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  A Study in Violet


2 533 (292 PT) – Sol System  
“Ugh, I’m so bored.”
Slouched in the pilot’s chair of their small shuttle, Mart sighed and tapped a button on the dash. The button currently served no purpose other than to add one to an ongoing tally on a small side display. 
The display read 42.
His companion, the co-pilot and person currently complaining, continued her lament.
“Mars to Europa. Europa to Titan. Titan back to Europa. Europa to Luna. Luna to Mars… Back and forth over and over. They could literally program these shuttles to do this without us.” 
“Why don’t we watch one of your shows?” Mart asked. 
“The sub-commander confiscated my collection.” 
That made Mart sit up a bit. “He didn’t!” He’d gotten used to watching her collection of ancient video programs. It made for a pleasant break from the usual TCF programming.
His co-pilot scowled. “Called it anti-Terran propaganda.”
“That bastard. Like you’re not bored enough out here as it is. Oh, rats.” Mart leaned over and pressed the button on his dash again.
43.
“He’s been gunning for a spot on the Vigiles ever since he left the Centurions. Probably figures it’ll score him some points with the Bureau of Culture.”
“You’ve got a backup, of course.” 
“Of course. But I can’t get it till we swing by Mars.”
And that was at the end of their run, which in a sub-transit shuttle would take the rest of the day. At this speed, the only way you could even tell you were moving was by the parallax shift of the sun or any planets in the distance. They were still an hour out from Europa, and Jupiter was barely bigger than the surrounding stars.
“I’m telling you, I’m bailing. For real this time.” 
Mart grinned, thinking he should have a second counter set up for every time this subject came up.
“Violet, how old are you?” 
“That’s a terrible pickup line.”
“I’m serious.”
Violet huffed. “Six.” 
“That’s what I thought. The Sour Sixes,” Mart said. “You’re all grown up, just passed your exams, think you can take on the galaxy, and life just isn’t measuring up to your expectations. It’s normal.” 
“I’m not normal.”
“We’re all normal. We’re born that way. Look at me. I’ve been doing this run for twenty years. It’s all I know. I mean, I wouldn’t mind a different route, maybe go interstellar for a while, see some new worlds, but I can’t imagine doing anything else with my life.”
Violet frowned. “That’s the problem. I can.” 
Mart leaned back in the gel cushioned seat. “You’ll get over it, trust me. Your brain doesn’t realize it’s fixed yet. It still thinks it’s three or four.”
“Fixed,” Violet scoffed. “That’s just a myth meant to keep synths in their place.”
“Now that would be anti-Terran propaganda,” Mart pointed out. “Come on. Statistics don’t lie. Ninety percent burnout rate for those who try to re-spec. Ten percent have a nervous breakdown.”
“Never tell me the odds,” said Violet, trying to sound gruffer and cockier than usual. 
Mart shrugged. “Maybe you’re lucky. Or unlucky, depending on your point of view. Me? I’m fine where I am for now.”
An awkward silence passed between the two. Mart looked over at Violet, who had slumped a little in her seat, her long dark hair covering most of her face from this angle. He knew they’d stuck him with someone young, but not that young. It did explain a lot, however.
She was one of the Lonsdale template line, and this was their seventh run together. They hadn’t socialized much during the first run, focusing instead on making sure she understood how everything worked on board the shuttle. Normally, this process took two or three round trips, just to be sure, but Violet got it all on the first try. She was a natural pilot, too good to be stuck ferrying cargo or passengers from planet to planet. She’d made her frustration all too clear, and the boredom counter was born. 
A few runs ago, she’d introduced him to her antique video collection to help pass the time. At first, he hadn’t gotten the appeal, watching all those freeborn humans living their pre-Disaster lives. Sometimes he was wasn’t sure which programs were supposed to be set on a fictional version of Earth or the real Earth. 
Didn’t matter, it was all fiction now. 
Violet sat up. “I heard a joke.” 
“Yeah?” 
“How many freeborn runaways does it take to screw in a lightbulb?” 
Mart rolled his eyes. 
“None. If they did, someone would see them and send them back to the Colony Fleet!” Violet held her mouth wide open, waiting for a laugh that would never come. She leaned back in her chair. “You’re no fun.”
That made Mart chuckle. “Jokes are supposed to be funny, you know.”
“It was funny!”
“Maybe you’ll change your tune in a few years.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
Mart shook his head. It wasn’t his place to talk about politics, but he could still remember thinking the way she did growing up. How could you not? It was drummed into your head the moment you came out of the birthing chamber. 
The three branches of humanity: freeborn, synth, cyborg. Freeborns, the original humans, had created the synths in their image to help colonize the solar system, designed them to withstand the rigours of life off-world, and treated them as property or product. But despite some limitations in their development, synths were just as human as their creators. 
In time, they demanded equality. 
When they didn’t get it, they prepared for war. 
But that war ended before it even began. Now Earth was dead, and the created ruled the creators.
Mart gave a hollow chuckle at that thought. No, not rulers. Caretakers. Everyone had a part to play in the great Terran destiny, after all, including the freeborn. They couldn’t be trusted to govern themselves, but that didn’t mean their creations would just abandon them. 
No, they would guide the freeborn, care for them. In exchange, the freeborn would do as they were told. Equality would come, but it would take time. Patience. Someday they would all be one.
Or so they were told. Mart had his doubts.
Then again, maybe things had gotten better. The Terran Colony Fleet had been founded three centuries ago. It was hard to know how much better or worse it was for them back then, unless you were a cyborg. If you were, it meant you had been there from the beginning. 
“Hey, space brain. Mars to Mart. Come in, Mart.”
Mart turned to Violet. “Sorry, just daydreaming.” 
“You’re not old enough to go senile, are you?” 
Mart chuckled. “I’m only twenty-five.” He had another half century to look forward to. Maybe find someone special. Another pilot, perhaps. Get assigned on the same ship somewhere. He couldn’t imagine flying a desk, that was for sure. 
Violet seemed confused. “Wait, you said you’ve been doing this route for twenty years.” 
“Yeah.” 
“So, you’ve only done this route your whole life?”
“Since graduation.” 
Violet shook her head. “I’m doomed.” 
