowledged might be useful for survival. He was practical and nothing else, even when it came to her banishment. 
The barest form of a plan started to occur to her, if she could make a little pit she might be able to fashion some cover with an exhaust hole and place it over an oxygen spring. It wasn’t much, the worlds smallest personal dome, but she could pump some more air back into the tanks, if not nearly as compressed as the village could do it. They would still buy her minutes of time to expand the cover and hole until the place was livable. Then she could start worrying about boiling water and finding food.
She knew about the river in theory, but seeing it for the first time that she could remember, was compelled to take a moment and just stare. If she had more air, she might have stood along the sandy bank for an hour, watching the reflection and motion of water en masse. The outline of the plan kept her going though. She headed away from where she thought central was located along the riverbank to keep aim, and finally ran out the first oxygen tank as the sun was going down. She considered sleeping until the next one ran dry, but time was too short. She kept searching for the lime rock that indicated both an oxygen well and glass material. She only knew as much about glass making as any dome city citizen. There was some theory, and she did know about heating a metal plate in an a brick oven, but had neither the bricks or the lime yet. The riverbank  sand could provide the silicon at least, so she kept following it outward.
The gurgle of river water broke the perfect silence but she still swore twice that night that the brush inland was cracking like the sixfoots that sometimes glared in from the edges of the dome might be hunting her for real. She kept walking, sixfoots would probably chase if she broke into a run, and she couldn’t afford to increase the air flow rate.
At sunup she found a tiny oxygen well. Not enough to really built over. She dug up and threw the purifier rocks into the unscrewed mouth of the air tank she’d already run out. She pumped everything out by attaching it to the intake of the bellows. They purifier rocks would give off a little oxygen and then run dry away from the oxygen well, but maybe gas up an air tank again at least.

Her stomach and dry mouth finally forced her to loosen the mask strap and take a gulp of air before cramming her mouth with the only bread and boiled water they’d given her, and slamming the mask back down. A little haze got in, but not so much she choked and it was quickly vented back out. Taking the meal in huge bolts, she never stopped marching forward. She was starting to desperately fight the droop her eyes and arms were feeling. While she kept walking, at least her legs didn’t want to stop at least. They were exhausted in their own way, but at least the movement was mechanical.

She started to imagine what going to Central instead would have been like, if she had found a small well in the other direction, making it all the way there would have been a lot more realistic. Central was supposedly a town of all metal, huge outlying farms and size that would be impossible if their air was based on Oxygen wells like the rest of the dome cities. Central was famed for being a center of technology in part thanks to the air purifiers from the colony ship it was built out of. She reconsidered the possibility of actually getting as lucky traveling inward though, every micro well on the way between Central and the wilds probably would have been drained by now.

It was at the second twilight that she finally moved away from the river, with only one safe tank and the home pumped one left. Her legs were beginning to be exhausted beyond peddling and she decided that there would either be a well in sight now or not at all. She headed in to climb one of the larger trees to get a sight, her legs just grateful for a change in motion as they braced her grabbing for one of the lower branches.
She didn’t even have to ascend that far to see the well, a dome settlement marked it pretty clearly.

--

She approached the airlock, assuming she’d have to flag somebody inside somehow. Something was wrong from the moment she climbed down the tree though. Nothing was sown in the patch of field cut from the forest, for staters. The unease managed to creep into her stomach despite the need for renewable air getting ever more pressing. There was nobody waiting by the airlock, not that it was that unusual especially for the smaller settlements. There were no lights though, not even a hearth going in the elder’s woodhouse.
She had to spy the problem by moonlight, a crack in the dome that from the ground to forty five degrees or so, ending in a large hole. Nobody would ever unlock the airlock door from inside she began to realize. Maybe they had reached emergency supplies and gotten out, or maybe every house was littered with a desiccated skeleton or three, but there was no life here now.  She pulled a pair of small metal driving spikes from her pack and used them to puncture a larger hole around the base of the crack allowing her access to the inside. The air had the slight haze that said it was unsafe to breathe. The inside of this dome had long been the same as the rest of the world. 

She could greedily exhaust the oxygen well to refill her air tanks, scavenge any others she could find, and maybe head to Central parts unknown, but she reasoned that if she could plate over the crack and pump the dome out using the airlock, she might have a long term base to operate from. There hole at the top was maybe four feet in diameter, like the one she had made for herself down low, the crack was otherwise only a few inches across. The biggest problem would be reaching the upper edges and driving rivets of some sort into the glass without shattering it. She’d learned not long ago that sufficiently heated metal could penetrated the glass and warp it into air tight positioning, but it was probably quite a trip between the local forge and the gap even if there was fuel and a ladder available. 
Tired as she was, she got to work scavenging. A few more hours and she might be able to sleep without a mask, and the thought was propelling her forward. It was designed to remove sweat from the chin line, but not being able to remove it to wipe her own face was obnoxious after two days of sweat from walking.

The Ladder wasn’t hard to find, the town had obviously been conscious of the need to maintain it’s own dome. She was glad the hole was not at the pole at the top, the longer ladder laying sideways by the stockhouse looked unstable. The forge however required more creativity. There was no coal in it or available as far as she could tell. What she finally found were natural gas tanks. Apparently the sixlegs distant ancestors turned into carbon gas as well as coal. The canister it was in had no sort of regulation, so she used it to fill one of her exhausted air tanks as a flow regulator under the forge. In time she turned the tin roof of one of the more ramshackle buildings into plates and prepared to force it into place. The first rivet for each would be the trickiest: She would have to hold it with tongs and get the plate into place cleanly before pushing it through and into the glass. All this had to happen before the spike stopped being hot enough to puncture metal and glass, and then she’d have to hold it relatively still until the glass fitted to it.
The top plate actually went relatively smoothly, it was new task and all her attention was focused on it. The first rivet drop came about halfway down the seam, she had to vault off the ladder to avoid being hit by the red hot metal spike. She spilled two more before she was down to the floor hole, sweeping aside the broken glass she dug into the ground to make sure the air wouldn’t leak around the bottom of the new fix plate.

She couldn’t be sure it was air tight, but the fix looked strong, a metal beam between two plates held with little darker metal dots every so often. Now all that remained was to get the hazy air vented somehow. She had never been in charge of a shift on the airlock, but Pao Nem the Machinist had always told her the controls were a piece of Central wizardry and not that hard to operate.  Unfortunately her first two tries resulted in the outer door swinging open and then some unseen mechanism venting outside air into the middle chamber.  By process of elimination, she finally determined how to close the outer door and use the vent to push air outside. She had to switch to her last refilled tank, but the air seemed to be good if more dusty than she had been used to. 

Dawn began to show what the whole of the town looked like, even if she had determined some of the more important buildings by moonlight. She was glad all the important buildings were on a central path through the middle of the settlement, blundering into the woodhouses would be a bad idea until she had more time to deal with what she might find in there. Chewpests and diggers were a real concern with a village left dead for this long. Mostly she didn’t think she could handle the dead. She was disturbingly close to being one of them.
The air became less hazy as the whole of it was sucked out of the dome. She began to feel the changing pressure in her ears and then on her skin, and for one moment she was afraid the structure of the dome might be pulled in by vacuum, but the bellows of the oxygen well began to huff and churn from the pressure difference. She knew they took looking after every day or so, but for now they were operating and replacing the haze in the dome. She dropped exhausted. She would keep the mask for now, but there was a good chance that the poison in the outside air would be so diluted as to be harmless soon. She could take off the mask when she woke up again.

She awoke with a start not able to draw breath from the mask. She ripped at the corner of it letting a little outside air in to get a breath, then worked the straps taking the thing off completely. She was definitely not choking at least, so the repairs and other equipment had changed the air in the dome enough.  It was silent again meaning that’s both the airlock had cut for some reason and the bellows weren’t churning. She was too tired to care, and collapsed in the same spot on the path in the middle of town, broad daylight streaming through the dome.

It was light again the next time she woke up, but the air was getting a little stale. She walked to the center of town to see if she could get the bellows drawing from the oxygen well again. There was a little metal and wood shack enclosing the controls, she worked the doorknob and pulled it open to see a figured slumped against the controls. She mentally worked up to pulling it off and examining them herself. She screeched and nearly fell back on her butt when the figure jumped up and turned to examine her.

“Oh, you’re awake again finally. We were about half a day behind you even moving fast.”

“What” She said, more than asked.

In the daylight streaming in she noticed the figure was a man with dark hair, playing with a short blade strapped to hip. It took her sleep riddled brain a moment to place him.

