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      After bringing the Darmen Corporation down I was tempted to keep bounty hunting. I had arrived on the scene with a bang, and there were plenty of targets in New Zero to go after, I wouldn’t even need a starship to keep climbing.

      There was a big problem. I’m an android. Sure, I like to think I’m a special brand of bot, a prototype operating on her own with two different kinds of minds that usually agree with each other, but that doesn’t change the essential truth. It is illegal to pretend to be a human if you’re actually an android thanks to the Pro-Bio Movement. If I got caught I’d lose everything I own, get dismantled and destroyed. The only good news there is that Themis isn’t listing androids on their Bounty Board, but that doesn’t mean that androids aren’t getting taken off the streets and pulled out of their homes.

      Being a rising hunter on the boards would draw a lot of attention, and that made me nervous. It was time to take a break from conspicuous hunts, especially since the targets I really wanted to go after weren’t listed yet. Themis and Haven Fleet were busy negotiating a deal where they would cooperate in tracking targets, and Themis would put a special board up that listed Order of Eden personnel along with their allies. Whole companies would end up on their target list, and I hoped to be one of the first to see it.

      Believe it or not, Jacob Valent gave me the best reasons to stay away from hunting, at least for a while. During one of our calls I was talking about the Jobber Boards, the Themis matchmaking service that set people up with non-violent work. I was in bed, wearing my New Zero Wizards jersey with Mimi purring on my lap, talking to Jake’s hologram. “I don’t know, the first two jobs went pretty well. It seemed too easy.”

      “What were they?” Jake asked as he jogged. It was morning for him aboard the Triton. He was leading a few squads around one of the enormous internal hangars.

      “The first was a delivery of biotics. I took it because it was a lot of money for a little cargo and the Envoy’s dampeners are better than most. We picked up, flew half way around the world, delivered and got paid. It was so simple that I think I just stood there on the dock for a minute,” I replied.

      “It was nice. Everyone was happy to see us and no one had guns,” Mimi added, half asleep.

      “The other job was a scout and scan. Someone thought they saw the remains of a ship near the south pole but they couldn’t go check it out in person because they didn’t have a ship. It turns out we were just verifying what they’d already seen using a satellite. There was a hull there, more than half buried, but someone had already come along and gutted it. We got paid as soon as we transmitted our logs. Oh, we did a couple short deliveries after that.” The shrug I punctuated that with seemed to tell him everything he needed to know.

      His run came to an end and he waved the squads who joined him off before turning back to me. “You feel underused.”

      “I guess that’s it,” I sighed.

      “Well, you could head to the Cefa System, there’s a Themis Chapter starting there, and there are no anti-android laws. No local bounty hunters, either, so you’ll be one of the first,” Jake said as he strode across the deck.

      “Isn’t the government failing there? Chaos everywhere? Crime syndicates? Corruption? Assassinated royal families and other foolishness?” Mimi asked, straightening up, stretching then curling up in my lap.

      “All true. It’s going to be like trying to move a mountain with a shovel even after Themis gets set up. Haven Fleet is trying to help the people there, but they’re stretched too thin. You’d be on your own, but no one would care what you are,” Jake said as he finally reached a lift and got inside.

      “If you were still running the Samson, would you go there?” I asked while I gave Mimi a little attention.

      Jake thought for a moment then shook his head. “Good question. No. Not unless there was a huge bounty waiting for me in the area. I’d execute it and get out.”

      “Why?” Mimi asked.

      “There’s a good chance that most of the trouble we’d run into if we stayed would have nothing to do with our targets. The Samson wasn’t a handsome ship, but a lot of experienced people could tell that it was a good one at first sight. Keeping her and the crew safe would take a lot more work than might be worth it. If you took the Envoy to the Cefa System, people would go after her,” he replied.

      “So, you suggested the Cefa System, but you wouldn’t go there,” Mimi said, shaking her head too.

      “It sounded like she wanted a challenge,” Jake shrugged. “Besides, I had a bigger crew than she does, and some of them had a habit of getting into trouble. You don’t have a secret gambling habit she doesn’t know about, do you Mimi?” Jake teased.

      “No, I don’t need to gamble. I’m a professional ship’s pet, so I don’t need more money,” she replied with a heavy dose of sass.

      Jake laughed softly then regarded me. “So, what do you want for you and your crew now? I guess that’s the big question.”

      “Lat and I want to fight the Order,” I replied. “The problem is, our only hope of getting paid for that is either to make sure we take targets who have a lot we can sell, wait for Themis to start paying for Haven Bounties, or earn enough to buy a military fighting ship and get into the Haven Privateering Initiative. I’ve been watching the ‘net for signs of Order operatives here, and there’s no sign of them. They’re leaving Tabrus alone, as far as I can see.”

      “If I were in your spot, I’d hope for someone with a single squad and a small military ship to visit, so I could get going on the Privateering Initiative signup,” Jake said as he left the elevator. The section of the ship he entered must have been classified, because it wasn’t visible in the hologram.

      “That’s what I was thinking,” I said. “Not much chance if they’re not so much as taking leave here though. It feels like we’re stuck in the meantime.”

      “Rogue,” he said in a tone that was more fatherly than Jonas had ever managed. “The most important thing you can do is pay the bills for you and your crew. Big paydays come with big risks that no one with a ship and people depending on them should take all the time. Be picky with those and keep using the jobber boards. Find the postings that will cover your fuel, food, payroll, and leave you with something to put aside. Get good at those and you’ll always have money. I wish I stuck around in some of the good systems longer so I could take more of those low-risk listings when I was running the Samson, but I didn’t know what I know now.”

