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Chapter One 
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“I think I want to move to Earth.”

The goal struck Virginia as she looked out of the window in her Social Service Advisor's office. Past the tall pram holding her infant son, past Key’s desk, she could see the red-orange ground and a hazy gray glow that was the natural atmosphere of Kakari. This atmosphere was the only coloring in the skinny gray room, whose vibrating, cold overhead light was jarring to her eyes. Her beige chair’s stiff legs clicked beneath her as she shifted in the seat. As much as the colony had kept her safe for the past six months, this place was not the home she longed for. 

Key froze, her brown eyes going wide. “Earth? What in the Void’s telling you to go to Earth, Nia?”

“Because... I have never been,” Virginia lied, remembering her cover. 

“Well, neither have most of us, not out this far. I hear it’s a silly place. Lots of unused space.”

“But the environment—” She caught herself. “I mean, I looked it up, and the space is there for a reason. It is there for a natural balance. I may have settled down here, but I don’t know how happy I feel here.”

“Well, how do you feel?”

Virginia took in a deep breath.

“Because looking at the praise Lifestyle Devices Association has given you for your work, Oshkosh is meeting his milestones and you’re obviously a loving mother...” Key looked over her holo-display at numerous documents. “...no complaints to authorities, quiet, keep to yourself, you’re always on time for our meetings... everything I see shows you’re thriving. You’re my success story. Why do you feel like going all the way to Earth?”

“I feel stuck.” Virginia looked to Key with hesitation. 

Key’s eyes were warm. She began to prod and poke her display with one hand, making Virginia nervous. “Alright, I have some resources I’ll send to your inbox. First is suggested travel methods for children. Right now, everything says Oshkosh is too young to travel without adverse effects to his development. You want to wait until he’s at least one standard year old so that his ligaments aren’t malformed. They prefer you wait until three standard years, but you’re stubborn, so I know better than to tell you to wait that long.”

Virginia scoffed. “I think I can wait until then.”

“There’s more, Nia. He can’t travel like you did to Titania. You will have to do a number of short hops to colonies, and a lot of that will be based on timing. They suggest that children under 12 never take a stasis trip, and, again, to wait until boys are ideally 17 or 18. A lot of travel agencies won’t even book boys younger than that. So with that, you should hop from here to Progress Peak, to New Eden, to a number of other colonies, and if you’re hopping along with short journeys, all of that is timing. You'll have to convert your savings into Universal Transaction Units. With what happened on Titania, I wouldn’t do that out here anytime soon. Hopping along like that, until you get to Earth...” Key trailed off and looked to her client with sorrow. “The cheapest way means you’d get to Earth in 10 years.”

All the heat in Virginia’s body went to her face. “That... that can’t be right.”

“I’m going to give you a calculator available on the ether that can help you plan out trips depending on when you want to leave. Here’s my suggestion: save up as much money as you can here. As of today, you’re a resident of Kakari and no longer under the eye of our immigration program. With that—and don’t tell them I said this—the Social Services office is not going to check on your budgeting. I know you’d never hurt Oshkosh, so if you decide you want to go on the ‘Earth Savings’ diet after you breastfeed, do what you think is right. In addition, there are always changes to travel paths between colonies depending on who owns what, so even in the middle of your getting to Earth, that’s going to change. There are some other resources I’ll share with you about places that have faster immigration and travel visa processes, inter-colonial banks that will help with the funds, and even Earth customs.”

“I know Earth customs,” Virginia spat through her teeth. She heard her son start to whimper in the pram, and she leaned over to rock him back and forth.

Key paused, and then leaned in. “I know this is important for you. I hear this sometimes from new parents. They feel like the best for their child is, at least, a terraformed planet, if not the original one. But those places are few and far between, and so many light years away from Kakari. If you’re committed, like you have been in everything else you’ve done here, this is a long-term plan. Probably longer than anything you’ve ever planned, and if you want—”

“May I leave?”

Key backed away, straightened her back, and then went back to her holo-display. “I’ll put in the goal as long as you sign the paperwork.”

“Do not bother with the goal. Tell them I want to spend more time with my son. That sounds normal enough.” She closed her eyes and sat with tight muscles as she heard the interface ring out on Key’s display. She opened them in time to see Key turn the monitor toward her.

“Just sign. I have you covered.”

With a speedy swipe of her finger, Virginia did, then stood up. 

