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WHEN ANOTHER ESCAPE pod screams as it crash-lands on Earth, a call for searchers goes out to several sentient species to rescue its passenger.

The passenger is human - the search parties are not. 

The previous escape pod brought to Earth one of the most powerful sentients ever known – and she was human as well. Together with her adoptive wolf pack, they brought peace to a wide area around them and brought those species into balance once again.

In this escape pod, a message was brought for the first escapee from that moon colony. Her sister is now in as much danger as that she escaped from. 

The idea of somehow launching a rescue across those 248,000 miles of space becomes more vital with every passing day here on Earth. Even with no remaining rockets or ships to lift them out of Earth's heavy gravity.
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WHEN THE WOLVES ARRIVED, all they found of the meteor was an opening into what looked to the wolves as a round and rocky den, burnt and scarred on the outside from heat. And somehow protected from burning on its inside. Whoever rode in that pod was gone. Snow had started drifting into the opening. 

All they could do was report what they'd found, to have it relayed back through the pack-clan network to those who asked. It was a priority request to rescue a rare sentient hooman. And wolves took priority requests seriously - because these only came when it was somehow affecting the survival of the clan and tribe as well as that pack.

While hoomans were distrusted, it was primarily because they were all feral - close-minded. A story had spread of a sentient hooman female adopted into one of the southern packs, but this was commonly chuckled as just another "urban legend", no doubt spread by some semi-sentient mangy half-breed who hunted in the offal scraps from one of their settlements. 

This reminded us hunters of the stories we'd heard from our birth until now.

Tales often told about the great flying fires that had been sent up into the sky all in one night. There they stayed for awhile in a ring that shone from twilight to daybreak, from eastern horizon to western. And then that ring took off in a string toward the moon and vanished from sight.

Around that time, the hooman illnesses came and spread through their populations. What remained of their "cities" became dead-zones for all hoomans. But the scavengers did not become sick. So it was rumored that their sending burning sacrifices up into the sky was somehow connected. But hoomans must have believed in strange gods if that was the case. For only a strange god would punish those who sent them tribute.

Wolves were happy to have their elementals to watch over them and educate them to better utilize their gift of sentience. And more species had more sentients every year. Peace and balance was spreading and becoming more common.

So the tales were told and spread during the nights when the moon was full and bright, and during long loping runs of the hunt, and to cubs so they will settle down and sleep, or at least quit disturbing their siblings.

All tales are as valuable as there is something useful in them. 

This meteor, with its hollow den inside and protection from the fire that all meteors came down with - this was said by some to be like the tale that many hoomans had left on those great fires they sent up to their gods. These tales said that that string of fires that left for the moon then took those hoomans with them. Like they thought their gods lived on the moon or something.

Like those hooman legends mattered at all to wolves. Hoomans were nearly extinct and might become so, which was sad for any species. But our history with them didn't let us get too sentimental about that species passing. Any species that don't live in balance will attract the karma they build for themselves. And as the saying goes, karma rewards well, or punishes equally hard.

Right now, we had thin hooman tracks to follow. We started out with six hunters. Two went back to send our progress when we found the track of the meteor.  Two more left in order to relay our report of the empty meteor rock-den. That leaves us two to find and rescue this occupant if we can. 

The trail is already days old. A hooman without fur was unlikely to survive more than a few nights with winter coming on as it is. We may only find a frozen carcass. But the urgency of the request is why we brought six hunters all this way. 

We are too far away from other sentients to send from here, and two wolves will ensure the message gets through if anything happens to one of them.

Once those hunters rested, they will make the trek again to find us and help if they can - or others will come in their place. And they may even encounter us as we return.

Such is the importance of urgent requests. The tribe-clan-pack depends on our honoring all such requests just like they would honor ours.

The fortunate thing is that this hooman travels slowly, like a bear. Three days ahead for bear or hooman is only a day's travel for us - providing this hooman keeps leaving obvious sign like it has. It must either want to be found, or harvested by other ferals.

But the signs in the sky and wind tell us a big storm is coming, one that even wolves will find any den to avoid. This hooman we will find, though...
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ONCE THE ESCAPE POD had stopped, I knew I was in a heap of trouble. At least one of the exits wound up on top. Of course, I was belted in upside-down according to gravity, so that was a trick getting out. In the dark. As we'd lost all power coming in. And bounced a few times, rolling and sliding along with snow and ice making little effort to slow us. 

Our trajectory was a bit fortunate at that. We'd been targeted by the moon colony's guns as we left, but all that had done was to split us off from the main body of refuse and start a different re-entry trajectory. While the main part streamed along and mostly were pulled into a near direct-in trajectory, our pod was not so far off to escape capture by earth's gravity and orbited a few times after that. 

The orbit was highly elliptical, so we lost more speed and altitude each orbit. Skimming off speed by dragging through the upper atmosphere twice each time. 

Our final approach led us to a screamingly flat line that just missed all the big mountain ranges, though we did take out a line of trees toward the end. 

I credit the mass of garbage we'd been wedded to when we left the moon for saving us both from their energy beam, and also damage from the trees. 

Once I got the hatch forced open, seeing where I was and the shape of the pod (it had a huge tear in it, which would have freaked me out if I'd known it at the time) there was really no other option than to start walking south and hope/pray for the best. 

There were few rations on board, as these had been quietly raided through the various "emergency drills" over time. Hungry "down-belows" or bored "royalty" - take your pick. Fortunately, the escape pod vital functions were too bolted/welded down to be accessible, or removable. 
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