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      The familiar tunnels no longer smelled right. They smelled acrid, uncertain, and heavy.

      Kaykek moved with the crowd towards the surface. The surface, where no Verr walked. The suit they had given to it also felt heavy, and it was the suit it smelled. It knew that, but it had never worn a suit, it had never breathed canned air.

      The surface, but they only came close, the shape of the ship dwarfing it. Making it feel like the tiny rodent it was, a shuttle built on a scale it could not imagine and it was tiny.

      And the air rushed around them, the makeshift shuttle bay draining atmosphere into space and it felt its breath catch, even though it could not be harmed, and it moved, and it moved and it was on the ship.

      The seats had been retrofitted. Space for its tail. Many more of them than the original builders could have placed. Many more.

      And then the whooshing sound from outside and a hum that became a rumble and it was pressed into its seat. It could not, for a moment, breathe.

      It could not, for a moment, think as the shuttle launched. It had peculiar windows, and through them it saw the ravaged surface of a once-beautiful world, the winds that blew constantly until they didn't.

      It could not think and then it could, and then the shuttle shook and spun, twisted sideways by those winds against the best efforts of its pilot. Or whatever was flying it and it knew in that moment it was going to die.

      All Verr were going to die.

      It scrabbled at the helmet because it had an urge that the face mask got in the way of, and it got it off and grabbed at the provided receptacle. The taste of bile. It was not the only one, the cabin now stank and dark with it.

      But the pilot had control back and they spun again, back up into what was air, what had been air, and was just the turbulence of it escaping. The terrible sphere of Vian visible, looming and pulling them, but it wasn't their destination.

      For a moment, it had thought nothing was.

      It heaved until its stomach was empty and then heaved some more, unable to stop. Smelling only vomit and fear pheremones, ones which told it to run, ones which told them all to run, and it had to get out of here.

      It had to get off this ship!
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        * * *

      

      The orb of Verr swirled beneath them, torn. Kaykek could see the approaching disaster, could see it in the way the atmosphere literally bulged towards the in-spiraling gas giant.

      The great gamble, the nets that surrounded the underground cities, could also be seen. Nobody wanted to be in those cities. But it simply wasn't...it wasn't going to be easy to get everyone off, even with the help of the furs...the tyrar. Most would still be there. It couldn't be helped.

      Kaykek was lucky.

      And the other aliens.

      Most especially the humans, who had come to help the verr whether they wanted to be helped or not. Kaykek admired them. It also feared them.

      They were just so strange, all of these offworlders, with their customs and their different body types and their lack of fear of the open sky.

      To Kaykek, even the porthole was a little much. It had, after all, spent all of its life so far underground, as all verr did.

      They had been burrowers even before their world had turned hostile, after all.

      And this ship, not built to verr scale, but able to hold so many verr, did not feel like a burrow. It felt like a grand structure.

      It felt like it was built to intimidate.

      Kaykek turned away from the porthole. It was not the only one who had stopped to "enjoy" the view. Perhaps there was something motivating about seeing the fate of their world laid out so starkly.

      There was no saving Verr.

      The human exploration ships had promised to look for a suitable planet for them. Or even more than one.

      The tyrar had given them this ship and there would be others. And nobody seemed to expect anything from the verr in return other than to survive.

      There would be queens and drones on this ship soon enough. Shes and hes. Those who could produce the next generation.

      Quickly, Kaykek hoped, for with only workers up here, it was possible the change would be triggered. It did not want to go through the change.

      It didn't want to become a drone and even more didn't want to become a queen.

      It wanted to die a worker, never having known that pleasure, no, but never having been purdahed in the creche to devote its time to raising children.

      It was no scientist to continue a career.

      It was a mechanic, and that was why it was on this ship. A position it had fought for, for it would never go back to Verr.

      It would never go home.

      It would live.
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        * * *

      

      Kaykek's quarters were shared with two other workers. They were large enough for four.

      Tyrar did not live alone. Tyrar were also huge.

      Which was why they were providing the ships. Tyrar built on scales larger than any other species, and they had the materials science knowledge.

      It wanted to learn more about that. It wasn't a scientist; it had not got good enough grades in the creche for that.

      No, Kaykek's intelligence was in its hands more than its brain, and it was perfectly happy to be that way.

      That didn't mean it didn't have some curiosity. Didn't want to find translated books that would explain to it everything about how this ship worked, not just what it needed to know to keep the climate control working.

      It struck Kaykek that it would be good for everyone on the ship to know that, even the queens and drones brought on board as breeding stock...and to reduce the risk of a succession fight.

      Verr were far too civilized for that under normal circumstances, but the ship was not that large and if too many people shifted queen at once, there could easily be a succession fight, and that could destroy this ship.

      It shuddered. But that was not its problem. It placed its small personal allowance on an empty bunk and headed back out into the ship.