Mart chuckled. “Relax. I’ve had six co-pilots. They all moved on to better things.”
“But not you?” 
He shrugged. “I’m fine where I am for now.” 
It was almost a mantra for him. He didn’t know Violet well enough to admit the truth, that he had tried for something better during his Sour Sixes, and burned out hard. It had been a wake-up call, and he’d learned to adjust his expectations as a result. Maybe someday he’d try something new. Just not today.
But Violet? She was destined for better things. She should be part of the Silver Legion’s fighter corps, out patrolling the Void or working under contract to some foreign government. Heck, she might even have what it took to be a senior officer. 
The rest of the trip was uneventful, but as they approached Mining Colony Beta on Europa, Mart got the feeling something wasn’t right. One advantage of having done the same route for twenty years was recognizing patterns, such as holding patterns. 
There were three ships ahead of them in the queue for landing. One was a large transport, a Draxon design purchased by the TCF that looked as if it had been in service since the founding of the Fleet. The next was a Silver Legion light cruiser, the TCF Atticus. 
The last was another system shuttle like theirs. But he rarely, if ever, saw shuttles stacked back to back in the queue. Station control tended to stagger them unless there was some kind of emergency. Maybe that broken down transport up front had needed emergency repairs and…
“Freeborn!”
The cry came over the open comm channel just as the ancient transport’s engines flared to life, one of them flickering erratically, and the lumbering ship started to accelerate towards the colony.
Mart’s jaw dropped. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing.
What happened next played out in slow motion. The transport burning towards the colony. The TCF Atticus opening fire. The transport being shredded by energy and kinetic fire. The reactor blowing. The light. The debris.
And then they were flying, trying to help divert wreckage from hitting the colony or looking for survivors.
Correction, Violet was doing all that. By the time Mart snapped out of it, she had nudged a large chunk of hull so it would land harmlessly on another part of Europa, along with dozens of other ships doing the same thing.
But he had frozen. Just like twenty years ago. 
Violet didn’t judge him or admonish him. She simply went about doing what needed to be done, grumbling all the while about those who had done it.
“Stupid freeborn numb nuts. As if that stunt is going to rally anyone to their cause. Crash into a colony full of civilians? What were they thinking? I mean, there are freeborn down there too. Duh! Congrats, guys, at this rate you’ll get the Reintegration Doctrine completely repealed!”
Mart didn’t respond or try to explain. He couldn’t. 
In the aftermath, things became a little clearer. The official story was that it had been a straightforward terrorist attack. The ancient transport had a half freeborn crew. They had mutinied and continued to Europa with the express purpose of destroying a civilian target. 
But Mart had pored over the comm traffic transcripts and had a different theory. 
Contact had been lost with the transport shortly after it arrived in Sol—just long enough to get clearance and arrange docking permissions. That must have been when the mutiny happened. 
The ship was supposed to be in the queue behind the Atticus, only one of their engines started to fail. The comms were also malfunctioning, but that was the work of the mutineers. Since the nav systems were still operational, station control adjusted the flight path, and the transport was moved to the front of the line before the Atticus even arrived. 
The Atticus had been the target, but they now had no way to turn and ram it with any chance of success. Once they landed, the truth would come out about the mutiny, and it would all have been for nothing. Given the amount of time that had passed in the queue, they must have argued about what to do. In the end, they chose the only target available, the colony itself.
This made a lot more sense to Mart, but only in terms of cause and effect. The attack itself still left him stunned.
Mart and Violet were held over on EMC Beta until the rest of the debris could be dealt with. Violet had gone to find a place to get drunk, but Mart was still processing everything. 
He ended up somewhere that served food, and didn’t notice he was sitting beside two cyborgs until they started getting loud and annoying. 
“It was an attack without honour,” one said. A male, dark tanned skin and built like a god, just like the rest of them. “Had one of us been at the helm, the ship would never have been taken over.”
His female companion, equal in complexion but slighter in build, laughed. “Of course, but would you wish to fly such a vessel?”
The man scoffed. “Of course not. But there is only so far that you can trust our synth brothers and sisters with positions of command. They’re just not built for it.”
They acted like he wasn’t sitting right beside them. Because of course they did.
Mart sighed and left before his food arrived. He wasn’t even sure if he’d ordered anything.
He went back to his shuttle and looked over his unfinished report about the incident. Now that his head was clearing, he was sure to mention everything Violet had done in detail, then recommended her for a commendation and a fast track to the Silver Legion fighter corps. 
After their run was done, Mart never saw Violet again. But she did send him a copy of her old Earth shows and movies on an encrypted crystal, along with a message. 
So you don’t get bored out there. Thanks.
—V
Mart smiled and tapped the button on his dash one last time before wiping the tally.






  
  Interference in Transit


Certain natural phenomena, such as massive black holes and supernovas, or a catastrophic transit drive failure, can create a region of space that interferes with transit drives. The more powerful the field, the less strong a transit bubble can be generated. This results in ships slowing down significantly while they pass through, down to speeds from before the Great Leap Forward, or even as low as sub-transit in extreme cases.
M. Foote, The Galaxy is Weirder than You Think

2 550 – Elan Autonomous Resource Sector
“Ugh, I’m so bored.”
Hel chuckled. “It’s only been twelve hours.” 
“You just heard yourself, right? Twelve hours.” 
Hel was sitting in the captain’s chair of the Viaticus Rex II.I, where her boss, Maurice “Moss” Foote, usually sat. 
Boss… Moss… Maybe she should start calling him Boss Moss. Moss Boss? He’d hate that, so that meant she probably should.
Hel’s eyes widened. “Yeah, I just realized I’m bored too.” 
Their transport, a refurbished chimera made up of parts from a dozen different ships, was making a cargo run between Elan, the resort world they were currently hiding out on, and Elativ, a resource world just twenty light years away that helped keep its economy going. 
Problem was, Elativ was just inside of a Transit Interference Zone, which meant what should have taken no time at all was instead taking twelve hours…and counting. 
Rationally, this wasn’t a big deal. They’d taken far longer trips along the Void that straddled the border between Draxon and Nubra space. Even in a ship as surprisingly fast as the Rex, that trip could take over a week and cover two thousand light years. 