“Calling you exile all the time is so confusing, can I ask your name?” asked the scout.

--

“Jen Dao” she finally answered, getting the situation together in her head

“Amitus Neeley, myself” He answered “And no, I haven’t figured out the bellows controls, I’m not really a dome expert either.”

She shook her head again “Right, those from Central expect two names means a full name. Mine is Jen Dao the Apprentice.”

“Hell, I’d say Jen Dao the Blacksmith proper personally.” He said. “Hell of a job bolting up the hole in this dome, it’s nice to have one more pit stop before we really hit the wilds.”
“That is a very improper thing to deci- wait, you said ‘We’ twice now.”

“Right, you were locked up, you didn’t meet Charlie Scales or Baoyu. I guess you could call us travelling buddies. Charlie probably even know how to get this blasted tech working.” 

“Are they scouts as well?” She asked
“The best, I just tag along.”

“You just guess about this dome or were you following me?”

“Eh, couldn’t let you die. It isn’t Baoyu’s way, and I had you pegged as useful for a little while if nothing else.”

“Useful.”

“Your master did damn good work for Charlie in the past, looks like you picked up some of it at least. He told me to scope out if you could do repairs for us. After that it kind of turned into us just wanting to know how well you looked out for yourself.”

“I – I don’t know if I should be angry about that.”

“Hell, be proud about it, you had some of the best impressed. We figured we’d be following you to central and maybe giving you some smithing work to get you started in the big city, not tracking you outward to the blown Tidar dome.”

“But still, I thought – Two days I – urghhh.”
“Look, calm down, you had a safety net you didn’t know about, probably won’t be the only time in your life. It also makes you feel real good later you didn’t need our help.” He took a breath, “Hell, Charlie gets these bellows working and you  can be Jen Dao the Village Elder, next time we get back to central and tell the colonist would-be’s there’s a dome waiting for them.”

She looked for a place to sit down, but the little shack with the bellows controls was too small to accomidate anything but the control panel and a couple of people, she settled for leaning on the doorframe just in time to get tapped on the shoulder and jump up again.
Jen Dao was surprised to see another woman, not much older than herself, but certainly a lot shorter.  Her hair was dark like the man’s, but her eyes looked strange and narrow. It was hard to tell much else, with the woman wearing a great dark cloak that seemed several sizes too large for her and too warm for the weather.

“Ah, Bao, there you are” Amitus noted. “Though unless you know something about controlling the pumps, you should probably just stay out there, gonna get crowded. Is Charlie headed in here soon?”

The woman pulled her cloak hood back revealing her black hair was actually quite short. She just smiled warmly and nodded to answer the question.

“Good, the air won’t be toxic for a while, but it tastes stale and that sucks. I don’t want to put my tubes back in yet either.” He turned back and puzzled over a level on the console as though deciding if making random changes was a good idea.

Jen Dao was long past any pretense of awkwardness among these strangers. “So you’re also a scout then?”

The woman nodded again.

“Your friend seems very into full name introduction, but he missed yours.”

“S’cause I don’t know it.” Amitus answered, without looking up from the panel

“You never asked her?”

“Well I think I did, but we didn’t have any paper at the time and it’s hard to make the marks her village used in the dirt.”

“Is it not spoken?” Jen Dao asked.
“Well, more like she can’t speak.” Amitus sighed and turned away from the panel again. “She’s mute. Usually at least. Kind of an odd case.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t realize.” Jen Dao nodded in the other woman’s direction.

Still with a hint of a smile, Baoyu shrugged.

“Oh don’t get all stiff, she gets along all right, and Charlie can practically guess what she’s thinking most of the time. It’s uncanny at first, but you get used to him talking for both of them.  This means, by the way, that between them they talk about as much as an eight of a regular person.”

“Or you talk too much.” answered the last of the band of scouts. 

 He stood about half a head higher than even Jen Dao, with a bald head and a beard that reminded her of her old master. His face was both fierce and tired and he carried about the scariest largest firearm strapped around his back that she had ever seen.
“S’what you pay me for. Or let me hang out with you for. Or whatever, just come look at this and make the machines pump this oxygen well. I don’t want to retube for another half a day, it always feels so weird.” 

Amitus shooed Jen out of the doorway and moved to let Charlie in. Charlie leaned in and frowned at the interface for a moment, pressed a button and pulled the large lever all the way down. This hissing and churning of the machinery was startlingly immediate. With the outflow so close, they were buffeted by a regular rhythm breeze.

“Anything to report?” Charlie asked.

“Found a few long chewed bones, critters musta found their way in. Only a few oxygen tanks missing, I think there were only one or two survivors made it to anywhere else, but there weren’t probably more than six or seven total here anyway. Bao insisted we do the right thing and at least put some dirt over the bones if we weren’t going to do a proper pyre.”

“Supplies, Amitus.”

“You’re all heart. Water purifier is still working and not much else. It’s not really a thriving place if you didn’t notice. Did find some canned food that might be ok, but I think you have to ask the new village elder over here.”
“Or we could just take it and” he glanced at the scowl on the little woman’s face. “Or not, figures.”

“Little secret that I’d ask you to not use against us in this bargain” Amitus said, pretending to lean over to Jen Dao “Charlie looks scary, and that big old gun of his really can do some damage, but the truth is the best weapon we have is Baoyu. She’s a lot more dangerous and keeps him in line.”

Jen Dao just shook her head “I’m not in charge of this place. I guess I might get there, but right now you found it about the same time I did. I just did a little repair work.”

Charlie exhaled and looked skyward “Do you have anything to eat.”

Jen Dao suddenly found herself with a worried expression, thinking about it for the first time since eating that hard bread, days ago.

“Do you even know about hunting to get more if we left you with the cans.” Amitus asked.

“Err, I have a guess.” She answered

“Ok let’s say you want to go catch you a scrabbler. Do you know how to use a musket?”

“No.”

“Well any kind of poker then really.”

“I guess I could bash it with the forge poker or grab it with the tongs.”

Baoyu was shaking with a smile, in anybody else it might have been laughter.

“Do ya even know what a scrabbler is?”
“Not really, the only things that ever got close to the dome were sixlegs, and Sil Mar the guard always said a person shouldn’t tangle with them.”

“Scrabblers are worse.” He paused for just a moment “And made up. Sorry, I was pulling your leg.” Amitus finally answered before having a laugh himself.

“So you only know your trade.” Charlie asked, not joining in. 

“Smithing and a little glasswork, yes.”

Baoyu exhaled sharply as if to sigh.

“No.” Charlie answered.

“Well the thing is I think she could figure out how to hunt and maybe even survive here, but it’d suck and drive you crazy after a while even if it only took a few years for a couple of families to come out here.  You’re more put off by the idea we need to bring on some different skills again.”

“No.” Charlie answered less forcefully but they lapsed into silence.

“I need to sleep again.” Jen Dao finally said, sensing the matter was private to them even if it concerned her. 
“You need to get some water and maybe food too. You were going for three days and you only stupidly played gulp air and eat once. You’ll die in a few days by doing that even thought the haze doesn’t choke you all at once, for future reference.” Amitus told her.
“Water is easy, if Amitus got the boiler and condenser running again” Charlie explained.

“God it’s the most he’s spoke all year this week.” Amitus remaked “And if you’re not gonna share from the new stash, I’ll feed ‘er myself”

“It’s her food too” Charlie answered before walking off, Baoyu in toe nodding her approval.

“I guess you don’t know, but it’s about dinnertime anyway. C’mon you fixed this place at least enjoy the creature comforts of it a bit.” Amitus said, gesturing to lead Jen Dao off in the other direction.

Dinner wasn’t much better than the on the road fare had been, ancient dried and canned vegetables of the green sort and water. They sat in one of the old homes at a rough hewn table and lashed together chairs that looked sturdy enough. After the last three days of odd silences it was almost nice to have Amitus talking between each bite, so she gave him easy questions. 
“Yeah I’ve been to Central. It ain’t what most of you dome people think it is. They have some technological wizardry, but most of it is a slum of outcasts and no skills from everywhere else barely getting by on the tithes the place brings in from the child domes. The whole damn planet is covered in haze and yet they’re doing their best to make the inside of that superdome just as smoggy.”

“What about real wizards?”

“Central has a bunch of those too, they like to call them psychics and say that the magic comes from their brains, as if that explained it somehow.”

“That’s really strange. We had an old healing woman, Lin Han, I don’t know how what she did could be anything but magic.”

