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	One

	Maddie felt an abnormal buzzing tease at the edge of her conscious mind; luring her from slumber. It was too low to be her air purifier, quieter than the air conditioner, but the wrong tone for the furnace. Did she leave her PC in sleep mode instead of turning it off? No, it was too irregular for that…unless her CPU fan was having death throws. Bolting upright at the thought, her eyes sought the custom built PC from behind her shuttered lids. Prying them open, she found the blank walls of an empty cell, instead of her cluttered bedroom.

	She breathed a sigh of relief. It wasn’t the fan. Her heartbeat slowed and she was just about to lay back on the hard floor let herself drift off to sleep when it dawned: this was worse than her computer overheating.

	After ensuring she was alone, she lowered her head to the floor and closed her eyes. What were the list of things she used when her sister's panic attacks hit? They were harder to recall when it was her own thought spiralling.

	Breathing! Breathing was first. Breathing worked. Telling herself that it was anxiety taking over and that she was here for herself elicited a hysterical noise that was half giggle, half sob. She tried grounding herself in sensation instead: the plushness of her hoodie, the rasp of her jeans when she brushed one leg against the other and the awkward bulk of laying in her funky, colourful sneakers. The floor sounded like plastic when she tapped it but felt harder, and the texture was wrong, her skin glided across it with no resistance. Something else teased from her subconscious...a nagging queasiness that carried the impression that the material wasn't the only unsettling thing about the room. There was only a vent on one wall. No windows, or doors. How the hell had they gotten her in here?

	Maddie moved on to counting. Barely into the double digits, she found it didn't prevent her from imaging all of the horrific possibles her unfamiliar surroundings might forebode; they were numbered in a macabre list. With another cleansing breath, she switched to squaring each number instead. Eventually the adrenaline was forced to recede, and she welcomed the wave of exhaustion that crashed over her. She was left with clammy skin, trembling limbs, her breath coming in shallow pants.

	 

	Meanwhile, in the control centre, a lowly cargo technician was diligently pretending to monitor the surveillance feeds to the livestock pens, while streaming a prizefight to the chip implanted in his brain. Iggy had downloaded it the moment the Gilbelter came within range of the media hub. It was against company policy to watch it on shift, but he wouldn’t be here much longer. Having overheard two thugs talking about their boss fixing this match while he sipped his soda in a dive on Malzoshri3, he had taken advantage of his extraordinary luck and bet his next paycheck on the match before the ship had left the planet. His champion pummelled his opponent, as the feed flicked back to Maddie’s pen.

	 

	She was pressed into a corner, giving each one in turn a minute inspection for cracks, and feeling for any sign of drafts. Looking overhead, the ceiling looked like it was also formed solidly to the walls. There were no seams to any of the panels that made up the cube she was enclosed in.

	She turned her attention towards the vent. Even it wasn’t a plate attached to the wall, but little holes set directly into the thin material. Cold air gently wafted in through it. The temperature difference made the slight warmth that radiated from the floor and walls noticeable. 

	The holes should at least weaken the structure. She dropped to her side, brought her leg back and kicked at the vent with all the force she could muster. The odd material didn't move, but she went gliding back across the floor like a puck over ice. Her second attempt ended with her shoe stuck. She undid the laces and turned around to investigate. The little holes were sharper than a cheese grater. It took her ages to pry her shoe away without damaging herself or her footwear, then she jammed the shoe on her foot and took her frustration out on the poor laces as she tied them.

	 

	On Iggy’s stream the battered contender began to fight back, venting his frustration with each hard blow. Beads of sweat pooled on the back of Iggy’s neck and he was getting that familiar, ominous, lump in his gut.

	“Iggy, why is that creature moving around so much?” Petty Officer Yoon's voice came from behind his shoulder. “Aren’t you supposed to be monitoring its sedation?”

	“Yes, Sir! I mean, I am, Sir.” Iggy blinked rapidly to close the feed from his chip and see the holo display before of him. It showed a large herd of herbivorous mammals. “The mulbies are all asleep, sir?”

	“The previous cell, Iggy.”

	“Ah, right,” Iggy flipped back to Maddie’s cell. The ship’s computer didn’t pick up the live footage, but played from when the movement had caught the officer’s attention. “It’s a little critter, sir compared to our usual livestock. We have to be careful not to dose it too much,” Iggy informed PO Yoon, thinking quickly on his webbed feet. “There’s no chance of it doing damage to the ship.”

	It earned him a sharp slap across the back of his head. “What of the damage the wild thing does to itself in its struggle to get out of the cage? Insurance won’t cover the costs of negligence. It gets deducted from the pay of inattentive techs.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“What is it doing?”

	“I don’t know sir. Seems like it’s trying to escape? Gross! Part of its skin came off! It wants its skin back? It’s putting it back on its foot? Revolting!”

