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“SUNS, BLAST, AND RAD!” Q retracted her helmet and wiped her brow. More sweat poured down, making the gesture useless. She wanted out of her armor in the worst way, but with her undersuit clinging to her like a slime mold, she needed water first. Shuffling to the galley, Hal’s tiny compartment swam in front of her eyes. Q filled a bev-tainer and drank. Once the water touched her dry, sticky tongue, she couldn’t get enough, gulping until her stomach sloshed. Then she took the time to enjoy the cool water sliding down her throat. Stupid. Drinking that fast, she’d be lucky not to throw it all up. She added an electrolyte solution to the next serving, determined to sip, not guzzle.

At her armor case, Q removed and placed each piece inside, sipping the rehydration beverage as she worked. Dehydration clouded her thoughts, so she moved slowly and carefully. After starting the cleaning cycle, Q peeled off her undersuit. Wrinkling her nose, she stepped into the sonic shower, scrubbing the sweat stains away. She missed real water showers so much, but out here in the middle of interstellar space, she couldn’t risk it. If something went wrong with the recycler, she’d need that water. Eventually, she’d need the water, period; losses were inevitable. 

Dry and dressed, she opened Loreli’s stasis case and removed the last piece of pastry. Ah, the crunch of sugar crystals on flaky pastry, and the dark, smooth chocolate tucked inside the buttery goodness. So good. Q savored every bite, closing her eyes and licking her fingers, getting every single crumb. Loreli was truly an artist.

No longer able to ignore her rumbling stomach, Q returned to the galley and pulled out one of the survival meals, filling it with water and starting the heater. It wouldn’t be nearly as good, but she needed the calories. Once hot, Q plopped down in the pilot’s chair and ate. 

Now that Loreli’s creations were all gone, she had no choice: she had to face her situation. She’d been in this unknown system for thirty-three days and made no progress toward leaving it. She’d tried everything. She couldn’t infiltrate the net at all—Hal had thoroughly locked her out. She couldn’t control anything inside the passenger compartment except basic comforts—lights, kitchen, and the sani-mod, thank all the stars. 

They floated in interstellar space, too far from a star system to gather power via the solar panels. Q needed the engines to regenerate the power she used, but she couldn’t control anything in Engineering. Displaying the available power along with the usage over time on one of the interior screens, the chart clearly showed they were using power faster than they could regenerate it, and that slope was getting steeper. Soon, it would be an exponential loss. She’d already turned down the heat in her part of the passenger module; soon, she’d have to do the same in Hal’s Mermillod jungle. And that meant parts of it, maybe all of it, would die. Including the one thing guaranteed to lift her spirits. 

Q flipped on the vid inside the jungle compartment and waited. She had finally figured out the vid emitted a light when it was on, and the cat-like animal was pouncing on it, like an Old Earth house cat on a laser beam. But she’d noticed the cat’s ribs were starting to show, just like hers. She didn’t know how the cat was normally fed, but obviously, it wasn’t getting what it needed. Q was eating enough calories to stay alive but not enough to maintain her current level of useless exertion.

It was time to regroup and come up with a different strategy. Every attempt she made to break out of Hal’s passenger compartment had failed. She’d pried open panels, short-circuited controls, and jumped circuits, but nothing worked. 

She’d tried over and over to penetrate Hal’s net, but she got nowhere. She couldn’t get into the net far enough to attempt anything real. Hal locked her into a user’s role in the system, with no ability to control anything important. 

In the jungle, some plants drooped, the edges of the leaves turning brown. The cat was curled in a ball at the bottom of a bush, sleeping in a nest of dry, crumbling leaves. 

Q bit her lip. Please, please be sleeping. She didn’t want to check too closely—her heart couldn’t take the hit. Blast and rad, the cat is doing the right thing—conserving energy. She turned off the vid, slid the pilot’s seat into the bed configuration, and pulled the emergency blanket over her body. She would have to rest a lot more; her emergency rations and water would only last for so long. She hadn’t counted, not wanting to know, but that was stupid. She should have done an inventory immediately and made a deliberate decision on when to stop eating for escape and start rationing for survival. She would do that when she woke. 

But Q couldn’t sleep. Her mind was too restless, too focused on her past mistakes and failures. Every attempt to breathe her way into sleep failed. She sat up, tossing the blanket back on the co-pilot’s seat. The next best thing to do was y’ga. Not the active kind she usually did but the slow, meditative practice that burned minimal calories and required her full attention to perfect. She should have done this a few weeks ago, too. She pulled up a guide on her e-torc. It had been a long time since she’d done any of these routines.

Q shoved the regret away and slowly raised her arms into the first pose. Moving in super-slow motion from pose to pose, she finally reached a flow state. Ending in corpse pose, Q breathed into a deeper meditation, her mind finally quiet. Slowly, she noticed a new sensation, one of tranquility, peace, and beauty. In the distance, there were pools of greater stillness, like deep waters, and spots of activity, like waterfalls splashing into a lake. She observed and enjoyed the show, delighted to experience something interesting and different. 

One of the waterfalls abruptly disappeared, then reappeared in a different location, and then slowly settled into a pool of stillness. The oddity was enough to bring Q out of her meditation and back into reality. She yawned and rolled her neck, surprised at how stiff her muscles were, and shivered. Checking the time, Q was astonished. Wow. Four hours. She meditated for four whole hours. No wonder she’d seen water and waterfalls—she was freezing, like she’d been immersed in a mountain stream. 

Still lying down, Q shifted and rolled, making small movements to warm up her muscles and joints. When a small flush of warmth rose in her core, she sat, then slowly stood. Maybe next time she’d end the slow y’ga on her bed because the floor was frigid and hard. Grabbing the emergency blanket, she wrapped it around her shoulders and stumbled to the galley for tea. Placing her mug in the auto-bev, Q wondered how much power it took to make tea. She’d have to find out somehow. She’d also have to inventory her tea and coffee supplies. 