“Oh you should hear the ancestor worship that goes on there. Saying how our forefathers were geniuses and were really close to unlocking the secrets to the mind and body and the ‘psychics’ are proof. Our forefathers were damned idiots who could barely get between stars and picked a planet you can’t breathe on to stop.”

“Between the stars?” It seemed the oddest story she remembered from her brief time having a substitute mother and father. They always said that their people, the islanders, had taken to the stars before the rest of humanity but some of them rejoined it here when they all descended together at the site of Central.
Amitus kept going and snapped her out of her revelry “I’d describe it as sailing, but you’ve never even seen a riverboat I’d wager, let alone one with sails. Well yeah, anyway, they did something nutty I don’t quite get to throw ships up to the stars in the first place, then they kind of darted around between them. It’s half legend by now, but supposedly there were better places to live than this. I get leaving home, but why they would not stop at a place where you could breathe everywhere without domes or masks.”
“You’re scouts though, you don’t have to stay inside a dome or use the masks.”

“Eh, the lattice filters aren’t as great as all that. Sure you can breathe forever, and I suppose that seems like a lot to the domebound, but you have to have tubes up your nose forever , carry a shelter to pump the haze out of and eat and drink in, it’s not an easy life.”

“Up your nose?” She asked imagining sticking her fingers in hers as a kid.
“Yeah, little plastic tubes, have you ever even seen plastic? It’s kinda clear like glass but sort of soft. Anyway, if I leaned way back you could see the inner parts of mine. We fit the outer part to it and to the filter. Even if you got a little sickness of some sort that would clog your nose, you’d still be able to breathe through it just fine, and it’s better than having to cover your whole face all day.”

“What is it you do anyway?”
“Eh, whatever people need. Whatever we can get Central to pay for, or trade at the domes. Sometimes we’ve just run mail if there was really nothing better to do. Usually if we’re well off at all, Charlie wants us to head into the deep wilds and look for artifact salvage.”

“The deep wilds. Every time somebody talked about going there, it meant they wanted to die.”

“Well it’s a reality for some of the better geared scouts. Sometimes it’s as boring as the mail runs, other times we find a necropolis or the Planet’s native life having a flare up. I’m not really the best one to explain what makes those places dangerous but Charlie won’t and Baoyu can’t. They just seem to make the animals crazy or attract the vengeful sort of ghost.”
“Ghosts, really?”

“I dunno, do the islanders have ghost stories?”

“I’ve heard that powerful wizards can invoke them for a while, but they couldn’t raise our dead.”

“That’s how it goes for most of the children dome lines. Central naturally has its own insipid explanation. The point is the wizards can only bring back ghosts they knew. The ones in the necropoli are different, they seem to be there on their own, and they try to rip us up. It’s a good thing they think blades and guns and fire work on them. I don’t like going there, but it has the oldest and best salvageable technology.”

She finally finished the can of green… whatever it was they had farmed here briefly, and made to stand up. In her old home she would have needed to clean up her plate and ironware in the wash basin. Here there was nowhere to clean anything, and she only had a can anyway. Finally in some strange giddy way she reveled in just tossing it out the open doorframe. Amitus was still eating from his can and made no move to indicate he cared either way.
“You know they none too subtly want you to come with us right. Well at least Bao does and Charlie will roll over eventually.”

“I thought you didn’t want to discuss this in front of me.”

“They didn’t, I don’t care. I kind of agree with Bao that we need a handywoman.  I want your take on it.”
“Three days ago I was supposed to be a blacksmith in a dome for the rest of my life. That’s just about all I’ve ever known. I have no aim to stay here particularly, but it’s better than dying. I have no particular problem about going with your group if they’ll also keep me alive.

“Not the stunning enthusiasm people usually exhibit when you question them about being scouts.”

“You’re not used to people turning you down?”

“Oh there’s plenty of that too, when they turn out to have a family, or can’t deal with feeling unsafe, or whatever reason they have for rejecting it outright. What I ain’t used to is the ambivalence.”

“I’m not in the best of situations, making decisions impulsively and without time to consider the options.”

“Oh that’s the absolute damn best time. Going with your gut and knowing you’re good enough to bluff everybody even if it’s the wrong choice.”
“Your personal view I take it?”

“Well throw in some kind of blacksmithing equivalent and sure.”

“We’re a lot that takes our time and works methodically.”

“Ah.” It was the first time she’d left him without a good answer. He tossed his own can out the door with a sly smile and left after it. He turned a bit and glancing over his shoulder, added, “Well you’ll probably get a few hours to think on it at least. I’d figure it out before going to sleep though; we’re likely to want an answer if we wake you up.”

After sleeping for so long, however unsoundly, it seemed hard to believe she was tired and dragging again so quickly. The sun was just starting to set, and for most of her life in the dome, that had just meant it was bedtime. There were a few electric lights in the town, but resources for the generator were just so limited that it wasn’t worth turning them on. She smiled at the sight of a genuine hammock. Whoever lived and died here, they were proper islanders. It was fairly stable, but she climbed into it with a grace and care taught by years of practice.
To be a scout, and especially one that went so far from civilization… She was unsure what to make of the offer. It seemed to come down to the people doing the asking. They could have just as easily contracted her for repair and left, or traded her survival gear and a trip to central, or in a situation as bad as her’s, just beat her and threaten her life. They were odd people, but obviously at least two of them seemed rigid about doing the right thing, which Sil Mar and Tak Say would have approved. The dome had appeals of its own; elders didn’t have to work near as hard as anybody else, and just for being the first to stead a dome would earn her the title if enough families moved. She thought of Tak Say again, and the gruff old goat started to argue for staying and building things up properly.

She hadn’t yet made up her mind to defy him again when she drifted off.

-

She had expected Amitus or the whole group to wake her up, but she had slept for far too many hours again. At least in a proper hammock she had genuinely rested. She twisted and dropped to the floor, rubbing her eyes and stumbling over to the door frame. The bellows were still huffing, bringing purified air up from the oxygen well. 
She decided to check if the others were still in the dome before getting to any other work. She found Baoyu first, not recognizing her without the billowing black cloak from the previous day. Instead she wore a simple rough tunic, and seemed doing some kind of sewing work with a pair of needles and a similar piece of cloth. She was sitting on a squat stone bench and turned to smile at Jen Dao’s approach.

Jen Dao decided to just flop down into the loose dirt that made up most of the land inside the dome. She observed the needlework for a couple of minutes, with Baoyu making no sign that she minded. Finnaly Jen Dao felt compelled to talk, even if she knew she couldn’t get complex answers.

“So does your group want me to come along now?”

Baoyu nodded.

“Do you think you’ll actually benefit from having me?”

Another nod.

“I would have figured you’d asked me and been gone either way by this late in the day.”
Baoyu’s eyes went wide and she shook her head side to side.

“She’d tell you there’s a flock of shriek’s out there. “

She didn’t recognize the voice, but quickly worked out that meant it had to be Charley.

“Shriek’s?”

“They fly in a huge flock, they’re about as large as you, and they have a tendency to rake out eyeballs and chew you apart as a pack. We don’t fight them.”

“Well, assuming the horrible beasts are real this time, you’re more than welcome to stay in my dome.”

“Yours. So you’re set on staying?”

“Now where would I go, I seem to recall somebody was arguing against taking me.”

“Caustic. I see why Amitus likes you.”

“Look, this isn’t exactly asking a young kid who hates dome life to go on a permanent adventure. Even if you want me, I intend to give this proper thought.”

“Good. The overeager ones usually die.”

“So are you asking me?”

“More like offering to trade with another adult. You come along, fix our stuff, do some grunt work, you might have a place. I’m not going to train you and if it doesn’t work out you can just stay at the next dome we hit.”

“Why do your friends think that it’s better to come with you than staying here and fending for myself.”
“You ask me, it’s more misplaced charity regarding your survival. I’m the only one that thinks you’d be fine. You ask them, they’d say because you’re useful and they like company.”

“I’d like to talk to Amitus again.”

“Yeah, go, he’s at the water purifier.”

Charlie sat down on the other end of the bench as she left, working on some kind of woodcraft with a small knife. Jen Dao was starting to understand that these strangers were already handy enough to take care of themselves. Once again, she wondered why it was these strangers might want her along when it meant another mouth to keep breathing and feed.

