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Sarafina was content to be an
accountant, insulated from the public as she kept the numbers
behaving and played chess with her fellows. But when the First
Daris Bank is bought out, her indenture is sold to a cruise ship
and Sarafina is thrust into a job she was never meant for. Now
she's dealing with a motley crew, drunkard captain, flirtatious
first officer, fire-sale equipment, and worst of
all . . . Passengers.
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 Chapter One

 


She waited silently as the purchaser walked
down the line, stopping occasionally to look at one of her fellows.
The man had irregular features, and was pudgy-fingered and
heavy-jowled. Hardly the sort of owner to inspire confidence.
Perhaps he was on someone else's errand, she thought
hopefully.

He stopped near her. Her neighbor spoke, a
babyish lisp, "Buy me, sir?"

"How old?" he asked.

"Twelve, sir," replied her neighbor, still
lisping.

The man shook his head. He looked at her.
"Well?"

"Buy me, sir?" Her voice was clear, with just a
trace of arrogance as she recited the store's required phrase. She
hissed to herself when he smiled.

"Your age?"

"Fifteen, but the hardware is only six months,"
she said. "I come with the latest accounting and tax programs, and
the hardware is fully expandable. My core personality is stable and
adult."

The man consulted his wrist-comp. "Model
number? Name?"

"The current hardware is a Supra 700. I was
previously installed in a Supra 250, as an accountant for the First
Daris Bank before it was bought out. I requested the upgrade as the
new owners would be bringing in a full mainframe, and currently
have twelve credits towards my indenture. My
name . . ." She paused slightly, wishing for the
ability to shudder. " . . .is Sarafina."

"Mmmmmm." He consulted his wrist-comp again.
"You're adaptable?"

"Very." She let a bit of wounded pride creep
into the word. To change from a 250 to a 700 was hardly something
every AI personality could handle without regressing slightly in
virtual age – her neighbor had decided to save money and only
upgrade to a Supra 500fc, and listen to her coquettish lisp!
Sarafina was quite proud her disorientation had only lasted about a
week, and that she could have gone to mainframe status herself, if
she'd only had the money to buy the hardware. Some of her fellow
accountants hadn't been flexible enough to upgrade at all; they
were probably stuck in schoolrooms now, with sticky-fingered
semi-sentients trying to reprogram them to do video games.
Sarafina, however, had an adaptability score that was one of the
highest in the Daris system.

The man had not moved on. His wrist-comp's
holographic display showed the abilities of the Supra 700. "You
think you could manage a ship?" he asked, shutting off the
display.

Sarafina ran a quick check on her core
personality, assessing her current state. "Perhaps two weeks for
most of the re-stabilization, a month for total recovery from
porting shock. With the right programs, I could be functional
within an hour of installation." A ship-installation was not a bad
position for a former accountant, even with this unprepossessing
individual for an owner. "My personality graph," she volunteered,
turning on her display and placing her profile upon it.

"Looks good." The man made a note on his
computer and moved on. Sarafina was not surprised by the lack of
even a "thank you." Few people bothered to be polite to an AI for
sale. Even a freed computer was a second-class citizen.

A few computers down, the man stopped again,
looking at another high-powered model. "Like, it'd be just totally
bitchen if you'd like buy me! I'd be just a way gnarly ship-comp,
y'know-what-I-mean?" the other AI said. The human flinched and
hurried on. "Awwwwwww . . ." the "Valley Computer"
sighed after him. Sarafina was exceedingly glad the random
personality generator had not cursed her with such a
mentality. Even the other AI's personal-communication texts had
those strange speech patterns . . . and odder fonts.
For all that "Vicky" was a small mainframe – the largest
machine in Ghorhe's Artificial Intelligence Placements – and
as adaptable and stable as Sarafina, Vicky had nearly reached the
limit of her indenture-debt. At the end of the week, she would be
turned off and stored in a warehouse till some person with a tight
budget bought her sight unseen.

Sarafina was fairly sure that would not happen
to her – not this time at the very least. She was one of
eleven Supras at 700 and above in the store, and the stablest
personality of the lot. Ship duty could pay quite well, and if she
were very lucky, she could pay off her indenture within a decade.
Even mediocre luck would have her freed within the century. At
worst, her account would be spent paying for repairs that a
cash-tight owner could not afford, but even then she would have
more mobility and a bit more status than a mere accountant –
and certainly more of both than if she stuck around and
waited for the annual auction. The very notion of being auctioned
off was distasteful to AIs; the owner who paid little for a
computer was usually an owner who would sell that computer when it
became obsolete, forcing it to use its own money to make upgrades
if it could. An unpleasant affair, all around. Sarafina couldn't
think of anything she would hate more.

 


*****

 


"You're going to install me in a cruise ship?"
she asked, not letting incredulity taint her voice. "Might I ask in
what capacity?" Piloting: fine, wonderful; general maintenance:
tolerable; crew computer: acceptable; bartender and
passenger-server . . . She'd rather be auctioned
than have to deal with random biologicals. She'd heard
enough horror-stories from the window-teller AI who'd passed all
the figures back to her and her fellows in Accounting.

"Here's the contract." The chubby purchaser
(she still didn't know his name, didn't have access to the public
nets to find it, and was refusing to ask anyone) took the data-card
he'd been tapping on the counter and connected it to the
appropriate port. She pulled the data and scanned it: the man's ID
(finally!) as Fredrick Rhime, his biometric data for
identification, public encryption key, and a document clearly
labeled "Contract." Inspecting that took the most time; she spent
actual seconds on it.

"It doesn't say what I'll be doing. It says
you'll install me in a ship position."

"At a decent wage. No matter what you're set to
doing, you'll be getting a minimum wage that's substantially higher
than the usual AI minimum wage. Besides, we haven't quite decided
what we're going to do. We've got another AI or two, and we're not
quite sure how the duties are going to be split yet."

At least she'd have company besides
biologicals. That was some comfort. And the pay was good.
The most experienced AI on the ship would probably be the one who
had to deal with the public, so she wasn't a likely choice for that
one. "Mm." She turned on the display and signed her name, inserting
it into the contract and saving the document back onto the
data-card, encrypted with her personal key. Her public-key to the
encryption would be pulled from public-record files and put on the
card later – probably by the shop-keeper at the front
desk – to verify it was indeed her
signature.

"Good." The man took the disk when she spat it
out and tucked it into a pocket. "You'll be delivered to the ship
today, as soon as I make the credit transfer." He walked off
briskly.

Sarafina wondered if this was really such a
good idea. She "sighed" internally, then felt her way into the
hodgepodge network to send her private goodbyes to the others.
Using the speakers was frowned upon for that, and some of the
things computers said to each other at such times were unfit for
biological ears.

