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      In her four short years of adulthood, Amelia Blueheart had never experienced boredom. Once she had finished her whirlwind (and exceedingly thorough) education at Genesis Labs, the Tribunal had whipped her from one negotiation to the next without pause, with new background material and languages to memorize and learn during the travel time. The words “free time” didn’t exist in her vocabulary.

      Now that the Tribunal believed her dead, she no longer had a purpose to drive her days and she didn’t know what to do with herself. After three months aboard the ore ship Malapar, she could unequivocally state that she didn’t care for idleness one little bit. She also knew that she had no right to complain. She had made the choice to run, now she simply needed to learn how to live as a free person.

      If it were only that easy.

      Life on board the Zabolov ore ship was pleasant enough. Her quarters were deluxe compared to what she’d been issued as a translator working for the Tribunal. Her single bunk was wide, well padded, and boasted warm, soft covers; her viewport large, the autochef well stocked with a variety of foods she’d never tasted before boarding the ship, and the wash-dry tube larger and more efficient than any she’d ever used.

      Even the room itself was comfortable, with thick, dark green carpet covering the metal deck and two comfortable chairs with deep, form-fitting wine and gold cushions for reading or visitors. Best of all was the sweetly scented air that smelled of the Zabolov’s forested mountain home–a far cry from the stale, metallic-tinged mix that permeated space stations and Tribunal cruisers.

      It was a room filled with color, designed for long, comfortable hours of space travel and she was lucky to have it. She knew that. Still. . . .

      She needed to feel useful, but there was nothing she could contribute to the well run ship.

      The crew’s common areas were as well appointed as her quarters. The community autochef had even more choices than the one in her room. There was a large table for everyone to dine together that was used just as often to play games. There were vids and a vast digital library, exercise machines that made no sense to her, a VR chamber, and a gravity-free meditation chamber.

      At first, Amelia made an effort to learn their games, but soon found that she didn’t have the temperament or patience for what she privately thought of as pointless table play. The crew’s favorite was Galaxy Quest, with its large map of known galaxies, stars, and planets. Moving a tiny ship over the map after rolling a twenty-sided die, fighting fake wars, buying up pretend planets–it all seemed silly to Amelia. Perhaps if they played with real credits instead of the fake ones, she might have taken more interest.

      Or maybe not. She’d spent the entirety of her adult life negotiating treaties to avoid wars.

      The lone female crew member, Robena, had waved away Amelia’s need to contribute in some way. As skilled and capable as the other three male crew members, Robena made frequent use of the exercise equipment, read, and watched vids. She also had a fondness for naps. She had confessed to Amelia that ship duty was her vacation, a term Amelia had never come across.

      When pressed, Robena explained that vacation meant getting away from the pressures of her regular duties with uninterrupted time to relax.

      Vacation time was a foreign concept for Amelia, and a difficult concept to grasp. The idea of choosing to take an extended period away from one’s life’s purpose made no sense to someone who had been created to work until she burned out and was euthanized.

      Amelia was shocked to discover the entire Malapar crew considered duty on the cargo ship a vacation. Which explained why she was staring out her viewport feeling out of sorts. She needed a purpose. She needed to feel useful.

      Her ship companions were pleasant toward her–surprisingly so, since they were risking their freedom by helping a clone escape the Tribunal. None of them identified with a formal rank, but she had quickly discerned a definite hierarchy among them. One thing she had learned in her life as a negotiator, it was important to know who wielded the power in any group. Who did the others defer to? Who had the final word when a decision had to be made?

      Daimon, a Zabolov male of unknown age and the one who had greeted Amelia upon her arrival, filled the role of ship’s leader. She thought of him as the ship’s captain, although Daimon had asked her not to call him that. She still slipped up now and then even after three months onboard. He was more withdrawn than the others and spent a great deal of his time reading. Amelia found him the easiest to relate to, perhaps because Daimon liked to consume knowledge and was naturally quiet.

      By questioning the crew and conducting research in the vast library, Amelia learned that the Zabolov people–pale skinned to begin with–had lost the remainder of the pigmentation in their skin and the irises of their eyes after moving underground. The rods in their eyes had also adapted to produce more rhodopsin than sun dwellers, allowing them to see better in the dark.