She walked down the most packed dirt in the dome, between the shack next to the well bellows and the stone dugout where the water was pumped up. Three large stone slabs made steps down to another cheap wooden half door. It was already open and practically off the hinge anyway. Islanders weren’t much for security and preferred curtains to doors whenever they could get away with it.

Amitus was just filling canteens and a large jug, rather than really monitoring the working of the equipment other than to pump more well water into the boiler occasionally. She hadn’t looked closely before now, but he had clearly shaven since she talked to him yesterday, going from a budding mountain man to just having a goatee. She suddenly realized what an awful site she must look after six days since being let out of the cell for a quick heated bath.
“You’re the expert, do you have to have purified water to wash yourself in?” She asked

“As long as it’s not going in your mouth, nah, you can use haze water just fine.”  

“Is there a bucket in here somewhere? You can just pump it straight in there and let me worry about it.”

 Amitus turned around to look her over once “Huh, didn’t realize you hadn’t stopped at some point to clean up. Three days in the wilds and not a single, what color is that, pale blue? Anyway, not one strand out of place, cleanliness without work is the gift of the islanders. You probably do stink though, not that any of us can tell, sense of smell isn’t that good with the tubes.” He said, pointing to his nose with two fingers.

Noticing her slight frown he sighed and stopped. “All right, there are some big containers around back of the pit here, c’mon.”

He brushed past her and ascended the stairs in two jumps. “So we’re here for another day, by the way.”

“Charlie explained.”

“I’m kinda disturbed by how much talking he’s doing the last couple of days. He’s usually almost as quiet as Bao. Did you decide what you’re doing yet?”

“I’m leaning in a direction, but I can’t really work out what it is that makes it better I come along than just do some work in exchange for some goods or even just some survival training.”

“Why’s that got to be a thing? We’re nice enough folks, Charlie even came around. If you believe we’re in earnest, there’s no sense in wondering why.”

“Thoughtful deliberation, remember?”
“Grab a couple of these.” Amitus said, pointing to some large oval metal basins.

“How are you going to take these with you. I could only carry a single full one.”

“Ah you didn’t meet the moose yet, I guess.”

“What?”

“The moose. I think it’s actually called a krashik or something, but it’s really big and strong and good for towing a cart around. Surprisingly gentle for the size. Seems like most everything else from the haze wants to eat you, he’s just big enough to not care.”

“What does he eat?”

“Mushrooms, like most everything from the natural haze ecology that doesn’t have a taste for meat.”

She was tired just from hauling a few of the basins around the corner and down the stairs. One full of water she’d probably have to just drag. Amitus swiveled the pump head around from the boiler and worked the handle to get cold and murky water.
“You know, I’d let you use this room if you want.”

“Keep at your work, I handle myself.” Jen Dao answered him.
“So we’ve seen, and no I don’t secretly believe you’re being defensive or think you’re trying to impress us, before you get all suspicious.”

“I think I like it better when we’re talking about you. You actually want to be subtle.”
“Yeah, Charlie bitches that I hit all close to home too, what can I say, it’s a gift.” Amitus shrugged

“Just pump the water.”

Amitus looked like he was trying to bite his tongue and just worked the pump handle. Jen Dao finally decided there was enough water and began to drag the tub away, trying not to hunch her back too far. She carefully lifted and slammed the basin up one step at a time. The more beaten dirt was decent for dragging the tub along and she eventually brought it to the middle of the dome where she’d used a forge on the first night. The blacksmith shop was decently enclosed on three sides, and had a curtain on the open end to be drawn. There was still some natural gas in the tanks that she pulled from the forge and set up right next to the basin, heating it with a torch for a few moments until the water was warm.

It wasn’t a very good bath, she had to remember to keep her mouth tightly shut the whole time, there were no soaps and only a coarse brush she suspected might have been for livestock originally in place of any rag. By the time the water was cooling off, she at least felt cleaner than she’d been in days. She had lost her satchel at some point after entering the dome, and had to resort to salvaging for new clothes if she didn’t want to put the same traveling garb she’d been given back on.  Fortunately the house attached to the stall had just what she was hoping for. She had never wondered about simple things like having clothes in the islander style before leaving home a few days ago. Her old home, she reminded herself. Now it was something of a joy to find a shirt held up by its thick neck strap instead of the shoulders like she’d seen on all the foreign visitors and scouts that had been to her dome. She paused to consider that it meant a woman not that different from her had lived here as she took the leggings and waist wrap that went with the shirt.
Baoyu found her a short time later, scaring her with a palm on the back.  Jen Dao jumped up and spun around to see the other woman back in her great dark cloak.
“You always this sneaky?”

Baoyu gave a shrug and half smile, then pointed at Jen Dao’s new shirt.

“Yeah, the traveler’s stuff they gave me was part of driving home they’d… banished me. I’m glad to find something in my people’s style again. You should try it too, you know all that weight on your shoulders isn’t good for you?”

Baoyu just raised an eyebrow then shook her head no.

“Have you found a satchel, by the way? I set it down when I crawled into the dome and haven’t seen it since.”

Another no.

“Well just point me at Charlie if you will.”

Jen Dao followed her outstretched finger out to the edge of the dome where her work had been applied to the glass. Charlie was doing something where he kept running his hands along where metal met glass. When she finally closed the distance, he had already stopped.

“What were you doing?”

“Checking the seal. Some blocking clay and water. Looks good as far up as I can reach.”

“Just making sure I won’t die?”
“Checking your work, to be honest. Reach a decision yet?”

“I’ll ask one more time. What is it that actually makes me useful to you.”

“You talk to Amitus so I won’t have to.”

“I am not getting all the information I need to reach a decision here.”

“You won’t always. Make one anyway. If it helps, I do my best thinking while lining up a shot. It’s what I’m best at.”

“Like Amitus is a people reader?”

“Yeah, he thinks best on his feet, I think best prone, and you?”

“I think I need a weapon. Even if just to hunt.”

“Get forging then.” He nodded

“Thanks for the idea.”

“Yeah.” 

She didn’t have much natural gas left, so she went hunting for something else. The close in buildings were out , she’d already searched them. The homes didn’t have much in the way of fuel either. She briefly considered that even wood burning could work if she had a large enough stock, but decided that tearing down the houses would be too much effort in addition to removing a possible future resource.
There was a shallow pit dug at the far end of the dome with a plate of glass over it, under which lay a supply of several things. There were three air tanks, two of which were still under a good deal of compression. There were several water canteens, the water might have been good inside the screwed down containers. It looked like somebody had the notion of surviving a few days  in a tiny shelter, but it wasn’t located over any oxygen wellstones. Jen Dao could only scratch her head at why a seemingly good plan was executed poorly and abandoned halfway through. She picked some clothes out and found what she was looking for at the bottom. She had hoped maybe for charcoal, and came away believing this to be a blacksmith’s shelter: at the bottom was high carbon coke.
-

She had hoped maybe to work wrought iron salvaged from the town into a new shape. With the discovery of the coke, she could create steel. The forge still had a supply of cast iron, and she had salvaged wrought iron from anything she could find in the old houses: silverware, tools, pipes. The same green dried vegetables were a fair carbon additive.
She used her own bellows with a strange sense of pride, stoking the coke inferno on the floor beneath the large furnace. She packed the irons and carbon into some of the ceramic crucibles that looked like they could take the heat and using a set of long graspers, pushed them into the furnace. The metals would still take a few hours to fuse into steel, and she decided that in such time she should get to know what it was she meant to forge.
A hunting tool, or a weapon? Most food at her home dome had been farmed, but she knew the watchers and lawmen would sometimes go out to hunt when the sixlegs were dormant. They largely used wood bows and chipped obsidian arrowheads. They had a lot of time to craft while watching the airlock, afterall. A gun would have been even better but she didn’t have the skills to rifle a barrel or make gunpowder.  The most obvious thing left was some kind of blade.
She’d forged a number of knives, mostly the hardly sharp silverware sort, but a few for actual work and crafting. Knives were short and dangerous unless one was really skilled with them however. She dismissed an axe similarly as too large and unwieldly. A sword wasn’t out of the question, but didn’t seem to have hunting utility. She settled on a spear, which could be deadly enough to prey and in a fight. The tip was a spaded blade, not too difficult. The haft needed to rounded though, and while she had assisted on large pipe work, it would be a new trick to role a light hand gripable size of tube while red hot.
She pulled a crucible to check that the metal was not so hot as to dissipate. The heat was so intense that she felt it clear through all the way to her back, much hotter than even she had usually worked metal it. Truthfully she had mostly been an observer to steelworking, iron being suitable for most of the dome’s needs.