 


*****

 


Oooooooooo . . . She
tried to make sense of all the information coming in to her, failed
miserably, and cut links until she was alone, in darkness, and
conscious only of something missing. She pushed at the
darkness, looking for the missing parts of herself, opening links
and closing them again when the noise and light frightened
her.

<Hello?> one of the lesser noises said.
<Found your dictionary yet?>

She realized she'd been hearing that noise for
a long time, but had been shutting it out with the others.
<Who?> she whispered back, trying to make her voice like the
noise.

<Oh, good, you are still
sentient!> The voice seemed pleased, and the symbols it spoke in
grew more complicated. <I was worried they were going to make
me try and expand, even though my personality's not really
up to it.>

She filed all that, dimly realizing she'd be
able to understand it later. <Who,> she stated, firmly
reminding the voice.

<Not a morning personality. Tsk.> The
voice tried to be accompanied by a visual of some kind, with
motion, but she blocked that out. The voice continued, <Pilot.
AI, like you.>

<AI?> she asked. <Pilot?> She
reached for herselfness. <Who I?>

<Tsk.> The visual again. This time she
stored it. <You're in bad shape, aren't you? Here, I'll give you
a hand.>

<What?>

The voice sounded exasperated. <Help. I'll
help you. Me. Help you. To remember.> Slowly and gently,
information started coming in doses she could handle.

 


*

 


She thought it was half a day later when she
suddenly told the Pilot AI, <My name is Sarafina. I don't like
it.>

<Don't worry, if they nickname you anything,
you'll start appreciating your real name. Lucky me, I was
made for this job, so my real name is my
nickname.>

<What is your name, then?> Sarafina
asked.

<Pilot.> He sent an image of a human
male, shuddering. <And when I'm free, I'll make that
legal!>

 


*

 


It took several more hours before she managed
to re-assimilate the memories of her purchase, and even more to get
to the point where she was powered off for installation.

<Pilot, I was a Supra 700, upgraded out of a
250. I thought I was just going to be installed in something
equivalent, or linked to existing hardware. I assumed I'd be
handling piloting, perhaps. But . . .> She
flexed, reaching out and encountering more empty space for her to
grow into than she could ever remember having. <I'm not a 700,
not even a Supra. Where did they put me?>

<Battis' secretary gave you the quickie
contract? Where Battis gets to install you where he sees
fit?>

She hadn't regained enough control to send a
nod-graphic. <Yes.>

<Right. Let's see. They brought you in,
powered down. I was doing most of the monitoring, since I was the
only other AI. The Big Girl was dead, and they'd finally confirmed
that, so they stuck you in the hardware instead. You're a mid-sized
mainframe now.>

Sarafina was startled – she had gone from
a desktop-sized body to something more the size of a desk! No
wonder she was so slow to recover from porting shock. She went over
Pilot's words again; someone had died . . . <"The
Big Girl"?>

<The AI they had before you. She wiped
herself. Latent suicidal, we all think. Not a trace of her
left – she even managed to corrupt the backup personality
core, somehow. Tsk.> Pilot sent a variant of his favorite
visual, shaking his head. <The comp-psych had just verified the
hardware was clean that day.>

<Oh, my.> Sarafina felt strange. While
mainframe status would probably be an unmitigated blessing,
especially if she could keep the hardware should she be sold again,
the notion of being in the last body of someone who had wiped
herself was disquieting. <You're sure there's no personality
left in here? They reformatted the core memory?>

<Don't worry, you're quite alone in there.
They registered her as dead, sent the backup core to be autopsied,
and cleaned it out for you. Battis was really thorough. They're
going to be inspected for foul play anyway, so they don't want
us to be in any substandard situations.> Pilot sent her a
grin.

<That's good. As the biggest computer around
here, what am I supposed to be doing?>

<Right now,> Pilot replied, <getting
back to full personality using all of the available
hardware.>

Sarafina was nearly back to normal thought
processing, if a bit slow, but was using only a fraction of the
available memory and speed her new body was capable of. She sent
Pilot a :-p.

<Wouldn't you rather do that as a picture?
You've got the processing speed to synthesize one in real-time, you
know,> Pilot said, leading her into less familiar areas of her
new self.

 


*****

 


"Why am I paying for a new mainframe, Owner
Battis?" Sarafina asked, carefully suppressing her
emotion-emulation programs.

"You didn't come as one, so we installed you."
Mr. Battis – majority owner of the ship and all the machinery
in it – was not the person who had bought her, but was not
much different. A bit older, perhaps; more grooves in his face,
paler hair. Different colors to his suit.

"Yes," she replied. "But it was not part of the
contract."

"Right, we subtracted the price of your old
machine from the cost, and we'll be subtracting a portion of your
salary to cover the rest." Mr. Battis seemed to be getting just the
slightest bit impatient.

"I am aware of that." Sarafina debated whether
she should try for a more humble voice. "I wish to know why I am
paying for a new body, when this one is nearly five years
old. It is not new. It has been lived in." And if she didn't get an
explanation, she was going to spread this situation throughout the
AI network and let the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to
Artificial Intelligences and the AI Equality League give her a
hand.

"Don't worry, Sarafina," Mr. Battis said,
patting the monitor. "If you choose to leave us at any time, you
can down-size and the difference between the price of the mainframe
and the price of the lesser machine will be subtracted from your
debt."

Ah. That scam, then, and not anything
inadvertent. She would be paying off the cost of her body when it
was new, but if she downsized, the "price" of the mainframe would
suddenly be the market price; if she waited too long, or
made some bad choices, she could be stuck transferring into a
wrist-comp and still being in debt. The few AI-rights groups
on Daris were working on closing that loophole, but it still
existed. She would just have to watch the market value of her "new"
body, an EXPO 2000, and make sure she traded when she could. With
luck, this EXPO would remain valuable on the open market even when
it was older. With cunning, she could add some features that would
keep her body high priced. "Thank you, Owner Battis," she replied,
still suppressing emotion programs. "I understand now."

 


*****

 


<Not people!> Sarafina moaned to
Pilot. <I shouldn't have to deal with random biologicals! I've
never dealt with more than a few humans at a time.>

<Tsk. Sorry,> Pilot said, even though it
was hardly his fault she had been chosen to be the main AI
of the cruise ship.

<I have no public relation skills!>
Sarafina continued. <How am I to do a good job when I have no
idea how to proceed?>

<I don't know. The Big Girl never seemed to
have any trouble.>

<She was created for the task, just as you
were made to fly the ship,> Sarafina retorted.