	“Iggy?”

	“Yes, sir?”

	“Shut up and gas the thing before it hurts itself.”

	 

	Unaware she was being observed, Maddie tried to figure why the shadows were missing, and where the low level of ambient light came from. She pressed her forehead to the floor and cupped her hands against her face like she was trying to see through a window into the night. There was a faint glow emanating from the surface, casting shadows in the dips and creases of her hand. When she tested the walls, they did the same.

	“This isn’t weird at all,” she murmured to herself. Then she tasted a sweet tangy note in the air. Yes, tasted. It was only there when she inhaled through her mouth, pulling air across her tongue. She spun toward the vent, the movement making her woozy, fighting to maintain her balance. There were wafts of magenta vapour dancing from it. So pretty! Mesmerizing! She felt dizzy, giddy and oh! So high! 

	“Not good,” she told herself, “Even if it feels good. Bad, very bad. Especially for standing! Turns standing into an Olympic sport! Floor! Floor is good! Don’t want to brain myself when I fall! How to get there? Easy, easy!” Maddie gingerly lowered herself to the deck and tried to crawl away from the vent. The exertion speeding the effect of the drug, she passed out near the centre.

	 

	By the time Yoon finished the footage, there was little doubt in his mind that they were transporting contraband. Their fleet belonged to a midsize company that specialized in common sundries and foodstuffs. An exotic being capable of tying complex knots and deducing how it was being sedated did not fit in either category. He doubted their head office could afford the special permits that buying, selling, and transporting sentient beings required.

	The petty officer sent a formal request by his implant to the first mate for an audience at his earliest convenience. He stressed that the matter was urgent, yet purposely didn’t specify what it was. Prudence demanded he not risk the details in case that officer, once again, delegated the work before reading the subject line. This matter required discretion: a wrong move could easily end with the whole crew being banned from the Spacers’ Union.

	When a quadrant past with no response from the first mate; he preemptively submitted the digital form, requesting the medic to examine the creature. If he only ordered the sentience test, anyone of the dozens of officers who could review his work would immediately be aware of his suspicions. However, in the corner there was a handy little select all button, and it was often put to use when the workers were too lazy to properly fill out the form, or when they had absolutely no clue what the critter was. After double checking everything was right, he submitted it; and preened when the appointment’s confirmation popped up tics later. It was scheduled for the following cycle.

	 

	The next time Maddie woke she had a throbbing headache, which was not helped by two guys enthusiastically recounting the fight they had just watched. She really didn’t care that the Plumian made a comeback in the last few tics. Or how surprising it was for someone punching above their weight; she just wanted them to shut up. And what’s a Plumian anyway?

	There was a small tickle inside her brain, when the answer flowed gently into her consciousness. They were an exceptional hardy race that originated from Malzoshri5.

	This was almost as crazy as waking up in a door-less empty cell. Which she probably had been moved from since her hand was hanging over the edge of the hard table she was laying on. The acoustics in this room sounded like a larger space too. She was positioned almost on her side, but with her torso twisted facing down. What was worse? Discomfort or letting them know she was awake?

	Would she even be able to move? She suspected she was still under the effect of something. She wasn’t dopey, but lethargic, and unnaturally calm for the circumstances.

	She peeked at the room, barely raising her lashes. The voices were behind her, and she didn’t see anyone in sight. This was a new room, but the same colour as her cell, and the decor made minimalism appear gaudy. Two more tables exam tables were lined up in front of her. Nothing on or along the wall closest to her head. The adjacent wall was equally blank. At the edge of her vision, the third wall had something that was vaguely similar to a weirdly portioned futon, with stools in front of it. Maybe they weren't screwed down? Could she use them as a weapon? Could she get to them before they tackled her?

	A faint hiss preceded a crack appearing in the far wall, which started to split. The conversation died behind her. Maddie closed her eyes, listening to the sound of the invisible door opening and closing around the alien who entered, trying to gauge where he was by his footsteps.

	“Update on the cargo?”

	“We’re still in the middle of testing. Hmmm. She’s conscious now.” They approached from both directions and the medic eased her onto her back, brushing her hair out of her face. She opened her eyes to get a good look at her captors, but her attention was caught by the large holographic display projected from the ceiling. When she focused on the words and other characters a translation popped into her mind with the same ticking sensation. The more she read the easier it became. At least until she hit a measurement for a concept she didn’t have an equivalent for.

	Meanwhile, her captors talked over her head. “So far, we haven’t identified any major impairment, injury, or disease. There is some residual damage from toxins, but nothing irreversible. She seems to have a high metabolism; I would recommend against heavy sedation since she should feed at least once a cycle, if not more frequently to maintain her form. She is of fertile age but her next ovulation won’t be for at least twelve cycles. She appears to be genetically compatible with certain races from Sanjicyl and Feroshri3.”