      “Maybe that’s my meantime, but we won’t get ahead fast. There’s a lot of competition on the Jobber Boards.” The look on his face darkened a little as I spoke. I wasn’t making this an easy conversation to leave, but in truth I wanted an answer that would get me the best of everything. In retrospect, that wasn’t fair, but Jake’s a fix-it guy. He doesn’t like to leave a question or a problem without a solution.

      “One minute,” he said as he stepped through a sliding door and waited for it to close. “All right, this isn’t public information, neither of you should know about it.”

      “I am the very model of discretion. Your secrets are safe,” Mimi assured.

      “Understood, this is Classified Level Seven,” I saluted.

      “My friends in the Privateering Initiative tell me that negotiations with Themis have slowed down because they’re having a hell of a time working through all the legal details. The problem is classifying companies that are contracted by the Order of Eden and their subsidiaries. There are a lot of companies on Tabrus who are working for the wrong side, so I’m guessing Themis wants to get this right the first time so the planetary government doesn’t turn against them. Technically, you don’t actually have to wait for them and Haven to figure it all out,” he explained.

      “Sure, but if I go after a company working for the Order, I could get kicked out of Themis or get a bounty put on my head.” It hadn’t happened yet, but there were so many hunters ready to go after companies they knew were crooked, that I was sure it would happen to someone soon.

      “There’s crossover, companies that are only working for Order of Eden and might come up on the Themis Boards for other criminal activity. You want a good target that’ll speed things up? Start there, but do your research and make sure you’re doing things by the book.” That might have been the first time Jake whispered to me.

      “Ew, research,” Mimi’s eyes were starting to close again.

      “That sounds good. Sometimes the best road isn’t the most direct one. They probably wouldn’t see me coming, either.” It was an encouraging bit of advice.

      “Right, but take your time, use the Jobber Boards in the meantime,” Jake said. “That is, if you still love New Zero enough to stay. There are other systems.”

      He could have been less obvious about suggesting that I go to Haven, but other than Alice’s friends and family, there wasn’t much for me there. I didn’t want to intrude on her life and I was trying to let my attachments to them go. Well, other than Jake. Besides that, the Haven System was a high security area with plenty of law enforcement in play. Even peaceful job postings were being filled as soon as they got posted. Yes, in a moment of weakness, I checked, and wasn’t thrilled to know how well the people there had things covered. Instead of getting into all that with him, I smiled at getting called out for my attachment to New Zero. “I know, and you’re right, I’m being stubborn about this place. They need people for every kind of job here, though, so it’s a good spot even if I have to be careful. I think looking for bounties that could connect to the Order is the thing to do. Boring jobs will have to be my meantime. Thanks for helping me figure it out.”

      “Glad I could help. Listen, the Triton is going dark. The war is heating up in the Rodus System, and we need to cut communications because we still don’t know for sure if our new network can be used against us. It could be a while,” he said.

      Mimi’s eyes opened wide. “What’s a while?”

      “A few days to a few months. I couldn’t tell you if I knew,” Jake replied.

      “Well… stay safe?” Mimi said, unsure.

      “Thanks, Mimi, I will,” he replied.

      “Good hunting,” I told him. Hart News had a lot to say about the fighting in the Rose System. The Triton and Jake’s Legion were drawing attention to themselves, and the people of Rodus, the capital planet of the Rose System, were cheering for them. I wanted to tell him to stay safe, or not to take any crazy risks, but I left it at that.

      “Good hunting,” he told me, adding; “Make good decisions for you and your crew.”

      The call ended and I laid back, stroking Mimi’s soft fur. The next morning I started watching the Local Matrix for signs that companies were doing anything significant for the Order, or working towards goals that aligned with them. I checked the Themis Bounty Boards against every scrap of data that pointed in that direction constantly. It was harder than I thought.

      For the next three weeks we used the Envoy for local jobs, sometimes doing over ten various tasks a day. It was a slog until I took a listing that I thought would give us a break. It was a little sketchy, but the destination was enticing and the pay promised to be fantastic.
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      A Little Sun

      

      Warro, a nice planet that was once home to one of the wealthiest populations in the Edwyn Cluster, was nearly empty. Imagine that, a planet the size of old Earth with fewer than seventy thousand people on it. There was wildlife, but it made itself scarce the moment they smelled or heard anything foreign. The world was beautiful, with dense forests, rolling hills, mountains, and huge blue oceans. A gemstone in the Vano Solar System’s Goldilocks zone.

      The story behind it was pretty simple. A group of rude, rich humans bought the Earth-like world and fortified it, automated resource collection, and made sure that the only people who lived there were the ultra-wealthy, with the exception of their servants. The owners didn’t have to worry about worker’s rights, or safety standards. The communications block built into the hyper transmitter, an older type of satellite that sent and received data using temporary microscopic wormholes, ensured that no one shared anything they weren’t supposed to. Privacy was key to Warro’s owners.

      It was a paradise world if you were a trillionaire, especially since several artificial intelligences with high quality empathy software took care of the needs of every resident. When the Holocaust Virus hit, it infected the software running the planet using that empathy feature. Automation wiped out everyone on the planet. According to the surveillance footage collected by a hacker called Fr33Z0ne, it happened in fourteen minutes and seven seconds. Most of the servants were robotic with some kind of emotional emulation that was vulnerable to the Holocaust Virus. The antivirus came months later, and the automation that didn’t shut itself down after their masters were killed got to work cleaning the planet. By the time tribes of wealthy relatives came along to claim the estates, there was no physical evidence of the massacre.