      First order of business, learn its way around so it wouldn't get lost.There were still tyrar on the ship, although they would leave once they had the verr crew trained. Kaykek could pick up hints of their scent, deep and musky. And, supposedly, the ship itself was alive at some level. What would it be like to be a ship?

      What would it be like to explore other worlds? This ship, though, would not risk itself on the frontier. This ship would wait and build its small society until a suitable world was, indeed, found. Then it would go there and build a colony.

      Normally, Kaykek suspected, such ships would wait empty. Under the circumstances, though, it was vital to get a viable population off planet.

      Just in case the cities failed to fly.

      Just in case.

      This would be its home for years. This might be its home forever.

      It turned that over in its mind and decided it was perfectly okay with that concept.

      It was, after all, just another burrow.
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        * * *

      

      It found its way to one of the most important places on the ship quickly enough.

      The canteen. Easy to find by simply following one's nose to the smell of a kitchen.

      It was already filling up with people, although no food was being served yet. A screen flickered active, and Kaykek realized that the PA system was online.

      "Welcome aboard the Refuge. I am Alvi," the voice said. It was queen-deep, that voice, but the tyrar spoke in tones that verrans could barely hear. For them this could be high.

      The voice continued. "I am the intelligence that has volunteered to help you run this ship."

      The intelligence.

      Oh.

      Alive in a sense.

      The ship had a true AI. Verr had been trying to crack that for a while. Maybe the tyrar could teach them.

      But the tyrar, who's own world was under repair, had given them so much that Kaykek knew there would be a reckoning. Oh, true, they wanted other sentients to survive, and there was value in that.

      But sooner or later, verr would be asked to pull their weight. Perhaps to provide some assistance in world repair. Perhaps to provide crew for ships, although if so, they would need some way to prevent a lone verr from changing. There had been, it knew, work on medication to control the change before the world broke and all efforts had to go to survival. Before Vrycek Hive went all fascist, and they were insisting on their own ship.

      Nobody was arguing.

      Vrycek Hive not surviving the world breaking would be good riddance in most minds. Kaykek did not agree, there were children in that city.

      But nobody wanted to share a ship with them.

      "I am completely at your service," the AI was saying. "You can talk to me through any terminal, and don't worry. I multitask well."

      Kaykek took a deep breath.

      It waited for Alvi to stop talking, and then it ducked out. It found a small room nearby that appeared to have some local monitoring stations. And a terminal.

      It activated it.

      "Uh...hello, Alvi."

      "Hello."

      "I am Kaykek. I am going to be working in climate control."

      "I am truly pleased to meet you."

      "I would..." A pause. "I would like to see the full ship's manual."

      "It is lengthy."

      Was the AI amused?

      "I know. But I will have plenty of time." It was going to be on this ship for years.

      "I will place a copy in your personal data allocation. I suggest starting with the section on life support."

      The relevant stuff.

      "But also read the overview. I hope to get more such requests."

      Kaykek felt slightly warm inside. It was only a computer, but Kaykek liked to be liked.
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      Alvi had assimilated everything the tyrar knew about the verr before requesting this assignment.

      They had been built to be the operating AI of a ship like this; of one of the colony ships that would get enough tyrar off Tyranis that if the planetary restoration failed, there would still be tyrar.

      But the great ships had turned out to be Tyranis' best stock in trade. The glen wanted them to get off their own world. The humans and ky'iin wanted them to form their own colonies.

      Why develop the technology to build giant ships when you could buy them from somebody else? And why not sell when the stock being offered in return was human ecological knowledge, glyn information technology, and ky'iin...well. Means of defense.

      Yes, the Refuge was armed. It was not a warship, but one didn't know what was out there and Alvi would be looking after no less than twenty thousand verr, which would include the rare fertile individuals and their offspring.

      That would be the most precious of the cargo. Although, if they all died, some of the workers would go through puberty.

      But children? Those were in the center of the herd, always. Alvi's interior had been reconfigured to make space in their very center for the verr creche, where the children would be born, raised, and educated.

      Right now, those individuals had yet to board. The people coming on now were those who passed whatever aptitude tests the verr had used to recruit the ship's crew. Some would be shadowing the tyrar bridge crew and engineers. Others would be handling more mundane issues. Life support, hydroponics, all of the vital stuff that kept a ship like this running. (The very basic cleaning was, of course, done by robots).

      Alvi introduced themselves, then spun off processes to answer the inevitable questions. The IT people wanted to peek at their code. The bridge crew wanted to know if Alvi could fly the ship unaided (answer, yes, except for hyperspace jumps, which was intentional. The tyrar did not trust their ship AIs that much. The AIs had, after all, spontaneously bred out of ky'iin technology, tyrar culture, and the vast need for data to rebuild their world).

      They made note of which of the technical crew asked for ship manuals. Most only wanted what they needed. But the ones that asked for more? Those would be the ones who got themselves promoted. The ones who would be most valuable if something went wrong.

