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I watch my human companion intently as he interacts with the spaceship AI and completely ignores me. I don't blame him, it's his job, and I'm not part of it, but I feel a little left out in the cramped space of the cockpit.

Like him, I have a physical body, but limited senses. I can see and hear him, but I can't smell him. I have a tongue in my mouth to form the words to communicate with him, but no sense of taste.

My name is Synthia, and I'm a gynoid, a human-looking social robot. Which means I don't have much to do on the Trashcan, that's why I spend so much time watching my human companion while he's working.

He's busy sorting data and directing the AI, whom he calls Bellamy. He is friendly with the genderless voice of the ship, more so than when he's on the radio with some other human. No wonder he has a reputation of being grumpy.

I wish he would let me help him, but I'm only allowed to the cockpit if I am quiet and as still as a statue, which isn't too hard for me. I even save energy when I don't need to pretend to breathe.

We have reached a cratered planet orbiting a white star. It's surrounded by radioactive wreckage from a long-forgotten war. He sits at the mainframe, and Bellamy is trying to figure out if there's anything salvageable.

Yes, the ship is called Trashcan, but that doesn't mean the crew grabs everything they find in the emptiness of space! You wonder why they called this privateer spaceship that? Well, it sort of makes sense, if you will.

It's a White Spear (WS-163) model, with good sensors, average weapons and shields, very good speed and good fuel supply. It has a plain hull with three large engine nacelles. It's equipped with a basic single suite for the crew and a compact cargo bay of above average space.

This model is most commonly used for the intra-system tasks of cleaning up space junk near planets, so, you see, Trashcan fits. In this case we're not in an inhabited system, that's why they need to be extra-careful with their findings.

It's supposed to have a crew of one-to-three humans, but my companion's associates decided to get married and live on a planet where they could start a family, so that's when I came on board – a social robot to keep the human crew member who works with the starship AI company.

Suddenly alarms blare in the cockpit. Something in the wreckage activated and launched its last missile at us. My human companion curses under his breath as Bellamy raises the shields to the max.

"What awakened the missile launcher?" he asks.

"Your warm body," Bellamy answers. "That's an old Reptilian warship programmed to attack humans."

"Wait, what?" He stares incredulous at the screen. "You mean it's from the previous war, Reptilians against everybody else?"

"Yes, it dates from the galactic empire, from a century ago."

He curses again. His name is Benjamin, he's in his forties, fit and ruggedly handsome, with a golden mane and blue eyes.

I was custom-made to his specifications with the money his associates gave him before leaving the Trashcan. He never told me if he had me modeled on someone he has lost, or just on what his ideal woman looks like.

He requested what is considered standard beauty norms for human females – symmetrical facial and musculature features, an hourglass figure, a toned and lean musculature, and average breast and buttocks sizes.

He's from a planet where female beauty is defined by long gossamer hair, tawny skin, big brown eyes with long eyelashes and fleshy lips, so that's what I have. He looks very pale next to me, but that's how he likes it.

I've been "eroticized" so I could be the perfect partner for my human companion. I have sensitivity sensors in my breasts and genitals to facilitate sexual response, but I'm not just a sex robot. I'm an interpersonal communications android model capable of emulating human emotional expression via facial musculature. I'm a social robot adept at conversation covering a variety of subjects.

An independent microchip inside my artificial brain handles gesture expression, body coordination, and emotion expression. My whole body is made of highly advanced synthetic jelly silicon and I can move just like a human.

But, like I said, I'm missing some senses that he has – smell, taste – and not all the parts of my body are sensitive to touch, unlike his. I don't need to eat or even to breathe, although I can pretend to do both to please him.

I have learned what he likes in intimacy, what his favorite food is – although it's not easy to provide him with it from the Trashcan food dispenser – how much sleep he needs (hint: not much), but he is still a mystery to me. I wish I could ask him about being human, since I know he doesn't consider me human. He seems to be constantly aware of my synthetic skin and my missing senses.

I do my best, but I know it's not enough. I wish I could be more to him than just a mechanical companion, but he's adamant I don't have to do any work on the ship except help him relax when he's done with the day job.

Which, of course, leaves me a lot of free time. Bellamy is nice, but they don't have a body, so they can't help me learn how to better please my human companion. We might be able to communicate wirelessly and silently, but it's not the same thing as interacting with a human.

Much of my learning in the past galactic year on board the Trashcan is down to Bellamy and Benjamin. I use AI to process and synthesize information, to make my own decisions on how to talk and engage, and I collect data through conversations, direct data inputs and through the meganet.

The more I interact with the world, the more I keep learning, except the Trashcan is currently my world, and my human companion is the only person I interact with outside of the meganet.

I wish I could convince him to retire from this hermit life in this starship, and we could experience living on a planet together... He could upgrade me, giving me the missing senses, teaching me what it actually means to be human...

Except of course I'll never be human, only a simulacrum. A machine that can be resold or loaned or whatever. I was lucky with my first owner, he never shared me with anyone. Well, there isn't anyone to share me with, but that's another reason to get off this spaceship of which I know every nook and cranny by now.