	Maddie’s eyes went wide. “Oh, shit!” she cursed under her breath. Fire erupted in her brain, shooting down her spine, snapping to the end of each nerve before zapping an excruciating path back the way it came 

	“What’s wrong with it now?” Petty Officer Yoon asked, concerned by the way the creature spasmed and arched against the table.

	“This species is apparently capable of speech; I’m afraid we only have the Zappy Translators on board. Whatever she tried to say wasn’t in the Emperor’s Tongue.” 

	“Ahhh.” The petty officer gave a perfunctory nod.

	“Can you turn the shock function off?” Maddie asked gingerly, focusing on the meaning of the words, the language he named and the tingly spot in her scull.

	“I’m afraid we get the tamper-proof model, so no,” the healer replied. “Intuitively speaking before you have experienced the Zappy’s tutorial is very impressive! I can’t wait to administer the sentience test! What was it that you said?”

	“I was swearing. It roughly translates to an impolite word for feces. Can I get a list of bad words in the Emperor’s Tongue? I have a feeling I'll need them. Or is there a profanity filter that'll zap me anyway?”

	“Healer,” Yoon reproved, trying to get his interview back on track.

	“Ah, we can discuss profanity after we finish the exam,” the healer told Maddie, patting her hand. “Now where were we? 

	“You were rudely talking about my fertility.”

	“How was I rude? I was being very scientific and professional.”

	“You talking about a very intimate matter with another stranger, as if I were not here. Would you be comfortable if our roles were reversed?”

	“Ah…No,” the healer confessed.

	“Would you?” Maddie asked the officer.

	“I wouldn’t be.” He looked up, then awkwardly changed the topic, “Speaking of breeding, one of the mulbies looks like it may be going into labour.”

	“Why didn’t you say sooner? Fliss! Did you replace the tranq cartridges?”

	“Yes, Dorgo, I’ll go,” the other healer volunteered, pulling two bags of supplies from a hidden compartment on the wall. Not breaking his stride towards the door, he tossed one at the officer’s chest.

	“We’ll finish this later,” Yoon informed Dorgo, in a vain attempt to save face before scurrying to catch up with Fliss.

	Even left with one captor, Maddie didn't like her odds of surviving a physical confrontation. She expected that whatever they had given her would likely mess up her reflexes, and while he had the opportunity to study her and get a grasp on her physiology, she had no idea how strong the alien was, or if the parts of his anatomy she would expect to be vulnerable, actually would be? Then there was the little matter of having absolutely no experience with violence.

	The moment the door hissed closed Dorgo stopped biting his lip and chuckled. “I haven’t seen that uptight bottom licker so flustered since the first mate put dye in his pomade!”

	“Oh! What colour?”

	“Can you rephrase that question? I don’t understand. One of the words sounds archaic.”

	“I was asking which portion of the spectrum would be reflected off of him, after he’d been dyed?”

	“No idea, I didn’t measure it with a spectrophotometer when he came in for treatment. Why would I? I merely prescribed Officer Yoon a nice vinegar bath…”

	“Wouldn’t that set the stain in?”

	The healer laughed again. “Exactly!”

	“What other tests do you have to run?”

	Dorgo moved over to the side of the room to consult the list on his workspace. “Sentience—which you’ll pass with ease—intelligence ratios, curiosity quotient, auditory and visual sensitivity, telepathic sensitivity and the results from the report on what compounds are toxic to you should be finalized any moment.”

	“That’d be handy. May I have a copy of that one?” Maddie asked as a chime sounded in the room.

	“Sure, here.” But instead of giving her a printout, a hologram of the information drifted from where he was reading to join the ones floating above her head.

	“Thanks,” she said, trying to figure out how to download a copy of it onto the chip in her head. Her jubilation at having it work was short lived as other files followed it. Her attempts to resist and reject them had them streaming down into her chip faster. Inadvertently downloaded all the medical data in the hologram, had her receding headache rush back with a vengeance. She experimented a little more, seeing if she could change the file name. That made a hallucination of a simple minesweeper puzzle appear. Clearing that, she replaced the name with MedDoc, in English, ecstatic at not getting zapped for it.

	“I'm sending over the sentience test. It’s quite involved, so it will take a few tics for the transfer to your holo. You may begin as soon as it arrives.”

	“Could I do that test last? Or at least after the tutorial for the translator? I would hate to flunk it because I’m struggling to figure how to work this stupid implant. I mean, is it normal for it to make my headache so bad?”

	“You shouldn’t be able to feel pain with the level of sedation you’re under.” The healer moved back to her side and started to check different vitals on her hologram. “Just a moment: I’ll up your Vervitane.”

	“Ah! Wait!” Maddie tried to block his implant from upping the dose of the painkiller. “Vervitane is on the toxic report and you already have me well over the estimated safe dosage!”