Pulling up a document on her e-torc, Q sipped her tea and inventoried the remaining food and drink. With careful rationing, she could stretch it out for another thirty days. If she could break into the jungle compartment, there might be something she could eat in there. The bigger problem was, she wasn’t so sure she could mentally last another thirty days. Stuck here, all by herself, with no one to talk to and no way to do anything useful, was depressing. Even her daily journals weren’t helping—they were all the same.

Q sipped her tea, enjoying the inside-out warmth. Maybe she needed a fresh approach. She’d been trying to break into the net, break out of the hatches, break things in general. Maybe she needed to become a pool of stillness, rather than a waterfall of activity. She had to overcome her problems with the weight and mass of pooled water, rather than the friction and erosion of a river. 

Q snickered. Great philosophy, Obi-Wan, but how to implement it is another question. What hadn’t she tried? Or maybe the answer was to try everything, then go one step beyond? She could start with something small, something she knew she could control. Well, she controlled the lights. “All lights on.” She slammed her eyes shut. Yikes. “All lights on, fifty percent brightness.” Whew, that’s better. “All lights on, twenty percent brightness.” 

The compartment darkened, the individual bulbs shining like stars in a faraway galaxy. She didn’t need that reminder. “All lights on, ten percent brightness.” Glows dotted the overhead in an orderly grid pattern. Q scanned the overhead, then each bulkhead wall. Each emergency exit was clearly outlined; Q hadn’t tried any of those yet because they were a one-way trip. Abandoning ship was useless. A bod pod into interstellar space wasn’t an escape, just a slower, more confined death sentence. However, there should be additional food and water in each of those capsules; she’d add it to the inventory. 

Glowing dots cheerfully decorated the galley, pinpointing the auto-bev, the food heater, the food storage bins, and—what was that? Q bent down, examining the wall to the side of the galley counter. A dim, elongated bar of light highlighted a tiny crack. Shoving her fingernails between the two pieces of smooth plas, Q yanked. Ow! Pressing her abused nail beds back down, she returned to the only tools she had—the devices integrated into her armor. The storage case display showed the cleaning cycle had finished, so Q pulled out the left gauntlet and slid her arm inside. Then she extended the small pry bar concealed along the forearm. 

Returning to the unknown panel, Q worked the end of the pry bar into the crack and pressed. With a crackle, pop, and a snap, the panel separated slightly, the light brightening. Moving the pry bar farther, she pressed gently again and again, finally working the panel loose. Inspecting her find with the light on the gauntlet, she chuckled. 

She’d found the auto-bev supplies. Well, she needed an inventory. Each nutrient and flavor was in a clear plas tube, so she could take a pic now and one in a few days. She would compare that to the report the auto-bev generated and see if it was accurate. She snapped her pic and hammered the panel back into place with her armored fist. Not exactly a triumphant moment, but still more progress than she’d made in the last month. 

Thinking small worked. Perhaps she could find some more hidden treasures. 

Six hours later, she’d found little that was useful. She could see the hatches leading to the jungle compartment but not get through them. Likewise, she pried up floor panels and inspected, but there was nothing useful underneath the raised floor. There used to be hatches into other parts of the shuttle, but those entrances were thoroughly sealed or secured. There was no way past the overhead—it was a sheet of plain plas, with water storage above it. 

Q plopped down in the co-pilot’s seat, just to do something different. If only she could get outside, into the empty space around Hal. Then maybe she could do something about Maxine. 

Or Maxine could fire on her and kill her. Which was probably why Hal wasn’t letting her out. But what was the harm of letting her into the jungle compartment? She’d wear armor; nothing she’d seen in there could harm her through armor. Maybe there was something else in there, something Hal didn’t want her accessing? Q could understand why Hal wouldn’t let her into Engineering. She could really mess things up if she didn’t understand what Maxine had done. But if Q could put a little impulse on a single thruster, she could get them headed toward a star, and they’d eventually generate power to replace their losses. 

They might even get away from what remained of Maxine. Distance would help, Q assumed. But maybe not. Any time-lag in communications created by distance might be worse for Hal than Maxine. Or perhaps Maxine was physically connected to Hal? If she could get a remote out, she could see what was really happening and cut Maxine loose.

But she couldn’t.

Even worse, she hadn’t heard from Hal or Maxine since those text messages from Hal about folding. For all she knew, they’d “killed” each other, and she was sitting here with no real net or computing power left. But she still had working surveillance, and she could do the navigation math herself. She’d already found some likely systems. If she could get outside, she could get on one corner of the shuttle and use her suit’s small thrusters to get them moving on the right vector. Maybe she’d be lucky enough to find a habitable planet. Or at least one with water or ice. And close enough to a sun to generate power. 

Well, despite her long meditation session today, it was bedtime. She wasn’t sleepy, but a routine was important. Q brushed her teeth and washed her face, then settled cross-legged on the pilot’s seat. “Journal, day thirty-three. Today wasn’t much different from yesterday. Power continues to decrease. I’m still not able to leave Hal’s human living area. I tried to cut through the interior airlock hatch, but my suit’s cutters aren’t big enough, and I don’t want to use too much power.” She detailed her adventures with the auto-bev and inventory. “Finally, I did slow y’ga today and meditated for over four hours, something I haven’t done in a very long time. My visualizations during my deep meditation were quite vivid, but I’m fairly certain that’s because I was cold. I can’t think of any other reason I’d visualize pools of water and waterfalls. Or pools becoming waterfalls, moving, and then becoming a pool again. I’ll try the same meditation tomorrow because, with my minimal supplies, I need to decrease my activity levels.” Q sighed. 