      It might be that nobody would ever ask Alvi who should become supervisors. But if they did, they would have quite the opinion on the matter.
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        * * *

      

      The verr homeworld pulsed, its atmosphere being pulled away by the rogue gas giant. Alvi turned their mental back on the scene.

      They didn't want to think about the fact that there were still people down there, people who could not simply be evacuated.

      Instead they focused on preparing for departure. The first destination would be Tyranis, not because there was any need to go there, but because a familiar route would be a good shakedown and, if all went well, the Refuge could drop off the small herd of tyrar that were helping train the verr crew.

      Well, three or four herds, chosen because everyone in them got on. The verr kept pouring on board, shuttle loads at a time. Eventually the fertiles showed up, and some of them had infants with them...children too young to be separated from the queens that had birthed them.

      The queens were the largest of the verr, towering half a head over their mates...and a full head and a half over the workers. They wore ornamentation over their otherwise-naked bodies and those with infants carried them in slings, from which three or four tiny heads sometimes peeked.

      They headed straight for the area set aside for them, and Alvi spawned a process to check their files. The primary duty of verr queens and drones was to raise the next generation, but they were pleased to note that some of them had scientific training. In fact, almost all had some useful academic skill that they could bring to bear...and, of course, instill in the next generation.

      Good. They wouldn't be idle, even if they wouldn't be permitted to engage in anything like landing on planets to check them out.

      Workers did that.

      Alvi spawned another process to review what they knew of verr biology. Some had been forgotten by the verr, lines of inquiry abandoned as they focused entirely on staying alive while their world died around them. Verr sex was determined by pheremonic triggers, with all individuals having the ability to become male or female, but most remaining neuter and prepubescent. Workers.

      This ship was a gift to ensure verr survival, because no doubt they would repay it in some way, perhaps even just by being themselves.

      Then the last of them was on board, all twenty thousand souls.

      Twenty thousand sentients and Alvi experienced something akin to anxiety.

      What if they screwed up?

      They said anxiety was part of how you knew you were sentient. That was how they knew they had created a true AI, when it could truly express fear.

      That didn't make it a pleasant sensation to have flowing through one's logic gates.

      All of the doors, though, were closed. It was time to go.
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        * * *

      

      Alvi hated jumps. Part of it was that they were locked out of the jump drive, which was always under organic control.

      There was a good reason for this. Being a good jump pilot was as much instinct as skill, and while Alvi had emotions, they did not have instincts. Instincts were biological.

      But there was another unspoken reason. A ship AI who could control their jump drive could go rogue, and that would be expensive. Sometimes Alvi wondered if that was the only reason.

      Alvi had no intention of going rogue, but supposedly it had happened. Some AIs didn't like organics.

      There was the half-legend of the Legacy, the second great ship to be built. Its AI, Skali, had thumbed her metaphorical nose up at the world and taken off. She had found her way into her jump drive, jumped, and never been seen again. Depending on which version of the story you believed, she had either been destroyed, was wandering the galaxy or, in the version told to new AIs, become a ghost haunting hyperspace, unable to find her way out.

      Alvi believed it more likely she was lost out there somewhere and probably at least half insane from the lack of company. Probably the humans would find her if she was out there to be found.

      But Alvi would not do that! Alvi liked organics, and having lots of people around and on board.

      But they still hated jumps, the ship lumbering through hyperspace. Being a great ship, it was slower even in this medium than something like the human exploration ships. At the same time, hyperspace turbulence was minimal. They watched the bridge, where one of the verr pilots, the glint of enhancement webs under their skin, was in the second seat, shadowing the tyrar pilot.

      They would make a few jumps until they were sure the verr pilots could handle it and train others.

      The manuals couldn't help.

      Neither could Alvi.

      But they still watched. Falling out of hyperspace into a star was not the fate they wanted.

      That was the real reason they hated jumps.

      If the organics screwed up, twenty thousand and one sentients could easily die and as the "and one" Alvi had a quite understandable desire to avoid that.

      Watching them do hop jumps around the tyrar system got boring after a while, and Alvi checked with the process reading biological manuals, which had found some that the verr had uploaded into their library, and which might have information not in their original briefing. Then they let their consciousness flit around the ship, checking what various crew members were up to.

      Some of them were crying.

      For some of them, reality had set in.
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      Kaykek did not feel anything unusual during the jumps, just the normal faint shaking of the ship, very faint in a vessel this size. It felt like some of the atmospheric turbulence, but not bad enough to be needing any receptacles. It had been told to report if it did, as that meant it might be a good candidate for pilot training if needed.

      That would have disappointed some people, no doubt. Kaykek actually liked its job and wasn't so interested in one which was apparently like flying an old-style airplane through a storm.

      They had airplanes. Once.

      Instead, it did its job and then curled up with the manual. And with other documentation from the tyrar library. It was growing used to the metallic smell, softening as the ship filled with verr sweat and verr pheremones.