      Besides Daimon, two other males and Robena made up the entirety of the crew. While the Malapar was much larger than the Tribunal’s star cruisers or the packet ships that carried goods and messages, Amelia had learned that it did not require many bodies to manage it.

      No crew member had a set duty. They all took turns cooking. They all seemed to understand and were able to fix the engineering and navigation systems–at least Amelia assumed they could all fix anything or the ship wouldn’t carry such a small crew.

      Gyth and Zabar, the other two male crew members, seemed young to Amelia. When she tried to cypher out why she had that impression she realized that it wasn’t that they looked physically immature–it was more of a personality thing.

      Both males were in top physical condition. From the number of hours she saw them using the exercise machines she understood that the condition of their bodies was important to them. They read very few books, preferring to play games and watch the vids instead.

      Zabar was by far the most outgoing, always looking for someone to spar or play with. Gyth usually obliged and a friendly rivalry had developed between the pair.

      In the three months that Amelia had been a passenger on the Malapar, not a single, tiny thing had gone wrong with the ship that required repair–not even a minor tweaking. The crew had no duties until it came time to check and input the course to their next stop or when making a delivery.

      She couldn’t remember a voyage aboard one of the Tribunal’s star cruisers or an assignment onboard a space station where things weren’t constantly breaking down and needing repair. Space was hard on everything. Environmental systems, communications, power, recycling–the list was far longer than her meager understanding of mechanics could grasp.

      Daimon had told her to relax and enjoy the journey when she asked him to assign her some duties, but instead of relaxing she had begun to feel anxious. She needed a purpose to justify the resources necessary to keep her alive.

      While she searched for a way to contribute, she filled her days perfecting her knowledge of the Zabolov language, either by speaking with the crew or by reading books from the ship’s extensive library. She consumed everything she could find on the planets and star systems in the Milky Way galaxy.

      She did this partly to stave off boredom, and partly to research possible places to eventually settle. The Zabolov people traveled extensively and were curious scientists with a broad range of interests. They kept meticulous notes on every planet they visited–covering everything from a planet’s location to the tiniest piece of flora found on the surface.

      When she wasn’t studying, Amelia spent her time trying to work out a plan for her future–a frustrating, futile task as she had no clue what the future would bring her way. All she knew of the galaxy was her four years as a translator for the Tribunal and the three recent months aboard the Malapar. Before that her life had been confined to floating in a clear tube filled with synthetic amniotic fluid.

      She sighed as she watched a giant purple gas cloud streak past her viewport. Life on the Malapar was a bit like living on autopilot. Every day cycle passed the same as the one before, except when they pulled into a space port to unload a portion of their cargo and take on goods needed back on Trestan.

      Amelia had stayed on board the ship and kept out of sight during the three stops they’d made thus far. She had no idea if the Tribunal was searching for her–they should believe her dead–but she was afraid to take a chance that someone she’d met in her past life as a translator would recognize her and report her whereabouts to her former owners.

      It was a risk she would face for the remainder of her life, and that worried her. It was also something she needed to get past if she was ever going to leave the ship and establish a new life. She couldn’t live on the Malapar forever.

      The gas cloud slid out of sight as she sighed again. She was safe and shouldn’t complain, but shizz, she was bored out of her mind. The Malapar’s journey would last nine months. Three had already passed. In two months the ship would begin the journey home via a different route, continuing its deliveries until it arrived back at Trestan. Sometime before that last delivery Amelia had to disembark and create a new life for herself.

      Forced inactivity had taught her that she needed a life with purpose. She understood that much about herself at least. She needed a reason to exist. She wanted to be useful. She didn’t care for vacations. Give her duties, the more the better.

      Translators experienced very little down time after birthing as fully formed adults. They went through a rigorous training and assessment period before one of the Tribunal’s star cruisers whisked them to an assignment onboard a regional space station where they acted as translator and negotiator–after which they were whisked to the next assignment once the negotiations were completed.