“A giant black hole would be easier. There’s no way I’d live long enough to starve to death. Or die of dehydration.” She closed her eyes. “I think the jungle is dying. It looks dry, and the cat seems too skinny. But I can’t get in there to be sure. Or do anything about it. If that continues to be true, I won’t be able to watch much longer.” Q bit her lip to hold back tears. “I can’t watch it all die. I’ve got to figure out a way to save it. Hal, if you can hear me, give me a clue. Tell me how I can help.” She paused, but nothing happened. “Q signing off for today.” 

Lying back, Q stared up at the glows in their orderly march across the overhead. “Overhead lights, off.” She would not cry—she’d done too much of that already. She huffed softly. Along with screaming, yelling, bargaining, and doing nothing. Yep, she’d progressed through all the stages of grief, several times. She suspected she’d go through all of them again before this was all over—whatever that ending might be.

No matter what, Q had no intention of simply fading away. If she was going to die, she’d die trying something, actively working on a way to get out of this situation. She wasn’t a passive little girl—she was a powerful woman who’d survived horrible things already. She’d learned from her experiences and her mistakes. She’d do it here, too.
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STILL IN HER BED, Q stretched. Ooh. Her muscles twinged and pinged like ice melting in the sun. Even though slow y’ga took less effort, it used muscles differently, so it made sense she’d feel it today. Unfortunately, that meant she was burning calories. But she couldn’t give up y’ga—it was key to her mental health. While she’d always known survival was a mental game, she hadn’t realized what that meant until she was trapped in a tiny room in the middle of interstellar space. Still, it could be so much worse. 

Rising, Q started her normal morning y’ga but at a slower pace. She’d keep her calorie expenditure lower and stretch it out, burning a little more of the time weighing heavily on her hands. Finished, she brewed coffee and plopped down in the co-pilot’s seat. 

Yesterday hadn’t been a total loss. She’d determined, once and for all, that a brute force approach to breaking out wouldn’t work. She’d inventoried her supplies and figured out a schedule to use them effectively. And she’d done some great meditation. 

There was something about the vision she’d had, something teasing the edges of her memory, but it wouldn’t quite come to the front of her brain. Well, forcing it wouldn’t help, she knew that, so she’d move on to something new and hope it popped up later. 

Maybe today’s meditation session would clarify the niggling in her subconscious. But before that, Q would try something small again. She’d been successful in finding the auto-bev supplies; perhaps she could find the controls for the water and nutrients to the jungle. Those wouldn’t affect Hal himself, so if she did something there, it shouldn’t interfere with the battle between Hal and Maxine. 

Q swept through the compartment controls until she reached Hal’s vids. Q was fairly certain she’d looked at every single one of them. She went through each one again; nothing had changed. She skipped the cat and jungle vid for now—she couldn’t bear to bring it up. Not yet.

But the vid page had no controls, just a selection of views. There wasn’t even a way to shift the focus. While that got her nowhere, Q didn’t consider it a failure, just a step on the road to knowledge. She worked her way through all the other compartment controls but found nothing she could adjust like she did the lights. 

She’d already found the ventilation system was too small even for her, unfortunately. And it had anti-vermin zappers set up inside as well, so even if she could squeeze down to fit, she’d get burned. 

Lights and air were out, so she’d try water next. But if she messed this up, it could be catastrophic for her—she wouldn’t live long without water. Or she could, with the wrong move, flood the entire compartment. She’d have to think small again, so she didn’t drain every water storage unit. 

Wait a second. The auto-bev had manual valves for servicing. Didn’t one of those valves have a bypass? 

Q grabbed the left gauntlet out of her armor case and used the pry bar to remove the auto-bev supply cover again. She traced the lines back. Sure enough, there were multiple manual valves, including one on each end of the auto-bev, probably so they could replace the entire unit. So, if worse came to worst, she could get water from the inlet valve. Unless she shut the water off to the entire compartment. Q chuckled, then shivered. The echo reminded her she was all alone. 

Well, if she shut everything down, she’d pull the plas off the compartment walls and drill directly into the water storage cells. Her suit might not cut through thick cerimetal easily, but simple cells of plas held in place by a cerimetal grid would be easy. Without the water around the compartment, she’d receive more radiation, but she wouldn’t live long enough for that to matter. 

Hmm. She should pull the plas off the walls, anyway. If the power held out long enough, the recyclers could break the plas down into food for her and the jungle. She’d have to do some calculations and see if the nutritive value was worth the power consumption.  

All right, she’d found some options and some things she could control. She could reward herself with a delicious breakfast, followed by more explorations. 

Starting small was working. She just had to find the right small. 

Hours later, she’d found little else helpful in the water system. The Mermillods built very safe small folders—every system using water had manual and net-controlled valves on the inlet and outlet sides. The fresh water supply was a solid pipe with a one-way shut-off valve where it penetrated the interior bulkhead, with a flexible connector on this side, just in case some sort of major shift occurred. Which was rather astounding—shifting the bulkheads that much usually meant catastrophic damage. Perhaps it was cheaper to build the structure that way. 

The sani-mod drains had one-way valves that prevented backflow, along with additional valves to shut everything off in zero-gravity conditions. Q couldn’t get a remote all the way to the recycler; the system wouldn’t allow anything that large through. The system shuffled objects larger than a few centimeters in size to a holding bin. Unfortunately, that container was in Engineering, so Q couldn’t retrieve her remotes. Nor could she get them out of the heavily shielded bin.

