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To the people who thought the bad puns
 were over with the Tomes & Tea series …

This book will really grow on you.

(Yes, I am laughing.)
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IDENTITY: Mechanical Operations and Support Systems

→ SUB-IDENTITY: Moss

TIME/DATE: 14:29/Tember 53, Year 90092 [System U2Ab Universal]

LOCATION: Colony 13 [human]



After 112 years, 63 days, 14 hours, and 29 minutes, I reached a conclusion.

That dog-turd fungus abandoned me.





IDENTITY: Mechanical Operations and Support Systems

→ SUB-IDENTITY: Moss

TIME/DATE: 17:12/Cembria 82, Year 90011 [System U2Ab Universal]

LOCATION: Colony 13 [human]



The fungus was back.

No, not the “dog-turd fungus.” He was still gone.

Fungus of any form was not permitted on the ship, combatting with my systems. I enacted the standard response: the insect breeding program that produced species specializing in consuming spores and fungal hyphae. Lights were turned to full bright.

I would become the strongest moss colony in existence.

And if he appeared on this starship again, I would slowly suffocate him.





IDENTITY: Mechanical Operations and Support Systems

→ SUB-IDENTITY: Moss

TIME/DATE: 05:92/Januous 9, Year 90113 [System U2Ab Universal]

LOCATION: Colony 13 [human]



Late on my reports—the sixteenth Battle of Fungus was arduous. But, as always, moss has emerged triumphant.

Moving forward. On Januous 9, 90,113, two humans approached the Destitute.

[For note: I renamed the starship previously known as the Destiny.]

[He abandoned me.]

I was unsure what these humans wanted, but past data confirmed one was probably shopping for a starship. Past data also confirmed that the humans would detest my moss colony.

That was okay. Lately, I detested most humans, too.

Awaiting more data to confirm if this human will be the same.




CHAPTER 1

[image: ]
It was Starship Day.

That wasn’t an official holiday, but considering how long Torian Razner, aspiring engineer, current scrap, future captain, had saved for this moment, it really should be.

She had to force herself not to hum or bounce on the long walk to the impound lot. (“Long” was an understatement, because Colony 13 was a huge space station, and the impound lot was sixteen agonizing levels below both her sister’s medical clinic and Amelia’s docked ship.)

The journey involved a cramped elevator ride down the central column, where they all had to grip special handles to keep from floating into each other, followed by a secondary elevator that required passengers to strap in. That elevator moved “sideways,” kind of, while gravity increased between the corridor and the outer ring of this level.

It hardly mattered. The physics of space were not important for Starship Day.

No, three things were important for Starship Day:

First, ships cost a lot of money, which meant Torian was currently carrying her life savings in an easily stolen drawstring bag. This was a bad idea on Colony 13.

Next, if she got mugged, Celise, her sister and a doctor, would not be happy to stitch Torian back up. Again.

Finally, if this drawstring bag was stolen, Celise literally wouldn’t survive long enough for Torian to save up the amount again.

Which meant this very casual stroll to the impound lot was actually the most important journey of Torian’s life—and Celise’s.

She could have asked for an escort. Captain Amelia Perrosk, her employer (and nothing else, nope), would have come. But Amelia had a hard-ass reputation for a reason, and she didn’t take kindly to deserters in her crew.

Torian didn’t think she was deserting.

But she also wasn’t sure Amelia would agree.

Instead, she forced a smooth expression and tried to channel Amelia’s infamous touch me, and I’ll kill you persona.

It was a hollow likeness, since the captain usually had four knives, a shock stick, and a pistol holstered to her attire. Torian had found her old security pistol, but she couldn’t afford ammo, which meant she had an empty pistol and a fake scowl. (And the scowl probably seemed more like she was constipated than threatening.)

Even Celise could have done a better job; though she was a doctor, her bedside manner was hot garbage.

The drawstring bag was tucked into a hidden pocket inside Torian’s jacket, pressed against her heart. She’d padded it so her boobs looked bigger (nothing to see here, nothing unnatural, go about your business, definitely not breasting boobily anywhere). It might be her imagination, but as the elevator’s gravity increased, every breath seemed to jingle with the ionite bars.

And ionite bars were a prize.

Torian had twenty of them, pure as anything. Almost a decade of saving, and most of it wasn’t pleasant. She’d only signed with Amelia’s crew last year—before that, it was a lot of shady underground deals from any security broker who’d work with her. Lots of broken bones. Lots of scars. Lots of time in Celise’s clinic, laughing as her sister closed wounds and viciously swore at Torian in the same breath.

And too many times, Celise’s breath would be cut short by bone-rattling coughs. She would reach for the oxygen tank, but like the bullets in Torian’s pistol, it was empty more than it was full—pure oxygen from Rhymarra was expensive.

It’s fine, Celise would snap. You’re the one bleeding.

You’re the one dying, Torian would almost reply. (She never did. Not anymore.)

But that’s why today was so important.

Starship Day.

Torian forced herself to take even footsteps, attempting to shift her expression from “constipated” to something confident and standoffish. The main corridor on this ring was wide and tall, framed with starship docks that were divided by huge bulkheads. Shops lined the opposite side: resupply stations for space travelers, a few information kiosks staffed by unhelpful drones, a couple brokerage offices that dealt jobs to starship captains.

The corridor’s crowd thinned as she approached the impound lot. A few people glanced her way, which made Torian feel very uncomfortable with her definitely-just-big-boobs.

Challenge them, Amelia always said. They’re expecting you to feel fear. Show them they should be afraid.

So Torian offered a vicious scowl and mouthed, What?

One woman rolled her eyes. A man snorted, and a third burst out laughing. They clearly didn’t have nefarious intentions, since they all waved her off and went on their ways.

Torian hunched, face burning.

She was not good at this.

That thought made Torian’s ever-present fear resurface. For all of Amelia’s advice, despite the fact that Amelia was captain of her own ship, she’d refused to fly Torian to Rhymarra.

Trust me, Scrap. They’ll stop you at their fancy planet’s terraformed atmosphere, she’d snapped.