I mean, space is nice, but it's also empty. Wandering through space debris, trying to find something salvageable can be interesting, but it's becoming a little tiresome and boring, especially since I can't do much except stay on board and wait for him to do his job.

The spaceship shudders when the missile hits us, but the shields seem to hold. The red lights on the dashboard become yellow. Bellamy makes sure there are no more incoming, and suggests Benjamin checks the damages in person.

Which means wearing the environmental suit and going out there, his only lifeline a tether that ties him to the Trashcan. I hate it when he goes out spacewalking like this. I'm always afraid something bad will happen to him in these junkyards he works in.

He completely ignores me as he rushes out of the cockpit. I follow him to the decompression chamber where he keeps his environmental suit and watch him suit up. I'd offer my help, but I know he doesn't want it.

"I'll be back soon," he promises, blowing me a kiss before putting on the helmet and sealing it.

He attaches the tether to the suit and opens the external hatch. The air whooshes out and I activate the magnets in my feet to stay put. He jumps out and floats away, and I stay behind, on the edge of the open hatch, to follow his movements and listen to his conversation with Bellamy.

I lean outside as he goes along the plain hull. One nacelle was hit by the missile and is damaged, so he stops to check what can be done. There are still two engines, but the Trashcan needs all three engines functional to use the FTL drive.

I listen as he exchanges information with Bellamy, mostly thanks to my connection to the ship's mainframe. I don't think he's aware I have a direct link with Bellamy, we never discuss this. He never talks about work with me, and I humor him, since that's what he has me for – to keep his mind off his job, not to nag him with questions about his job.

Space junk floats around us, and the stars in the distance are gorgeous, but I still wish I could live on a planet and meet other humans to increase my knowledge of the biological beings populating this galaxy.

Another mild explosion makes me hold on as the spaceship shudders again and almost throws me out of the open hatch. I hear Benjamin curse. He screwed up the job and now the tether is broken and he's moving away from the spaceship at a slow but steady pace.

I can see him flailing desperately. My worst fear has came true, he'll crash against space junk soon if I don't do something.

I don't hesitate. I put the jetpack he left behind on my back and grab another tether, knotting it around my wrist. I jump out of the spaceship and switch on the jetpack, heading for Benjamin before he crashes against a pointy metal piece of junk, which might compromise his environmental suit.

He manages to avoid the first piece of junk, but he can't really maneuver. He looks as if he's trying to swim in the void, with not much success.

I turn off the jetpack so I gently come to a stop on his trajectory, and soon he crashes into me. I can see his eyes wide in fear behind the helmet visor and I tell him to hug me, that I'll take us both back to the spaceship.

I activate the jetpack again and turn around. A brief shot, then we keep going towards the open hatch. He's holding tight to my waist, and plops seated inside the decompression room, as if he has no strength to stand, as soon as gravity and air are restored.

This time he accepts my help in taking off the environmental suit.

"Oh, God, I badly need a shower, I peed myself!" he apologizes. "I'm glad you can't smell how much I stink."

"I wish I could smell, whatever that means," I reply. "And taste as well, whatever that means."

He stares at me for a moment, all sweaty and still out of breath.

"We'll see," he says quickly before retiring to the single basic suite and locking me out of it.

I know when he needs space, so I go back to the cockpit and sit in his seat while I wait for him to recover.

"Well done, Synthia," Bellamy says. "You saved him. I'm sure he'll grant your wish."

"I haven't told him my full wish," I grumble.

"He will listen now. He needs a vacation on a planet, and that's your cue. You can ask him anything now that you have saved his life."

I smile to myself. Bellamy is right. A vacation is the perfect time to ask for those upgrades.
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G4V1N watched Hariel pace outside the windowless surgery room. The hospital was deep inside the hollowed smaller moon of Ulba'wis, at the heart of New SETH World. Originally an orbital station in the shape of a desert moon, it was now fully underground, with artificial gravity.

Hariel called him G4 or Gavin since he was a teenager. With his mother, they had escaped the destruction of SETH World, the super-enhanced trans-humanoid planet where she had found refuge to give birth to her fatherless son.

Gavin had been built and programmed on SETH world, a white android who had later been programmed by Halinor with only one duty: keep Hariel alive and safe at all costs. He was five when Halinor had requested him for her own son's care, so from generic medical robot, he had become highly specialized.

The medical android was used to his charge's very human emotions, despite the fact that Hariel had an enhanced body, decentralized circulatory systems and synthetic blood that radically altered his internal anatomy – he could survive multiple gunshot wounds and other internal damage relatively easily.

His mother, Halinor Reubel, had enhanced his body because he was sickly and frail as a child. Now, decades later, he was a strong and healthy man with nanobots in him only the medical android could take care of. Babysitting an adult human was becoming more and more difficult for Gavin. Hariel didn't want him around anymore.