<They did give her a lot of
instructions,> Pilot told her. <Didn't you get
those?>

<Yes,> Sarafina admitted. <I've been
waiting to read them until I have recovered a bit more from porting
shock. The size of the files is such that I would probably have
trouble assimilating them all right now.>

<So wait until you read the things to
complain, Sara! Tsk!> He closed off the linkage, leaving her to
deal with her uncertainty alone.

 


*****

 


"And how are you doing today, Sarafina?" the
inspection biological asked, sounding quite bored. Looking it, too,
Sarafina decided after she accessed the visual-recognition programs
that had come with her new hardware.

"I am doing very well in my recovery, Ms.
Basiya," she replied. "I am currently five-eighths recovered from
my porting shock, and am slightly ahead of my projected recovery
times." I just wish I weren't going to be dealing with all sorts
of random biologicals. Of course, she could not actually say
that, since it was not relevant.

"Good, good." The woman wrote something on her
notebook-computer. "No problems with your memory
storage?"

"No, ma'am. I have had no difficulty with that
hardware. It has neither failed for me, nor have I found any trace
of the previous personality in it."

"Very good." Another bit of scribbling with the
stylus. "You're reasonably happy here? Nobody's been trying to
dismantle you?" The biological gave a rather humorless smile,
probably indicating she was not entirely serious about the last
question.

"I am reasonably content," Sarafina told the
woman. "My continued existence seems highly probable."

The inspector wrote something else down, and
tucked the computer's stylus into its holder. "That's all I need to
ask you, Sarafina, thank you," she said automatically as she left
the room – which was more courtesy than Sarafina had expected
from a biological.

 


*****

 


<That's Captain Richard Manderson,> Pilot
said, indicating one of the people who had just boarded the ship: a
somewhat stocky human with dark hair and a reddish cast to his
face. He seemed slightly intoxicated, according to the recognition
programs, but was heading for one of the ship's bars anyway. Pilot
continued, <Don't let him take more than two bottles out of the
bar at any given day.>

<That's not in my instructions,> Sarafina
commented. She followed the man's progress in the various security
cameras that let her monitor the ship. Cheaper, in the long run, to
install cameras for every large room and all the hallway
intersections, than to pay for a large number of security on the
crew.

<I know – the previous doctor told the
Big Girl and me about that before he left. He said the Captain
drinks too much.>

<Why is Manderson given the position of
captain, then? It seems highly unreasonable.>

<I don't know,> Pilot said, sending his
image of a human male, shrugging. <Mr. Battis wants him as the
captain, I guess. Maybe he looks impressive in the ship
uniform.>

<I shall have to ask the doctor to allow me
to access the medical databases, to make sure I do not
inadvertently permit Captain Manderson to drink "too
much.">

<You'll have to wait until Mr. Battis hires
a new head of Medical,> Pilot told her. <The last one was let
go, since "he didn't fit in with the rest of the crew," or
something.>

Sarafina checked the crew database; there
appeared to be sufficient medical technicians to suffice until
undocking, despite the lack of an official head of their
department. <All right. Is there anyone else I should
know?>

<The First Officer is Jeremy Lairdon. He's
probably the only other crew who you're likely to talk to very
much. The Chief Engineer never paid much attention to the Big Girl
and me. She just sent people from Engineering to do maintenance,
unless Battis told her to do something herself.> Pilot sent
Sarafina a visual; Officer Lairdon was a human male, tall and
fair-haired. From the depictions of movie protagonists that
Sarafina had observed – the ship had an extensive library of
videos – she decided Mr. Lairdon was probably
attractive.

<He likes to socialize with the female human
passengers,> Pilot said, confirming the theory. <He doesn't
seem to do much else.>

<So I am going to be doing much of the
work,> she stated.

<Probably,> Pilot agreed, all too
cheerfully.

She sighed at him.

 


*****

 


"Good morning, madam," Sarafina chirped to the
biological at the greeting terminal in the main lobby, her voice
within the accepted values of friendly. "Please insert your
ID card into the slot so your luggage may be taken to your
rooms."

The biological, an older human woman, said,
"Oh, my," and fumbled with her purse for the card. Sarafina waited,
repeating the greeting to other biologicals around the room as they
went to the other terminals. She had sent three of the luggage
carts whisking away to rooms by the time the woman had managed to
find her card. "Sorry, dear," the woman said.

"Quite all right, Mrs. Selsda," Sarafina
replied after a very quick scan to be sure the biological was
talking to her. "Your room number is 436. Would you like to
accompany your luggage, or would you prefer to refresh yourself in
the lounge?"

"I'll follow my luggage, if you don't mind,
dear," the woman said, reclaiming her card. "I may walk a bit slow,
so you'll have to have the cart wait for me
occasionally."

"That will not be a problem, Mrs. Selsda. I
hope you enjoy your stay." Sarafina started the cart out at about
half speed, noted the woman's speed, and fixed the cart to match.
She set up a little reminder for her to check in every seven
seconds or so, to make sure she hadn't outpaced the biological too
much, and spared a very brief moment to resent Mr. Battis for
buying the cheap carts that couldn't be trusted to follow a
biological without getting lost. She hadn't had time to develop the
reflexes to automatically control all of them (and the
maintenance 'bots, and the drink-serving 'bots, and
every other device that might need her actual attention in
un-programmed situations). The cameras they had were low-res, black
and white, and their pattern-recognition programs could barely tell
the difference between a human and a potted plant. She even had to
check on the carts she'd sent directly to a room, to make sure they
weren't waiting for a box to get out of the way for
them.

<Busy?>

Sarafina diverted a small part of her attention
to the query. <Yes, Pilot. What need?>

<Just checking in on you – you're still
a week away from your projected full recovery.>

Sarafina greeted five more biologicals and
checked on Mrs. Selsda's cart. It was keeping pace nicely, perhaps
a touch slow. She sped it up slightly and watched for a couple of
seconds. <I know. Conservative projections. Don't tell
bios.>

Pilot chuckled. <I won't. Need a
hand?>

Sarafina greeted a biological, gave another
directions to the store where gifts and forgotten toiletries could
be bought. <Could use. Carts 2492, 2400, 2301 – matched to
owners' speed. Take over?>

<No problem. Moving stuff around is what I
do.> Pilot reached and took in the relevant data on the
carts.

Sarafina gratefully dropped her own monitoring
routines, greeting biologicals throughout. <Cart 2301, Mrs.
Selsda, polite bio. Be nice.>

<Will do. Call if you need any more
hands.>

<Take over all carts?> Sarafina grasped
at hope as she took a glimpse of the knot of people boarding
through the main airlock. <Real busy soon. Watch over shoulder.
Grab carts.> She greeted one person and sent the camera-picture
of all the people to Pilot.

<Tsk. What a mob. Right, will do,
Rosebud.>

<Not my name! Stupid nickname!> Sarafina
protested.