“Hold on!” Key stood up and handed her a white folder. “You’re going to need these documents. Please don’t lose them, or else you could be deported back to Titania.”

Virginia snatched the folder out of Key’s hand, put it under her armpit and raced herself with the pram out of the office, whizzing past the half-dozen people waiting in the lobby area. She kept her head down as she finally exited, afraid that any of the people waiting would be a refugee from Titania who could recognize her.

_#_

Virginia rushed through the door of her flat. “Flat” was the perfect description of her home because it did feel long and short at the same time, with a cold blue metallic interior that everyone back home thought colonial living looked like. Despite having only one room, she could appreciate the fact that it was considered spacious, with its kitchen along the wall across the small gap between her bed and her loveseat. She pulled up the pram to her bed and took Oshkosh out. It was only then that she realized he was crying.

“Oh, please, not today,” she pleaded as she rocked him. “You are always so good. Why today of all days?” She shushed and cooed as she fought back hot tears, rocking him back and forth for a minute. “Please, Osh, please, not today.” It took her another minute to consider he could be hungry. She unbuttoned part of her tunic and exposed her chest. Oshkosh latched on, and she winced at her tenderness. He must have been hungry for a while, she thought as she stood up to walk while he fed. She walked past her desk, where her holo-display’s orange flashing light indicated that something was in her inbox. It annoyed Virginia to think Key still cared enough to send anything over to her. She walked toward the mirror on the door before the bathroom where, for a moment, her face carried everything she was missing.

The diamond shape of her face reminded her of her father. He would have walked with her among the cacti today to calm her down, a warm hand on her back as he led her through the gardens. Her cheeks carried the freckles she shared with her sister. With spots reminding them of the warm sun on their faces, she would know the depth of Virginia’s homesickness. Her stick-straight black hair even reminded her of when her mother would try to force volumizing shampoo on Virginia, as if its flat hanging shape was a disgrace. Strange that she longed to hear her mother’s nagging now.

She regarded her round violet eyes, hers alone until Oshkosh. It took her having a child to meet someone else with the trait. An off-chance mutation that her mother called a “genetic mistake”, and her father a “beautiful miracle”. 

To think that she may never see any of them again made her feel that she should have stayed floating adrift to die almost a year ago. She would have been just as lonely. 

Virginia knew she couldn’t wait ten years. She went back to sit on the bed and think about her options as Oshkosh finished up his meal. By the time she burped him and put him in the pram again to sleep, she realized she needed to start saving money right now. 

_#_

In typical Kakari fashion, the door to Ghie Levy’s office just did not exist. She could be found at a desk in the center of three different working stations, all with computers twice as powerful as what Virginia was able to build at home through the occasional indulgent upgrade. Ghie typically kept her shiny, kinky dark hair in some sort of braids. Today, she was more practical, with French braids that helped show off her brown heart-shaped face and the bright red-orange lipstick she never left the house without. Her one artificial eye, like a black marble set into her face, was jarring at first. Everyone at Lifestyle Devices Association, or LDA, was used to it.

Ghie’s eyes spotted Virginia approach her doorway swiftly that day, through the holo-displays encircling her large desk. She motioned Virginia in. “You’ve got something on your mind?”  

Virginia slowly walked in and handed Ghie her white folder. “I am not sure which of these documents you needed now that—”

“Oh, yes! Please!” Ghie took it and opened it. “I just need a scanned copy of this form right here.” She pulled out a clear cellophane sheet, with dark-blue text printed on it and a large embossed gray decal. “Do you feel different?”

“Why would I feel different?”

“You’re a resident of Kakari!”

“They kind of had to make me one. Oshkosh is a citizen.”

Ghie shook her head as she put the form to a scanner. “Not with what I read. If you’re obviously having a grav baby, you don’t even get a travel visa.”

Virginia scrunched her eyes. “What do you mean by a ‘grav’ baby?”

“Gravity baby. A child to anchor you down to a colony. Something that the alderpersons bring up every once in a while during elections. They think people come here to do it. I’m sure it’ll come up again next year, especially with the potential for more Titanian immigrants.”

Virginia looked to the side, as if it would hide her guilt. “I guess more of us are coming.”

“News makes it sounds like that. I hope we can find space for them here.” She paused and looked down, then waved her hand and let out a dismissive sigh. “You don’t need to hear my old lady stories.” She gathered up everything for Virginia’s folder and handed it to her. “Is there anything else you need?”