      There were secrets on Warro that were lost when the new residents wiped every computer system with an emotionally enhanced artificial intelligence clean. The security surrounding the planet isn’t what it used to be either, so opportunists are cashing in. That’s where my current employer comes in. I found a little listing on the Themis Jobber Board offering thirty-five thousand credits to any crew who was willing to go to Warro and collect fifty Snapping Tulips.

      I took the job and we were off. The weeks we spent jumping around the solar system, doing legal work were boring, but pretty good for me and my crew of two. I didn’t know I needed so much time to think. There were two sides to my personality. One was aggressive, with a need to exert its influence on the galaxy. That seemed to show most when the digital computer in my chest was running. I had to limit it to thirty-three percent of its potential, so it didn’t seem as present most of the time. When that computer ramped up higher it got too hot and damaged the biological synthetic brain that’s installed above it.

      The other personality lived in that bio-brain. That’s been the dominant one, and I liked it that way. That side of me had a longer fuse and a nice, big emotional landscape that can make things more complicated, but better for the most part. I felt more like myself when it was in charge. Leaning on that didn’t make me happy in general though. I could also see growing dissatisfaction in Lat, who rarely complained about anything.

      Neither of us was completely satisfied being a general jobber. I knew I’d end up fighting Order of Eden or some other oppressive force again and, I don’t think I was aware of it then, but I was starting to look forward to it. Lat watched the news, wore his helmet in public at all times, and was a model crewman. I only noticed his dissatisfaction in the occasional expression that he didn’t think I’d notice, or sigh when we picked up another peaceful job.

      I was dissatisfied with other things too, like how I still looked a bit too much like Alice, the woman who I was designed to stand in for. I hadn’t changed that yet because I couldn’t decide on how I’d change. What would I look like instead? Thankfully, I had distractions.

      As Lat, Mimi and I descended the ramp at the rear of the Envoy, I was all smiles. A field of purple-white flowers greeted us. It seemed to go on forever, with the occasional green shoot reaching up past them. This was someone’s crop before the virus hit. The air was rich with the fragrance of them, the expected floral scent with a touch of something acidic in the background.

      “Did the company say what they wanted the flowers for?” Mimi asked as she walked between us.

      “No, but it’s not our job to investigate, just deliver fifty with their root systems intact,” I replied.

      “They have strong life emanations. Slightly elevated radioactivity and the combination of minerals in their petals are making a blanket effect. Kind of like a natural cloaking field,” Lat said as he waved his favourite hand scanner  in front of him.

      “Radioactivity?” Mimi asked.

      “It’s well within the safe range for Kawaii Kittens,” I replied.

      “No one likes a mutated kitty, and I’d be way too creepy if I started glowing,” Mimi said.

      I pressed a button on my wrist computer. I’d programmed it to activate the two cultivation robots that I’d rented for the job. Lat’s brow furrowed as he watched them trundle down the ramp past us. “Hope they get the right plants this time,” he grumbled. We needed the Snapping Tulips to stay alive for the trip back, so that meant the root systems had to remain mostly intact. If they worked properly they would save us a lot of work.

      They moved towards a patch of white and purple flowers that were starting to recover from the blast of air from the Envoy’s landing. “They’re properly programmed this time. I don’t think this’ll take long.”

      Mimi looked at the ground in front of the ramp’s edge carefully before gingerly touching it with a paw. “Do you think someone will come? Is that why you used the asteroid belt to sneak into orbit?”

      “No one has claimed these fields since The Fall. Lidden, the corp that owned this land before, were hit so hard that the whole corporation is nothing but an incomplete asset list and a bankruptcy filing. The land here has reverted back to the planetary shareholders though, so someone might not want us uprooting and delivering these tulips,” I replied, nodding.

      “Judging from the weeds, no one has been taking care of this for a while.” Mimi stepped onto the ground. “Oh, it’s nice and warm. Not too dirty, either. I mean, for dirt,” she trailed off as she started exploring.

      We followed the droids out from under the shade of the ship and I was immediately happy that I left my jacket hanging on the back of the pilot’s seat. The sun was similar to Earth’s, and the atmosphere was conditioned so it was safe for humans. All that amounted to a warm feeling on my bare skin that I remember Ashley described to me - I mean Alice - several times. The report on that section of the planet didn’t highlight any risks to humans, so I used my wrist computer to refashion my clothes into a little sunbathing outfit.

      Mimi noticed and paced around me. “Nice wardrobe change. I like it.”

      “Embracing my humanity,” I said, stretching. Lat glanced over his shoulder and looked me up and down, his eyes going wide before he looked away.

      After a moment of stillness, he pulled his tunic off then and looked up. “It’s warm.”

      “But good warm, like life-giving, not bad warm, like flesh-boiling,” Mimi said before breaking into a run that took her in a broad circle. She would occasionally zoom around the ship so fast that she’d run along a bulkhead, but there was something special about seeing her enjoy an open space.

      “Don’t go far!” I called after her.

      She stopped abruptly before continuing in a casual, exploratory saunter. “Don’t worry, I know better.”

      “So, how long do you think it’ll be before we see a security drone?” asked Lat as we followed behind the droids.

      “There were none on sensors when we were coming down. The field tender bots are piled up on the far end of the island, so I don’t think anyone really cares about this part of the world. There’s nothing here,” I replied, stepping between the tulip stalks towards the near shore to my left. There’s nothing like agricultural soil underfoot. Most people never discover what it feels like since it’s normally protected. “This whole island is covered with these.”

