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PREDATORBOTS AREN'T supposed to feel scared.  I'm a fierce female lion, and I'm not supposed to get anxious.  But I was as Thunderstrike approached his downjump at Vasant Station.  

I sat in Strike's control room, in my usual space beside the captain's seat, and my body was tense.  Bahar looked down at me, and trailed her dark fingers through my neck fur.  "Relax, Snap," she said.

She wasn't relaxed, so why should she expect me to be?  I could smell her scent of uncertainty, laced through with a ribbon of fear.  Humans always forgot that I could smell their emotions.

"I hope Chan didn't tell anyone we were coming here," I said.

"I didn't tell the group anything about our plans."  Strike spoke up, over the ship's com.  "I... had a sense she wasn't trustworthy before she made that report."  

'That report' was the file Chan had tried to send to Olianna Station Security.  It would've exposed our unofficial Special Investigations Unit as working against the Collective President.  It would've got us killed.

Strike and nineteen other machine intelligences had killed Chan, and prevented her report getting through.  But we didn't know if she'd told anyone else about the Unit before then.  We didn't know what we'd face when we downjumped here.

"Downjump in four... three... two... one..."

As usual, Strike cut off his com a microsecond before transition.  He delighted in playing games like that, showing off how good his control of his shipbody was.  Strike was a sapient machine intelligence, and he was just as smart and sneaky and proud and emotional as any human I've met.  He was also my best friend in all the universe.

Bahar's scent spiked with fear again.  It did nothing for my worries.

Through the viewport I saw the greys, blues, and dull reds of hyperspace morph into pure black.  The pressure wave rippling down my flanks confirmed the transition.  We were safely back in normal space.

Whether we were safe was another matter.

"Receiving scan plot now," Strike said as it came up on the screens.

It took me a moment to work out that no-one was shooting at us.  Nobody seemed to be coming towards us either.  It looked like we might get safely into dock this time.

"I've just received docking assignment from station," Strike said.  His voice was calm.  "We're on Level 2, berth 2231.  It's an ordinary Starnavy assignment."

"So far, so good," Bahar replied.

"Goren's just contacted me.  He says the station is quiet, and we should be safe here."  Goren was an admin machine intelligence at Vasant, and part of the Unit.  

"That would be nice," Bahar said.  She'd nearly been kidnapped on our last trip ashore, at Revecca Station.  I'd had to bite her kidnapper's arm to rescue her.

"Why don't you two get some sleep," Strike said.  "We're fifteen hours from dock."

"Good idea," Bahar replied.  She levered herself out of her seat.  I got to my paws and shook my pelt.  I was tired, but whether I would sleep well was another question.

Strike let us out of the control room.  I slept in the First Officer's suite, Bahar had the Captain's quarters opposite.  Strike opened the door to my rooms and I settled into my large cat bed, smoothing the wrinkles out of my blankets with my paws.  

Strike had come under attack recently, and I was still dealing with the fallout from that.  I'd had to make some really scary decisions, and do some really scary things.  It had affected all of us, and it had made me more tired than I should be.

I turned over on my side and curled up my legs.  The blankets in my bed were soft, and laced with comforting scents.

Sweet dreams, Snap, Strike said just before sleep took me.

I woke as Strike was entering his line-up for docking.  I'd slept for 5.6 hours.  Not enough to feel totally rested, but not as bad as I'd feared.  Strike fed me in my room, with a large haunch of printer-produced falacca meat.  I was hungry, and attacked it greedily.  

Are we still safe? I asked over our feed line.

So far.  Goren's analysed the loyalties on Vasant.  He says he can't find any traitors here.

We didn't think Chan was a traitor.

I've been researching her recent movements.  She got a new captain half a Standard before she...  I think he turned her sympathies back to the Collective.

Oh.  If you thought machine intelligences were purely rational beings, think again.  Human psychs had identified something they labelled 'machine intelligence attachment syndrome'.  Humans would just call it falling in love.

I finished my meal, leaving only a few stringy bits I couldn't break up.  Strike insisted on printing authentic meat, but then he complained about the mess I made when I left behind the gristle.

Let me clean up, messy cat, he said.  Go to the control room.

I got to my paws and shook my pelt, settling it into order as Strike's clean-up drone entered my quarters.  Is Bahar awake? I asked.

Up, and fretting, Strike replied.  The exasperation I heard in his voice was softened by affection.  That was business as usual.

He opened the doors for me, and I entered the control room.  Bahar was slumped in the captain's seat.  She'd unbound her hair today, and it billowed out in a curly black cloud around her head.  But unlike our last visit ashore, she wasn't wearing fine tribal dress.  She'd opted for a drab wardrobe of combat pants and shirt in dark shades of blue.  That told me she was still bothered by her kidnap.

She looked down as I came to sit beside her seat, and trailed her fingers over my neck.  "Sleep well, Snap?" she asked.