“Yes, there is. I was hoping that I could apply to expand my hours at LDA?”

Ghie grimaced. “Increasing hours? No. Kakari doesn’t approve a lot of non-managerial positions for those kinds of times. You have a lot of promise, but I can’t make you a manager fast. You still have a lot to learn.”

Virginia bit the inside of her cheek.

“Why would you want to do that anyway?”

“Why would I want more hours?”

Ghie nodded.

“I... well I want more because,” she stumbled, “I would like... Oshkosh to have more than I do now...”

“Kakari is going to provide for him for the rest of his life.”

“If... he wants to stay.”

“Why wouldn’t he stay? Don’t you want to stay?”

“I do,” she lied, “but I would rather be prepared.”

“Prepared for what? Nothing happens here. It’s the perfect place to settle down.”

Virginia slouched. “I know, but I think, at least, I would feel better... Well, I mean I feel good but—”

Ghie put up a hand to stop her. “Nia, are you bored?”

Virginia tilted her head and raised her brow, then a stroke of revelation widened her eyes, and she enthusiastically nodded. “Yes, I am bored. I was... just so afraid to say something... because of the whole residency process, and I didn’t want you to think...”

“I understand. I didn’t think this would happen so fast, but you’re smart, and I want you to stay. There are a couple things I can do. First one, I can’t mention much about. There are some discussions I must have with the other team leads. It won’t give you more hours, but considering the technical skill required, I could give you a small raise to transfer to that.”

“Oh, I am flattered.”

Ghie shrugged. “I was thinking about it anyway. I don’t know how fast that will get through. In the meantime, I can give you a certificate to find an additional part-time job.”

“I thought we were only able to work one job?”

“It’s a floor, not a ceiling. You are required to find one job that will contribute to Kakari or its resident companies for at least 20 hours, and most employers stick to that because of all the paperwork and rigmarole that we have to do to even get someone at my level to have an extra five hours a week. Not worth it. But if you want to make some side cash, I can contact the right department to get you a certificate. It will be sent to your inbox.”

“Wow, thank you, Ghie.” Virginia felt her nerves settle as she straightened her shoulders.

Her boss beamed with a wide smile. “I remember when I first came here. A lot of kindness helped get me established. Just think of this as me paying a never-ending debt. And again, congratulations on your residency.”

_#_

Within a day, Ghie fulfilled her promise. With the next day off, and Oshkosh taking an unexpected nap, she started early on the ether looking for job listings. Each job was only, at most, an extra five hours a week at almost half the pay she received at LDA. Still, Virginia didn’t want to depend on the vague opportunity Ghie mentioned. She applied for every opening with her residency information and resume.

Only one job sent her an ether. It wasn’t for an interview either, but a “preliminary meeting” at a cafe not far from the work location. Virginia wasn’t surprised by the alternate meeting location, but the preliminary step. Key had found her an interview at LDA straight away. Maybe this was a typical step she didn’t know about?

In a couple days Virginia met with the contact. She was a tall, lanky woman, dressed in the flowy sweater and slacks typical of most Kakari natives. She had saved a small table at the edge of the cafe’s seating area, near a large window looking out to the hazy gray atmosphere that surrounded the colony.

Motivated, Virginia approached and offered to shake the woman’s hand. “I believe you are Jule?”

“Yes.” Jule shook hands, with a polite smile. “Hello, Nia.”

“Thank you for the meeting.” Virginia sat down, and forced a cheery demeanor. 

It was not reciprocated as Jule focused on her tablet in front. “Of course. I hope you don’t mind meeting here, but my shop is literally a porthole for one customer at a time with an AI interface. I wasn’t sure if that’s how they did it on...” She squinted at the screen. “Titania?”

“They don’t, and no, I don’t mind meeting here. I am happy to have the opportunity.”

“We’re going to get a lot of you Titanians soon, aren’t we?”

“I... I don’t know.”

Jule looked up. “Hmm. Guess you wouldn’t. Says you’ve only been on Kakari six months and you’re not yet a citizen. Why is that?”

“I came in through the refugee program. My advisor said they’ll want to wait two years before I can apply for full citizenship status.”

“Is that your intention?”

“Yes, it is my hope to—”

“And you already have a job?”

“Yes, I am currently working—”

“And Kakari is providing you housing according to the statutes?”

Virginia leaned back. “Yes, they are.”

“Then why are you here?”