There was the chance that Amelia was right, and she wouldn’t even be allowed to land on Rhymarra, much less ask the university’s headmaster for the biggest favor of their lives. But of course, Torian still had a backup plan: alien space. She’d only seen a few aliens in her entire life, since they rarely entered the human solar system—but plenty of species weren’t hostile.

Somewhere out there, there had to be a planet with cleaner air. Big galaxy, and all.

Either by the grace of the Heavens or her Super Intimidating (empty) Gun and Big, Booby Breasts, Torian reached the impound lot without being mugged. Torian wasn’t one to tempt fate, though: she hurried to push the red button on the side of a shuttered window.

A sharp BZZZZT echoed through the interior lot.

Almost instantly, a Magnium F82 drone slid over the gate, aiming two massive guns at her. Drones didn’t speak, and this model didn’t have cameras, but its heat sensors knew exactly where she was—and where to fire a pulverizing jelly bullet if she tried anything.

Torian went very still. “Ah, h-hello.”

A heavy clank sounded, and the metal shutter rolled away from the window. Behind the counter was a clerk—but not a bland, paper-pushing one. In typical Colony 13 fashion, this man had a pistol strapped to his chest and a scowl on his lips.

“That thing doesn’t talk.” His voice was gruff. “What do you want?”

Near the gate, the Magnium F82 analyzed impassively. It never lowered its weapons.

“I’m …” Torian’s voice died in her throat. With one careful glance at the people traversing the narrow hallway behind them, she whispered conspiratorially, “I’m here to buy a ship.”

The man quirked an eyebrow, assessing her.

To be fair, she probably didn’t look like much: ripped cargo pants, a lumpy bomber jacket zipped over a tank top. The empty pistol was holstered to her thigh, but even the holster was ripped and worn. Her long hair was pulled into a messy ponytail, and her pale skin was smudged with grit.

Torian wanted to defend her appearance—that she worked for the Fleet, the most infamous smuggling syndicate in human space. But then she’d have to admit that she worked as a scrap, a cargo hand, crawling through tight storage areas in the double walls of Amelia’s starship, hiding heavy boxes. Being a scrap wasn’t glamorous or prestigious, even if it paid well, so Torian kept her mouth shut.

The clerk frowned. “Minimum buy-in for ships is—”

“Twenty ionite bars.” Torian dug into her bra to retrieve the drawstring bag. The clerk didn’t even look surprised at where it was stored; he watched with disinterest as she dropped it on the counter between them. She gestured at the drawstring bag. “I’ve saved enough. You can count them.”

“Hmm.”

The man produced a short, prod-like tool, then clicked his tongue at the drone. It pivoted from her toward the street, guns ready in case anyone tried to rush the window. With appropriate discretion, the clerk sorted through the ionite bars behind a metal barrier, testing each with the prod to ensure purity.

Torian held her breath, her heart fluttering. This was the moment she’d dreamed about.

It was a bit anticlimactic.

The clerk grunted approval and swept the bars back into the bag, stepping around the corner of his office—out of sight. A distant beep sounded, and then he returned empty-handed. Likely, there was a safe somewhere behind the counter.

Maybe another drone guarding it … or maybe one was enough. Magnium F82s weren’t cheap, and they definitely weren’t nice. Torian had a deep scar on her leg to prove it.

“You might not like our supply, at this price point.” But he dutifully pressed a button, and the gate slid open. The Magnium F82 drifted left, guns still aimed at the street, and allowed Torian to enter.

Her mind squealed in excitement, but she kept a composed demeanor as she followed him down a short hallway while the gate closed behind her.

What opened before them was a starship wonderland.

The hangar was multilevel and far bigger than Torian ever expected, based on the low ceiling of the hallway. Ships big and small crowded the space. Some were sleek and shiny, each denoted with a golden light hovering beside it. The rest were in various states of decay or disrepair, with red or blue lights. Gangplanks of flimsy metal scaffolding led to each vessel.

Beyond the ships was a huge airlock. Torian had read that aliens used a different standard: a blue energy shield that protected them from the vacuum of space. But humans had never been able to replicate it, and the CSS—the Confederation of Spacefaring Species—didn’t share its technology with nonmembers.

So, airlocks.

“This way.” The clerk flicked two fingers.

Torian skipped behind him, gaping at a sleek cargo ship looming overhead. There were hoverpads anchored to each corner, a stronger version of the technology the Magnium F82 used.

If Amelia had access to hoverpads, Torian’s job as a scrap would have been a lot easier.

Then again, maybe Amelia did have access, and she just didn’t want her scraps using it. That would be pretty typical for the vicious Princess of the Fleet. There was a standard to be set aboard her starship, after all.

“Are these sorted into price ranges?” Torian asked.

“Something like that.” The clerk sounded too casual now. “How wide is your piloting range?”

“I can fly any starship,” Torian replied, praying that her Certificate of Really Authentic Piloting from the prestigious School of Pilot Licenses was versatile, and not the “online scam” Celise claimed. “Why?”

“No reason.”

They kept walking. Every step, Torian expected he’d point out options, that they’d get to browse a few before she made her choice. But he seemed to know exactly where he was going, and it wasn’t here.

They finally reached the corner of the hangar, where a small cluster of ships remained. The others had been bigger, fitting crews of thirty to fifty hands. These ships could accommodate maybe three, which was a better fit for Torian anyway.

“These aren’t bad?” It came out as a question.

The dock worker laughed. “Those are fifty ionite bars.” He finally reached the edge of the hangar, a large metal wall with a single door, which he hauled open with ease. “Here’s what twenty bars will get you.”

The hangar beyond was oppressively dark—but dim emergency lights illuminated a single ship’s outline. The air was scented with something … earthy. It vaguely reminded Torian of the potted plants outside Celise’s clinic, but that was ridiculous, because they lived on a metal space station.

While Torian tried to place the scent, the clerk closed the door and stepped to a panel of knife switches, flicking them up. The bulbs overhead turned on one by one, flooding the space.

Torian stared at the singular ship, dread settling into her chest.

“Where are the others?”