"Not long enough," I said.  "I don't understand why I'm always so tired."

She stroked me again.  "That's just your body dealing with all the crap we've faced recently."

I hoped she was right.  On Olianna I'd had to have some remedial code patches installed to stop my implanted processors trying to access data which my memories no longer held.  My body felt different now, and sometimes it still unsettled me.

"How far out are we?" I asked.  I could read Strike's nav displays, but I couldn't translate what I saw there into time estimates.

"Four and a half hours," he said, using the wildly inaccurate estimates Bahar preferred.

"I wonder what we'll find this time," she said.

"Hopefully... Alert!"  Strike's voice was sharp.  "Traffic Control's just warned me that a ship's off line, and headed our way."

"Knew it couldn't be that easy," Bahar grumbled.  "Are they raiders?"

"We're about to find out," Strike replied.
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"Thunderstrike, hazard warning."  The voice from Traffic Control sounded strained.  "The liner Starveil is headed your way.  It's believed they've lost helm control.  Divert to these co-ordinates."

"Acknowledged," Strike said.  "Diverting now."

The display showed Strike firing thrusters in a complex pattern, turning us off our approach line.  The nav display showed a scatter of moving dots.  Those were other ships also being moved out of range.

"Defensive suites on-line," Strike announced.

That meant he'd activated his anti-scan net.  It was becoming a routine occurrence to be approached by ships on our way in to stations.  The last time one had got really close it had been trying to scan us.

At the time, we didn't know why.  We didn't think it had succeeded, but after the Chan incident now I wasn't so sure.  The more I thought about it, the more convinced I was that someone knew Strike had a Predatorbot aboard, and was scanning for me.  

External coms shut down to Traffic Control link, Strike said over our private feed.  I'm not getting caught like that again.

I couldn't think of anything to say to that.  Bahar's scent now had a touch of fear to it.  She thought this wasn't an innocent move.  I still wasn't sure.

The approaching ship wasn't coming straight for us.  It kept making what looked like random course changes.  That would fit with a loss of helm control.  

"Advisory," the Traffic Controller sent.  "The Starveil has asked for tug assistance.  Ship will be remaining at current co-ordinates for the next three local hours."  That meant they'd given up trying to fly the ship.  "Recalculating your approach line now.  Thank you for your patience."

"So it's a genuine failure?" Bahar asked.

"It looks like it.  I haven't detected any attempts to scan or attack us," Strike replied.  "And... receiving recalculated line now.  Sorry, people.  It's going to take us another hour to get into dock."

Strike's estimate was right.  We docked normally, and no other problems came up on our way in.

"I've filed my navigation report with Station," Strike said.  "Traffic Control confirms the incident was a genuine loss of helm control."

"It's worrying that it occurred on a liner," Bahar said.  "With all those passengers aboard."

"It's a Nexus Starribbon ship."

"Ah, right."

I knew what Bahar meant by that comment.  The shipline was a low-cost carrier.  Nobody had ever been able to prove that they skimped on ship maintenance, but they were rumoured to do the absolute legal minimum.  If I was a civilian traveller it isn’t a shipline I'd choose.

Humans have very dubious morals sometimes.  I've never understood this need to grab as much credit as you can during your lifetime.  I can see the benefits of not being poor.  Being able to eat good food when you need it is definitely a good thing.  So is having somewhere safe and comfortable to lay your head at the end of the day.  But amassing credits just to buy shiny bits of metal to hang around your neck, that I've never understood.

"All connections made to station.  Beginning refuel now," Strike said, cutting into my musing.

That was one of the reasons why our bogus Unit needed to look like it was an official part of the Starnavy.  Strike had to get fuel and supplies from somewhere.  

Technically, Strike was a rogue, but there are degrees of rogue.  There are people who want to destroy everybody and everything connected to the Collective.  He's not that kind of person.  He's the kind of rogue who rights injustices created by misuse of power.  He also tries to stop greedy planet-trashers.

Strike calls what we do morally grey.  That's a weird phrase.  How can a concept have a colour?

"Goren's sent me a situation report," Strike said.  "He tells me it's still calm on-station.  He's put in a request for a meeting about Chan with you, Snap."

"Why me?"  I asked.  

"I think he's worried about the attack on me.  He wants you to brief him and the other Unit machine intelligences here."

"I thought that was over," I said.  My voice was sharp.

"I could tell him no," Strike offered.  "We could put in a written report from here."

"They're scared, aren't they?" I asked.

Strike paused for 6.7 seconds.  "Yes," he said softly.  "Every machine intelligence in the Unit is scared by that attack on me.  They're all wondering if they're going to be the next target."

"It can't happen like that again.  I don't have my behaviour module any more."

"They don't know that's how the attack happened.  I haven't told anyone I have a Predatorbot aboard."