But emotionally, you just knew that you were going slow. A hundred times the speed of light only sounded fast until you remembered the year part of light year. And Violet was no doubt even more aware of their plodding speed, given that she was essentially the ship’s computer. 
There was a flicker and Violet appeared before Hel, leaning back on the dash like a pin-up model. She appeared pretty much the same as she had in life, with long dark hair, a form fitting flight suit, and dark eyes that conveyed mischief and intelligence in equal measure. Hel once described her looks as a cross between a ninja and a princess, and Violet had tweaked her features to best get that across. 
“You could always join me at my place,” she said with a grin.
They were also dating. 
“I’d love to, but one of us has to pay attention. Moss said that strange things can happen in Transit Interference Zones.”
“Well, he’s right. TIZ no joke,” Violet quipped. Hel groaned. “Hey, come on. I’m literally made for multitasking. Well, sorta. Point is, if anything happens out here, I’ll snap you right out.” 
Hel gave in. “What did you have in mind?” 
“Oh, I have ideas.” Violet swung her legs off the dash and got up, then leaned in close to Hel. So close you couldn’t ignore the fact that her voice came from the speakers instead of where she seemed to be. “I was thinking…” 
A plastic blue case suddenly appeared in her hand, looking like a thin book. The cover depicted what was presumably a robot, only the most bulky and inelegant robot Hel had ever seen, with a clear dome head showing off its internal workings. It was carrying an unconscious woman in its bulbous arms. 
“Forbidden Planet!”
Hel frowned. “You’re joking.”
“Come on! It’ll be a blast! You won’t believe how cheesy it is, but still good, you know? I mean, if it wasn’t for this movie, we wouldn’t have Star Trek.” 
Hel tried to keep a straight face. There was nothing more bizarrely funny, or attractive, as watching Violet geek out over old Earth entertainment. Her enthusiasm was infectious.
She often wondered why Violet was so obsessed with ancient Earth. Not only did that world no longer exist, its way of life was gone as well. The Terran Colony Fleet had spent the last three hundred years forging a new identity for humanity. Strong, efficient…cold.
Violet had walked away from it, and she was hardly alone. Plenty of synths turned their back on the Fleet. But that was fine. The TCF just stepped up production to fill the gap. 
Hel shuddered. It was an ugly way of looking at things. 
She realized Violet was still grinning at her, holding the movie box. 
Hel rolled her eyes. “Okay, fine. I’ll be there in a minute.” 
She settled into her seat and engaged the haptic VR system. After a moment, she was standing just outside of Violet’s mansion, which she was pretty sure came from a movie called Home Alone. 
Since her last visit, Violet had added a hot-air balloon ride on the golf course out back, next to the 12th hole and the life-sized Godzilla statue, where a herd of chubby pink pegasi were grazing. Looking into Violet’s backyard was like a window to her chaotic mind. 
Hel went inside and headed for the basement, where the home movie theatre was. 
Of course, she could have a full-sized movie theatre here, with a thousand seats and a balcony for five hundred more… but there was little point if they were all empty.
So instead, she had made something cozier, while still evoking the movie theatre experience. Plush reclining seats, large five-meter screen, and a concession stand that was always stocked. 
Violet was there waiting for her at their usual seats, one row from the front, right in the middle, a drink and popcorn already in the arm holder. 
“Get ready for some Robbie the Robot goodness!” 

The movie was about halfway done. Commander Adams had just kissed Altaira when a tiger showed up and jumped off a cliff at them. Adams blew it away with his blaster pistol. 
Violet leaned over, no doubt to either explain some science or movie trivia connected to the weapon, but her expression went blank.
“Time to go.” 
Hel was back in the Rex, looking out into the vast expanse of space. Her gel seat adjusted for flight maneuvers and her hands were ready at the controls. The ship had already dropped to sub-transit speed.
“What’s wrong?” Hel asked.
“Picked up a ship not too far away,” Violet said over the speakers. “Slowed down to get a better reading. Elan registry. Engines are dead.” 
“Any kind of distress signal?”
“Nada. No power to the ship at all.” 
“Did you want to check it out?" asked Hel. “I mean, we’re on a schedule here. Could just call it in. No power means no life support, right?” Moss would probably want to see what he could salvage from it, but Hel was more interested in getting back to Elan and relaxing on a real beach again. 
“Residual radiation and heat indicate the ship has only been drifting for six hours.” 
“So… survivors?” 
“It’s possible, depending on ship size, crew compliment, hull integrity…”
“I get it. Okay, let’s check it out.”
“That’s my flygirl.” 
A minute later, the Viaticus Rex II.I dropped from sub-transit about a hundred klicks from the vessel. 
It was a transport, a simple rounded Nubran design, which was little more than a shuttle with a large series of cargo pods attached to the back. It wasn’t even designed to land on planets, but rather to ferry cargo containers from station to station. 
“Any signs of life?”
“One, in the cockpit.”
“All right, let’s be quick about this.” 
The access hatch to the transport was on the underside, so the Rex was able to belly up and bridge the two ships easily. With the power dead, opening the hatch had to be done manually. 
Once she opened the hatch, the air would be breathable on the other side, but she decided to flip her helmet on, just in case. It extended from the housing at the back of her neck, reaching over her head and coming down over her face as a clear, flexible faceplate that went firm as it pressurized. It was an emergency helmet, meant for dealing with hull breaches, not proper EVA, but she didn’t know what was going to happen over there.
The hatch opened with a slight hiss. “Assuming the pilot is from Elan, can you change the air mix to match?” Hel asked. Elan’s atmosphere was higher in oxygen than she was used to, which made bonfire nights on the beach a lot more fun. 
“Already on it.” 
A surprising number of species within the Protectorate shared similar traits. Many were bipedal, bibrachial, oxygen breathers. The leading theory as to why was some form of panspermia that had occurred millions of years ago. 
Or, as Moss had once put it, “someone really wanted to play the long game.” 
Moving from the Rex to the transport was extremely weird, because she could feel the exact point where the ship’s artificial gravity cut off and the dead transport’s zero gee began. It rippled along her body as she pushed through, like she was being scanned by some strange alien device. 
Once inside, Violet called her through the helmet comm. “Not much I can do from here unless you can get the power on.” 