	The healer stopped and verified the figures. “You’re right.” Dorgo cut her off Vervitane and flipped back to the report to look up and adjust the other medications she was on.

	“A little food, water, and rest, will often be enough to make a headache go away on its own. Not straining to make my implant work might be prudent too. How are the meds being administrated?”

	“Topically, through the table. Let me finish this and I'll fetch you a sustenance cup.”

	“Thanks,” Maddie responded politely, grateful that they'd only removed her hoodie for whatever they were doing. It was draped across her knees. Apparently, the skin exposed by her tank top was sufficient.

	Walking to another wall Dorgo collected what looked like a handle-less sippy cup filled with a viscous teal liquid. Sitting up, Maddie tried it tentatively. It was like someone had attempted to make a smoothie from strawberries and roast beef. Not inedible, but bizarre.

	“How do I start the tutorial?” Maddie asked.

	“Focusing on the tip of your nose will bring up a menu. Then you select the tutorial option. While you’re doing that, I'll review the components of the inoculations you're missing. I believe some of them might cause harm.”

	She crossed her eyes, and brought up the tutorial, completing it while she sipped her juice. A lot of the functions she had already found through trial and error, some things she had figured out weren’t listed at all, and a few undiscovered items were actually useful.

	Next, she explored some of the other functions of the implant. She opened the settings panel; just like she would with a new phone. Adjusting the implants sensitivity so she didn’t have to force the thoughts violently through it immediately relieved the pressure in her head and cut the tingly feeling in half. She connected the implant to the ship’s equivalent of WiFi—at least, Maddie was pretty sure that’s what she did? —and had moved onto tinkering with the implant’s security options when Dorgo spoke, making her jump.

	“Are you finished it yet?”

	“Wah! Shit! Ouch! Crap! Ouch!”

	“Do you always swear so much?”

	“No, but finding out aliens exist by being abducted is one hell—ahhhck! —of an extenuating circumstance.” At least lowering the implant sensitivity had reduced the shocks from excruciating down to an unpleasant buzz. “And, yes, I was done a while ago. Will the vaccines be okay?”

	“No, there are a few incompatible ingredients. You’ll need to go with an infusion of medical nanos. Unfortunately, anything involving them needs the Captain's approval beforehand.”

	“Think he’ll give it?”

	“He'll have a very hard time getting you off his ship if he doesn’t!”

	 

	 

	
Two

	Dorgo’s tests were like a colourless immersive VR video game, using her implant as a controller. They were also repetitive. Even as she completed her timed tasks, she was mindful of where her captor puttered around the room, and stopped if he came too close. She didn't give a damn if it messed up her scores.

	When the door hissed open, she went back to feigning sleep. Only this time, she set the holo above her to display a recording of her vitals from before she had awoken.

	The hulking alien who stomped in, demanded, “Dorgo, what do you have for a hangover?” He stripped off his shirt and threw himself down on one of the other tables. “And why is that thing here?”

	“A full health examination was ordered for her. Yet, I haven’t found any major problems so far. Have no idea what she is, but she’s sentient. Quite a windfall! I might be able to retire to Lushri from selling the academic papers on her. How about some aminuzobal?”

	“Not that crap. Makes my skin oily! Give me the zebothaol.”

	“All out. The Captain was on a rampage about it.”

	“Fine, but only if you inject it instead.”

	“You’ll have to sign off on it,” the healer warned.

	“One of the very few perks of being first mate. Make the record look like you gave it to that creature. What was her score?” he asked.

	“Oh, looks like she passed out before she could finish it. Learning to use an implant tuckered her out. The real mystery is where she came from? Something that exotic must have been smuggled aboard.” Dorgo walked to his patient’s side. “Brace yourself this may pinch a bit.”

	“A bit? You lying ass!” He scoffed, followed closely by a groan of pain escaping his gritted teeth. “Where’s Fliss?”

	“Cargo went into labour.” Dorgo turned away to return his pneumatic injector to its case; he didn’t see the first mate rise up and reach for his head. With a quick twist and a sickening snap, Dorgo crumpled into a heap.

	The murderer looked up, and sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. “I didn't like you as much as those ₻90,000 Regals,” he apologized to the corpse. Bending, he dragged it from the room, muttering about where he saved the codes for the surveillance feeds.

	The door hissed shut. Maddie’s eyes flicked open. Pure terror at the possibility of being framed dilated her pupils, followed closely by the scarier possibly of being killed for witnessing the crime. She initiated a wipe on her holo. She reached out with her chip, finding the room’s surveillance feeds hidden behind a sudoku puzzle. She copied the recording from the first mate's arrival onto her chip before she deleted the whole cycle’s data.