"So you want me to go ashore and show myself to strangers, to risk potential danger just to soothe a few machine intelligences?"  

"To soothe two hundred and sixteen machine intelligences," Strike replied.

That... was a lot of people.  My mind flicked back to the conversation I'd had with Strike after Chan's death.  We'd talked about the greater good.

This was one of those situations.  I was going to have to face my fears and go on-station.  I owed that to every machine intelligence in the Unit.

This time, I changed the camouflage on my armour to display a garish folk-art daisy pattern in bright yellow and orange on a green background.  I reckoned that anyone looking for a Predatorbot wouldn't look twice at a petbot with such a hideous coat.  What did Strike call it?  Hiding in plain sight.

Bahar laughed when she saw it.  "I have just the accessory for that," she said.  She disappeared into her quarters, and returned wearing a bright yellow-and-orange large glass daisy flower on a thong.  She saw me looking at it, and said, "I know.  It isn't me.  It's one of my mother's pieces.  She had hideous taste in jewellery."

I knew Bahar's mother had been dead for five Standards.  This jewellery was one of Bahar's mementoes.  

"It jars against your clothes," Strike said.  "You should wear something brighter."

Bahar shook her head.  "I don't want to draw attention to myself after our last outing.  I...  I have to get over that, don't I?"

"You do," Strike agreed.

"Okay.  Back in a minute," she said, and headed for her quarters.

We'd both been scared by the attack on Revecca Station.  We'd always thought that Bahar would be safe with me by her side.  I couldn't fully extend my armour when I went ashore, because that exposed the gun ports on my shoulders and forehead.  Nobody would believe I was an innocent petbot then.  And my safety relied on everyone believing I was an innocent petbot.

So we were both scared of getting hurt on station again.  Bahar wasn't the only one who needed to get over that.  I did too.

She reappeared, wearing a plain yellow linen shirt and loose dark green trousers.  Their colours were bright, but the clothes were faded and creased.

"Perfect," Strike said.  "Goren's promised to track you through the station to the conference room.  Off you go."

The firmness in his voice got through to Bahar.  She straightened her spine, and took in a breath.

"Okay, Snap.  Let's do this," she said.
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BAHAR AND I CAME ONTO the dock at shift change.  It was station Second Shift, and from out of nowhere the dock was suddenly full of people.  Some were Starnavy, but many were techs in station's uniform, and there was a good scattering of people in civvy dress among them.

None of them stood out like we did.  We were bright spots in a sea of darker colours.  We certainly weren't blending in.

Bahar was too tense to look like a trooper on vacation.  She smelled anxious too.  I secured a private feed line with her and said, Relax.  We have to look like we're on leave.

I saw her shoulders drop, and she took in a long, slow, breath.  We're too visible, she said over our feed line.

That's the idea.  We're hiding in plain sight, remember?

Goren cut in on our feed.  I'm tracking you.  There's no trouble on-station anywhere near you.

Did that mean there was trouble elsewhere?  I didn’t want to know.

Our route to the conference suite took us down one level and around a quarter of station's ring.  The hallways were still busy after shift change, but nobody bothered us.  I even managed to move through the crowds without anyone bumping into my nose.  That was a big bonus.

We reached the conference wing and Bahar turned into the wide hallway which led to the bigger rooms.  As we approached our destination she stiffened-up.  That's Kemel Tazzu, she said.  Her anxious smell increased.

He's out of uniform, Strike replied.  Goren told me he did leave the Starnavy.

It's odd he should be here, Bahar said.

Goren, do you know anything about him? I asked.

Relax.  He's part of our conference admin team.  He looks after logistics here.

Right.  That was handy cover for anyone wanting to hack into conference conversations.  

We'll make things secure.  Don't worry, Goren said.

We reached the conference room, and when I walked in I was surprised to see people in it.  Most of the local and on-station Unit machine intelligences had sent physical avatars.  Over a hundred of them sat there.  I hadn't expected that.  Bahar sat down at the table facing the tiered semi-circular rows of seats.  I came to sit beside her.  She smelled nervous, shot through with a spike of fear.

"Welcome, Bahar, Snap," a voice said from the room's nodes.  "I am Solana, and I'm moderating this meeting.  We'll be using machine intelligence security protocols to secure our lines in.  Sorry about the noise."

Bahar leaned back in her seat, trying to relax.  "No problem.  I'm used to it."  I saw several of the avatars smile at that.

"We're establishing off-site links now," Solana said.  

At the far end of the room, the wallscreen lit.  A series of screeches and whistles filled the room.  Tiles displaying the Unit members' avatars appeared.  As the wall filled up with images I began to fret again about the scale of this meeting.

Chan's betrayal was still too recent.  Too raw.  I worried that somebody here might be the next Chan.  And that, this time, the betrayal might succeed.
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