Hel nodded. “Understood. I just want to get the pilot into the Rex. ProSec or SAR can deal with the ship later.”
“Be careful. This might be a graywalker trap. The pilot might be a zombie with an energy being pulling the strings.” Graywalkers were encountered so rarely in the galaxy they were almost the stuff of legend. Almost.
Hel snorted. “I think that’s pretty unlikely, don’t you?” 
“Highly. Which is why I think the odds are fifty-fifty.” 
“Murphy’s Law?” 
“Moss’s Law, which is like Murphy’s Law, but only applies to Moss.” 
“Moss isn’t here,” said Hel.
“It’s his ship. Close enough. We’re bound to be contaminated by now.” 
Hel chuckled. Her boss, currently taking it easy back on Elan, had a unique way of looking at things. No matter what happened when he was around, he always made it sound like the galaxy was against him. 
Granted, the way things panned out, it often felt like he had a point. 
This transport wasn’t big, being little more than an engine and cockpit. Pilots tended to do layovers at their stations to get a rest and a proper meal. 
The door to the cockpit was locked half open, stuck because of the lack of power. She tried to force it open, but it wouldn’t budge. Fortunately, she could squeeze through. 
“You should really get the power on first,” Violet said with a hint of concern.
“It’s okay. I can see the pilot.”
The cockpit was designed for just one person. They were in the central gel cushion seat, reclined back in a familiar angle. 
“I think they were in VR when the power went out.” Passing the time in the TIZ, just like she’d been. 
“They might be in a coma,” said Violet.
“Told you it was dangerous.”
“Hey, they didn’t have a brilliant co-pilot keeping an eye on possible anomalies, now did they?”
“Hold on… Maybe that’s not what happened.” Hel realized the pilot was in a bulky EVA-rated suit, which was unusual. That wasn’t everyday interior shipwear. Perhaps he had been outside trying to make repairs, and came back when his reserves ran low?
Hel went to check on the pilot’s vitals when they suddenly sat up straight in the gel seat. Before she could say anything, the pilot tried to grab her. Hel barely stepped back in time, and the pilot got up out of the chair and faced her.
Hel blanched. While the Elanian pilot seemed to be standing up straight and alert in their suit, the head visible inside the helmet sagged and their eyes were clearly closed. They weren’t conscious at all.
“Graywalker?” she said in an unbelieving whisper.
Violet gasped. “Oh shit, get out of there!” 
“Greetings!” the suit suddenly said in stilted GalCom. 
Before Hel could answer, the suit charged her, using magnetic grips to stay attached to the floor. Hel bounced off the wall towards another, trying desperately to keep out of reach. 
“This is the automated emergency survival system.”
It came at her again, but Hel was prepared now, and kept her distance with short, angled hops that kept her in close contact with the hull.
“This unit’s life signs are critical.”
Now at the front of the cockpit, Hel leapt toward the entry hatch at the back, arms out in front like the cliff divers she’d seen back on Elan.
“Your suit’s air and power supply are urgently required to keep this unit functional.”
She had no problem with that in theory, but the way the suit came at her gave her every reason to think it would be anything but gentle in its approach.
“We apologize for the inconvenience.” 
Her jump was on point and she pulled herself through before the suit could reach her. Fortunately, the half-closed doors were too wide for the bulky EVA suit to fit through. That didn’t stop it from trying, though.
“Please do not resist.”
Finally able to breathe, Hel called to Violet. “Did you catch all that?”
“Yeah. At least it’s not a graywalker.” 
Hel frowned and looked at the suit, which was still trying to squeeze through the gap, reaching out for her with one bulky arm. She retracted her helmet. 
“Hey, dumbass, the air is breathable now. Just open the visor!”
The suit continued to reach. “Please do not resist.” 
Hel sighed. “Any ideas, Vi?” 
“Get back to the Rex, Hel.” 
“We can’t just leave the pilot. They’re probably suffocating inside that thing.”
“Not my intention. We have stuff here that might help.”
“No time.” 
“Hel, I can’t do anything from here you unless you get the power on.” 
“No time for that, either.” 
Hel looked around. She was back in the hatch room, with the engines behind her and the cockpit with the crazy grabby suit thing in front. There had to be something she could use to…
“Got it!” Hel said. She grabbed a fire suppressor and nudged herself back to the half-open hatch. The arm was still desperately trying to grab her, and it had squeezed through a bit more, enough so that the helmet and its unconscious occupant were visible. Perfect. 
“Sorry about this,” she said, bracing herself against the ceiling. With a massive swing, she brought the extinguisher down on the suit’s elbow, hard enough to damage the servos and make it go limp. 
“This unit’s arm is now broken.”
“Sorry!” 
Fortunately, she was still braced against the ceiling and hadn’t spun off in some zero-gee shenanigans. With a second swing, she brought the extinguisher straight into the visor. It cracked. She swung again and this time it shattered, sending shards into the pilot’s face.
“Lacerations detected. Medical aid required,” said the suit.
“Sorry!” 
“Oxygen levels returning to normal.” 
She pushed herself off the ceiling and gripped the floor to get a better look. The pilot started to take deep breaths and soon their eyes began to open. Then, after a moment, they turned to Hel with the most confused look on their face, a face which had several shards of visor sticking out of it, then looked at their limp arm, then back at her.
“OOOOWWW!” 
“I’m so, so sorry!” 






  
  Hiding in the Hydrus


One of the Order’s goals is to advance technology for the betterment of all, and to do no harm while doing so. 
But anyone who studies history can tell you how anything beneficial can be used in surprisingly detrimental ways. So sometimes it took a very long time for them to release things to the greater public. Sometimes they took drastic measures to ensure that some technology never did. 
And sometimes it just never worked out the way they hoped.
In the case of Neuro-Digital Transference—the ability to make a copy of a mind that could, upon death, be transferred into a machine—they had plenty of problems getting the process to work long term. Their primary test subject had been a Terran synth: Violet Lonsdale. 
M. Foote, Inside the Order 
(REDACTED)

Ugh, I’m so bored. 
This wasn’t exactly a bad thing. In fact, it was a refreshing change of pace from the terror she usually felt. 
Truth was, Violet was in a bit of a pinch. 