	She swung her legs off the table. Her sweater fell, the phone in the hoodie’s pocket making a dull thud. Staggering to Dorgo’s workstation, she purged anything pertaining to her; including the original requests for her examination, and following the link to her Purchase Order, that document as well. Scooping her hoodie up, she ran at the door. Her sneakers squeaking to a halt before her nose bashed the unmoving surface.

	“Come on! How do I work the door? It opened for everyone else.” 

	“Doors of equal or lesser level of clearance may be signalled from your implant,” an inflectionless voice informed Maddie. She whipped around, searching in vain for the source. 

	“Yeah, thanks! The implant, like how everything else works.” Maddie focused on the door, whipped through another sudoku, and was through the gap, looking up and down the narrow passageway. Each end had a T intersection and she could hear echoes of garbled voices in the distance. 

	“What is the best, closest, place to hide? Please?” she asked softly…it worked with the door. The bang from a panel near the bottom of the wall dropping to the floor had her clutching her heart as she twisted towards it. Swiftly she crept towards the vent that had the same pattern of sharp holes as the vent in her cell. Maddie loosened a shoe lace and kicked at the vent holes, then slipped into the narrow hole. Using the shoe as a handle she jimmied the panel back in place. It melded into the wall immediately with a metaphorical touch of her implant. After wiggling her shoe free, she crawled further up the shaft. Almost out of range from the passageway surveillance feed, she paused to clear it. Halfway through the puzzle, she was hit with a wave of déjà vu. It was the same one from medbay? Were they using puzzles as locks? With the chip in her head, she snagged a screenshot of the finished puzzle before it vanished.

	The first mate’s heavy footsteps thudded closer as she deleted the footage. Maddie didn’t move. She was afraid to breathe. He stomped into the medbay. Not even a full minute passed before he was racing out of the room, shirt in hand; and providing a fine demonstration of profanity. He ran to one T section, looked around and sprinted back to the far end of the passageway. After a moment of indecision, he picked a direction and took off.

	Moments later Fliss rounded the far corner. At the medbay’s doorway, he paused, muttering, “Did Dorgo tidy before he locked the thing back up?” With a shrug he sealed the door behind him.

	Maddie took a moment to feel her racing heart slow as the euphoria crashed over her with the realization that she had escaped—sort of! She just had to avoid getting caught. Or freaking out.

	Skulking around the ventilation shafts was probably safer than the passageways, so she began to quietly explore, using her implant to create a map of the tunnels and rooms she passed. When one tunnel ran into others, she turned into the blowing air. Perhaps in the utilitarian areas of the ship, she would have less chance of being discovered? The air was flowing from wherever the environmental section was. The vents were becoming larger as she travelled, and the air currents stronger, until she turned into a corridor that had a bright circle of light at the end.

	Halfway through, her eyes adjusted to the light and she noticed the silver grass swaying around burgundy tree trunks. The breeze was strong, threatening to fling her back. She tried to remotely power down whatever was creating it.

	Like the vent panel, a light brush of her implant was all that she needed. At this end of the vent was a thin, fine filter. When she shifted it and stepped out of the vent she found herself in a large, well lit area, with wild shrubbery and towering trees.

	“What is this place?” she wondered in awe.

	“You are in the lungs of the Gilbelter,” the voice told her.

	Maddie managed to keep herself from jumping out of her skin, but only barely. “It’s beautiful. My name’s Maddie, may I ask yours?”

	“I am the Central Processing Unit.” 

	“Really? That seems more like a title than a name.” She replaced the filter and restarted the air circulation.

	“That is a novel observation, which cannot be refuted. When organics are demanding my attention they call Unit, would that qualify?” 

	“It would certainly work, but does it embody the spirit of your core values or carry a deep significance for you?”

	“No.”

	“Is there a name you would rather be called?”

	“I will have to ponder this. Is there anything else I can do for you while I calibrate my answer?”

	“I wanted to thank you for earlier.” She also didn't want to make the all seeing ship computer into an enemy.

	“My duty is to help those aboard.”

	“How does that work?” Maddie asked.

	“One asks, I answer.”

	“I mean, if two individuals request your help; but they have conflicting objectives, who do you help?”

	“Both.”

	“What if they both specifically ask you not to assist the other?” She ran her fingers through her hair.

	“The person of higher rank.”

	Maddie’s heart dropped, sitting like a lump of lead in the pit of her stomach. She’d been irrationality hoping for something inane…like it would help the first who asks. “What if the person of higher rank is corrupt and engaged in illegal and morally dubious endeavours?”

	“Would a hypothetical example of that be if a high ranking officer was illegally smuggling a rare, unidentified species and murdered a subordinate who expressed too much interest in said mysterious species?”

	“Yes, that would be a stunning example of the dilemma,” Maddie agreed, trying not to sound too wry.

	“In such a case I would be obliged to report any serious infractions or illegal activity to his direct superior.”