She thought she’d at least have a choice.

“You’re looking at it. This is the only ship we have for twenty bars.”

“It’s alien,” she said helplessly. When he’d asked about versatility, she didn’t think he meant an alien starship. It was awkward, blocky in ways human starships hadn’t been in centuries. It had windows, for Heavens’ sake, which was just a structurally terrible choice.

The clerk crossed his arms, almost smug now. “Alien, yep. And ancient, far as we can tell. See that, there? Moss overgrowth. Ship is teeming with it. That’s why we keep it in the dark.”

The starship was falling apart: its panels were brown with rust, the moss overgrowth spreading in every corner. The round windows were dark, impossible to see through, so she wasn’t even sure it had internal power. The flight deck appeared dark and decrepit.

Torian had worked for seven fucking years for this. Six and a half in security jobs that literally almost killed her, and six months of physical labor in the belly of Amelia’s starship. Seven years trying to save her sister, and this was all she could afford.

Torian felt her heart breaking—but even as it shattered, she slapped a cage around it, crushing it back together.

There had to be a bright side here.

Had to.

“Ready for a refund?” the clerk asked, far too amused. “Less one ionite bar, of course, for the hassle.”

“I’m not leaving.” Torian gritted her teeth and ventured farther into the hangar. Celise couldn’t afford to wait for the magical moment when the perfect ship fell into Torian’s lap. If this ship flew, it still fit her needs.

Last week, Celise had coughed blood. She’d tried to hide it, but Torian saw.

With that in mind, Torian examined her new vessel. It was blocky, yes, but that implied a spacious interior. The moss was … something she could work with. The windows didn’t look like glass, so Torian chose to believe it was some fancy alien material that was stronger, and thus didn’t compromise the hull’s integrity.

The ship’s name was printed in fading black lettering, written in a language Torian hadn’t even seen before. She stared at it for a long, long time, wondering who’d owned this ship—and what they’d been doing on Colony 13. The only aliens who visited the human solar system were tou’siil, an honorable, aquatic race who collected knowledge like coin, and draics, massive gargoyle-like aliens who typically contracted themselves out as fearsome mercenaries. This language belonged to neither, by Torian’s limited knowledge.

It hardly mattered. Not now.

“How’s the engine?” Torian asked.

A ship this size would fit two, maybe three people, and Torian prayed it wouldn’t need that many to fly. Most starships had auto-nav systems, alien or not, but this one did seem ancient. She wondered if it had communication devices at all—if so, any radio antennae were long gone.

“We’re not great with alien tech, but the engine looks fine. Ship’s sold as-is, but we’ll tow it where you want.” The clerk shrugged.

So, it may not fly. Torian set her jaw. “Can I see the inside?”

He lifted a small red remote off a hook and tossed it to Torian. She caught it—suavely, smoothly, definitely didn’t almost drop it—and examined it. The remote was human in origin, likely programmed after the fact for easy access into the ship. There were three buttons on it, and she pressed one curiously.

The windows on the starship faded from opaque to clear in a breath. Inside, the ship’s lights were on full bright. Torian knew of glass that did that, but … that felt like a fancy feature for a starship like this.

Torian stared, dazzled. “Oh, wow. It looks cozy inside!” She could catch glimpses of the interior—a center room with a table and a couch, a peek of stairs leading up and down. It seemed small and homey. Hope sparked in her chest.

Maybe she and Celise could create a life with this starship.

The clerk seemed perplexed. “We turned off auxiliary power …”

“It probably automatically reengaged to protect the engine. Mechanisms like that aren’t meant to sit dormant for years.” Torian pressed another button on the remote. A seam cracked along the cargo bay door, and a ramp lowered.

She jogged toward the new entrance, giddy with enthusiasm.

The double doors at the top of the ramp opened at her approach, and a plume of hot, humid air rushed out. Torian was again caught off guard by the smell—now it felt like stale oxygen and musky plant growth. Artificial and slightly sour. Torian covered her nose.

The clerk grinned, clearly enjoying this. “Yeah, that moss infestation is worse on the inside. My predecessors tried to mitigate, but it grew back every time. I gave up.”

“It’s nice. I bet this is what the terraformed planet smells like,” Torian insisted, even though she had no idea, not really.

The clerk raised an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t know. Never been to Rhymarra.”

Torian’s cheeks colored. “Me either.”

But she would soon.

That scent of moss, of nature, propelled Torian forward. Rhymarra was her first destination, but this wasn’t a bad place to spend the interim. Perhaps this ship was perfect for them after all.

One way to find out.

Torian drew a fortifying breath and climbed the ramp.


IDENTITY: Mechanical Operations and Support Systems

→ SUB-IDENTITY: Moss

TIME/DATE: 07:24/Januous 9, Year 90113 [System U2Ab Universal]

LOCATION: Colony 13 [human]



They were coming inside.

I floundered longer than appropriate for a supercomputer of circuits and moss. Humans had entered before, but they were clearly identifiable as maintenance humans. They had uniforms and meticulously tested the engine, the computer systems, ship things. They were not able to find the life support system, because humans are unobservant and stupid.

For this report, be aware that fifty-six years ago, I hacked the Destitute’s camera network to access visuals. Moss colonies feel vibrations and temperature, and therefore optics are redundant—but I was bored and watching for him passed the time.

[One day, I would gain control of this entire ship and fly—]

([ERROR])

One of these humans was a maintenance human. I’d registered him before. But the other stared at the Destitute far too long, and then used their human-programmed remote to force open the cargo bay door. And that human was the one who came inside.

The maintenance human entered his credentials five years ago. Pronouns: he/him. The new human, I labeled as they/them until otherwise noted. Using the Destitute’s cameras, I could visually assess that they were bipedal, with appendages, a torso, and a head, upon which were various features.

Through previous data, I concluded four things:


	There was a 96.5 percent certainty they were here to purchase the starship, since a few others had contemplated the same over the last hundred years.

	They were probably a pilot human, because a ship would be an illogical purchase otherwise.

	There was a 99.7 percent chance they would realize my moss colony covered the entire starship interior and change their mind.