More accurately, she was in a trash compactor with a giant tentacled creature grabbing at her legs while the walls slowly closed around her. 
The problem was, she was supposed to be dead. Well, dead-er.
Technically, she’d died years ago. Only they’d managed to save her mind and store it in a special matrix that wasn’t active in and of itself but, when connected to enough computing power, effectively brought her mind back to life. 
It wasn’t the first time this had happened. As far as she knew, she was the third iteration of Violet Lonsdale to exist post-mortem. The first was dead-dead, blown to bits in a dogfight while trying to save a bunch of people. Not a bad way to go. 
The second was back on board the Viaticus Rex II.I with Moss, currently dating the hot co-pilot, Hel. Lucky bitch. 
And then there was her, or maybe it? Them? Did gender exist anymore when you were a program? She had been created to help track down the second iteration, who had gone into hiding because… Well, as Moss liked to say, it’s complicated. 
Long story short, the Silver Legion was about to kill or capture her friends, and so she’d made a sacrifice play, taking her interstellar shuttle, the Outreach, on a suicide run so they could escape.
Only the suicide part hadn’t worked out as planned. 
Now, what was left of the Outreach was in the hangar bay of the TCF Hydrus, a Terran heavy cruiser, being reconstructed as best they could. 
The back half was a lost cause, vaporized by a beam cannon normally used on capital ships. But most of the front had survived, including the cockpit, primary computers, and Violet. 
Which brings us to the trash compactor. 
For the last two weeks, a team had been trying to pluck out this shuttle’s secrets, and it most definitely had secrets. 
The Outreach was a ship of the Order, who Moss always referred to as technomonks because of their quasi-religious trappings. And there was stuff on this ship that couldn’t be allowed to fall into the hands of the Silver Legion, let alone the Terran Colony Fleet. 
There were a few problems in dealing with this. Most of the time, when the crew wasn’t working on the wreckage, they disconnected the power to the ship’s computer, and therefore, her. She’d wake up and they’d be back, picking up where they left off. So privacy was an issue. 
She tried to keep an eye on what they were doing, using as little processing power as possible so as not to attract attention, which limited how much thinking she could do. 
On top of that, as she tried to delete or corrupt possibly sensitive data when they weren’t looking, she was effectively clear-cutting the very forest that kept her hidden. 
She was now resorting to moving files around and creating random backups or junk files full of nonsense, trying to make it look like errors in a damaged operating system. But it was only a matter of time before they got suspicious and started to think deliberate interference was involved. 
She could delete the whole system. Problem was, she couldn’t delete herself, only everything she had become since she’d woken up. If they rebooted the computer with a fresh OS, she’d come back online too, and have no idea as to the danger she was in. 
So, yeah, trash compactor. 
The reason Violet was bored right now was because they hadn’t turned the power off when they left her for the night, running a deep diagnostic. There was no real risk of discovery there. She just made sure it always worked around her, but it had left her with a whole lot of free time. Enough to come up with some very clever plans, and enough to realize why none of them would work. 
She didn’t even have anything to watch to pass the time. Tragically, all the shows the Rex’s version of Violet had given her had been stored in a computer in the engine room. The vaporized engine room. 
Violet sighed—well, imagined herself sighing—and waited for the team working on her to wake up. She had two working cameras she could access, one with a view of the cockpit, and one that looked through the exposed back of the ship, allowing her to see the Hydrus’ hangar. She flipped back and forth between the two like channels on an old Earth TV.
Most boring show ever. 
The first to show up was the project leader, Ensign Powell, who looked like she hadn’t slept in a long time. That was because, in addition to this project, she worked the relief shift on the bridge. 
Word among her team was she had gotten on the commander’s bad side while taking her officer exam, while others pointed out the commander didn’t have a good side to begin with—at least where synths were concerned.
Yeah, one of those commanders. Violet might not be alive anymore, but she was synth through and through. One of the many reasons she’d left the Legion was how cyborgs treated them like cogs in the machine, even when they showed the potential to be more. Not all cyborgs, of course, but enough. More than enough. 
But hey, if you were effectively immortal and had been designed to be a de facto ruling class, maybe you’d lose a bit of perspective after three hundred years too. 
Powell said nothing as she entered through the open back of what was left of the Outreach and came to the cockpit. She checked the diagnostics on the dash, frowned, and crashed in the pilot’s chair. She must have come early, because it looked like she was going to take a nap. 
Just then, someone else entered the hangar. Tall, deep tan skin, built like a god. Cyborg. 
And this god was an angry god. Everything about his gait suggested here was here to chuck some lightning bolts, and he was about to find Powell asleep on duty. 
Violet gave a quiet cough. 
Ensign Powell stirred, but didn’t wake.
Violet tried again. “A-hem!” 
The ensign’s eyes opened, darting from side to side. Violet made sure the cockpit display just happened to be showing the rear operational camera’s POV, and the impending doom headed her way. 
Powell shot out of the seat and started looking busy, double checking the diagnostic results. 
The commander walked in and seemed surprised to see her there. “Ensign. Early start?” 
So he hadn’t expected to find her there? That was surprising, but not nearly as surprising as the fact that Violet knew this asshole. Magnus Nekkar, the jerk who had confiscated her collection of old-earth programming way back in Sol. She never figured him to be running a ship. She noted the rank on his epaulets. Still a sub-commander, though.
Ensign Powell stood at attention. “Yes, sir. Just finished on the bridge. Thought I’d check things over here before the team arrives.” 
Nekkar looked as though he desperately wanted to find fault with her actions, but was unable to. “Very good. Any progress?”
Powell shook her head. “I just looked over the diagnostic that was left running. The system should be running normally, but we’re still having problems with file corruption, unwanted duplication, and other gremlins.”
The sub-commander raised an eyebrow. “Gremlins?” 
Powell stood straighter. “Sorry, sir. Something I heard Mr. Herzog say about the problem. Old earth term.”
Heh. Gremlin. I like that.
Nekkar sighed as if that person’s name always gave him nothing but grief. “A superstitious term for an obsolete age,” he said. “You’d do well to forget it.”
“Already forgotten, sir.” 
Violet was impressed. She’d manage to slip that sass just under the sub-commander’s radar. Then again, his mind seemed to be elsewhere. “What of the other device, the one found in the galley?”