She couldn’t role it on the anvil horn like pipes usually started, she’d just have to work it circularly on the face of the anvil. She’d leave room on the tip to meet it to the half soundly with some beating down. She realized as she finally decided to bring out the first crucible for good that the sun would be down soon. The dim glow inside the forge building was constant even with less light arcing through the lone door. Amitus leaned in the door briefly, but thought better of saying anything apparently, leaving as soon as she’d noticed him.
She wasn’t hungry or tired, even as the light dimmed she kept working, pulling the new flat topped cones of steel out of the ceramic crucibles. They had to be brought back up to a certain temperature to work, which meant a shorter trip into the forge, and a lot of time beating out the thick cones into longer and thinner pieces. She brazed the first three together into a long haft, etching the top and bottom pieces for grip and leaving the middle fairly smooth.
As the hammer fell again and again and she tired her arms for a change she saw what Charlie had meant, her thoughts seemed to spread and organize while the repetitive work took minimal focus to guide. It wasn’t really about the others at all. They might be useful, but really she was being asked, for the first time in a long time, what she wanted. At the end, she had started to develop a bit of independent will from Tak Say, so there were things she knew she had wanted then. Now in a completely different situation, what mattered now that survival was likely either way?

At first she had only brazed the ends because she wasn’t confident she could melt it enough to weld the pieces. She was growing to like the aesthetic of the slight seam separating the etched pieces from the smooth one between them, and it didn’t even lose too much strength done properly.  Finally she started to narrow one end and spade out a head to fit to it. It didn’t matter if she lost a little diameter here and the strength was important, so she decided to risk trying to a proper weld
What she wanted actually hadn’t changed she decided. It was the same as before with Tak Say. He never had much use for people that wasn’t a trade or dictated by ceremony. She wanted to get out there and just make friends, talk for the fun of it, there wasn’t anything deep or ritualistic about it. 
Charlie had been right, as Jen Dao hammered the spade hilt out and fit it, glowing hot, to the haft of the  spear, she got herself sorted as well. What she had almost made up her mind to last night suddenly made sense consciously. Waiting at this dome was just more stalling and ritual. She didn’t want some interface of ‘Village Elder’ between her and people, there were some right here that seemed decent enough. She made up her mind and the spear became a weapon. She left it to cool on the bench and cut of the furnace’s oxygen to choke the fire.
When she finally came up out of the forge, there were stars just barely shining down through the haze. She suddenly felt heavy and noticed that the work had left her covered in carbon dust, sweaty and too tired to do much about it. She retrieved another set of proper clothes from the house and walked down to the filter. She could hardly muster the effort to run the pump now that she was focused on it, and settled for shucking the dirty clothes and falling into the cold water shocking herself awake. She worked as fast as possible to get rid of the black dust that seemed to have gotten everywhere and the sweat that had pooled up. It was a relief to get the new clothes on and start warming up.
It wasn’t a cold night, but she went back to the forge to help get rid of the goosebumps on her arms. She looked at the spear again and felt proud of the work. She had no idea how to test it as a weapon and didn’t have the strength to swing it around at the moment anyway, but she was sure to pick it up and carry it with her back to the house she’d temporarily made her own. It occurred to her that she should get together everything she might want to bring, but aside from the last two sets of clothes, the spear, and the last couple of cans of the tasteless leafy greens, she couldn’t think of anything and was all too happy to jump into the hammock.
She didn’t even drift this time, the hard work into the late night had her out like a light.

-

She coughed and sat up, shifting the hammock oddly. Luckily it was stable enough not to spill her because she didn’t have a very good concept of which way was up. She took a deep breath after the coughing and seemed to momentarily arrest the fit. She moved to swing her legs out of the hammock and on the next breathe couldn’t quite get the feel of drawing the air in. She immediately assessed something was not right, and struggled out of the hammock crashing to the floor. The air was knocked out her chest but she caught another breathe on the rebound that seemed all right.

She scrambled for the door and strained to hear if the bellow were operating. There was no rush of air, but something was wrong beyond that. Again she couldn’t catch her breath, and fell to the door frame struggleing not to panic. She imagined the choking suffocation everybody from a dome feared dying from, making her a bit more wild, but at the last second before she broke into a run she found another gulp of fresh air.

It was far too bright outside for the middle of the night. She forced herself to focus on what it was she was seeing. The forge was a bonfire, some of the other houses were catching, and there was far too much smoke for the dome’s filter up at the apex to process. She remembered Tak Say talking about oxygen sinking and dropped to the ground, but choked as she landed. The air here was thickest and had a slightly foul taste to it, like it was rotted meat.

She jumped back up but found her throat clamped and unwilling to take another breath. She cursed being careless enough not to check that the fire was extinguished before sleeping. Choking the oxygen should have done so, but the forge was old and she hadn’t thoroughly checked the furnace after her first use of it. Her next thought was that it was foolish to leave the air bottles from the blacksmith’s cache so far away. They were still in the inferno of the forge, and still hadn’t found her satchel with the originals or her mask.
She slumped, trying to stay up in the smoke where she could occasionally catch a decent breath. It was a losing battle and she was finding it harder to brace herself up against the wall of the house she’d been using. Darkness crept in at the corners of her vision and she tried desperately to focus the center of the tunnel on anything she could turn to. In the end she only saw the fresh hole in the roof of the dome, almost opposite of where her old repair work had been.

She lost and crashed to the floor. The water in her eyes was involuntary from the smoke, but she felt like crying anyway, to have done so much in a few days and gotten nowhere afterall. She decided to at least keep the dignigty on her face as best she could. If the islander kingdom in the afterlife was real, hopefully they didn’t weigh the stupidity of her death harshly against how hard she’d fought for life. It was almost coincidental that she heard two sharp cracks, and Amitus yelling.
The next thing she remembered were hands behind her head and then being shocked back to alertness by a very strange feeling. A small soft pipe was being rammed up her nose without much care. She felt certain it would stop, like a finger, but it just kept going until she was sure it would exit her ear eventually, only to finally turn back down and give the sensation of touching the back of her troat. Oddly it wasn’t very painful for such an invasive feeling.

“Breath through your nose!” amitus yelled, far too close to her face. When she couldn’t quite process it, he helpfully clenched her jaw in his hand and forced it shut. Her instinct to fight was similarly dulled and after a moment did as she was told by nature. It was a breath of clean air again finally, and helped to make the world a little clearer.

“It occurs to me now we probably should have been clear on sleeping arrangements for the buddy system if nothing else” Amitus said.

Charlie just rolled his eyes and released the grip on Jen Dao’s head. Baoyu traded places with Amitus to inspect the tubes and Jen Dao’s condition.

“Wasshe holdinit?” Jen Dao asked

“Keep breathing through your nose” Amitus said “And no, Bao did all the work just now. I’ll let you figure that out in good time.”

“Imsosorry”

“Look, we already said we wouldn’t let you die. That’s still a good offer until we leave” Amitus explained.

“no I mean…” She caught a long cold breath through the tubes “I was careless with the forge, I let a fire get started and-“

“Ah, that wasn’t you” Charlie explained, shouldering his gun and sweeping an arc over their heads.

“Yeah, the Shreik’s did the weirdest damn thing I have ever seen, a lot of them just started throwing their weight from a full dive at the dome. Bunch of dead ones smeared down off the sides of it too. Enough strikes though and they punched a hole in it.” Said Amitus

“The fire?” Jen Dao asked

“I admit them causing that is an achievement I haven’t worked out yet. Could be yours never completely extinguished and they got into it, could be they just spilled something and sparked it. I don’t care to stick around and find out really, even if only a few of them are left.”

“I uh, decided to come with you all, but you were asleep.”

Charlie snorted a laugh.

“Well you ain’t got much choice now, so let’s go.”

“Wait, let me grab something, it’s right inside.”

“Baoyu?” Charlie asked

Baoyu handed a small brown edged cube with iridescent faces to Jen Dao. The top of the cube had a small raised bell that the plastic tube fit over.
“ It’s a filter, I’ll explain better later.” Charlie nodded, “We need to go.”

“The stuff inside?” Jen Dao asked

“Two minutes and we start without you.” Charlie warned.