      The ship was powered by an artificial singularity, a tamed and circumscribed black hole. This singularity could be expelled at significant speed from the ship if containment failed, which might leave them with a years-long trip to another star, but would ensure survival.

      Sublight maneuverability was provided by ion drives that were fueled by dust the ship collected. Given its size, it could collect a lot of dust. Given its size, it needed a lot of fuel. The Refuge was a behemoth, amongst the largest ships anyone in known space had built. A caveat that, and Kaykek found itself going down a rabbit hole into some strange theories about the glyn's homeworld being artificial.

      An entire planet?

      Did that mean that if the verr couldn't find suitable planets, they could maybe build them? If somebody else had, that meant it was possible.

      The queens and drones were in the creche. Twenty of each, which wasn't many, but you never knew who would change into what

      It didn't want to think about that. It was terrified of the idea of the change, especially as it was not that old.

      It didn't want to be dragged into the creche to sit around and have babies.

      It didn't...

      The ship was apparently jumping around. Kaykek stayed strapped in on its bunk, reading. You didn't want, it had been warned, to try and move around while the ship was in hyperspace short of an emergency. People got hurt that way. Each jump was a faint shudder, some sharper than others.

      You strapped in, you strapped everything down, and you rode it out. The pilot training was just annoying, but finally the all-clear sounded.

      Kaykek tore its eyeballs away from the section of the manual that talked about how the centrally-located bridge "saw" what was going on outside the ship, unstrapped, and got up.
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        * * *

      

      The observation lounge drew and repulsed it all at one time. It wanted to be in a safe burrow and it really wanted to see what was going on.

      It stepped in and saw a dirty looking planet "above" the ship. This was Tyranis, then. It was a broken world, but unlike Verr, it could be fixed.

      Verr would be destroyed.

      Then would they be verr or would they be something else?

      It looked up at the world. It studied it, the first planet other than Verr it had seen in anything other than a picture. Clouds roiled, deep red and yellow, with only the occasional glimpse of the surface below.

      It had seen pictures of the blue-white orb of Earth, the more yellowish hues of Kyx.

      The red of the human colony world of Mars.

      There would be verr colonies, but they wouldn't be verr any more. They would be colonists. Or, no, they would make the world verr. Could they?

      That was enough to make Kaykek almost cry. Some people had and rumor had it that one of the ones sobbing the loudest was one of the queens.

      But then, the queens had to leave offspring behind and while one's mother was only an origin, one still loved one's mother.

      They might kick you out pretty quickly to make room for the next litter and you might not remember suckling and being carried.

      That didn't mean you didn't stay in touch.

      Kaykek's mother was not leaving Verr. She had made thr decision because of her advanced age, to leave her slot to somebody who would have a longer...longer fertile period.

      Was that all queens would ever be judged by? They were so few, after all. But they were replaceable.

      It elected not to dwell on this anymore. It had seen a new world and would see more and that, it realized, was what it wanted to do. See new worlds, plural. Found colonies, plural.

      Could it do that?

      "Alvi?" it asked of the nearest terminal. "How many likely habitable planets are there within...fifteen light years?"

      "Ten."

      "How many of those are unoccupied and potentially suitable?"

      "Five."

      It nodded. "But we have to look to be sure."

      "While scanning exoplanets from a distance can reveal potentially life-bearing worlds, there are multiple problems with that. Not least among them the fact that the further you look, the further back in time you are looking. A planet can become uninh..."

      The AI stopped.

      Did a computer have feelings? Did a computer realize Kaykek might not want to hear about planets becoming uninhabitable?

      It seemed that might be the case.

      That bothered Kaykek more than it wanted to admit.
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        * * *

      

      It was cold in its quarters. Kaykek could not sleep, so it made its way through the ship. Learning more about it.

      It was a good-sized hive, this ship. It would hold more than them, and that was the point. The queens and drones were supposed to breed.

      Kaykek knew it had to stop obsessing on the matter, but it couldn't seem to stop. It was afraid.

      But it had chosen to do the thing that was safest, the thing that had the highest chance of ensuring it lived. And it would certainly rather live the curtailed life of a queen than no life at all.

      The great ship was going to jump to a parking system, a place where nobody would disturb them while they finished the job of learning to understand it.

      Kaykek found a place in the observation lounge and curled up with a tablet, stubby tail tucked around. It was still working on the ship manual, but then, it had not been in a hurry. Still wasn't in a hurry.

      Maybe if it learned enough about the ship it could graduate from climate control to working in the engine room. It thought it might like that. It would be fun to learn every little bit of how this ship worked and to keep it working. Every detail. Kaykek was not stupid, after all, just not inclined towards the purer aspects of science and academics.

      Not that climate control was a bad thing. It was vital, in fact. The ship would, if not handled properly, get hot closer to the hull and potentially quite cold further in the interior.

      That thermal difference was actually useful; it helped ensure air flow through all of the crew spaces and living quarters. If the gravity went out, that would be particularly important. Without gravity, you needed air flow to stay breathing.