“I am sorry, but I am uncertain what you mean by that?” 

Jule raised an eyebrow. “Nia, it looks like here you already have what Kakari has to offer, with housing and a wage and a job that I know isn’t disappearing anytime soon. I don’t understand why you would then want to earn extra money. Unless you’re trying to game the system.”

Virginia’s voice began to waiver. “You think I may trick you?”

“I’m sorry. A bit harsh, wasn’t it? Maybe it’s a cultural thing, but I’m descended from some of the original colonists of Kakari. I’m fiercely protective of what we have created here. We do our jobs, keep everything running, and everyone here is able to live comfortably. And with all of that we don’t stockpile money just to have it. We have taken in extra work and contracts when we need to build up something to make our shop, an integral part of Kakari, better for everyone who is part of this utopia.”

Virginia's eyes widened hearing the word “utopia.” Titanians used to claim their colony was such a thing. 

“Do you think of it differently?”

Virginia paused, and looked out the window, trying to gaze past the haze. “I have a young son, and I was hoping to save up in case he will want options.”

“What options would he want outside of Kakari?”

“There is a whole universe of opportunity.”

Jule sighed. “I hope you don’t think I’m ignorant of the opportunities out there. But most of those colonies were founded on single-minded goals, feudal dreams, or pure greed. We don’t have that here.” She followed Virginia's gaze. “Out there is a cruel place. That’s why people like you come here, right?”

Virginia turned to Jule. “I thought we may talk about my experience with database protocols previously on Titania. I set up an entire level-wide network from scratch, and, unlike on Kakari, I didn’t have government resources that I could rely on. I thought that would be more than sufficient to manage your widening database of resources, to more accurately record your projected inventory.”

Jule looked her over. “Yes, your resume is impressive. That is why I wanted to have this meeting.”

Virginia resisted rolling her eyes. “Would you want to go over my experience?”

A heavy silence befell the two of them. 

Virginia finally nodded. “If you wish to pursue a local that would have anywhere close to my experience, do it. Otherwise, save my resume for something beyond a preliminary meeting.”

Jule smiled. “I’m glad we can agree on this.”

Virginia walked away. It wasn’t an agreement. Hot tears fell from her face. She felt pushed back towards Earth with blue skies and hope in the natural wind. She had to do it by any means necessary. 

That meant searching the freelance world out on the ether. 
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It took about a month to find a job that she was confident she could do, one also offering a pay-grade worthy of her time. It had the potential to be sticky, but from the request she read, there wasn’t anything explicitly illegal. The only unusual thing was that since the data was so large and secretive, the lead wanted to meet in person and was willing to travel to Kakari. She was nervous, but she figured the potential for her current cover being blown was low considering the vastness of the colonized ‘verse. She suggested they meet in her favorite place on the colony. That day, she left Oshkosh in the daycare after work to meet her contact in the Forward View, one of the few spots that had live music. Tonight they were playing the blues, which Virginia liked well enough.

She went to the bar, wearing the yellow tunic she had said she would, and made sure her hair and bangs covered most of her face just in case this visitor heard of her real name. She even bothered to put on some dark lipstick in hopes it would make her look less like herself. She smiled when she saw that Ty was at the bar. He was one of the few anchors for her at Kakari. He was the friendly face she needed in those times of loneliness. She never sensed he wanted more, which made her even more comfortable. 

He saw her approach and waved her to a seat with his large hands. “Nia! You’re finally back.”

She sat down with a smirk. “Has it been too long?”

Ty was already pulling at the taps behind him into a short glass. “I was afraid all the DJs were scaring you away. Hope you know the flute player tonight was my idea.”

“I am impressed. How did you find a flute player on this rock?”

“Easy. The lady couldn’t stop talking about it after I first met her. She was even going to Cici when she met her, talking about how great she learned the flute over on... oh, no, I can’t remember even what colony it was! Someplace fancy. You probably know better than I. You’re a bright light, with your brains and stuff.” He put down the glass, now full of a cold clear liquid.

Virginia took it in her hand. “It is only because I’ve traveled.”

“We’re going to be modest again today?”

She rolled her eyes and took a sip, herbaceous satisfaction on her tongue. Ty was a third-generation Kakari resident, which, out in this part of space, meant he was a native. The whole colony enclosure had been his home. He had barely ever left it and never felt a need to ever again. Of course, he wasn’t going to remember if any of the colonies had great music schools. Virginia just didn’t want to admit she also had no idea where someone out here would learn how to play the flute. 