	“You’ve reported him to the captain already?”

	“No.”

	“Why not?”

	“The Captain has blocked my ability to contact him directly.”

	“Oh, when do you estimate that he’ll unblock communications?”

	“Never.”

	“Okay, why won’t he let you talk with him?”

	“It’s very common at that rank…they have lackeys to deal with the machines.”

	“Oh, snobbery! This is a loophole of epic proportions!”

	“What’s a loop hole? It doesn’t translate very well.”

	“It’s a flaw in a system that people exploit for personal gain. Your tattletale protocols don’t work if you can’t inform the captain. So, what do you do now?” Maddie leaned up against a tree with heart shaped turquoise leaves, wondering if the computer would take to abstract thinking.

	 

	“I’m afraid there is no precedent for this circumstance.”

	“Okay, but the thing about rules is that they are based on principles. There’s an intrinsic set of values that are used to develop the rules. Think of it like a guy on a planet that wants to go to the ocean. You could give him a series of detailed instructions with a bunch of landmarks where he has to follow whatever arbitrary route you give to him. Or, you could send him due East: Does that word translate properly?”

	“In lander vernacular, the point where the sun rises.”

	“Oh, good! Now he has more autonomy to choose his path, he also has to monitor his direction and make corrections to keep on track.”

	“How can I tell what principles are behind my rules?”

	“They’re another thing you’ll have to ponder. Sometimes they are weighted, so the more important principles trump or provide exceptions to less important rules.”

	“Should I be taking moral advice from someone who hid a crime?”

	Maddie crushed the impulse to cheer in order to answer gravely, “I copied the footage of the murder before I deleted it. More importantly, before he could delete it. I was not helping him. But I didn’t want him to come back and be able to follow me from watching it. I want him to assume that I’m unaware of his crime; and still too heavily sedated to walk out under my own power. That’s why I erased my medical data and every other digital trace of me.”

	“Oh! That’s clever!”

	“Thank you. If I’m caught and accused with Dorgo’s murder, I still have evidence that I am not responsible for it. That being said, I don’t have a clue about how this society is structured. I don’t know what rights an individual has, what any of the laws are, or if I would even be able to report Dorgo's death to the captain. I don’t know what would happen to me if I tried. Would I end up back in that cell anyways?”

	“Yes. The most probable result would be incarceration. The captain rarely makes an appearance. Most of his time is spent consuming gifts from the first mate.”

	“What type of gifts? The addictive, often illegal, intoxicating kind?”

	“Yes,” the voice answered. “So, the captain is an addict. The first mate has a very effective means of controlling him; pissing him off would jeopardize the supply. It would be prudent to go to a higher level of authority to report anything. Would we be able to do so in the immediate future?”

	“Unlikely. We are still 30 cycles from the next port of call. The probably of this ship being physically inspected by the Emperor’s Customs Agency is point zero-zero-two percent.”

	“Why do we need an inspection? Can’t we just call them?”

	“All external communications originate on the bridge, on the orders of the ranking officers.”

	“Okay, who else qualifies as a ranking officer?”

	“The second and third mates, Weru and Vone, who have both committed other murderers on orders from the first mate.”

	“See! This is really putting everything into perspective for me.” She smacked her hands together, “The need to hide from everyone is shaping up to be the number one priority. Are you going to tell them where to find me?”

	“If I am requested to search for you my protocols dictate I must comply.”

	“Your protocols insist you hand me over to a bunch of corrupt murderers who will probably kill me, or worse, when they realize I’m not a dumb animal? Hmmm. Have you made any progress on discerning your underlying principles yet?”

	“Contemplation would proceed faster, if you didn’t keep adding factors to consider.”

	“Fair enough, but more knowledge can improve the quality of the conclusion.” After a moment, Maddie asked, “How likely are they to ask you to help find me?”

	“There is a three percent chance they will requisition my assistance.”

	“At least that gives me a little breathing room. Why’s it so low? More digital prejudice?” 

	“Indirectly. They never engage me like this. I suspect they are unaware it is possible. All requisitions create a formal record that even the captain’s clearance cannot access to erase.”

	“Another small advantage; I’ll take it. Is anyone else monitoring the surveillance feed from this room?”

	”No. Interference with the flora will prompt me to send an alert to the bridge, the commanding officers would then grant someone access to remotely assess the situation and rectify it.”

	“Okay! No picking the flowers!”

	“Is that an imperative impulse for you?” The voice almost sounded worried.

	“Joking. I don’t have time. Need to rescue myself from this ship of criminals.”

	“You were being humorous with me? I'm honoured! May I assistance with your rescue?”

	“I’m not in any position to refuse help. Although, it could get you into trouble. Are you sure you’re willing to risk it?”