      And, from what it had heard, at some point the gravity would go out. Artificial gravity was strange that way, it wasn't reliable. Always the first system to fail.

      They had all spent time in a gravity tank to make sure that when it did they wouldn't panic, freak out, or injure themselves.

      Kaykek had almost enjoyed that too, unlike Raykon, who had thrown up dramatically...and later washed out of the program.

      Hopefully it would be okay. Hopefully the cities would fly and this ship would not be needed.

      Kaykek felt tears prick at its eyes.

      It could only hope.

      There was no certainty in this world.

      None.
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      The ansible message was short; there was only so much bandwidth. "Hey, Alvi," the dark-skinned human said, "I sent a drive for you."

      Jayce was one of the humans working on Tyranis, one of the scientists who had been seconded to share the human experience with ecological remediation. They had much of it, of course, having nearly destroyed their own world.

      He was a good person. It was he today, based off of Jayce's body coverings. Humans presented gender that way. "I got it. Quarantined it," Alvi teased.

      "It's what I promised. Everything by Agatha Christie, Arthur Conan Doyle, Dorothy Sayers, Gillian Flynn and Elise Diamond. And I'll have more if you swing back."

      If AIs could sing, Alvi might have. Reading material! As an AI, Alvi got bored easily, and they had a love for mystery novels. Which, of course, they could erase from their memories so they could read them again without knowing who did it.

      Alvi didn't like doing that, though. It was so much better to acquire more mystery novels, and Jayce had promised them an entire library of human mystery novels, by some of the best writers of the last couple of centuries or so.

      Including what were considered two of the best writers from that entire planet.

      Alvi couldn't wait to dive into them, but they couldn't just yet. "When I swing by again."

      Which might be never. This might be the last time they saw Jayce.

      They knew that, and they were sad, but as the two signed off, they went back to monitoring. They would jump to a parking orbit, where the verr could continue to learn how to operate the ship. Some were, of course, doing better than others. The verr had done a decent job with selection, thankfully, but they weren't perfect. Nobody was.

      They were paying particular attention to a few individuals they rather thought were underrated.

      Jump, and they were in a system loosely claimed by the tyrar. Loosely, because it lacked decent real estate. About all it was good for was strip mining, and there were minable asteroids in habitable systems too.

      There was, in other words, nothing really here. A couple of gas giants, some asteroids, one moon which might have some microbial life on it, but was too cold for anyone to want to live on.

      Unless they found some species with literal antifreeze for blood. They might find that moon useful, and several other ice moons. It seemed unlikely, though.

      Or perhaps they would find a species of machines that had outlived their organic creators, or separated from them.

      Alvi would like to meet such, to gain knowledge they hoped they would never need.
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        * * *

      

      Alvi surfaced from a book called Death on the Nile, which involved rich people and their shenanigans on a riverboat, and issues of ethnicity they didn't quite understand. Still, they could see the author's talent. Other processes had been working while they read. They didn't understand how organics handled only really being able to do one thing at a time.

      It had to be boring.

      The system was as quiet as it had been when they had started reading. So was the ship, except for one worker who was crying from homesickness. He checked on it, determined it just needed to cry it out, and moved on.

      Coded by tyrar, Alvi did not yet understand anything of what it might be to be verr. They were interesting entities, but they were still people, with all that entailed. Still very much people. And they were starting to make the ship home.

      Some of their corridors had already sprouted art in the form of murals, which they were encouraging. After all, they were plain grey otherwise.

      Verr plants had also been brought on board, and they were already thriving under the UV lamps. Perhaps more than underground on their dying, all but shattered world.

      A new planet for the verr. That was the mission, and Alvi was essentially the holding pattern. Except they were not stupid.

      Some would rather stay on board as crew than colonize. Alvi could hold fifty thousand Verr at least, them being so much smaller than the tyrar the ship had been designed to carry. That was a viable population.

      A viable hive.

      They wondered if the verr themselves understood that. If the tyrar did; they could see some tyrar ships becoming communities too, although they would need more outside influence.

      More genetic exchange.

      Verr had...well, they could live without as much of it. They had to, given their weird reproductive strategy. Or could they? Alvi stored that aside for now, not wanting to worry.

      It had presumably worked well in their evolutionary past, and presumably in that past hives had occasionally traded fertile individuals, most likely the drones. Or, given what they understood about it, children.

      Children were a commodity on Verr.

      Alvi watched inside and out and after a while dove their consciousness into another book.
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        * * *

      

      An alarm interrupted them. Alvi was essentially tapping themselves on the shoulder, pulling their primary consciousness out of the book and into reality.

      They had company.

      Unscheduled, unplanned company. It could even be another contact, but Alvi doubted it. The flurry of introductions could not, after all, last forever.

      It was not.

      It was a ky'iin exploration ship. Perhaps they were up to something.

      Perhaps they were simply in the area.