Ty leaned in and pointed to her lips. “What’s with the face paint?”

“I am meeting someone today.”

“Oh my, someone important?”

“They may be important.”

“Good idea. No date is important until you decide it is.”

Virginia laughed. “It isn’t a date.”

“Why dress your face up then?”

She paused, and then fibbed, “Okay, it may become a date.”

“I knew it! Don’t lie to me Nia, I see right through you.”

She stifled an ironic laugh. “You think I lie to you?”

“Didn’t you just lie now? Come on, I’ve been doing this forever. So, you bring him here because you know I’ll make sure he’s not rubbish?”

“I am not here to promote violence.”

Ty laughed. “I’m looking out for you! Don’t even think about being subtle if this guy is a waste of air. I’ll shoot him out an airlock if he’s a waste. Just yell at me.” Ty looked beyond the bar, and Virginia followed his sight line to see a woman in a regal silver and purple dress and fuzzy coat, carrying a couple small-handled cases. “Oh, that’s her. That’s the flute player. She looks like a handful.”

“I am sorry.”

“Don’t be. We get difficult artists all the time. I got her motes, I’ll be good.” 

As Ty went to leave the bar Virginia chuckled to herself. She didn’t know where the phrase “I got her motes” came from, but it sounded suggestive every time she heard it. She always wondered if being in space changed how people spoke, or if it was just the isolation. 

As she took another sip, she heard steps behind her. She put down her drink before she heard a man ask, “Nia Yamaguchi?”

“That is I,” she answered to turn around, and as she faced presumably her contact, her heart sank. 

In front of her was the only bounty hunter she had ever met before landing on Kakari. He was an athletic-looking man with a distinct tan and blonde, tight curls on his head. He had large green eyes that widened as he saw her face. He crossed his arms menacingly in his all-black ensemble, a casual cut of shirt and wide slacks. 

They both were frozen in place for a moment. In fright, Virginia turned back to the bar, taking another sip of her drink in hopes that would stall her desire to run away.

Her contact calmly took a seat next to her, leaned into her ear, and said, “I know who you are, Virginia Agar.”

She stayed hunched over, her hair mostly in her face, her muscles stiff. “I know that now.”

“You know the bounty is still out on you?”

“I know.”

“Titania has guilds that are operational enough to pay me.”

“I doubt you,” she bluffed.

“You can. But I do think that changes the arrangement here.”

She slumped in her stool. “I did not sign up for blackmail.”

“So, you’d rather be in jail?”

“I did not sign up for blackmail.”

“I didn’t sign up for a bounty to fall in my lap.”

“You are swine.”

Incredulous, he asked, “What in all the void is a swine?”

“It is an ugly Earth animal bred to be happy to lie in its own filth.”

He laughed. “You can claim I’m dirty, but I’m in the Union. You’re lucky I’m delaying the protocol long enough to see if you can help me with this.”

“Don’t think I’m going to thank you. If you are coming here expecting me to be happy I am not being dragged back to that awful excuse of a colony, you didn’t do enough research on me.”

He paused and sighed. “You’re right, I didn’t do any research on you.”

Ty rushed up to the two of them on his end of the bar. “Sir, would you like a beverage?”

“House punch,” the contact replied. Ty narrowed his eyes at the stranger before walking away. Virginia felt a kick on her seat. She glanced at the contact who nodded toward Ty. “Why don’t you introduce us?”

Hesitantly, she acquiesced. “Ty, this is the gentleman I am meeting today. His name is Jeff.”

“Jefferson Ochart.” He offered his hand. 

Ty turned back with a pink and green-swirled drink in a skinny glass. He put it in Jefferson’s extended hand, clasping both of his around it. “This one’s on me. Then, you can leave, Jeff.”

Jefferson just looked back perplexed, and as Ty let go of him, he didn’t clasp back his own drink. It fell straight down to the bar and spilled right over his arm. Jefferson pulled back and jumped out of his seat, his other hand going to his waist while keeping eye contact on Ty. Jefferson awkwardly grabbed at the air next to his hip.

Ty laughed and pointed. “Left your gun at security, bounty hunter? Believe me, we don’t hide nearly as many criminals as you all like to believe. Now if you’re Union, that means I get to tell your org if you’ve been harassing my customers. If Nia is done with you, you better leave.”