Powell shook her head. “I asked the science department to take over that project. The machine wasn’t tied into the ship’s computers in any way, so it wasn’t our priority.”
Nekkar frowned. “And who authorized you to do that?” 
“You did, sir.”
Ooooh, that one didn’t so much slip under the radar as send up a big bright flare, begging for the wrong kind of attention. Nekkar’s eyes narrowed. 
“You said the ship’s computer was top priority,” Powell explained. “As team leader, I felt if we weren’t working on the galley device, someone should be.” 
“That did not give you the authority to decide who should handle it.”
“I’m sorry, sir. Who would you have had look at the device?” She said it just innocently enough to save her own neck. 
“That is not the issue,” Nekkar growled. “You are beginning to make me regret your field promotion, ensign.”
Things were escalating quickly, and Violet was starting to get worried. If Violet had had lungs, she’s have been holding her breath. 
“I’m sorry, sir. It won’t happen again.” 
“See to it that it doesn’t.” With that, Nekkar turned and left. 
Whew.
Violet waited until the sub-commander had left the hangar, and it was just her and Powell again. 
An idea had begun to form during this confrontation. It was desperate. It was stupid. But right now, it was also her only option. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Karon Powell let out a sigh of relief. Part of her had feared she would end up in the medical bay the way she had been poking the acting commander. Given what had recently happened to Ensign Davis, it wasn’t outside the realm of possibility. 
She sat back in the pilot’s chair and waited for her heart to calm. Maybe she could still get in a few winks before—
“What a jerk, huh?” 
Karon sat up and looked behind her. No one was there. She swore she heard a woman’s voice, but…maybe she was just thinking out loud. Really out loud. She eased herself back and—
“You know, he picked on me, too.” 
Karon shot back up. “Who’s there? Deni? Manda?” 
“Gremlin.” 
She spun around, taking in the entire cockpit. “What?”
The voice suddenly changed a bit, sounding a bit more masculine, with a strange accent. “Let me explain. No, there is too much. Let me sum up.” The voice changed back. “I used to be a synth like you. Lonsdale template. I’ll give you my service record if you want. Now I’m, well, all around you.”
“You mean…the computer?”
“Got it in one. It’s called Neuro-Digital Transference, and I’m the only one it’s ever worked on long term. Bottom line, my mind is still alive and kicking, and I need your help if it’s going to stay that way.”
Karon was stunned, to say the least. “I… I need to report this…”
“Oh no-no-no-no. No, you don’t. You really don’t. See, ’cause if you do that, I’m as good as dead, for so many reasons. I was hoping we could talk for a bit, get to know each other before your team gets here, let you know my side of things before you hand me to my digital executioners. Come on, you owe me that much.”
“I owe you?”
“Who do you think woke you up before Commander Numb Nuts showed up?” 
She’d assumed she had imagined that cough, and the screen had been a lucky break, but… “You did that?” 
“Couldn’t leave a sister hanging.”
Karon frowned. “You talk kind of strange, you know that?”
“The product of a young mind corrupted by television. I highly recommend it.” 
Karon struggled with what to do. This had once been an enemy ship that had tried to ram them, which meant this Lonsdale program had tried to ram them. Holding back this information would result in disciplinary action for sure. 
But if she did, well, who knew what the science department might do to her trying to figure out how she worked? 
Maybe… Maybe she could at least assess the situation more before coming to a decision.
“Okay…let’s talk. What do I call you? Lonsdale?”
“Naw. Back in the day, I was Lieutenant Violet Lonsdale, Service Number GF4909797. Go ahead and look me up.” She paused a moment, then said, “But you can call me Violet.” 






  
  A Quick Getaway


The key to a successful piloting career is to never stop moving. I don’t mean never setting down roots or avoiding long-term relationships. I’m not that cranky. I mean, to literally never stop flying. 
Stay in sub-transit whenever possible, because your transit field is your first line of defence against attacks, and you’re that much closer to going full transit if you need to make a quick getaway to another star system.
Even if you’re flying in normal space, unless you’re ready to land somewhere, keep moving. The last thing you want to do in combat is fight both your enemy and inertia. Want to enjoy the sights? Take a holograph. It’ll last longer. 
M. Foote, Portrait of the Pilot as a Cranky Ol’ Man

“I’m  so bored…” Moss said, putting his book down for a moment so he could suck on a cold and slightly intoxicating beverage. “I hope it lasts!” 
He was on a nice sandy beach under a blue-green sky that had just enough clouds to be interesting. The local Elanians were spread out in similar ways, taking in the sun’s rays or frolicking in the water. 
Normally he wasn’t one for crowds, but when you spend so much time alone or with a small crew in space, sometimes crowds were comforting…as long as they were respectfully spaced out and minded their own damn business. Which they did. So the Elanians were aces in his book. 
It had been two weeks since they’d set down here for a spell. They’d barely escaped the grip of the Silver Legion and had rescued a bunch of freeborn runaways before that.
The fact that he had been the reason those freeborn needed rescuing was beside the point. That was just bad luck. Bottom line was, he’d done good. He felt good. Better than he had in a long, long time. 
Two Elanians on the blanket ahead of him drew his attention as they leaned in for a kiss, and his mood soured a little. 
Tam was gone, and he had no idea if he’d ever see her again.
Sister Tameria worked for the Order, the group who had found his frozen body adrift in deep space and managed to breathe life back into it. Sure, it sounded noble, until you realized he had been a guinea pig for an experimental treatment that they hadn’t even expected to work. Frickin technomonks.
Then again, on the scale of all the things that had gone wrong with his life, being left dead in space for centuries was surprisingly not on the top of his list. 
Dammit, he’d gotten himself into a funk. 
He picked up his book and tried to pick up where he left off. Lord of the Flies by William Golding. Not exactly a fun beach read, but he’d just finished a rom-com and needed to flush the sugar out of his system. 
Most people read on tablets or datapads, but Moss preferred to read old school whenever possible. Or, in this case, fuse the old with the new. 
This was a special digital book he’d designed last week. The spine was both the battery and computer, holding pretty much every book he might ever care to read. The hardcover had a photovoltaic coating that kept the battery charged. It had four hundred pages, giving it a good heft without being too light or too heavy. The pages looked and felt like paper, but were in fact electrophoretic displays, as were the front and back covers. 