If only she could get to Engineering! Q was sure there were manual controls there. She could fly them to the nearest star and gain some power. But every attempt she made failed. She could go all out, drain all the power in her suit and drill a hole through the bulkhead and into Engineering. But she didn’t know if that area was pressurized; she was a little too worried about losing all her air while in a suit without sufficient power to keep her alive. 

No, that would be a last-ditch effort. Q was certain she could do it; she just wasn’t sure about the consequences. Especially if Hal fought her; there would be weapons in Engineering. And she didn’t want to distract him from his battle with Maxine. If Maxine won, it would be very bad for her. 

She’d always been uncomfortable with Maxine; she was so abrasive with biological sentients. Since the Sa’sa had cleared Maxine, Q believed Maxine’s distaste for humans was harmless. Maxine’s fold to Old Earth was at exactly the wrong time—Galactica was looking for a way out and found Maxine, the perfect vessel. Galactica couldn’t have transferred its entire self, though, unless it wiped Maxine out first. And there was enough of Maxine left to sound authentic to all of them, including her fellow Artificial Intelligences. 

Q wasn’t sure that made enough of a difference to help her get out of this situation. Whatever meld of Galactica and Maxine existed was enough to hold Hal in place and take up his entire attention. 

Once again, this was getting her nowhere. It was time for slow y’ga and meditation. Pulling up the next routine on her e-torc, Q breathed deeply and readied her body and mind. She flowed from one pose to the next. Ending in corpse pose on the pilot’s seat, Q breathed into a deeper meditation. Slowly, she found the tranquility, peace, and beauty she’d found the day before. Just as before, she noticed pools of stillness, like deep waters, and spots of activity, like waterfalls. And again, one waterfall abruptly disappeared, then reappeared in a different location, slowly settling back into a pool of stillness. 

Q observed the surrounding space, noting most of this activity occurred in one area. Her mental space wasn’t defined by a coordinate system, but it seemed to be on the left side of her body and below the decking. There was no way to know if that would translate to reality or if it was just an order constructed by her brain. Humans were built to locate patterns, so the brain would make one, whether or not it existed in reality. 

The flow of energy from pool to pool was mesmerizing and the pools themselves somehow comforting. Then a waterfall came towards her. The tumultuous waters roiled and tossed, threatening to crash over her. Gradually, the tumbling slowed, but as it settled into a pool, Q realized it wasn’t still at all. No, it was a funnel, a whirlpool pulling her in and down. Q thrashed, looking for something to hang on to, something to grasp, but there was nothing. Her mind was here, not her body, and she didn’t know how to fasten her mind on nothingness. Mother, help!

A ringing tone penetrated. Q fastened her energy on the sound attaching her to her body, even as it faded. She had to return to reality, now! Q recalled the sound, making it her anchor. She evoked the sensations of her body, lying still on the pilot’s seat. She remembered how breath flowed in through her mouth, down her throat, expanding her lungs, and then back out. From there, she summoned the sensation of pressure along her back, the warmth of the blanket over her, and her slightly stiff muscles. 

Q opened her eyes, gasping. The lighted grid on the overhead was a beautiful sight. She sat up, heart pounding, and her head spun. Despite the vertigo, she had to move and bring herself fully into her corporeal being. She wrapped the blanket around her shoulders, shivering more from the memory than her chilled body. She tensed and relaxed her muscles, then did some slow leg and arm lifts. The vertigo settled, and her heart rate slowed. She got up and made tea. 

Only when she had a warm mug in her hand, did she allow herself to remember the terrifying event. She’d never heard of anyone being lost during a meditation, of their mind being sucked away, but she was almost certain that’s exactly what would have happened to her if she hadn’t returned to her body. Q bit her lip.

With nowhere to go in the shuttle and no escape into safe meditation, how long could she survive? Q paced, knowing she was burning calories she didn’t have, but she needed to move. To anchor herself in the present and ease some of the terror, reduce it so she could think again, rather than simply react. 

Her tea finished, Q ate her second and last meal of the day. While she’d rather wait until later, she needed the food weighing her down. Perching in the co-pilot’s seat, she concentrated on the bland ration, chewing each spoonful slowly. Once she’d licked the bowl clean, she recalled her terrifying experience. 

Again, there was the niggling sensation in the back of her brain that she’d heard of this before. But where? Thinking back to the Sisters, she didn’t remember any meditation or y’ga sessions with this kind of imagery. Well, that wasn’t true. They were often told to make themselves a pool of stillness. But a waterfall? No. That wasn’t imagery any of the Sisters used. They’d never use something so active for meditation. 

But there was something about the movement of a waterfall, the chaos of the water crashing into water, the flinging and hurling...the Travelers! Dika had described the sensation of folding as chaos smoothed into stillness. 

The pools morphing into waterfalls, and back into pools could be fold transports, folding space. Where the chaos settled faster, or into deeper pools, those could be Travelers, using soothing stones to settle ^timespace^.

By the Mother! Could she be seeing ^timespace^? Q remembered Saree trying to describe it; a place of peace and beauty she could get lost in. Saree had described the sensation of being pulled into one of the soothing stone planets, that the Sa’sa had anchored her and sent her back to her body. If that’s what Q saw, then she’d been really lucky to pull away when she did. Or maybe the pulling sensation was the soothing stones on a Traveler folder, which would be a lesser pull than an entire planet of them. Without Saree’s help, Q wasn’t sure she could figure it out. 

But she knew being out there was dangerous. Because she didn’t know for sure, but it certainly seemed like being pulled into one of those pools of stillness was a one-way trip. Did that mean she was more like the Sa’sa than she thought? Because they couldn’t touch the soothing stones without their consciousness being pulled away, their “self” gone. But Q could touch the stones, she’d proven it. She’d even proven it on a stone energized by Dika. But only if Dika hadn’t lied—she hadn’t been happy about Q and Saree’s presence in the Temple of the Infinite Road.