      “So the planetary info says. Did you see any open salvage opportunities?” Lat asked, turning towards the ocean.

      “Nothing that made sense for us. All the salvage jobs require corporate references here, and none are for ships in the classes we want. Doesn’t look like we’ll find a bargain to replace the Envoy with here.” I took the view in too. Our landing blew a small section of the field flat around the ship but the tulips were starting to stand up straight again. They put a show on as they opened, spreading purple, red and white petals.

      We leisurely walked towards the rocky shore. The sound of the waves and perfumed air combined with the peaceful, vibrant view. I didn’t appreciate nature in the wastes, I was more interested in accumulating wealth so I could insulate myself against the future. For the first time I felt like I was experiencing nature, and it pushed all my concerns away.

      “How long do you think it’ll be before we can afford to buy something legitimately?” Lat asked quietly.

      When he said ‘something,’ he was talking about a ship with a military rating. The Envoy had a light military hull, great shields for her size, and a high-end tactical computer. Other than that, it was designed for comfort and it wasn’t well-armed. It also wasn’t going to be compatible with the new wave of starship tech that was coming either, so upgrading it would be tricky, maybe impossible for some parts. I wanted to legitimately upgrade to another ship as much as he did. “Taking low-risk jobs is slowing us down. I don’t have enough saved for a down payment on something new, and what we can buy used isn’t worth it.”

      “So, a long time. We should go looking. You know people who have locations of hulk fields. There were a lot of big battles in the Ninety-Eight,” Lat said.

      “You know why we’re not doing that right now,” I said, trying not to talk down to him, but I was really thinking; ‘I’m not ready for him to start complaining.’

      “I know. There could be robot ships that are still dangerous, other pickers who will attack us, and we don’t have big salvaging gear. What if we just find a battlefield and scan it? Maybe we’d find something intact enough, something that we can fly to our hangar and work on. Time’s running out. Salvaging companies are emptying the skies and the prices of used ships are going up,” Lat said.

      To this day I don’t know what he’d been watching online, but he wasn’t wrong. I hoped he wasn’t starting to watch alarmists who were unhappy to see systems return to more civilised ways. “We’re working a sure thing every time we take a normal job. This pays, and we know our clients will pay up. Even if they don’t, Themis will cover it, so we just have to take the jobs we can do and finish. Even this side trip is worth our time. For about thirty thousand after fuel, paying ourselves the mission wage, and Themis’ cut. I mean, it’s Tabrus credit, so only about six thousand platinum, but we may never have another chance to see this place. It’s only a matter of time before the rich lock it down or the ring maintenance system fails and one of the bigger rocks circling the planet hits the dirt.”

      Lat was quiet for a while before he surprised me by saying; “It is a beautiful place.” Then he looked me up and down before returning his gaze to the shoreline. “I’m happy we took the job.”

      “Good. Maybe you’re right, though. A little, at least. I know a couple of spots where there could be some small, high-value salvage. Old stuff, and it could be risky, but we could take a look after we get a good payday. We’ll start hunting again too. I’m watching for the right targets to come up on the Hunter Boards.” It was hard to tell if he was satisfied while we watched the calm water and listened to the robots quietly digging tulips up.

      “When do you think we’ll hunt again?” he asked.

      “Soon.” His restlessness was building my own. The hard math said that we wouldn’t be able to put a downpayment on a military-grade ship for at least two years, and our plan of watching for unclaimed wrecks that we could work on as we ran around doing small jobs wasn’t giving us any good leads. I didn’t have much time to start brooding about that though. Lat was already thinking about something else.

      He didn’t look away from the ocean as he said; “I like your small outfit. You look very attractive.”

      Lat wasn’t well educated on social graces, and he was often blunt, but I’d learned to like it most of the time. I was the one who felt a little awkward, but I knew that it came from an honest place, so I took the compliment quietly. Alice had an empathic gift when her memories were copied over to me, so I remember what it was like to know how someone was feeling including the delight in some people when she was in a bathing suit. Her first face-to-face meeting with Noah Lucas stood out, she was in a bikini at the time.

      Thanks to some advice from Mimi, who told him to share flattering thoughts, I didn’t have to have a special gift to know what Lat was thinking. Sadly, I didn’t find him attractive. I mean, he’s a visibly powerful-looking man, and tall, which are both nice, but he looks like an Order of Eden framework soldier, and he’s more like a little brother who has a lot to learn. “Thank you, you look strong.” I cringed inwardly. You look strong? What was that? I thought to myself. Maybe I need to expand my social circle. I’m starting to talk like him.

      He nodded. “I kept thinking about it. I thought I should say it.”

      I snickered, amused, I couldn’t tell you why. “We don’t have much time for sightseeing. I’ll check on Mimi, you check on the droids. They should be almost finished.”

      We set off in separate directions and I found myself thinking about Noah. I missed him. He and Alice were falling in love when her memories, even her emotional state, were copied over to me. They got along so well, and she was so excited about him. When I left, he was becoming a hero to hundreds of Issyrians as he saved them from the Order of Eden. That only endeared him to me even more. Sometimes feelings for him resurged and it made me feel like a decoy, a copy of Alice all over again. I also wanted to check up on him online, or maybe find a way to see him, I knew that would only make it worse. Her life wasn’t mine, and that included Noah.

      Good friends would have to be the salve to that wound. Lat and Mimi were definitely helping. I didn’t see her near the ramp, so I reached out with my scanners and found her about fifteen metres past it. The small Kawaii Kitten was stretching up to sniff the brim of one of the tulips. I was already walking towards her when the flower tipped down, widened, and engulfed the front half of her body. She squeaked in surprise before crying for help. I was there in under two seconds, pushing my fingers between her and the flower petals so I could pry her loose.

