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Science Fiction Short Story by Susanne Marie Knight

Ever since Casseo could remember, she had been taunted with the phrase, “corpse-born.” Everyone seemed to know exactly what that taunt meant... except her. Even when she was just a toddler, she knew that she was different from the others in the Compound. No one else had to endure those words of loathing. The nursery keeper would enter Casseo’s room to feed and change her, then leave as quickly as possible, doing no more and sometimes less than the job demanded. 

Sometimes she was treated in a kinder fashion, depending on which keeper was on duty. But always, when the uniformed matron left, Casseo would overhear the dreaded familiar words: “That corpse-born!” from behind the closed door. Those words kept her as isolated as the steel walls of her room did. 

She grew up considering this pariah treatment as normal and natural. Always alone, she spent her childhood away from the others, playing with mechanical toys.

When she grew older, Casseo was taken outside to play in the sun-drenched yard with the other Compound children. The orange light of the sun was unfamiliar to her pale, whitish skin, and that made the golden-bronzed children laugh at her all the more.

She didn’t mind this ostracism, and would sit by herself on the sharp blades of blue-green grass to watch the playing children around her laugh and run and shout. Frankly, she didn’t understand their actions, and it was a certainty that the others didn’t understand her as well.

Inevitably, a newcomer to the Compound would tire of the games, and wander over to solitary Casseo to shyly ask questions. When that happened however, the rest of the children would start chanting, “Corpse-born! Corpse-born!” and then the newcomer would scurry away, obviously worried about being contaminated by whatever the awful words “corpse-born” meant.

Even at this early stage in her development, Casseo managed to rise above the ridicule. Instead of focusing her attention on the children, she studied the drone monitors that directed their play. The drones seemed to have so much power over her young tormentors. The drones started, stopped, and adjusted the exercise time. If someone got out of line, a drone monitor swiftly floated alongside the culprit and administered punishment in the form of a tiny probe.

After a child had an exposure to the probe, Casseo noticed that there were very few repeat offenders. She should have feared the drone monitors, but instead, she felt they resembled her mechanical toys. She wondered if they could be her friends.

On one occasion, she tried to make her way closer to one of them, however the keepers must have maintained a constant vigil of the yard. As soon as Casseo reached a distance of twenty feet to a drone, one keeper hurriedly exited from the Compound’s confines and dragged her back inside. Punishment was nothing more than a loud admonishment.

The years passed, and finally Casseo reached her teens. All this while she was kept in ignorance of the reason for her isolation. 

When she reached her sixteenth year, the Head Matron called her into the main office. 

“You are now an apprentice-adult,” the sour-faced woman pronounced. “You must learn a trade so you can be a productive member of society. It is incumbent upon you to earn a living so that you are no longer a burden to our social order.” She paused. “Do you understand?”

“Yes, Matron.” Casseo contritely lowered her gaze to the floor.”

“You shall follow the path that every apprentice takes: you will be sent to the Galactic Training Complex, or the GTC, where you will choose your trade preference. If the Complex Counselor is in agreement, then you will undergo the transformation from apprentice-adult to licensed doer. Then, you will be assigned wherever the GTC deems suitable.” The Matron’s heavy jowls wobbled as she nodded.

She cleared her throat. “Naturally, your choice of trade preferences will be restricted because of your... uniqueness.”

Casseo almost smiled at the euphemism, but she restrained herself. It was best if she didn’t express emotion; even a smile might change the Head Matron’s mind. Casseo couldn’t chance that; she was thrilled at the thought of leaving the Compound.

Everything went according to plan, and soon she left the Compound. The faraway journey to the Galactic Training Complex lasted two months. During the trip, Casseo was provided informational scans on the trades that were open to her. She listened to them all, memorized them, and then concentrated on the one trade she instinctively knew was the one for her: Drone-Linking.

The scan explained how drones evolved from dependent mechanical units requiring outside signals to function, into totally independent task-specialized work units. What made the difference between yesterday’s drones and today’s was then revealed: the human brain. 

The electrical impulses, synapse connections, and other important activities that comprise the brain somehow got siphoned away from the host person into the new mind-drone. Additional information about the drone’s task assignment and refinements in the thought patterns were superimposed onto the mind-drone at this time.

One conspicuous bit of information was left out of the scan. No mention was made about what happened to the host person.

However, the report went on that a problem was experienced. Occasionally the thought patterns from the host person broke through the drone conditioning. The drone then realized the horror of what had happened. It then went violently insane.

Drone-Linking prevented this. By means of an electrical implant, selected... Here, Casseo couldn’t help but insert the word “outcast”... selected humans made contact with the mind-drones and supplied information, communications, and the human need their minds missed the most: companionship.

All this data touched a chord in Casseo. She felt that she had been alone for her entire life, even before her birth. She didn’t understand why she thought that or how it could be possible, but that was the way she truly felt. 

She had no memories of either parent; the Compound never mentioned them. On Family Day, all the other children had at least one parent that visited to celebrate the holiday. Everyone had someone, except Casseo. The idea of being able to link up with other beings, of finally having friends kept Casseo in a state of high anticipation for the duration of the journey.

The implantation of the electrical device and the indoctrination at the Galactic Training Complex didn’t last long. Casseo was almost sorry when her completion time came. Initially, she had dreaded contact with her counselors and fellow apprentices, fearing their ridicule. However, they seemed to accept her without reservations. She decided that they had to be unaware of her background. She even found herself hoping to be assigned to her new work locale with another apprentice or licensed doer. 

But when the placements came down, she was the only one going to Ariadne.

Ariadne was a mining planet in the star system of Alphekka, located in the constellation Corona Borealis. In Greek mythology, the Corona-crown was given to beautiful Ariadne as a wedding present by Dionysis, the Greek god of Wine.

In reality, Ariadne was neither desirable as a place to live nor conducive to thoughts of marriage. It was populated solely with mind-drones to work the harsh, dangerous mines and it was isolated from the many human colonies elsewhere in the sector.

Casseo would be the only human on the entire planet. The one source of human contact that she could look forward to was an ore freighter scheduled to pick up mined minerals approximately every five years.

Oddly enough, an impossibly romantic counselor at the GTC mentioned one analogy to the Greek myth. The white light of the star Alphekka reflected off the metal of the mind-drones scurrying across the surface of Ariadne from mine to refinery. The light created an effect of jewels in a crown. 

This would be Casseo’s wedding present. She would be wedded to Ariadne forever. As a “corpse-born” leper, there could be no other kind of marriage.

That didn’t matter to Casseo. Now a licensed doer, she looked forward to practicing her trade on Ariadne. Soon, tomorrow at sunrise, she would board an orbiting ore freighter. Six months later, she would arrive on the planet Ariadne. 

In her remaining hours at the Galactic Training Complex, she wanted to find out about one last subject. By accident, she learned that the personnel statistics of all galactic inhabitants were located here at the GTC. This was her first and last chance to discover anything about her parents and her heritage. 

Taking a steadying breath, Casseo then boldly traveled to an off-limits level where the records were kept. Bypassing the electronic devices by manually opening the door, she then stepped inside.

She followed the signs down the long, silent corridor, and then found the Query button. She pressed it, stated her
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