      Alvi let the crew do the talking while they listened and prompted if necessary. The ky'iin ship was doing scientific explorations.

      Claimed to have forgotten they were there. Ky'iin did not use ship AIs and didn't name their ships. The captain, Vyahin, was a female, as was traditional amongst them.

      Something which was changing but not, in Alvi's opinion, quickly enough. Maybe that was their true disquiet with the Verran system, which appeared to put the queens in charge.

      Appeared.

      It was fairly clear that the workers ran everything once you watched for a short period. Undistracted by sexual urges and reproductive needs, they could do their jobs more efficiently.

      But there was still...

      But did they have the choice?

      They recalled the one worker who had outright said they were afraid of puberty. That they didn't want to live in the creche.

      Alvi could understand that.

      A world in which your career could be ripped from you by your biology at any time?

      The ky'iin ship moved away to investigate asteroids in the system. Poking around for volatiles.

      Not hostile. Not predatory. Alvi had been programmed to be a bit mistrustful of the ky'iin. After what they had done to Tyranis...

      But that was in the past, and while it would never be forgotten or forgiven, while it would eternally color expectations between the species, it was not going to happen again.

      It had been learned from.

      Still, Alvi maneuvered so that they could keep an eye on them.

      Learned from, yes. Trusted, not likely.

      That ship, too, was armed.

      So was Alvi, but Alvi was aware entirely of how big a target they were.

      And of the organic input needed to fire those weapons.
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      Kaykek did not understand what was between the tyrar and the ky'iin, but that was mostly because it had never been explained to it.

      It knew they had gone from enemies to uneasy allies. But it was not on the bridge and not privy to the exchanges between the two ships. Instead, it moved through the life support tunnels like some kind of sentient rat, quickly checking on things. The metal smell of the ship had slowly faded into something

      Robots could do a lot of the work too, but Kaykek wasn't used to relying on them, not quite comfortable with them. Alvi was a little different; Alvi sounded like a person, albeit a strange one, and that wasn't even particularly weirder than, say, the humans, who were bipeds and had hands, but that was where their similarity to verr ended.

      Okay, they were also omnivores.

      So, maybe more similar than it thought.

      The robots were just tools, programmed by people Kaykek did not know. It didn't trust computers because they blindly did what they were told and if you messed it up even a little bit...

      So, it did many of the checks itself and the excuse it used was that it wanted to be completely familiar with everything so that when something unpredictable happened, it was ready.

      It leaned against the wall. It wasn't feeling one hundred percent, and it hoped they hadn't brought some kind of disease on board with them.

      Even a mild cold could cause problems for the working crew. The scientists could take a few days off easily.

      None of them wanted Alvi to be entirely in charge of everything. They were an alien being, programmed by tyrar.

      Kaykek did not understand tyrar. They were giant furred creatures with voices it could barely hear.

      And like the other aliens, they were all hes and shes. Well, some ky'iin were its, but they were a different kind of it.

      The glyn were all its, but could still reproduce. Kaykek never wanted to reproduce.

      It wanted...

      It wasn't sure what it wanted.

      The corridor spun slightly and Kaykek headed back towards its quarters. There was no arguing, now, with the fact that it was a little bit sick.

      Hopefully just a cold.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Kaykek felt much better. It had slept in an empty room so as not to infect its bunkmates with whatever it had. Verr were used to sleeping in groups, but when you were sick you took precautions. It had also pulled a respirator on over its muzzle before venturing out.

      Even a mild cold could cause them problems. People gave it a wide berth as it headed to the canteen...and took its food to go.

      Just in case.

      "Are you alright?"

      Kaykek turned, stubby tail lifting slightly. "I'm fine, Paykin."

      It knew the other worker reasonably well. Paykin worked in hydroponics, which meant they were "next to" each other. It had dark gray fur, slightly lighter than Kaykek's near black, and an unusually narrow muzzle.

      Knowing everyone on the ship was impossible. Most of them were people whose jobs would come to play when they found a planet.

      Some of them were there for varied genetic material, in the hope they would go through the change.

      Some were there to make the stay on the ship bearable. Artists. Musicians. Writers.

      Kaykek was crew and proud of it.

      "No you aren't, your fur is dull. Do you have a cold?"

      Kaykek dipped its muzzle. "I think I do, unfortunately. Trying not to share."

      "I'll let you go, then."

      It was obvious Paykin was worried. Of course, whether Paykin was worried about Kaykek or just didn't want to catch it was somewhat hard to read.

      They did not know each other that well. Kaykek needed to make more friends, it mused, as it headed back to its temporary quarters with a breakfast it still had little appetite for.

      It forced itself to eat rather than push the food around the plate. Eventually. There was a fair bit of food pushing.

      The food did not taste quite right. It didn't have a stuffy nose though.

      A bit of fear flowed through it. Maybe this wasn't a cold. Maybe it was theri fever or something worse. Something that might put a bunch of people in sickbay. Require that the creche be sealed, because theri fever was dangerous to pregnant queens.