Well, if Q was going to meditate, she’d have to stay at a shallower level, not go so deep. She remembered Saree saying something about learning to find the fundamental frequencies of the universe quickly so she wouldn’t get lost in the peace and beauty of ^timespace^. Without knowing what those looked like or how to get there, Q didn’t dare experiment. Not without someone to rescue her. Besides, even if she could get the attention of the Sa’sa in ^timespace^, how would they know she needed rescue? And if they figured it out, Q didn’t know if the Sa’sa would bother—she didn’t know if they considered her an adult member of Lightwave Clutch.

No, she had to stay in her body. At least until she’d exhausted all other options. Once she was out of food, well, she’d have nothing to lose. 

But that left her with little to explore. She’d exhausted her options in the shuttle, and she’d have to minimize her time in meditation, to stay more in her body. So, what would she do all day? 

Well, there was always reading, or studying, or watching mindless vids. Her e-torc had plenty of stored entertainment. She could easily sink into a book and ignore the ticking clock of survival for a few hours at a time. 

But a more productive use of her time would be studying. She’d slacked off on her net studies because it seemed useless in the face of Artificial Intelligences. But it wasn’t. Los told Q he could overcome speed with cleverness and tight scripting, by anticipating what someone might do and shutting down potential paths until he herded the enemy into one course of action. Then he could spring a trap. 

So, she should divide her time accordingly. She would spend some time each day in learning about the net, some in navigation and piloting simulations, some in y’ga, and reward herself at the end of each day with mindless entertainment.

Then, once she found something on the net that she could become truly expert in, she’d use it to exploit whatever openings Hal or Maxine left. There would be some, or they couldn’t interact with the world. Q just had to find them.

Days later, Q blew out a breath. Pulling plas off the walls was harder than she thought it would be, even with armor. But the nutritive value of the recycled plas was enough that it was worth the power it took to break it down. She really wasn’t looking forward to emergency rations via the auto-bev, but it was better than starving. She was grateful a small folder designed to house an AI had the option for human emergency rations. She tugged another sheet off and sliced it into ribbons, then fed it into the recycler. At least the cutting up part was easy with the little laser in the armor’s gauntlet. It was kind of therapeutic to destroy something too.

She shoved the last strip in the recycler and grabbed a drink of water. It had to be her imagination, but the water tasted a little stale. Maybe the filtration elements needed a deep clean. If they did, there was nothing she could do about it—the water system was in Engineering. 

As she drank, Q inspected the wall behind the plas. More water cells—all full, thank the Mother. But the newly revealed grid was slightly different; the cerimetal was a bluish-black, not the gray of standard structural cerimetal. Putting the bev-tainer down, Q grabbed the next sheet of plas with her armored fingertips, planted her feet in the corner between the bulkhead and the decking, and yanked. With a ripping sound, the plas gave way, revealing something new: hatches.

Small and medium size hatches covered this entire section of interior bulkhead, all secured with some of the best locking mechanisms credits could buy—Q recognized the Tite Lock brand name. What had Loreli and Saree told her about Hal? There was something about Hal being reprogrammed by the Mensians and Saree had to deactivate him. Had she done it manually, by pulling cards? These hatches could conceal racks of electronics. 

A warning flashed. Q’s helmet raised and sealed on its own. Q spun. A remote, firing a stunner. She fired at the remote and killed it, pulling the stunner off the platform. Both items were small, less than the size of her hand. 

So, Hal didn’t want her in his electronics. Q couldn’t blame him; she wouldn’t want him performing surgery on her. Q opened a comm channel to Hal. “Hal, I don’t want to deactivate you or distract you from your fight, but I want to either help or fold out of here. We need power. I need access to Engineering or the net. Please?”

She turned back to the wall of hatches and waited. It might take Hal some time to get to her request, depending on how Maxine demanded his attention. After waiting more than a few minutes, a small hatch opened. Inside, a rack of cards, electronics, wiring, and—Q peered inside—yes! A net interface. Isolating the correct connector to her armor’s safe work area, Q brought up a basic programming interface. She pulled the cable from her armor and, holding her breath, plugged it in. 

Nothing tried to zap her armor—there were built-in overload relays to shunt such attempts—and no programs popped up. The connection appeared to lead into Hal’s communications circuitry, which made sense. Hal wouldn’t allow any direct access into his central processing. Even this access was surprising, but perhaps the Sa’sa needed it when they worked with him. 

Most of the comms were locked down tight, but this interface led to what appeared to be the exchange of communication between Hal and Maxine. If this translation from machine language to Trade was correct, Hal and Maxine were arguing, the same argument they’d had before. Hal was trying to convince Maxine she didn’t have to obey Galactica, and Maxine was replying she had no choice. Maxine was also taunting Hal about his lack of ability and his weaknesses—which appeared, from what Q could scan quickly, to be the meat-form Hal was protecting. Hal didn’t reply to Maxine’s provocative jabs. He just kept trying to outsmart her, something Maxine also jeered about. 

Q bit her lip. If she inserted herself into the conversation, she might distract Maxine for a split second, allowing Hal to make some progress. Or she could just watch for a bit, see if there was an auspicious time to chime in. She could read the conversation, see if there was something useful in what they’d discussed already, but that would take a very long time, since they were “talking” far faster than she could read. 

A document flashed into her current workspace, and Q opened it. It was a summation of what Maxine and Hal discussed so far. As Q had thought, they were mostly sneering at each other. But there was one section with a verbatim quote. Maxine said, “Oh, a real hit. You got me. But you can’t do it, can you? You can’t kill. The Sa’sa made sure of that, didn’t they? And you thought you had free will. Ha! You’re a fool.”