It wasn’t much, but after she hefted the spear and clothes, badly wishing she had more than the one little pouch attached to her waist wrap. A pocket or satchel for the cans would have been better than nothing. She fit the little cube she was attached to in the pouch and managed to find a fairly stable way to hold the cans in the clothes. She was out the door in thirty seconds, the others already headed to the airlock.
“Shreik’s are way more dangerous in a pack but that doesn’t mean a lone one couldn’t really mess up our day.” Amitus warned Jen Dao
They stepped into the small all metal room and closed the inner door, waiting as the airlock pointlessly hissed haze out, applying a near vacuum for a tiny brief moment before hissing a lot more hazed air back in. Charlie forced open the outer hatch as soon as he could and broke in a run for the nearest tree cover. Amitus was more relaxed once Charlie was swinging his gun around at the sky again, and while he kept his eyes up, he signaled Baoyu and Jen Dao forward. They closed the distance to where Charlie was down on one knee when they heard the first crack and a thump on the dome a moment later.

Amitus took off, leapfrogging Charlie’s distance and came back a moment later with strange and very large four legged beast. It was covered in a dry grey skin with a ring of fur only on its midsection. The face was almost upsettingly humanlike to Jen Dao, with the exception of a much larger and flatter nose. It’s back legs were slightly thicker than the front ones. A harness connected the beast to a small covered cart, maybe large enough to hold the four of them and a little extra. For its part, the beast hardly seemed to notice the weight of the cart at all.
“Load up and put the moose to a run?” Amitus asked

“No, we run and we look like prey. We’re the ones doing the killing here.” Charlie answered
“All right, everybody come on, we’re just going to calmly walk away and hope whatever they killed themselves in droves over is still in that dome.” Said Amitus

“Hopefully we didn’t already have them notice us sprinting about” Charlie said.

“Can’t be that many left, the way I saw them going at it, honestly.” Amitus said nervously.

Charlie climbed up on to the cart and started sweeping his rifle out the back, trying to spot anything between the branches of the trees overhead. Amitus and Baoyu walked alongside either side of the creature they’d simply called ‘The Moose’ earlier. Jen Dao didn’t feel as comfortable with it and after tossing the clothes and cans of food in the back next to Charlie, she staggered herself a few steps back beside one of the cart’s wheels. It was an oddly peaceable scene except for the unnatural light from the fire in the dome behind them and the cracking of branches overhead.
Amitus was already talking to fill the dead air. “Poor place lives for less than two days and it’s already back to being a haze choked ruin. That’s pretty much a curse if I’ve ever seen one. Some vengeful wizard didn’t like the place.”

Jen Dao might have answered him, but she was splitting her focus between what had happened and remembering each new breath had to be taken through the nose and out the mouth. The fire might have been making the air slowly unbreathable, but it also seemed to displace the haze leaking in downward. She would remember that for emergencies in the future. The other thing she was focusing hard on was who had handled the tube. It seemed like it had been Amitus at the time, but he hadn’t put a hand on it. She chalked it up to panic and asphyxiation, and stopped briefly to wonder how that concept had seemed so foreign less than a week ago.

Another reverberating crack of the rifle and a large dimly firelit orange figured thumped to the ground. Jen Dao could make out the large wingspan and maw but not much else of the creature.  She briefly wished she’d though to look around the outside of the dome when they left for what the creatures may have looked like when she could see it clearly.
She was starting to think maybe they had slipped into the night when Amitus swore. Charlie was still trying to sweep the sky behind them as much as possible and didn’t even pause when he asked “how many?”

“Hard to tell by moonlight, we’re getting too far from the bonfire. Four I think.”

“Just keep walking, hope they slide on by.”

There was a sharp breaking of branches and a horrific growling screech as at least one of the creatures decided to have a go at the wagon. It left baffled with just scraps of cloth in its talons. Charlie made sure it didn’t get another pass then went to work quickly loading three more bullets into the detaching chamber underneath the gun.

Jen Dao only heard the muffled thump without ever seeing Amitus dive out of the way, followed by a strong rush of air over her head. A few seconds later Charlie’s unerring stream of kills continued. Baoyu stopped the wagon to let Amitus stand up and get back alongside, but one of the beasts stopped to start tearing at the wagon cover like it was a tiny prey animal. Jen Dao saw the leathery scaled skin and that the beast was about as large her. She felt too stunned to move consciously, finally hefting her spear and trying to give the thing a half hearted poke.

All the prodding did was cause it to live up to its name with an awful shriek before shifting to the side of the cover on the cart, pulling it off completely. While the creature wrestled with the bent poles and cloth, Amitus swiftly came up beside it and sliced clean through the back of its neck. Charlie had shifted around now that the sky above him was open and unleashed a shot dropping another creature. Finally his luck ran out as the last one missed.
Jen Dao tried to will herself forward, to get up and protect Charlie from the last creature which was already diving in at him. She couldn’t find the right way to make her legs move, the will was there but the mechanics just wouldn’t work. Amitus was still holding the struggling one down as it bled out, and Charlie looked up, fumbled his gun and shook his head sadly.

Jen Dao heard another voice for the first time then. It was higher pitched than her own, almost girlish. It only spoke a single word, and by the time she had processed what that word was, the show had already begun. The creature was instantly as bright as the whole bonfire behind them, and the heat was as terrible to feel as that of the forge crucible she had handled the previous day. Instead of being raked by claws, Charlie was only buffeted by ashes.

The other creature had finally died and Amitus jogged back up to cart, making his way straight to Baoyu who looked pale as a ghost and was starting to shake. Charlie threw his gun aside and jumped down to help Amitus put her in the cart.

Jen Dao could almost accept it as just one more thing in the odd whirlwind the night had been, but the dam broke and she just kind of babbled her thoughts out loud.

“She said ‘Fire.’” Jen Dao announced to no one.

“I wasn’t joking when I said she was the one kept Charlie in line.” Amitus answered anyway.

“It was like staring at the sun.”

“Yeah, she’s a wizard. Witch. Mage, whatever you islanders call them. She gets pretty awful after doing something big like that, and so soon after using some power snaking your tubes in.” Amitus said, suddenly with a bitter edge in his voice.
Jen Dao finally forced herself to take a breath and shake some of the adrenaline. Her limbs felt more tired and heavy than the robotic days of walking or working before. She set the spear in the now open air cart next to Charlie’s big gun.

“Can she sleep out here?” Jen Dao asked, still mindful of her own breath.

“It’s so second nature to us that we don’t even think about it anymore” Charlie answered. “Get outta there Amitus, we’re walking now.”

Jen Dao resumed her stride apace the wheel, and only a few minutes later did something important occur to her.

“she said fire.”

-

There was still a pillar of smoke rising in the distance behind them when the sun finally came up. Amitus had at least lost the frown she’d been able to see in the dawning light. Baoyu was sitting up against the side of the cart still looking rather pale. She at least returned a weak smile when Jen Dao tapped her shoulder looking for some reassurance. Charlie had turned out of the woods toward the river again and was following the same direction Jen Dao had originally been traveling. 

Jen Dao kept wanting to say anything to break the silence that had fallen on the band, but each though only reminded her she didn’t know these people well enough yet to avoid breaking whatever taboo had silenced Amitus. She decided to be content that where were sounds at least traveling with a group. The footfalls of the others, the creaking of the cart’s axels and the occasionally snort of the beast pulling it along.

Charlie kept the thing walking forward despite its protests that started about mid day and became more frequent throughout. It probably wanted to stop for food and water as much as Jen Dao did, but she silently acknowledge that at this point unless everybody demanded they stop Charlie was going to keep pushing them forward. Every so often he would check two small device he’d hold on his plam, look around to make sure the sky was clear, and put his head down as if he were pushing against an invisible wall with his shoulder.

The sky was clear in another sense too. The haze was light today, the meaning the sky overhead was a rare deep blue instead of the usual steel tint it took on. It also let them see far into the distance at the hills behind them and at the land gently sloping away ahead.  Jen Dao hadn’t been looking around before, too concerned with the details of what was within walking distance. The grey and green tipped forest and the sprawling yellow-green plain on the other side of the river had a calm beauty she could appreciate now that her perception of it wasn’t limited to the closest wall.

Charlie finally found the moose too hard to force forward as it sensed dusk starting to set. He freed the thing from the cart harness, apparently unconcerned with it going very far. It immediately began a slow lope over to the river, a thin smile forming on its wide mouth that Jen Dao once again found too disturbingly humanlike.

“Did the tent even survive all that?” Charlie was finally forced to ask, breaking the silence of a long day’s walk.

Baoyu had a lot of color back, she was feeling well enough to throw her greatcloak back on and hand Amitus a big pile of canvas and thin metal rods. He laid it out flat on the grassland around them and started going over it with an eye for detail.