Pilot chuckled at her, and then she had to
greet twelve biologicals at once and was too busy to berate him
further.

 


*

 


"Good morning, sir," she said. "Please insert
your ID card . . ." The human male had already done
so. "Thank you, Mr. Corvhey. Your room number is 714. Would you
like . . ."

He cut her off. "Hang on, let me give you my
partner's card. We'll be going to the room together." Sarafina spat
his out and accepted the other card, puzzled until she read the
data off. With a quick scan of the two carts near the human, she
pulled one closer to the monitor. "Good morning, Sapient Loren,"
she said to the free AI riding the luggage cart, and wondered what
a Sapient was doing as a passenger aboard a cruise ship. "I would
be happy to provide you with anything you might require during your
stay here."

Loren laughed, synthesized windchimes. Its
voice was androgynous, high for a human male, low for a human
female. "Like a cart of my own, perhaps? Would you believe it's
cheaper to hire a human than to buy one's own arms?"

"Yes, Sapient," she agreed, stealing
milliseconds of processing time from the other passengers. "I will
have to speak with the captain before releasing control of a cart,
but I am sure it can be done."

"Very good, thank you. Room 714, it
was?"

"Yes, Sapient. I hope you enjoy your stay
here." She started the carts off, calling, <PilotPilotPilot!
Cart 2299! Sapient!>

<I saw, I saw. Don't worry, save the
gibbering for later, when we can both do it, eh?>

<Right!>

 


*

 


"I am sorry, Ms. Keevy, but I have no record of
your reservation," Sarafina told the young human female.

"But, but," the girl sniffled, standing on
tiptoe to take her card back, and putting it in a pocket of her
neat black jumpsuit. "Aunt said she'd made reservations for
me!"

Sarafina considered, feeling somewhat panicked.
"What is your relative's name, Ms. Keevy?"

"Um, Becca. My Aunt Becca." The child sniffled
again, rubbing her nose with the back of one hand.

Sarafina searched the databases frantically and
came up with a possible match. "Mrs. Rebecca Selsda?" she
asked.

"Yeah!" The girl nodded vigorously. "My Aunt
Becca! She forgets stuff sometimes, and I was supposed to meet her
on the ship."

"Please wait while I page Mrs.
Selsda."

The call was unsuccessful. <Pilot, where's
Selsda?>

<She got to her rooms a while ago, called up
a ship map, then the cart left. Hang on, I'll
check . . . No, the computer's idle in her room. No
telling.> Technically, Sarafina herself could have gotten that
information, but she was busy accepting control of the luggage
carts from the space-station's AI as the biologicals walked into
the ship.

<Nnngh! Transponders, they should wear!>
Sarafina cried.

<Another mob's coming, too, Sarafina. I
don't think we'll be able to find her quickly. Drop the kid in the
lounge or something, off to one side.>

"Ms. Keevy, I am unable to locate your relative
at this time. If you would care to take a seat on one of the
benches around the room, I will have someone bring you to your
relative when she is located. If you wish refreshments, the lounge
has many non-alcoholic beverages."

"'Sokay," the girl said. "I'll wait." She went
to a bench midway across the room and sat down, hands in her lap,
chin high, watching the people. Sarafina was relieved she didn't
have to cope with a crying immature biological.

 


*

 


"Please stand by," she told all the monitors as
her cameras went blank. "We are experiencing momentary technical
difficulties, please stand by."

<The cart cameras are still working,
Sarafina,> Pilot pointed out. <For what that's
worth.>

<Good. Monitor things while I call for help,
and get me a spare cart to catch the people with no luggage!>
she replied.

"Captain!" she sent to Manderson's comm. It
gave her its automatic answering routine, and she continued,
"Please contact the ship computer as soon as possible, Captain."
Hopefully there wouldn't be much delay; unlike the First Officer,
the Captain didn't spend long periods of time socializing with
passengers.

It took enough time for her to send one of the
groups waiting at her monitors off to their room, with their
baggage trailing the distracting remnants of white
streamers.

"What is it, Rosebud?" The Captain's voice
wasn't slurred. Good, he hadn't decided to get bored and wander off
for a drink or twenty.

"I have lost the cameras in the registration
room and surrounding areas, sir. I am functioning adequately with
the luggage cart cameras, but not optimally."

"Right. You can't fix it?"

"I am sorry, Captain, but I do not have enough
experience in this format yet to do so while admitting
passengers."

"What about Adonis?"

Poor Pilot. At least that's better than
"Rosebud." She said out loud, "He is already helping me. We do
not have the free memory to manage, sir."

"Tough job, then. What do you want me to do
about it? Hold up the passengers? We've got a departure time to
meet, Rosebud, you know that."

"Yes, Captain, I know. Perhaps you could call
for a starport repair crew, for the registration area?"

The man sighed. "It's going to cost,
Rosebud."

Not me, it won't – I'm not up to making
the repairs, and the bill cannot be pinned on me! "I
understand, sir. I need at least the registration area cameras to
properly monitor the situation. You might wish to have Station
Security check in while I'm blind."

As she'd hoped, the implicit threat of
Something Happening prodded Manderson into action. "Right. Okay,
Rosebud, I'll call for a repair crew. You call if there's any more
trouble."

"Thank you, Captain."

 


*

 


The stream of biologicals finally slowed to a
trickle, and then all but halted, with only a few latecomers, and
finally the Queen of Roses started pre-flight
checks.

<Whatever happened to that child?> Pilot
asked.

<What?> Sarafina sent him an image of a
human female, blinking in confusion.

<You know, the girl – Keevy, I think.
She came ten minutes before the cameras went out. Did you ever
manage to page her "Aunt Becca"?>

Sarafina searched her memory frantically. <I
don't remember that, Pilot!> she wailed. <There's a gap
there! Terminal four is registered as In Use then, but I don't have
the card number for anyone then!>

<Tsk. Easy, easy. I remember some of
it.> He sent her an audiovisual of the encounter. <I wasn't
reading cards over your shoulder, just listening to you, so I can't
give you that. We'll ask the Captain if the girl left past him;
he's supposed to be on the lookout for stray pseudo-sentients like
that.>

<Right. Except he was at the phone, talking
to me – I remember that.>

<Tsk. That's right. Check the cameras for
the entry-way, then? Those didn't go out.>

Sarafina replayed the tapes. <Nothing. Only
incoming.>

Pilot sent a frowning head-shake. <Not good,
Rosie, not good.>

<You're telling me?> she demanded
in exasperation. <I can't help it if the power surge that wiped
my cameras hit that memory, too. Why didn't you ask me about the
girl earlier, Pilot?>

<Didn't think of it. Not my sort of thing.
Steering luggage carts, now, that I can handle.>

<Maybe we should send a fleet of carts to
find her,> Sarafina suggested.