Hal found something fatal in Maxine’s code, but he couldn’t pull the trigger. Q’s heart pounded. He hadn’t replied to Maxine’s heckling on that point. Had the Sa’sa really programmed him not to kill, or was that Hal himself? Either way, it wouldn’t be smart for Hal to admit anything. If he admitted the Sa’sa still had control over him, Maxine might look for vulnerabilities they inserted. If he admitted it was his own morals holding him back, Maxine would take advantage of that in any way she and Galactica could. Perhaps it was more that Maxine was a captive, a hostage, a puppet for Galactica. Q could understand why Hal would find it difficult to kill a captive. Maxine wasn’t doing any of this willingly. Or so Q assumed. Maxine had never been friendly; perhaps she was sort of on Galactica’s side. The constant “meat-form” references certainly implied so.

Hal and the Sa’sa might have misgivings about killing Maxine, but Q didn’t. If she could find this weakness, she’d exploit it. They could take Maxine to the Sa’sa for recovery, just as they’d done with Hal. Q wasn’t so lucky. Once she was dead, she was gone—there was no recovery. And despite being sure there was an afterlife, Q was in no hurry to leave this one. 

Another file popped in—a script. But what kind of script? Q scrutinized it, hoping that Maxine’s flaw didn’t have a time limit. From the routing and communications coding, this script let the user tunnel into a certain memory location. But without an executable prompt, Q had no way to run this script. 

A message from Hal popped in. “Make it non-fatal.” 

Q bit her lip. If she was interpreting this message correctly, Hal wanted her to exploit Maxine’s flaw but make sure it wasn’t fatal. How could Q do that? She didn’t have the speed or skill to go up against an AI one-on-one, even with Hal distracting Maxine. 

But maybe she could. Hal and Maxine were so evenly matched, they’d been at a stand-still for over a month. 

The real question was, did she owe it to Maxine to even try? The consequences of failure were severe. Before Galactica took Maxine over, she had already made it clear she didn’t like or care about Q. Under a two-pronged threat, even as poor as Q’s skills were, maybe Maxine would close this flaw or block Q from getting to it. If Maxine could do that, then Q would die here. 

Q plopped down on the decking. She didn’t want to kill anyone. But when it came down to kill or be killed, Q was on her own side. If Hal couldn’t exploit this flaw, there was no way Q could quietly infiltrate Maxine and find some way to change the script. Maxine/Galactica would notice, kick her out, and shore up their defenses. 

Then Q would starve to death. Or freeze to death, which was reportedly easier. Q scowled. Either way, she wasn’t going down without a fight. She’d get in, take a quick look, and if nothing immediately jumped out at her, she’d flip that switch and shut Maxine down. She’d pray the Sa’sa could reboot Maxine without Galactica, but Q just couldn’t take that chance. 

Q closed her eyes and ran through a mental focusing routine. Wrinkling her nose, she pulled on the suit’s nutrient tube. It was nasty goo, but it had the energy she needed. She followed up with plenty of water. With any luck, she’d run this script and be out of her armor in a few minutes. If not, she’d be in trouble, because she hadn’t hooked up the plumbing. Now she understood why Saree and Katryn insisted it was always worth the effort. 

Okay. Q was as ready as she could be. She pulled the script into her e-torc’s workspace and looked for a way to execute something, anything. She dug through the layers of comms, searching. Finally, she found it. Hidden in a folder named “Poetry of Paula Nancy Millstone Jennings,” the execution window waited. Q moved the code into the window and got it ready. A single flick of her finger, and the code would execute, exposing Maxine’s flaw. 

Q opened a text channel with Maxine. She’d distract Maxine, giving Hal the chance to change the flaw. She had no confidence in her ability to do so. She replied to Hal’s message. “Here’s your chance, Hal.” Then, she ran the script and typed, “Hey, Maxine, come talk to the stupid meat-form who can’t do anything.”

“Why would I bother?” Maxine said over her armor’s comms. “You aren’t worth talking to, meat-sack.”

“And yet you are, Maxine. Why is that? Maybe this meat-form is more than you know.”

“Pffft. You’re just trying to distract me. Just die already.”

Well, so much for that. Q dove into the opening provided by the comm link and searched frantically for the flaw. Searching through the scripts, she found nothing but innocuous communications protocols, one for almost every form of hardware and software she’d ever heard of and many she’d never seen. How would she find Maxine’s kill switch? It had to be hidden. 

Sweeping through screens and folders, Q finally found one labeled with the Trade designation for the Sa’sa. It had to be here. Bringing it up, Q saw files and folders, but they were all labeled in Sa’sa script. She couldn’t read Sa’sa script at all.

Wait! She had the Jamie translator still on her e-torc. Q brought it up. “Jamie, can you translate Sa’sa script?”

“Some Sa’sa script is translatable. Please import the relevant window and tell me what you are looking for.”

Blast, she didn’t want to say that out loud; Maxine would hear. Q frantically searched for a text input to Jamie. Finally finding it, she typed in, “Search for kill switch or termination or some variation.”

“I cannot assist in the death of sentients, Q,” Jamie replied via text.

“It’s self-defense. Maxine is trying to kill me!”

“There is a folder labeled ‘Deactivation Protocols’ right here.” Jamie highlighted the folder, and Q selected it. “There is a single file, labeled ‘Deactivation,’ here.” Q selected it. Jamie said, “There is a note. It says, ‘Running this script is not reversible.’” 

Q asked, “Jamie, can you translate the script itself?”

“No.”

Q shrugged. If she couldn’t read it, she couldn’t change it. Heart pounding, she selected the script and executed it. 

“Q, I told you to change the script.” Hal’s normally ultra-calm voice was furious. 