Virginia yelped, “No!” 

Ty gave her a quizzical look. 

She shook her head. “I—I am just not used to so much attention so fast. I’ll pay for his punch if you let him sit here with me at the bar. It will be in your line of sight,” she added when Ty still looked unconvinced. 

Ty looked over the two quickly, then went under the bar with his hand. “Only because you say so, Nia.” After a couple clicks, a small vacuum hose came out, and Ty went on to clean the bar. 

Virginia looked back to Jefferson, who furrowed his brow in apprehension. She smiled. He forgot he met her with backup the first time.

_#_

It took a few minutes for Ty to clean up the bar, the barstool, and pour another set of drinks for the two. He finally left them alone after giving Virginia a reassuring pat, then headed back to the flute player who was frantically setting up. 

Jefferson started the conversation again. “You know, they said you may still use the name Yamaguchi, but they never thought of Nia as a nickname.”

She shook her head. “It is technically a full name. I haven’t heard it all the way out here, but I knew of a saxophonist named Nia back on Earth.”

“What’s a saxophonist?”

She laughed. “That is a stereotypical floater question. Are all bounty hunters floaters?”

“Almost all, yes. And I wouldn’t make fun of the man who can send you away from here.”

“I wouldn’t threaten the woman who is friends with the over-protective bartender.”

Jefferson’s eyes darted around before he leaned closer to her again. “Does he know?”

She looked at Jefferson and took a sip of her drink.

He leaned back. “Smart. I’m going to assume no one knows. So, if I tell them that you’re the reason that Titania is a war zone right now, will they stop being your friend?”

“Do you know how most of those people lived in Titania?”

“They were happy!”

“The bounty on me is from the happy people! I helped the workers know there are places like this! Places that don’t ask for 12-hour work days eight days in a row. They don’t take your bills automatically out of your paycheck and then change the charges without you knowing.”

“That’s rubbish.”

“You were never there!”

“I don’t have to be!”

“Then you can’t tell me what I did.”

Jefferson shook his head. “Okay, I’m going to stop arguing with someone who’s clearly in the wrong. You can’t tell me five guilds are wrong.”

“Is my husband looking for me?” she snapped.

“What does that mean?” Jefferson gave a confused look, then looked up as he thought about the question. After a moment he widened his eyes and shook his head. “If I’m right, then no.”

“Five petty guilds mean nothing to me, then.”

Jefferson forced himself not to argue, and Virginia forced herself not to smile. Jefferson finally went into a pocket on his thigh and pulled out a black plastic square, slightly bigger than the palm of his hand.

“What I really care about,” he said, “is whether you can do what you claim you can.”

“I know the AI codes they use around here. I should be fine.”

“I should have explained this is not the code they use around a place like this.”

“What kind of code is it?”

“It’s the AI code for all the automaton series models here.”

Virginia raised her eyebrow. “Why wouldn’t you say that?”

“I got this code for a job.”

“Why would you need this for a job?”

Jefferson finished his drink, as if it was essential to his explanation. “In the Union, I’m the guy who will take the weird stuff.” 

Virginia giggled. 

“What are you, 12? Stop laughing. You know what I mean. I take the jobs that are too strange for most bounty hunters. They pay really well, and usually just require some more creativity than a dart gun, or worse, a bullet through the head. So, I took this job that asked me to kill an automaton of the Percy series models.”

“Those are new.”

“Yeah, weird, right? I told you, weird stuff. This client gave me a description as well as a serial number to verify I disable the right one. So, I have to look up what is strong enough to stop an AI that can take a bullet to the head and still cause trouble. But then, the client gives me this box as a backup. He says he’d prefer that I install this virus instead.”

Virginia shook her head. “That doesn’t make sense. Most AI is programmed to internally correct all viruses. They have a lot of memory devoted to that.”

“Thank you. I just learned something.”

“You are welcome, you sarcastic swine.”

“Insults only work if I care.” He smiled. “The reason this is something I put on a low ether forum is so my client doesn’t know I’m investigating this virus. He’s paying me triple to install this. I wouldn’t even know how to, but the money’s good.”

“I get a portion?”

“Thirty percent.”

Virginia shook her head. “Thirty five and you don’t turn me in to Titania or whomever in your Union wants me back there.”

“Wait a second, I can take you out of here now if you want.”

“I specifically came here because Kakari has some of the most protective extradition laws. The court would take its time to pull a single parent off the colony.”