      Her back legs came up and scratched frantically, claws digging in and sending pieces of Snapping Tulip petals flying. Between my prying and her ripping, the flower came apart and she came loose, spitting and backing away. “Why is there so much goo? It’s in my mouth! It’s in my fur!”

      I picked Mimi up and took a look at her. My sensors determined that there was a mild toxin, but mammals wouldn’t be affected by the quantity she’d ingested. It was an adhesive that the flowers used to trap and digest things. “You’ll be all right after a disinfectant bath.”

      She regarded me wide-eyed and then started licking herself. “Let me try to… oh, yuck! Okay, I was going to try to clean it off, but this stuff tastes awful, so I guess I’ll have to resort to that.”

      My sensors picked up something else while I was freeing Mimi. I played it back in my mind’s eye and saw a section of steel armour only three metres below the surface. I sent a small scan pulse in that direction. The results were blurry thanks to the flowers, which scattered most of my signal. The shape was unnatural, perfectly flat like the surface of a building or ship. I couldn’t see the edge of it in any direction, so it was at least more than twenty metres across. I returned my attention back to the sticky cat in my hands then. “You’re okay other than that? You don’t feel sick?”

      “I’m fine, why didn’t you say Snapping Tulips liked to eat things?” she asked.

      “The advisory said that they ate insects but there was no risk to humans, it didn’t say anything about small mammals,” I replied. “Sorry.”

      “Can we go now?” she asked.

      “Maybe not. There’s something I’d like to check out,” I replied. “We should get you in the sink first.”

      “Please. I bet I’ll smell like a flower for a week though,” Mimi grumbled.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Digging

      
      The illusion that I’m a fairly short woman in my early twenties was perfectly convincing and I loved it. I couldn’t imagine being really tall like Lat, who hit his head on the Envoy’s lavatory door sometimes. Another thing about my chosen proportions is that I could get comfortable with just about any equipment made for humanoids. It wasn’t just skin deep, either. When I recall what it was like to be in a human body using Alice’s memories, I find no difference in the physical sensations. That is unless I started using my android senses and abilities.

      Over the last three weeks, I’d indulged in the illusion that I was fully human. I suppose it was only natural, since it has been dangerous for me to connect to anything networked with the Stellarnet directly, and I hadn’t really needed my android abilities. I enjoyed feeling human, especially since I didn’t feel like I was just a discarded decoy anymore. I don’t know how to explain it other than to say that I was feeling like my personality was diverging from Alice’s more and more all the time.

      There was one little problem with my form though. Short legs. I may be faster than Lat, but he’s a more efficient explorer because of his long stride. The only reason why I was the one who went exploring while he piloted the ship was because I had other advantages. I could run faster if I moved at android speed, and I had built in scanners that would help me see past those tulips when I pushed them aside. I returned to the ship to change into real fortified leggings fit for hover bike riding and expanded my shirt for a lot more coverage. Along with some riding boots, a belt with tools and my Violator, I was ready for the job to become a lot more complicated.

      For the first time in a while, I used my non-human-like sensors. The ground was fifteen metres thick in most places, which wasn’t difficult to scan through as long as I was looking between the tulips. Whatever was down there had an outer metallic shell. It wasn’t like the hull of a ship, more like a skin someone would wrap around cheaper concrete. 

      At long and medium range, scanners wouldn’t see it. A trained scanning or sciences officer would notice that the tulips had a redirecting quality on scanners eventually, but I wouldn’t expect someone with less training would notice anything unusual from a ship. There was a high chance that Lidden hid something valuable down there, and I was doing my best to hide my excitement. “Have you found a hatch yet?” Mimi asked from the small bridge aboard the Envoy.

      My crew of two was watching from above, abstaining from using their scanners so they didn’t announce their presence to everything with a sensor dish on that side of the planet. The shape of the structure underfoot changed, presenting an upward slope as I approached what I guessed was a hidden entrance. “There’s something.” I started rushing faster than a human could over the landscape. The exhilaration from the air on my face, through my red curls, and the sensation of my body exerting itself had me smiling. I’d forgotten how exciting exploration could be.

      “The bath worked, by the way, so I’m goop free and watching things from here,” Mimi announced through the communicator in the Envoy’s small bridge.

      “I’m flying the ship very close to the ground and checking the scan results,” Lat countered.

      “I didn’t say you weren’t doing anything.” I could practically hear Mimi rolling her eyes. “You’re so touchy today.”

      “I am not…” Lat started before going silent. Then he asked; “Why would someone use these flowers to hide what’s under the island?”

      “Yeah, now that I’ve noticed that we can’t scan through them, I can’t un-see it,” Mimi added.

      “It was probably cheaper than adding an obfuscation layer to the outer armour of this place, and it’s not like anyone would notice. This island is a tiny speck on a huge planet if you’re just flying by. I’m guessing there’s really no reason for anyone but the Lidden company to be here,” I replied.

      “Do you think it’s just luck, us being here? Maybe this is what we’re really here to find?” Mimi asked. A slight distortion in her voice suggested that she was very close to the audio receiver.

      “They’re not paying for information about whatever’s down there, so I think they heard about the location of these rare tulips and wanted some for research. I bet Lidden or some other company developed them and the people who hired us are after proprietary biotech. Oh, and Mimi?” I asked in a tone that suggested that she might be in trouble.

      “Um, yeah?”