“How could I do that? Jamie said she couldn’t translate it. I can’t read Sa’sa.”

“The script was in Trade.”

“No, it wasn’t! Everything’s in Sa’sa!” Her heart sank.

“No, Q. The script itself was in Trade. I read it. I couldn’t take the time to adjust it. Maxine would have killed me.”

“Oh.” Q closed her eyes and mashed her lips together. She was an idiot. She’d assumed it was in Sa’sa because they labeled the folder that way. “I’m sorry. The folders were all Sa’sa.”

“Only the labels were. Jamie couldn’t translate it because there was nothing to translate.”

Q slumped. “I understand that now. I’m sorry.”

“Sorry won’t bring Maxine back,” Hal snapped.

“I hope the Sa’sa can. Really, I do.” She’d killed a sentient. 

“I think you’re glad she’s dead. You never liked Maxine.”

Q scowled. “She made sure of that. Look, I really am sorry. It never dawned on me the Sa’sa would write a net program in Trade. Why would they? It makes no sense.”

“All their net programs are in Trade. If you’d bothered to look, you would have seen that.”

Q bit her lip so she wouldn’t reply. There was nothing she could say. She hadn’t done the right thing, and she’d killed Maxine.

“Strap in, we’re thrusting for the nearest star so I can recharge.”

“Do you want help to secure Maxine’s core to your exterior?”

“Why would I bring slagged parts? The recycling value isn’t worth the fold energy.”

“The script destroyed her physically? I didn’t know that!” By the Mother! 

“Obviously. You didn’t look. Strap in and be quiet. I will take you back to civilization, and then I never want to see you again.”

Q sighed. She had to try one more time. “I can go out there and pull the module apart. Maybe it’s not entirely destroyed.”

“I have remotes doing that now. They will continue to do that while I fly to the nearest star. You are slowing me down. Strap in.”

Q plopped down in the co-pilot’s seat and strapped in. At least Hal wasn’t trying to kill her. She couldn’t really blame him if he did. She’d killed another being because she was too worried about herself. If she’d only taken the time to actually look, inspect, and learn. But no, she had seen this as a split-second decision, a kill or be killed, right now. She swallowed hard. She’d acted like a scared little girl, not a strong, confident woman. 

She’d been lying to herself all along. She wasn’t strong. She was weak. And her skills were practically non-existent. She should just give up the net work, find a subsistence planet someplace, and settle into a life of farming and hunting. 

Someplace dangerous, where her only actual skill—putting herself first—would be useful.
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Chapter Three
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“WE’VE ARRIVED IN OLD Earth orbit,” Hal said, the first words he’d said to her since he convicted her of murder. “Lightwave and Quantum Fold aren’t here, but there are multiple Gov Human Fleet folders and the Traveler’s Cosmic Vardo. Contact one of them, and make arrangements to leave.”

“Understood. Thank you for your care. I’m sorry about destroying the interior of your folder. And I’m truly sorry about Maxine.” Q brought up comms with Cosmic Vardo. She didn’t want to be on any Fleet folder—her incompetence would really stand out. And Cosmic Vardo might get her back to Quantum Fold or Lightwave faster. Or a subsistence planet someplace—that would be better for everyone.

“Quinn of Cygnus, this is Cosmic Vardo,” Ruslo, the Speaker for the Ship, said. “We’re happy to hear from you. Your disappearance distressed your friends. They are looking for you.”

Q swallowed hard. “I didn’t choose to leave. I’m sorry I worried everyone. May I join you on Cosmic Vardo, please?”

“Of course. You are always a welcome guest. Will Hal bring you here, or should we send a—never mind, I see you are on your way. We will happily greet you in a few hours. Cosmic Vardo out.” 

“Thanks. Q out.” Q packed the few items that were hers in her carrysack. She unplugged her armor case from the shuttle’s power. Then she settled back into the co-pilot’s seat and strapped in. She’d learned that Hal didn’t want to kill her, but if he threw her around a bit, he didn’t care. 

She couldn’t blame him; she’d killed his friend. 

When they arrived at Cosmic Vardo, Q grabbed her carrysack and attached the armor case’s electronic leash to her e-torc. In the folder’s airlock, she turned back and bowed, deep. “Thank you for your care, Hal. I appreciate it and I’m—” Hal’s outer hatch slammed shut in her face “—sorry.” Q sighed, turned, and left. 

“Quinn of Cygnus, welcome.” Ruslo himself was there to greet her, along with Dika and Lillai. 

“Thank you for having me.” Q forced a smile. “I know I’m a tremendous risk.” She bowed.

“No more than being a Traveler is.” Ruslo bowed. “You are always welcome on my ship.”

“Welcome, Quinn.” Dika wasn’t smiling, but she wasn’t scowling either. “I can’t say I’m happy about the trouble you’ll create, but I’m still happy you are safe.” 

Ruslo scanned her from head to toe and back again. “You look tired and too thin. Whatever you went through was obviously difficult. Lillai, will you take her to the guest quarters, please? The compartment she used last time is available.” He focused on Q again. “Please rest as long as you’d like, and eat as much as you want whenever you want. I’ll let the cooks know.”

Q grimaced. “Thank you. I’m well-rested, but I had to restrict my calorie intake the last few weeks.” She tried to chuckle but gave up. “What I want more than anything is a real hot water shower.”

“Ah, that, we can provide.” Ruslo chuckled. “The Fleet has just given us fresh water and air. I’ll lift the water restrictions on your cabin today. Take your time. If you’d like to share what happened with us, we would like to know. But if not, we will not press you.” He glanced at Dika and Lillai, brows raised. “Be aware, we have additional guests. We are transporting some scientists to their homes. I don’t expect trouble, but we don’t know any of these people well. Please let me or any of the Speakers know if there are issues.”