      From birthing chamber to star cruiser to space station to star cruiser to space station to star cruiser to space station in an infinite, whirlwind loop with no free time. Now she had nothing but free time.

      Amelia wandered back to her bed, her slim bare feet sinking into the thick pile of the carpet. She sat on the edge of the bed and gripped the pile with her toes. She was slowly learning about her physical body, a taboo area for clones. She’d been taught that the body was merely a vessel much like a star cruiser, its only purpose to house her intellect.

      She had recently discovered that her toes and the soles of her feet were sensitive to a surprising number of sensations. Once she’d discovered that the carpet felt smooth and soft and comforting to her feet she began to remove her boots whenever she entered her private quarters.

      Translators completed assignment after assignment until they burned out, their average life span a mere fifteen years after adult birth. Fifteen years of virtual slavery–a life lived in sparse, tiny quarters and bland conference rooms.

      Was she crazy to think she could be someone–or something–else?

      “Amelia to the bridge, please.”

      Startled to hear her name over the ship’s comm, Amelia recognized Daimon’s deep voice. Why would he summon her? He’d never done that before. The crew left her alone other than when everyone gathered for the once daily communal meal.

      Perhaps he had thought of a duty for her. Excited by the prospect of something new to do, she reached for her boots and pulled one on.

      “Amelia to the bridge, please.”

      She paused at the undertone of tension in Daimon’s voice, then slipped on the second boot and stepped over to her door. Her hand hovered over the palm plate, shaking slightly. Perhaps the Tribunal had found her despite her carefully planned escape. That would explain the tension in Daimon’s voice.

      If the Tribunal had found her then she would surrender to them. She couldn’t risk the lives of the Zabolov crew.

      There was only one way to find out.

      She slapped her palm on the plate and stepped into the corridor.
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      Only the crew areas on the Malapar had been designed for comfort. The rest of the ore ship was like every other ship Amelia Blueheart had been aboard. Chilly, dimpled metal or polycarbonate decks and walls that bounced the slightest sound. Dim, recessed lighting that automatically turned on and off as a crew member approached and passed. Stale, metallic-tainted, recycled air.

      Her leather boots tapped softly on the corridor deck as she hurried toward the bridge. Set on the same deck as the crew’s quarters and common areas, she didn’t have far to walk. Still, it was enough time for her nerves to ratchet up another notch.

      Had the Tribunal found her?

      Daimon must have been watching for her arrival. The door to the bridge opened silently before Amelia could press the palm plate. She was practically vibrating with nerves when she entered. She’d never been called to the bridge before. Why now?

      The Malapar’s bridge was the first bridge Amelia had ever been allowed on so she had nothing to compare it to, but knowing the Zabolov’s inventiveness and mad engineering skills, she suspected it was better equipped than any Tribunal star cruiser even though it was only a cargo ship.

      The first thing she noticed was the bare deck under her feet. She had expected more of the thick carpet similar to what was in her quarters. The air was slightly better than the stale recycled air piped through the ship’s corridors, but it wasn’t as fresh and green smelling as the air in the crew’s personal quarters or the common rooms.

      It also seemed small for such a large ship, holding a mere half dozen black gel seats set in a two by three pattern in the center of the room.

      The Zabolovs believed in back-up systems to their back-up systems, Gyth had explained one day when the main autochef in the mess began to dispense cold meals. Zabar had once bragged to her that if five of the bridge control panels went down for some unfathomable reason, the ship could still be operated from the sixth panel. And if the sixth control panel failed the ship could be controlled manually in Engineering.

      Amelia found that knowledge comforting. Although she’d made hundreds of trips in the Tribunal’s star cruisers during the last four years, the safety of the cruisers had never once occurred to her. She had blindly assumed that nothing serious would ever go wrong with a Tribunal ship–at least nothing that could affect the safety of the passengers.

      She had so much to learn about everyday, practical matters. There was much to be aware of and consider–far more than her Tribunal training had prepared her for.

      It hadn’t taken her long to realize that she possessed very little useful knowledge, a severe shortcoming if she was going to survive on her own. It was why she’d started reading everything in the 
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