      “Did Lat strap your safety bed onto the copilot’s seat?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she replied sheepishly.

      “Good, then you shouldn’t be on the dash,” I said.

      “How did you know?” she asked, her voice less distorted.

      “That doesn’t matter,” I replied. “Back to your spot.”

      “She’s going back to the copilot’s seat,” Lat reported.

      “You don’t have to report on every little thing,” she told him.

      I slowed to a stop and let sensor data combine in my mind so I could get a full picture of what was around. “There’s a pair of doors with a sally port ahead. It’s three metres underground, and I don’t detect any defences. Do you guys see anything on scanners?”

      “Well, no. Nothing on scanners. I think I’m figuring those flowers out though. They reflect scan data between each other. Not back up, but on lateral degrees so it looks like there’s a whole lot of dirt beneath them. It’s their shape and whatever’s in those petals. So weird. Would growing those really be cheaper than obscuring sheets?” Lat asked.

      “Developing the tech might be expensive, but growing them is probably cheap, especially if you can sell the excess. We were hired by a food production company, so that’s probably why they want them,” I replied, mentally checking the job details. Ambert Foods were well known for producing hundreds of different stable edible products, and according to everything I could see, we really were sent there to get those flowers.

      “I think something’s pinging the ship. It looks like a handshake, but it only came up for a second, when we got right above your current position,” Mimi said.

      My internal communications receiver was off, a safety measure so no one could detect it. The computer system in the bracer I wore wasn’t nearly as good, its range was much shorter. I held it up so I could watch for what Mimi was seeing using the more sensitive receiver in the Envoy and continued walking closer to the underground doors. They were five metres by five metres, large enough for cargo trucks or shuttles. Finally, when I was almost standing right on top of the entrance, I saw the signal and linked with it. “Okay, I’ve got a security screen with a Lidden Corporation login. I still can’t tell what this place is exactly, but it looks like a giant warehouse. Can you anonymously check the Local Matrix for any sign that Lidden is active? Look for claims on this island too. Don’t mention that there’s something hidden underground in your search. I’m going to work on something else.”

      “Wait, are you going to pass this up if you find out that someone’s coming for it?” Lat asked sourly.

      “No. I need to know if I should hurry up or take my time with this. Oh, and it’ll be good to know if we’re explorers or thieves for sure before I commit trespassing and theft,” I replied.

      “Good, because this is big. Whatever’s in there must be worth a lot,” Lat said.

      “This could be anything. It could be a trash site, for all we know,” I had to lower his and my expectations.

      “Why would anyone do that?” Lat asked.

      “Because they’re probably not allowed to dump garbage on a paradise world,” I replied.

      “Right, and incinerators, even dragging your junk into space costs fuel. It’s cheaper to bury it all and kick dirt on it,” I heard Mimi add over the open communications channel.

      “Fine, fine, what now?” Lat asked.

      “Well, I don’t see any claims or signs that Lidden is coming. This island is inactive, like most of the planet,” Mimi said. “Do you want me to file a salvage petition?”

      “You know how to do that?” Lat asked her.

      “Of course I do. I watched the first four parts of the tutorial,” Mimi replied.

      “No, it’ll probably get rejected. This place isn’t run by a government so much as a selection of entitled rich people who rule their territories like wannabe despots. I don’t even want them to know we’re here,” I said as I considered a brute force hack to get past the login screen. The computer on my wrist was frustratingly slow compared to the one in my chest, and shockingly stupid in terms of software quality even after I customised it. Some operating systems are irredeemable, even if they function well enough. I only kept the default one because it’s the most common one around.

      Using that slow computer, I switched to a dead ident number. Julie Farren was killed by her general maintenance bot during the Fourth Fall, she wouldn’t be using it. I made the ident look legitimate by creating a trail through her social media made of fake videos and pictures. A search for networks revealed several parts of the Local Matrix, including an abandoned space station in synchronous orbit above us. Red Gate had a hyper transmitter built in that used microscopic wormholes to accept and transmit data faster than light. It wasn’t nearly as fast as a Haven Node, but it was still the galactic standard. As I contacted it, I got a welcome screen with garish graphics featuring a gold and platinum city in the middle of a strange green wilderness.

      
        
        WELCOME TO RED GATE STATION.

        LOGIN AS A GUEST OR MEMBER?

      

      

      There were several homes in our hemisphere of Warro along with a Public Services computer system that was online, so I checked those out. Some of the household networks used social media style login pages that featured videos and pictures of people having a great time. It was like they wanted everyone to know how wealthy they were and to believe that their lives on Warro were one long vacation. After scrolling through a few hundred boastful posts on their public pages, I found one with the Lidden logo - a box with an open lid - in the background. Samvel Fyderov was a middle-aged man who enjoyed underwater relay races using Sub Scooters, and had a lot of wild parties according to the images and videos on his household’s public welcome page.

      Skipping past the data featuring him with different models of the small, high-speed sport submersibles, giant fish he’d caught, women he’d reeled in, and glimmering trophies he’d earned at several events, I finally got to the good stuff. Before he was killed during the Fourth Fall along with everyone who was staying with him, he got married and had a son on Warro. The Local Matrix still hosted social pages for them, which I found by checking several public event posts made by the Warro Government’s publicity department. After gathering birthdays, the wedding date, the names of his family members, I started combining the information into passwords for Samvel’s public facing social account.