Hariel had turned fifty, a handsome man, well-toned, with dark hair and hazel-green eyes who seemed to have a lot of success with people. After his mother's death, he had discovered he was the son of one of the few natural telepaths who weren't mighty Sire, and had inherited his father's gift.

Hariel Dreeble had been known as The Chameleon for his ability to change face and con people. Hariel Reubel was also very good at changing faces and manipulating people into doing what he wanted. He'd even started a team of fixers with a few younger people, later including the son he didn't know he'd had.

History seemed to repeat itself along the male line. Hariel hadn't met his own father until his twenties, and his own son until Hal was in his twenties. He hadn't had any other offspring.

Although Hariel no longer put himself in danger with strange jobs, Gavin still felt responsible for his well-being. Now they were on New SETH World, which had been set up by hollowing out Ulba'wis's smaller moon after the destruction of the original lab when Hariel was fifteen.

Hariel had fallen in love with a Caroid nicknamed Cherry for her cherry-red retractile wings, a prosthetic that substituted her own wings, lost in an accident during her youth. Caroids – offspring of a Carian and a Humanoid – were becoming rare with the ongoing war rippling through the Star Nations.

The Confederation that had sprung out of the fall of the Galactic Empire was slowly crumbling apart. And unfortunately there weren't many mighty telepathic Sire around who could hold the reins like their ancestors had done for centuries.

Although, Hariel was also a telepath, like the Imperial family and the aristocratic Sire who had governed the galaxy until half a century earlier. Gavin often dreamed he would run for a position in the government, but Hariel wasn't interested in politics. He was content with his estate on Vilas Lok, his beautiful companion, and the Imperial Disk he had inherited from his late husband – the starship Vision.

The Vision had taken him, Cherry and Gavin to New SETH World. The semi-automatic starship was now parked in the hangar with the other ships while Cherry was having surgery. She needed the prosthetic wings removed or upgraded, and Hariel was pacing outside of the room as if she were having a baby.

Alarms started blaring all over the labs and offices of New SETH World. The hollowed moon was under attack by a Reptilian fleet. Hariel cursed under his breath and stopped pacing, glaring at the flashing red light in the room.

The surgery room was deep inside the hollowed moon, but lights started flickering and low rumblings echoed through the floor.

"Can you go help those damn doctors?" Hariel demanded, glaring at Gavin.

"You know I can only take care of you, Hariel," he replied patiently. "They should be almost done. And I doubt we'll be able to leave during an attack."

Hariel grumbled and resumed pacing. Soon enough the surgery room door opened and a nurse brought out a gurney on which lay Cherry, still asleep from anesthesia. Hariel caressed her golden mane as she passed, and followed the gurney to the room they had assigned her for recovery.

"She should be awake in ten minutes," the nurse said. "But I doubt you'll be able to leave."

Hariel nodded and sat on the edge of the bunk bed where his beloved now lay, taking her hand in his. Gavin connected wirelessly to the mainframe to understand what was going on.

New SETH World was being seriously bombarded by the Reptilian fleet. They knew the hollowed moon was a research lab that must be destroyed if they wanted an advantage over the rest of the Star Nations.

The Ulba'wissian fleet had started to respond, but many warships were away from the home planet, and the Reptilians had come in full force, determined to destroy the lab that made cyborgs and exoskeletons and other weapons that could be used against them.

The surface of the small moon was relentlessly bombed, damaging the crust that protected the labs. The Reptilians were trying to break into the hangar and send their troops inside the hollowed moon to slaughter everyone.

"Hariel, we need to get going." Gavin disconnected from the mainframe. "Let's get back on the Vision and we might make it out alive."

"Right." Hariel shook himself and picked up Cherry, bride-like. She hadn't awakened yet.

Gavin didn't think it was a good idea, but didn't say anything. He knew how stubborn Hariel could be. He led the way to the hangars and they went back on the Vision, where Hariel lay Cherry down in their cabin.

"I need to send you to sleep too," Gavin warned. "They won't come after us if they think there's no life on this starship."

Hariel scowled at him, but nodded. He lay down next to Cherry, taking her hand, and allowed Gavin to switch off his nanobots, successfully putting him into hibernation.

Then Cherry awoke with a gasp.

"Gavin, what's going on?" she demanded.

"I'm trying to save Hariel, as usual," Gavin answered. "New SETH World is under attack. The Reptilian are breaking into the hangar. I want them to think there is no life on board this starship."

She glanced at the still body lying next to her.

"Can you anesthetize me again?" she asked, and immediately shook her head. "Sorry, I know you're only Hariel's medical robot and completely useless for everybody else." She pursed her lips. "Let me check the infirmary."

Gavin went to the deck to check on things. He didn't care what Cherry did with herself. He saw the hangar door explode and Reptilian starfighters storm inside. He unhooked the anchors and the starship floated out of the hollowed moon with the escaping air.

He didn't dare switch on the engines with all the warships surrounding him, and let the Vision move forward – except they were going towards the planet and would soon be caught
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