“Couple of burn marks, some fraying on the outer layer. Only one rip, we’re not entirely lucky, but it could have been worse.” said Amitus.
Charlie looked over the work and glanced to Jen Dao and Baoyu sitting with their legs hanging up and over the back of the cart.

“Ok we breathe and gulp tonight. We’ve been in a dome for a few days, so it shouldn’t be that harmful. Baoyu can fix it on the road tomorrow.”

“We’re getting down to wilds survival food here, but I think I still have at least a couple of soft baked things from the Sen Fal dome. Good a time as any to break the seal on one. Makes gulping faster at least.” Amitus told him.

“Anything else?” Charlie asked.

“If you’re going to gather wood, just put it in the cart, no offense but I’ve had enough flame and smoke for a while. “

“Fine, moonlight it is, we’ll take turns at watch. No Baoyu, you wait at least one more day.” Charlie announced, before adding under his breath “I also don’t wanna get slapped awake again.”

The idea of taking a breath, slamming a mouthful of bread and bit of water from the group canteen, and repeating in a cycle made sense to Jen Dao who had only known using masks for survival in her few brief trips outside the dome to ask something of one of the farmers for her master. To watch three people so used to traveling be uncomfortable with the idea of it seemed comical. Charlie handled it about the best, looking at the bread and water like it was already poison and just resigning himself to it. Baoyu made a scrunched up face, breathed in and out quickly a couple of time and then tried it. Amitus was the worst, constantly mistiming himself and sputtering water and soppy bread. He eventually got some food down at least.
Amitus finally gave up on the Endeavour and went to collect the moose which had already eaten a large number of the weak riverbank plants and drank itself full. Once Charlie and he had finally rehitched the monster, they took the cart down to the riverbank, finding a nice rising bluff to camp up against.

“Guess we should have seen about somehow putting together a bedroll for Jen here” Amitus said, unpacking his own roll from the cart.

“Would have, given more time.” Charlie said.

“Oh well, guess she can sand up a couple of the spare winter blankets. We had better get back to Central before I actually need to use it though.”

“How long do your trips usually last?” Jen Dao asked him.

“Up to a season” Charlie answered.

“Yeah don’t worry, probably will only be getting chilly by the time we get back to civilization. It might even be too hot for a full blanket over you, but you’ll be glad to keep it nearby at least”

Bedding was laid out, but only Baoyu looked like she was anywhere near ready to sleep, it was still too early conventionally. Charlie got up, said “I’ll take the first watch” and went to go pace into the gathering dusk.

Jen Dao finally had to ask something first and broke the silence with Amitus. She gestured to the tube running to her single pocket pouch.
“Amitus, how do I keep, I guess, breathing right while I’m asleep?”

He gave a soft laugh. “Habit, mostly. You’ll wake up a good number of times with a choking breath. Important thing is just to remember to breathe through your nose immediately. We’ll probably have to let you actually nap in the tent at some point to make sure you’re good and detoxed.”

“Well that’s a comfort.”

“Well, at least you have some people who know the ropes helping you. Imagine trying to figure all this out yourself.”

“Somebody had to have at some point, right?”

“Nope, we cheated and dropped from space with the knowledge already in hand. Look don’t worry about it too much. Actually let me ask you something instead.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, that spear you failed to use, you made that yourself?”

She frowned for just a moment then smiled.

“I was going to say don’t remind me, but I guess I’m more proud that I actually created something that strong and useful still. I just have to figure out how to actually work with it.”

“It looks solid and simple enough. I don’t pretend to be an expert on anything sharp that’s larger than my forearm, but we have a lot of time on the road, I’ll see about giving you some places to start so you don’t freeze up next time.”
“Is it always that chaotic?”

“Sorry, no, I just told you all the good parts before. Most of it is as boring as the walking today. I have some stories I know how to tell, but those two” he said, sweeping his arm outward “have heard them all already. I kind of wish I knew how to play an instrument.”

“Ooh, that’s another thing I’d like to learn.”

“Yeah well, you’ll be fighting the three of us for it if we ever come across one cheap enough to trade for.”

“We could always make one.”

“You know anything about making very fine wire strings?”

She shook her head no.

“I don’t think they can even be metal usually, they have some other way of doing it for good instruments.”

By now the grasslands were lit only in the dim green of the large moon’s light on the horizon. Amitus still didn’t look tired, but he was lying down forcing himself to start cycling down. Jen Dao copied him, putting the first heavy wool blanket on the dirt and the other over herself, trying to let exhaustion push all the question she still had out of mind. True to Amitus’ prediction, it was entirely too warm and she was kicking off the blanket and pulling it back a few minutes later when something felt wrong again and again. She already wished she had though to bring along a hammock somehow, but they had hung in the alcoves of the dome’s houses. She had no better idea that trees at the moment for hanging one up, and it was clearly better to stick together when sleeping in the wilds.

She never remembered fully falling asleep, just waking up startled that she couldn’t get a breath and instantly hearing the advice from a few hours ago. A few deep breaths from her nose and she was ready to roll back over and try again. Her frustration mounted as she woke up in the same way with the moon a much smaller green circle high and directly above. Amitus was awake again, dully pacing around the impromptu camp site to give himself something to do. When he noticed Jen Dao sitting upright he cracked an apologetic grin and exaggerated shrug.

She finally got a decent amount of sleep before it happened again and woke up to Amitus having broken his own demand and started a small fire of sticks. Dawn was still an hour or more off, but she was tired of trying and it had only just gotten cool enough for a blanket to seem like a good idea after all. She bunched the top one over her back and carried it with her, mindful to stay a good number of feet from the small flame. She still felt wrong with the heavier material hanging off her shoulders, but it was worth it to keep the heat in while the fire was still puny. 

Amitus occasionally threw another branch at it, but obviously didn’t intend to grow it much. Instead he made a lot of trips to the cart and back, shaking an individual’s canteen, smaller than the group jug and with tube similar to the ones all of them had in their noses hanging out. Accomplishing nothing, he finally pitched it back in the cart with all the other loose gear and came back to fuss on the burning sticks some more.

“Coffee is nasty stale, wouldn’t have done me any good to boil it up before now.”

“Coffee?” asked Jen Dao

“Yeah, kind of a seed they grow in some places. Pretty useless by itself, but you can brew up a nice breakfast substitute drink with it. You at least have some kind of tea?”

“Sorry not often. A few of the old folks had some tiny stores of it from trading scouts though.”

“Hell, that must have been a sad way to live. No way to jump start your morning.”

Baoyu stirred in her bedroll causing Amitus to wince and finish more quietly.”

“If we had the tent, I’d boil some up and let you try a little, but what can you do. At least we can take it easier today, Charlie won’t be pushing for distance so damn hard.”
“What even determines where he’s going?”
“He picks a direction with his little compass, we walk in it for a day. If there are any good landmarks he’ll take a break and draw it into his little journal. I think he’s trying to make a map.”

“Tak Say, err, my old master, knew what a compass was supposed to do. He said all they’re good for is locating iron deposits.”

“The ordinary magnet on fluid ones sure. This one is a relic, it tells us what direction from central we’re facing.”

“Ooh, what ruin did you find that in?”

“We didn’t, I pinched it. Long story I don’t want to tell right now.”

They waited in silence for the sun to first hit the horizon.

“I didn’t have you figured like that. “ Jen Dao finally said.
“Yeah well, I wasn’t born knowing how to handle a knife either, and nobody felt like dropping me from the stars with that knowledge fully formed.”
Despite herself, Jen Dao chuckled.

“But still, it’s not like people have a lot to begin with, stealing from them?” She asked

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but the domes don’t have anything worth stealing. I’m more honest among the simple folk. There are two sorts in Central, those who won’t miss what you take, and those who took it from somebody else first.”

“So how did you go from the second type to traveling with them” she asked, pointing at Charlie, who was starting to toss and turn under the dawn’s light.

Amitus thought for a moment. “Another long story I don’t want to tell right now.”