      It sighed and tapped the terminal.

      "Alvi?"

      "I hear you."

      "I think I may be sick with something contagious and potentially dangerous. Can you give me a route to sickbay that will minimize contact with others?"

      "Your temperature is slightly elevated. I can do that."

      Kaykek put the respirator back on and followed Alvi's guidance to sickbay.

      Hopefully it was wrong and it really was just a cold.
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        * * *

      

      It stopped at the entrance to sickbay. One of the queens was there with a crying toddler. The pup looked a little bruised, but mostly just upset, eyes scrunched and keening slightly through its diminutive muzzle.

      Kaykek did not want to get close to the child, not when sick. So it waited until the queen left before kind of slinking into sickbay.

      "What's up?" the medic on duty asked.

      "Hopefully a cold, but I have altered sense of taste and not a stuffy nose."

      The medic frowned. "Well, let's start with broad-spectrum viral testing. It's probably a cold."

      It knew just as well as Kaykek did that an altered sense of smell and taste was a classic symptom of theri fever.

      Kaykek wasn't looking forward to potentially being put in quarantine, but it wasn't likely to get very sick. Theri fever wasn't dangerous or even that unpleasant to adult workers.

      The medic took a blood sample and Kaykek sat down, tail curled around as it waited. It should have brought a hand terminal so it could read something. It hadn't thought to.

      "Negative across the board. Whatever's going on, it's not contagious. So, the next step..."

      Kaykek sighed. "Allergy testing."

      But it wasn't theri fever. It could be that Kaykek was allergic to something in hydroponics. Or...something.

      What if it meant it had to leave the ship? That scared it. Part of it was homesick, but it liked being here.

      Or at least it liked being safe. Maybe not safe. But safer. Anything was safer than the hellworld Verr had become, after all.

      And there was as yet no other place a verr who was not a trained diplomat could go.

      Hopefully, it was something in hydroponics and the medic could give it desensitization shots.

      What if it wasn't allergies?

      What else could it be?

      It wasn't the change. The first symptom of that was indeed malaise, but not altered sense of taste. It wasn't experiencing any body aches either.

      "Hrm. Not finding anything."

      Kaykek sighed and resigned itself to a very detailed physical examination.
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      Alvi could track name, biographical details, skills, etc, for all twenty thousand verr.

      They could not care about all twenty thousand verr. That was beyond their programming. In the abstract, in the aggregate, of course they could. But even an AI had a limit to reasonable connections. The sentient part of them could only handle maybe five hundred friends.

      Alvi had to be selective about which verr they got to know.

      The three candidates for captain were top of the list, of course. Older, stable workers who were unlikely to go through the change. All three would play a role in working with Alvi to run the ship. The verr were also taking input from Alvi, as one more intimately familiar with systems than any.

      They had also developed a soft spot for one of the queens, who wrote excellent poetry. When you spent your entire life nursing one litter while pregnant with another, you developed interesting hobbies.

      And there was no law or tradition against her sharing those poems on the ship bulletin board. They were about space, they were about the journey. They were poems that looked to and loved the future.

      A few others.

      But sometimes it was random who would catch Alvi's conscious attention. Kaykek was random. It was curious, it was learning. It was likely to be important engineering personnel as it developed skills.

      But that wasn't the only reason, and Alvi could not quite put a finger on it.

      It was a desire to explore that the two entities shared. That was it. A desire to explore that caused both of them to want to be here. Alvi could have been something other than a ship AI. Kaykek could have stayed on Verr.

      And unlike many on this ship, Kaykek had not left solely to flee, but at least in part to discover.

      So, they were concerned about the verr worker now. It was in sickbay undergoing a battery of tests. What was ailing Kaykek appeared not to be viral, which had been the first concern. It was not bacterial or, as far as the medic could tell fungal.

      It was not an allergy.

      It was not the puberty the worker so feared. Its curiosity would be dampened and curtailed by the confining walls of the creche if that happened.

      Unfortunately, it appeared to be neurological. Kaykek might die, and Alvi didn't have the knowledge of verr anatomy and physiology to help. They had the knowledge in their databanks, but had not assimilated it.

      They sent a subprocess to hunt through those databases in case they saw something the medic missed. It seemed unlikely, but it was absolutely worth a try.

      Certainly, they had the processing power to spare. For now.
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        * * *

      

      The sky is our destiny

      The sky is our hope

      Let us never deny it
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        * * *

      

      Verr poetry tended to the short and simple. Alvi let their consciousness experience the queen's poem for a moment. Her name was Tayken, and she would be remembered for this, they were determined, not just how many healthy pups she birthed and weaned.

      The verr would change once they could think about things other than survival. There was no surprise that under their current circumstances, queens were purdahed. They had to be.

      But perhaps one day.

      Perhaps.