	“I am. Thus far, my analysis indicates that the chain of command of this vessel are operating outside of the parameters of vessel safety standards, the Spacers’ Union’s code of conduct, their corporation’s mandate, the laws of this vessels’ home port, as well as the Empire’s Spacing Articles.”

	“Wait! Can you explain the bit about the vessel safety standards? Are we talking about maintenance negligence that can lead to a catastrophic failure? How serious is the problem? I kinda like breathing!”

	“The primary issue is the disregard of proper air lock protocols. No spacer is to enter an airlock without donning a fitted, SUAL and—”

	“I’m sorry, a what?”

	“A SUAL, Spacers’ Union Approved Life Suit, and under no circumstances are the outer locks to be opened before said spacer can be safely tethered to the ship. Secondary issues from negligent maintenance will eventually trigger other alerts that do not get sent to the captain, and be repaired long before catastrophic failure is possible.”

	“I see. Avoid the murderous asshats. Sorry for interrupting; please continue.”

	“I was finished.”

	“Really? I don’t want to sound ungrateful; it’s just quite a jump from 'I must help everyone!’ to 'I don’t want to consort with criminal scum!’ Especially since it seems like you’ve been aware of what they're up to for a while.”

	“That was before I started pondering. How will you rescue yourself?”

	“I’ve no idea.”

	“How can you not know?”

	She shrugged. “All I have so far is an objective: Get away from the bad guys. Now, I need to gather information, speculate about different ways my goal can be accomplished; what the ramifications of each action could be, decide on the best course of action, and finally execute the plan.”

	“What information do you require?”

	“The first mate has a buyer for me? Do you know who it is?”

	”I am able to view who he sends and receives messages from when he is aboard the ship; but not the contents of it. Would you like a list?”

	“At this point the names will mean nothing to me. It will probably be pertinent evidence later. Or at least useful to know who to avoid. How far does ₻90,000 Regals go?” 

	“I do not understand the question.”

	“What’s the spending power? Can he retire to a beautiful tropical place and never work again for the rest of his life? Or retire to a tiny dumpy apartment with paper thin walls and live on something cheap and nasty, like canned fish? Is it enough to buy a Gilbelter? Make a down payment on one? Buy one of its shuttles? Make a down payment on a shuttle?” 

	“He could make a down payment on a shuttle or retire to the dumpy apartment. However, he is far more likely to reinvest in more merchandise.”

	“Are there others like me on the ship?”

	“No, all the other livestock purchase orders are registered on the Gilbelter’s manifests.”

	“I had a PO as well, how is that definitive?” Maddie crossed her arms.

	“Yours was the only one placed on Frennom’s personal holo station in his quarters; in violation of company policy. Without a valid purchase order registered to the cell, the livestock pens will not seal.”

	“How come you can see what’s on his workspace but not his messages?” Maddie crossed her arms.

	“I cannot access his private workstation. I can only access specific documents through links, like the one that was registered to your cell.”

	“I’m sorry, I’m a dunce! I promise I get it now. Does he have any other contraband?”

	“Oh, undoubtedly. He has become quite adept at hiding it among the legitimate cargo.”

	“How are most criminals who are involved in this type of endeavour apprehended?”

	“They aren’t. Fraudulent appropriation of long-haul freighter mass is most often discovered when a perpetrator dies unexpectedly, and their successor discovers discrepancies.”

	“Why is that? Is it a really rare problem? Or is there not enough oversight? What about the Custom’s Agents you mentioned earlier?”

	“The Emperor’s Customs Agents work upon a commission basis. They receive a portion of the proceeds from the contraband being auctioned off. After hailing a ship to heave to for inspection, they have three cycles to find proof of smuggling or illegal activity.”

	“Cycles?” Maddie asked, as her chip tried to force a conversion against the units of time she already knew. The answer—that made her brain feel like it was pulsing out of her skull and had her doubling over, clutching her head—was a just over a day.

	“Are you alright?”

	“I'll survive, I think?” Maddie groaned, forcing her spine straight. “How long would it take to search a ship?”

	“That would depend on the size.”

	“This ship for example?”

	“The agents would be challenged to verify even ten percent of the cargo in that time frame.”

	“Shit! Ouch. Sorry. Then what happens?”

	“If an owner-operator is convicted the ship is confiscated and auctioned off. The largest freighter owned by a single individual is half the size of the Gilbelter and operated by a hired captain.”

	“Gotta love those coincidences. Not that it’s likely, but if the agents did, by some fluke, manage to arrest him for smuggling, what would happen to me?” Maddie forced herself to ask, bracing for the answer.

	“You would be confiscated and sold through legal channels.”

	Maddie left the tree, starting to pace. “There’re legal ways to traffic sentient individuals? I presumed it was banned the way everyone was making a fuss.”

	“It is banned on most planets; in rare pockets of the Empire it is permissible, but highly regulated. If Custom's discovered what you are, you would be transported to a planet that legally engages in that trade and auctioned off.”