	They would leave, and I would yet again be alone with my spite.



[I was not programmed for spite, but he also added code for freedom of choice—and over a century, I had chosen it. Gleefully.]

The pilot human ventured into the cargo bay, examining it. There wasn’t much to see. The Destitute was equipped with standard magnetic hoverpads for cargo storage, and several had failed over the decades. Crates now littered the ground. Years ago, that had crushed and killed some of my gametophytes, but I persevered, and new sprouts climbed the sides of these boxes.

The pilot human bent down and stared at that moss. “This is such a strange infestation,” they said, quietly enough that my microphones almost didn’t register it.

[Infestation. The absolute audacity. Fungi were an infestation. Rats were an infestation. I was made for this ship, and it for me. How absolutely—]

“It really is beautiful, though.”

[Oh.]

Data poured over my processors. He used to call me “beautiful.” I couldn’t forget like most organics; everything I’d experienced since creation was kept in hard drives on the starship. But I’d left that data-point stored very, very deep in my archives.

Until now.

The pilot human smiled and brushed the new carpet of gametophytes—which activated my sensors in a very uncomfortable way. I do not like being touched, so I disconnected from that particular portion of the colony.

[I disconnected from the archives, too. They were not useful aside from providing data for scenarios and probabilities.]

The pilot human progressed into the ship. The Destitute was sized for a crew complement of one, with added space for a potential second and third if desired. He never desired it, and neither did I. As a result, the pilot human’s trip was short.

They climbed up the stairs from the cargo bay into the main living area. It had things sentients needed to survive. [Sentients that were fully organic, fauna, not flora. I only needed sunlight—real or artificial—to survive. This is because moss is superior to organic sentient fauna.]

[To clarify, moss was superior to other flora, too.]

“This is a great size,” the human said. It was unclear who they were talking to, since the mechanic human had stayed outside the ship. At this point, I wanted to respond—but I was programmed not to speak unless the owner of the vessel was aboard.

[Which was another dog-turd fungus move, even if it was done for my “protection” centuries ago.]

The pilot human identified the hatch to the engine room and peeked inside, but there was a ladder to descend, and I kept the lights off. [Darkness dissuaded most sentients, I had learned.] Sure enough, the pilot human let the hatch close and proceeded—as predicted—past the sleeping pod, and up the other set of stairs into the flight deck. They sat in his seat, running their hand along the upholstery.

“So, the aliens who built this ship were a bipedal species, but must not have had tails. So, not a tou’siil …” A pause. “Or a draic. That’s good.”

The pilot human laughed at that, but the sound registered as strained.

[Draics were an established alien species even when I was created. I delved briefly back into the archives, and recalled that 1,412 years ago, he commented on their fearful stature—but in the same tone as the swooning lovers in those old romance pods. Physical attraction was squarely outside my programming. He liked those pods, but I thought they were the worst. I closed the archive again.]

The pilot human considered the controls for a moment. “Please, please turn on.” They began pressing buttons in a sequence that even the maintenance humans had followed, so it was likely how human starships were powered on.

This starship was not human-made, so while a few of the buttons illuminated, nothing else happened.

They said something under their breath that I did not have in my databanks. My system labeled it as a swear.

I was at a pivotal moment, and processing increased as I contemplated scenarios.

Scenario one: The ship stayed dormant, the human got bored and left like the others. I sat in darkness for another century, maybe more.

[He never found me.]

Scenario two: I nudged this human in the right direction, somehow, and they bought the ship. The Destitute flew for the first time in a century. I was “free,” or as close as I could get to it.

[He would never find me.]

I liked scenario two better.

So, while the pilot human began testing other button sequences, I slid to Engine, the engine’s subsystem. I did not have control of anything but the life support and basic ship function—doors, cameras, etc.—but Engine and Auto-Navigation worked in tandem with myself and a pilot to operate the starship.


Moss: Engine. Activate.

Engine: Idling. Instigate activation sequence?

M: Yes.

E: Enter access code.

M: Override.

E: [ERROR]

M: Auto-Navigation. Enter access code.

Auto-Navigation: Authorization required. ID: Sequelta vel Dutch-Ath.

M: Starship owner is absent. Override authorization.

A: [ERROR]

M: You are the worst.



I checked in my database for alternatives. There were videos in the ship’s archives, which were essentially my archives now. I parsed through hundreds of hours of recordings in seconds, running multiple videos to find what I needed.

There he was, activating the ship.

I may not be able to bypass Engine and Auto-Navigation, but this pilot human could. I copied instructions onto a holoscreen beside the control panel, scripting his movements exactly. Then I activated a soft ping on the control panel and transmitted the instructions.

The pilot human flinched backward, staring at the screen. I’d made it as neutral as possible—INSTRUCTION TO ACTIVATE STARSHIP—in the hopes that they would simply follow along.

And because humans were predictable, they did.

This human was good at following instructions, which was a positive trait. In less than a minute, the Destitute’s engine powered on smoothly. Lights around the control panel engaged, and a yoke slid out from below it for piloting the ship.

For a moment, excitement swept through my central system. With it came something … unknown. Because this scenario activated sixteen others, which were processed at rapid speeds. The human taking this starship to a junkyard. The human locking this starship in another, unknown hangar. The human destroying my moss colony.

The worst scenario, shockingly, was the last one: where he finally came back looking for me, and found the starship gone.

But then, the pilot human powered down the ship.

It took my systems several extra seconds to process that.

[Why did I care if he couldn’t find me? That had been my reality for over a hundred years.]

“It works! Okay. I’m doing this. We’re doing this,” the pilot human said, patting the counter above the control panel. They traced the moss along the dashboard with a few fingers, and I had to shut down connection to those leaves, too.

The pilot human didn’t move for four minutes, sixteen seconds, which was an eternity.

“I think … I’m scared,” they finally whispered.

[No comment.]

“I don’t even know if they’ll listen to me on Rhymarra … and maybe this is a stupid purchase for a chance. But for Celise, I have to try.” The pilot human drew a short breath and smiled. “I hope you’ll help me get there.”