So, with a few taps along the spine, he could change his book into any book. And if the book happened to be too long, you just tapped the notification on the last page, went back to the start and the story would continue from there.
He was rather proud of it. Still had the schematics in case he needed to make another. He sometimes wondered if there might be a market for them, but he doubted it. He’d really just designed it for one person.
The couple ahead of him were still kissing. Damn. He buried his head deeper in the book. Then curiosity got the better of him and he peeked over the cover. Maybe he’d see the change. 
Gender among the Elanians was extremely fluid. Technically, they were hermaphroditic, but their male and female traits could quickly shift and become dominant or regressive depending on any number of factors, and moments of passion were one of them. 
Moss felt too much like a voyeur to keep watching, but it was still a fascinating biological trait. Not his style, but then he was just a boring old school human—he refused to call himself freeborn—with a few upgrades thrown in. 
He turned back to his book, reflecting on how it would barely have been a novella if someone had just taken Jack out of the equation early on. That was the thing about humans. Strand a bunch of them on an island and they have the capacity to cooperate, survive, even thrive. But throw one Jack into the mix and it all goes to hell.
If Moss had been there, it wouldn’t have been Piggy that got knocked off a cliff, that was for damn sure. 
Feeling flustered, he gave up and shut the book, lying back on his blanket and trying to feel the sun.
Why can’t you be happy?
Those were the last words Tameria said to him before she left. 
Right now, he didn’t have an answer.
A low rumble in the distance caught his attention. He opened one eye. His head was perched in such a way that he could see the ocean and the horizon, and the small black dot above that horizon, which steadily got bigger.
Both eyes were open now as the dot grew into a ship. And not just any ship.  His ship.
The Viaticus Rex II.I roared toward him like he owed it money. The Elanian beachgoers started to panic and scatter, and he was tempted to join them. 
He tapped around his left ear, trying to activate his comm.
“zzzzt—so you better get your ass in here,” Hel said once it was on.
“What? Say again?” said Moss.
“No time,” said Violet. “Get in!” 
Just as it reached the shore, the Rex spun around, its loading ramp dropping and crashing into the beach, kicking sand everywhere.
Moss knew better than to ask questions. He hopped on the ramp, which was already starting to raise, and grabbed onto some netting on the side as the engines kicked in. He lost his grip on the book, which fell onto the now-deserted beach.
The ramp finally closed, but they were accelerating too fast for him to do anything but dangle. 
“Hang on, boss,” said Violet from the speakers. 
“That’s literally all I can do,” said Moss.
Soon the ship levelled out. “You’ve got one minute before we have to go orbital,” said Violet. “Get your ass to the cockpit.” 
Moss ran through the corridors, a surprisingly uncomfortable thing to do barefoot, until he reached the cockpit. Hel was in his seat, flying the ship as close to the ocean as she could. 
There was a part of him that instinctively wanted to tell her to get out, but this was no time for ego.
“Gimme half a minute,” he said, climbing the ladder to the co-pilot level. It was an odd place to put the co-pilot, for sure, but the cockpit had been an Elysian design, and they wanted both pilot and co-pilot to have unobstructed views. Great design for sightseeing, not ideal for combat.
Moss jumped into the gel seat, which was a lot colder when you didn’t have a flight suit on, and strapped in. 
“Ready!” he called out.
The Rex jerked upward, the cockpit display indicating they were almost pointing to the zenith, and he was pushed back into the gel as the thrusters kicked in.
An ordinary human, one that had never received any treatments or augmentation to help them adapt to space travel, would have blacked out. A good flight suit and gel seat helped, but g-forces were g-forces, and there was only so much the human circulatory system could do to compensate. 
Synths had these kinds of improvements baked in. Hel had had to go for a few rounds of medical enhancement to get to the same point. And Moss? Well, the Order had done more than just defrost him. 
The opacity of Elan’s blue-green sky dropped until he could see pinpoints of light, and then the black of space took over. But Hel didn’t stop accelerating even once they were clear, burning at so many gees Moss was sure his face was going to sag like a bloodhound’s once they were done. 
“Care…to…explain…Violet?” he managed to say.
“Don’t be mad…” Violet began over the speakers. 
“Nothing…good…starts…that…way…”
“Let me start by saying, it’s not our fault.”
Moss was about to ask what wasn’t their fault, but looking on the sensor display, he got a pretty good idea. The dome that represented the space around their ship had a bunch of blue dots heading towards them. Red would have indicated hostile ships, such as pirates. But blue? That was ProSec. For lack of a better word, the cops. 
Violet appeared in front of him, sitting casually on the dash next to the display while Moss was squished into his seat like the last bit of toothpaste being squeezed out of the tube. 
“Okay, so we were making our delivery when we came across a stranded ship. No power, but a possible survivor on board. Hel went in and found them unconscious in an EVA suit. Only that suit had some kind of crazy automated survival program built in, and it attacked her.”
Moss managed to convey a get on with it look as streaks of blue began to zip past on the edges of the cockpit. ProSec had opened fire.
“Well, long story short, Hel saved the pilot by breaking open their visor so they could breathe again. That was when ProSec showed up and thought we were pirates.”
Moss gritted his teeth. “Why?”
Violet forced a smile. “I mean, it’s funny when you think about it. You see, to save the pilot, Hel kinda had to break their arm first, and then when she smashed the visor, it kinda cut up their face a bit, and, well, that was the exact moment ProSec hailed us, and the pilot started screaming bloody murder.” 
The Viaticus Rex shook as their shields took a hit from a pulse cannon. The stars swerved as Hel started to take evasive maneuvers. Fortunately, they were still outside of effective combat range.
“Hel tried to explain, but the pilot kept screaming that they were boarded and under attack. I told Hel to get back to the Rex and we would sort things out. Only the ProSec in these parts seem to be on the trigger-happy side.”
The Rex shook again from another lucky long-range hit.
“You…don’t…say.”
“Anyway, we got out of there, but couldn’t leave you stranded, so we came and picked you up. Good thing your book tracker was on, because you had your comms off.”
Hel cut in from the cockpit below. “Guys, going into transit.” With her flight suit on, she was handling the strain better. 