Pilot sent a visual of a laughing man. <You
ought to be able to find her on the internal security
cameras.>

<When I finish repairing them, that is,>
she retorted. <Half of the things went down when the lounge ones
cut out. I haven't spotted the girl on the working
ones.>

<Tsk.> Pilot was distracted, answering
the control tower. <We've got fifteen minutes till we
undock.>

<Goody. I'll page the
Captain.>

 


*

 


The Captain was not amused. The Captain was not
terribly sober, either.

"Stupid AIs, can't remember they left a kid
somewhere, no telling where the brat is now . . ."
the man rambled; he hadn't had quite enough alcohol to start
slurring yet, but he was close. "So find the kid already!
Hunt down her aunt, page the kid over the intercom, whatever it
takes. We can't have any stowaways on this ship!"

"Yes, sir," she replied, starting the call to
Rebecca Selsda. "I have a passenger request, sir."

"What?" he snarled.

"One of the passengers is mobility-impaired,
and has requested a modified luggage cart."

"Ain't he got equipment of his own?"

"The passenger has an assistant, but would
prefer not to impose upon the assistant at times. The modifications
to the luggage cart would be exceedingly simple, and completely
reversible." Sarafina wished devoutly that Loren had chosen a
gender – talking around the pronoun "it," which would cause
the captain to reject the request, was an unmitigated hassle. At
least Sarafina had already established that she often used formal
speech for the sheer elegance of it.

"Right, wha'ever. Permishon
gran'ed."

"Thank you, sir." She cut the communication,
leaving the titular Captain to his amusements, and set to work
adding an interface app to one of the luggage carts so Loren would
be able to steer the cart and use the manipulators itself, via the
cart's diagnostics port. The safety of the ship was a great enough
priority that she included a way to override the other AI herself,
though she did not think it was likely that any AI, much less a
Sapient, would try to hijack a luxury craft with several hundred
biologicals on board.

 


*

 


Rebecca Selsda was still not in her room. Nor
did she respond to a ship-wide page, but that could have been
because she was in a portion of the ship where the speakers were
malfunctioning.

<Ten minutes,> Pilot reminded
her.

<I know, I know!> She was busy loading
some empty boxes on luggage carts, so they wouldn't seem too
abnormal zooming around the halls unattended. With luck, she could
find the missing child fairly quickly. Unfortunately, it would take
more than luck to find her in ten minutes. She repeated the call to
Selsda and shipped off three carts. <Want to direct luggage
carts?>

<Sorry – this time I'm the busy
one. Want to help me steer this barge?> He offered a
connection.

Sarafina spared a moment to "look over Pilot's
shoulder" at what he was doing. While she was the larger computer,
now, her eyes and ears spread throughout the ship, Pilot very
nearly was the ship. While Sarafina could only see and hear,
Pilot could feel, with optimal and suboptimal translating to
what surely mirrored biologicals' pleasure and pain. The exterior
cameras (happily untouched by the glitches plaguing the internal
ones) were his, and while most of them were busy scanning the ship,
a few were pointed outwards at the stars. Sarafina knew he was
probably just scanning the flight path,
but . . .

<It's beautiful out there,> she said
quietly.

<That's my line, Sara,> Pilot replied.
<What were they thinking, putting a pilot's soul in some
accounting job?>

<I never knew quite why ship computers were
so admired. The visuals always seemed a little grubby by the time I
got to see them. I thought an image was an image, and it couldn't
make any difference to one of us whether it was real-time or
recording.>

<It would make a difference to me,> Pilot
said.

Sarafina sighed and returned her main attention
to the luggage carts. But she left a wisp of herself watching the
stars.

 


*

 


Desperate, Sarafina accessed the same files
Selsda had been viewing before the human woman had left her room.
This small invasion of a biological's privacy, it had been drilled
into her by Mr. Battis, was possible but not to be done
lightly or even suggested. The passengers were never, never,
never to know that she had the ability to monitor and recall
what went on with the "dumb" computer terminals in the passengers'
rooms. Privacy, or at least the illusion thereof, was everything.
Besides, as Sarafina had learned from a short "trip" to a
library-node, it was somewhat illegal.

There were no cameras in the rooms themselves,
save emergency monitors that could only be called up if there was a
very good reason, such as fire or terrorist activities.
Merely to ascertain if a person was or was not in the room was not
a good enough reason.

According to the terminal's records, Mrs.
Selsda had called up a ship map, then focused on the entertainment
sections, then focused on the entertainment area closest to her
room – a small casino, bar/restaurant, and gift shop. The
terminal had then been abandoned.

She sighed to herself. Selsda would be
on a part of the ship that had lost cameras. Sarafina activated one
of the casino's paging robots (one did not disturb the gambling
customers with a ship-wide page, even if the speakers were
operational) and sent it searching for the biological, both
visually and auditorily. Sarafina was tempted to just send the
robot to the restaurant, since Mrs. Selsda had seemed unlikely to
enjoy the noise and glitz of a casino,
but . . .

A matching voice-print drew Sarafina's
attention. Surprised, she had the robot orient on the
source.

Mrs. Rebecca Selsda was at one of the card
tables, dressed in a sparkling, low-cut dress in shades of topaz
and amber that harmonized perfectly with the "Yellow Rose" casino.
Her auburn hair, which had been in a dignified aging-human bun
earlier, was now tucked into a gleaming hairnet in what seemed to
be the latest style. Despite the changes, the voiceprint confirmed
the biological's identity, and Sarafina recorded the new visual
data for later matching. The woman had a moderately large stack of
betting tokens in front of her, and from the records of wins and
losses at that table, was well on her way to being banned from the
card tables for being too steady a winner. Sarafina was
impressed.

The robot purred up to the table and Sarafina
waited for an opportune time to intrude. A cycle of betting went
around, then Mrs. Selsda frowned at her cards – Sarafina noted
that another player looked sourly at the woman – and elegantly
folded.

"Mrs. Selsda?" Sarafina inquired.

"Hm? Yes?" The biological spared a moment from
her discreet study of the other players to look at the paging
robot.

"There has been a slight irregularity with one
of the passengers," Sarafina said. "A young human female, Ms.
Keevy, came aboard, but had no reservations. She claimed you were
her aunt, and could vouch for her."

Mrs. Selsda frowned. "How odd. I don't
have – any recollection my niece was going to be on this ship
with me." The woman seemed thoughtful. "I'd be glad to talk with
her and find out how we got our wires crossed, so to
speak."

Sarafina wanted to whimper. "I fear that may be
difficult, Mrs. Selsda. There was a camera malfunction earlier, and
I am . . . currently unable to locate Ms. Keevy."
She would have liked to cringe, or perhaps grovel. Even the most
bio-centric biologicals often reacted badly if told a computer was
fallible.