      Most of the work took place within my digi-brain, but the attempts at cracking his password were sent using my wrist computer, which were using my dummy ident. This guy wasn’t like the idiots from the Darmen Corporation who didn’t know how to make their accounts secure. Samvel used biometrics and quantum encryption for anything important. Getting my hands on his corpse wasn’t possible, since one of the last auto-posts showed his butler droid feeding it into a matter recycler, so breaking through biometrics using his DNA would be a problem. The good news was that he had a private social account that was anything but professional, and I was able to trigger the password recovery by answering five security questions about his family and origins, which I knew about thanks to his prolific social presence. That guy loved to brag.

      A moment later I had access to his private images, videos, notes, schedule and security video feeds. His property on Warro had already been sold to a completely unrelated group of people, so the security feeds were useless. Too bad, from what I saw in his personal account I wouldn’t have felt too bad robbing his estate if it was abandoned. It turns out that he was juggling three families, and was only twenty-seven years old. Samvel misreported his age so he could pad his work history with a couple extra decades of experience. It seemed to take forever to sift through a decade of personal data. It was actually about five seconds, but I was experiencing time at nearly four times the regular speed because my digi-brain was working as hard as I’d let it.

      Finally, I found a remote access code in his calendar and used it to login to Red Gate Station. A code that’s only given to people who have to reset their biometrics after major health changes. Samvel came down with D’harvoc Disease after a visit with his second wife and it altered his DNA enough so he needed new biometric scans for security.

      I was in. The Lidden Corporation had a presence on Red Gate. Using that emergency remote code, I could see the station status. It was dormant. The reactor was on standby. The critical systems were being maintained by solar energy and batteries. I didn’t have permission to remotely manipulate its systems, but I could see that Red Gate was ready to reactivate. Getting past security there would be a breeze though. The sentry guns wouldn’t attack while I had Samvel’s code, and with a little work I might be able to steal his ident, which would give me access to Station Services. “I found an upside, but it’s not here. We’ll check it out later if we don’t fill our cargo hold planet side,” I said.

      “An upside, you say?” Mimi asked, almost purring.

      “I’ve never heard you say upside before. It sounds encouraging.” If I didn’t know Lat as well as I did, I would have missed the note of excitement in his voice. He was thrilled, trust me.

      “If we’re lucky, there’s another spot to loot. If not, it’ll be more trouble than it’s worth. For now, let’s focus on what’s underfoot.” I didn’t want to get anyone’s hopes up any more than they already were.

      The logs Samvel had access to were the simplest I’d ever seen. They had lists of cargo containers, arrival times, whether or not they passed scan checks, and departures along with which planetary cargo lifters the containers were assigned to. There was nothing about what was inside or the coordinates of their destinations. There was nothing about the island I was standing on. I moved on. “Well, I’ve got a remote activation code, so let’s see if it’ll open this door,” I said, switching to the login screen for whatever was below my feet.

      “That was fast! Their security must be terrible,” Mimi said.

      “It’s an old code that should have been wiped out, so it might not work,” I replied, giving it a try on the Lidden Corporation login screen, which was simply a prompt and their open box logo. To my surprise, it worked and there was a brief rumble underfoot. It stopped after a couple of seconds and the screen on my wrist computer flashed red.

      MECHANICAL ERROR. CONTACT MAINTENANCE. 00957311

      “Well, cracking isn’t going to get me in,” I sighed.

      “Oh, why not?” Mimi asked.

      “It looks like the door is broken,” I replied, pulling a collapsible shovel from my belt. I extended the handle and folded the large scoop blade open. “This better be worth it.”

      “What are you doing now?” Lat asked.

      “Scanning for the best thing to dig to. What would Jake do in a situation like this? If there’s anyone who would hate wasting time with a shovel, it would be him,” I said as much to myself as my audience on the ship above. I paced around, pushing tulips aside with my boot and scanning past them.

      “Oh, did the Old Man break into a lot of bases?” She loved hearing stories about Jake.

      “Well, yes, but usually to get to someone who was inside,” I replied, recalling that Alice got into her share of ships and installations too. The outline of a sally port two metres down appeared in my mind then and I grinned. “Found a way in. The good news about all this is that its main defence is secrecy. Internal security may not be that bad.”

      “That’s good, but you’re still outside,” Mimi said through the communicator.

      “The easiest way to break into anything is directly.” I was mostly talking to myself.

      “Get at its wiring,” Lat agreed from the Envoy as it hovered above. “Do you see an access panel?”

      I saw a big, heavy motorised hinge beneath my feet and started clearing dirt away, enough so I could tunnel. “No, but I have an idea.”

      Here it was, a reminder that I was an android. My skin was armoured and featured layers that tricked sensors and intense scanners into showing that I was human. I could bleed, and holography along with tiny fabricators could fake most major wounds too. I felt pain when a human should, but I could turn those sensations down or off entirely. I was also much stronger than any humanoid and with the stamina of a robot, I was able to dig down fast.

      I touched bare metal after a couple of minutes and, after digging a little more, could see the hinge. It was connected to pistons and a heavy metal panel that was still underground, and I was pretty sure I knew how it all worked. “This is interesting. This whole patch of dirt is on some kind of platform, like a tray that gets lifted up and pulled to the side by giant arms.”

      “Oh, oh, that’s so they don’t have to replant the tulips every time someone comes or goes, right?” Mimi asked.

      “Exactly. It’s made of really cheap metal, though, I scanned right through it. Okay, I’m going to power this up,” I said.

      I tore through the insulation of a thick cable and examined the wires inside. After making an educated guess on which ones might activate the system underground, I energised two fingers on my left hand and touched them. Nothing happened. “I guess they colour the ground wire green here. Weird.” I touched the red and black wires and grinned as the mechanism that lifted a large rectangle of dirt up and out of the way so the doors could be accessed activated. I stayed in place even as a few kilograms of black earth was dumped on top of me, and waited for the large plate to stop moving.