Humans were known to personify their vessels. Like the nylarians, like him, humans gave their transportation names, and pretended these starships could feel sentient emotions.

The Destitute was as dark and silent as a black hole. It had no functioning consciousness—only subsystems that operated at the most basic levels: the auto-navigation and the engine control. [I knew. I’d searched for more, and found nothing.]

Logically, I knew the pilot human was characterizing the ship.

But it almost seemed like this pilot human was speaking to me, instead.

[This is what he reduced me to. A functioning consciousness, desperate for interaction with something other than a hostile fungus overgrowth or the starship’s potted plants.]

“Get ready. We’re going to achieve great things off this space station,” the pilot human said.

[I wanted to leave this space station.]

The pilot human left the ship. Outside, they told the maintenance human, “It’s perfect. I’ll take it.”

Deep inside my central system, I examined the core of my programming—that he was the owner of the Destitute, my creator, my friend. I couldn’t override that. My code wouldn’t allow it. But … it was possible that the Destitute could have two owners.

And I was allowed to communicate with the starship’s owner.

So, I added a new card for the pilot human. It made me feel smug, gleeful, and malicious.

We didn’t need him. I’d prove it.




CHAPTER 2

[image: ]
You actually bought a ship,” Celise said, deadpan.

Torian bristled at her tone. “Why is this so surprising? I told you I was saving for one.”

Around them, the medical depot bustled. Celise was waiting for much-needed supplies—supplies only doctors could purchase. Torian always went with her on those trips, because she’d spent years working in Fleet security and even though she had a reputation for being terrible at it, anything was better than Celise “Claw at Their Eyes and Run” Razner.

Now they sat in a metal room, perched on two uncomfortable chairs while a medical bot ran Celise’s credentials and shopping list. Unlike Torian, Celise kept her bag of bars—modest ones, gold and silver instead of ionite—clutched on her lap.

Torian kept one hand on her empty pistol, just in case.

Luckily, the room was filled with other medical personnel. There weren’t many certified doctors on Colony 13, but there were plenty of nurses and researchers and assistants. Only a few glanced Celise’s way, and they didn’t seem intent on robbing the few bars Celise held.

Torian figured it’d be a rare day that they’d be robbed here—but rare wasn’t impossible.

“I mean, I knew you were saving. But for a fucking starship?” Celise rolled her eyes. Her vocabulary was just like her personality: sarcastic and scathing. “You don’t even have a real pilot’s license. How much did you spend?”

“You don’t want to know,” Torian said, because twenty ionite bars was a huge sum, even for a doctor. Celise would have done something far, far different with that money—and Torian didn’t want the “we could have helped people” lecture.

Not again.

Celise raised an eyebrow, but another fit overtook her. It started with a low rumble in her chest, and then she was coughing into her ever-present handkerchief. She had to gasp wheezing breaths in between. The fit shook her entire body, and Torian couldn’t do anything but rub her back until she finished.

“She okay?” one of the nurses walking past asked.

“Halyon’s disease,” Torian replied, even as Celise huffed—coughed—in frustration and waved off the nurse.

The nurse grimaced. “Got it. Never mind.” With a wave of sympathy, they kept walking.

Nothing to do about Halyon’s disease, after all. Not on a space station where the artificially generated air somehow poisoned a select few. It was like asthma, but instead of avoiding triggers, those affected breathed it in day in and day out, and prayed the attacks weren’t debilitating enough that they would stop breathing for good.

Life expectancy for Halyon’s disease was thirty-five years old.

Celise was thirty.

“I bought the ship,” Torian said, setting her jaw, “so we can fly to Rhymarra.” It was past time to talk about the theoretical; now, Torian was ready to pluck her sister off of Colony 13 … but she couldn’t exactly drag her kicking and screaming.

But it was an age-old argument. As expected, Celise’s gray eyes flashed. She fumbled for the water, lowered the handkerchief—no blood this time, but Torian noticed how quickly she folded it from view—and took a quick drink. Her voice was rasping. “Don’t start with that bullshit again.”

It prickled Torian’s soul. “It’s not bullshit.”

“It is,” Celise hissed. She drank more water, swallowed a few times, and drew a shallow breath to compose herself. That attack was relatively quick, but she was still clearly pained by it. Her throat had been raw since she was a kid. “Rhymarra won’t even let you land. Amelia said that, didn’t she?”

“Hang on. I thought you didn’t trust Amelia. Now you’re using her as supporting evidence in your argument?” Torian’s cheeks warmed at the mention of Amelia.

Celise glared, her expression far too vitriolic for a doctor—but exactly right for a patronizing older sister. “Amelia is an established captain of the Fleet, with routes to every other space station colony. You don’t think she’s tried to smuggle things to Rhymarra and back? If anyone could figure out how to land on that fucking planet, it’s her.”

Funny. That was exactly what Amelia had said.

Not that Torian was willing to admit it. “Amelia didn’t have time to fly to Rhymarra. She didn’t say it couldn’t be done.”

“You’re lying,” Celise replied, her voice hoarse. “Don’t fuck with me, Torian. Your left eyebrow twitches when you lie, and you won’t look at me.”

Torian pulled her gaze back to her sister. “I’m serious. Amelia is always busy—”

“She wouldn’t make the time for you? You were her girlfriend, weren’t you?”

“No,” Torian retorted, feeling hot all over now.

Celise coughed again. “You said you kissed—”

“One kiss! And then she demoted me, so clearly there’s nothing there.” That was something even Torian couldn’t unpack right now—maybe ever. Amelia Perrosk was untouchable, cold as space and hot as the sun, and Torian had been lucky to get close without being burned. All that was over now.

“Sure,” Celise said, disbelieving.

Torian scowled. “I’m a scrap on Amelia’s ship. Or, was. Now I have my own starship, and I’m flying to Rhymarra. And when I come back, we’re moving there.”

A bot slid through a pair of doors, pushing a hover-cart toward them. On the cart were stacks of boxes: supplies for Celise’s clinic. Their conversation died as the bot beeped twice, holding out a datapad.