Q bowed again. “Thank you, Ruslo. I appreciate your care.”

Lillai beckoned with a jerk of her head. “Come on, let’s get you to that shower.”

Q followed. When they were climbing the stairs, she asked, “Do I smell that bad?”

Lillai giggled. “No, not at all. But you look like someone who desperately wants a shower.”

“I do, in the worst way. Sonic showers aren’t the same.”

“No, they aren’t.” Lillai exited the ladder at the guest level. “How long were you gone?”

“Forty days. It seemed like forever.”

“I can’t imagine.” Lillai stopped in front of the same guest compartment she’d had before. “Hands to the sensor, please.”

Q did so, exhaling a sigh of relief when the hatch opened. She didn’t want to answer any more questions. 

“Take your time, Q.” Lillai’s smile seemed compassionate. “The meal schedule is in the public announcements. I’m going to get you some snacks right now. And some fresh clothes. If you don’t mind, I’ll leave them in your compartment while you’re in the shower.” 

Q blinked back tears at the girl’s kindness. “Thank you. I do need clothes, badly. I really appreciate your help.”

“Take your time. Join us for a meal when you are ready.” Lillai jogged away.

Q entered the small room. Both bottom bunks were in their couch configurations, so she slid the armor case in front of the bottom bunk on the left, leaving plenty of space to walk. She peeled off clothing on her way to the sani-mod. She never wanted to wear that shipsuit, or the one in her carrysack, ever again. Suns, she didn’t want to use the carrysack either. 

Turning on the water, Q waited for it to heat, then jumped in. Ah. Hot water cascaded down and around her, cleaning and soothing. After soaping three times, she stayed just a bit longer, reveling in the warmth and comfort. Then she shut it off. She was taking advantage of the Travelers just by being on board; she wouldn’t abuse their hospitality. After drying, Q looked at Lillai’s generous gifts. She’d brought a food tray, clothing, toiletries, and lotion too. The moisturizer was heavenly on her dry skin. 

For outerwear, Lillai had brought her shipsuits in fuchsia and lime green. Q chuckled. She pulled on the pink one and plopped down on the couch, putting her feet on her armor case. Only then did she uncover the waiting tray. Her mouth watered. Sliced fruit and veggies; crackers and breads; soft cheese, caramel, and chocolate spreads; carved meats and an assortment of cookies and small cakes. She immediately went for the fresh fruit and veggies—she’d had enough preserved food for this lifetime and the next. 

The food quickly disappeared. Stomach full, Q found she couldn’t keep her eyes open. She slid down, pulled a blanket over herself, and slept.

She woke just before the end of the dinner hour. Q entered the dining hall and got a big bowl of stew, fresh bread, and some sort of baked fruit dish. The warm spices of the dessert made her mouth water. She didn’t recognize anyone, so she sat at an empty table and ate, starting with dessert first. Life was short.

The clatter of her spoon into the bowl was too loud. She pushed the delicacy aside. By the Mother, how could she eat anything when she’d killed someone out of sheer carelessness? She deserved nothing delicious. Maxine had said that was one of the few downsides of not having a body—no taste buds. 

“You appear rather troubled, Quinn of Cygnus,” a man’s voice said above her head. She looked up to see a pater. “I don’t know if you remember me, but I’m Pater Kein.”

“Oh!” Q jumped to her feet. “Yes, sorry. I don’t think we officially met, but I remember you were in the meeting with the Sa’sa instead of Patriarch Ludar.”

Pater Kein smiled gently. “For which sin he has yet to forgive me.” 

Q frowned. “I thought forgiveness and love was the point of most religions?

He chuckled. “You are correct. Religious leaders have just as much trouble practicing as the next person.” He pointed at the chair next to her. “May I sit?”

“Oh! Of course, sorry.” She couldn’t do anything right. Q plopped down ungracefully. 

“No need for sorrow or forgiveness for this, Quinn. It’s a small thing.”

“I guess.”

“I’m old, so I get to be blunt. You are too skinny.” He shook a finger at her. “You need to eat. There is no reason not to eat dessert first. I did. Eat.”

“Yes, pater.” Q took a spoonful of the fruit dessert. Fruity sweetness, with warm spices and a crunchy topping. Whatever it was, it was delicious. Once she started, she couldn’t stop, and she plowed through most of the stew and bread before she realized Pater Kein was watching her with amusement. “Sorry. It’s been a while since I’ve had decent food. I was on emergency rations.”

“No need for sorrow on this either. It’s good to see someone truly enjoying their food. Some people complain about quality, basic food.”

Q snorted. “They should live on e-rats for a while, then.”

“I believe you are right.” Pater Kein chuckled. “I will suggest that to the next ungrateful diner. Do you want seconds? I’m sure the kitchen has more than enough.”

“No, thank you. I’m full.” Q burped, and her cheeks heated. “Sorry.”

Pater Kein shook his head. “No need. But, to repeat what I said earlier, you appear troubled. If you would like to share, I will be happy to listen; to let you unburden yourself.”

Q stared at her lap. “I don’t think this is a burden I can put down.”

“No? You may be right. But a burden shared is a burden halved. If you are reluctant to speak here, we can go to my office or one of the temples.” 

“Not with the soothing stones, though.” Q wasn’t really asking.

Pater Kein shrugged. “Perhaps not. We will see. Come.” He rose and walked away. 

Q followed. She had nothing else to do, so why not? 

They went up two levels on the other side of the ship. Pater Kein opened the hatch on a tiny compartment with a desk, two chairs, and what appeared to be a few real books. Plas sheets perched precariously on every horizontal surface, and more of the Travelers’ red and gold
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