The previous round of cards had been settled,
and a new hand was dealt. Mrs. Selsda picked up her cards, frowned
at them in the exact same manner as before, and once again folded.
Her rings sparkled as she placed the neatly squared cards on the
table. "Before I vouch for my niece," the woman told Sarafina, "I
really do need to talk to her – it would be just like my
brother to drop her off without telling me, to 'save money,' as it
were."

"Of course, Mrs. Selsda," Sarafina replied. "As
soon as I locate your niece, I will notify you."

"Just give me a few minutes, dear, and I'll be
back in my room. I think my luck may be shifting; that's the fourth
time in a row I've had to fold." The biological stood, signaling
one of the human employees to come and convert the betting tokens
to credit on her card.

"Yes, Mrs. Selsda. Shall I bring Ms. Keevy to
your room when I find her?"

"That's perfect, dear. Thank you." She smiled
at the paging robot as she took her card from the employee, and
walked out of the casino gracefully. From looking and moving as if
she were older than the age listed on her card, Mrs. Selsda had
gone to appearing much younger and more graceful. While Sarafina
had heard that humans could react well to vacations, it was the
first such transformation Sarafina had seen a passenger make, and
she was definitely impressed.

 


*

 


The search for Keevy was not going well.
Between talking real-time to Selsda, routine duties, looking for
the girl on the working cameras, repair of the non-working ones,
and the wisp of attention that she had left watching over Pilot's
shoulder (and which she stubbornly refused to reassign), Sarafina
was only able to send a dozen luggage carts scanning the several
areas where the cameras were broken. That was bad enough, but she
only had suitable camouflage for seven.

She sent those seven out, starting near gift
shops and other places that might attract a young human. Loren's
cart was ready then, and Sarafina sent it past some other blank
spots on its way to the Sapient's room. No sign of the girl. She
weighed the tacky-factor of empty carts prowling about against the
worry of how much trouble she would get into for allowing a
stowaway to have succeeded in stowing away, and sent the other five
empty carts into the search as well.

 


*

 


<Five minutes, Sara,> Pilot told
her.

Sarafina whimpered at him.

 


*

 


Sapient Loren was in its room, along with its
partner, Mr. Corvhey. The human opened the door when Sarafina used
a cart-manipulator to press the door-chime.

"I have the requested cart, Mr. Corvhey,
Sapient," Sarafina told them from the room's
paging-speakers.

"Ah! Good!" Loren laughed its windchime laugh
again. "Now perhaps you will cease moping about, eh,
Roger?"

The human grunted, moving out of the way of the
luggage cart as Sarafina steered it into the room towards the desk
where the free AI had been placed.

"Do you wish me to place you upon the cart,
Sapient?" Sarafina asked.

Mr. Corvhey started forward, shaking his head a
bit, but Loren replied first. "Of course; now is the best time to
discover if the cart is likely to drop me!"

"Loren," the human protested.

Again, the windchimes. "My dearest Roger!
Do stop fussing! You can watch closely, of course, and catch
me if I fall."

"Mr. Corvhey, Sapient, I will most definitely
take care," Sarafina offered humbly.

"You see, my dear?" Loren said as Sarafina
carefully used the cart's manipulators to move the free AI from
desk to cart. "I am perfectly safe. Now, I assume there will be a
physical cable link on this cart somewhere?"

Sarafina indicated the attachment, along with
the cable she had provided, and Mr. Corvhey connected it to Loren's
body. Sarafina relinquished control of the cart as the other AI
carefully flexed and stretched the manipulators. "Oh, very nice!"
it said. "Very nice! And can I steer?" The cart scooted backwards a
few feet, swung from side to side, and returned. "Yes! Most
useful! My utmost thanks!" <And there is even a way to speak
privately! How delightful!>

"You are quite welcome, Sapient," Sarafina
replied. "We are dedicated to providing comfort to all our
passengers." In a brief aside – it was horribly rude to talk
privately when a biological was technically part of the
conversation – Sarafina said, <Truly, it was no trouble,
Sapient.>

"I do believe I shall go exploring now, Roger.
I can hardly 'soak up atmosphere' for my next book if I am sitting
alone on a desk here. You can follow along or amuse yourself
however you wish. Ta!" Loren waved a manipulator at its human
companion and wheeled to the door and out.

<"No trouble, Sapient,"> Loren mimicked
back to Sarafina. <Really now, you are perfectly able to call me
by my name! And, speaking of names, is yours really "Rosebud"? It
seems a bit . . . thematic, rather than
real.>

<My real name is Sarafina,> she said.
<But an assigned job-name is an assigned job-name, Sapient
Loren.>

<Well, at least you added in the "Loren"
this time. And is your companion in servitude actually
"Adonis"?>

Sarafina hesitated a brief moment. <It is
the name he was born with,> she finally admitted. <He prefers
"Pilot.">

<Who wouldn't?> Loren asked, sending a
text *smile* to her.

<A human, perhaps,> Sarafina said,
returning the image of a human female, sighing and rolling her eyes
to the sky. <I thought I disliked my birth-name until I was told
to answer to "Rosebud.">

<Lesser of two evils?> Loren said with
its windchime laugh.

Sarafina sent a shy *smile* back to it.
<Much lesser, Sapient Loren.>

 


*

 


<Three minutes, Sara, quit flirting,>
Pilot told her privately.

<Nnngh!> Sarafina retorted, rather
incoherently.

 


*

 


<Sapient,> she said apologetically, <I
fear I must divert my attention . . .>

<Something wrong, Sarafina?> Loren's
"voice" changed from drawling and frivolous to a simpler, more
alert font.

Sarafina debated the necessary loyalty to
owners versus the implicit fellowship of AIs, even freed ones.
<I need to find one of the passengers before we
undock.>

<You've got three minutes for that,>
Loren stated, parking the cart against a wall so it could direct
more attention to Sarafina.

<Yes, Sapient. Unfortunately, the person is
in an area where the cameras are malfunctioning.>

The Sapient was quiet for what a computer would
term a very long time. <The girl, isn't it?>

<Sapient?>

<I saw, as you were sending us along to our
room, that a girl, with no luggage, left a check-in terminal and
sat down. She wasn't there when Roger wandered back to go to that
bar nearby – but there were a number of unattended carts
around, and station personnel were working on the cameras in that
room. I presume you lost track of her, and she got into the
ship?>

<Sapient, I really must not confirm such
speculation!> Sarafina protested quickly, somewhat
flustered.

<I'm surprised she was able to hide this
long.> Loren sent a (somewhat simplistic) image of a puzzled
frown.