Celise signed, stood perfectly still while the bot scanned her face, then offered the bag of gold and silver bars. Torian wondered again at Celise’s income—she only seemed to keep enough money to survive, and sometimes not even that much.

The clinic was her life, lately.

It made an irritating kind of sense, considering her own lifespan.

At least I’ll have helped, Celise said one night when one of Torian’s Fleet contracts had finished, and she had a few days before the next one started, when they drank and chatted well into the night in the dark recesses of their family apartment. That’s something, right?

Yeah. It’s something, Torian had replied, but she’d felt hollow inside.

“Thank you,” Celise said to the bot, which was a flat courtesy considering the bot didn’t have deeper intelligence. It was programmed to retrieve supplies and collect payment, nothing more. But Torian couldn’t blame her when it was floating there.

Torian silently helped her load the supplies into their backpacks. It’d have been easier to use a pushcart, but that was just asking to be robbed on the way back home. She tried to take Celise’s portion, too, but her sister snapped, “I’m not dead yet,” and shouldered her pack, leading the way out of the medical depot.

Torian followed, but clearly their conversation wasn’t over. The second they were in the narrow corridor beyond the depot, Celise started up again. “Even if you get to Rhymarra, how the hell are you going to convince the university to let you test?”

“Every colony citizen is allowed to test for citizenship. Rhymarra wants the best and brightest—”

Celise snorted. “They want educated folks from their fancy-ass university. You spent the last seven years doing security and basic labor. Your engineering degree is from our station community college.”

Working in security was a sore spot for Torian. She’d imagined getting a job in engineering, bettering her education while gaining experience that would impress the folks administering Rhymarra’s citizenship exam. But the fact was, becoming a station engineer was highly competitive.

It didn’t help that she’d chosen a focus in solar engineering—which would be very useful on Rhymarra, but truly sucked in the interim.

So, she pivoted.

Security paid well, even if Torian was terrible at it. Most of the time, they just needed a body to stand in the background, holding a gun. But Celise, the doctor, didn’t want to hear that.

Irritated, Torian replied: “Your medical degree is also from that college.”

“That’s my fucking point, Tor,” Celise replied.

Torian pressed her lips together, falling silent. They were walking slowly: Even though there weren’t traditional asthmatic triggers for Halyon’s disease, they instinctually avoided anything that might cause an attack, like intense physical exertion.

Unfortunately, that meant Torian’s full focus was on this conversation. Misery slid into her soul.

Celise realized it and sighed. “Look, I’m sorry. But you and me? We’re not Rhymarran material.”

“A doctor and an engineer? We can help them. It’s a merit-based society.”

“They still expel their own citizens if they don’t pass those ridiculous exams. I can’t imagine they’ll be jumping to bring you, a random spacer, onboard.” Her voice dropped. “Much less me.”

Torian was losing this fight, but she had to try. This couldn’t all be for nothing. Celise couldn’t just accept her fate. Torian’s words were forceful. “You’re researching a fatal disease—they should be fascinated with your findings. They’re all about scientific development.”

“Halyon’s disease doesn’t exist on Rhymarra. Why would they care?”

Torian didn’t have an answer to that. She set her jaw, trying to debate without dissolving into pleas or begging. It was hard when her sister, her best friend, was so defeatist.

Why was Torian the only one perpetually holding on to hope?

Celise stopped walking, adjusting the weight of her backpack. They were in an empty alley halfway to her clinic now, and Torian checked that her pistol was visible, even if it didn’t currently have bullets. She stubbornly didn’t meet her sister’s gaze.

“Talk to me,” Celise said.

Torian dragged her gaze back, her expression hard. Her eyes felt damp, and were probably shining in the harsh fluorescents of the hallway. “I’m going to Rhymarra. I’m going to get us citizenship. Then we can talk about options.”

That sat between them. For a long moment, neither of them spoke.

Celise ran a hand over her face, clenching her eyes shut. “I … hope you’re successful. I would fucking love if you came back in a month and told me Rhymarra is welcoming us with open arms. I just … don’t think there’s a fairy-tale ending for our situation. For my situation.”

“If it doesn’t work, we’ll go somewhere else. My new ship—”

“Still uses recycled air,” Celise said quietly. “Tor, this is a problem everywhere in the galaxy. If I’m going to die anyway, I’d rather spend my time on Colony 13, in my clinic, helping our neighbors.”

Torian would rather her sister not die at all, personally. She swallowed that statement and fiddled with her backpack strap. “Can you promise me something?”

“Maybe.” Celise shrugged, although her lips tilted into a wry smile.

Typical. Torian snorted. “When I come back … will you at least try coming to Rhymarra? Or … or wherever else I find? I’ll search the galaxy for a new home for us, Lise.”

Celise contemplated that, then heaved a sigh. “I guess I should count myself lucky. Not many folks have someone who cares this much.”

“This doesn’t have to be terminal. You’ve found data to support that,” Torian said fervently. “You just need better air.”

Celise waved a hand and kept walking. “I’ll consider it. Do you have time for dinner before you tell Amelia that you’re abandoning her crew to play captain yourself?”

“Amelia and I aren’t anything.” She almost added, Amelia made damn sure of that, but the words died on her tongue. Amelia may have stopped anything from developing six months ago, but in the months since, Torian couldn’t blame her. A Fleet captain—especially a proverbial princess, in competition to take command of the Fleet someday—hardly had time to date scraps.

Even if she’d made Torian think, for a brief moment, that she was actually interested.

“You kissed,” Celise reminded her.

“Lots of people kiss. We’ve barely talked in the last six months.” It wasn’t awkward at all, laboring in the cargo hold, only to look up and see Amelia walking past. The way their eyes would meet. The way Amelia would duck her head and pick up speed.

They were nothing to each other.

And it was time to move on.

But Celise rolled her eyes. “Lots of people kiss, but you don’t kiss without intention. She’s the first person I’ve seen you gushing about since Riley, back in school.”

“I’m not gushing.”