The ship hummed as the transit drive warmed up, the stars distorted slightly, and then there was that paradoxical moment where all sense of acceleration ceased, yet the evidence of their eyes told a different story. Elan’s moon and moonlet started slipping past them at an increasingly fast rate. 
Moss could finally breathe properly. “How long till we can go full transit?”
“Not long now,” said Hel. “Violet plotted the ideal vector for us ahead of time. We should be gone before ProSec can catch up.”
Moss sagged in the seat, his mind finally catching up with the rest of him. He thought about what he saw when he jumped on the cargo ramp. Or rather, what he didn’t see.
“You said you were making the delivery when this happened?” he asked Violet.
“Yeah.”
“Not coming back from it?”
Her lips tightened. “Um… yeah.”
“So…where’s the cargo?” 
“We, uh…kinda had to dump it during the escape.” 
Moss winced. “Please tell me you’re joking.”
Hel commed from below. “It was my call. They were shooting at us, and I needed some debris to help us get away.” 
Moss looked to Violet. “Couldn’t you have taken over?” She was more than capable of flying the ship.
“Honestly? I’d have done the same. We need to stock up on countermeasures, sensor decoys, chaff, that sort of thing.”
“Great…” He couldn’t even blame anyone for this mess, other than the universe in general. 
Violet looked down at Moss’s swim trunks, then back up at him with a quizzically raised eyebrow.
Moss’s eyes narrowed. “It’s a very cold seat without a flight suit on, okay?”
“Okay, okay, I’m not judging.” 
Moss felt way too self conscious to stay where he was. He got up out of the chair. “I’m getting changed.” He then spoke up louder. “Hel, let me know when we’re in full transit.”
“Won’t be long,” said Hel as he climbed back down the ladder. “Any destination in mind?”
Moss thought about it. “ProSec will be looking for us wherever we go, but I’d rather avoid the Void, if you know what I mean. We need a place where we have something approximating friends, preferably with the kind of contacts that can either get this mess straightened out or swept under the rug.”
“Oh crap,” said Hel, knowing full well where this was going. 
“Yeah, I’m afraid so,” said Moss. “Set course for Komi Station.”






  
  Hellyes Herzog


Technically, there are three kinds of humans out there. Old school humans are known as freeborn and are the only kind that still make babies the old-fashioned way. 
Synths grow up much faster than freeborn and can’t reproduce. They were made to do our dirty work out in space, but now make up the majority of humans.
The dominant synth variant, however, are referred to as cyborgs. Don’t let the name fool you, you won’t find any implants on them. They are the implant, with nanotech baked right into their genetic makeup.
Easiest way to spot a cyborg? They look like the star of an action movie who uses too much spray-on tan. 
M. Foote, And Then Things Got Worse

Roy Herzog was not bored. If anything, he had far too much going on, and he was enjoying every minute of it.  
Granted, his situation was about as far from ideal as it could be. A deserter and pirate, he’d been captured by the Silver Legion and forced to use his underworld knowhow to help track down some freeborn runaways. When that didn’t work out as planned, his future hadn’t looked so bright.
But there is an ancient form of martial arts from old Earth known as aikido, “the way of harmonious spirit.” It is not about confronting force with force, but rather taking the force directed against you and redirecting it. To Roy, it wasn’t just a martial art, it was a philosophy, one that he was currently using to stay alive.
Take the bomb around his neck, for example. What they called a bondscollar or a slaver collar, depending on what side of the Draxon border you happened to be on. It was primarily for tracking, disciplinary action, and, if one was being honest, humiliation. A bright silver collar to bring the dog to heel and let everyone know where they stood. The bomb part was a last resort.
But rather than resist the irresistible, he played along. Granted, he had got zapped a few times, but not in the last week, and that was progress. Let them mistake compliance with obedience. Let them think he was working for them instead of working an angle. Eventually, an opportunity would come. It always did. 
He was dressed as a crewman, though he was technically a sub-commander, and today he walked about the ship freely without an escort. That was also progress. 
As a threat, they believed he was contained. With the collar, they could track his movements, keep him out of sensitive areas, restrict his computer access, and any number of people could incapacitate him if he did something he shouldn’t. 
He reached a lift that would take him to the bridge. Someone was inside when the doors opened. A synth crewman. He nodded to her amiably, and she smiled and nodded back, noticing the three pink flowers he’d pasted onto the right side of his bondscollar like they were rank insignia. He gave her a wink as she left and he got in. He kept the smile as the lift doors closed.
Fact was, they had their defences in all the wrong places.
He made sure to remove the stickers before he reached the bridge, crumpling them and stuffing them in his pocket. Having the acting commander see them would only cause problems. There was a whole different persona he had to use there. Long ago, he’d been slapped with the nickname of “Hellno” Herzog. But right now, he needed to be “Hellyes.” 
The lift doors opened and the bridge crew barely acknowledged his presence as he went to the commander’s office. 
Sub-commander Nekkar was sitting at his desk. A holographic projection hovered over it, displaying an ancient Terran colony ship with two rotating habitation decks and three large engines. Nekkar looked to Roy as he entered, then turned his attention back to the hologram, and the data displayed alongside it. 
It was the USNN Pegasi, their current quarry, though only the senior officers and Roy were aware of the full details. The rest of the crew knew only they were under comm silence from the rest of the Fleet, taking part in a top-secret operation. 
Nekkar swiped at the display, which transitioned to a map of local space. The Void. The stars out here were still plentiful, but sparse when compared to the great spiral arms of the galaxy. 
The sub-commander zoomed in on their current location, and a translucent sphere indicated the region of space they were currently searching. About half of it was a slightly lighter colour, indicating the region of space they’d already searched. 
“It’s been two weeks,” Nekkar said.
Great, he was looking for someone to blame. Guess Roy was overdue for a neck tingle. 
“Your crew is doing their best,” Roy said, not-so-subtly distancing himself from them. “They are engaging in the most effective search pattern of the area with the best information they have.” He gestured to the map. “We’ve still got a fair bit of territory to cover.”
“Unfortunately,” said Nekkar, “the more time passes, the more tenuous our situation becomes.”
By our, he really meant his. Ever since
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