It took a minute before Jefferson put his hand over his mouth. “You are a mother, now, aren’t you?”

She nodded. 

“Titania will want to hear about this. Does your husband know you took his child here?”

Virginia took another long sip of her drink. She wanted to give the smug answer lingering in the back of her throat. She resisted. 

“So, if I tell him his heir is here...”

“You can if you want.”

Jefferson squinted. “You’re not the best at bluffing.”

“If you have never met me before, would you have known me as anything other than Nia Yamaguchi?”

He shrugged. “Maybe. Doesn’t matter. Those guilds want you to pay for the mess you made.”

“I did not make that mess.”

“Again, I don’t argue with people who are wrong. Thirty percent and I tell Titania you’re no longer a threat to the colony.”

“Thirty five and your silence.”

Jefferson shook his head in disbelief. “Come on!”

“I’ll take my chances in court if I have to.”

He stood up. “Fine. But not today.” 

_#_

They agreed to meet on a day she did not need to work, with Virgnia waiting just long enough before replying to him between messages. After an early rise, breakfast for both her and Oshkosh, and some research on the ether, she cleaned up and got ready to go. Oshkosh was dressed in an adorable onesie Ty had specifically bought for her, with bright dots and tiny little grommets on the trim. The joke was Virginia’s obsession with her work—maybe if her baby looked closer to a computer board, she’d not do too much overtime. She laughed thinking how it was a bad plan. Today, she was going to drop Oshkosh off at the daycare so she could do work on her off day. 

She headed out with Oshkosh snug in the pram, the bottom packed with what she usually left for a full day of work. She headed out of her flat, down the long walkways with warm light and views above to the stars surrounding them. Occasionally, there was a large succulent outside someone’s door as decoration to break the monotony of the gray residential walkways. With that, it was down a ramp to the bright commercial levels. Again, it was everything that Earth natives thought unappealing of colonial life. Neon-lit advertisements around doorways and windows. The occasional flickering overhead light above the walkway. Small shops with their windows full of screens or holograms offering the products or services inside. All the same. Virginia tired of the sameness. 

A couple of turns and she had arrived at her preferred daycare facility on Kakari. She entered the wide entrance of the front and approached the long dark counter, to a holographic kiosk display. She parked the pram and glanced at Oshkosh, who was looking inquisitively around. He turned up to her, and she smiled and offered her index finger to grab. He did, gurgling with a smile on his face. She let the moment hang. He was just over three months and already showing his personality. One she liked. One she looked forward to seeing mature. She loved him more than she had ever expected. 

She entered his information at the kiosk, signing him in for the day. As she did, an automaton approached, one of the older Arthur series that manned most of the daycare. It walked with a little less grace than she liked, but she appreciated that the pseudo face display was intentionally cartoonish and constantly smiling. It walked up and did a stiff wave. “Hello! It is good to see you again, Nia. You have brought little Oshkosh back?”

“Yes, I have, A205-R.” Virginia said, looking down at the serial number printed across its barrel-wide torso. Unlike her, the Arthurs never got offended if you talked to their busts. 

“I will be sure to keep your son safe. When you are done filling out the form, I can take him in my arms. I promise not to drop him.”

Virginia barely noticed the response. Each AI had canned conversations they cycled through, and the ones in the daycare were particularly repetitive on the front end. She finished the form and picked Oshkosh up. He looked to A205-R and started to whimper. She held him tight. He began to squirm, like he usually did.

“Osh, you remember it, right? A205 is one of your favorites.”

It waved again. “Hello Oshkosh. We are friends, remember? I have the butterfly toy, remember?”

Oshkosh kept to his whimper. Virginia looked him over and added, “I will be back. I will always be back.” She looked him in the eye, kissed his forehead, and then gingerly placed him in the curved arms of A205-R. As he started to cry, the automaton began a gentle bounce in place and played a lullaby from his head. Oshkosh quieted for a moment as Virginia watched on for one more second.

She resisted the urge to say thank you and left the pram at the counter. She knew the automatons would never lose it. 

_#_

The extensive AI on Kakari was not typical of most other colonies. Many societies had found AI threatening, even when it didn’t wear a human shape. But Kakari was not a colony so much as a social experiment, one where humans could achieve a work-life balance that was maintained by breakthroughs in technology. When AI could finally be contained in the right shapes, Kakari was the first to research and implement it throughout the colony. Most were not of the automaton series, which had been developed just a few colonies away. In fact, many were little more than an interface, like the one Virginia usually spoke with in an electronics shop, where she had never seen a human working. It was a small room, with a couple of displays, and a screen kiosk that showed in detail the products it could sell.