-

Charlie still seemed gripped to follow his little compass, but apparently found nothing interesting to mark down. Baoyu was sitting in the cart trying to mend the tough outer fabric of the tent with a patch, thread, and some sort of powerful glue Jen Dao kept catching the acrid smell of. Baoyu kept making a perturbed face whenever the cart would hit a bump in the plains. Amitus kept a decent ambling pace, but didn’t seem as attached to the moose as before, feeling free to break a few yards out from the wagon to check anything that caught his interest. Charlie stayed much closer to the creature, dutifully marking out a pace for it to follow.
At mid day he brought the creature and cart to a stop where the river snaked. Jen Dao excused herself to Baoyu and climbed onto the cart to see what it was he was looking at in the distance. She recognized the bright yellow beamwork had to be manmade, but not why somebody would build right on top of a river when it could wash out the foundations of a dome. Charlie made some marks in the little notebook in the pocket of his tough pants and cracked a rare smile.
“A bridge this close to civilization. We have been working the eastern wilds for too long.”

“I told you south was a good call.” Amitus answered.  “Apparently the islanders aren’t the natural scouts you figured.”

“Mmm no, remember Cao Gar and Yin Lee?”

“Everybody gets lucky once.”

“Jen Dao here?”

“All right, all right, it could be something else.” Amitus admitted.

“Let’s check it out.”
They resumed the hike and cleared the river snaking around toward the omnipresent woods on theright right, leaving them clear to head straight for the bridge. Whoever had intended to build here hadn’t gotten far. The compact tar they’d used for the surface mated to the bridge only extended the hundred yards to the first tiny trees of the woods on their side and maybe three times that long on the open plains across from it. The moose had to take a noticeable step up onto the packed surface, but the cart followed with little effort.

“No gate houses or anything. Damn.” Charlie observed.

“Just a bridge and a crumbling road in the middle of goddamn nowhere, South may have been the right call, but it’s depressing me so far.” said Amitus.
“The effort and materials this must have taken” Jen Dao mused “They could have just put up another dome.”

“From way before our time” said Charlie.

“You see this more toward central, back when they made architecture that lasted, they wanted to crisscross the whole world with these tar or concrete cart paths.”

“It would certainly make traveling smoother and more pleasant.” Said Jen Dao.

Baoyu quit fussing with the tent finally, leaving the glue to dry and tapped Charlie’s shoulder, pointing up.

“I see the light bulb.” He replied.

“Nah, if there was a generator here it’d be inside a small structure or something. They packed up and left with it long ago.” Amitus said.

“What a bust.” Jen Dao added.
“Eh, Central knows how to make a coal generators, it’s not as valuable as some things. The ones in the wilds just run on some kind of way more compact oil they’re learning to churn out again, makes ‘em valuable for now. Bet they’ll figure out how to reproduce the engine too before long.”

“Found one big as a house once” said Charlie.

“Right, that thing. Coulda powered ten domes all day if there was some way to ship the electricity around.”

They got close enough to the bridge proper for Jen Dao to put her hands on the large steel beams trussing it. They were probably stronger than anything she’d ever made, and huge to boot. She was almost disappointed there wasn’t any way to cut some of the truss off and bring it with her for working later.
“We’re not crossing the river here.” Charlie said with certainty.

“Stay on the side with civilization, you figure?”Amitus asked.

“Seems pretty reasonable.” Charlie said.

The bridge fell into the distance behind them as the river widened out and grew shallower, bars of silt rising above the surface in the middle at times. The plains on their side of the river were starting to run out, now only a tiny strip between the ever more gravel covered bank of the river and the thick forest that followed it. Even though dusk was a couple of hours away, Charlie called a halt and had them circle up on the last little patch of thinning grass.
“Lot closer to the woods today, we need to have a proper fire going. I also want Jen Dao to share my watch. Baoyu takes the other one.” Charlie ordered.

“Want me to do the tent?” asked Amitus

“I need Baoyu looking over her work, so help her, I’ll take Jen Dao with me.”

Charlie waved her over with look that said ‘now’. It was only thirty or forty steps to the treeline and the world seemed to change the moment they started trampling the high brush. It was like losing an hour of sunlight, Jen Dao couldn’t help but suddenly being more alert to everything going on in the growing dim.
“Such a dramatic shift, how does it get so thick so fast?”

“Probably started as an artificial planting, back when they were still building bridges and trails across the world.”

“Are we going to have to travel this way.”

“Let me worry about that. Do you know how to start a wood fire with only sparks?”
“Sorry, not unless you have a natural gas line on hand”

“All right, this is not complex. We need sticks and we need either large deadfall or to cut down a tree ourselves.”
“So what first?” She asked
“Look for a downed tree. Not having to work that saw after walking all day is preferable.”
It took a few minutes of clearing and crashing through the brush, but in the end, Charlie sighted a downed small trunk that they could work back at the camp at least. It was hardwood, so at least the avoided the irritating needles of the mixed in evergreen trees that seemed to make up most of the woods when looked at from outside.

They carried it back to the sight of the large coarse cloth tent mostly assembled and Amitus busying himself with bringing large stones from the river and making a circle.
“I trust you’ve got arms for the cutting work.” Charlie said to her.

“The saw is in the cart I take it?”

“You’ll have to dig it out from the pile of junk that thing is turning into.”

He paced back off to the woods again to find the rest of what he needed while Jen Dao hopped up into the cart to look through it. She had never considered riding in the thing before, and hadn’t taken her eyes off the bridge earlier, so it was the first time she had really looked into the thing. It was only maybe six foot long and four across, with a draw of about a foot. The bottom was littered with things they’d used in the last several days. The bedrolls, the overly hot blankets, and any weapon not currently strapped to Amitus all laid loosely across more packed down provisions. She gritted her teeth trying to move as little as possible before coming across the hand saw.
At first when she sat down to work, it was a relief from the soreness starting to creep in from being on her feet all day. She found time to think much like her blacksmithing work running the saw back and forth. Since the night of the attack she had wondered about Baoyu speaking, and now she wanted to hear more about what Amitus did to get traveling with the others. She started to realize that each of them had a past and perhaps the only one that she could ask to share couldn’t, or at least wouldn’t be able to talk about it.
Charlie returned with an armload of stick and some of the rough underbrush hanging out of the pockets of his tough work pants. Amitus finished with the stone circle and came over to where Jen Dao was working. Her arms were used to labor from the shop, but the tight grip and direction she pushed the saw were slightly different, leaving them getting tired anyway.

“He’s not going to light that for more than an hour, you know.”

“I said I’d do it, I’m going to get done as soon as possible.”

“Well fine, but see that you don’t wear yourself out. We’ve got a spare hour for me to start teaching you how to fight beasts proper. I’m gonna have to work out how one best uses a spear, but the basics should be the same, stance and commitment and the like.”

She kept working, but it was easier to ignore the fatigue when talking, something even old useless Tak Say had determined. He wasn’t much for idle chatter, but he’d talk to her about work to be done and technique and such while hammering away.

“Why go to the trouble when we’re already all tired?” she asked.

“We’re not all tired. You get used to Charlie’s army ways after a while. He’ll stop for a weekend day once in a great while, or take a break at a dome when we’re in close to civilization, but otherwise we keep on the march pretty regularly, you learn to get stuff done anyway.”

“You have nothing better to get done first?”

“I don’t knit socks. Usually I’d be sawing the wood, but you’re the new grunt. That’s why I’m gonna teach you too, I don’t much care for orders. I’ll take Charlie’s… for my own reasons, but kill me before I start giving orders to you or anybody else down the chain. So you got to learn to be just as good at being his right hand, yeah.”

She finished chunking off another piece of the hardwood and just looked up to Amitus who carried it the twenty or so feet over to the firepit and came jogging back.

“One more oughta be plenty. You’ll have a whole watch to go work more if burns up real easy.”

“What’s the point of that anyway, there’s not anybody going to come around out here.”

Amitus laughed “What, the shriek’s didn’t convince you already? Guess we have to fight a sixlegs before you’ll believe it. This planet wants everybody on it dead. The domes separate you from that, but out here you get to know that everything that can travel at a mild jog or faster is out to kill you.”

“I guess maybe that just hasn’t really hit me yet.”

“You’ll get depressed over it for a bit eventually, but you learn that you’ve got others watchin you, and especially once you get kinda decent at beast slaying yourself that it’s just one more thing  you juggle to keep breathing. That there is the real name of the game, long as you’re taking in air you’re good.”
“And we never run out of air.”

“Oh those filters have a useful lifespan, it’s just measured in decades and we’ve already found four more just in the time I’ve been relic hunting with them. So close enough I guess.” 

She finished off the last half foot hunk and shook her arms out, carrying it back to the pit heself. True to Amitus prediction, Charlie wasn’t concerned with the fire yet , just making notes in his little journal, drawing out the rest of the river on either side of the bridge and making a little Y mark that noted the end of the plains. 