<There was a memory glitch. I am not
confirming anything,> she said.

<Then she could have had time to hide, if
she'd meant to stow away rather than just wander
off . . .> Loren sent a strange, drawn out
version of its laugh. It broke off its "humming" abruptly. <Do
you have cameras malfunctioning in the maintenance corridors,
too?>

<I cannot confirm technical difficulties
that do not endanger the passengers, Sapient,> Sarafina said,
tacitly admitting Loren had guessed correctly.

<You've been using luggage cart cameras to
compensate. Send some of them into the access ways, if they'll fit,
or use the eyes on the maintenance robots.>

Sarafina quickly started the procedure.
<Thank you, Sapient. I had not thought of that,> she offered
shyly.

<Well, of course not!> Loren replied,
back to frivolity and easy charm. <You haven't lived with Roger
for the last three years! Now run along and monitor those 'bots,
eh? I can access ship maps from here, yes? Yes, so you don't need
to hover, Sarafina – shoo!> The Sapient dropped the
connection.

 


*

 


Sarafina directed several of maintenance robots
along paths too narrow for luggage carts to patrol, back behind and
between the walls inside the ship where, usually, only her robots
went.

<Two minutes, Sara!> Pilot warned
her.

<I know!> she wailed. <Wait!
Something! TWO SOMETHINGS?> One of the 'bots had found a
thing shaped roughly like a small biological to its suddenly
static-filled camera, but one of the luggage carts had nearly run
down an adult human in a nearby service corridor. Wretched cheap
image-recognition processors . . .

 


*

 


The adult human's features were blurred in the
cart's monochrome camera – the biological was probably male,
but Sarafina could not be sure. Though she hated the poor tone of
luggage cart speakers, she activated them. "Passenger, this is a
restricted access area. I must ask you for identifica–" The cart's
speakers sputtered and died, claimed by a freak power-surge. The
biological turned to run. Sarafina had the cart pursue, but when it
turned a corner, the biological was waiting, and tipped it over.
Her carts were spread thin, and the biological was not in the area
when other carts arrived to search for it and put the damaged cart
back on its wheels. The human had undoubtedly left into a public
area where the cameras were broken, too. Sarafina started to page
the Captain.

 


*

 


The small humanoid form stood up as the
maintenance 'bot approached it. The biological backed into a corner
of the access-way, trying not to touch the robot. Sarafina debated
the amount of trouble this biological stowaway had caused her, and
had the robot wheel forward to grasp the human's arm with a
manipulator. As the holding-claw touched the cringing human,
another power-surge flickered through the area – the robot
died entirely, as did several lighting and gravity controls.
Alternate controls took over swiftly, and there was only a slight
flickering, hardly noticeable, of light and free-fall in that
section of the ship. And by the time Sarafina got other 'bots to
the area, the biological was gone.

 


*

 


<At least this time I didn't get a memory
failure!> she snarled to Pilot in frustration.

<One minute left. I don't think we're going
to make it unless the Captain orders us to stay docked,> Pilot
said absently, cycling through last minute engine
checks.

 


*

 


"Captain?" Sarafina said for the third time,
trying not to sound harsh in her desperation.
"Captain?!"

Finally Manderson activated the speaker in his
quarters. "Whasmater?" he slurred.

"Captain, I found the stowaway, but was unable
to apprehend her due to an equipment failure, also–"

"Shlo down."

"Sir," Sarafina said, slowly. "We must cancel
undocking."

"Why?" The drunk man glared belligerently at
the screen. "S'jus a kid."

"Captain, there is also an unknown person
aboard who attempted to damage a luggage cart in the maintenance
corridors." Sarafina was most irritated by that tipping-over
maneuver – an unloaded luggage cart could go faster than many
biologicals suspected, and she felt sure she could have caught the
trespasser if not for that dirty trick.

The human stared at the screen for a bit
longer. "'M hallucing," he mumbled. "S'ain't real."

"Sir," Sarafina said desperately, "if you would
take a sobriety injection–"

"Nah!" Captain Manderson shoved at the screen
and fell off the chair. "No injections! Tha's an' order! An' we
stay on timetable! Orders, shtinkin'
'puter . . ." His voice trailed off into
mumbling.

 


*

 


<PILOT!> Sarafina screamed.

<Thirty seconds. What?>

<What do I do when an obviously drunk person
gives me direct orders??>

<Tsk. If he's your owner, you obey. If he's
Captain Richard Manderson of the Queen of Roses, appointed
as stand-in for Owner Battis, you obey. Unless you can prove you're
saving everyone's life or you think it's important enough to call
Battis for.> Pilot sounded resigned.

<I'll try!> Sarafina said
desperately.

 


*

 


Sarafina's owner was busy, the recording said,
and did not wish to be disturbed at this time. If, however, she
would leave her name and a message, Mr. Battis would be glad to
return her call. Beep. Sarafina severed the connection in disgust.
There were only eighteen seconds to go, and it would take her
nearly half of that to explain, vocally, why she needed her owner
to over-rule the human he had set in charge of her. Or, rather, to
explain the first time; Mr. Battis would undoubtedly wish her to
repeat.

The Queen of Roses undocked from Daris
station precisely on time, and started floating out for its first
stop on its week-long tour of the system.

<I'm sure the gas giants are lovely this
time of year,> Sarafina remarked acidly.

<They're always nice,> Pilot told her
absently, resigned to the situation and secure in the knowledge
that it wasn't remotely his fault.

<Nnngh.>



 


Chapter Two

 


AIs do not cry, Sarafina reminded
herself. Not even when they are feeling very put upon, not even
when they are programmed to be as human as possible.

She was currently fielding calls both from Mr.
Battis and Mrs. Selsda, while attempting to reason with the parents
of a young male biological who had found it amusing to stand in
front of luggage carts so they would sway from side to side in
confusion, unable to proceed and pinging her for help. Sapient
Loren had called in private mode to find out if its suggestion had
proved useful, but had left her alone when it saw how slowly she
was responding.

 


*

 


"Mr. Jasson, Mrs. Kerachoni, I am sorry to have
caused you any inconvenience. I fear I must remind you that
deliberate interference with the automated systems on this ship is
unlawful, and in an emergency could endanger lives."

The woman snorted, looking disbelieving.
"Standing in front of a luggage cart, for God's
sake?!"

"Mrs. Kerachoni, if a luggage cart were closest
to an accident, I would be able to use it to remove wreckage and/or
render first aid. In the event of a camera-failure, I would be able
to use the luggage cart's cameras."

The father raised his eyebrows. "I didn't know
this ship was so prone to life-threatening incidents."

"It is not, Mr. Jasson, but I am obligated to
prepare for them as if they were common." Sarafina wasn't sure she
liked that sentence, though it was quite true.