      When the sally port was clear, I turned the lifter off and rushed to it. The smaller door was set inside the large main ones along with a plate covering some kind of access panel, which I gently pried loose. Behind it was an emergency override access card slot, a biometrics scanner and a number pad. It was one of the more expensive access panels I’d seen warehouses use.

      “Wow, that was nifty,” Mimi remarked.

      “You only exposed one of the main doors though. You’ll have to go do the other side,” Lat added.

      “I only need the sally port right now. We don’t even know what’s in here. Open the rear ramp, I might have to retreat in a hurry. There could be heavy security inside,” I replied. “It’s not likely, but we should be ready to bolt just in case.”

      The Envoy, still hovering above me, lowered its rear ramp and I got to work on cracking the door. I entered Samvel’s code and the screen lit up. A tiny scanner built into the panel took my biometrics in and the tiny screen turned green.

      WELCOME BACK, SAMVEL FYDEROV. YOUR NEW BIOMETRIC DATA HAS BEEN COLLECTED. DETAILS PROPAGATING.

      I’d seen reset codes like that before, and security was always supposed to delete them after someone got their new biometrics scan done, but according to the note in Samvel’s calendar, he kept his so he wouldn’t need another one after he got a delicate surgical procedure done. “Well, I guess I’m Samvel Fyderov now,” I chuckled, glad to gain complete control of his Ident.

      “I don’t like it. You should stick with Rogue.” I could picture Mimi making her ‘yuck face’ as she objected.

      “Well, according to Lidden Corp. Just an extra ident to take on when I need it,” I explained. I tapped the OPEN button on the panel. It scanned me to make sure my biometrics matched the ones they’d just updated Samvel’s file with and the sally port slid open. There was still power inside, which could be a very good or bad sign. “Okay, going in.”

      “Be careful!” Mimi said. “If we lose communication, I’ll send Lat in after you.”

      “I’m suiting up, be careful,” Lat said.

      I stepped inside and the lights started to turn on. The landing was nondescript, just the kind of concrete floor and walls I expected in an industrial warehouse. There were a few automated and driven loaders off to the side that looked dusty. An open cargo elevator that was just a three-metre by three-metre platform was ahead, and I could see that it was made to take whatever they stored here up and down a forty-five-degree shaft. “Looks clean. No one’s been here for a long time.”

      “I hope there’s rare technology, maybe fabricator parts,” Mimi said, her signal coming through clearly.

      “Bio-matter in stasis would be better,” Lat said. “That stuff can be thousands of plat per litre.”

      “I don’t want to deal with more bio-matter today. I still stink like a tulip,” Mimi replied.

      I took the stairs running alongside the tracks for the elevation platform and moved as quickly as I thought was safe. I paid close attention to everything my scanners were picking up. There wasn’t much until I saw the bottom thirty metres down. There was a check-in centre with a booth for guards and two scanning arches standing side-by-side. The arches were wide, and I made sure they were inactive before I passed through one. There were no guards or turrets in sight, just a hallway that reminded me of the Processing Centre aboard Vindyne Base Ships. There were blue and red lines drawn on the floor. The walls were nondescript until I got to a pair of doors that were labelled:

      
      
        
        LIVE INTAKE

      

      

      
      I had to see what they were processing. Mimi was in my ear, saying; “Maybe this is a warehouse for humans from this world. You know, where rich people store stuff. This could be good.”

      “Don’t get your hopes up,” I replied as I tapped the security panel beside the doors. It lit up and scanned me.

      A click told me that they were unlocked and I slowly pushed them open, glancing at the Live Intake label one more time. The lights came on and my heart sank. There were pods arranged in a circle in the middle of the room with several lined up against the walls, new and ready for use. There was a weapon closet with transparisteel doors. It was filled with non-lethal suppression rods, handheld zappers and guns.

      Tall tool and medical cabinets along with disposal chutes were installed along the other walls between rows of empty stasis pods. On one hand, if those were stocked we would be able to run off with thousands of platinum in medical goods. On the other, we may have stumbled onto something that no one wanted unearthed, or could be entangled with someone’s legal system. There was only one quick way to find out for sure.

      There was a stack of one millimetre thick, high quality Flexi screens on a desk near the door. I grabbed one and looked. It was locked, of course. My code didn’t work. “I’m going to jam the wireless here for a few minutes, so we’ll lose comms. Don’t panic.”

      “Oh, is everything okay?” Mimi asked.

      “I’m fine, don’t worry. Just tapping into something,” I said, starting my local jammer. I touched the pad’s data connection and connected to it through my finger so I could use my internal computer to access it. The security was surprisingly good, it would take me a long time to hack in because you could only try to use one biometric pattern or password per second. That kind of hard limit was difficult to overcome, so I ripped the top edge of the tablet open, baring the connection to the data chip inside, and touched that instead.

      After figuring out what file system was loaded onto it, I could see everything that the tablet was used for. The logs listed inmates who had been sentenced by nineteen different law enforcement agencies for murder and worse. I copied everything, including the security credentials I’d need to access the main warehouse database.

      Sure that the Flexi wasn’t going to try to wirelessly reach out to anything, I stopped jamming and turned to the data port behind the desk. I used my wrist computer to connect to that one and, thanks to the credentials I stole, I was able to get in. “What's down there, Rogue?” Lat sounded like he expected the worst.

      The main access screen came up and I shook my head as I
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