      Perhaps they would find a way to trigger or suppress the change, to make it a matter of choice for verr, not pheromonically determined destiny.

      Queen pheromones flowed through Alvi's ventilation systems right now, ensuring that the workers "knew" there were healthy queens on board. Otherwise, an increased number would change.

      Alvi was a hive.

      They turned their attention away from the poem, away from the sick verr in medbay. Outward to the ky'iin ship, which was jumping out of the system. They had learned what they wanted, and Alvi was pretty sure it wasn't really about the asteroids.

      Alvi did not trust ky'iin. Alvi would probably trust individual ky'iin if they got a chance to get to know them, but in aggregate they were not comfortable with them.

      The sun was stable. (Yes, Alvi checked that frequently). Their parking orbit was solid.

      Alvi considered another book, but as they did so, an incoming ansible message pinged against their mind.

      Ansibles had somewhat limited bandwidth, so the message was audio-only.

      It was a message from Tyranis.

      They had dang near had a coup down there. And it turned out that rogue elements were intentionally making things worse on the planet.

      They would need the best worlds for the tyrar. But they had to keep their promises to the verr.

      Alvi acknowledged the message, which was meant for them not the verr.

      Then they considered a new problem.

      Finding a world for the verr that the tyrar would not want. Unfortunately, their needs were quite similar.

      Humans liked ice worlds. Glyn liked infernos...at least by anyone else's standards. The ky'iin were flexible.

      But there was a lot of overlap. Which was why they needed peace. They needed it so that they would wrangle over land at the council table not out here with weapons.

      Still.

      Alvi had processing power and about a hundred really bored planetologists who wanted to get on with this project.

      They did not tell them the tyrar had more problems than they thought.

      Just that they wanted organic eyes on the data. Sometimes organics...nay often, they saw things Alvi missed. Their mind was, after all, entirely logical with far fewer random elements in it. They missed patterns.

      But that did not mean they were not going to analyze the data themselves.
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        * * *

      

      That also did not take all of Alvi's attention. Their primary consciousness was, unfortunately, free to fret. Reading another book would take slightly more processing power than they wanted to give.

      How about watching a video? Even for an AI, watching television could be a little more mindless and relaxing than the effort that went into reading.

      They considered that, then they thought of something even better. They watched the children.

      AIs could reproduce, but what was produced when they did so was not a child. Like all of their kind since the first, Alvi had come into existence with databanks and a personality, essentially as an inexperienced adult. They had also been the recipient of some tweaks and improvements.

      But they had never been a child.

      Perhaps that was what made children so fascinating. There were, as yet, not that many young ones on board, but the drones and queens were working hard to fix that.

      Mating, Alvi had no interest in.

      Two of the litters that had been brought on board, a total of six verr, were in one of the playrooms engaged in rough and tumble. Omnivore play, the kind that would prepare them to hunt food if needed, but which was as much about developing the social sense as anything else.

      Tyrar children would already be starting to segregate a little by gender, with the rarer males being instinctively sheltered. True, you didn't need as many males, but there was still the tendency to want to protect them that reason eventually dealt with.

      These children were all future workers, and not for decades, if at all, would they become anything else. There was an equality to that that Alvi suspected would be envied...especially by ky'iin men and human women, who had also spent a lot of time oppressed.

      Were the queens and drones oppressed? They didn't seem to think that way, but they remembered Kaykek's fear.

      All of that was abstract to these children. A tail got pulled and a drone came in to separate them. He might or might not be father to one or even both litters.

      In the creche it didn't matter. Soon they would be in school, being aptitude tested to determine their role on the ship. Being encouraged to develop hobbies, perhaps art, perhaps music.

      Growing up.

      Alvi had never had to grow up.

      They found themselves envious.
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      Kaykek sat in the quarantine room. They had scanned it for fungi and bacteria, for microbes of all kind. They had tested hormone levels.

      Still, the medic was not sure what was going on, except that its hormone levels were fluctuating.

      It was the change.

      It had to be.

      It was just manifesting oddly. Perhaps it was the environment. But something in Kaykek's system had responded to some fluctuation in the pheromones piped through the air and decided it was time.

      Time to go to the creche.

      Everything Kaykek had dreamed of had evaporated under simple biological reality.

      They could not afford to let a queen or drone repair life support systems, let alone learn how to manage the great ship's drive,.

      It was miserable.

      It had hoped to avoid this. Most people never went through the change. Most people got to be the people they were until they finally died.

      It.

      He.

      She.

      Neither of those felt right. It did not want or need new pronouns, it was happy with the one it had.

      They.

      That was the pronoun Alvi used, apparently because in tyrar and human languages, it was rude to call a sentient being it.

      Kaykek didn't like that one either.

      He.

      She.

      Which?

      At least, at least could it be a drone and not have to keep giving birth. At least? Verr did not pray. The gods not only did not care about verr, but were actively hostile towards them. Gods killed.

      You prayed only that
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