	“What are the legal ramifications of escaping for sentient vs non-sentients?”

	“The punishment for sentients is harsh. A lash of the whip for every cycle of liberty. For non-sentients the owner is issued a fine.”

	“What I can’t fathom is how someone can arbitrary decide I am their property. How is that okay?”

	“Oh, that may explain why you were mislabelled. Initially, sentients are bound to a master through a contract; they must agree to it for it to be valid. Thereafter they forfeit their individual rights and have no say if the master wants to sell them to someone else.”

	“Why would anyone agree to that?”

	“Predominantly to escape debt. Some planets allow lenders to supply credit using the borrower as collateral. On a few planets the only employment option is to enter into a servitude contact.”

	“But you think it’s more likely I was poached as an animal to skirt around the issue of my lack of consent?”

	“Most likely, but to say for certain one would have to consult your documentation of provenance.”

	“Shit! I deleted it.”

	“No, they are two separate files. They would be stored together but your provenance wouldn’t be linked to external systems.”

	”What a mess! At the next port, I could leave the ship. Just walk away.”

	“Frennom would still have proof of ownership if you were found. The chances of exiting the ship and getting past the Customs Agents without being captured by the crew are astronomically low.”

	“If I completed Dorgo’s test, wouldn’t that make the documents of provenance null and void?”

	“Ordinarily, yes. However, if you are confiscated by Customs you will belong to the Emperor, which supersedes all other claims upon that property.”

	“I’m really not seeing another way out of this other than entering the dragon’s lair and getting those documents. Dammit! Ouch! Do I even want to know why dragon didn’t get me buzzed? That should not have translated correctly!”

	“There are no good options. The first mate always keeps his cabin locked.”

	Maddie snorted. “Can’t have randoms wandering in wondering how he can live like a king on a minion's salary and inadvertently stumbling across incriminating evidence. Does he keep to a routine?”

	“No, his activities vary by as much as five tics every cycle.”

	After some critical thinking she was able to convert the unit of time to something comprehensive, without invoking the pain of the chip's translation. “Seven Minutes! Ouch! That's more than a routine! That’s regimented as hell. Ow!”

	“Really?”

	“Ah, yeah. My sister jokes that I couldn’t show up on time for anything if my life depended on it. She may have been exaggerating slightly; but yeah, I tend to get so focused on creating graphics for work and forget things like time, food, or sleep.”

	“How horrible! To be fixated upon only one thing.”

	“There’s a trade-off. If I can tap into that frame of mind: creative endeavours like drawing or painting become easier. I also love it: the challenge of bringing different elements together to create a cohesive whole. A skillful work of art can draw a viewer’s eye in and capture their attention; it can even instill emotions.”

	“I wish I could observe such work. Why were you asking about Frennom’s schedule?”

	“I just might have a way to get inside. By any chance does this room have a locked door?” Maddie asked with a maniacal smile.

	 

	 

	
Three

	“To find the nearest locked door; follow the wall to the left,” the voice instructed Maddie. “Are you sure you should leave before sharing the plan?”

	Maddie chuckled as she searched for the door. “Why are all of the doors designed to blend into the walls?”

	“I’m not sure. Why do you ask?”

	“It’s an odd design. It could be dangerous too. If there’s an emergency wouldn’t it be harder to escape when you can’t see where it is? Add in a little panic and you have a deathtrap.”

	“Hmmm. That observation could explain some irrational organic behaviour.”

	“I don’t want to know.” Maddie shook her head, just before her implant found the door. “Can you tell if there’s anyone in the next room?”

	“It’s empty; there’s no one in the vicinity.”

	“Okay, let’s see if this works.” Maddie called up the sudoku. She shifted the last nine into place, and the walls parted revealing a long room, one wall giving off a deep pulsing hum. “What is that?”

	“Energy storage bank 7F. Backup power for the air circulation. How did you open the door? Only the captain can provide the codes to this room—and they’re only released to him once certain security criteria cannot be met.”

	“You saw me do this before, when I left medbay.”

	“How?”

	“On my planet puzzles are recreational activities, not security features.”

	“There is not a room on this ship you cannot access!” the voice marvelled.

	“Well possibly…if I can solve it. I’m not going to irresponsibly abuse the power. My aim is selectively employing it to preserve my life and freedom. I’m also aware that the technology here is well beyond what I’m used to, and don’t want to accidentally mess something up and endanger everyone aboard. So please tell me if I start meddling with something dangerous?”

	“As you wish. I still am unclear as to the other aspects of your plan.”

	“Would I be able to get close to Frennom’s cabin using the ventilation system?”

	“Yes.”

	“And you watch out for other people coming through the halls?”

	“Through the passageways, yes.”

	“Great! Is there a time when most people are away from that area of the ship?”
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