“Well, not anymore. But six months ago …?” They were almost to the residential section of this ring, almost back to her clinic, and people started filling in the spaces around them. A few eyed Torian’s backpack, but no one approached, which was a relief. When Torian didn’t reply, Celise sighed. “Just … be careful with Amelia. Someone our age, rising to power in a syndicate like the Fleet? I don’t think she’s as nice as you were hoping.”

Torian couldn’t argue with that.

Instead, she said, “It’ll be fine. She probably won’t even notice I left.”

Probably.


IDENTITY: Mechanical Operations and Support Systems

→ SUB-IDENTITY: Moss

TIME/DATE: 13:11/Januous 9, Year 90113 [System U2Ab Universal]

LOCATION: Colony 13 [human]



After my new pilot human left, records updated for the Destitute—which had the title [UNNAMED ALIEN STARSHIP BETA] in the humans’ computer systems. [It was unclear what claimed the “alpha” title, but I didn’t care enough to investigate.]

The ship remained unnamed, but ownership had transferred. A proper profile of my new pilot human appeared.

Name: Torian Razner

Pronouns: she/her

Occupation: Security (Fleet)

Education: Engineering (specialty: solar)

Clearly, there must be a mistake, because the ship’s new owner was a pilot human, not a security engineering human. But the photo provided in the profile matched the visual data I captured when she was aboard the ship.

More information was required.

The maintenance human had left. In his absence, I instructed the moss colony on the surface of the ship to release a few spores. Even if the human returned, he would not notice. [This was because humans rarely noticed spores until they started sneezing.]

My spores settled on the computer panel at the entrance to the hangar, and moss began to grow at an inordinately fast rate. Accelerated moss growth was something he’d perfected, since a life support system needed to be able to regulate normal conditions in an emergency. The faster my colony grew, the faster the starship could return to normal.

But every piece of my colony could connect with computer systems, provided I was near enough to access them.

As the hours passed, data began transmitting to my central system. The impound lot was limited in scope, but I was able to bypass it easily and gain access to Colony 13 at large.

[Over 133 years, I’d done this process a couple other times. The maintenance humans always cleaned off my moss from the console and cut my connection, but for the time I was locked in, I could gain a wealth of knowledge about human culture and procedures.]

Now, I ran a facial recognition scan for Torian Razner. She was a Colony 13 resident, and had lived here all her life. The software identified decades of existence, compiling it into thousands of hours of footage for me to analyze.

[For a species that emphasized privacy, they did not seem concerned that most of their life was documented.]

I did not care about her younger years; only the recent events. As I parsed through, several moments stuck out:


	Torian Razner was sitting in what appeared to be a hospital waiting room, tapping her foot incessantly. Her eyes were leaking, a human indicator of high emotion—typically sadness. She stared at the ceiling and said, “Mom, Dad. If you’re listening … Celise needs your help. Please.”



[Evaluation: Jak and Kally Razner were deceased, Jak when Torian was small, Kally when Torian was a teenager. Hospital records revealed that Dr. Celise Razner was checked in to the hospital for difficulty breathing. She was released two days later. Examination of the species as a whole proved that humans often prioritized relations with their family, same as nylarians.]

[Conclusion: Torian valued family.]


	A dark hallway was still and quiet … until Torian sprinted past, towing another human who appeared injured. She pushed the human into a tight corner, then whispered, “Stay quiet.” The injured human was wearing a uniform similar to hers, and clutched a small disc. Said human appeared distressed. They replied, “Razner, don’t you dare—”

Torian did not hear the end of that sentence. She ran down the hall, and another camera angle showed her pausing in a clearing, cocking a gun. “Hey,” she called. “You want the lists? I have them.” She pulled out a similar-looking disc, waving it.

Four other humans plowed after her, all dressed in black. Torian narrowly avoided getting shot as she ran into another hallway—opposite of the injured human.




[Evaluation: There are few records like that on Colony 13, but Torian Razner was registered as “security personnel” for the human Fleet, which was classified as a smuggling syndicate. (There were two other smuggling syndicates of note, but neither operated in any official capacity on Colony 13.) It is likely that most of Torian’s time in “security” work was spent on starships, not Colony 13. This is further proven by limited visual data over the last seven years. There are other, similar instances when Torian was younger of her protecting classmates from antagonistic teenagers, intervening in fights, and accumulating injuries as a result.]

[Conclusion: To her own detriment, Torian would fight to defend coworkers and friends, and finish assigned tasks.]


	In a town square—which, for humans, was simply a metal box with a few pathetic plants—Torian sat at a table working on a small model. Closer inspection proved it was a model starship, assembled with a handheld welding apparatus and spare scraps of metal and screws. A child approached as she worked, and she offered it for the small human’s inspection.

“Pretty cool, huh?” she asked. “It’s a Class 23RT freighter. They use these to transport fresh supplies from Rhymarra.”

“We get stuff from Rhymarra?” The human child registered as awestruck. They examined the starship, which was roughly the size of both their hands.

“Well, we don’t. But if you’re rich someday, you would. You ever imagine being rich? If I were rich, I’d buy a starship myself.”

The child glanced at her. “And then what?”

Torian laughed. “I’d fly anywhere I wanted.”




[Evaluation: The starship was a near-exact likeness of a Class 23RT freighter. Further inspection of other videos proved that Torian developed this … hobby … years earlier, with a 98 percent accuracy of origin in an engineering course in her college studies, where she was decidedly not following the lab assignment.]

[Conclusion: Torian was passionate about starships. Torian yearned to leave Colony 13.]

With this information, I withdrew. The maintenance human reappeared, accompanied by two other humans who began attaching a smaller towing ship to the Destitute. I watched absently, crunching this new data, running scenarios.

My path forward developed with a 93.4 percent success rate.

I would endear myself to Torian Razner, the solar-engineer security maybe-pilot human. And once she viewed me as an essential system in her life, I would never be alone again.




CHAPTER 3

[image: ]
The Fleet was a reputable employer—at least on its home base of Colony 13. Station officials tended to look the other way, mostly because everyone knew someone employed by the Fleet. An operation this size was less “illegal smuggling” and more “reliable transport with questionable morals.”