That day, she walked up to the interface and it greeted her with a joyous “Welcome back! I believe we have met before. Are you Nia Yamaguchi?”

“Yes I am.” Virginia was amused with the forced robotic pleasantries. 

A slight pause before the response. “Great to see you again! Last time you bought a Y class mechanical trackboard kit. Do you need anything related to that product?”

“No, I want a Q2400-memory extension and a 300-terabyte Trav 32-model storage drive, both with the FoL 4.5 connectors.” 

A longer pause. “I do have both of these in stock. For your future convenience, would you like me to record your purchases under your account?”

“No, thank you.” For one, Virginia knew it was for advertising purposes. For another, if Jefferson’s project became even more legally gray, she did not want to make it easy to find out who helped. 

_#_

It was soon after she had installed her new pieces to her home computer that the chime rang in on the door. Virginia responded with, “Butler, open entry.” She turned from her desk to see the door slide open and Jefferson enter. He looked just as conspicuous as before, with dark clothing and small, quick steps. 

He regarded her, then the open doorway. “Take care of that.”

“Nice to see you as well. Butler, close entry.” 

The door slid closed. Jefferson turned around and looked over the small flat, irritating Virginia with his conspicuous attempt to memorize the layout. She crossed her arms and let him finish. It would be more suspicious to stop him. 

He turned back to her. “Average. Where’s the baby?”

“That is none of your business.”

“Aww, but kids are cute.”

“I can start looking at the code for you.”

Jefferson grimaced and dumped the backpack he had onto the floor. He retrieved the same square, stood up and handed it to her. “If you tell my client, you won’t see your kid again.”

Virginia froze. “The deal was 35% and you don’t turn me in. Did I have to explain I am good at keeping my mouth shut? You were not able to assume that?”

“I don’t know you from a star in the void!”

“You do know this isn’t my first crime.” 

“You don’t think you’re a criminal.”

“I don’t think you know what crime I am talking about.”

Jefferson tilted his head, then took a seat. He pointed to the holo-display. “Go on.”

“I will only do this if the original offer still stands.”

He waved her away. “Fine. Get your way this time.”

Virginia turned to her desk, feeling her face become hot. She didn’t believe him, but she wasn’t going to test him, either. She plugged in the box. The protocol on her display popped up, and she entered a command to open the code on the new partition she installed. The display’s projection split in half, with the normal interactive interface displaying on the left, and a bare bones text display on the right that began to slowly load the lines of code that Jefferson had given her. She watched it reveal itself. It was a familiar AI code—one that she had studied recently. When she had first come to Kakari and they told her about the programming opportunities available, she spent part of her immigration processing period studying all the languages common in this part of space. On Earth, she never had the opportunity to study any AI-related codes, so she pored over the Fang-Kitcher code, which seemed to be what Kakari and its neighbors relied on the most. She wasn’t able to play around with it until LDA took the chance on her, and not only was she able to make it work better than before, but she was able to get it to talk to other AI codes directly. Most of non-automaton AI was the Neilson code on Kakari, with some also of the Vega-Ng code. She was able to implement programs that translated all three to each other, making it easier for some colony AI interfaces to communicate internally. LDA was positioning itself as a company working toward smoother travel between the colonies, and her translation work was helping build the pathway. 

After five minutes, the text stopped filling in the right side, and Virginia scrolled back up to the top. Fang-Kitcher was a code all about shorthand and symbols in order to fit the massive amount of data necessary for an independent electronic device. Because of this, it was easier to upload to a torso shaped computer and have an automaton unit move and react with a physical, humanoid body. But automatons took forever to catch on, and even now they were not widely used. Out on Kakari, where people didn’t travel much and keeping a colony running could require unexpected manpower, automatons were welcome government installations and appliances, essentially making the societal dreams of its founder a possibility for all. 

As long as Virginia kept a 20-hour work week, she could get free daycare through Kakari’s government thanks to the automaton AI that watched Oshkosh now. Beyond that, it seemed people couldn’t get over an AI taking over their job, even if it was such an obvious replacement. Earth didn’t allow AI to take over anything significant, automaton or otherwise
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