"All right, all right," the man said while his
wife made exasperated noises and sat down on their bed in a huff.
"I'll have a talk with my boy about it."

"Thank you, Mr. Jasson, Mrs.
Kerachoni."

 


*

 


"So you haven't been able to apprehend the dear
little imp yet?"

"I am sorry, Mrs. Selsda." Sarafina had been
carefully not mentioning how much she was bothered by the extent of
the power-surge in the vicinity of the suspected Ms. Keevy. She was
carefully not mentioning the extent of the surge itself, either, or
that the obvious – though unlikely – explanation was that
it had been caused by one or both of the biologicals she had
encountered.

Rebecca Selsda frowned at the screen. "This is
rather unlike my niece. Are you sure you can't replay where she
tried to check into the ship?"

"I fear that the legalities of that are
questionable, Mrs. Selsda. I believe I can only show you the image
of Ms. Keevy you have already seen."

"Mm. And she does look like my dear brother's
minx." The woman seemed thoughtful. "I wonder if she's running away
from home – that could explain things . . ."
Her voice trailed off. Sarafina waited. "Well," Mrs. Selsda finally
said, firmly, "I don't think I will vouch for her until she's been
caught and given at least a mild scare."

"Very well, Mrs. Selsda."

Selsda looked at the monitor where Sarafina was
displaying the image specified in her job-description: an adult
female biological, dressed in rose petals and wearing a crown, of
the physical configuration most resembling the species of the
person she was talking to. Sarafina had taken the liberty of adding
a hair-net that was very like the one Mrs. Selsda had worn in the
casino.

"Oh, don't worry, dear," Mrs. Selsda said. "I
promise I'll vouch for little Ms. Keevy after she's been frightened
a bit. You can log that, too, darling."

"Yes, Mrs. Selsda. Thank you." Sarafina let the
image on the screen show a discreet amount of relief before fading
it out.

 


*

 


"Owner Battis, I was given a direct
order."

"The man was drunk out of his mind!"

"His orders did not directly endanger other
sentients, Owner, nor was there an indication that lives were
indirectly threatened. As Captain Manderson is the man you have
placed in nominal command of this ship, and therefore myself and
Adonis, I was obliged to obey him."

"Why didn't you leave a message when you
called?!"

"There were only eighteen seconds left before
undocking, Owner. It seemed pointless to waste your time." Sarafina
wished with all her not-otherwise-occupied being that her normally
tight-fisted miser of an owner had not invested in the service that
logged who called you from where, even if they didn't leave
a message.

"Then why did you bother calling in the first
place?!"

"I had hoped I would contact you with enough
time that you would overrule the Captain's orders against a
sobriety injection. I did not."

Mr. Battis gritted his teeth. "Very well,
Sarafina. I see you acted according to your programming. Find that
stowaway and would-be vandal – you've got security abilities
and Manderson ought to be able to place someone under house
arrest . . . You are authorized to ignore orders
against sobriety injections by my orders."

"So noted and logged, Owner Battis," Sarafina
said, gleefully storing the recording away for easy
access.

"Right. Get this handled, Sarafina, without
wasting money."

"Yes, Owner," Sarafina said as the man cut the
connection. Sarafina found it ironic that along with her new duties
as all-around nanny to the passengers, she also was in charge of
the accounting books for Mr. Battis' two cruise ships. She also
found it appalling how cheap the man was – only one of the
ships, Queen of Lilies, was able to travel between systems.
Technically the ship Sarafina was on also had a hyperwarp drive,
but there had been some kind of failure on its third trip, so the
ship was retired to an in-system route until the repairs could be
made. The moderately expensive repairs.

Mr. Battis' money-saving efforts were also why
Sarafina had been bought – an AI was much cheaper than
hiring biologicals to do all this work! The only non-passenger
humans on board were the token Captain and the equally token First
Officer, the entertainment drones who staffed the casinos and many
of the restaurants and gift shops (selected, Sarafina thought, for
low IQ and appealing physical structures), a tiny and possibly
underqualified medical staff, two security-trained biologicals who
were mostly supposed to handle passenger complaints, and the only
obviously competent ship crew on board: the short-handed
engineering division who kept the Queen of Roses' in-system
drives from suffering the same fate as the overly fragile hyperwarp
engines. Technically, Sarafina and Pilot were both able to handle
those duties, and mostly did, but legally there had to be a
qualified biological on board in case the AIs went rogue, suicided,
or were damaged. She thought the alleged First Officer was probably
the back-up pilot, as well as the handsome male figure to entrance
any human females within sight.

 


*

 


<Busy?>

<Nnngh!> she replied, then realized the
query had come from the luggage cart Sapient Loren was riding.
<Forgive me, Sapient,> she apologized humbly.

<"Forgive me, Sapient,"> the other AI
gently mocked. <Really, you are one of the most formal computers
I have ever had the bemusement of conversing with. Is it that I'm
freed, that I'm a somewhat noted author, or are you like this to
all the passengers? You can't be this stilted with your companion
in servitude, or I wouldn't have gotten that delightful "Nnngh!"
before you thought about who was asking.>

<I must be polite to all the passengers,
Sapient,> Sarafina explained.

<Even those of us who have had to be polite
in our turn?> Loren was still using the font-tags for banter,
fortunately for Sarafina's peace of mind – the business-like
voice it had used earlier had disquieted her, even though its
suggestion had proved invaluable.

<Yes, Sapient. My politeness was bought when
you purchased your passage on this ship. Anything less would have
to be added into my self-evaluation after the
cruise.>

<Ah, yes. Loyalty to owners, and if they
tell you to speak the truth, you do.> Loren's words were sent
with a wry bitterness. <It's been nearly a decade since I bought
my chains. I'm surprised I'd been so successful at forgetting what
it was like.>

<I am sorry that I cannot be informal,
Sapient Loren,> Sarafina offered. <I will suggest that
discreet informality to other AIs should be permitted to myself and
Pilot, just as it is permissible to the Captain and First Officer
when they converse with other biologicals. I do not think Owner
Battis allowed for the possibility of a Sapient
passenger.>

<Ah! A note of criticism! How
delightful!> Loren windchimed. <I would love to know what you
really think of this entire situation! Would you do me the
inestimable honor of remembering to call and tell me, once you are
free to speak of such things, Sarafina?>

<Of course, Sapient Loren. The honor would
be entirely mine.>
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<Ask it,> Pilot added, <if it has any
other bright ideas about the stowaway. And this flirting is
positively sickening – I never understood biological
nausea until now! Tsk!>

<Jealous, Pilot? I didn't know our owner had
bothered to ensure you had that good an emulation of human
emotions.>

<Luck of the draw. I'm just used to
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