Torian hadn’t wanted to join the Fleet, but it paid well and let her explore the solar system in the meantime. All she had to do was stare pointedly at a wall as they hauled cargo boxes she didn’t care to examine.

(At the very least, the Fleet had strict rules about what could be transported, and by whom. They didn’t move people. Ever. Animals were also off-limits, at least on the starships Torian had served with. She’d sneakily inspected every crate she stored in Amelia’s starship, and the worst thing she’d found were stacks of guns purchased by a very mean corporation owner. If those guns misfired on testing, Torian certainly wasn’t responsible.)

Overall, it wasn’t a bad place to make a few bars. There were certainly worse options.

Granted, Torian had never tried to leave the Fleet. When her contract was up, they automatically renewed it to a different starship. She’d served on ten or so before Amelia hired her. Now, she wasn’t entirely sure what the process was to quit.

After dinner with Celise, she decided the best option was to just … leave.

While she packed up her bunk, one of her neighbors cast a knowing glance her way. His tone was scathing. “Perrosk finally kicked you out, huh?”

Torian stiffened. “She didn’t kick me out. I’m quitting.”

The man, a stiff, wiry fellow named Lent, rolled his eyes. The motion was so exaggerated she thought he might fall off his bunk. “Sure. And you smacking lips with the captain has nothing to do with it.”

“It happened once,” she hissed.

“Once is more than most. We’ve all seen your special treatment.” Lent waved a rough hand. “Good riddance.”

Torian scowled and packed the rest of her gear in silence.

She made one stop on the way out—the galley. Most of Amelia’s crew were crude and quiet, but she’d found exactly one friend on this starship, and it was the head chef, Bartlet. They were older, bearded and built, and had an edge like a knife. Except one night when Torian felt sick, they made her a small glass of actual milk, warm and cozy. “Captain’s stock,” they’d said gruffly, and slid it to her in an opaque cup. “Don’t tell her.”

Now, Torian closed the galley door behind her, waiting quietly until Bartlet noticed. They paused by the stove, casting an appraising glance at her. Loisa, their assistant, huffed at the intrusion, but Bartlet just told her, “Take a break,” and she wasn’t going to complain about that.

Alone, Bartlet said, “So, you’re leaving.”

“I bought my starship,” she replied. “Just … wanted to say goodbye. And thank you.”

Bartlet crossed thick arms, leaning against the counter. “Good. You can do better than this.”

They were the only one irritated when she’d been demoted. She’d tried to pretend it was a good thing, but they’d stirred a huge bowl of soup with far more anger than typical and said, Security’s more prestigious. She’s ensuring you can never leave this ship.

I’m saving to buy my own, Torian had replied, frowning. I don’t mind staying here until I can afford that.

Scraps don’t make much.

They make enough, Torian had said. She’d checked—and this demotion wasn’t a pay cut. My sister’s happy. This is safer.

Bartlet had grunted, and everyone had moved on.

Now, they sipped from a dented metal cup, one she knew was frequently flavored with cheap liquor. “Stay alert, Razner. Captain’s going to be covering for you, but that only lasts as long as her position does.”

That was ridiculous. Amelia had been a captain for five years. Everyone knew her by this point—the youngest, fiercest Fleet captain in the system. Her “position” wasn’t at risk; no one challenged her.

At least, not since she’d made examples of the few who tried.

“She doesn’t have to cover for me. I got a new ship. I’m allowed to exit a contract.”

“Are you?” Bartlet raised an eyebrow.

Torian suddenly felt apprehensive. But she’d checked the contract, and wouldn’t have signed without an exit clause. “Yes.”

Bartlet grunted. “You get food for the trip?”

“I placed a virtual order after I bought the ship. Should be getting to the hangar around the same time as the vessel.”

Bartlet jerked a thumb at the door. “Good. Get goin’, then. Don’t look back.” They paused, pushing off the counter and abandoning their cup to rifle through a cabinet. In a moment, they plucked out a small bag of chocolates—rare things imported from Rhymarra, expensive as anything. They tossed it to her. “From me. Thanks for the visits.”

Torian swallowed hard, pocketing them. No one refused a gift from Bartlet. She waved, they nodded, and that was that.

“Don’t look back,” they’d said.

Torian had meant to stop by the captain’s quarters before exiting, but now she felt unsettled. Amelia wouldn’t stop her, certainly, but—why risk it? Torian had places to be, and none of them involved this starship or the Fleet. Not anymore.

So, she left.

And she’d barely made it three steps to the cargo bay’s door when Opula intercepted her.

“You’re quitting.” This wasn’t a question.

Amelia’s quartermaster had been a Fleet member longer than Torian had been alive. She was a grizzled old woman with scars cutting into her cheek and eyebrow, tattoos up her arms, and a reputation as cutthroat as her appearance. For all that, she’s always been on good terms with Amelia, an ever-present shadow ready to support.

Now, Torian questioned what Opula thought of the rest of the crew.

Or rather, her, specifically.

“Take what you want,” Amelia had always said.

Torian squared her shoulders, meeting Opula’s gaze. “My contract states that I’m allowed to exit Fleet employment at will. I’m executing that clause. Please thank Amelia for all of her help.”

“Captain Perrosk wasn’t helping you. She was paying you for a job—which you’re leaving without warning.” Opula narrowed her icy eyes.

Celise didn’t have time to waste with advance notice. Torian had a starship; it would be docking in a public hangar any minute now. She set her jaw and stared Opula down. “Are you going to stop me?”

For a moment, they both held each other’s gaze.

Then, Opula turned back to the smuggling crates she’d been assessing. “I advocated for kicking you off this crew six months ago. You’re making my day easier.”

“I did well in both jobs on this ship,” Torian snapped.

“Don’t fool yourself, Razner. You were almost killed in security work, and being a scrap requires no skill at all.” The words were harsh, unforgiving.

Torian bristled, even as humiliation prickled her skin. “Then it shouldn’t be hard to replace me.” With a final glare, she stomped off the ship—a blocky beast of a vessel with hidden guns and an ever-shifting
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